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ABSTRACT 

Recent studies have suggested that the pervasiveness of 

communicative deficits in LD children has not been 

established, as -researchers have failed to fully examine the 

social variables which influence communicative competence. 

The "coequality" of participants was recognized as one of 

the most important variables in dyadic interactions, in 

which coequality is reflected by the balanced interaction of 

the participants. A "broad" notion of communicative 

competence was outlined as a necessary theoretical bases for 

exploring the communicative competence of LD boys. This 

perspective recognizes the complex interaction between the 

social context and the linguistic and pragmatic skills of 

the participants. An ecologically focused, multilevel 

assessment approach was established which provided a 

comprehensive investigative plan for examining communicative 

competence from the broad perspective. 

The specific purpose of the study was to examine the 

communicative abilities of LD children, relative to their 

normally achieving peers, and delineate the influence of the 

social context, as defined by the sociometric and 

educational status of the communicative dyad. 

Fifteen normally achieving and 15 LD students were 

randomly assigned to one of three dyads; LD partners, 

normally achieving partners, and an educationally mixed 

dyad. All dyads were presented with a communicative problem-

solving task. The videotaped interactions were transcribed 
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and coded under three separate schemes; 

conversational structures, pragmatic or 

functions, and social content. Same-sex 

linguistic and 

communicative 

sociometric and 

perceived status ratings were obtained, using the Peer 

Acceptance Rating Scale, to delineate the social context. 

The results of sociometric ratings indicated that the 

two groups possessed similar social acceptance levels, 

however, the LD group rated themselves significantly lower 

in peer status than the actual status awarded by their 

classmates. Normally achieving children demonstrated 

superior code switching abilities, whereas LD children 

utilized more intrusive discourse strategies. Results of 

analysis of dyadic conversational skills, examined through 

three major coding systems, indicated no differences between 

the groups, regardless of whether educational s-tatus or dyad 

composition was examined. 

It was concluded that LD children were as competent as 

their normally achieving peers. The results also suggested 

that the educational status of the conversational partner 

did not influence the communicative effectiveness of either 

group. Thus, the findings support the view that interactions 

between educationally mixed children can provide an optimal 

communicative match, which may mutually benefit their 

communicative abilities. It was suggested that future 

studies should examine competence utilizing a bi-directionâl 

framework, in which the interactions between pragmatic 

skills and social-contextual variables are explored. 
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

Interest in the communicative abilities of both 

learning disabled and normally achieving children has 

expanded from a primary concern for the development of 

linguistic structures, towards the acquisition of rules for 

language usage, or pragmatics (Donahue, Pearl, & Bryan, 

1983). With a shift in focus from the narrowly defined 

concept of linguistic competence, to a more broadly 

conceived notion of communicative competence, an interest 

has developed in exploring disorders intheuse of language, 

or communicative competence. Although there has been a 

marked increase in the number of investigations of pragmatic 

or discourse disorders, which have contributed to a better 

understanding of the interaction between language forms and 

functions (Haslett, 1983), a number of primary conceptual 

and methodological concerns exist which threaten current 

research in this area (Burleson, l986 Dudley-Marling, 1985; 

Wiener, 1986). These concerns, which range from theoretical 

perspectives of communicative competence, to the research 

designs utilized in applied research, have led researchers 

such as McTear .(1985) to claim that much of the current 

research is misdirected, and that the findings, at best, are 

superficial and unenlightening, and at worst, are confused 
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and misleading. In this chapter-, some of these limitations 

will be briefly reviewed, along with the relationship or 

applications of these issues to the proposed study. 

The educational importance of communicative competence 

has increasingly become recognized in the literature, 

particularly in relation to the areas of peer acceptance and 

interpersonal or social competence (Prutting, 1982; Wiemann 

& Backlund, 1980). More specifically, communicative 

competence is held as an important educational objective, as 

these skills are believed to facilitate a child's ability to 

meet the functional demands of conversational situations and 

achieve important interpersonal goals (Burleson, 1986). 

Communicative competence has, however, been distinguished 

from social competence (Larson, Backlund, Redmond, & 

Barbour, 1978), as communicative competence 'is believed to 

provide the necessary tools or prerequisite skills used in 

the development, of interpersonal competence. 

The study of communicative competence in learning 

disabled children has also developed out of a concern for 

the educational and social implications of deficiencies in 

communicative competence. In fact, Donahue et al. (1983) 

argue that learning disabled children may be identified as a 

result of their social and communicative deficits, rather 

than on the basis of their academic achievement. Briefly, 

the evidence to date suggests that learning disabled 

students possess a range of pragmatic deficits which place 

them at risk, socially, as communicative abilities are 
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believed to mediate social relationships (Wiig, 1984). For 

example, previous studies have indicated that learning 

disabled students use more hostile and negative statements, 

are less persuasive and more submissive in group problem-

solving tasks, and are less skilled questioners than 

normally achieving peers (Pearl, Bryan, & Donahue, 1983; 

Spekman, 1981). However, a majority of studies for both 

learning disabled and other language-disordered populations 

have been correlational; very -few studies have directly 

examined the relationship between communicative competence 

and peer acceptance (Burleson, 1986; Wiener, 1986). 

Consequently, it remains unclear as to whether individual 

differences in communication skills are the cause or effect 

of differences in acceptance by peers (Burleson & Waltman, 

in press; Wiener, 1986). 

From an educational perspective, the assessment of 

pragmatic abilities of learning disabled children would 

serve two primary objectives: (a) to delineate the 

effectiveness of a child's functional communication, and (b) 

to provide recommendations regarding appropriate 

intervention strategies (Roth & Spekman, 1984). However, 

Dudley-Marling's (1985) extensive review of research on the 

pragmatic abilities of learning disabled children indicated 

that the first objective, identifying the nature or 

pervasiveness of pragmatic deficits in learning disabled 

children, has not been accomplished. As Dudley-Marling 

(1985) notes, it is premature to conclude that this group 
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experiences pervasive pragmatic deficits, as many of the 

reviewed studies demonstrated conceptual and methodological 

problems. In particular, relatively few studies have 

examined similar indices of communicative competence, thus 

corroboration for many of the conclusions are noticeably 

absent. Accordingly, Dudley-Marling (1985) suggests that the 

need for widespread application of intervention strategies, 

the second objective noted above, has also not been 

effectively demonstrated. 

The crux of the problem appears to be the difficulty 

accounting for the complex interaction of the underlying 

processes of communicative performance. Specifically, a 

pragmatic disorder is believed to represent a number of 

related deficits in linguistic, social or cognitive 

processes, rather than a unitary phenomenon (Duchan, 1984: 

McTear, 1985). Furthermore, social context is believed to be 

an important variable which influences the expression of 

these related abilities (Prutting, 1982). A frequently cited 

observation to support this belief is the recognition that 

individuals are differentially competent when communicating 

with different persons in different situations (Allen & 

Brown, 1976; Guralnick, 1981). 

In an attempt to resolve many of these issues Duchan 

(1984) and McTear (1995) argue that a "broader" 

conceptualization of communicative competence must be 

adopted along with new methods for pragmatic assessment, 

which follow from a broad conceptual framework. The 
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objective of such a framework would be to utilize multilevel 

analyses, which explores social, linguistic and pragmatic 

processes, in order to accurately characterize the 

communicative competence of children in relation to a 

specified social context; rather than adopting a narrow or 

circumscribed view, which explores communicative functioning 

through a limited range of pragmatic abilities, and ignores 

the role of the social context. The need for a broad 

conceptualization and research framework has already been 

noted, as research studies have explored, on a cursory 

level, how learning disabled children's verbal 'strategies 

are influenced by the social context (Pearl et al., 1983; 

Spekman, 1981). 

The parameters of a broad conceptualization of 

communicative competence, and assessment applications for 

the learning disabled, must incorporate the three major 

issues which appear to be central to research on learning 

disabled children: (a) the broad versus narrow theoretical 

perspective of communicative competence, (b) the research 

designs and methodological frameworks which accompany a 

broad or narrow conceptualization, and (c) the role of 

social context in pragmatic assessment for the learning 

disabled. ' 
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Theoretical Perspectives: Broad and Narrow  

Conceptualizations of Communicative Competence  

McTear (1985) noted, a general theory for the domains 

of discourse or pragmatics, on which to base investigations 

of communicative competence, is noticeably absent. 

Furthermore, a number of different and overlapping 

perspectives exist from disciplines as diverse as psychology 

and anthropology, each emphasizing various dimensions of 

communicative behavior (Hart, 1980; Rees,1978). As indicated 

below, the hiatus in this field, with respect to a general 

theoretical framework, has endangered both research and 

practical applications for intervention. 

Although a substantial amount has been written to 
supply guidelines for the assessment of students' 
communicative competence, almost as many 
definitions of the concept of competence exist as 
there are authors. These definitions are not 
specific about the components and leave undefined 
certain crucial concepts which are necessary to 
understand the nature of. communication competence. 
The resulting confusion makes it difficult to 
translate the theories into either productive 
research or practice. It is time for a more 
specific statement that removes the confusion and 
allows communication scholars to begin productive 
research concerning the development of competence 
in relation to classroom performance. (Cooley & 
Roach, 1984, p. 11) 

While the absence of a general theoretical framework 

has serious implications for educational applications of 

research, anequally serious problem occurs when researchers 

adopt a specific theory in a "wholesale" fashion, to the 
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exclusion of other perspectives (McTear, 1985). A number of 

current theoretical frameworks exist which may be viewed as 

representing either a cognitive, behavioral or combined 

perspective of communicative competence (Wiemann & Backlund, 

1980). The' choice of any one of these theoretical 

perspectives will, of course, play a central role in the 

attributions of communicative competence, based on observed 

performance. , More specifically, depending on the theoretical 

perspective and the dimensions of competence highlighted by 

that perspective, competence may be indicated by several 

distinct indices; linguistic knowledge, communicative or 

discourse skills, and metacommunicative abilities (Wiemann & 

Backlund, 1980). For example, studies utilizing speech act 

theory and taxonomies, which reflects a cognitive 

perspective, focus on specific communicative acts, to the 

exclusion of other aspects of communication, such as 

discourse strategies. Levinson (1983), kaslett (1983, 1984), 

and Stubbs (1983), have all strongly criticized the 

exclusive use of the speech act approach, primarily because 

it classifies utterances without regard for the 

interactional context in which the utterance occurred. 

Duchan (1984) would claim that this approach represents a 

narrow, circumscribed perspective, as only one particular 

domain of pragmatic or communicative functioning is 

addressed, rather than considering a number of related 

domains, such as those examined in the field of 

conversational analysis. 
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As an alternative, Duchan (1984) has called for a new, 

broad conceptualization, which emphasizes the interaction of 

communication and contextual variables. Accordingly, 

researchers such as Stubbs (1983) have attempted to design 

their studies to highlight this interaction. Arguing from 

the sociolinguistic perspective, Stubbs has expressed the 

need for researchers 

discourse strategies 

provide an accurate, 

to utilize multiple theories to examine 

and language functions, in order to 

functional characterization of language 

use. Wiemann and Backlund (1980) have argued for a 

"combined" theoretical perspective, and this also represents 

a movement towards a broad conceptualization. Specifically, 

these researchers believe that both cognitive and behavioral 

processes are interdependent aspects of communicative 

competence, where "communicative competence focuses on the 

individual's ability and skill, which necessarily includes 

both knowledge of social/Communicative rules and the 

wherewithal to perform in an appropriate manner" (Wiemann & 

Backlund, 1980, p. 188). 

The broad view of communicative competence examines 

intersection of social knowledge and linguistic ability, 

it is assumed that a speaker utilizes both abilities to 

interpret and produce utterances which are contextually 

appropriate (Cwenar & Geller, 1984; Donahue et al., 1983). 

Drawing from the broad, combined perspective, the researcher 

would thus examine how the situational context, the 

intentional context (the speaker's and listener's 

the 

as 
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intentions) and the linguistic context affect communicative 

interactions (Lund & Duchan, 1983). According to this 

framework, the communicatively competent child would exhibit 

a number of inter-related skills. 

The ability to produce or interpret an utterance 
that is contextually appropriate depends on the 
integration of three skills: (a) the ability to 
perceive critical variables in the communicative 
situation (e.g., the social relations and 
attitudes shared by the participants, the purpose 
and setting of the interaction), (b) the 
understanding of the implications of these 
variables for 'appropriate speech, and (c) a 
repertoire of linguistic structures for conveying 
and interpreting communicative intentions with 
varying social meanings. (Donahue, Pearl & Bryan, 

1983, p. 50) 

It would seem appropriate and logical to adopt a broad 

view of communicative competence for assessing pragmatic 

abilities in the learning disabled, as deficits in the three 

skills previously noted have been well documented through 

studies in the areas of linguistic abilities, social 

knowledge and perception, and cognitive processes. In fact 

it is this broad range of deficits, rather than a specific 

deficit, which is believed to place the learning disabled at 

risk for exhibiting difficulties in the area of 

communicative competence (Donahue et al., 1983; Pearl et 

al., 1983). Most importantly, by employing the term 

communicative competence in its broadest sense, the 

researcher may explore the influence of the situational 

context (e.g., peers) on the form, content, use and 

discourse features of communication (Guralnick, 1981). The 
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exploration of social context is deemed to be an essential 

component of all valid studies of pragmatic skills, yet as 

Dudley-Marling (1985) notes, this factor has been neglected 

in previous research with the learning disabled. 

Research Design and Methodological Frameworks  

The methodological frameworks currently utilized for 

assessing communicative competence have been criticized for 

failing to consider various levels of analysis, and the 

broad dimensions of pragmatic skills contained within each 

of these levels (McTear, 1985; Roth & Spekman, 1984). 

Current approaches often represent a narrow or circumscribed 

assessment perspective, which follows from the narrow 

theoretical orientation noted earlier. In general, 

assessments under such a framework emphasize only one 

specific level or domain of pragmatic functioning, and 

typically utilize checklists or taxonomies of pragmatic 

functions to document language productivity or diversity 

(Duchan, 1984). More specifically, current approaches 

evaluate language disordered children in terms of whether 

their performance is age appropriate, rather than whether 

their performance is appropriate to the communicative 

context - quantitative dimensions of communicative 

performance are thus emphasized rather than qualitative 

dimensions (Duchan, 1984). The failure to consider multiple 

levels of analysis, and the effect of social-contextual 
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variables on communicative functioning, are cited as the 

most serious methodological flaws in research for the 

learning disabled (Dudley-Marling, 1985). 

Pragmatics has been defined as the use of language 
in context. However, most research has examined LD 
children's pragmatic skill out of context, in 
contrived settings. Little can be concluded about 
the use of language by LD children without 
studying their language as it naturally 
occurs .... Several studies did, in fact, examine LD 
children's language in naturally occurring 
contexts, but these studies tended to merely code 
and tally statements made by LD students without 
considering the appropriateness of their 
statements within the context of previous remarks 
or the overall situation. (Dudley-Marling, 1985, 

P. 198) 

Thus, two criticisms may be raised concerning the 

methodological frameworks utilized in current research for 

the learning disabled. First, a narrow assessment focus has 

been utilized, which separates communicative behaviors from 

the social context, thereby ignoring the communicative 

effectiveness or appropriateness of a speaker. By adopting a 

narrow assessment focus, the researcher ignores the fact 

that communicative deficits transcend problems with language 

forms or functions, and that social-contextual variables 

affect the type and form of communicative interactions (Roth 

& Spekman, 1984). In support of this view are numerous 

studies which indicate that the evaluation of linguistic 

skill, in itself, is insufficient to ascertain communicative 

competence (Fey, 1986; Roth & Spekman, 1984). Instead, 

assessment should focus on the interaction of linguistic and 
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socially appropriate interpersonal skills, which are 

believed to be the hallmarks of communicative competence 

(Wilcox, 1984). 

The second criticism is that researchers have failed to 

examine communicative interactions in naturally occurring 

contexts, which is antithetical to the basic concept of 

pragmatics. For example, previous studies with learning 

disabled children have employed referential communication 

paradigms, in which the speaker-listener roles are 

separately defined (Noel; 1980; Pear, DOnahue & Bryan, 1981; 

Spekman, 1981). Referential paradigms have been criticized 

for presenting a context in which the conversational roles 

and tasks are structured, rather than providing a more 

naturalistic and dynamic context, in which speaker-listener 

roles are mutually constructed and influenced (Boucher, 

1984). In examining communicative abilities, "out of 

context," a number of crucial skills or components of 

communicative competence are ignored, such as the ability to 

perceive critical variables in the social situation, and 

interpret or adjust intentions or speech acts to the 

listener's status or role (Donahue et al., 1983; Wilcox, 

1984). 

These criticisms have forced researchers to move 

towards a broad conceptualization of language use. 

Accordingly, a number of changes have occurred in 

methodological procedures, particularly the use of multiple 

units of analysis (Prutting & Kirchner, 1983). 
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Previously, the field has been occupied with 
measures that document type and frequency of 
various topographies at the syntactic, semantic, 
and phonological levels. Taken alone, this type of 
analysis does not address the dynamic processes of 
communication and is less sensitive to the 
interactional aspects of the communicative 
situation. Researchers and clinicians operating 
from a pragmatic framework suggest that the 
utterance or sentence may not always be the most 
distinguishing unit of analysis in the 
interaction. Instead, the unit of analysis is 
variable depending on the communicative behavior 
being studied. (Prutting & Kirchner, 1983, p. 43) 

Specifically, an ecologically focused, or contextually 

bound perspective of assessment has been increasingly 

favored (Boucher, 1984; Duchan, 1984), as it addresses the 

two methodological problems previously noted. First, in 

utilizing a more naturalistic assessment framework, the 

researcher is able to examine communicative performance from 

various levels, as communicative interactions are recognized 

to occur as part of a dynamic process in which the 

participants continually negotiate their roles. Second, the 

researcher may assess the.conmtunicative effectiveness or 

appropriateness of a speaker, as indicated by the 

conversational context. Toaccomplish the latter objective, 

communicative performance must be examined through Various 

levels or units of analysis, such as turn management 

structures or topicality, which conforms to a broad 

conceptualization of communicative competence. 

According to an ecological assessment approach, 

numerous levels of analysis are required, with the unit of 
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analysis varying according to the extent to which the social 

context is considered. At the lowest level, the 

communicative intent of an utterance would be marked, 

regardless of it's function in relation to prior discourse. 

In contrast, at the upper level, larger units of analysis 

would be examined, such as topic selection and turn 

management techniques, which are considered in light of the 

overall social structure of the interaction. For example, 

Chapman (1981) has delineated 4 separate levels of analysis 

for language use, each differing in the degree to which 

discourse and social context are considered, and the extent 

to which utterances are recognized by their functional, 

semantic or syntactic characteristics. Guralnick (1981) has 

also proposed a "comprehensive" research design which 

utilizes various units or levels of analysis to indicate the 

conversational appropriateness or effectiveness of a 

speaker. 

Specifically, three general types of strategies 
can be identified, each providing a.different yet 
necessary perspective on the concept of 
appropriateness. The first, which can be referred 
to as the distribution-category design; selects 
communicative categories' in advance from 
syntactic, semantic, functional or discourse 
domains. These measures are then counted and 
aggregated within groups and distributed across 
listener groups or tasks.... (the sequence 
strategy) considers individual speaker-listener 
exchanges as the unit of analysis. Moreover, 
instead of identifying communicative categories, 
counting, and then seeking to determine if the 
patterns that are obtained are compatible with one 
or another interpretation, each exchange is 
evaluated in terms of appropriateness or 
adaptiveness by some predetermined criteria .... A 
third approach,. which can be referred to as the 
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pattern strategy, also focuses on individual 
sequences, and shares many characteristics in 
common with the two previously discussed 
approaches. More specifically, sequences or 
exchanges as a function of listener or task 
variables are examined to identify the primary 
patterns of exchange and whether these patterns 
(and their distribution) differ across the 
variables being studied. (Guralnick, 1981, p. 52-
53) 

Each of the three approaches offered in Guralnick's 

(1981) model contribute to a qualitative examination of 

appropriateness. In particular, the latter two levels 

provide a dynamic form of data analysis by exploring 

appropriateness according to specific speaker-listener 

interactions (Gurainick, 1981). The units of analysis for 

the latter two levels are broad sequences of conversational 

exchanges, such as question-answer pairs, which permit the 

researcher to evaluate the connectedness or appropriateness 

of utterances in the conversational sequence. 

In general, the major conceptual or theoretical shift 

in pragmatics, which emphasizes the role of the context, has 

created the potential for changes in research orientations 

within the area of communicative or pragmatic disorders 

(Hood Holzman, 1985). While current theories increasingly 

stress dynamic and reciprocal behavioral exchanges, 

methodologies for examining social or communicative 

interactions have been criticized for lagging behind, and 

continuing to focus on the individual, rather than the 

appropriateness of the individuals behavior within the 

context of social' interaction (Cairns, 1979). However, there 
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are advances in assessment methodology and research designs 

which show promise. An increasing number of assessment 

models such as Guralnick's (1981), Roth and Spekman's 

(1984), and Prutting and Kirchner's (1983) employ multiple 

levels or units of analysis, so that the level of analysis 

is adapted to the complexity of the data, rather than the 

data adapted to available methods (Prutting & Kirchner, 

1983). 

Social Context: Peer Influences  

To analyze communicative behavior at any one 

level, or by a specific unit of analysis, the social context 

must be considered. Roth and Spekman (1984) noted that there 

are numerous variables within the social context which may 

effect communicative performance. 

An examination of context requires attention to 
listener characteristics, the channels available 
for communication, and the environment in which an 
interaction is taking place. When evaluating the 
sensitivity of a child to important partner 
variables, a clinician can ask: Does the child 
talk differently to different communication 
partners? There are a wide variety of audience 
variables which warrant attention including age, 
status, level of familiarity, cognitive level, 
linguistic level, and shared past experiences. 
Modifications in messages indicative of a child's 
sensitivity to these variables include changes in 
the degree of politeness, the degree of intimacy, 
and the linguistic form used to code a particular 
intent (e.g., a hint vs.d a direct imperative). 
(Roth & Spekman, 1984, p. 49) 

Many scholars believe that the role and status of 

conversational participants influences communicative 
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behaviors, and in a reciprocal manner, social relationships 

influence or help construct the social context .(Haslett, 

1984). Although role and status are continually negotiated 

in conversations, research has indicated that the forms of 

utterances or speech acts used to regulate conversational 

interactions (e.g., directives, questions and requests), are 

determined by social context variables, such as status 

(Ervin-Tripp, & Mitchell-Kernan, 1977). In the developmental 

pragmatic literature, the influence of role or status has 

typically been investigated through adult-child 

interactions, as these interactions have been viewed as 

central to the development of social and communicative 

abilities. However, increasing interest in peer-peer 

interactions has occurred, as these interactions are also 

believed to be an important part of social-communicative 

development (Guralnick, 1981). 

One of the most interesting aspects of this field 
of study is that peers not only form the necessary 
context for assessing peer social-communicative 
interactions, but that these interactions 
themselves may be necessary conditions for the 
adequate development of the interactions that are 
being assessed. Put another way, one impact of the 
recognition of the role of peer" interactions has 
been to shift the focus of study from peer 
interactions as dependent variable to that of 
independent variable. (Guralnick, 1981, p. 61) 

Although research concerning the communicative 

abilities of learning disabled children has begun to move 

towards exploring social contextual variables through peer-

peer interactions, relatively few studies have directly 
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considered peer interactions as an independent variable. 

There is, however, evidence to suggest that the social and 

educational status of the conversational partner is a 

significant factor in determining the verbal strategies of 

learning disabled children (Pearl, Bryan & Donahue, 1983). 

For example, a study by Donahue (1981) indicated that 

learning disabled boys could vary the politeness of their 

requests as a function of the listener's features, however, 

they were less likely to use the full potential of their 

persuasive skills when interacting with familiar 

individuals. These findings indicate that peer interactions 

(or the social context) significantly influence the 

communicative behaviors and strategies of learning disabled 

children. Supportive results were offered by Marino and 

Johnson (1979). 

A number of hypotheses have been offered concerning the 

intrapersonal factors contributing to the social-

communicative problems of the learning disabled. Briefly, 

the causal factors have ranged from behavioral or skill 

deficits to difficulties related to social perception and 

motivation (Donahue et al., 1983; Pearl et al., 1983; 

Wiener, 1986). Depite the inconsistent support for any one 

factor (Wiener, 1986), it is important to note that 

consistent support has occurred for the finding that 

learning disabled children's competence, as speakers or 

listeners, varies with differences in task demands and 

conversational partners (Donahue et al., 1983). In 
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particular, there is increasing support for the position 

that the "social histories" of the learning disabled, which 

are characterized by low peer acceptance or rejection, 

influence their verbal styles or strategies in dyadic 

conversations (Donahue et al.,1983; Spekman, 1983; Wiener, 

1986). Although Dudley-Marling's (1985) extensive review 

cited only two studies which directly investigated the 

relationship between pragmatic competence and peer status, 

one of these studies (Anderson, 1984) found a positive 

relationship between various aspects of pragmatic competence 

(e.g., idiomatic expression and context clues) and peer 

status. 

Indirect support for the influence of social status or 

social history, on the communicative behaviors of learning 

disabled children, has come from studies performed by the 

Chicago Institute for the Study of Learning Disabilities 

(Bryan, Pearl, Donahue, Bryan & Pflaum, 1983). In utilizing 

both referential and conversational paradigms, a consistent 

pattern which occurred was the conversational 

unassertiveness which the learning disabled child adopted, 

even when placed in a socially dominant position (Donahue et 

al., 1983). While one interpretation of these findings is 

• that the learning disabled child is conversationally 

unassertive in order to compensate for language or pragmatic 

deficits, an equally plausible explanation is that the 

learning disabled child adopts a submissive or deferential 

role, because of their low social acceptance. 
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Again an alternative explanation may be that in 
both peer interaction studies, the LD children 
assumed a deferential role when interacting with 
peers a a means of ingratiating them. In both 
studies, children were interacting with 
classmates. Hence,, the groups had "social 
histories" that were likely to influence the 
posture adopted in the situations. Since there is 
evidence that LD children have more difficulty 
obtaining peer acceptance, it may be that in this 
situation they play a submissive role as a way of 
making others like them. Just as the failure to 
ask questions of the adult in the listener task [a 
referential communication study] may reflect the 
LD child's interpretations about his or her skills 
relative to that of an adult, so might LD 
children's communicative strategies when 
interacting with peers reflect their relative 
social position in the group. (Donahue et al., 
1983, p. 78) 

As indicated by the preceding discussion, communicative 

competence, then, may be influenced by a milieu prescribed 

by social status or interpersonal relationships and social 

histories (Berghout Austin, 1985). Thus, it would seem 

imperative that the researcher consider the influence of the 

social and educational status of conversational partners, 

particularly as previous has research suggested that the 

partners' characteristics significantly influence the verbal 

strategies of learning disabled children (Pearl et al., 

1983). Unfortunately, current research 'studies for learning 

disabled children have failed to fully examine the impact of 

the social context on their communicative strategies or 

styles. Conversational settings have typically been designed 

so that learning disabled children are paired with regularly 

achieving peers, rather than with other learning disabled 
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children, or their "coequals." It would seem that examining 

the communicative abilities of the LD child in the latter 

manner would provide a valuable means of delineating the 

nature or extent of their communicative competence, as the 

potentially negative influence of the learning disabled 

child's social history (i.e., low status) would be 

minimized; the LD child would be interacting with someone 

who shares a similar educational and social history, rather 

than with a peer with whom the child may share a more 

negative history (rejection or low status), which, in turn, 

may create further adaptations or restrictions in their 

communicative style, to accommodate for status differences. 

A further modification, in line with this thinking, would be 

to compare the results obtained from LD-LD interactions to-

those obtained from mixed group interactions (i.e., between 

learning disbled and nondisabled children), in order to 

indicate the extent of their pragmatic deficits. This 

matching would provide another perspective of their 

communicative abilities, in a different social context, 

where the status or educational histories of the 

participants are used to mark or define the social context. 

Comparisons at these tw6 levels would help serve the 

two important educational objectives noted earlier. First, 

• the communicative effectiveness of LD children would be 

investigated relative to the social context, as well as the 

impact of the social and educational status of the partner 

on the LD child's pragmatic abilities. Second, based on 
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comparisons of communicative performance in varying social 

contexts, intervention strategies, such as mainstreaming, 

may then be considered or suggested. Briefly, the 

communicative interactions between learning disabled and 

normally achieving children could be compared with LD-LD 

partners, to see which interaction provides an optimal 

communicative match that would benefit the social-

communicative development of the learning disabled child. 

Such comparisons have been used in a series of studies 

by Guralnick and Paul-Brown (1977, 1980, 1984, 1986), to 

document the influence of a peers educational and social 

status on the communicative abilities of handicapped 

preschoolers. In general, the results suggested that the 

quality and quantity of the partner's social-communicative 

behavior influences the quality and quantity of the 

companion's behavior (Guralnick, 1981). More specifically, 

when discrepancies existed in the developmental abilities of 

participants, the resulting adjustments in communicative 

style offered an appropriate match for the communicative 

development of both children (Guralnick, 1981). For example, 

Guralnick (1981) noted that nonhandicapped children, through 

communicative adjustments, were able to provide an 

appropriate communicative environment for the handicapped 

listener, by demonstrating more advanced language forms and 

communicative styles; in turn, the nonhandicapped child 

benefited from "fine tuning" or adjusting their language. 

Based on various studies, Guralnick (1981) concluded 
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that one .of the most important variables or quality of peer-

peer interactions is the "coequality" of the participants. 

Briefly, this quality refers to the fact that each 

participant contributes to the conversation to ensure that 

it is maintained. For example, in adult-child interactions, 

the adult shows reciprocity by adjusting communicative 

behavior to the level of the child, and utilizes mutuality, 

by employing various, strategies to maintain the interaction. 

While the mechanisms of reciprocity and mutuality help 

achieve a more balanced social interaction, it has been 

suggested that these mechanisms may break down when the 

participants are widely discrepant in social and educational 

abilities (Cairns, 1979; Guralnick, 1981). Thus, 

interactions between LD and normally achieving children 

should be explored in light of whether "coequality" in 

interaction exists, and whether these interactions support 

the social-communicative development of the learning 

disabled child. 

In summary, it seems apparent that investigative 

efforts concerning the communicative abilities of learning 

disabled children should be based on a broad perspective of 

communicative competence, in which both a multilevel 

assessment approach is utilized and the social context is 

well defined. This is, therefore, the primary goal of the 

present study. Very briefly, the purpose of the study is to 

examine and delineate the communicative abilities of 

learning disabled children, who have been sociometrically 
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defined. Since the interest here is also to establish the 

communicative abilities of learning disabled children, 

relative to their normally achieving peers, the latter 

groups' communicative abilities will also be assessed. In 

the interest of ecological validity, a naturalistic dyadic 

communications task will be utilized to examine the 

influence of the social context, as defined by the 

participant's social and educational status, on the form, 

content, and discourse strategies utilized by learning 

disabled children in the middle childhood years. 



CHAPTER II 

Selective Review of the Literature 

Trends in Theory and Research in Language Development  

Since the 1950's a number of important shifts in 

theoretical paradigms related to the nature of language 

acquisition have 

gradual movement 

view of language 

occurred (Craig, 1983; Prutting, 1982). The 

away from the "formalist" oi linguistic 

development towards the - "functionalist" or 

pragmatic approach, created a radically different 

perspective concerning the types of functions associated 

with language development (Bates & MacWhinney, 1982; 

Levinson, 1983; Prutting, 1982). 

the language-acquiring child not 

structures but also the social 

language in social interactions 

Briefly, the movement towards a 

meant that the primary function 

The shift emphasized that 

only learns linguistic 

values and rules underlying 

(Schiefelbusch, 1984). 

functionalist perspective 

of language was no longer 

viewed as simply the expression of thought, but rather 

language served as an instrument for social interaction or 

communication, and was thus part of the relational system 

(Prutting, 1982). The development of the pragmatics movement 

is briefly highlighted, as this model brought about a new 

framework for understanding the entire communicative system, 

particularly the role of the communicative context. The 

development of this model is also important to chronicle, in 
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view of the present study, as it led to a new 

conceptualization of the term communicative competence. 

Behaviorism  

The behavioral perspective, which predominated the 

literature on language acquisition in the early 1950's, was 

concerned with the process of language development rather 

than the content of language learning (Craig, 1983). Even in 

the 1930's and 40's many of the child language studies, or 

"count" studies, were concerned with identifying the 

distribution of language behaviors, in order to determine 

regularities in language behavior (Owens, 1984). However, it 

was Skinner (1957), whose operant learning theory brought to 

the forefront the critical principle or belief that language 

behavior is subject to the same laws as any other behavior. 

Briefly, the behaviorist viewed language as a performance 

system controlled by environmental events (Hart, 1980). 

Since language development was understood through the 

functional analysis of environmental events, there was no 

need to assume specific, innate capacities to learn 

language, other than the ability to form associations 

(Mahoney & Seely, 1976). Instead, language learning was cast 

in the framework of operant learning, in which the verbal 

operant was comprised of a stimulus and a verbal response. 

This relationship was believed to be causal in nature; a 

verbal response was produced as a direct result of the 

presentation of a stimulus or stimulus complex (Fey, 1986). 
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An empiricist theory of learning, such as the 
American S-R (stimulus-response) behaviorism, 
imputes a minimum of innate structure to the 
organism, relying mainly on a built-in capacity to 
form associations between stimuli and responses on 
the basis of similarity and contiguity. Structures 
exist in the outside world and the individual 
comes to reflect that structure. (Slobin, 1979, p. 
100-101) 

Several different types of operants were identified by 

the behaviorist. For example, "mands" (e.g., requests, hints 

and demands) were believed to occur out of stimulus-response 

relationships in which the mand specified the act which 

would reinforce it (Fey, 1986). Another type of operant, 

autoclitics, related two or more words together, and ordered 

verbal responses in frames of consistent order (e.g., 

subject-verb-Object). Under the latter function, grammar was 

believed to develop through the association of structured 

phrases or sentence frames (Owens, 1984). 

Numerous criticisms were leveled against the behavioral 

perspective, the most poignant of which came from Chomsky. 

Chomsky (1957) dismissed operant learning as being too 

simplistic to account for the variety and complexity of 'the 

linguistic structures utilized by children. Chomsky also 

criticized the behaviorist for emphasizing language learning 

and production, and minimizing the role of comprehension and 

underlying cognitive processes (Owens, 1984). 

Despite these limitations, the behavioral model made 

numerous contributions, particularly with respect to the 

development of intervention programs (Craig, 1983; Fey, 
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1986; Rice, 1978). For example, the exclusive use of 

behavioral strategies has proven to be an effective 

technology for receptive and expressive language training 

with retarded children (Snyder, Lovitt & Smith, 1975). 

Although the use of behavioral technologies has continued, 

the goals of language training have gradually shifted away 

from the "quantitative" .emphasis of the behaviorist, towards 

the "qualitative" structural and communicative goals of the 

linguist or psycholinguist (Snow, 1984). However, the 

"functional" approach emphasized by the behaviorist would 

appear to have had a lasting impact on pragmatic models, as 

both pragmatic and behavioral models define behaviors (or 

speech acts) in terms of their context and effects (Craig, 

1983; McCormick & Schiefelbusch, 1984). 

Generative Syntactic Theories 

Accompanying the behavioral paradigm of the 1950's was 

an approach in linguistics referred to as structuralism. 

This approach emphasized that all languages have their own 

unique grammatical structures; the task of the linguist was 

to describe and categorize these structures on the basis of 

their surface forms (Carrow-Woolfolk & Lynch, 1984; Hart, 

1980). The "descriptive" linguistic approach, exemplified by 

Bloomfield (1933), represented an empirical approach similar 

to that utilized by the behaviorist. The structuralist 

investigated only those aspects of language which could be 

objectively identified and observed (Hart, 1980). Similar to 
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the perspective of the behaviorist, language acquisition was 

viewed as an ability to generalize from the distributional 

regularities observed in structural forms. The perspective 

which challenged and overthrew both behavioral and 

structuralist models was a reductionistiC, "generative" 

approach (Hart, 1980; McLean & Snyder-McLean, 1978). This 

model was antiempirical, as it separated performance 

phenomena or data from linguistic processes or knowledge - 

thus minimizing grammatical products and emphasizing 

linguistic processes (Hart, 1980; Owens, 1984). It also 

stressed the biological basis of language acquisition, and 

was responsible for initiating the "nativist-empiricist" 

controversy (Hart, 1980; Slobin, 1979). 'The nativist 

position was most strongly voiced by Chomsky. 

,It seems plain that language acquisition is based 
on the child's discovery of what from a formal 
point of view is a deep and abstract theory-a 
generative grammar of his language-many of the 
concepts and principles of which are only remotely 
related to experience by long and intricate chains 
of unconscious quasi-inferential steps. A 
consideration of the character of the grammar that, 
is acquired, the degenerate quality and narrowly 
limited extent of the available data, the striking 
uniformity of the resulting grammars, and their 
independence of intelligence, motivation and 
emotional state, over wide ranges of variation 
leave little hope that much of the structure of 
the language can be learned by an organism 
initially uninformed as to its general character. 
(Chomsky, 1965, p. 59) 

The nativist argued that the empiricist position could 

not explain how the child comes to acquire formal, complex 

language structures and yet is exposed to a very limited set 
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of language behaviors (Mahoney & Seely, 1976). In contrast, 

the nativist emphasized how the child develops a 

transformational, formalized grammar, or conceptual abstract 

rule system, whereby a finite number of transformational 

rules could account for the production of an infinite number 

of sentence forms (Bates, 1976). 

Chomsky's theory of transformational grammar identified 

two tiers of mental and linguistic processing. The first 

level of linguistic processing uses phrase structure rules, 

which provide descriptions of the ways in which 

grammatically well-formed sentences are structured (Fey, 

1986). Whereas phrase rules delineate the relationship of 

constituent parts or units of the sentence (e.g., a verb 

phrase), transformational rules, which comprise the second 

level of linguistic processing, order these larger units to 

generate various sentence structures. The psychological 

aspect of the model identified the presence of deep and 

surface structures contained within each sentence. The deep 

structures are generated by phrase structure rules, and then 

altered by transformational rules to create a complex array 

of surface, or sentence structures (Owen, 1984). 

The complex nature of the linguistic and psychological 

processes led Chomsky to conclude that an innate "language 

acquisition device" (LAD) is present, which becomes 

activated through linguistic input. The LAD enables the 

child to process language and to form or test hypotheses 

based on the regularities of patterns found in the language. 
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Thus, it is through a continual process of hypothesis 

testing that the child derives an accurate concept of the 

syntactic rules of the language (Snyder, 1984a). 

The body of research which accompanied transformational 

theories was responsible for documenting the occurrence of 

formal grammatical rules which could describe the child's 

speech at different stages of linguistic development (de 

Villers & de Villers, 1973). There was, however, relatively 

little effort given to the impact of language development to 

cognitive or perceptual functions, or to the role played by 

social agents in language acquisition (Bates, 1976). The 

latter factors appear to have been ignored primarily because 

of Chomsky's emphasis on "linguistic competence", in the 

competence-performance dichotomy which he introduced 

(Prutting, 1982; Mahoney & Seely, 1976). Chomsky equated 

linguistic competence with the child's knowledge of language 

structures, whereas linguistic performance was seen as the 

application of the knowledge of language, through actual 

performance (Chomsky, 1965). The linguists goal was thus to 

describe competence, in the sense of how the child is able 

to produce, comprehend and judge grammatical structures, and 

come to use language in a generative way (Owens, 1984; 

Prutting, 1982). 

This view of competence was strongly criticized for 

neglecting performance variables, particularly the role of 

the language context. 
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Competence models are characteristically designed 
on the assumption that the communication function, 
i.e., the performance dimension of language, is 
secondary to the linguistic structure of language. 
Communication is viewed as developing from 
language as if it were a direct function of 
linguistic competence, and language is defined by 
linguistic structures rather than by the use of 
linguistic structure in communication. (Mahoney & 
Seely, 1976, p. 61) 

It thus became apparent that one of the crucial 

limitations of the generative model was that it emphasized 

the child's linguistic competence or knowledge of language 

structures, and not his communicative competence; the 

appropriate use of those structures in specific contexts 

.(Gallagher & Darnton, 1978). 

In their search for methodological rigor, 
linguists tended to confine themselves to the 
internal linguistic patterning of linguistic forms 
within isolated sentences, ruling out 
consideration of the broader conversational 
context or the social settings in which such 
sentences are embedded. The resulting grammars 
account for what can be said in particular 
language, but they make no attempt to specify what 
constitutes appropriate behavior in, particular 
social circumstances. (Gumperz, 1972, p. 204-205). 

• Despite these limitations, generative theories 

forwarded the notion that the child is an active participant 

in the language development process, by utilizing a series 

of hypotheses about language structures and testing them out 

(Snyder, 1984a). However, the nativist was strongly 

criticized for separating linguistic and cognitive 

development, and confusing the roles of syntax and 

semantics: "Precisely what children are born knowing versus 
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what they come to know about the objects, events, and 

relations in the physical world was unclear" (McCormick & 

Schiefelbusch, 1984, p. 12). 

Semantic-Cognitive Perspective  

The emergence of the semantic or cognitive perspective 

in theories of language development has been viewed as a 

direct reaction to Chomsky's treatment of language as an 

abstract device, which is unrelated to the uses, users and 

functions of language (Craig, 1983; Levinson, 1983; 

Prutting, 1982; Savignon, 1983). The restricted role of 

semantics in Chomsky's theory was a focal point of criticism 

during the late 1960's, which Bates (1976) identifies as a 

transitional phase in the movement towards semantic 

theories. It was during this time that researchers began to 

link the formation of grammars to cognitive development. As 

Bates (1976) notes, researchers within this transitional 

period, such as Schlesinger (1971), retained Chomsky's 

notion that language development involved deep structures 

and transformations, however, they no longer viewed these 

structures as serving a primary role in language 

development. 

Instead, they have proposed that the source of 
language deep structure is the logical structure 
of early thought. Transformations are, then, ways 
or ordering, lexicalizing, and expressing those 
thoughts. (Bates, 1976, p. 415-416). 
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Fillmore's (1968) model of case grammar is credited 

with heightening the awareness of "relational" semantics, or 

the relationship between content and structure (Duchan, 

1984; Slobin, 1979). The basic principle or notion of 

Fillmore's theory was that of case relationships; every 

sentence structure consists of a verb and one or more noun 

phrases, each of which has a case relationship with the verb 

(Carrow-Woolfolk & Lynch, 1982). Briefly, Fillmore's theory 

suggested that every sentence has a deep structure, which is 

more fundamental then the syntactic "constituents" or units 

identified by Chomsky. The deep level has a set of semantic 

concepts, which specify the relationships for nouns and 

verbs (propositions), so that the verb determines the case 

of the noun (noun phrase) (Owens, 1984). Although Fillmore's 

system was generative in nature, it attempted to explain the 

relationship between semantic and syntactic structures. 

By including general semantic categories in 
linguistic deep structures, one feels that the gap 
between thought and language has somehow been 
partially bridged. In child language studies, 
especially, case grammar was seized on as a means 
of describing what children might be intending to 
say in their first primitive utterances. (Slobin, 

1979, p. 27) 

Bloom's (1971) approach to studying language 

acquisition helped end the transitional phase, and started 

the "semantic revolution" (Owens, 1984; McCormick & 

Schiefelbusch, 1984). Bloom's identification of the 

relationship between form (surface structure) and its 
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content (meaning) resembled Fillmore's 'work, in that Bloom 

interpreted forms on the basis of the semantic relations 

underlying the forms, rather than on the relationships among 

external syntactic structures (Carrow-Woolfolk & Lynch, 

1982). Although Bloom initially attempted to utilize a 

transformational approach in identifying the structural 

rules which young children employ during their multi-word 

stage, she came to realize that the meanings children 

intended through their verbalizations were as important, if 

not absolutely necessary, to the study of syntax. Thus, 

Bloom concluded that language acquisition depends as much on 

prior cognitive development as on knowledge of syntax 

(McCormick & Schiefelbusch, 1984). This conclusion was based 

on the fact that syntactic rules, by themselves, were 

inadequate for describing the different meanings expressed 

by similar syntactic structures. 

Further, Bloom found that by attending to the 
context of a child's utterance, she could deduce a 
child's meaning quite consistently. In this 
process of relating meaning to children's ill-
formed grammar structures, Bloom discovered that 
the prevailing descriptions or characterizations 
of children's utterances attained by means of only 
"writing" their grammar rules failed rather 
completely to describe accurately the structure of 
these utterances. In other words, grammars written 
independently of the semantic intent or meaning of 
the child often missed grammatical relationships 
which were present in the utterances. (McLean & 
Snyder-McLean, 1978, p. 17-18) 

Bloom developed the "rich interpretation" technique to 

assess language development, a technique which utilized the 
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situational context to interpret the deep meanings of the 

child's utterances. This assessment approach was clearly 

different than that utilized during the syntactic era, as it 

stressed the need to look at the situational context to 

differentiate the possible meanings expressed in the 

ambiguous two-word utterances of the child (Duchan, 1984). 

Other psycholinguists (Brown, 1973; Schlesinger, 1971); 

Slobin, 1970) utilized similar techniques in their cross-

cultural studies of language development, and reached 

conclusions compatible with Bloom's. More specifically, all 

four researchers came up with sets of semantic categories 

which reflected the meanings children express when they 

begin to produce two-word utterances. This evidence led to 

the conclusion that children develop a range of semantic 

intentions before they know anything about syntax (McCormick 

& schiefelbusch, 1984). 

Out of this research era came an important maxim or 

principle, referred to as the cognitive hypothesis or 

cognitive determinism. (Cromer, 1976; Schlesinger, 1971). 

Simply stated, this principle noted that the child is only 

able to express what he knows or understands, and that 

language development was best explained in reference to 

general cognitive development (McCormick & Schiefelbusch, 

1984). Given this framework, the semantic era argued against 

the "innateness" approach to language development. In 

contrast, it was believed that experience, and not innate 

rules, were the basis of early language development (Owens, 
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1984). Support for this position was provided through a 

number of cross-cultural studies, which suggested that 

semantic rules were universal in their occurrence (McLean & 

Snyder-McLean, 1978). Thus, the cognitive or semantic 

approach recognized that all children learn basic 

relationships between objects or events, and these 

relationships are subsequently reflected in the semantic 

aspeàts of what they say (Owens, 1984). 

Numerous criticisms have been raised in reaction to the 

cognitive hypothesis or cognitive determinism. In 

particular, the hypothesis was criticized for failing to 

specify the linkages between cognitive attainments and the 

emergence of specific language capacities (Bowerman, 1978). 

Although many researchers recognized the importance of 

cognitive development in the process of language 

acquisition, the question remained as to how the child comes 

to figure out which linguistic devices (e.g., words, word 

order or intonation) express which meanings, and how these 

associations are formed (McCormick & Schiefelbusch, 1984). 

In an attempt to address this question, research which 

explored the cognitive bases of language learning expanded 

considerably at this time (Duchan, 1984). For example, .a 

number of cognitive strategies, such as the "probable event 

strategy" were introduced, which would later have a 

significant impact on the pragmatics movement. This 

particular strategy, formulated by Bever (1970), 

investigated how the child uses contextual information to. 
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interpret directions. As Duchan. (1984) noted, it was the 

formulation and investigation of this type of strategy which 

had a profound influence on the pragmatics movement. 

While -it was first investigated in the 1970's as 
part of the, study of the cognitive bases of 
language acquisition, the probable event strategy 
can be seen as depicting the quintessence of the 
pragmatics revolution. Pragmatics, just like the 
probable event strategy, has as its main theme 
that language is interpreted in light of what 
speakers and listeners expect or want to have 
happened on a particular occasion. This probable 
event strategy was a precursor to the pragmatics 
movement because it contained a notion that what 
the speaker and listener expect to happen on 
certain occasions will be reflected in their 
interpretation of the language used on those 
occasions. (Duchan, 1984, p. 152) 

Various other cognitive schemes succeeded the probable 

event strategy, all of which drew from a functional view of 

language learning. Although these theories will be reviewed 

in the following section, it is important to note that 

numerous theoretical perspectives which evolved during the 

semantic era had an important influence on pragmatic or 

functional interpretations of language development and use. 

In summary, the semantic approach is credited with 

providing two major insights concerning the nature of 

language development, each of which provided a basis for the 

pragmatic movement (Gallagher & Darnton, 1978; Mahoney & 

Seely, 1978). First, the research literature emphasized the 

relationship between the meaning expressed by lexical items, 

and the child's level of cognitive development (Bates, 

1976). Fillmore's (1968) generative semantic model in fact 
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demonstrated that cognitive development or the development 

of meaning-based systems was a prerequisite to language 

development. Accordingly, the semantic-cognitive position 

was particularly appealing to clinical disciplines because 

it recognized the role of the social agent in language 

learning, by asserting that language acquisition results 

from the child's interactions with their environment (McLean 

& Snyder-McLean, 1978). 

The semantic approach is a radical departure from 
the syntactic models of language acquisition with 
regards to the perceived role of nonlinguistic 
factors. A semantic-based grammar implies that 
cognitive development, or the development of 
meaning systems, is a prerequisite to linguistic 
development. Furthermore, to the extent that 
social agents are crucial to cognitive 
development, semantic-based theories of language 
development provide a rationale for expecting that 
social agents also play a significant role in 
language development. (Mahoney & Seely, 1978, p. 

60) 

A second major insight arose as semantic theorists. 

attemptedto incorporate contextual information into their 

models. By the early 1970's it became clear that in order to 

adequately account for the meaning expressed in utterances, 

the context in which an utterance appeared had to be studied 

(Bates, 1976). Semantic grammarians such as Lakoff (1972) 

were eventually able to demonstrate that grammatical 

appropriateness depended upon the context in which the 

linguistic structure was used. This attempt to relate both 

linguistic knowledge and use is thus seen as an important 

step away from the "formalist" position, where the primary 
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function of language is believed to be the expression of 

thought, towards the "functionalist" or pragmatic view, 

where the primary function is communication (Bates & 

MacWhinney, 1982; Prutting, 1982). McLean and Snyder-McLean 

(1978) noted that the cognitive-semantic position was 

instrumental in revising our perspectives concerning the 

interaction of form and functions of children's language, 

and led to several implications for theory, research and 

intervention. 

1. A more intensive awareness of the nature and 
substance of early cognitive development. 
2. A renewed commitment to theoretical and 
empirical consideration of the relationship 
between cognitive organization and emerging 
language, that is, the cognitive bases of 
language. 
3. A revised view of linguistic structure as - 

controlled more by intended meaning than by innate 
structural representations. 
4. A renewed appreciation of a basic transactional 
process by which language is acquired and through 
which it functions in a social context. 
(McLean & Snyder-McLean, 1978, p. 6) 

The increasing importance attributed to the role of 

context allowed researchers to redress the competence-

performance dichotomy introduced by Chomsky, and set the 

stage for a pragmatic model of language. 

The focus on. semantics within psycholinguistics 
tended to shift the definition ,of what language is 
from an entirely mental phenomenon to one that 
included environmental influence: competence 
interacted with performance. psycholinguistics was 
led by its researchers into the area of 
pragmatics, to the study of language in relation 
to its context. (Hart, 1980, p. 385) 
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Pragmatics  

Levinson (1983) noted that there were four "convergent" 

reasons for the growth of interest in pragmatics. As 

mentioned earlier, one of the primary motivations was that 

it provided a direct reaction to Chomsky's treatment of 

language as an abstract device. A second powerful motivation 

was that pragmatics offered a way to describe phenomena 

which required recourse to contextual concepts, and thus 

offered a "radical simplification" of semantics. 

The hope is based on the fact that pragmatic 
principles of language usage can be shown 
systematically to "read in" to utterances more 
than they conventionally or literally mean. Such 
regularly superimposed implications can then 
become quite hard to disentangle from sentence or 
literal meaning; in order to prise them apart, the 
theorist has to construct or observe contexts in 
which the usual pragmatic implications do not 
hold. (Levinson, 1983, p. 37) 

A third general motivation came from the realization 

that a hiatus existed between current linguistic theories 

and accounts of linguistic communication. Thus, pragmatic 

structures were required to compliment semantic theories and 

provide a more complete account of how language is used to 

communicate (Levinson, 1983). For example, through what 

Leech (1981) has termed the "specification of context," 

recognition was given for how the listener narrows down the 

communicative possibilities of a message by attending to the 

relevant features of the context. In brief, the linguist had 

to consider how "particularization of meaning" is 
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accomplished in communication. 

Finally, motivation came from the realization that 

"functional" explanations could be offered for linguistic 

facts. It became necessary to explain linguistic features by 

relating them to principles totally removed from linguistic 

theory,, rather than explaining them in reference to other 

linguistic structures. This mode of explanation came to be 

known as "functionalism" which as noted previously, opposed 

Chomsky's position that language structures are independent 

of the uses to which they were put (Levinson, 1983). 

With the occurrence of a functionalist perspective the 

issue arose as to whether pragmatics should be taken as the 

,,overall framework from which to view the development of 

linguistic structures. 

In our prior formalistic linguistic paradigm, the 
rules for governing word order were of most import 
and what the rules did or did not accomplish was 
not addressed. In the functionalist paradigm the 
effects of sentence use in context are heightened. 
The shift has been from a formalist syntactically 
based theory to a functionalist pragmatically 
based theory. The issue is whether one views 
syntax as central and regulative to the language 
system or whether one views pragmatics as a 
framework from which to understand syntax and 
semantics. (Prutting & Kirchner, 1983, p. 29-30) 

The issue noted above, concerning the primacy of 

pragmatics or functionalism, was addressed by Elizabeth 

Bates, a psychologist. As Snyder (1984a) and Sachs (1984) 

noted, Bates was one of the first to view language 

development from the "constructiviSt-interaCtiOflist" 
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position. More specifically, through her investigations of 

the conceptual underpinnings or cognitive precursors of 

linguistic communication, Bates concluded that the child is 

an active processor of language, who develops a set of rules 

for using language structures in communication (Duchan, 

1984; Gallagher & Prutting, 1983; Rice, 1978). Furthermore, 

Bates (1976) pointed out the primacy of pragmatic structures 

over formal structures; not only was all language believed 

to be pragmatically based, but it was felt that the social 

use of language (pragmatics) gives rise to both the form 

(syntax) and meaning (semantics) expressed in language. 

...the effort to formalize semantics led 
inevitably to an effort to forxàalize contextual 
information, or pragmatics. At first, it seemed 
that pragmatic information was ancillary to the 
rest of semantics, something that could be added 
or studied separately. It is now far less clear 
that this is the case. Pragmatics is perhaps best 
defined as rules governing the use of language in 
context. As such, it does not define a separate 
kind of linguistic structure or "object." Rather, 
all of, language is pragmatic to begin with. We 
choose our meanings to fit contexts and build our 
meanings in such a way that the two are 
inseparable, in the same way that "figure" is 
definable only in terms of "ground." (Bates, 1976, 

p. 420) 

Bates clearly identified a separate role for pragmatics 

in language development, although she recognized that 

pragmatic functions interact with syntactic and semantic 

components, and together they operate "synergistically" 

(Prutting, 1982). Thus, the difference between the 

cognitivist (formalist) and the constructivist, or social 
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interaction perspective, is often a matter of degree or 

emphasis, rather than being opposite or mutually exclusive 

perspectives. Both positions agree that communication is 

acquired in an interactive context, however, the cognitivist 

emphasizes the mental abilities of the individual, and their 

role in communication, whereas the constructivist believes 

that communicative behaviors are acquired within, and 

expanded by social interaction (Haslett, 1984). Most 

importantly, the pragmatic model, under Bates' direction, 

moved away from the cognitivist position, by stressing that 

competence could only be assessed in the context associated 

with the language event, rather than through the semantic or 

syntactic knowledge (linguistic competence) of the 

performer. 

A number of social assessment approaches or research 

traditions accompanied the pragmatic movement, leading 

Duchan (1984) to characterize or label this as a "social 

assessment period." During the late 1970's research 

traditions shifted their 

social knowledge and the 

communication occurs. In 

focus to investigate the role of 

social conditions through which 

contrast to the formalist, who 

researched or examined factors "inside of language," the 

functionalist now attempted to seek explanations for 

language development "outside of language" (Prutting, 1982). 

Specifically, with the advent of pragmatics, researchers 

expanded their approaches in order to look at various 

dimensions of the social or communicative context. 
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Under the linguistics-cognitive frameworks, our 
primary assessment concern has been to build 
models of what is going on in the minds of 
language impaired children; in the social 
framework we begin to ask what is going on in the 
interaction between the language impaired child 
and someone else. In the linguistic and cognitive 
frameworks we look for the source of the language 
difficulty in the knowledge system of the language 
impaired child; in the social framework we need to 
examine the interaction for reciprocity, and for 
occurrences of breakdowns, and repairs. Under the 
linguistic-cognitive orientation, we confine 
ourselves to the consideration of children's 
understandings about their language and the way it 
is served by cognition; in the social period we 
become more concerned about the social knowledge 
and social conditions through which communication 
takes its shape. (Duchan, 1984, p. 156) 

As Haslett (1984) noted, two primary research 

approaches were utilized during the social assessment 

period; speech act analyses and functional approaches. Both 

approaches emphasized the centrality of context and social 

knowledge to the understanding of language development. The 

application of these two approaches will be briefly 

highlighted along with several areas of language development 

and functioning, which were explored as researchers 

attempted to describe the acquisition of communicative 

competence. These include communication prior to speech, 

analyses of the contexts and functions of communication 

(social communicative functions), and the child's use of 

socially appropriate communicative conventions (Wilcox, 

1984). 

The move from a conceptual or formalist perspective, 

to the functionalist view of language, as exemplified in 
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Bates' work, was really fathered by speech act theorists, 

who embraced the philosophy of pragmatics (Duchan, 1984; 

Prutting, 1982). Although a vast literature on applied 

speech act theory has developed, it is important to note the 

influence which language philosophers, such as Austin (1962) 

and Searle (1969), had on the functionalist approach. In 

speech act theory, speech acts rather than sentences are 

considered to be the basic units of communication (Wollner, 

1983). Austin (1962) first identified three functions which 

a speech act may perform: (a) an locutionary act, which is 

the uttering of words, plus the proposition or content of 

the message, (b) an illocutionary act, or the performing 

aspect, which represents the speakers' jntendedmeaniflg, and 

(C) a perlocutionary act, which is the effect a speech act 

has on the listener (e.g., compliance with a request) (Dore, 

Gearhart, '& Newman, 1978; Lucas, 1980). illocutionary acts 

are thus believed to be conventional in nature, in that 

having been performed they automatically take effect. In 

contrast, perlocutionarY acts are not conventional; a number 

of perlocutionarY effects may occur for various listeners, 

upon hearing the same illocutionary act. However, Austin 

eventually concluded that all utterances are "performative" 

they are neither true or false, but instead imply a form of 

action (Leech, 1983). 

Finally, as is well known, Austin concluded that 
in all regular utterances ... whether they have a 
performative verb or not, there is both a "doing" 
element and a "saying 11 element; and this led him 
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to shift to a distinction between locutionary acts 
(roughly equivalent to uttering a certain sentence 
with a certain sense and reference) and 
illocutionary acts (utterances which have a 
certain (conventional) force), and to supplement 
these categories with the further category of 
perlocutionary acts (what we bring or achieve by 
saying something). It was, however, by assuming 
the performative to be the explicit, test case, of 
an illocution that Austin proceeded to his 
classification of illocutionary acts. (Leech, 
1983, p. 176) 

While Austin's work stimulated much research, it was 

found to be too philosophical and too narrow to be applied 

to studies of communication (Lucas, 1980). However, Searle 

(1969) further developed and perhaps clarified speech act 

theory by suggesting semantic rules for specifying the 

conditions of a successful speech act (Lucas, 1980). Searle 

also made an important distinction between the meaning 

component (propositional force) of a speech act and the 

functional component (illocutionary force) (Mahoney & Seely, 

1976). The propositional force describes the speaker's 

utterance, while the illocutionary force encompasses the 

speaker's intentions through providing the utterance. As 

Dore (1979) noted, these constructs represent a primary 

distinction between the form of an act, and the 

psychological state it expresses. It is the latter component 

which allows the same utterance to perform several different 

functions. Based on the idea that a speech act may perform 

numerous functions, researchers such as Searle (1969) and 

Grice (1969) have gone on to specify how a speaker decides 

which psychological state is intended by an utterance, and 
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how a listener recognizes indirect or elliptical forms of 

speech acts. 

In summary, the introduction of speech act theory to-

the field of language development and communication, created 

a shift from viewing children's language as a representation 

of their thinking (formalism), to viewing language as a tool 

they use to achieve their desired goals (functionalism) 

(Duchan, 1984). The shift in focus from the performative to 

the illocutionary force of an utterance was eventually 

translated by psycholinguists into a concern for the 

"speaker's intent," or the functional components of a 

speaker's utterance. This shift fostered a concern for 

communicative performance or competence (Duchan, 1984). 

In the study of speech acts, the emphasis shifts 
immediately from the structural analysis of 
sentences to the analysis of how sentences 
function in communication. When the student of 
language moves away from considering a sentence as 
an abstract detached entity and progresses instead 
toward the examination of the speaker's intended 
meaning in uttering the sentence and its relation 
to the context in which it was uttered, the object 
of interest becomes the act of communication. 
(Rees, 1978, p. 198) 

Bates has utilized speech act theory, as a heuristic 

framework, to investigate communicative development during 

infancy (McCormick & Schiefelbusch, 1984). In a noted series 

of studies, Bates, Camaioni and Volterra (1975) delineated 

three phases of communicative development, based on a speech 

act framework. The first phase, the "perlocutionary" stage 

of development, occurs when the child begins to 
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intentionally utilize natural signals (e.g., crying) to gain 

an adults attention (protoimperatiVe) or to share a point of 

reference (protodeclaratiVe) (Snyder, 1984a). The second, 

illocutionary stage, occurs when the child intentionally 

utilizes conventional or socially recognizable nonverbal 

signals to convey requests or to direct the adults 

attention. The final locutionary stage, is marked when the 

child uses conventional utterances (words) to communicate 

his intentions (McCormick & Schiefelbusch, 1984). Throughout 

all of these phases, a dynamic interaction is believed to 

occur between cognition and the social environment or 

context. 

Bates ... pro VideS evidence about the interface 
among linguistic, 'cognitive, and social 
development .... They found that the emergence of 
first words are correlated with imitation, tool 
use, symbolic play, and preverbal communicative 
intent. Bates proposed an explanatory theory which 
suggests that language evolved as a new machine 
created out of cognitive and social components 
which emerged initially in the service of 
completely different functions. She suggested that 
this process came about through heterochrOny, or 
changes in the growth patterns of one or more 
cognitive-social components. (Prutting, 1982, p. 

128) 

As noted earlier, Bates' model is part of the 

"constructivist" perspective, which asserts that language 

acquisition occurs through the interaction of psychological 

processes of cognitive development, and the social 

interactions within the communicative environment (Sachs, 

1984). In contrast to the nativist or behaviorist, the 
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constructiviSt views the child as an active processor. The 

child applies his cognitive schemas to his interactions with 

the environment, and then assimilates that information 

(Snyder, 1984a). One of the viewpoints articulated under the 

constructiViSt position is that of ,a "correlational" 

perspective, which recognizes a direct relationship between 

cognitive and linguistic development. In general, this 

position asserts that both domains are served by similar 

underlying structures, so that when developmental changes 

take place in these structures, change may be observed in 

either the linguistic or nonlinguistic domain (Snyder, 

1984a). Bates has offered a different framework or form of 

the correlational position, which has been referred to as a 

"local homology" perspective (Bates, Benigni, Bretherton, 

Camaioni & Volterra, 1979). The latter framework recognized 

a differential relationship between cognitive and linguistic 

achievements, and argues that the two domains do not 

necessarily utilize similar underlying deep structures. 

Instead, the deep cognitive framework which relates 

sensorimotor cognition and language is localized in skill 

specific packages of local homologies (Rice, 1984). 

According to this framework, the correlations between 

cognitive and linguistic skills may thus be highly specific 

or multidimensional, thereby allowing achievements to occur 

in one domain before the other (Snyder, 1984a). 

Speech act theory has thus been used to examine 

linguistic forms, along with the intentions, presuppositions 
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and implications attached to a particular linguistic form. 

However, speech act theory has been criticized for ignoring 

the perlocutionary 'effect of forms, or the purposes for 

which children use language (Haslett 1983, 1984). In 

comparison, the second research tradition, which 

investigates the use of communicative functions, addresses 

both the illocutionary force of an utterance, as well as the 

perlocutionary effect. The functional approach thus examines 

the multi-functional nature of utterances; "the function of 

an utterance can be viewed as effect, intention or, both." 

(Haslett, 1984, p. 204). To further illustrate the shift in 

applied research which accompanied the pragmatic movement, 

the remaining discussion will briefly focus on research 

traditions involved in examining social communicative 

functions. 

Both Dore (1979) and Halliday and Hasen (1976) have 

developed taxonomies to describe the functional aspects of 

communication. Halliday and Hasen (19756) argue that 

language plays a critical role in socialization, and that 

the structure of language reflects the functions for which 

language is used. Furthermore, Halliday suggests that as the 

number of functions increases so do the formal linguistic 

means to code or mark these new functions (Prutting, 1982). 

Thus, changes in syntactic form occur to meet or serve the 

new functions. Halliday identifies three phases in the 

development of the functional use of language, in which the 

child moves from utilizing instrumental to interactional 
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functions. In contrast, Dore (1979) utilizes a speech act 

framework or taxonomy, although he has taken a functional 

approach by investigating the features of the speech context 

which the child uses to interpret the proposition expressed 

inthe speech act. For example, Dore has utilized the 

concept of "communicative intent" in analyzing 

conversational interactions with preschoolers. The intent of 

certain speech acts are believed to be marked by or conveyed 

through certain grammatical forms, as well as being governed 

by conventional pragmatic rules for the contextual use of 

utterances (Cook-Gumperz & Corsaro, 1977). Thus, Dore 

clearly recognizes that contextual or functional features 

override the literal meaning of a proposition (Prutting, 

1982). 

Another language function which has received 

considerable research is the referential or informative 

function of language (Haslett, 1984). This function has been 

examined through referential communication studies, in which 

the speaker must take the perspective of the listener in 

order to communicate effectively. A number of component 

skills or functions have been examined through this research 

area, such as role taking skills, in which the child must 

recognize potential differences between the self and other, 

and vary their communication according to the listener's 

characteristics. The trend in analyzing children's 

referential communication skills has been to explore the 

cognitive or social skill components of this communicative 
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behavior, as well as the role of this function in other 

complex types of communication (Haslett, 1984). Referential 

communication functions have received considerable emphasis 

in the literature, because of their educational and social 

effects (Haslett, 1984). 

The child's development of a perspective of the 

listener, and the conditions under which certain speech acts 

are appropriate, indicates that the child must also develop 

an awareness of the social rules and conditions in which 

communication takes place (Duchan, 1984; Prutting, 1982). 

Part of this growing awareness is reflected in the child's 

use of communicative strategies. In general, the child 

learns conversational rules or strategies for interacting 

with partners and maintaining a conversation. In the 

developmental pragmatic literature a number of 

conversational functions have been explored: (a) deixis, or 

the use of linguistic devices to identify referents; (b) 

topicalization, or the ability to establish and maintain .a 

topic; and (c) conversational postulates, or sets of 

pragmatic presuppositions. Many of the analytic techniques 

associated with these areas of communicative functioning 

were adopted from the fields of discourse and conversational 

analysis. Under these frameworks, researchers explore how 

conversational participants allocate turns, maintain topics, 

repair conversational breakdowns and utilize strategies such 

as contingent queries (Duchan, 1984; Prutting, 1982). As 

Prutting (1982) notes, conversational analysts have only 
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recently been able to demonstrate that these strategies are 

functional. For example, repetitions are believed to serve 

the function of acknowledging, filling in a turn or holding 

the conversational floor (Folger & Chapman, 1978). 

The work by sociolinguists, has also fostered a social 

view of language development. This research tradition has 

examined communicative behaviors such as stylistic 

variations, particularly the adjustment of mothers' speech 

to their children (Snow, 1984). Under this framework, 

communicative interactions are viewed in terms of the status 

relationships of the participants, as well as adjustments in 

the form, content and use of communicative functions 

(Prutting, 1982). Results from this area of functional 

research also indicate that the child develops socially 

appropriate language through the process of social 

interaction (Prutting, 1982). 

As this brief review indicates, both the speech act and 

functional research approaches emphasize that the child 

develops socially appropriate language through the process 

of social interaction. However, the approaches differ in 

their emphasis on linguistic forms and functions. Both 

perspectives have been criticized for not fully recognizing 

the interaction between these two components, in the process 

of acquiring communicative competence. 

While both these approaches [speech act and 
functional] detail the complexity of communicative 
skills children acquire during this time, each 
approach 'reflects only partial understanding of 
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communicative development. If an adequate theory 
of human communication is to evolve, I believe 
that the unfortunate split between linguistic form 
and linguistic function must come to an end. When 
we communicate, form and function interact; 
therefore, our communication models ought to 
develop considerable attention to their 
interaction. (Haslett, 1984, p. 215) 

The shift in focus which accompanied these two broad 

research approaches, illustrates the numerous ways in which 

researchers have expanded .the contexts in which language 

development is studied (Prutting, 1982). In view of this 

discussion, the following broad, perspective of pragmatics 

seems most appropriate. 

Pragmatics subsumes such topics as logical and 
pragmatic presuppositions, the analysis of 
propositions, the structure of speech acts, and 
the rules for production and interpretation of 
linguistic acts .... At a still higher level there 
is the organization of discourse, the ways in 
-which conversations are opened, sustained and 
terminated. The study of conversation also 
includes analysis of the mechanics of linguistic 
interaction, e.g., the distribution of speaker 
turns, and repairs in case of errors or temporary 
breakdowns in exchanges. (Garvey, 1977, p. 40), 

In summary, the emergence of the pragmatic movement had 

varying effects on the previous fields of inquiry, 

particularly the behavioral and psycholinguistic 

perspectives (Hart, 1980). The pragmatic focus on 

communicative functions corresponded to the traditional 

"functionalist" emphasis in behaviorism, which was concerned 

with the effects of language as a social tool (Carr, 1983). 

It is thus unlikely that the pragmatic movement will entail 



56 

a theoretical shift for this research tradition. However, 

pragmatics has influenced the focus of behavioral research 

and intervention procedures (Hart, 1980; Snow, 1984). More 

specifically, the pragmatic perspective has suggested that 

environmental reorganization is necessary to increase the 

child's opportunity and motivation to communicate (Carr, 

1983). 

A turn towards pragmatics for the behaviorist is, 
thus, not a matter of relinquishing his present 
technology, but of changing the focus of research 
to the analysis and manipulation of the complex 
variables that control language use in "natural" 
settings, and eventually, to the design of 
"natural" environments optimal to the acquisition 
of language. The challenge in pragmatic research 
for the behaviorist lies in the generalization, 
not of the child's repertoire, but of his or her 
own, in a departure from the well-controlled, one-
to-one context into the complex, uncontrolled 
"natural" environment. (Hart, 1980, p. 387) 

For the field of psycholinguistics, the adoption of a 

pragmatic view has implied greater change in theoretical 

positions, rather than research strategies (Hart, 1980). The 

data in psycholinguistics has been primarily "performance" 

data. However, the data has usually been analyzed in terms 

of the underlying "linguistic competence" represented in the 

data, and the development or use of cognitive rule systems. 

By adopting a pragmatic approach the psycholinguist has thus 

had to interpret research data in terms of observable 

behavior-performance patterns (Hart, 1980). Vanek (1979) in 

fact suggests that there is increasing evidence that the 

formalists are interested in developing grammars that are 
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"context sensitive." This change is clearly reflected in 

Leech's' (1983) complementarist approach, as he has 

recognized the need to consider the interaction between 

grammar and pragmatics. 

In essence, the claim will be that grammar (the 
abstract formal system of language) and pragmatics 
(the principles of language use) are complementary 
domains within linguistics. We cannot understand 
the nature of language without studying both these 
domains, and the interaction between them. The 
consequences of this view include an affirmation 
of the centrality of formal linguistics in the 
sense of Chomsky's "competence'!, but a recognition 
that this must be fitted into, and made answerable 
to, a more comprehensive framework which combines 
functional with formal explanations. (Leech, 1983, 

p. 4) 

As the pragmatic view of communication developed, it 

would appear that specialists concerned with normal as well 

as disordered child language have realized that linguistic 

competence represents only one component of the knowledge 

which children must have in order to acquire socially 

appropriate speech (Ervin-Tripp & Mitchell-Kernan, 1977). As 

a result of this shift, it has been increasingly accepted 

that linguistic structures, or "competence" in Chomsky's 

sense, cannot be studied or treated without reference to the 

context in which communication naturally occurs (Wilcox, 

1984).. Thus, it may be concluded that the basic, and -perhaps 

most salient aim of the pragmatic approach is to discover 

the social conditions and contexts in which communicative 

competence develops (McCormick & Schiefelbusch, 1984). 
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Communicative competence can generally be regarded 
as the ability to convey effectively and 
efficiently an intended message to a receiver. As 
such, this ability requires not only knowledge of 
the conventional communicative code, but also 
knowledge pertaining to socially appropriate 
communicative behaviors. (Wilcox, 1984, p. 102) 

Communicative Competence  

The construct of communicative competence has received 

widespread use or application in studies of normal and 

language impaired children, however, considerable debate 

continues as to the definition, recognition and attribution 

of communicative competence. The following discussion will 

highlight these conceptual issues and their implications for 

assessing communicative competence in language impaired 

populations. - 

Conceptual Issues: Defining and Recognizing Competence  

The term communicative competence first gained 

widespread recognition or exposure through the work of Dell 

Hymes, an anthropologist (Diez, 1984). Hymes (1971) reacted 

to Chomsky's competence-performance dichotomy, which 

distinguished knowledge of language structures from their 

use or performance,and thus separated competence from 

behavior (Larson et al., 1978). In contrast, Hymes 

emphasized that the language-acquiring child learns 

linguistic structures in addition to the social values and 
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rules which underlie language use (SchiefelbusCh, 1984). In 

reaction to Chomsky's dichotomy, Hymes expressed the 

following objections. 

Such a theory of competence posits ideal objects 
in abstraction form sociocultural features that 
might enter into their description. Acquisition of 
competence is also seen as essentially independent 
of sociocultural features, requiring only suitable 
speech in the environment of the child to develop. 
The theory of performance is the one sector that 
might have a specific sociocultural content; but 
while equated with a theory of language use, it is 
essentially concerned with psychological by-
products of the analysis of grammar, not, say, 
with social interaction. (Hymes, 1972, p. 271) 

Hymes thus felt that Chomsky's dichotomy had "omitted" 

everything of social significance, and had neglected to look 

at "appropriate" language use or functions in social 

interactions (Savignon, 1983). 

We have then to account for the fact that a normal 
child acquires knowledge of sentences, not only as 
grammatical, but also as appropriate. He or she 
acquires competence as to when to speak, when not, 
and as to what to talk about with whom, when, 
where and in what manner. In short, a child 
becomes able to accomplish a repertoire of speech 
acts, to take part in speech events, and to 
evaluate their accomplishments by others. (Hymes, 
1972, p. 277) 

Hymes thus redefined competence to more fully 

accommodate the dimensions of knowledge and use. 

Competence is the most general term for the 
speaking and hearing capabilities of a person. 
Competence is understood to be dependent on two 
things: (tacit) knowledge and (ability for) use. 
(Hymes, 1971, p. 18) 
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As indicated in this definition, Hyries did not exclude 

Chomsky's notion of linguistic knowledge or competence, 

however, he did expand the concept to include the knowledge 

base necessary to make appropriate, contextual use of 

language (Allen & Brown, 1976; Schiefelbusch, 1984). Thus, 

recognition was given to the fact that communicative 

competence may in part depend on linguistic competence; 

linguistic competence was not, however, seen to imply the 

possession of communicative competence (Larson et al., 

1978). 

After Hymes reformulation of the term communicative 

competence, debate continued as to the specific 

characteristics which denote competence, and their 

underlying definitional perspectives (Diez, 1984). As noted 

previously, two perspectives of competence emerged; 

cognitive and behavioral. Chomsky's notion of competence 

represented a cognitive perspective, as it conceived of 

competence as a mental phenomenon. According to the 

cognitive perspective, competence may only reflect the 

capacity or potential for performance or use (Wiemann & 

Backlund, 1980). In contrast, the behavioral perspective, 

which is implied in Hymes' definition, ties competence to 

effective or appropriate behavior. The latter perspective 

also recognizes that behaviors may have their own underlying 

knowledge base. 

A third definitional approach has recently emerged 
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which integrates both the behavioral and cognitive processes 

of communicative competence, and overcomes many of the, 

limitations attached to each of these perspective. 

But, we do believe that it is important to 
appreciate the limitations of taking either a 
strictly cognitive or strictly behavioral 
perspective. The former perspective focuses 
attention on pure mathematical and logical 
formulations of how people could or should behave, 
with no regard for the eventfulness of their 
actual behavior. The latter perspective, on the 
other hand, focuses attention on the here and now 
of the real world, but offers little guidance to 
communicators who seek to understand their social 
environment so that they might control it more 
effectively. Consequently, we believe that one 
necessary component of the theory of communicative 
competence - if it is to be theoretically and 
pragmatically meaningful - is the inclusion of 
both cognitive and behavioral processes as 
interdependent aspects of communicative 
competence. (Wientann & Backlund, 1980, P. 189) 

Specifically, the "dual approach" recognizes cognitive 

or developmental precursors to behavioral choices, such as 

the knowledge of social-communicative rules (Wiemann & 

Backlund, 1980). Similar to Hymes' conceptualization, this 

approach also emphasizes that communicative competence is an 

ongoing, developing ability, in which the processing and 

producing components continue to develop through social 

interaction (Diez, 1984). Researchers such as Rubin (1985) 

have in turn operationalized the cognitive-behavioral 

conceptualization of communicative competence through an 

assessment inventory. The specific dimensions of 

communicative competence which this researcher observes or 

rates are, knowledge, skill, and motivational components, as 
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applied to specific situations. 

A second major issue facing the theory and application 

of communicative competence is the manner in which an 

individual may possess competence, and how it can be 

recognized or measured (Larson et al., 1978; Wiemann & 

Backlund, 1980). From a strict cognitive viewpoint, the 

individual cannot possess competence, whereas the behavioral 

view holds that the individual can possess competence, and 

displays it through his or her knowledge, skill, or 

performance (Larson et al., 1978; Wiemann & Backlund, 1980). 

Skills are seen as the ability to do or behave in 
a particular manner. Skills allow one to function 
in a given situation. If these skills are in the 
area of communication, one should be able to infer 
an individual's competence in communication from 
the skills manifested by that individual. 
Communication competence is seen, then, as a set 
of skills that can be taught and learned. This 
point has important implications for the 
assessment of individuals: in this conception of 
communication competence, emphasis must be placed 
on the ability to "perform," as well as on the 
level of cognitive knowledge. (Larson et al., 
1978, p. 18) 

This explanation, which is both cognitive and 

behavioral, tends to correspond to the emphasis which Hymes 

placed on language use. More specifically, proficiency in 

use or skill is one of the primary components of competence, 

or the "know how" component. In addition, there is the 

knowledge component, which represents communicative 

knowledge at a number of different levels. Thus, knowledge 

and skills are both required-to "function" competently 
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(Wiemann & Backlund, 1980). According to this framework, an 

assessment of competence should lead to inferences about the 

underlying knowledge structure and the appropriateness or 

effectiveness of various skills in specific types of 

contexts (Wiemann & Backlund, 1980). Allen and Brown (1976) 

have identified four features of communicative competence, 

which reflect the components of knowledge and use. 

Communication competence, unlike linguistic 
competence, involves an awareness of the 
transactions that occur between people. Competence 
in this perspective is tied to the actual 
performance of language in social contexts. When 
viewed in this way, competence is characterized by 
four principle features: (1) the exercise of 
competence depends upon an available repertoire of 
experiences; (2) it requires that the individual 
make critical choices from that repertoire; (3) it 
is revealed when suitable behaviors are brought to 
bear in performing direct tasks; and (4) it is 
sustained when individuals are able to evaluate 
their performance behaviors objectively - thereby 
enriching their repertoires of experience. Each of 
these features may be considered in terms of the 
communicative development of children. (Allen & 
Brown, 1976, p. 248) 

With respect to investigating the attributes of 

communicative competence, two major approaches have been 

utilized. The first approach is commonly referred to as the 

social judgment approach, in which competence is regarded as 

appropriate behavior, as judged by an expert or targeted 

group. A major difficulty with this approach is that is begs 

the question as to who is the best judge. The second 

technique is often referred to as the criteria approach. 
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Under this approach, the appropriateness of communication is 

evaluated against more general skill areas or dimensions of 

competence (Larson et al., 1978; Wiemann & Backlund, 1980). 

Appropriateness generally refers to the ability of 
an interactant to meet the basic contextual 
requirements of the situation - to be effective in 
a general sense... These contextual requirements 
include: (1) The verbal context, that is, making 
sense in terms of wording, of statements, and of 
topic; (2) the relationship context, that is, the 
structuring, type and style of messages so that 
they are consonant with the particular 
relationship at hand; and (3) the environmental 
context, that is, the consideration of constraints 
imposed on message making by the symbolic and 
physical environments. (Wiemann & Backlund, 1980, 

P. 191) 

Implied in the criteria approach is the fact that 

competence cannot be assessed in every situation, rather, 

one can only hope to assess competence in relation to a 

particular context, based on a limited range of skill or 

knowledge areas (Wiemann & Backlund, 1980). 

In summary, the expansion of the construct of 

communicative competence, to a cognitive and behavioral 

view, has led to a number of conceptual or theoretical 

shifts. At the heart of the concept is the notion that 

competence implies social knowledge as well as functional, 

contextually appropriate behaviors (Diez, 1984; Larson et 

al., 1978). Although communicative competence remains an 

amorphous concept, there are a number of primary elements 

which characterize its present use in -the literature. 

First, communicative competence is seen as a dynamic and 
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dyadic concept, in that it depends on the negotiation of 

meaning between two or more persons. In this sense it is 

seen as an interpersonal phenomenon, rather than an 

intrapersonal trait. Second, communicative competence is 

context specific. The competent individual must 

appropriately select 'a register or make stylistic 

variations, based on their role and knowledge of the 

situation. Finally, competence is relative, in as much as it 

depends on the interaction and cooperation of all 

participants (Savignon, 1983). 

Dimensions of Communicative Competence 

Based on the previous conceptualizations of competence, 

it is apparent that the selection of specific dimensions of 

competence is important, as the dimensions will in turn 

serve to operationally define communicative competence 

(Wiemann & Backlund, 1980). This was exemplified by earlier 

researchers who applied competence as an intrapersonal 

concept or trait, rather than as an interpersonal 

phenomenon. For example, Wiemann (1977) identified three 

earlier schools of thought for communicative competence; the 

human relations or T-group approach, the social skills 

approach and the self-presentation approach. Each of these 

approaches equated competence with interpersonal 

effectiveness, however, they confounded communicative 

behaviors with non-communicative behaviors such a 

personality traits. Thus, the dimensions of competence which 
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these theorists selected placed the construct of competence 

outside of the sphere of communicative behavior. 

Different disciplines have since come to study 

communicative competence, each utilizing various dimensions, 

particularly the referential, social and structural 

dimensions of communication. 

It has been used to denote a list of observable 
(and often discrete) skills, to identify abstract 
knowledge, to stand for global developmental 
abilities displayed in performance, and to label 
evaluations of effective interaction. In different 
disciplines, study of communicative competence has 
focused on varying degrees on referential, social, 
and directive functions of communication. (Diez, 
1984, p. 56) 

Though too detailed to fully include in the present 

discussion, a brief description of the research traditions 

surrounding communicative competence is offered to indicate 

the diversity of definitions and applications of this 

concept to human communication research.. Diez (1984) has 

identified three separate traditions, each utilizing 

different dimensions to characterize competence. The 

traditions illuminated by Diez do not represent discrete 

research traditions, but instead represent related research 

disciplines. 

The sociolinguistic research tradition is typified by 

Hymes' work. Under this tradition competence is considered 

in terms of four specific dimensions; situational, 

interactional, functional and developmental (Diez, 1984). 

With respect to situational dimensions, researchers have 
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been concerned with the child's developing ability to 

identify communicative acts which are appropriate to the 

context. For example, Whitehurst and Sonnenschiefl (1981) 

have addressed the difference between "knowing how" and 

"knowing when" in their communication studies. The 

interactional dimension has focused on the child's ability 

to monitor their communication and adapt it in response to 

the listener's needs. The functional dimension has addressed 

organizational functions typically researched by those in 

the field of conversational analysis, such as turn taking 

and topic manipulation skills. Finally, developmental 

aspects of communicative competence have been researched, 

which has brought out the realization that competence is an 

ongoing, developmental skill. 

What seems to be the platform of this area of research 

is the emphasis placed on the .child's acquisition of 

sociolinguistic knowledge. As Rice (1984) notes: "As more is 

known about children's sociolinguistic knowledge, it is 

possible to infer more about the kinds of general social 

understandings that become part of the system of 

communication rules". (Rice, 1984, p. 153). At the present 

time there are three commonly recognized factors or 

components which contribute to the formulation of 

sociolinguistic rules; (a) the linguistic code, (b) the 

speaker's intent, and (c) the social context (Rice, 1984). 

The following description offers only a brief view of the 

complexity involved in just one of these areas, the social 
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context. 

A number of factors in the social context can 
influence the choice of alternatives, and, of 
course, the alternatives chosen can in turn 
influence the negotiable aspects of the social 
situation. Certain given characteristics of the 
participants and the social setting are especially 
important determinants of how a speaker chooses to 
express his message and how the listener may 
interpret it. Among the people attributes are 
relative status, sex, age, role, previous history 
of interpersonal relationships, and shared or 
common knowledge of experiences (established prior 
to the conversation or within the conversation 
itself). Influential social variables are the kind 
of setting (school versus home, formal restaurant 
versus cafeteria) and the location 
(regional/geographical differences). In addition 
to these given variables, there are also 
influential negotiable social components, such as 
affect, task and mood (Rice, 1984,.p. 155-156) 

The interactionbetween these ,contextual components is 

very complex, and as Rice (1984) notes, numerous studies 

have demonstrated that children as young as three years of 

age are aware of many of these rules. 

The second tradition, referred to as the referential 

communication tradition, has focused on various dimensions, 

such as: (a) the listener component or role taking skills, 

(b) the comparison component, or analytical approach 

reflected in referential communication studies, and (c) the 

evaluation component, in which .communicative monitoring 

skills are utilized. The crux of this research tradition is 

a concern for metacommunication skills; the application of 

metacognitive monitoring to communication tasks (Haslett, 

1984). More specifically, the use of cognitive strategies to 

monitor communication is believed to permit the child to 



69 

reflect on messages and make judgments concerning the 

adequacy of the message. The work of Jesse Delia (Applegate 

& Delia, 1980) has examined message evaluations and repairs 

in nonreferential contexts, and has established that 

metacomxnunicative monitoring skills are a prerequisite for 

effective communication. 

In summary, monitoring communication focuses the 
speaker's attention on the message and the 
addresses. Children, begin to evaluate message 
adequacy, to alter messages when needed, to adapt 
their messages when conflict with others' goals 
are recognized, to discuss the communication 
process explicitly, and to utilize knowledge of 
others in constructing their communicative 
strategies. These skills are just beginning to 
emerge at age 5, and they become well established 
in middle childhood. Through monitoring 
communication, children become increasingly adept 
at sending socially appropriate messages in a 
variety of contexts. (Haslett, 1984, p. 221) 

The third tradition recognized by Diez is the speech 

communication tradition. Similar to the referential school, 

this tradition is also concerned with social perspective 

taking. In addition, this approach is concerned with the 

effectiveness of communication, particularly whether or not 

the subject attained his or her interpersonal goals. This 

approach has examined a number of dimensions of 

communicative competence: affiliation or support, empathy, 

social relaxation, behavioral flexibility, and interaction 

management (Wiemann, 1977). For example, researchers such as 

Burleson and Waltman (in press) have explored the influence 

of communication skills (e.g., persuasive skills, conflict 
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management skills and comforting skills), on peer 

acceptance. 

As evidenced in the preceding discussion, the research 

traditions have defined and explored communicative 

competence-through various units of analysis. Accordingly, 

it is clear that communicative competence has expanded well 

beyond the parameters originally offered by Hymes. The 

application of this construct to research on language 

impaired populations therefore must be carefully outlined. 

Implications for Assessing Language Impaired Populations  

Snyder (1984b) notes that communicative competence is a 

multifaceted behavior, in which there may be a number of 

underlying deficiencies. Furthermore, as communicative 

competence requires linguistic and social knowledge, it may 

be that language delayed children have deficits in any one, 

or all of these specific areas. Researchers in the area 

communicative competence, who deal with language delayed 

populations, have adopted a criteria approach by 

investigating three primary dimensions of communicative 

competence; (a) the ability to perceive critical variables 

in the communicative situation (e.g., the social relations 

and attitudes shared by the participants, the purpose and. 

setting of the interaction), (b) the understanding of the 

implications of these variables for appropriate speech 

(e.g., the ability to presuppose and take the listener's 

point of view) and (c) a repertoire of linguistic structures 
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for conveying and interpreting intentions, with varying 

social meanings (e.g., the ability to interpret and 

formulate a variety of speech acts) (Donahue et al., 1983; 

Rice, 1984). To illustrate the complexity of these 

dimensions:, as well as their implications for studying 

language impaired populations, Snyder's (1984b) 

comprehensive review of research for language-delayed 

children (e.g., language and learning disabled, autistic and 

mentally handicapped) will be outlined. 

In looking at the delayed child's ability to produce and 

interpret a variety of speech acts, Snyder (1984b) concluded 

that not all delayed children exhibit impaired functional 

communication skills. 

In summary, the literature indicates that, 
although language-disordered youngsters can 
respond to a variety of request types embedded in 
differing contexts, some have difficulty doing so 
in a consistent manner. Moreover, some samples of 
language-disordered children have difficulty 
mobilizing their prelinguistic and early 
linguistic forms in functional communication, 
formulating indirect requests with declarative 
sentence forms, and using language to express a 
variety of intentions. However, other samples of 
language-disordered children do not demonstrate 
such deficits. Thus, impaired functional 
communicative skills may be characteristic of some 
language-disordered children, but not others. 
(Snyder, 1984b, p. 435-436) 

In reviewing studies which assess the child's ability 

to consider the listener's knowledge (presuppositions), 

Snyder noted that language-disordered children have greater 

difficulties simultaneously considering the various factors 

related to the situational context. Specifically, the child 
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must estimate the listener's linguistic competence, age, 

social status, and so forth, and utilize this information to 

select a specific register or speech style. Similar to what 

was found for the production of functional communication, 

Snyder concluded that some variation occurred in this 

population, with respect to their ability to consider the 

listener's perspective and communicate effectively. 

To summarize, accurate presuppositions concerning 
the knowledge of a listener enable a speaker to 
mobilize the language content and structures 
needed to convey information 
efficiently .... subsequent studies with older 
samples of language-disordered children have often 
reported "no significant group differences." By 
and large, the results of these lattr studies 
indicate that language-disordered children can 
consider their listener and mobilize language to 
effectively inform a listener. However, language-
disordered children may differ from normal 
children in the linguistic structures or forms 
that they mobilize, particularly when their 
listener's ask them to revise a message. (Snyder, 
1984b, p. 447) 

Finally, Snyder reviewed a variety of discourse or' 

conversational strategies which language-disordered children 

utilize, such as; back-channel responses, topicalization, 

Wand turn-taking. One of the findings which surfaced across 

many of the language-disordered groups, was that they failed 

to actively take the conversational floor, even though they 

were as conversationally responsive as their normally 

achieving peers. Thus, while they exhibit many of the basic 

pragmatic skills to manage turns, they are often unassertive 

conversational partners. 
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Snyder concluded that not all children in each 

diagnostic group showed all or some of the communicative 

deficits. Furthermore, Snyder postulated that there may be a 

variety of underlying deficits which create these individual 

differences. Specifically, Snyder believes that deficits in 

the attentional, perceptual, environmental or cognitive 

processes of language-disordered children may account for 

these findings. 

In response to the heterogeneity of communicative 

deficits in the language-disordered populations, Snyder 

suggests that a "multiple resource model" be utilized for 

examining communicative competence. 

However, if we can develop a model of 
communicative competence that can accommodate the 
diversity of communicative input, its processing, 
and the competitive and collaborative use of 
resources within the system, we might make more 
realistic assumptions and predictions about 
children's communicative competence. If we 
consider the subject and task characteristics as 
well as the resources that can be used to perform 
various communicative tasks, we may be able to 
unmask some of the puzzling inconsistency in the 
language-delayed child's communicative 
performance. (Snyder, 1984b, p. 468-469) 

Snyder's model rests on the assumption that 

communicative efficiency is affected by internal as well as 

external processes. This model fits with Guralnick's (1981) 

applied notion, or broad conceptualization of communicative 

competence referred to earlier. In the latter model, 

external factors, such as the communicative or social 

context, are believed to directly influence the form, 
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external factors, such as the communicative or social 

context, are believed to directly influence the form, 

content, use and discourse features of the participants 

(internal processes). In essence, both models imply that the 

researcher must consider and delineate the nature of the 

social context, or the external processes, in order to 

identify what is or should occur during the internal 

processing. In assessing competence, the researcher must 

consider the communicative objectives and task demands and 

select specific dimensions of communicative competence for 

assessment (Guralnick, 1981). Most importantly, the 

researcher must consider the coequality of the participants. 

The latter quality recognizes that each participant is 

required to contribute to the conversation to ensure that it 

is maintained. This implies that communicative competence 

must be considered a dyadic phenomenon, in which the 

participants knowledge and skills are influenced or 

prescribed by the social milieu (Berghout Austin, 1985). 

In summary, the broad conceptualization and assessment 

perspective for language impaired children implies the 

following conceptualization of competence: "Communicative 

competence requires the recognition of "rules" that operate 

in social contexts which, in turn, exert important 

influences on the selection of communicative strategies as 

well as the form of individual utterances" (Guralnick, 1981, 

p. 44). 
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Communicative Competence in Learning Disabled Children 

Recent studies have focused on the implications of the 

linguistic and social difficulties of learning disabled 

children, in the acquisition of the ruls governing socially 

appropriate speech (Donahue, 1983). These two areas will be 

briefly highlighted, with respect to the effects they may 

have on the development of communicative competence. 

Topography of Linguistic Deficits  

Children with reading and learning disabilities have 

been found to be deficient, in comparison to normally 

achieving children, on various aspects of linguistic 

structure. Linguistic deficits have thus been an interest to 

researchers in exploring the communicative competence of 

learning disabled children, as it is assumed that 

communicative competence depends upon the complex 

interaction between linguistic competence and social 

knowledge (Donahue et al., 1983). Although it is reasonable 

to assume that linguistic proficiency will influence the 

learning disabled child's ability to perform appropria€ely 

in communicative interactions, there is relatively little 

direct evidence as to how or even whether deficits in 

linguistic structure relate to the learning disabled child's 

difficulties with language use in social contexts (Donahue, 

1984). In fact, there is increasing evidence that an 
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"asymmetrical" relationship exists between linguistic 

structures and communicative effectiveness (Donahue, 1984; 

Donahue et al., 1983). For example, recent investigations 

have suggested that syntactic-semantic abilities may develop 

independently of the rules governing socially appropriate 

speech (Bedrosian & Prutting, 1978; Fey, Leonard & Wilcox, 

1981). 

The research literature for this area of language 

functioning is further constricted by a paucity of studies 

delineating the incidence and severity of oral-language 

problems in the learning disabled (Donahue, Pearl, & 'Bryan, 

1982). Those studies which exist are often of limited value, 

because they have explored linguistic abilities through 

structured tests, rather than examining these skills in 

naturalistic contexts (Russell, 1982). 

Our ability to identify the underlying oral-
language deficits of "learning-disabled" 
youngsters has been limited by the paucity of 
appropriate measures of syntactic development. 
Consequently, many of these youngsters are seen by 
special educators who focus their 'efforts on the 
children's visual-perceptual, visual-motor, and 
written-language skills. Current research, 
however, suggests that the majority of these 
youngsters sustain underlying oral-language 
deficits. If more viable measures of the syntactic 
development of school-aged children were 
available, some of them might be identified for 
language-intervention programming. (Snyder, 1984b, 
p. 153) 

Fortunately, there is a growing body of evidence, from 

areas such as written-language skills, which indicate that 

problems in the academic domain are associated with 
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underlying delays in the acquisition of complex syntactic 

structures. In support of this, Byrne (1981) suggested that 

reading disabilities appear to be a part of a more general 

lag in language acquisition. 

Given the limited and often inconsistent research 

concerning the interaction of linguistic skills of learning 

disabled children, and their observed competence, the 

present discussion will provide a cursory review of some of 

the potential linguistic comprehension and processing 

problems which may confront this population. Greater 

emphasis will be placed on those few studies which have 

examined how syntactic and pragmatic knowledge intersect, 

and the implications this evidence has for future 

investigations. 

.Lexical Processing and Production Skills. 

Difficulties in processing (word comprehension) and 

producing (word retrieval) lexical items have been well 

documented for the language and learning-disabled 

populations (Snyder, 1984b). In terms of word comprehension, 

researchers have generally concluded that learning disabled 

children are as competent as normally achieving children, in 

comprehending single words presented in isolation (Donahue 

et al., 1983; Snyder, 1984b; Wiig & Semel, 1973). However, 

learning disabled children appear to have particular 

difficulties comprehending words which express spatial, 

temporal, and kinship relationships (Snyder, 1984b). In 

addition, Idol-Maestas (1980) found that across several age 
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groups, reading disabled children exhibited a smaller 

vocabulary size or diversity of word use (as indicated by 

type-token ratio). 

Word retrieval problems have been suggested for this 

population; in an attempt to account for their limited 

vocabulary size or usage (Donahue et al., 1983). Several 

researchers such as Denckla (1972) have thus examined the 

ability of dyslexic or reading disabled children to rapidly 

produce names of colors, letters, and pictures of common 

objects. In examining the response latencies during these 

tasks, these researchers found that learning disabled 

children were significantly slower in responding. The 

implications which this research has for communicative 

interactions is that word retrieval problems may create 

dysfluent speech (e.g., hesitations, silent or filled 

pauses, and false starts). Williams (1976) found €hat 

hesitation phenomena was negatively related to teacher's 

evaluations of children's ability and willingness to engage 

in verbal interactions, and suggested that speech 

dysfluencies may create difficulties in social and verbal 

interactions. However, it is interesting to note that Wiig 

and Semel (1976; 1980) have cited clinical reports of 

learning disabled children's attempts to compensate for word 

retrieval problems, by utilizing other disdourse features 

such as circumlocutions. 
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Syntactic Processing and Production. 

Difficulties in comprehending and utilizing syntax and 

the associated morphology of language has been well 

documented in the literature (Snyder, 1984a). For example, 

an earlier investigation by Johnson and Myklebust (1967) 

reported that language learning-disabled children 

experienced considerable difficulties comprehending and 

producing syntactic structures. However, Jansky (1975) later 

described the learning disabled child's deficits in 

syntactic formulation as being more "subtle." 

She observed that their spoken language often 
appears adequate, although it is not really 
articulate. Sentence formulation is often awkward, 
characterized by many sentential fragments, simple 
sentence forms, and the repeated use of 
stereotypic phrases. Delayed morphological 
development, particularly the use of irregular 
past-tense markers and an over-extended use of 
pronouns, is also observed. Janeky suggested that 
these types of problems seem to call less 
attention to themselves, merely giving one the 
impression that the child has a less verbal 
cognitive style. (Snyder, 1984b, p. 134) 

Donahue (Donahue, 1984; Donahue, Pearl & Bryan, 1982; 

Donahue et al., 1983) has questioned whether the syntactic-

semantic abilities of learning disabled children should be 

characterized as "subtle." Specifically, Donahue criticizes 

earlier studies for utilizing structured linguistic tasks in 

measuring these abilities; many of these tasks rely on 

attentional and memory prerequisites, in addition to 

underlying linguistic skills. Donahue et al. (1982) also 

criticizes elicitation techniques, used to generate language 
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samples, for being contrived, stating that; "the purpose of 

this setting was not to convey messages and share ideas but 

purely to elicit speech." (Donahue et al., 1982, p. 397). 

Thus, Donahue suggests that only a few studies, completed by 

their institute, appropriately examined the syntactic 

complexity of learning disabled children's speech in 

naturally occurring conversations. For example, the studies 

by Bryan and Pflaum (1978), and Donahue et al. (1982) 

collected language samples by having children engage in a 

teaching game or a referential communication task. In both 

of these studies, language complexity was assessed utilizing 

t-unit analysis (words per t-unit, number of complex 

structures per t-unit, and number of t-units). The finding 

that learning disabled children produced shorter mean t-

units led Donahue to conclude the following. 

The results of this study indicate that the 
linguistic deficits which are demonstrated in 
.learning disabled children's performance on 
structured tasks and on oral language samples, 
collected with conventional language elicitation 
techniques, are also apparent on more 
communicative tasks. Although these differences 
are not great, the finding, that the learning 
disabled children in all grades produced shorter 
t-units than nondisabled children even on this 
relatively simple communicative task which did not 
require the use of precise vocabulary, frequent 
subordinate clauses, nor the elaborate sequencing 
of information is significant .... the results of 
the current study suggest that learning disabled 
children's productive language deficits may be 
significant enough to interfere with even the 
informal and elliptical conversations 
characteristic of talk among peers and family 
members. (Donahue et al., 1982, p.401) 
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In an attempt to establish a more direct link between 

syntactic knowledge and communicative effectiveness Donahue 

(1984) utilized a referential paradigm to examine the 

learning disabled child's ability to comprehend and produce 

syntactic devices for marking the "given versus new" 

information on a referential task. Generally, learning 

disabled children were found to be competent in 

comprehending specific sentence types produced in isolation. 

However, as Donahue noted, this does not necessarily 

indicate that the LD child possesses the syntactic abilities 

to recognize these structures in natural communicative 

contexts. With respect to their syntactic production 

abilities, LD children were able to utilize various 

syntactic devices to encode new information, however, they 

differed from the nondisabled population in that they relied 

on less complex syntactic structures. In remarking on these 

findings, Donahue drew the following conclusions. 

Although these results support previous evidence 
that learning disabled. children are delayed in the 
acquisition of complex syntactic structures in 
production, whether their linguistic deficits 
interfere with their ability to be effective 
communicative partners has yet to be 
demonstrated .... This asymmetry between syntactic 
ability and communicative effectiveness has also 
been reported in young children and language-
impaired individuals who still could communicate 
in contextually appropriate ways. It seems that 
the ability to integrate presupposed and new ideas 
in discourse is another example of a pragmatic 
skill that may develop somewhat independently of 
the acquisition of the range of syntactic and 
semantic strategies for doing so. (Donahue, 1984, 
p. 112-113) 
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In summary, the linguistic deficits of learning 

disabled children have been established on structured tasks, 

although these deficits may not necessarily create 

significant problems in communicating effectively in 

naturalistic contexts (Donahue et al., 1983; Russell, 1982). 

In support of this are a number of studies which indicate 

that the LD child may be able to compensate for linguistic 

deficiencies through adaptations in their discourse 

strategies or conversational styles. In general, the 

research indicates that the effects of deficits in 

linguistic structures, on communicative competence, must be 

further explored by experimental designs which delineate the 

social and lingistic demands of the communicative context. 

This approach would give clear recognition to the fact that 

comunicative competence represents the intersection of 

linguistic and social competencies. 

Social Difficulties in Learning Disabled Children  

Concern for the social difficulties of learning 

disabled children was initially raised by Bryan's (1974) 

finding that LD children tend to be rejected by their peers. 

Since this time, researchers have suspected that the 

learning disabled child's relatively poor social functioning 

may be related to their problems in communicative 

competence, or alternatively, their social difficulties may 

place them at risk for developing communicative problems. 

The circuitous relationship between social abilities and 
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communicative competence, is based on the belief that 

communicative abilities mediate social interactions (Wiig & 

Semel, 1981), and in turn, communication may reflect or be 

influenced by the characteristics of the social matrix in 

which it is embedded (Berghout Austin, 1985; Guralnick, 

1985). In support of this relationship are numerous studies 

which indicate that the conversations and social 

interactions of sociometrically defined children are 

different from each other, as popular children engage in 

more positive conversations and cooperative interactions 

with their peers than unpopular children (Dodge, 1983; 

Renshaw & Asher, 1983). Furthermore, researchers have found 

that certain structural or functional aspects of utterances 

may be affected by the social characteristics of the 

listener, or even by "perceptions" of the companion's 

social, cognitive and linguistic competence (Guralnick, 

1985). thus, it would appear that in assessing communicative 

competence, the researcher must consider the social assets 

and deficits of the LD child, as these attributes may 

ultimately affect their social or conversational 

interactions.. 

The present discussion overviews selected research 

studies concerning the social acceptance or peer status of 

LD children. A second objective of this review is to 

delineate some of the possible social and cognitive factors 

which may contribute to the LD child's social and 

communicative problems. 
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In reviewing peer status studies which compared LD and 

normally achieving children's status on sociometric 

instruments, Wiener (1986) found overwhelming support that 

LD children were rated lower in peer status than their 

peers. Fifteen of the nineteen studies reviewed by Wiener 

indicated that LD children were rated significantly lower in 

peer status; fourteen of these studies were concerned with 

elementary school children. Wiener further investigated 

those studies which distinguished between popular, rejected 

and neglected children, to determine the level of acceptance 

or rejection for LD children. Based on evidence from five 

studies, Wiener concluded that LD children receive fewer 

positive and more negative ratings or nominations than their 

peers. Unfortunately, the studies were inconclusive as to 

whether LD children are rejected (i.e., receive many 

negative nominations and relatively few positive ones) or 

are neglected (i.e., receive very few nominations, positive 

or negative). This distinction may be an important one, as 

current research suggests that a number of serious 

behavioral or social problems are correlated with these 

status ratings. For example, rejected children are more 

likely than neglected children to be aggressive, disruptive 

and to report loneliness and social dissatisfaction (Dodge, 

1983). 

In examining three studies in which teachers rated the 

social performance of these two educational groups, Wiener 

(1986) concluded that two studies demonstrated low but 
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significant correlations between peer status and teacher 

ratings. Thus, the data indicates that teacher and. pupil 

ratings of LD children's social status are related. 

In light of these findings, Wiener cautiously remarked 

that: "Establishing that a group of children, in this case 

LD children, are less accepted and more rejected by peers 

merely indicates that they are at risk; the factors 

contributing to their lower acceptance are not evident" 

(Wiener, 1986, p. 12-13). 

A review of sociometric studies by Dudley-Marling and 

Edmiaston (1985) also led to the conclusion that as a group, 

LD children receive low status among their teachers, peers 

and parents, which places them at greater risk for social 

rejection. However, when these researchers examined 

observational and questionnaire studies, to determine 

whether others act or behave as if they devalue LD children, 

the results were markedly different from those obtained in 

sociometri.c studies. For example, Bruck and Hebert (1982) 

asked teachers and parents to complete a peer-interaction 

checklist on LD and normally achieving students. Based on 

this questionnaire, LD children were perceived by both 

teachers and parents as demonstrating peer-interactions 

similar to normal, age-matched controls. In an observational 

study of verbal interactions between LD children and their 

peers, Markoski (1983) found few differences in affective 

statements, to or from LD students. In summarizing these 

results, the following trends were noted. 
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If the frequency and quality of teachers', peers', 
and parents' interactions with the learning 
disabled do not differ from their interactions 
with nonlearning disabled students, the results of 
the sociometric studies may not be meaningful. 
This important question has been addressed by many 
researchers using reports of students and parents 
or observational techniques. Although the results 
of such studies are somewhat equivocal, a number 
of social interaction indices do not differentiate 
LD students from many of their.peers, especially 
underachievers. In spite of evidence suggesting 
that the quality of these iriteractions may differ 
for LD and NLD students, these data are sparse, 
and more study is needed before definitive 
conclusions may be drawn. (Dudley-Marling & 
Edmiaston, 1985, p. 202) 

Thus, while the evidence is quite clear concerning the 

relatively low social status or acceptance of LD children, 

it may be premature to conclude that these negative 

evaluations translate into behavioral or social 

difficulties. However, as noted earlier, even the perception 

of difficulties with linguistic, social or cognitive skills 

may be enough to place the LD group at risk for difficulties 

in their social or communicative interactions with their 

peers. 

To examine the social difficulties which may underlie 

the low peer status of LD children Wiener (1986) reviewed 

four hypothesis; (a) the discrepancy hypothesis, which 

asserts that LD children are less accepted because they lack 

abilities valued by their peers (e.g., athletic abilities or 

academic achievement), (b) the psychological processing 

deficit hypothesis, which asserts that LD children may not 

be accepted because of deficits in social perception, social 
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cognition or pragmatic skills, (c) the strategic deficit 

hypothesis, which asserts that LD children do not utilize 

appropriate social strategies (e.g., social approach or peer 

entry skills), and (d) the differential treatment 

hypothesis, which postulates that the LD child's lower peer 

status is related to differential treatment by family 

members, teachers or peers. The research which accompanies 

and supports each hypothesis. will be briefly reviewed in 

order to establish the multifaceted nature of the social 

difficulties for LD children. 

Evidence reviewed under the discrepancy hypothesis 

suggested that there is considerable research which 

positively correlates peer status and academic achievement. 

For example, Bursuck (1983) found that both LD and low 

achieving groups did not differ significantly with regards 

to peer status. However, as Wiener points out, this study 

could not conclusively demonstrate that low achievement is 

related to rejection; instead it indicated that high 

achievement is related to popularity. The discrepancy 

hypothesis was also supported by numerous studies which 

found that LD children who, in spite of low academic 

achievement, possess characteristics valued by the peer 

group, and thus obtained higher status ratings. Many of 

these studies, such as Siperstien and Goding (1983), 

indicated that LD children received positive peer status 

ratings if they were judged to have redeeming features such 

as physical attractiveness and athletic ability. 
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Evidence in support of the second hypothesis, the 

psychological processing deficit hypothesis, has accrued 

through numerous measures of social knowledge or cognition. 

For example, a number of studies have examined social 

perception: the ability to immediately identify, recognize, 

and interpret the meaning and significance of the behaviors 

of others (Maheady & Maitland, 1982). In one of the earliest 

studies for LD children, Wiig and Harris (1974) noted that 

LD children made significantly more errors in interpreting 

emotions of videotaped models, than their nondisabled 

counterparts. Bryan (1977) also investigated LD children's 

ability to interpret nonverbal messages, with the results 

again indicating that LD children were less accurate in 

identifying the emotions displayed or modeled. 

Studies investigating the relationships between peer 

status and social cognition have included investigations of 

role taking, social insight, and social attributions. For 

example a number of studies have examined-social insight, 

which has been operationally defined as the ability to 

predict one's own social status (Horowitz, 1981). The 

results from studies which examined this factor have been 

quite varied. Horowitz (1981), Garrett and Crump (1980) and 

Perlmutter, Crocker, Corday and Garstecki (1983) all found 

that there were no significant differences between the 

actual and perceived status for LD and normally achieving 

children. In contrast, Bruininks (1978a, 1978b) found that 

LD children were less proficient at predicting their own 
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peer status. However, Wiener (1986) concluded that when the 

same methods were used to predict peer status, two of these 

studies found a difference in LD and nondisabled children's 

social insight skills, which led her to conclude that LD 

children may be quite deficient in this area of social 

functioning. 

The pragmatic competence of LD children has also been 

explored under the processing deficit hypothesis. Wiener 

(1986) notes that only two studies have directly 

investigated the relationship between pragmatic competence 

and peer status. In a study by Anderson (1983), several 

language comprehension measures, (e.g., indirect requests, 

semantic restrictions) were found to be positive predictors 

of peer status. Simon (1982) examined the use of persuasive. 

strategies and politeness forms, and found that highly 

popular children employed significantly more persuasive 

strategies. 

With regards to the processing deficit hypothesis, 

Wiener concluded that there is relative little evidence to 

suggest that social perception problems contribute to the 

low peer status of LD children. In contrast, the evidence 

supported the view that social cognitive and pragmatic 

problems may be contributors. 

Supporting evidence for the third hypothesis, the 

strategic deficit hypothesis, comes from studies which have 

explored various social performance strategies. For example 

Bryan, Wheeler, Felcan and Henek (1976) examined the social 
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or affective content of verbalizations of LD and nondisabled 

children, observed during summer school courses. These 

researchers noted that LD children emitted significantly 

more competitive statements, and in turn, LD males were more 

frequently ignored by peers, and less likely to respond to 

peer initiations. 

The results of this study indicate that learning 
disabled children are more likely to emit 
competitive statements and less likely to emit 
considerate statements than comparison 
children .... These were not friendly statements; 
they were aggressive and appear to be a form of 
verbal battle which may reflect children's mutual 
rejection. Given the sociometric studies of LD 
children, it may be that children need not be 
unfriendly very often to be highly rejected. 
(Bryan et al., 1976, p. 668) 

The results from Bryan's study, may also be related to 

the differential treatment hypothesis, in that differential 

treatment by peers may be a causal factor in the LD child's 

relatively low peer status. However, as Wiener (1986) notes, 

evidence for this hypothesis is lacking, as investigations 

have not ruled out whether the LD child behaves in a way 

that provokes differential treatment. 

Wiener's (1986) review led her to conclude that some of 

the hypotheses were supported, although none provided a 

complete account of the relationship between the LD child's 

social difficulties and their relatively poor social status. 

The literature review revealed four hypotheses 
which have been the basis of research on peer 
status of LD children. Although the discrepancy, 
psychological processing deficit, strategic 
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deficit and differential treatment hypothesis all 
received some support from research findings, none 
provide a sufficient explanation of the problem. 
The, discrepancy and differential treatment 
hypothesis do not account for the positive 
correlations between pragmatic competence and 
social attributions with peer status. The 
psychological processing and strategic deficit 
hypotheses do not account for the fact that LD 
children are treated differently by family, 
teachers and peers; and that LD children who are 
considered by peers to be intelligent, attractive 
and athletic tend to be well-accepted. 
Consequently, a new theoretical formulation is 
needed. (Wiener, 1986, p. 26) 

The theoretical formulation which Wiener offered is 

based on Bell and Harper's (1977) reciprocity model. The 

underlying assumption of this model is that peer status 

should be regarded as an "outcome" measure, which reflects 

the quality and quantity of the reciprocal interactions 

between peers. Essentially, the model would re-interpret the 

preceding results in terms of a bi-directional relationship, 

rather than assuming a uni-directional relationship, in 

which the low status of the LD child is believed to be 

caused by their social difficulties. 

Social perception, social cognitive, pragmatic and 
metacognitive deficits may affect the strategies 
LD children use for social interaction. If these 
strategies are inappropriate (child effect), the 
quality of the peer interaction may change and 
become negative - the LD child receives 
differential treatment (peer, parent, teacher 
effect). Should the LD child, however, be viewed 
as intelligent, physically attractive or athletic, 
and should these qualities be viewed by the group 
as valuable, the differential treatment may be 
mitigated. Rejection or isolation may reduce the 
LD child's opportunities to practice social 
interaction strategies, reducing their skill 
effectiveness further. (Wiener, 1986,.p. 27-28) 
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The reciprocal hypothesis may help explain the findings 

of Pearl et al. (1983), in which the social and 

communicative behaviors of LD children varied in response to 

differences in the situational context. After reviewing 

numerous studies for LD children, which examined 

interactions during structured academic tasks, dyadic 

communication tasks and spontaneous social interactions, 

Pearl et al. (1983) reached the following conclusions. 

At times, LD children's communications seemed to 
be more deferential and at other times, more 
hostile. Although differences in coding systems 
and other varying methodological factors make 
comparisons across studies inconclusive, it 
appears that the LD children's verbal styles may 
depend on the type of situation in which they are 
observed. When involved in highly structured tasks 
in which the type of verbalizations expected of 
the participants was fairly evident, the LD 
children tended to comply on the surface with the 
expected behavior but in a deferential and 
unassertive manner, sometimes to the point where 
they seemed to relinquish their role in the 
conversation. On the other hand, in situations in 
which the expectations for the children's 
conversational behavior were more ambiguous, for 
example, in physical education classes or in camp 
settings, LD children's communications took on 
what appeared to be a negative tone. (Pearl et 
al., 1983, p. 8) 

While the social situation or task may have a large 

influence on the verbal styles of LD children, the 

educational and social status of their partners, which helps 

define the social context of the interaction, may also have 

a large impact. More importantly, if the reciprocal 

hypothesis is valid, it would be anticipated that the 

previous social interactions or "social histories" of the 
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participants would greatly influence the communicative 

interactions of participants. Initial support for this 

effect was noted earlier, in a study by Marino and Johnson 

(1979). These researchers found that the communicative 

behaviors of learning disabled children were influenced by 

their prior interactions with normally achieving children. 

In addition, a series of studies by Bryan (Bryan, Donahue & 

Pearl, 1981; Bryan, Donahue, Pearl & Sturm, 1981), indicated 

that even when placed in a socially dominant position, the 

LD child tended to maintain a conversationally unassertive 

role. Donahue et a).. (1983) suggested these findings 

indicate that the LD child may either utilize these 

communicative functions to compensate for their linguistic 

problems, or alternatively, because of their history of 

social rejection, they tend to adopt an ingratiating style 

so as to not further endanger their social relationships. 

In conclusion, it would appear to be premature to rule 

out the possible contributions of linguistic or social 

factors to the discrepant or varying communicative styles of 

LD children (Donahue et al., 1983). However, it is important 

to conclude that conversational skills of LD children may 

reflect deficits in both social knowledge and linguistic 

skills, and that these deficits are further influenced or 

mediated by the social context in which the communication 

takes place. Specifically, the social relationships of the 

participants, which may have a reciprocal influence, are in 

part responsible for constructing the social context. In 
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turn, the context may influence the communicative behaviors 

of all participants. The implication this has for future 

investigations of LD children is quite 

context of the interaction, as defined 

social histories (e.g., social status) 

educational status, must be delineated 

simple: the social 

by the participants 

and current 

or controlled, in 

order to establish the relative influence of linguistic or 

pragmatic deficits on communicative interactions. 

Studies of Communicative Competence in Learning Disabled  

Children  

Dudley-Marling's (1985) review of research concerning 

the pragmatic or communicative skills of LD children 

involved over 20 studies. The focus of these studies ranged 

from investigating the spontaneous use of language in 

natural or contrived settings, to studying the effectiveness 

of LD children, in terms of their ability to fulfill 

listener or speaker responsibilities. For the purposes of 

the present discussion, research studies will be reviewed in 

terms of their relationship to three specific components of 

communicative cometence, as identified by Donahue et al. 

(1983): (a) a repertoire for producing and interpreting 

communicative intentions (or speech acts), which requires 

the ability to adapt linguistic forms to the social status 

of different listeners, or to varying situational features 

(e.g., code switching), (b) the ability to produce and 

understand messages by taking into account the shared 
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information of the participants (e.g., referential 

abilities), and (c) the ability to understand the social or 

communicative rules for participating in a dyadic 

conversation (e.g., conversational skills). While these 

three components of communicative competence are not 

mutually exclusive, the studies reviewed under these topics 

will be highlighted according to these specific features, so 

that the extent of the communicative deficits for LD 

children may be concisely described. 

Code Switching. 

A speaker's ability to adapt his or her communication 

style or complexity to the actual or perceived needs of the 

listener is referred to as code switching (Soenksen, Flagg, 

& Schmits, 1981). This pragmatic ability is a well-accepted 

phenomenon among adults (Boucher, 1984), as well as young, 

preschool-age children (Gelman & Shatz, 1977; Sachs.& Devin, 

1976; Shatz & Gelman, 1973).SpecificallY, when addressing 

younger children, in comparison to similar-age or older 

listeners, adjustments in language functions (e.g., 

requesting or providing information), as well as the style 

of speech (e.g., use of direct or imperative forms) are 

utilized to increase the effectiveness of communication, and 

ensure that the speaker is understood (Guralnick & Paul-

Brown, 1986). This skill in fact encompasses many aspects of 

the three components of competence noted earlier. The 

speaker must discriminate listener or situational features, 
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understand the implications of these differences in order to 

make functional or stylistic variations, and finally, 

possess a repertoire of linguistic or pragmatic structures 

in order to make the appropriate adjustments (Donahue et -

al., 1983).-

A study by Bryan and Pflaum (1978) investigated this 

skill, in fourth and fifth grade learning disabled and 

normally achieving children. Subjects were asked to teach a 

bowling game to a classmate, as well as to a preschooler. 

Utilizing the t-unit as their means to evaluate adjustments 

in syntax and grammatical complexity, these researchers 

found that both LD males and non-LD females used more 

complex language when speaking to the younger subjects, than 

they did in speaking to their peers. In contrast, the 

normally achieving children and the LD girls were sensitive 

to the age differences of their listeners, as they reduced 

the linguistic complexity of their utterances when speaking 

with the younger age group. However, these results have 

subsequently been challenged by Dudley-Marling (1985). 

Additional statistical analyses conducted by this researcher 

indicated that there were no significant differences between 

groups, even when the alpha level was set at .10 for t-test 

comparisons. 

In a second study by Donahue (1981), a role playing 

paradigm was utilized to examine LD children's ability to 

vary the politeness and persuasiveness of their requests, as 

a function of the listeners power and intimacy. Subjects 
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were to pretend they needed a newspaper for a school 

project, and use requesting strategies to convince four 

imaginary listeners to give up their papers. The listeners 

varied on the dimensions of power (e.g., friend or father), 

and intimacy (e.g., best friend or new friend). 

Surprisingly, LD boys were more polite to- low power and low 

intimacy listeners. Within-group sex differences also 

occurred in this study, as LD girls made switches 

appropriate to the power and intimacy of the listener. The 

findings were of further interest, in that LD children did 

not differ in their ability to utilize various request 

forms, indicating that they had an adequate repertoire of 

syntactic-semantic forms for representing different degrees 

of politeness. However, LD boys were less likely to use the 

full potential of their politeness or persuasive abilities 

when interacting with familiar individuals, which as Donahue 

(1981) notes, may both reflect and contribute to their 

social rejection by classmates. 

Across the four listener conditions, learning 
disabled boys addressed their most polite requests 
and their least sophisticated and smallest range 
of appeals to "intimate" peers ... The excessively 
polite requests produced by learning disabled boys 
to peers and learning disabled girls to.all 
listeners suggests that these children are 
deficient in at least one aspect of pragmatic 
competence which has been shown to be an integral 
part of interaction, namely the ability to be 
"rude" when necessary. (Donahue, 1981, p. 229-
230) 

Soenksen et al. (1981) also examined code switching 
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abilities of LD children, however, these researchers 

examined the ability to switch between structured 

interactions with an adult, and unstructured interactions 

with a peer. Based on mean length of utterance (MLU) only 

the non-LD-children adapted the complexity of their speech 

to accommodate the listener's age. 

Boucher (1984) also investigated code switching 

abilities of LD children when interacting with adult and • 

peer companions. This researcher found that on some measures 

of linguistic complexity (e.g., length of t-unit and 

sentence complexity), LD children adjusted their speech 

appropriately, demonstrating greater complexity when 

interacting with an adult. However, on measures such as MLU, 

the LD subjects did not switch utterance length in the 

direction of the listener's age. The latter finding is 

consistent with previous studies which utilized MLU as a 

measure of linguistic complexity. Boucher concludes that his 

findings represent a.more accurate picture of the code 

switching abilities of LD children, because of the 

sensitivity of the measures he used. 

By finer analysis of verbal language the present 
study revealed that LD boys were able to adapt 
their verbal language in the direction of the 
listener's age. The finding that 3/5 of the LD's 
and 4/5 of the non-LD's code-switched 
appropriately in terms of T-units reveals more 
similarity than difference. (Boucher, 1984, p. 
282) 

on the basis of this review, it would appear that the 
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results do not consistently support the view that LD 

children are unable to modify their language in accordance 

with the listener's characteristics. Dudley-Marling (1985) 

reached similar conclusions, and criticized many of the 

studies for using contrived settings, small sample sizes and 

questionable methods for identifying and selecting LD 

subjects. It would appear that the strongest support for 

code-switching skills in LD children comes from Boucher's 

study, as this study utilized a more naturalistic paradigm, 

along with rigorous measures of linguistic complexity. If 

the latter findings were corroborated by future 

investigations, this would indicate that LD children are 

sensitive to the communicative or social context, and adjust 

their verbal styles to meet the characteristics or needs of 

the listener. 

Communicative Effectiveness: Conveying and  

Comprehending Information. 

Referential communication is a critical component in 

the total communication process. In general, it requires an 

adequate vocabulary, efficient productive language, and an 

awareness of the communicative situation (Noel, 1980). More 

specifically, it requires a form of metacornmunicative 

knowledge referred to as cue sensitivity. This concept 

refers to knowledge about the internal and external cues 

which indicate comprehension difficulties or communicative 

breakdowns. Evidence has shown that children's performance 

on tasks involving cue sensitivity improves significantly 
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during middle childhood, so that in the listener role of a 

referential task, older children are more effective at 

monitoring their own comprehension, while in the speaker 

role, they become increasingly responsive to feedback from 

the listener, indicating noncomprehension or communicative 

breakdowns (Kotsonis & Patterson, 1980). Another monitoring 

skill required, particularly in the listener role is an 

awareness of the social rules which underlie communicative 

interactions. Thus, a cooperative listener must fulfill his 

conversational obligation by indicating when a message is 

unclear. This component of metacoinmunicative knowledge has 

been labeled "strategy use," or an awareness of 

communicative strategies and obligations in communicative 

interactions (Kotsonis & Patterson, 1980). 

Referential tasks provide a very useful paradigm for 

examining these metacommunicative skills, as children's 

skills may be examined separately in the speaker and 

listener roles (Donahue et al., 1983). Studies of the 

performance of LD children will be reviewed for these two 

specific roles, in order to identify the range and nature of 

their communicative problems in relation to normally 

achieving peers. 

In the speaker role, a child must be able to identify 

the information which is commonly shared with the listener, 

and continually monitor the listener's comprehension through 

verbal or nonverbal signals. The speaker must also have the 

linguistic abilities to encode the relevant information, or 
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generate alternative descriptions if the listener requests 

additional information (Donahue, Pearl & Bryan, 1980). 

In examining the communicative effectiveness of LD 

children in the speaker role, Noel (1980) had subjects 

describe a series of novel and ambiguous line drawings to 

their communicative partners, who were behind an opaque 

barrier. The speaker's task was to describe individual 

drawings so that the listener could select the matching 

drawing from their set. The listener's accuracy in selecting 

the referent was used to measure the speaker's 

effectiveness in providing an accurate description. The 

results indicated that listeners were less accurate when 

responding to LD speakers, then when they were responding to 

non-LD students. 

•Spekman (1981) studied fourth and fifth grade males, in 

which dyads of LD males were compared with dyads of normally 

achieving children. Each pair in the dyad had an opportunity 

to perform-both speaking and listening roles. In contrast to 

Noel's study, the availability of listener feedback was 

systematically varied, according to three conditions: (a) 

the partners were separated by a low barrier which permitted 

them to see each other's faces, but not the objects; (b) the 

barrier was raised, thus eliminating visual information; and 

(c) the partners were separated by a high barrier, and only 

the speaker was permitted to talk, thus removing the 

possibility of listener feedback. The results indicated that 

the block arrangements of LD dyads were less accurate than 
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non-LD dyads, indicating that LD dyads were less effective 

in their exchange of information. When in the speaker role, 

LD children produced less informative descriptions,, 

suggesting difficulties identifying essential or new 

information, and encoding this information in an effective 

way. Spekman also noted that LD children often provided 

information irrelevant to the task. 

As Donahue et al. (1983) note, both studies suggest 

that LD children are less proficient in the role of the 

speaker. However, neither study directly tested whether they 

were insensitive to cues, and thus have difficulties 

assuming the perspective of the listener, or alternatively, 

whether their messages reflected difficulties with 

productive language skills. Based on several convergent 

sources of evidence, Donahue suggests that their 

deficiencies reflect the former problem. 

First, none of the LD boys in either study had 
been identified as having expressive or receptive 
language problems and, in the Spekman study, the 
children were explicitly screened for the 
prerequisite vocabulary knowledge. Second, neither 
study revealed group differences in the amount of 
time used or in the amount of talk exchanged 
between dyads, nor in the mean length of 
descriptions or the mean amount of talk and 
interaction. Thus, in spite of the same amount of 
talk and interaction, LD boys were still less able 
to communicate the stimulus descriptions than were 
nondisabled boys...Finally, the finding that LD 
boys were comparatively less likely to describe 
the overall pattern of the referent rather than 
its isolated parts seems more reflective of a 
difficulty in using the listener's perspective to 
realize the effectiveness of the gestalt approach 
than of linguistic problems in formulating the 
descriptions. (Donahue et al., 1983, p 69) 
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Pearl, Donahue and Bryan (1983) assigned both LD and 

non-LD children to the role of speaker, with the adult 

experimenter playing the role of the listener. In this 

study, the experimenter responded in a random fashion, in 

one of four ways: (a) by selecting the correct picture, (b) 

by requesting another clue, (c) by verbally implying the 

need for more information, and (d) by responding with a 

puzzled facial expression. Only two differences were found 

to emerge between the two groups: (a) LD girls were less 

likely to respond to facial feedback (condition d) than non-

LD girls, and (b) LD boys were more likely to respond to 

facial feedback, than non-LD boys. Thus, in this situation 

LD children exhibited problems interpreting various 

nonverbal cues, but were responsive to direct requests for 

more information. 

Finally, a study by Knight-Arest (1984) had LD and non-

LD boys teach a game of checkers to an adult experimenter. 

In general, the results indicated that the LD boys were less 

effective than non-LD boys in expressing their own point of 

view, as well as responding to the needs of the listener. 

More specifically, LD boys used more sentences, but were 

more restricted in their use of vocabulary, as indicated 

through lower type-token ratios. Qualitatively, the results 

indicated that LD children were more comfortable teaching 

the partner via nonverbal means. 

In summary, results of referential studies concerning 
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the speaker effectiveness of LD children generally indicate 

that they are less effective than their peers. However, 

their ability to respond to the listener's requests for 

clarification remains unclear, as only two studies examined 

this ability, and one of these studies (Pearl et al., 1981) 

did not utilize rigorous selection criteria, making it 

doubtful that LD subjects were actually involved (Dudley-

Marling, 1985). 

Attention has only recently shifted towards a concern 

for the effectiveness of LD children as listeners (Dudley-

Marling, 1985). Within this area of research, interest has 

focused primarily on their ability to deal with 

communicative breakdowns, as this aspect of communication 

requires a range of conversational skills (e.g., adherence 

to one's conversational role) and stresses the reciprocal 

nature of discourse. Communicative breakdowns typically 

involve the speaker's message not being heard, or understood 

by the listener. It then .becomes the listener's 

responsibility to request clarification when given an 

unclear message (Cwenar & Geller, 1984). 

As noted previously, Donahue et al. (1980) examined 

cooperative listening skills by varying the informational 

value of the messages. The experimenter either provided 

fully informative messages, partially informative messages, 

or completely uninformative messages. Results indicated that 

there were no group, grade or sex differences on the trials 

where full information was given concerning the referent. 
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When the messages were only partially informative, both 

younger and LD children asked significantly fewer questions, 

and made fewer correct choices. Additionally, they were less 

likely to initiate repairs when communicative breakdowns 

occurred. As the groups were similar in their response 

latency across the conditions, group differences on listener 

attributes could not be attributed to the LD child 

responding more impulsively. Donahue et al. (1983) suggest 

that these findings do not indicate that group differences 

were due to comprehension or production deficits, in 

syntactic or semantic structures. Instead, they suggest the 

limited use of clarification requests indicates difficulties 

understanding conversational rules; a cooperative listener 

is responsible for providing useful feedback to the speaker. 

Alternatively, it may be that because of their social 

history with adults, they would not expect an adult to 

provide uninformative clues, and thus may have assumed that 

their inability to identify a referent was due to their own 

misunderstanding. 

In examining the LD child's ability in the listener 

role, Spekman (1981) also found that LD boys were as skilled 

as non-LD boys, in that they asked an equivalent number of 

questions. In explaining why the LD child's effectiveness as 

a speaker differed from their effectiveness as a listener, 

Spekman offered the following observations. 

The key factor here appears to be the source of 
structure. The learning disabled children 



106 

performed like their peers at those times when the 
primary burden of structure rested with a normally 
achieving peer, i.e., when the normally achieving 
peer gave directions or provided feedback in the 
form of questions and specified the nature of the 
information needed. (Spekman, 1981, p. 149) 

Investigators have studied requesting skills in other 

language disordered populations, and have suggested similar 

conclusions. For example, Brinton and Fujiki (1982) studied 

normal and language disordered children's request-response 

sequences in a naturalistic play situation. It was found 

that the normal group produced three times as many requests 

for clarification as the disordered subjects, and were also 

much more likely to initiate repairs in conversation. Thus, 

it would appear that the language disordered subjects did 

not fulfill their role as active, cooperative listeners, and 

instead left the burden of structuring or maintaining the 

conversation on the shoulders of their partners. 

A factor which was not controlled for in the studies 

previously noted, was the linguistic ability of the 

participants. Specifically, there is considerable debate in 

investigations of oral-language skills, whether children 

should be matched according to age or linguistic level 

(typically measured by MLU) (Cwenar & Geller, 1984). Gale, 

Liebergott & Griffin (1981) matched subjects for linguistic 

level and found that LD children requested clarification as 

often as their normal peers, however, their requests were 

less sophisticated. 

Cwenar & Geller (1984) also examined the ability of an 
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LD child to request clarification, in comparison to a normal 

peer matched on age, and another peer matched on linguistic 

ability. The communicative context was also varied in this 

study, with respect to the types of materials, and whether 

the messages were clear and fully informative, or unclear 

and thus caused a communicative breakdown. These 

investigators found that the LD child requested 

clarification more frequently than both normal children. In 

examining the complexity or specificity of their requests, 

it was found that the LD child utilized more non-specific 

requests, and used linguistically less sophisticated forms 

for his age. The results of this study do not lend support 

to the idea that LD children possess a "social deficit" in 

terms of being unwilling or unassertive in utilizing 

requests as a problem solving strategy, as the LD child made 

more requests than his peers. Instead, it would appear that 

the, findings indicate a linguistic deficit, as the LD 

subject in this study was deficient in the use of specific 

linguistic forms to request clarification. However, the 

question remains as to whether the LD child's linguistic 

development was delayed, or whether he had simply not 

learned to spontaneously use these forms in certain 

communicative contexts. 

One final aspect of the listener role which has been 

examined, is the ability to monitor one's own comprehension. 

This skill is a necessary component for requesting 

strategies, as the child must first recognize his own 
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confusion or noncomprehension, in order to recognize the 

need to request clarification. Kotsonis and Patterson 

(1980a) examined the ability of LD children to monitor their 

own comprehension of a set of messages, through a game-

learning task. The results indicated that LD children asked 

for fewer game rules than the nondisabled group, and thus 

failed to achieve adequate instructions to play the game. 

Based on this study, it would appear that LD children are 

deficient in the metacommunicatiVe skill of appraising their 

own understanding of information. Although, as Donahue et 

al. (1983) note, it may also be the case that because of 

their previous history of failure on learning tasks, the LD 

boys were reluctant to admit that they did not know how to 

play the game. 

in summary, the results of listener studies are 

conflicting. Some researchers argue that LD children do not 

request information as frequently as normally achieving 

peers (Brinton & F.uj iki., 1982; Donahue et al., 1980), 

whereas others argue that they do request information as 

often, but lack the linguistic sophistication to make 

specific requests (Cwenar & Geller, 1984; Gale et al., 

1981). These discrepancies may reflect differences in task 

demands and other experimental conditions, such as the 

informativeness of the message (Donahue et al., 1983). 

In general, the results from both speaker and listener 

effectiveness studies indicate that when given adequate 

messages, or in situations where they are not obliged to 
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provide feedback to their partners, LID children are 

effective communicators. Thus, when the context is such that 

the other child is responsible for maintaining the 

conversation, or where the cues about the adequacy of the 

message are abundantly clear, LD children are able to 

perform effectively. In contrast, when the context requires 

that they take a dominant position, such as identifying 

unclear messages, they tend at times, but not in all cases, 

to play a more unassertive or less cooperative role. These 

flndii.gs have thus led researchers such as Boucher (1984) to 

investigate how learning disabled children do in 

unstructured, spontaneous conversations, where the speaker 

and listener roles are mutually constructed and defined. 

Conversational Skills. 

The ability to actively participate in a conversation 

requires the integration of various skills previously 

reviewed, such as syntactic-semantic abilities and social 

knowledge. In addition to these skills, the child must 

possess a set of social or conversational, rules in order to 

initiate and maintain a conversation. As conversation is a 

highly organized activity, the use of conversational rules 

or structures becomes a very important part in maintaining 

coherence and cohesion in a conversation (McLaughlin, 1984). 

The basic parameters of the conversational rules which a 

participant must adhere to are clearly reflected in Grice's 

(1969) cooperative principle and his conversational maxims, 
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which function as unconditional, meta-rules for social 

interaction. 

The first is the quantity maxim, which in effect 
states that one's contribution ought to be neither 
more nor less informative than is required. The 
quality maxim requires that one state only that 
which one believes to be true, and for which there 
is sufficient evidence. The relevancy maxim 
requires that a contribution be pertinent in 
context. Finally, the manner maxim states that one 
ought to avoid obscure expressions, ambiguity, 
excessive verbosity, and disorganization. 
(McLaughlin, 1984, p. 32) 

Bach and Harnish (1979) have proposed two additional 

maxims, the politeness maxim and the morality maxim. The 

former holds that the speaker must not be offensive, vulgar 

or rude, while the morality maxim presupposes that the 

speaker should not require the listener to do or say 

something which he ought not to. The studies to be reviewed 

explore a variety of conversational rules, as well as 

conversational structures, such as turn taking and topic 

maintenance skills. Together, these skills further 

characterize the communicative competence of LD children. 

There are a variety of observational studies which have 

explored the LD child's adherence to basic conversational 

rules. In a study previously reviewed, Bryan, Wheeler, 

Felcan and Henek (1976), examined the spontaneous verbal 

interactions of LD and non-LD students in natural settings. 

Conversational turns were classified in terms of their 

affective quality, as well as the communicative function 
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which they served in the interaction. The LD subjects were 

found to emit a greater proportion of competitive 

statements, and produced fewer utterances which conveyed 

positive feelings (e.g., complimenting). In a study by Bryan 

and Bryan ('1978), a similar, affective coding scheme was 

utilized. Once again, the conversational turns of LD 

children were coded as "rejecting" or insulting. In 

addition, LD children ignored the conversational initiations 

of their partners. 

Markoski (1983) modified and extended these earlier 

studies, by observing pairs' of LD and non-LD students during 

decision-making and cooperative tasks. In this case, no 

differences were found in the affective quality of 

statements made by LD and non-LD subjects. While the groups 

were 'not dis€inguished on the basis of the affective quality 

of their communication, they did differ in their verbal 

styles. The LD subjects produced more request statements 

than their nondisab].ed peers, which in. the context of this, 

study, may indicate that their informational base was 

lacking. Alternatively, Markoski suggests that the LD child 

may have lacked assurance, and thus felt a need to request 

advice from their non-LD peers. 

Moore and Simpson (1983) observed the verbal classroom 

interactions of LD, behavior-disordered, and non-LD 

students. Both the LD and behavior-disordered subjects 

emitted significantly more negative statements (e.g., 

commands, complaints and threats) than their peers. In 
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examining the conditional probability of negative 

statements, these researchers also concluded that negative 

verbalizations were followed by other negative statements, 

rather than neutral or positive verbalizations. 

As Donahue et al. (1983) note, the results of these 

observational studies indicated that LD children are less 

sensitive to many conversational rules or maxims, in that 

their conversations were characterized as more hostile, and 

less cooperative than those of normal children. 

Russell (1982) investigated the use of functional 

communication skills or conversational structures in two LD 

children and one non-LD child. The conversational skills 

examined included the ability to take turns, establish 

topics and utilize acknowledgments. Russell reported that 

the LD subjects used lower forms of acknowledgments, and 

often failed to acknowledge, the comments of their 

conversational partnes, even when obligated to do so. In 

addition, they initiated fewer topics, with fewer turns per 

topical unit, and required a greater number of speaker turns 

to establish a discourse topic. These results indicate 

considerable difficulties with conversational skills which 

help maintain the coherence or cohesiveness of a 

conversation. However, as Russell (1982)) and Dudley-Marling 

(1985) note, the results of this investigation do not lead 

to any direct or firm conclusions, because of the sample 

size that was used. It may have been the case that the non-

LD child possessed superior pragmatic skills, relative to 
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other non-LD children, in which case the conversational 

skills of the LD subjects would not be viewed as deficient 

or underdeveloped. 

Other conversational structures have been investigated 

through group decision, or problem-solving tasks. In a study 

by Bryan, Donahue and Pearl (1981), triads of LD and non-LD 

subjects were instructed to rank order a list of gifts. The 

results indicated that the LD students were less persuasive, 

and more likely to agree with other group members, even 

though they produced as many conversational turns. While the 

LD subjects appeared eager to participate, their 

communicative strategies reflected that they were unwilling 

to assume a leadership position, as they provided fewer 

utterances which served to keep the group on task. In 

contrast, the LD subjects also made greater attempts to hold 

the conversational floor, and did not differ in the 

percentage of topic initiations which they produced. 

In discussing these findings, Donahue et al. (1983) 

suggested that the results confirm many of the findings from 

referential studies. 

When a response that was predictable from the 
context was required, the LD children appeared 
eager to participate. For, example, they were more 
likely to agree with their partner's opinions and 
to respond to requests for opinions ... However, 
when no contextual support was available, the LD 
children assumed a relatively compliant and 
unassertive role in the interaction. Compared to 
nondisabled children, the LD children weremore 
willing to agree with their classmates' opinions, 
and less likely to disagree and to argue for their 
own preferences. (Donahue et al., 1983, p. 77) 
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in examining possible influences of linguistic 

abilities on these conversational skills, Donahue et al. 

(1983) suggest that the LD child may avoid more complex 

skills, such as persuasion or criticizing another's 

opinions, because they require a more complex syntactic 

repertoire than simple agreements. Thus, it may be that the 

LD child was taking "advantage" of their awareness of 

conversational turn-taking rules, in order to compensate 

for deficits in their linguistic structure. An alternative 

explanation to. this, may once again be related to their 

social status or histories. 

However, an alternative explanation for this 
pattern of findings is that LD children play an 
unassertive role because they are aware of their 
lower social status. It appears that they may be 
trying to participate in the conversation, but 
without offending their partners or assuming the 
group leader's role. Thus, it is not clear whether 
these children's conversational unassertiveness is 
an attempt to compensate for their language 
deficits, or whether they are .playing a 
deferential role as a reflection of their 
relatively unpopular status with peers. (Donahue 
et al., 1983, p. 77) 

Support for the latter conclusion, concerning the 

negative effect of the LD child's social history, was 

offered in a study by Donahue and Prescott (1983). These 

researchers modified the group decision-making task noted 

earlier, and utilized more detailed measures of 

persuasiveness. Within "dispute" episodes, LD children were 

able to contribute as many conversational turns and initiate 
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as many topics as non-LD children. Despite applying 

appropriate skills, the LD children were still less likely 

to win the final choice in the dispute. Donahue suggests 

that these results support the belief that the passive 

conversational style of older LD children may have evolved 

form their social history of being ignored when younger. 

Thus, by middle childhood, they may have given up in their 

conversational attempts to influence their peers (Donahue, 

1983). 

The purpose of a study by Bryan, Donahue, Pearl and 

Sturm (1981) was to further examine the influence of social 

status and linguistic skills on the conversational skills of 

LD children. Twenty LD and 20 non-LD students participated 

in a simulated "TV talk show." Each LD subject was placed in 

the dominant role of the talk show host, and asked to 

interview a non-LD peer. As in the previous studies, the 

groups did not differ in the total number of conversational 

turns, although LD subjects produced proportionately fewer 

questions. LD subjects also produced fewer open-ended or 

process questions (e.g., "What do you think about...?), 

which require a listener to produce extended descriptions. 

In addition, most LD children utilized turn passing 

techniques, by starting their utterances with phrases such 

as "uh-huh." While these utterances may serve to acknowledge 

preceding utterances by the, partner, they tend to pass the 

turn back to the partner, without the interviewer adding 

propositional content to the topic. Finally, when guests 
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responded to their LD hosts, they were less willing to 

provide elaborated replies to their hosts' questions. In 

general, the results indicated that LD hosts were less 

skilled at initiating and sustaining an exchange of ideas. 

The study by Bryan et al. (1981) raises the question of 

whether LID children behave unassertively, even when placed 

in a dominant role, because of their linguistic ability, or 

whether it reflects difficulties in knowing how or when to 

use their skills. Thus, the purpose of a final study by 

Donahue and Bryan (1983) was to explore these issues by 

examining the affect of modeling on conversational skills. 

In this study, the TV talk show paradigm was used, however, 

before the interview each host listened to two brief 

audiotaped models. The intervention model consisted of a 

child interviewer who produced open-ended questions, and 

contingent comments or questions. The control condition 

presented a monologue in which the subject only heard the 

responses of the guest. LD hosts who heard the monologue 

were less talkative and produced fewer open-ended questions 

and contingent comments than non-LD children. In contrast, 

exposure to the model increased the LD child's use of these 

conversational skills, to the level exhibited by the non-LD 

children. The effectiveness of a brief modeling exposure 

indicated that LD children possess the necessary linguistic 

skills, but were unable to recognize when these strategies 

should be employed. However, since exposure to the 

intervention (dialogue) model did not increase the 
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responsiveness of guests to questioning from the LD 

interviewer, it would also appear that linguistic deficits 

may have made the LD hosts' open-ended questions or comments 

difficult to understand. Once again, an alternative 

explanation may be offered which suggests that the LD 

child's unassertive style may simply indicate an 

unwillingness to use the full range of their conversational 

skills, because they are aware that some of these strategies 

tax their productive language abilities. As Donahue (1983) 

notes, if the latter interpretation is correct, then a 

negative cycle of social and linguistic delay may develop 

for LD children. 

Adopting an unassertive style contributes to a 
cycle of social and linguistic delay in these 
children. Because opportunities to clarify 
messages, offer opinions, negotiate, and engage in 
sustained dialogues with others are limited, the 
child is deprived of the very experiences 
necessary to enhance linguistic development and 
social acceptance. (Donahue, 1983, p. 25) 

In summary, the studies reporting conversational 

strategies for LD children indicated that these subjects 

participated as often as their normally achieving peers 

(indicated by turn taking). However, there were numerous 

differences in other areas of pragmatic functioning. Many of 

the studies reviewed suggested difficulties asking 

questions, sustaining a conversation, disagreeing or 

supporting an argument, and eliciting elaborative responses. 

Similar to what was noted for studies concerning the 
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communicative effectiveness, or referential abilities of LD 

children, two primary explanations maybe offered for their 

communicative problems. First, a linguistic deficit 

hypothesis has been posited as the basis of their 

communication deficits. According to this viewpoint, LD 

children lack the linguistic skills necessary to formulate 

questions, or respond to their partners' utterances. Related 

to this hypothesis, is the belief that the LD child has many 

of the necessary linguistic skills, but has not yet learned 

to spontaneously use these forms in certain contexts. In 

this sense, the LD child may exhibit a "performance deficit" 

(Gresham, 1986), as they do not perform these skills at a 

desirable frequency or rate. The second hypothesis, which 

was indicated in numerous studies, relates to the negative 

influence of their "social histories." 

It may be that in both the the Persuasion and Talk 
Show studies the learning disabled children 
assumed a deferential role when interacting with 
peers as a means of ingratiation. In both studies 
children were interacting with classmates; hence 
the pairs had "social histories" that were likely 
to influence the posture adopted in these 
situations. There is evidence that learning 
disabled children have more difficulty obtaining 
peer acceptance, so it may be that in this 
situation they played a submissive role as away 
of making others like them. (Bryan, Donahue & 
Pearl, 1981, p. 36) 

While the latter hypothesis seems tenable, supporting 

evidence is noticeably absent. None of the studies currently 

reviewed established the sociometric status of the 

participants; instead it was assumed that LD children were 
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lower in social or peer acceptance. Based on the variation 

of peer status for LD subjects, indicated by earlier 

discussions, this assumption, at best, is tenuous. 

Many of the studies of communicative competence (e.g, 

code switching, referential skills, and conversational 

skills) have been' challenged by Dudley-Marling (1985). This 

researcher noted that studies by Donahue et al. (1980), 

Bryan et al. (1981) and Donahue (1981) all utilized the same 

subject pool and the same subject selection criteria. Both 

Russell (1982) and Dudley-Marling (1985) have noted that the 

selection criteria which these researchers used was very 

11mite4 (e.g., underachievement was defined by performance 

on the PPVT), thus making it doubtful that they represented 

the learning disabled population. The generalizability of 

the results were also questioned, because of the very small 

sample sizes (e.g., Russell, 1982; Soenksen et al., 1981). 

In addition, most of the studies examined different aspects 

of pragmatic competence, thus there is little corroboration 

for their conclusions. Finally, the studies may be 

criticized for utilizing contrived contexts, and exploring 

communicative skills without considering the appropriateness 

of their statements in the context of previous remarks, or 

the overall context. 

In view of these limitations, it may be concluded that 

the pervasiveness of communicative difficulties for LD 

children has not been established (Dudley-Marling, 1985). 

Furthermore, the communicative skills of LD children may 
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reflect social or linguistic deficits, both of which are 

known to interact in the expression of communicative 

competence. 

To review, the discussion thus far has indicated the 

following concerns: (a) previous research regarding the 

communicative abilities of the learning disabled has not 

adequately defined the children employed as subjects, (b) 

the evidence suggests that both social and linguistic 

abilities play a role in the expression of communicative 

competence, however, (c) the social context of the 

communicative interactions have not been explored, with 

respect to the social status of the conversational 

participants, even though the social context is believed to 

be an important determinant of the communicative style or 

effectiveness of LD children, (d) the assessment focus has 

been constricted, as researchers have often investigated a 

very small range of pragmatic skills, rather than examining 

the complex interaction of social and linguistic abilities, 

(e) the contrived experimental methodologies have limited 

the validity and generalizability of the results, and (f) a 

narrow perspective of communicative competence has permeated 

the research, in that researchers have failed to consider 

the complex interaction of the situational context, the 

intentional context and the linguistic context. 

In an attempt to overcome the above criticisms, the 

proposed study utilized a "broad" conceptualization of 

communicative competence, and a multilevel analysis of 
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communicative interactions, which considered: (a) the social 

context, delineated by the participants social and 

educational status, (b) the social knowledge of the 

participants, examined through a social insight test, and 

(c) the linguistic and pragmatic abilities of the 

participants, analyzed through an array of measures of 

syntactic-semantic abilities, functional discourse skills 

and affective utterances. Specifically, the social context 

was varied so that conversational dyads were composed of LD 

children, non-LD children, or an educationally mixed dyad. 

Fifth and sixth grade males were chosen, as previous 

research indicated that LD males exhibit more profound 

deficits in communicative competence. It was also expected 

that at this age level, many of the prerequisite 

metacbmmunicatiVe abilities would be developed in both 

educational groups. Finally, the communicative task 

represented a naturalistic interaction between an adult 

experimenter, as well as dyadic communication between 

classmates. This procedure provides information concerning 

the code switching abilities of both groups, as well as 

ecological validity, since the participants were required to 

mutually construct and negotiate their speaker-listener 

roles. 
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CHAPTER III 

Rationale, Definitions, Hypotheses 

Rationale  

Various theoretical and experimental approaches have 

been used to determine the nature or pervasiveness of 

communicative difficulties in learning disabled children. 

However, the review of the literature indicates that the 

extent or nature of the learning disabled child's 

communicative difficulties has not been well established. 

Many. of the the limitations in research studies appear to 

follow the criticisms and conceptual issues outlined in the 

introduction of this study. Briefly, the major criticisms 

concern the theoretical perspectives (broad versus narrow), 

the methodological or assessment approaches, and the role of 

the social context. These issues will now be reviewed, with 

respect to their implications for the present study. Another 

primary issue which permeated the literature review, the 

definition and selection of learning disabled subjects, will 

be considered in the section which follows. 

The most crucial issue appears to be related to the 

concept of communicative competence. Although there is no 

specific theoretical framework for communicative competence, 
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the need for a "broad" or expansive conceptualization is 

increasingly noted. Such a perspective recognizes that 

communicative competence is the result of development in 

social, cognitive and linguistic processes (Wollner, 1983). 

While many of the studies for LD children examined specific 

components of communicative competence, most studies ignored 

the fact that these components continually interact, and 

together, they are responsible for communicative 

effectiveness. Needless to say, present investigations have 

not been able to determine the contribution of these 

components to the overall communicative performance of LD 

children, as these components have been studied in 

isolation. Despite the limitations of research in these 

specific areas, there appears to be sufficient evidence to 

indicate that the LD child may possess significant deficits 

in social, cognitive, and linguistic functioning, which 

would impair their communicative abilities. Thus, the broad, 

integrated perspective would appear to have particular 

utility in assessing the communicative competence of LD 

children, and may provide greater insight concerning the 

relative contributions of these specific components of 

competence. 

The assessment or methodological issues which were 

described in the introductory section, were reified or 

exemplified in the subsequent review of the literature. As 

• communicative competence is a multifaceted behavior, 

researchers have explored numerous sources of underlying 
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deficiencies. Unfortunately, very few studies have utilized 

rigorous methodologies which examine the interaction of 

these components, or how they relate to the communicative 

effectiveness or adaptiveness of a speaker. In terms of 

Guralnick's (1981) conceptualization of research strategies 

for communicative interactions, it would appear that many of 

the studies adopted' a distribution-category design, in which 

communicative skills (e.g., functional, discourse and 

syntactic-semantic skills) are simply coded and counted. 

This approach ignores the fact that communicative competence 

is a dynamic and dyadic phenomenon, which requires that the 

data be examined in qualitative terms, to indicate the 

speaker's effectiveness or appropriateness. Thus, the 

sequence strategy approach, noted by Guralnick, would seem 

to be an important addition to the category designs, as 

broader units of analysis are utilized from the fields of 

conversational and discourse analyses (e.g., topicality, 

turn-taking, adjacency pairs). The resulting, multilevel 

analysis would therefore provide a more in-depth view of the 

contribution of specific components or skills, as well as 

provide a more complete characterization of the 

communicative competence of learning disabled children. 

The multilevel analysis of communicative competence, 

which is proposed for the present study, would involve 

various levels of'dependent variables. The levels, and the 

associated measures, may be briefly highlighted through 

Hart's (1980) characterization of variables for pragmatic 
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research. The first level of language usage which Hart 

identifies is the topographic level. At this level, 

structural aspects of communication are examined, such as 

diversity in vocabulary, syntactic complexity (e.g., 

sentence structures), and even code switching abilities. As 

Hart notes, this level represents the "microlevel" of 

pragmatic research. The next level is characterized as the 

level of the utterance or speech acts. At this level, 

classes of illocutionary acts or functional communicative 

behaviors (e.g. Halliday's and Dore's taxonomy) are 

identified. As these acts may be defined in various ways, 

the researcher has the opportunity to examine the cognitive, 

behavioral, or affective quality of utterances, all of which 

are important attributes of the conversational style of LD 

children. Finally, the "macrolevel" of analysis occurs when 

investigating language use and conversational rules. At this 

level, the researcher is interested in infractions of 

conversational rules (e.g., turn overlaps or interruptions), 

as well as cooperative characteristics. Although there are 

discrete variables recognized within each level, all 

variables are believed to interact. Thus, a multilevel 

analysis is congruent with the interactionist framework for 

language development noted earlier, as pragmatic skills 

(functional aspects) are believed to continually interact 

with semantic or syntactic structures (formal aspects) 

(Haslett, 1984). 

By adopting a multilevel framework for analyses, the 
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full nature of the conversational interaction may be 

captured, and many of the limitations of previous research 

may be overcome. More specifically, earlier studies which 

investigated macrolevel variables exclusively, are 

criticized for utilizing variables which are too broad, and 

thus miss the inherent complexity of communicative 

behaviors. In contrast, the exclusive use of microlevel 

variables fails to capture the organizational sequence and 

appropriateness of conversational structures (Cairns, 1979). 

The preferred method is thus to apply progressively finer 

units of analyses so that a "filtering" process is utilized, 

and the integrity of the conversation is maintained 

(Prutting & Kirchner, 1983). 

With respect to the final criticism or area of concern, 

the role of the social context, the literature review 

indicated that there were two consistent errors or 

shortcomings in studies for LD children. First, studies 

often -examined communicative interactions "outside of 

context," by utilizing referential paradigms or by 

artificially structuring the conversation. These procedures 

limit the generalizability of the results, as well as raise 

questions concerning the ecological validity of the study 

(Dudley-Marling, 1985). Thus, an ecologically valid study is 

required, in which communicative partner's are mutually 

responsible for initiating and maintaining the conversation. 

This leads to the second limitation; researchers have failed 

to carefully examine or define the social context. Although 
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previous research has indicated that the social status of 

conversational participants may effect the communicative 

style or functions employed by the participants.(Berghout 

Austin, 1985; Berghout Austin & Draper, 1985), most of the 

studies reviewed did not examine or define the social 

context by establishing the sociometric status of the 

participants. Thus, many studies have offered unfounded 

conclusions concerning the negative effect of the LD child's 

social status or history on their communicative performance. 

Clearly, there is a need for dyadic communication studies, 

with LD children, to utilize sociometric assessments to 

establish the nature of the social context, as this 

information will influence subsequent interpretations of 

their communicative interactions. 

An ecologically focused study would help overcome other 

difficulties associated with the social context. If 

communicative interactions were assessed in a more 

naturalistic context, the full force or influence of the 

social context would be experienced by both participants, as 

they would need to negotiate conversational roles, which in 

turn would activate the influential aspects of their social 

differences. In short, the coequality of participation may 

be most strongly affected or realized when communicative 

partners are left to establish and organize the 

conversation. 

An extension of this idea would be to vary the social 

context, so that children participate with their educational 
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"coequals" or alternatively, interact with other's who 

possess a different educational and, quite possibly, -social 

status or history. In utilizing educationally mixed and 

non-mixed dyads, the effects of social history or status, on 

the coequality of communicative interactions, may be clearly 

examined. Specifically, in comparing the communicative 

skills of LD children interacting with normally achieving 

partners, to LD children interacting with their educational 

coequals, the effects of the LD child's social history, on 

their communicative style, would be exemplified. Thus, the 

communicative effectiveness of LD children could be 

examined, in relation to the social context. It is this 

relationship, between communicative effectiveness and social 

context, which is critically explored in this research. 

By examining normal and learning disabled children in 

educationally mixed and non-mixed dyads, several questions 

can be answered. First, it might be determined that when 

educationally "unequal" subjects interact, their histories 

and communicative styles negatively influence their 

performance, causing a breakdown in the coequality of 

participation. Quite simply, the LD child when interacting 

with a normally achieving peer may adopt a conversationally 

unassertive role, whereas the non-LD child may become more 

dominant. This trend would be consonant with the reciprocity 

model noted earlier, as each participant's status and skill 

level may reciprocally influence the behavior of the 

partner. Second, by comparing conversational performance 
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across educational dyads, information can be derived as to 

the extent to which the coequality of conversational 

participation is affected by the partner's educational 

status. If significant discrepancies occur, this would lend 

further support to the reciprocity, or bi-directional theory 

of communicative interactions. Finally, group and dyad 

comparisons would be of interest to those involved in 

prescribing remedial interventions for the LD population. As 

few studies have examined both educationally mixed and non-

mixed dyads, it may be that LD children, when interacting 

with their coequals, possess a level of competence similar 

to non-LD children interacting with their coequals. 

Alternatively, should the results indicate that interactions 

with a normally achieving peer promotes, or at least does 

not negatively effect communicative competence of LD 

children, then practitioners are also in a better position 

to determine whether non-LD children provide an appropriate 

communicative match which would further the social--

communicative development of LD children. 

Definitions  

Learning Disabled Student  

Many researchers consider learning disabled children to 

be a heterogeneous group, in which multiple cognitive 

deficiencies are assumed to underlie their manifest learning 

problems (Kavale & Nye, 1985; Taylor, 1985). The 

heterogeneity of this population is a concern for the 
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generalizability of research results, and has frequently 

been cited as a reason for the paucity of replication 

studies (Dudley-Marling, 1985; Russell, 1982). Researchers 

have developed statistical and clinical approaches for 

classifying learning disabled children into homogeneous 

subgroups according to, (a) academic performance, (b) 

processing deficiencies, or (c) both dimensions. 

Unfortunately, these typologies have not been supported by 

external validation studies (Fletcher, 1985). Despite this 

limitation, the selection of learning disabled children 

should be based on specific definitions which attempt to 

target a homogeneous group, so that limitations in the 

generalizabilitY of results are recognized. 

A definition which has been frequently used to identify 

learning disabled children is the one provided in U.S. 

Public .Law 94-142, under the Education for All Handicapped 

Act. According to this definition, learning disabled 

children are those who exhibit a disorder in one or more of 

the basic psychological processes involved in understanding 

or using spoken or written language. These difficulties may 

be manifested in disorders of thinking, listening, talking, 

reading, writing, spelling, or arithmetic (Donahue et al., 

1983). 

Two major criticisms of the above definition are: (a) 

that the term "basic psychological processes" is ill 

defined, and (b) that it fails to indicate how deficient a 

child must be in academic functioning (Barkley, 1981; 
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Donahue, Pearl & Bryan, 1983; Strawser & Weller, 1985). 

The U.S. Office of Education has issued additional 

guidelines to identify learning disabled children under 

Public Law 94-142. These guidelines adopted the 

"discrepancy" notion, such that an LD child would be one who 

demonstrated a discrepancy between intellectual potential 

(i.e., IQ) and academic achievement in one or more areas: 

oral expression, reading comprehension, written expression, 

basic reading skills, listening comprehension, mathematics 

calculation, mathematics reasoning and spelling (USOE, 

1977). The discrepancy approach is based on the notion that 

learning disabilities represents a problem in which 

underachievement is related to disturbances in specific 

psychological processes, such as attention, perception, 

memory or conceptualization (Johnson, 1984; La Greca, 1983). 

An advantage of the discrepancy approach is that it excludes 

children whose underachievement is primarily due to 

behavioral problems, sensory handicaps or limited cognitive 

abilities (La Greca, 1983). However, as Donahue et al. 

(1983) note, there is recent evidence which suggests that 

the discrepancy definition, in and of itself, is unable to 

capture the critical characteristics of the LD child, such 

as social behavior and communicative effectiveness. As a 

result there is considerable lack of uniformity in the 

identification and placement of children into special 

services for learning disabled children (McGrady, 1980). 

Thus, many researchers have argued for a more complete, 
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operational definition of learning disabilities, where 

additional criteria are used to supplement the discrepancy 

notion (La Greca, 1983; Taylor, 1985). 

In this vein, the following definition, adapted from 

Barkely's (1981) modifications to Public Law 94-142, is 

based on the discrepancy notion, and supplemented by other 

criteria related to social, academic and intellectual 

functioning. 

A learning disabled student refers to those children 

with: (a) average intelligence as reflected by IQ level on a 

well-standardized intelligence test (e.g., WISC-R Full Scale 

IQ of 90-115), (b) a Verbal IQ equal to or greater than 85 

on the WISC-R (or an equivalent test), (c) academic 

achievement in the areas of reading, written expression or 

mathematics, which falls between the twentieth and fortieth 

percentile, (d) absence of primary sensory deficits, 

emotional disturbances or 'psychopathology, (e) the student 

has not received medication for hyperactivity within the 

last two academic years, and (f) the student has not 

received speech therapy within the last two academic years 

and currently has no difficulties with speech 

intelligibility or other specific language impairments. For 

the purposes of the present study, the latter 'three areas 

were assessed by perusal of student records and teacher or 

clinician consultations. 

Researchers have employed similar definitions, 

utilizing an intelligence-achievement discrepancy as the 
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basic criteria (see •Boucher, 1984, 1986; Raskind, Drew & 

Regan, 1983). These criteria offer a number of important 

controls with respect to the present study. First, because 

subjects are presented with a problem-solving task, 

moderating -variables such as intellectual abilities are 

minimized. Second, while each child may possess an 

idiosyncratic profile of relative deficits, the definitional 

parameters reduce within-group variability, as subjects 

represent a subgroup commonly referred to as mild-to-

moderately learning disabled (DeLoach, Earl, Brown, Poplin, 

& Warner, 1981). This subgroup is believed to be more 

proficient with adaptive, interpersonal behaviors such as 

social coping and relationship skills, as well as possess 

more advanced linguistic or psycholinguistic abilities than 

the severely learning disabled group (Weller, Strawser & 

Buchanah, 1985). In the present study, it would appear that 

the mild-to-moderately learning disabled child would be a 

prime candidate for examining communicative competence. In 

selecting this subgroup, rather than the severely disabled 

group, the potentially negative effects of social competence 

and social processing skills are minimized, which is 

important as these skills are believed to be prerequisites 

for the development of communicative effectiveness, and 

continually moderate social interactions and interpersonal 

communication (Dukes, 1981; La Greca, 1983). Third, the 

definition excludes learning disabled children who display 

concomitant hyperactivity, as hyperactive-learning disabled 
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children have been reported to display significant social 

problems (Bruck & Herbert, 1982; Mulch & Landau, 1982; 

Pelham & Milich, 1984). Finally, the definition attempts to 

exclude specifically language-impaired (SLI) children 

(Leonard, 1982). These children also form a heterogeneous 

population, characterized by intelligence levels within the 

average range. While the SLI child may display pragmatic 

deficits, primary difficulties also occur in language 

comprehension or production, which. warrants the use of a 

variety of diagnostic labels: childhood aphasia, language 

impairment and deviant language (Leonard, 1982). Clearly, 

the SLI group, in which learning disabilities manifest 

themselves soley as communication disorders, should be 

excluded from the present study, as they represent a primary 

disorder in the area of communication rather than learning 

(Stewart & Spells, 1983). 

Nozna.l1y Achieving. Student  

A student in a regular gradefive or grade six 

classroom who has had normal year-to-year grade progression; 

who has average intelligence (according to the school 

administered Otis-Lennon Mental Abilities Test); whose 

academic achievement in the areas of written expression, 

mathematics or reading is judged by the classroom teacher to 

be commensurate with the current grade placement; and who 

has no history of physical, emotional, speech/language or 

neurological anomalies. The latter areas were assessed by 
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perusal of student records and consultations with the 

teacher. 

Hypotheses  

Code Switching  

Hypothesis 1  

Over all measures of verbal language complexity, 

both groups will increase the complexity of their 

language in response to increasing age of the listener 

(i.e., when moving from dyadic conversation to the 

interview condition). 

Hypothesis 1-1  

Both educational groups will demonstrate a 

significant increase in language productivity 

(indicated through ditributiona1 analyses), in 

response to increasing age of the listener. 

Hypothesis 1-2  

On measures of turn-taking, there will be no 

differences in the educational groups, in the mutuality 

or distribution of turns, in response to changes in the 

conversational settings. 

Hypothesis 1-3  

Both groups will show an increase in linguistic 

dysfluencis, in response to increasing age of the 
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listener. 

Hypothesis 1-4  

Both groups will demonstrate a decrease in turn 

taking strategies (turn passing and holding) in 

response to increasing structure of the conversations, 

(i.e., moving from dyadic to interview conditions). 

Hypothesis 1-5 

Both groups will show a decrease in dysfluent turn 

exchange strategies (Class 1 and 2) in response to 

increasing structure of the conversation. 

Verbal Language Complexity  

Hypothesis 2  

on all measures of verbal language complexity, the 

normally achieving group will demonstrate greater 

sophistication in. their verbal language output. 

Discourse Strategies  

Hypothesis 3  

On measures of turn-taking or conversational 

participation there will be no differences between the 

educational groups. 

Hypothesis 3-1  

Learning disabled children will exhibit greater 

linguistic dysfluencies than normally achieving 
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children. 

Hypothesis 3-2  

Learning disabled children will employ more 

intrusive turn-exchange strategies (Class 1 and 2) than 

normally achieving children. 

Hypothesis 3-3  

Dyadic differences in conversational lapses will 

occur, representing the following trend: 

LD-LD > LD-N > N-N. 

Topic Management Strateqies 

Hypothesis 4  

Group Differences: Learning disabled children will 

introduce (and reintroduce) more topics than normally 

achieving children. 

Dyad Differences: Topic -introduction strategies 

(introductions and reintroductions) will vary amongst 

the dyads, representing the following trend: 

N-N < LD-N < LD-LD. 

Hypothesis 4-i  

Learning disabled children will differ in 

their topic maintenance strategies by utilizing more 

topic collaboration (TMC) strategies than normally 

achieving children. 
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Hypothesis 4-2  

Dyadic differences in the number of topics 

maintained will occur in the following trend: 

N-N >N-LD > LD-LD. 

Hypothesis 4-3  

Dyadic differences in mean length of maintained 

topic (contingent and semantically novel indices), will 

occur in the following trend: N-N > LD-N > LD-LD. 

Hypothesis 4-4  

Group Differences: Normally achieving children will 

use more topic shading strategies than LD students. 

Dyad Differences: Dyadic differences in topic shading 

will occur in the following trend: LD-LD < LD-N < N-N. 

Hypothesis 4-5  

Dyadic differences in the proportion of shaded 

topics which were maintained, will occur in the 

following trend: LD-LD < LD-N < N-N. 

Functional Communication 

Hypothesis 5  

Across the primary and specific functional codes, 

the learning disabled group will exhibit less use of 

assertive communicative functions, than their normally 
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achieving peers. 

Adjacency Pairs  

Hypothesis 6 

Normally achieving children will be more effective 

(i.e., obtain a higher proportion of their intended 

perlocutionary effects), in their use of directives and 

requestives. 

Affective Coding  

Hypothesis 7  

Learning disabled children will initiate and 

receive more negative statements than normally 

achieving children. 



CHAPTER IV 

Method 

Subjects 

Fifteen normally achieving and 15 learning disabled 

males enrolled in the Calgary Separate School System were 

selected for participation. For the purposes of this study, 

a small sample size was considered necessary, given the 

complexity of the multilevel analysis required to explore 

communicative competence in middle childhood. However, in 

comparison to previous studies in this area (see Boucher 

1984), it is a larger sample size overall. 

The definition and rational for selection of the 

learning disabled and normally achieving groups was outlined 

previously. Learning disabled students were those who met 

the school systems requirements for placement in a remedial 

resource room, as well as the definitional requirements 

outlined previously. Students in the RLA program spend, at 

minimum, 50% of class time integrated in regular classroom 

programs. Based on this level of integration, familiarity 

with normally achieving partners was deemed adequate. 

Restrictions in chronological age were imposed in the 

selection of both subject populations. The chronological age 

range of subjects eligible for selection was set between 10 

to 13 years of age. The lower age limit was adopted because 

by age 10, rapid language acquisition has ceased (Adolina, 
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1978), code-switching abilities are well developed (Gleason, 

1973; Shatz & Gelman, 1973), and most importantly, a variety 

of communicative strategies exist which promote 

communicative effectiveness (Dudley-Marling, 1985). At this 

age, the child recognizes that communication is interactive, 

and is thus able to apply various conversational principles 

and utilize metacognitive monitoring in communicative tasks 

(Applegate & Delia, 1980; Flavell, 1981; Haslett, 1984). A 

narrow age range was employed to reduce the confounding 

variable of maturational lag, as research indicates that 

skills related to communicative effectiveness continue to 

improve into adolescence (Dudley-Marling, 1985; Glucksberg & 

Krauss, 1969). 

Gender was restricted to males for two primary reasons. 

First, to provide consistency with earlier research studies 

which have utilized learning disabled males exclusively 

(Boucher, 1984). Second, because previous research has 

indicated an interaction between the gender of 

conversational participants and various levels of 

conversational performance (e.g., discourse devices), for 

both normal and learning disabled children (Bryan & Pflaum, 

1978). 

The sample of students was considered adequately 

representative of the total school population with respect 

to socioeconomic status. While inconsistent support has been 

documented for the interaction of socioeconomic status and 

language development (Haslett, 1984), socioeconomic status 
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has been associated with the effectiveness of communication 

on referential communication tasks (Noel, 1980). Race was 

held constant for this sample; all subjects were white. 

Finally, children with predominant second language 

backgrounds were excluded because of the language-based 

nature of the task. 

Letters were sent to the parents or legal guardians of 

all students who were screened as acceptable for inclusion 

in the study, to notify them of the purpose of the research. 

In addition, letters of consent were sent to the parents or 

guardians of all children attending regular education 

classrooms from which the main subjects were selected, to 

obtain consent for participation in the administration of a 

classroom sociometric instrument. 

Grade level placement and classroom membership were 

considered in the matching process so that partner 

unfamiliarity was not introduced as an additional confound 

(see Bryan & Pflaum, 1978). Specifically, partners were 

required to have attended the same regular classroom for 

five months prior to the initiation of the study. Within 

each grade and educational group, subjects were randomly 

assigned to one of three conversational dyads: (a) five 

dyads with two normally achieving children (N-N), (b) five 

mixed dyads, with one normally achieving and one learning 

disabled child (N-LD), and (c) five dyads composed of 

learning disabled children (LD-LD). 

The sampling and group assignment process thus 
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utilized a "purposive," nonprobability sampling technique 

(Kerlinger, 1973). Deliberate efforts were made to obtain a 

sample representative of the mild-to-moderately learning 

disabled group, and to reduce possible variations in 

interactive style, 'in relation to sex, classroom membership, 

and race. As presented in Table 1, both educational groups 

met the identification criteria for chronological age and 

intelligence. 

The assignment process did not match or equate 

subjects for intellectual or academic abilities, as specific 

scores were not available for all subjects on equivalent 

tests. In order to identify differences between groups on 

the variables of reading, writing and oral communication, 

all regular class teachers completed a modified version of 

the Teacher's Evaluation of Language Skill (Loban, 1976) 

(see Appendix). The questionnaire asked teachers to rate 

subjects on 10 items, using a one-to-five rating scale (low-

to-high) anchored by descriptive statements for low and high 

ability levels in each area. The questionnaire contained six 

questions related to oral language (communication skills, 

organization, wealth of ideas, verbal fluency, vocabulary 

and listening ability), two questions concerning reading and 

written expressive skills, and two questions concerning 

activity level and acceptance by peers within the classroom. 

The two groups differed significantly in overall test 

scores on the TELS (t(28) = -3.83, p, <.001, M LD= 27.13, M N 

= 35.4). More specifically, the two groups differed 
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Table 1 

Mean Intelligence and Chronological Age of Learning Disabled and 

Regular Class Subjects  

Descriptor 

Intelligence  
Group n VIQ PIQ 

LD 15 97.7 95.8 98.20 9.43 11.9 0.85 

Regular 15 115.55 12.76 10.6 0.51 

Note. 
IQ: Mean, full scale scores for Learning Disabled students 

obtained from the Weschler Intelligence Scale for Children-

Revised (WISC-R). 
VIQ = Verbal IQ. 
PIQ = Performance EQ. 
Mean IQ scores for Regular Class students obtained from the Otis-
Lennon Mental Ability Tests. 
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significantly on language-based items reflecting oral 

communication and listening skills (t(28) = -3.01, <.005, M 

LD = 16.47, M N = 20.87). In reading and written expressive 

skills the groups also differed significantly (t(28)= -5.07, 

<0.000, M LD=4.06, M N =6.4). For activity level ratings, 

significant differences in mean scores occurred between the 

two groups (t(28) = -2.25, <.0l6, MLD = 3.07, MN = 3.80). 

Finally, no significant difference occurred on the classroom 

.acceptance item (t(28) -1.90, M LD = 3.27, H N = 3.93) (see 

Table 2). 

Results on the TELS support the view that the two 

groups exhibited educational differences. Furthermore, the 

characteristics of the learning disabled group were 

consistent with the discrepancy definition of learning 

disabilities noted earlier, as ratings for this group, 

relative to other classroom members, were significantly 

lower in the areas of reading, writing and oral language. 

While the groups differed in terms of activity ratings, the 

normally achieving group received higher mean ratings. The 

latter finding suggests that this learning disabled group 

did not represent the hyperactive-learning disabled subgroup 

described earlier (see Chapter 3). 

Pilot Study  

A small scale pilot study was conducted at two 

elementary schools in order to: (a) assess the suitability 

of the problem-solving task, (b) to determine the 



146 

Table 2 

Comparison of Educational Groups on the Teacher's Evaluation of  

Language Skill (TELS)  

Group 

Learning Disabled Regular  
Item M SD MSD 

Oral Communication 16.47 3.83 20.87 4.15 -3.01 <.005 
& Listening SkillsC 

Reading & Written 4.06 1.03 6.40 1. 45 -5.07 <. 000 
Expressive Skills ' 

Activity Level 3.07 0.88. 3.80 0.68 -2.55 <.017 

Acceptance 3.27 1.10 3.93 0.79 -1.90 NS 

Total Score 27.13 5.82 35.4 6.01 -3.83 <.001 

Note. 
'ii=l5. 
b two-tailed test of significance. 
Coral communication and listening skills; a combined rating based 
an 6 separate items of the TELS. 
Reading and written expressive skills; a combined rating based 

on two separate items of the TELS. 
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appropriateness of the interview questions for the code-

switching task, (c) to determine whether a 10 minute 

duration for the dyadic conversation was adequate for 

structural analysis, (d) to provide the experimenter with an 

opportunity to rehearse the procedural sequence, and (e) to 

check for general procedural complications. 

Due to the limited availability of learning disabled 

subjects in the experimental sample, the pilot study was 

restricted to the N-N educational dyad. Four students, 

representing the normally achieving educational group were 

randomly assigned to two separate dyads. Boucher'S (1984) 

instructional sequence, questioning techniques and physical 

setting was replicated. Each pair of students were brought 

into a nondistracting room in the sch000l, where a videotape 

camera and recorder were set up. A male experimenter 

informed the students of the purpose of the study, asked six 

interview questions, and then posed a problem-solving task, 

by asking students to jointly select one item or object 

which would represent, to children from a foreign country, 

what Canada was like. The experimenter left the room for 10 

minutes while the pair solved the problem, and then returned 

to ask five follow-up questions. The entire procedure was 

videotaped in order to prepare a language transcript and to 

evaluate procedural components, retrospectively. 

Although the transcripts were not subjected to structural 

or pragmatic analyses, the number of utterances produced by 

each speaker during the dyadic conversation ranged between 
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65 to 94 utterances. Many researchers argue that a minimum 

of 50 utterances are required for a reliable, spontaneous 

clinical language sample, utilizing structural measures such 

as mean length of utterance (MLU) and type token ratio (TTR) 

(Klee & Paul, 1981; Lucas, 1980; Lund & Duchan, 1983). Since 

this basic requirement was met during the first eight 

minutes of the conversation, and both dyads solved the 

problem prior to the eight minute mark, the 10 minute time 

limit was found to be excessively long for the purposes of 

the experiment. It was also noted that greater periods of 

silence and off-task behavior occurred subsequent to the 

eight minute mark (e.g., laughing or standing up). Based on 

these observations, the time limit was reduced from 10 to 

eight minutes. 

On. the basis of the pilot study, five procedural 

modifications were made. First, it was noted that the 

subjects frequently referred to their watches, and remarked 

that the experimenter would return in 10 minutes. While this 

behavior may indicate nervousness or impatience, it also 

served to disrupt the conversational interaction. Thus, 

instructions were modified, to indicate that the 

experimenter would return "in a short while." Second, 

subjects were observed to express uncertainty and 

inattentiveness while the problem statement was read by the 

experimenter. This problem was subsequently addressed by 

providing subjecs with a mimeographed copy of the problem 

statement, prior to the experimenter reading it out-loud. 
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The third modification was also related to enhancing the 

subjects' comprehension of the problem-solving task. Even 

though during the experiment subjects quickly agreed that 

they understood the problem, when asked after the experiment 

was completed, some expressed uncertainty with the term 

"foreign" country. The procedure was thus modified so that 

the experimenter asked each subject, separately, if they 

understood the problem. If a subject then asked what a 

foreign country was, the experimenter would reply that it 

was "a country outside of Canada." Responses to the 11 

interview questions posed by the experimenter indicated that 

all but one question was suitable for inclusion. The fourth, 

pre-conversatioflal question of, "Do you get a hot lunch 

here?" was problematic, because neither school had a 

cafeteria, and subjects appeared uncertain as to how to 

respond. This question was changed to ask, "Do you take a 

bus to school?",. as all schools in the sample utilized 

busing. Finally, because some subjects moved their chairs 

out of camera range, or would occasionally leave their 

chairs, an instruction was added to "stay seated, leaving 

your chairs in the same place where they are now." 

Several modifications to the physical setting were 

necessary, based on results of the pilot study. Observations 

indicated that having subjects directly face the 

experimenter and camera, as in Boucher's (1984) study, made 

communication between the partners difficult. For example, 

subjects were found to disrupt their conversations by re-
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adjusting chair angles or, alternatively, would look at the 

camera while , talking to the partner. The distance between 

the experimenter and the subjects also varied between the 

two pilot samples, creating differences in the detail of 

nonverbal communications available on film. In order to 

control for biases created by variations in positioning of 

the camera, subjects and the experimenter; the physical 

setting suggested byRaskind, Drew and Regan (1983) was 

utilized, as it was reported to provide greater consistency 

in interviews and dyadic conversations. Specifically, the 

camera was set back 10 feet from the childrens' chairs, 

which were placed along the 45-degree sides of a trapezoid 

table. The experimenter and child chairs were placed 

opposite each other, at a distance of five feet, so that the 

subjects could simultaneously face each other and the 

experimenter. 

Procedure  

Dyadic Communication 

As pragmatics has been defined as the use of language 

in context, it was extremely important that a naturalistic 

paradigm be employed, in order to ensure ecological 

validity, as well as the external validity of the findings. 

There are several reasons, as noted below, why Boucher's 

(1984) experimental procedure was chosen to explore the 

communicative interactions and competence of these 

educationally defined children. 
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It has been argued that valid examinations of pragmatic 

skills are based on naturally occurring verbalizations, in 

which the nature of the interactional context is social, 

rather than instructional(Dudley-Marling, 1985; Nisbet, 

Zanella & Miller 1984). Unfortunately, there is relatively 

little consensus in the literature as to the types of data 

most suitable for conversational or pragmatic analysis, 

apart from the belief that the most desirable data base 

would be a corpus of conversations collected in a wide 

variety of naturalistic settings (McLaughlin, 1984). Task-

specific or problem-solving paradigms have thus been 

criticized for examining pragmatic skills, out of context 

(Dudley-Marling, 1985; Russell, 1982). In particular, 

language obtained in structured, task-oriented situations, 

has been associated with a reduction in the amount and 

complexity of language (McLaughlin, 1984). 

Despite these limitations, there are a number of 

reasons for utilizing a task-specific data source in the 

present study. First, as Boucher (1984) argued, a problem-

solving task provides a dynamic interactional context, 

which, because it is social in nature, affords a valid, in-

depth view of pragmatic communication skills. Second, 

discourse samples obtained from a problem-solving procedure 

may also be characterized by what Ochs (1979a) has described 

as "relatively unplanned discourse." Discourse of this 

nature relies heavily on the immediate context; the speaker 

must rely on the immediate context to form connections 
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between referents and propositions, and in turn, the 

listener must rely on the context to establish relationships 

between the propositions (McLaughlin, 1984). Thus, a task-

specific setting requires the conversational partners to 

utilize their roles as they would in a naturalistic context, 

where speaker-listener roles are mutually constructed and 

defined, based on the immediate context. Similar to other 

forms of unplanned discourse, natural features such as 

revisions, repetitions and other types of linguistic 

dysfluencies would be expected to occur. 

While the use of a problem-solving task would not 

appear to jeopardize the external validity of the study, the 

generalizability of the results would be limited. According 

to.Grimshaw's (1974) categorization of data sources for 

ethnographic studies, a problem-solving task would be 

classified as a "natural conversation in a controlled 

environment." A primary limitation of this data source is 

the "normative constraint" which occurs. More specifically, 

in this type of context participants may react in the 

direction of performing more conforming behaviors than are 

usually apparent (McLaughlin, 1984). Thus, for the present 

study, statements of generalization must give adequate 

recognition to this potential restriction in communicative 

performance. However, comparisons between the two 

educational groups, on the various parameters of 

communicative competence, would not be compromised, as 

presumably, both participants would present a similar, 
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"normative" trend in reaction to the conversational context. 

Boucher's (1984) paradigm was also believed to provide 

an adequate language sample for another objective of the 

study, examining the communicative competence or 

effectiveness of educationally defined children. A critical 

component of communicative competence is the code-switching 

ability of a speaker, as it indicates the speaker's ability 

to perceive critical variables in the social situation, such 

as the role or status of participants (Wilcox, 1984). In the 

communicative task presented by Boucher, code-switching 

abilities are evaluated by comparing the subjects' language 

complexity, expressed during dyadic conversations, with 

language complexity exhibited in response to an adults' 

interview questions. Comparisons of language usage in these 

two contexts provides a clear indication of code-switching 

abilities, as the speaker must perceive and adapt to status 

differences in the listener or conversational partner. 

Physical Setting  

Conversational interactions were videotaped in a small 

room designated by the school principal. The room contained 

trapezoid-shaped table and two chairs, a portable 

television camera mounted on a tripod, a videotape recorder 

(Sony Portapak), a portable monitor facing away from the 

children, a multidirectional microphone (Radio Shack, model 

PZM) secured to the surface of the table, and a small 

portable cassette tape recorder and microphone, to serve as 
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a back-up recording system. Consistent with the procedural 

specifications of Raskind et al. (1983), the video camera 

was set back 10 feet from the childrens' chairs. Interviewer 

and child chairs were placed opposite each other at a 

distance of five feet. The subjects' chairs were placed 

along the 45-degree sides of the trapezoid table, so that 

subjects could simultaneously face each other, the camera 

and the interviewer. 

• Instructions  

Children were escorted to the experimental room by a 

male experimenter. Subjects were seated at a table facing 

the experimenter, and were informed of their selection for 

the research project and reminded of the letter that was 

sent home to their parents or guardian. They were also told 

that they would be videotaped, and that the equipment in the 

room was for this same purpose. Subjects were informed that 

they would not have an opportunity to watch themselves, and 

that the tapes would be destroyed once the investigator had 

completed the project. 

The introductory phase of the interview was designed to 

familiarize subjects with the purpose of the experiment and 

to desensitize them to the presence of the equipment. For 

the latter purpose, Miller (1981) suggests that a 

representative speech sample is obtained when a five minute 

interval occurs, prior to turning on audio-visual equipment. 

This technique was employed during the introductory phase, 
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which lasted from three to five minutes. The experimenter 

began by introducing himself, using a formal title (e.g., 

"Hello my name is Mr."), and explained that he was from the 

University of Calgary. The experimenter then stated that 

information was needed, prior to beginning the task; each 

subject was asked for their full name and birthdate. Next, 

the experimenter stated that the purpose of the task was to 

gain an understanding of how children plan for the future, 

and that the task was related to thinking and making plans. 

The introductory phase ended with the experimenter 

explaining that the task would not take long, and that the 

equipment would be turned on in order to begin. 

Next, the experimenter interviewed the subjects, using 

six standardized questions: "How do you like school?"; "What 

is your favorite school activity?"; "What do you like least 

in school?"; "Do youtake a bus to school?"; "What sports do 

you play - are you on a team?"; and "What is your favorite 

television show?" In asking these questions, the 

experimenter focused his eyes between the pair, so that each 

subject would receive equal encouragement to respond. When 

pauses longer than three seconds occurred, the experimenter 

prompted by stating, "Tell me more about it." This prompt 

was issued only once for each question. 

Following the interview questions, the experimenter 

initiated the task instructional phase. At this point the 

experimenter reminded the subjects that he was interested in 

learning more about how children plan for the future, and 
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that he wanted them to solve a problem. Each subject was 

given a laminated, mimeographed sheet containing the problem 

statement: ,if you were going to a foreign country and could 

take only one special thing with you to show kids in that 

country what Canada is like, what would it be?" The problem 

statement was read by the experimenter. Each subject was 

asked whether they understood the problem; if a subject 

indicated that they did not understand, the experimenter 

read the problem statement once more, and again asked if the 

child understood. This phase ended with the experimenter 

reminding the subjects to discuss their ideas and agree on 

one item. Subjects were informed that the videotape would 

continue to run, and that the experimenter would return in a 

short while to discuss their answer. At this point the 

subjects were asked to remain in their seats until the task 

was completed. 

The final phase began when the experimenter returned to 

the room, after a timed absence of eight minutes. Five 

standardized questions were posed: (a) "What did you decide 

to take on the trip?", (b) "Was it hard to think of special 

things about Canada?", (c) "What else did you think about 

taking?", (d) "Why did you finally choose...", and (e) "Did 

you find it hard to agree on one thing?" Similar to the pre-

conversational interview, the experimenter focused his eyes 

between the two subjects, and prompted when pauses exceeded 

three seconds. Finally, the experimenter told the subjects 

that their solution was interesting, and thanked them for 
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their participation. 

As Boucher (1984) noted, this procedure was designed to 

provide students with an equal opportunity to converse with 

a peer or an adult. The problem which structured the 

interaction was open ended, although it was specific enough 

to be solved within the time allotted. Furthermore, the 

problem-solving task and questioning components were 

reported by Boucher (1984) to be comprehensible to students 

at this age, and provided sufficiently complex verbal 

stimuli to promote conversation (based on T-unit analysis of 

the experimenter's questions and conversational responses of 

the subjects). 

Although Boucher (1984) does not suggest a specific 

length of time to wait before prompting, a time was 

selected, based on research by McLaughlin and Cody (1981). 

These researchers found that lapses greater than three 

seconds are perceived as uncomfortable and socially awkward, 

and exceed the mean duration of initiative time-latency 

studies. 

The decision to make the videotape procedure and 

equipment readily apparent to participants, was also based 

on empirical research. Weimann (1981), found in 

investigating four levels of videotaping obtrusiveness, that 

neither the obtrusiveness of the equipment or knowledge of 

being videotaped, produced speech act differences in 

conversational behaviors that were "out-of-awareness" (e.g., 

number of turns, posture, and nonverbal behaviors). Weimann 
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(1981) concluded that there is little need to utilize covert 

recording procedures to avoid reactivity problems. 

McLaughlin (1984) also argues, based on Weimann's results, 

that it is unlikely that other discourse variables, such as 

topic maintenance or speaker-switches would be affected by 

the presence of recording equipment. 

SociometriC Assessment  

As noted previously, a primary goal of the experiment 

was to determine whether adjustments in communicative 

behavior occur as a function of the characteristics of the 

companion. To achieve the latter goal, it was first 

necessary to delineate the social dimensions of the 

communicative situation, particularly the speaker-listener 

relationship. Since status may influence various 

communicative parameters (e.g., form, content, discourse 

strategies and conversational style), the present study 

utilized sociome-tric assessments to: (a) characterize the 

social dimensions of the communicative situation,.With 

respect to sociometric status of the participants, (b) to 

determine whether significant differences in peer status 

exist between the two educationally defined groups, which 

may influence communicative behaviors, and (c) to determine 

whether significant differences exist between the 

educational groups in their ability to accurately assess 

their own social status (i.e., perceived versus peer status 

scores), as adjustments in interactive style may also occur 
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based on self-perceived status (Bruininks, 1978a; 1978b; 

Wiener, 1986). 

The Peer Acceptance Scale (Bruininks, Rynders & Gross, 

1974) was used to assess peer status of members of the two 

educational groups. The PAS is a forced-choice, peer-rating 

scale, in which every group member rates every other group 

member in terms of the degree to which they would want that 

person for a friend. The instrument booklet consisted of an 

alphabetical list of all regular classroom members, with six 

names per page. After the names were simple line drawings 

illustrating the three choices on the scale. The response 

"friend" was accompanied by a picture of two figures playing 

ball together; the response "all right" was illustrated by 

two children working at a chalkboard; and the response 

"wouldn't like" was portrayed by two children with their 

backs toward each other. 

The measure was administered in each of the 10 regular 

education classrooms, during a 15 minute session led by a 

male adult. All classroom children who had parental consent 

participated in the test administration. Children were first 

taught to use the scale, and then independently rated each 

of their classmates on a ohe-to-three scale, in answer to 

the question noted above. 

Peerratings were scored on a three point scale; a 

score of three for the choice "friend" (likes very much), a 

score of two for the choice "allright" (feels neutral 

towards the other child), and a score of one for the 
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response "wouldn't like." Peer rating scores were computed 

for each learning disabled and normally achieving student by 

totaling the ratings they received from all children of the 

same sex within their classroom (same-sex ratings). Since 

peer status is relative to the particular classroom setting, 

classrooms were utilized as the statistical unit of 

analysis. 

Perceived social status was assessed using the same 

instrument in an individual testing situation with the 

experimenta1, subjects. In administering the perceived test, 

both educational groups were asked to indicate how they felt 

each of their classmates regarded them. A mean "perceived" 

rating was computed for each student, based on the self-

perceived ratings given for all classroom members. 

In administering the PAS a minimum sample size, 

representing 40% of the total classroom, was required to 

ensure an adequate sample upon which to judge the social 

structure of the classroom. This figure is based on 

empirical results which indicated that correlations of .70 

or above were obtained in comparing ratings of total class 

and a similar sample size (Fithian, Bruininks, & Rynders, 

1972). Cross-sex ratings were excluded from calculating peer 

acceptance scores, as peer ratings within this age group are 

strongly affected by the gender of the rater (Bruininks, 

1978a, 1978b; Gronlund, 1959; Hymel & Asher, 1977). 

The PAS was chosen for several reasons. First, it has 

been successfully used in other studies with learning 
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disabled children in the upper elementary years (Wiener, 

1986). Second, it is an instrument which has been 

specifically adapted to this age group, by utilizing 

pictures and a simplistic rating format (Bruininks 1978a; 

1978b). Third, it is a peer-rating sociometric, rather than 

a limited-choice nomination sociometric. The former has been 

reported to be more reliable with elementary school 

children, as nomination scores are greatly affected by 

children gaining or losing one or two nominations (Asher & 

Hymel, in press; Asher, Singleton, Tinsley, & Hymel, 1979). 

The two techniques also differ in the dimensions of 

sociometric status which they assess; nomination procedures 

indicate how many peers regard the subject as a best friend 

or high-priority playmate, whereas rating-scale techniques 

measure the overall acceptability or likability of a subject 

amongst his peers (Asher & Hymel, in press; Sainato, Zigmond 

& Strain, 1983). Since the intent or purpose of the 

sociometric was to delineate the social context, a measure 

of peer acceptance was selected rather than a measure of 

strong friendship ties (e.g., "best friends"). 

Sociometric testing was completed at least one week 

prior to the dyadic communication task. The decision to 

complete this component first was based on practical 

considerations, as well as research by Hayvren and Hyme]. 

(1982), which indicated that sociometric assessment did not 

adversely affect the immediate or long-term peer 

interactions of children. 
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Coding Systems 

Transcription and Coding of Conversational Structures. 

As Ochs (1979b) noted, a. language transcript represents 

a type of performance data, as problems related to selective 

observation may occur when the researcher transcribes 

material from a videotape. Thus, transcription procedures 

should be based on sound theoretical models and empirical 

studies of verbal behavior, so that the notational 

conventions and the format of the transcript are selected to 

serve the particular hypothesis under examination. 

Researchers in the area of discourse analysis and 

developmental psycholinguistics have often not utilized • 

rigorous transcription procedures, which would permit 

consistent qualitative and quantitative comparisons amongst 

performance data (Ochs, 1979b). In fact, methodological 

errors frequently occur in the transcription process, 

because the researcher fai1edt0 clearly establish the 

theoretical parameters of the basic units of analysis, such 

as the unitization criteria (Sigman, 1985). The preceding 

limitations were addressed in the present study by: (a) 

selecting transcription procedures, based on the present 

research goals, to produce a data source which identified 

verbalization sequences as well as specific conversational 

structures which are influenced by the social or linguistic 

characteristics of the companion, and (b) by using specific 

models within the field of conversational analysis to 
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formulate transcription and coding procedures, in order to 

consistently deal with the relationships between 

conversational structures, such as the utterance and the 

turn. 

To achieve consistency in transcribing and coding 

conversational structures a coding manual was developed by 

the writer to: (a) describe the sequential process of 

viewing, transcribing, and coding conversational structures, 

(b) to clearly describe and define the "utterance" as the 

basic unit of analysis, based on specific theoretical or 

research-based models, (c) to define turn boundaries and 

non-fluent speaker exchanges, through models of turn-taking, 

(d) to define other conversational structures, which 

directly or indirectly effect utterance segmentation and 

sequencing, (e) to identify topicality and discourse 

maintenance strategies, and (f) to describe methods for 

preparing a multilevel transcript for entry into a language 

assessment software program. The three general levels of 

transcription and structural coding used for conversational 

analysis are presented in Figure 1, along with specific 

subcodes or categories within each coding level. Given the 

complexity of the transcription and coding procedures, the 

process will only be briefly highlighted here. The present 

discussion emphasizes the rationale and methods for coding 

conversational structures within the three primary areas, 

with additional detail provided for specific conversational 

structures which affect utterance segmentation and 
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Figure I 

Levels of Transcription and Coding  

for Conversational Analyses  

1. Conversational Structures  

a. Utterance segmentation (Garvey & Beringer, 1981). 
- incomplete utterances, unintelligible 

utterances, 
chained utterances, tag questions, sociocentriC 
sequences, differentiating statements from 
questions. 

b. Turn boundaries (McLaughlin, 1984,). 

2. Discourse Structures 

a. Non-fluent speaker exchanges. (Beattie, 1981; 
Rosenstein, Hutton & McLaughlin, 1983). 

- overlaps, simple interruptions, silent 
interruptions, butting-in interruptions. 

b. Intra-turn hesitations (Ragsdale & Sisterhen, 1984). 
- filled pause, maze, sentence incompletions, 

repetitions (self & other). 
c. Back channel responses (Gallagher, 1977; Russell, 

1982). 
- brief expressions (acknowledgments), sentence 

completions, requests for clarification, brief 
restatements. 

d. Conversational lapse (McLaughlin & Cody, 1982) 
e. Nonverbal gestures (Bryan, Sherman & Fisher, 1980; 

Guralnick, 1985). 
f. Topic 'Management (Brinton & Fujiki, 1984). 

- topic introduction, topic re-introduction, topic 
maintenance (collaboration & incorporation), 
topic shading. 

3. Syntactic Complexity and Semantic Diversity  

a. Mean length of utterance (MLU) (Fey, 1981). 
b. T-unit (Hunt, 1970). 
c. Type token ratio (TTR) (Templin, 1957). 
d. Sentence complexity (Boucher, 1984; Guralnick, 

1985). 
- simple, compound and complex sentences. 
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sequencing. 

Transcription was based on a running transcript 

procedure, in which the temporal order of events and verbal 

productions are indicated (Lund & Duchan, 1983). Handwritten 

transcripts, using standard English orthography, were 

produced sequentially: the transcriber first viewed the 

videotape and transcribed all intelligible vocalizations; on 

a second pass of the tape, utterance boundaries were marked 

or segmented; on a third pass, turn boundaries and non-

fluent speaker exchanges were coded; and on the fourth pass, 

unintelligible portions were marked, in addition to 

nonverbal gestures and other conversational structures. The 

result was a multilevel transcript in which various 

parameters of conversational structure were coded. 

Transcription codes and procedures were developed through an 

iterative process; coding system revisions occurred, based 

on results of the training process, until agreement was 

reached and quantitative reliability checks were 

satisfactory. 

Once utterances, turn boundaries and hesitation 

phenomena were marked, the hand-written transcripts were 

entered into computer files for analysis using SALT; 

Systematic Analysis of Language Transcripts (Miller & 

Chapman, 1983). This program performs numerous types of 

structural analyses on speech samples. Reliability of 

transcripts and semantic analyses is assured by utilizing 

standard entry procedures and computerized error checking 
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routines of the SALT program (Nisbet, Zanella & Miller, 

1984; Schwartz, 1985). The writer utilized additional 

criteria or rules to supplement the transcripts generated by 

the SALT program. Specifically, Fey's (1981) criteria for 

marking bound morphemes and ritualized or stereotyped 

expressions were utilized to generate accurate, structural 

measurements, such as mean length of utterance (MLU). 

The first transcription process within the area of 

conversational structures (see Figure 1), was concerned with 

segmenting speech into utterances. Criteria for marking 

utterance boundaries were based on research in the field of 

conversational analysis, where the basic unit of analysis is 

considered to be the utterance, rather than the speech act 

or ideational unit (Roy, 1981). Utterances have frequently 

been defined as phonemic clauses (or phonological units), 

comprised of one or more subordinate clause, segmented on 

the basis of contours of inflection, stress and pause in the 

subjects' voice (Duncan, 1973; Loban, 1976). Alternatively, 

utterances have been defined primarily by pause duration at 

terminal intonational junctures (Garvey & Beringer, 1981). 

According to the latter definition, an utterance may include 

more than one phonemic clause. While researchers have used 

both segmentation methods, the latter definition was 

selected because it corresponded, as noted below, to other 

conversational structures used in the present study, 

particularly the turn-constructional unit. 
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It is proposed here that the utterance is the most 
appropriate choice for the turn-constructional 
unit, for several reasons; (1) the utterance 
corresponds to a unitary, discrete segment of 
thought, while the phonemic clause may not; (2) it 
is the utterances or utterance-context pairs that 
are mapped onto speech acts; (3) the intonational 
contours or terminal junctures of phonemic clauses 
have also been found to occur at utterance 
boundaries; and (4) conversational coherence both 
locally and globally is tied to relations among 
adjacent propositions and the acts superimposed 
upon them, and to their increment in a context 
set. Thus, the basic unit for constructing a turn 
may be said to be a single proposition or 
utterance. While turns consist minimally of one. 
utterance, it may of course contain multiple 
utterances. (McLaughlin, 1984, P. 96) 

Specifically, an utterance was defined as a stretch of 

one child's speech separated by the speech of the partner or 

by a pause exceeding one second duration (Garvey & Beringer, 

1981; Garvey & BenDebba, 1974). Similar criteria have been 

employed in other researcher studies (Boucher, 1984), as 

transcribers are readily able to identify the location and 

duration of junctures, since they are long, noticeable 

pauses (Brown & Yule, 1983). Additional coding rules were, 

however, necessary to segment speech into utterances. For 

example, Liles (1985) segmentation rules were employed in 

order to deal with utterances which were chained together by 

conjunctions. 

The second transcription process, withinthe area of 

conversational structures (see Figure 1), focused on marking 

turn boundaries. McLaughlin's (1984) turn-taking model was 

selected because of it's ability to deal with various 

conversational features. Whereas simplistic models of turn-
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taking rely solely on silences to mark turn boundaries, this 

model recognizes that the content of the conversation is 

implicated in the turn-exchange process (Goodwin, 1981). 

McLaughlin's model specifies the exchange process by combing 

two approaches to turn-taking: (a) the "signalling view" 

(Duncan & Fiske, 1977) which emphasizes the role of 

nonverbal turn-yielding signals, and (b) a "surface-

structural" approach (Sacks, Schegloff & Jefferson, 1974) 

which recognizes organizational rules and turn-allocation 

techniques for managing turn exchanges. While both models 

have clear limitations (see Levinson, 1983), when combined 

under one framework, they provide a consistent approach for 

identifying conversational structures. For example, 

hesitation pauses, switching pauses and.conversational 

lapses are all clearly differentiated under McLaughlin's 

model. 

The second area noted in Figure 1, discourse 

structures, involved numerous coding.procedures to mark 

dysfluent speaker exchanges, as well as strategies used to 

pass or hold the conversational floor. Beattie's (1981) 

coding scheme was adopted to identify non-fluent speaker 

switches. Beattie's coding system is compatible with 

McLaughlin's model of turn-taking, as turn-yielding cues are 

identified, as well as infractions of organizational rules 

related to the turn-constructional unit. A second level of 

coding within the area of discourse structures was intra-

turn hesitation phenomena, in which dysfluencies within a 
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speakers' turn, rather than the mechanisms used to pass 

turns, are coded (Ragsdale & Sisterhen, 1984). A broad class 

of behaviors, commonly referred to as the "ah" phenomena,, or 

the filled pause, were marked along with a second class, the 

"non-ah" phenomena (including sentence incompletions or 

abandonments, repetitions and mazes). Other discourse 

phenomena, such as back-channel responses, were coded and 

sequenced within the transcript according to criteria 

consistent with the turn exchange model. 

Topic management techniques were also coded within the 

area of discourse strategies (see Figure 1). Since the 

primary reason for coding topicality was to examine, the type 

of discourse strategies used to manage or exchange topics, 

topicality was defined according to the notion of "discourse 

topic" rather than "sentence topic" (Lund & IDuchan, 1983). 

More specifically, "a discourse topic refers to the 

proposition (or set of propositions) about which the speaker 

is either providing or requesting new information...Whefl 

speaker and hearer are directing their utterances to a 

particular proposition of this type, they 'are collaborating 

on a discourse topic" (Ochs Keenan & Schieffelin, 1979, p. 

68). To identify a discourse topic the researcher identified 

"the question of immediate concern", or in other words, a 

proposition about which some claim is made - the primary 

presupposition (Brinton & Fujiki, 1984). 

Topicality was coded utilizing Brinton & Fujiki's (1984) 

modifications of Ochs Keenan and Schieffelin's (1979) model 
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of discourse management. The former coding scheme included 

three separate coding levels: (a) two topic initiation codes 

(topic introduction and re-introduction), (b) two separate 

topic maintenance codes (collaboration and incorporation), 

and (c) topic shading. In marking topicality, the researcher 

utilized Brinton & Fujiki's (1984) criteria for determining 

whether a topic was successfully maintained, as well as the 

length (in utterances) of the maintained topic. For the 

latter measure, these researchers suggest counting only 

"semantically novel utterances," so as to exclude utterances 

which fail to add "substantive" material to the topic (i.e., 

excluding repetitions or passing moves). 

The final level of coding involved marking structural 

measures related to sentence complexity and semantic 

diversity. Coding procedures, beyond those offered through 

the SALT program, were required for marking sentence 

complexity and t-units. Sentence complexity was coded by 

identifying simple, compound and complex sentences, 

according to the criteria adopted by Boucher (1984) and 

Guralnick (1985). Although 'a distinction is not always made 

between compound and complex sentences, as both permit a 

speaker to express relations between events, these sentence 

types were separated because it is not clear whether they 

represent similar levels of linguistic maturity (Flores 

d'Arcais, 1978; Leonard, 1984). The other indicator of 

language maturity, the t-unit, was defined as "one main 

clause plus any subordinate clause or nonclausal structure 
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that is attached or embedded to it" (Hunt, 1970, pp. 4). The 

advantage of the t-unit over MLU, as an index of language 

maturity or complexity, is that the t-unit is sensitive to 

language differences in subjects ranging,from five years to 

adulthood, while MLU is most sensitive to language 

development from one-to-five years (Kiecan-Aker, 1984). 

Criteria for establishing t-unit length, in words, was based 

on Kiecan-Aker's (1984) method of counting proper and 

compound nouns' as well as repetitions. Similar to other 

research works in this area (see Bryan, Donahue, Pearl & 

Sturm, 1981), t-unit segmentations were subsequently used in 

the functional coding system' to segment long utterances or 

narratives, which contained numerous functions "chained" 

together, into separate functional codes, based on t-unit 

segmentations of essential ideas or phrases. 

Coding Communicative Functions. 

The rationale for selecting a multilevel coding system 

for communicative functions was discussed previously. The 

present discussion highlights specific'features of the 

coding systems, as well as the coding process itself. 

As noted earlier, utterances often serve more than one 

communicative function (Guralnick, 1985; Haslett, 1984). 

However, there are few coding systems which capture the 

syntactic, semantic, pragmatic or discourse level of 

functioning of an utterance (Chapman, 1981). Thus, a 

multilevel coding scheme was constructed to address the 
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multi-functional nature of the utterance. Coding systems 

were chosen in order to permit analysis at each of the 

analytical levels identified by Chapman (1981); (a) analysis 

at the utterance level, where utterances are coded according 

to their primary function, irrespective of prior or 

subsequent utterances, (b) analysis at the discourse level - 

utterance related, where the context of the utterance is 

considered in the coding process, (c) analysis at the 

discourse level-speech act related, where a broad framework 

of discourse is evaluated, and the conversational nature of 

the utterance is marked, and (d) analysis at the social 

level, where affective characteristics, such as the 

dominance or submissiveness of speech acts are coded. 

The communicative coding systems used in the present 

study, which correspond to Chapman's levels of analysis 

were: (a) a pragmatic codingsystem, in which analysis 

occurs at the utterance and speech-act level, (b) an 

adjacency pair coding system in which analysis occurs at the 

discourse level, and (c) an affective coding system, in 

which analysis occurs at the social level. As Chapman (1981) 

notes, coding systems for communicative functions are not 

necessarily based on one level exclusively; coding systems 

may distinguish communicative intents on the basis of the 

interaction of semantic, syntactic and illocutionary or 

functional characteristics of the utterance. An example of 

this would be Dore's (1979) grammatical-

illocutionary-interactional coding model. The systems utilized in the 
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present study follow a similar trend, as various levels of 

"collateral" evidence were used to establish the 

communicative intent or function of an utterance. However, 

the present system differs, in that an attempt was made. to 

clearly separate coding levels according to the type of 

inferences used to mark communicative functions. This is 

viewed as a significant feature, as coding taxonomies often 

integrate categories from different levels of analysis, 

without identifying which inference level or perspective is 

used to mark the utterances' function (Chapman, 1981). 

A sequential process was used for coding communicative 

functions. Transcripts were first analyzed under the 

pragmatic coding scheme, in which the basic unit of analysis 

was the speech-act. Adjacency pair coding was applied next. 

Since the primary illocutionary functions of the first and 

second parts of utterance pairs were previous1 identified 

by pragmatic codes, coding at this level entailed 

determining whether an utterance achieved its intended 

perlocutioflary effect. Finally, affective codes were 

applied, independent of the pragmatic functions attached to 

an utterance. The entire coding process was described in a 

coding manual developed by the researcher and recorded on a 

standard communicative coding form. 1 

The pragmatic coding system utilized the speech-act as 

the basic unit of analysis. That is, the coding of pragmatic 

acts went beyond the utterance level as social context and 

discourse functions were considered. Similar to Dore's 
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model, an attempt was made to characterize the communicative 

competence of the child by coding utterances on the basis 

of the underlying intentions of the utterance, as well as 

its nonlinguistic purposes (Dore, Gearhart & Newman, 1978). 

We suggest that our model provides the beginning 
of a basis for characterizing adequate rules of 
competence; that is, utterance U counts as act A 
in context C, where U has a grammatical form, A is 
an act defined by the illocutionary phenomena 
described above, and C is the set of shared 
operative understandings relative to the elements 
of the task. (Dore et al., 1978, p. 384). 

The pragmatiC coding system followed Dore's model, as 

speech acts were characterized by "content" (in 

propositional forms), grammatical structure and 

illocutionary function. Thus, speech acts were not defined 

by grammatical form alone, but rather by the conventional 

illocutionary force of the form. 

The pragmatic coding system was comprised of two 

"subsystems." The first, a primary system of codes, was 

composed of 29 mutually exclusive and exhaustive codes; 

every utterance of each speaker received a primary code. The 

primary codes included the following major speech act 

categories; directives or requestives, constatives, 

performatives, responsives and regulatives. A supplementary 

coding system was composed of six mutually exclusive 

secondary codes, used to modify primary codes so that 

additional communicative functions of an utterance could be 

marked. 
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Adjacency pair analysis, as discussed previously, is 

based on the notion that utterance pairs serve as local 

discourse management techniques. These discourse strategies 

are closely related to the turn-taking system because they 

serve as techniques for selecting a next speaker (Levinson, 

1983). Adjacency pairs may thus be viewed as a set of 

sequential conversational units which exert pressure on the 

other participant to take a turn. 

In the present study, obligatory utterance pairs were 

examined because they clearly indicate communicative 

failures or successes, as the partner is obliged to 

appropriately respond to the first part of an utterance, 

based on its illocutionary form and the conversational 

context. Two major types of adjacency pairs were coded; 

direätive-compliance utterance pairs and request-answer 

utterance pairs. In both cases, a number of specific forms 

were considered as first parts of the utterance pair (e.g., 

requests included product, process or choice questions). 

Second parts or replies were coded according to four 

specific effects: (a) an intended perlocutionary effect, in 

which the listener complied or appropriately responded to 

the first part, (b) an illocutionary effect, where the 

listener indicated that he understood or was aware of the 

nature of the request, (c) unrelated or inappropriate 

responses, and (d) no response given to the first part 

(ignoring) (Guralnick & Paul-Brown, 1986). 

It should be noted that the requirement of "strict 
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adjacency" was not upheld in the present study. Instead, 

adjacency was based on the notion of "conditional relevance" 

so that conversational structures, such as insertion 

sequences, which commonly occur in question-answer pairs, 

would be adequately accounted for (Levinson, 1983). 

The affective coding system addressed the relational 

component of the utterance. This component is believed to 

play an important role in conversations as the emotional 

tone of an utterance effects the selection of subsequent 

utterances (Haslett, 1983). The affective coding scheme 

contained three primary, mutually exclusive and exhaustive 

categories, adopted from the work of various researchers 

(Bryan, Wheeler, Felcan & Henek, 1976; Markoski, 1983; Moore 

& Simpson, 1984). The major affective codes included 

positive, neutral and negative statements. Specific 

subclasses were identified under each main category to 

further indicate the affective function of the utterance. 

For example, positive utterances included cooperative and 

considerate statements while negative utterances included 

competitive, intrusive and disruptive statements. 

Coder Training and Reliability. 

A paid female research assistant, unaware of the 

educational status of the participants, transcribed and 

coded tapes, utilizing all of the previously noted 

structural and functional codes. Initial training in 

transcription methods focused exclusively on the tapes 
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produced during the pilot study. As noted earlier, revisions 

to the structural coding system were based on training 

results (an iterative process). Once subjectively high 

estimates of reliability occurred in training, quantitative 

estimates of reliability were obtained by having the 

assistant and the experimenter transcribe both the 

conversational and interviewing segments of three 

conversational dyads (20% of the total sample), randomly 

selected from each of the three experimental groups. 

Interobserver reliability estimates for transcription and 

structural codes were computed using point-by-point percent 

agreement. Specifically, percentage of interobserver 

agreement was calculated by dividing the number of 

agreements by the number of agreements and disagreements and 

mutiplying by 100. Reliability estimates for transcription 

were; 91.4 %for utterance boundaries, 94.6% for total 

words, and 91.5 % for turn boundaries. Reliability levels 

achieved on the remaining structural codes are presented in 

Table 3. These levels indicate that the reliability of the 

transcription and structural codes were sufficiently high. 

Although disagreement was not common, the final computer 

protocols were based on modifications made by the 

experimenter after reviewing the sections of the tapes where 

disagreements occurred. 

A similar, iterative procedure was used to train the 

research assistant in using the functional communicative 

coding systems. Once subjectively high levels of reliability 
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Table 3 

Interobserver Reliability for Transcription and Structural Codes  

System Code Agreement (%) 

Transcription 

Structural 

Topicality 

Utterance Boundaries 
Exact Word (total words) 
Turn Boundaries 

T-unit Btundaries 
Simple Sentence 
Compound Sentence 
Complex Sentence 

91.4 
94.6 
91.5 

84.0 
97.2 
98.0 
94.6 

Topic Introduction 86.4 
Topic Re-introduCtiOn 85.0 
Topic Collaboration 96.2 
Topic Incorporation 98.0 
Topic Shading 91.3 
Length of Successful TOPICa 92.2 

Turn-taking (dysfluencies) 
Simultaneous Starts 98.8 
Overlaps 97.3 
Silent Interruptions 84.2 
Simple Interruptions 86.6 
Butting-in 83.4 
Conversational Lapse 87.2 

Intra-turn Hesitations 
Sentence Incompletions 84.4 
Mazes 86.2 
Filled Pause 94.6 
Brief Expression 84.2 

Note. 
Length of successful topic included both topic introductions and 
re-introductions, where turn length was determined by counting 
semantically novel utterances. 
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occurred on the pilot training tapes, quantitative estimates 

of reliability were computed, based on the same three, 

randomly selected tapes. To estimate interobserver 

reliability, Cohen's kappa coefficient of agreement (Cohen, 

1960) was calculated along with percent agreement ratings. 

The former measure is a more stringent estimate, as it is 

directly interpretable as the proportion of joint judgments 

in which there is agreement, after chance agreement is 

excluded (Cohen, 1960; D1LorenzO, Foster & Edelstein, 1982; 

Hubert, 1977). Cohen's kappa and percent agreement levels 

are presented for each of the primary codes utilized within 

the three major functional systems, since categories were 

recombined into the primary codes for subsequent analysis 

(see Table 4). A high level of interrater reliability was 

achieved as Cohen's kappa for the three functional coding 

systems were; .77, .93, and .79, for the pragmatic, 

adjacency pair and affective coding systems, respectively. 

The end result of the training process, was a 

continuous sequence of codes for each dyad, entered on 

computer transcripts and a communicative coding form. To 

• obtain this extensive data base, each dyad required 

approximately 18 hours to transcribe, code and prepare for 

computer entry. 
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Table 4 

Interobserver Reliability for Pragmatic, Adjacency Pair and 

Affective Coding  

System •Codes' Agreement (%) Kappa 

pragmaticC 
Directives (11) 86.8 .740 
Constatives (4) 85.7 .678 
Performatives (4) 94.2 .889 
ResponsiveS (9) 95.9 .914 
RegulatiVes (3) 87.4 .763 
Secondary (2) 85.2 .658 

Adjacency Pairs d 
Directive-Compliance (5) 94.6 .894 
Request-Answer (4) 96.3 .963 

Affective 
Positive (2) 89.3 .784 
Neutral (1) 95.5 .886 
Negative (2) 82.6 .692 

Note. 
'Codes: numbers listed in parentheses indicate the number of 
categories represented under each primary code 
b Kappa: as defined by Cohen (1960) 

k= Po - PC 

1 - p0 

(where p0 =the proportion of units in which the judges agreed; PC 
= the proportion of units for which agreement is expected by 

chance) 
Cprag1atic codes represent major categories of the primary codes; 
where agreement and kappa statistics represent the combined 
alues (average) for codes within that category. 

uAdjacency Pairs; Percent agreement and Cohen the kappa based on 
the combined observations of the listener response codes. 
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CHAPTER V 

Results and Discussion 

Previous studies with learning disabled and normally 

achieving students have found an interaction between - 

sociometric status and experimental variables related to 

conversational interactions, particularly discourse features 

(Berghout Austin, 1985; Burleson, 1986; Burleson & Waltman, 

in press). As dyadic conversation requires a certain level 

of cooperation between participants, partners should be 

matched or equated for sociometriC status. Since in the 

present study conversational partners were not equated for 

this variable, an initial analysis of sample differences was 

carried out to ensure that there were no significant 

differences between learning disabled and normally achieving 

children. 

Peer acceptance ratings (actual status) were obtained 

from the sum of the ratings received from same-sex class 

members. However, as the number of children rating varied 

from classroom to classroom, it was not possible to compare 

mean scores across settings. Same-sex ratings for each 

classroom were thus transformed into standard z scores, to 

obtain equal units of measurement for comparing scores 
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across the entire sample. Table 5 presents results of same-

sex ratings based on z score transformations. Using boys' 

ratings of other boys, a one-tailed interpretation of a 

between' groups t-test (independent t-test) indicated no 

significant difference between LD (M = +.3262) and 

comparison subjects (M = +.3262), t(28) = 0.37, p = 0.5000, 

by randomization test. It was therefore assumed that the 

educational groups were equivalent with respect to social 

status. 

To further explore sample differences, comparisons 

were made within each educational group to determine if 

group differences existed in the area of social 

perceptiveness or social insight, as indicated by the 

accuracy with which a child estimated his own social 

position or acceptance level within the classroom. Table 6 

presents results of comparisons between actual and perceived 

status scores for LD and regular education subjects, using a 

one-tailed interpretation of t-test for paired samples 

(correlated t-test). These data reveal that LD boys rated 

themselves as significantly lower in peer status (M = 

2.3200) than the actual status (M = 2.5467) awarded them by 

children of the same sex, t(14) = 2.87, p = 0.0500, by 

randomization test. Within the regular education group, 

differences between actual (M = 2.6000) and perceived status 

scores (M = 2.470) were not significant, t(13) = 1.27, 2. = 

0.1000, by randomization test. While the results indicate 

that both educational groups perceived their status to be 
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Table 5 

Independent t-tests on Peer Status Score for Learning Disabled 

(LD) and Regular Subjects (N)  

Group 

LD 

+.3262 0.399 +.2552 0.625 

(2.55) (0.283) (2.58) (.299) 

0.37 0.50 

Note. 
F,:--One-tailed probability, by randomization test. 
Numbers in parantheses indicate non-transformed z scores; other 
numbers represent statistics based on z score transformations. 
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Table 6 

Comparisons by Correlated t-test on Perceived and Actual Status  

Group Actual Perceived Difference df 

LD 2.5467 2.3200 .2267 14 2.87 .05 

N 2.6000 2.471 .1286 13 1.27 .10 

Note. 
F7--one-tailed probability, by randomization test. 
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lower than their obtained status, the normally achieving 

group was more accurate than the LD group in judging their 

social status within the regular classroom. 

The results of the present investigation conflict with 

the commonly cited finding that LD children receive 

significantly lower peer ratingq than their normally 

achieving classmates (Dudley-Marling & Edmiaston, 1985; 

Wiener, 1986). For example two studies by Bruininks 

(Bruininks, 1978a;1978b), in which the same peer rating 

sociometric was utilized, obtained significant differences 

between the two educational groups. However, in a study by 

Sainato, Zigmond and Strain (1983), which also used the Peer 

Acceptance Scale on a group of LD subjects of similar age, 

no significant differences were found between groups. 

Differences between the results of the present study and 

Sainato et al. (1983), and those of Bruininks, may be 

attributed to differences in selection criteria, or the 

small sample size utilized in the current study. 

Nonetheless, the results speak to the fact that in the 

present study the groups did not differ in their levels of 

social acceptance within the regular classroom. On the basis 

of this analysis, it would appear that subsequent 

differences in communicative functioning of LD subjects, 

cannot be attributed to the negative effects of their social 

status or level of social acceptance. 

The results obtained for group differences in social 

insight or social perceptiveness, contradict findings from 
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two other studies (Horowitz, 1980; Perlmutter, Crocker, 

Corday, & Garstecki, 1983). Although it is difficult to 

directly compare these studies, because of differences in 

assessment instruments, a study by Garrett & Crump (1980) is 

of interest because it utilized the Peer Acceptance Rating 

Scale. Garrett and Crump (1980) found that LD children were 

less preferred by their teachers and peers, however, there 

were no significant differences between their ability to 

estimate their status and the ability of their normally 

achieving peers. The latter study was, however, criticized 

by Wiener (1986) for measuring different aspects of social 

acceptance; a nomination scale was used to establish social 

status, while a rating scale was used to measure perceived 

status. This difficulty did not occur in the present study. 

In the Bruininks studies, which utilized the same rating 

scale, LD subjects obtained lower social ratings, and yet 

rated themselves as significantly higher than the actual 

peer status obtained in their classrooms. In contrast, the 

present results suggest that LD students did not differ in 

their actual status, but did rate themselves as 

significantly lower in social acceptance within their 

classrooms. As performance on the social insight test is 

thought to require the ability to take the role of the 

other, by seeing oneself from the viewpoint of other 

children, the findings may suggest that important 

communicative skills, which require perspective taking 

(e.g., code switching), may be impaired by the social-
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perceptual difficulties of the LD subjects in the present 

study. Accordingly, if this measure is a true reflection of 

social perception skills, then it would also be anticipated 

that the LD child would see a need to alter their 

interactions with peers in order to achieve greater 

acceptance through positive relationships. Thus, it might be 

anticipated that the LD subjects in the present study would 

adopt an ingratiating style, which has been frequently cited 

in earlier research (Donahue et al., 1983). 

The implications of the present results should be 

interpreted with caution, as debate exists as to the 

validity of the social insight test. Specifically, Wiener 

(1986) believes that the social insight test is ecologically 

valid, because unlike other role taking tests, the social 

insight test is not verbally loaded. In contrast, Horowitz 

(1981) suggests that the social insight test is not neutral; 

it may be potentially threatening to admit that some 

classmates do .not like you. In view of the latter 

perspective the present results may indicate individual 

- differences in emotional sensitivity to this task, rather 

than indicating difficulties in the ability to make 

realistic assessments of one's social standing. 

Code Switching: Results  

Measures of Verbal Language Complexity  

Analysis of the first measure of verbal language 

complexity, sentence type, showed that overall, both 
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educational groups used more simple sentences when 

interacting with a peer during unstructured conversations, 

and more compound and complex sentences when interacting 

with an adult during an interview (see Table 7). However, to 

reduce the. effects of speech productivity, analysis of each 

sentence type was based on the proportion of total 

utterances produced by the speaker. A one-tailed 

interpretation of a correlated t--test indicated that no 

significant changes occurred within either educational 

group, with respect to the proportion of simple sentences 

used in the two conversational conditions (t(14) = -3.22, 2. 

= 0.1000 for N; t(14) = -2.05, a = 0.1000 for LD, by 

randomization test). The results of analysis by correlated 

t-tests showed a significant increase in the proportional 

use of compound sentences, for both groups, when interacting 

with the adult experimenter (see Table 7). Code switching 

for complex sentences was in the predicted direction for the 

normal group, as a significantly higher proportion of 

complex sentences occurred during the interview (M = 30.52) 

than the dyadic conversation (M = 20.57), t(14) = 2.72, a = 
0.50, by randomization test. For the LDgroup, results of a 

one-tailed interpretation of a correlated t-test did not 

indicate a significant difference in the proportional use of 

complex utterances (see Table 7). 

Analysis of the second measure, t-unit, was based on 

the average length of t-unit, in words. Although both groups 

switched to longer t-units when interacting with an adult, 
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Table  

Correlated t-test for Code Switching: Indices of Verbal Language  

Complexity  

Index Interview Conversation t p CL 
M SD M SD 

Regular (N) 

Simple 50.82 (18.77) 69.32 (15.45) -3.22 .10 
Compound 18.64 (11.06) 10.15 (6.99) 2.45 .05 
Complex 30.52 (11.59) 20.57 (10.88) 2.72 .05 
MLU 9.64 (4.56) 4.95 (1.88) 4.34 .05 
TTR .5263 (.099) .5373 (.064) -0.54 .25 
P-unit 6.8]. (1.48) 5.34 (2.22) 2.09 .028 

Learning Disabled (LD) 

Simple 49.98 (16.24) 60.68 (21.58) -2.05 .10 
Compound 17.03 (8.08) 10.23 (7.38) 2.98 .05 
Complex 38.35 (13.06) 28.60 (17.19) 2.10 .15 
MLU 9.29 (3.38) 5.33 (1.71) 4.75 .O5 
TTR .6860 (.814) .4747 (.072) 1.00 .20 
P-unit 6.38 (1.35) 5.77 (1.71) 1.19 .30 

Note. 
V87-- one-tailed probability, by randomization tests 
Data for sentence types are mean proportions, based on the 
speakers total intelligible utterances as the frequency base. 
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results of a correlated t-test indicated a significant 

increase in language complexity for the regular educational 

group (t(14) = 2.09, p = 0.028 by randomization test) but no 

significant change in the LD group (t(14) = .252, p = 0.3000 

by randomization test). 

Code switching ability was also analyzed through the 

type-token ratio (TTR), an index of diversity in vocabulary 

usage. Ratios were obtained through the SALT analysis 

program, and represent the number of different words used in 

relation to the total number of words producedby a subject; 

a higher ratio reflects greater lexical diversity. On this 

measure, results of a one-tailed interpretation of a 

correlated t-test indicated that neither educational group 

significantly increased the semantic complexity of their 

utterances, when moving from the dyadic conversation to the 

interview condition (see Table 7). 

The final index of code switching ability was mean 

length of utterance (MLU), in morphemes, obtained through 

the SALT analysis program. On this variable, both groups 

showed a significant increase in language complexity when 

interacting with the adult experimenter, using a one-tailed 

interpretation of correlated t-tests (t(14) = 4.34, p = 

0.0500 for N; t(14) = 4.75, p = 0.0500 for LD, by 

randomization test). 

Verbal Language Styles and Discourse Strategies  

Adaptations in verbal style, in relation to changes in 

age of the listener, were analyzed on several dimensions. 
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First, a type of distributional analysis was employed, in 

which the ratio of the number of utterances per speaking 

turn was used to examine group differences in pragmatic 

levels of language production or conversational 

participation (Miller, 1981). As presented in Table 8, both 

the LD and regular education groups showed a significant 

increase in the utterances per speaking turn ratio, in 

comparing the dyadic conversation to the interview condition 

(t(14) = 3.48, p = 0.0500 for N; t(14) = 3.12, p = 0.0500 

for LD, by randomization test)., To further analyze group 

differences, a ratio of speaker to partner utterances was 

utilized to investigate differences in turn-taking or 

mutuality in conversational participation. A one-tailed 

interpretation of correlated t-tests indicated a significant 

increase in the speaker to partner ratio for the LD group 

(t(14) = 1.04, p = 0.0500, by randomization test), but not 

for the normally achieving group (see Table 8). 

A second level of analysis involved the use of intra-

turn hesitations or linguistic dysfluencies. Both 

educational groups showed a significant increase in the 

interview condition, in the production of dysfluencies, 

commonly referred to as mazes (repetitions or false starts). 

However, only the regular group showed a significant 

increase in the number of filled pauses, during the 

interview condition (t(14) = 1.86, p = 0.0500 by 

randomization test). 

A third level of discourse analysis investigated turn-
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Table 8 

Correlated t-test for Code Switching: Verbal Style and Discourse  

Strategies  

Index Interview Conversation t 
S D 

Regular (N) 

SPOT 1.7093 (2.533) .9031 (.287) 1.27 .25 
SPTURN 1.9040 (.610) 1.3442 (.164) 3.48 .05 
LTURNS 4.2667 (2.815) 2.9333 (1.907) 2.32 .05 
RLTURN 2.0140 (2.637) 1.5233 (1.254) .85 .15 
RBE .0394 (.080) .1502 (.344) -1.21 .30 
RFP .2451 (.266) .0948 (.205) 1.86 .05 
MAZE .1372 (.102) .0746 (.058) 2.66 .05 
CLASS1 .0335 (.033) .0392 (.047) -.39 .45 
CLASS2 .0185 (.035) .0226 (.027) -.57 .40 

Learning Disabled (LD) 

SPOT 1.1627 (.512) 1.0542 (.207) 1.04 .05 
SPTURN 1.6707 (.413) 1.2684 (.342) 3.12 .05 
LTURNS 3.1333 (2.973) 3.0000 (2.449) .18 .45 
RLTURN 1.2287 (1.518) 1.3688 (1.312) -.26 .40 
RBE .0781 (.055) 1.0930 (.064) -1.41 .20 
MAZE .1342 (.067) .0745 (.041) 3.26 .05 
CLASS1 .0601 (.052) .0580 (.044) .14 .45 
CLASS2 .0754 (.089) .0435 (.034) 1.92 .05 

Note. 
p: one-tailed probability, by randomization tests. 
All data are mean proportions, using the speaker's total 
intelligible utterances as the frequency base. 
Codes: SPOT = ratio of speaker to partner utterances. 

SPTURN = ratio of utterances per speaking turn. 
LTURNS = ratio of long turns (more than 3 utterances). 
RLTURN = ratio of long turns by speaker to partner. 
RBE = ratio of brief expression (back 

channel response). 
RPP = ratio of filled pauses. 
MAZES = ratio of mazes. 
CLASS1 = includes overlaps and silent interruptions. 
CLASS2 = includes simple and butting-in interruptions. 
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holding and turn-passing mechanisms. The former strategy is 

reflected by the use of attentional utterances, while the 

latter is exhibited through the use of back channel 

responses (brief expressions). Analysis of attentional 

utterance usage was not performed as the proportional 

frequency of occurrence for this code was less than .02 for 

both the interview and dyadic conversation. For the purposes 

of the present study, only those codes which occurred with a 

proportional frequency greater than .02 were included in 

later analysis, in order to reduce analyses to those codes 

which occurred throughout the corpus of conversations (see 

Pettit, McClaskey, Brown & Dodge, 1987). Group differences 

in back channel or turn-passing mechanisms were analyzed 

using proportions (the ratio of back channel responses to, 

the total number of utterances by a speaker), to provide a 

basis of comparison that was independent df speech 

productivity. A one-tailed interpretation of correlated t-

tests, for the proportional use of back channel responses, 

failed to indicate a significant increase for either 

educational group on this dependent variable (see Table 8). 

The final level of discourse analysis concerned the use 

of dysfluent turn-exchanges. Utilizing the typology of 

interruption-types by Rosenstéin, Hutton and McLaughlin 

(1983), which classifies interruptions on the basis of their 

temporal placement with respect to transition-relevant 

places (TRP), the 4 coded forms of speaker switches were re-

grouped into two separate classes: (a) Class 1 speaker 
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exchanges, which occur near transition relevant points and 

include the coded forms of overlaps and silent 

interruptions, and (b) Class 2 speaker exchanges, which 

occur away from transition relevant points, and include the 

coded forms of simple and butting-in interruptions. While 

significant results did not occur within the regular 

education group, for either turn-exchange class, the results 

as presented in Table 8, indicate that the LD group used 

significantly more Class 2 interruptions during the 

interview condition (t(14) = 1.92, p = 0.0500 by 

randomization test). 

Code Switching: Discussion  

The results do not support the notion that an increase 

in verbal language complexity would occur for both groups 

(on all measures of verbal complexity), when interacting 

with an adult experimenter, as was predicted in Hypothesis 

1. However, the results do provide strong support for the 

ability of the normally achieving child to increase language 

complexity, in response to increasing age of the listener. 

Specifically, the results of t-unit analysis indicated that 

the non-LD group switched complexity, whereas the LD group 

did not • As noted by Donahue et al. (1982), the t-unit may 

be regarded as a very sensitive measure of syntactic 

complexity, and thus provides considerable support for the 

code switching abilities of the non-LD group. 
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This unit [t-unit] was selected over other 
procedures for quantifying free speech samples for 
several reasons. Most are not appropriate for 
school-aged children's syntactic ability;'for 
example -the upper age limit is five years for the 
use of mean length of utterance in morphemes, and 
seven years for the DSS procedure. Similarly, the 
number of words per t-unit has been shown to be a 
more sensitive measure of developmental changes 
than the mean length of utterances in words, due 
to school-aged children's frequent use of main 
clause coordination, particularly with "and." 
(Donahue et al, 1982, p. 400) 

The present results conflict with Boucher's (1984) 

results of t-unit analysis, in which LD children were able 

to code switch, however, the results are similar to those 

noted by Bryan & Pflauni (1978). 

While MLU is less sensitive than the t-unit, it should 

be noted that the present study utilized more rigorous 

criteria (Fey, 1981) to modify its use with a school-aged 

population. Based on these modifications, the results 

indicated code switching abilities for both educational 

groups, which is comparable to the results of Boucher's 

(1984) MLU analysis. However, it must be noted that even 

with modifications in MLU criteria, it remains a less 

powerful measure of verbal language complexity in school-

aged children, than the t-unit (Donahue et al., 1982). 

The results for analyses of sentence complexity 

indicated that only the normally achieving group changed or 

adapted their sentence structures in the appropriate 

direction (i.e., producing more compound and complex 

sentences with the adult).. Thus, the results contradict 
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Boucher's (1984) findings, in which both educational groups 

adapted their verbal language complexity. However, Boucher's 

results may be criticized for failing to consider 

differences in verbal language productivity, since he did 

not analyze sentence structures in proportion to the total 

utterances produced by a speaker. As productivity was 

considered in the present study, the results may provide a 

more accurate representation of adaptations in sentence 

complexity, and thus challenge Boucher's findings. 

Finally, with respect to diversity of vocabulary usage 

(type token ratio), neither educational group switched in 

the predicted direction. Although this measure has not been 

reported in other research studies with LD children, it is 

regarded as a powerful index of semantic complexity (Miller, 

1981). 

In summary, the results do not support the commonly 

held belief that code switching abilities are consistently 

present in the middle childhood years. However, the superior 

ability of normally achieving children to adapt their 

language complexity to the age or status of the listener 

suggests that this group was more sensitive to the context 

and the characteristics of the listener. As code switching 

requires a number of component skills, this group would 

appear to be more advanced in some of the following areas: 

(a) the ability to discriminate differences in listener or 

situational features, (b) an understanding of the 

implications of these differences, that is, recognizing the 



197 

need to utilize less complex speech with peers, and more 

complex speech with adults, and (c) a repertoire of 

linguistic structures necessary for adjustments in 

complexity (Donahue et al., 1983) -. In comparison, the 

inferior performance of LD subjects supports earlier 

findings in the area of social perception, as code switching 

abilities require comparable social-perceptual skills, such 

as sensitivity to the cues and characteristics of the 

listener. Accordingly, it seems logical to suggest that the 

social-perceptual difficulties of the LD child may translate 

into communicative problems, particularly code switching 

abilities. 

It would be premature to conclude that all LD children 

experience difficulties with code switching abilities.. 

First, the small sample limits the generalizabi]itY of the 

results. Second, as code switching was explored through a 

structured interview, it may be that these children were 

reacting or overly sensitive to this formal situation, and 

may in fact be able to code switch under less stressful or 

formal circumstances. In addition, as , the experimenter noted 

that numerous "prompts" were required during the interview 

condition, it may be that both educational groups reacted 

poorly to this situation, and consequently offered a limited 

repertoire of language, simply because they were 

uncomfortable talking with an unfamiliar adult. 

The results obtained in the areas of verbal styles and 

discourse strategies contradict the latter interpretation. 
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Both groups showed a significant increase in conversational 

participation (utterances per speaking turn) during the 

interview condition. This result does not support Hypothesis 

1-i, which predicted that both educational groups would 

exhibit greater conversational productivity, or be more 

actively involved in the problem-solving task, than in the 

interview condition. While these results are difficult to 

explain, it may be that the number of prompts issued from 

the experimenter encouraged the participants to give longer 

responses. 

The results also failed to support Hypothesis 1-2, 

which predicted that there would be no differences in turn-

taking or mutuality, for either group. Instead, the results 

indicated that the LD group became more conversationally 

active than their partners, during the interview condition. 

This change in participation or mutuality may indicate that 

the LD child was responding to either changes in the 

listener's characteristics, or alternatively, to changes in 

the structure of the interaction. More specifically, as the 

interview condition did not require follow-up or contingent 

questions from either the participant or the experimenter, 

the situation provided a clear distinction between the 

speaker and listener roles. Furthermore, as the 

responsibility for structuring the conversation rested with 

the experimenter, this structure, in addition to the role 

distinctions provided, may have facilitated the LD child's 

level of participation, because their conversational role 
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was more clearly defined.. This interpretation is congruent 

with research in referential communication skills, in which 

LD children were found to perform more effectively when the 

burden for structuring the conversation rested with the 

other participant. (Donahue et al., 1983; Spekmàn, 1981). 

Alternatively, the results may suggest that the LD child 

participated more during the interview because they did not 

share the same "social history" with the unfamiliar adult. 

With a classmate, they may adopt an ingratiating or 

unassertive style to gain acceptance, whereas with an adult 

they may become more active or assertive without risking 

social rejection. 

Results of measures of linguistic dysfluencies did 

support the prediction of Hypothesis 1-3, as both groups 

demonstrated greater dysfluencies (mazes) in the interview 

condition. The increase in dysfluent speech would tend to 

support the interpretation that the subjects were less 

comfortable in the interview condition, where they were 

interacting with an unfamiliar adult, and thus experienced 

greater difficulties providing fluent speech. 

Analysis of back channel or turn-passing strategies 

indicated no significant change, for either group. 

Hypothesis 1-4 predicted that there would be a significant 

decrease in these strategies in the interview condition, 

because the conversational interaction would be structured 

by the questioning routine of the adult experimenter. The 

results may indicate that both groups continued to utilize 
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turn-passing strategies, to shift the burden of answering 

questions to their partners, indicating a certain level of 

discomfort in this formal setting. 

Finally, the results indicated that LD subjects 

utilized more intrusive turn exchange strategies (e.g., 

butting-in) during the interview condition, which 

contradicts the predictions of Hypothesis l-5. The findings 

suggest that the LD subjects utilized unnecessary 

conversational strategies, as the interview context 

provided equal opportunity for participants to respond, as 

well as providing a predictable structure for turn-exchanges 

(e.g., question and answer exchanges). However, further 

analysis would be required to support this interpretation, 

as it may be that the non-LD companions responded more 

quickly to the questions, thus the LD subjects may have felt 

it necessary to interrupt in order to have an equal 

opportunity to participate. Nonetheless, the interrupting 

strategies (discourse skills) used by LD students were less 

sophisticated than those employed by their normally 

achieving peers. 

Dyadic Conversation: Structural Coding  

Verbal Language Complexity: Results  

Table 9 presents the results of four indices of 

language complexity; sentence type, t-unit, type-token ratio 

(TTR) and mean length of utterance (NLU). To reduce the 
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Table 9 

Independent t-tests for Structural Analysis: Verbal Language  

Complexity in Dyadic Conversation  

Index Group t 

Learning Disabled (LD) Regular (N) 
LDXNb M SD M SD 

Simple 60.68 21.577 69.320 15.484 -1.26 1.00 
Compound 10.227 7.350 10.147 6.998 .03 .10 
Complex 28.600 17.185 20.573 10.881 1.53 .20 
T-unit 5.767 1.712 5.3467 2.215 .58 1.00 
TTR .4687 .072 .5373 .064 -2.76 .10 
MLU 5.5040 1.745 5.2813 1.323 .39 .50 

LDXNC 
Simple 55.320 23.745 73.950 13.542 -2.15 .90 
Compound 10.710 8.592 7.030 5.048 1.17 .29 
Complex 32.930 18.769 19.090 10.507 2.0.3 .10 
T-unit 6.180 1.921 5.010 1.298 1.60 .70 
TTR .4540 .085 .5440 .048 -2.92 1.00 
MLU 5.8290 2.025 5.2280 1.406 .77 .60 

LDXNd 
Simple 71.4000 12.081 60.060 16.302 1.25 .10 
Compound 9.260 4.608 16.380 6.421 -2.01 1.00 
Complex 29.200 11.901 39.940 16.302 -1.19 .70 
T-unit 4.940 .820 6.0200 3.540 -.66 .90 
TTR .4980 .022 .5240 .093 -.61 .90 
MLU 4.8540 .798 5.3880 1.288 -.79 .80 

Note. 
Data are mean proportions, using the relevant structural category 

as the frequency base. 
pa : one-tailed probability, using randomization tests. 
LD X Nb : comparison across all dyad types, where df = 28. 
LD X NO : comparison between education groups, using nonmixed 

dyads, where df = 18. 
LD X Nd: comparison between education groups, using mixed dyads, 

where df = 8. 
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effects of speech productivity, analysis of each sentence 

type (simple, compound and complex) was based on the 

percentage of total utterances produced by the speaker. Two 

levels of statistical analyses were used for each of the 

four dependent variables: (a) to compare levels of language 

maturity between the two educational groups, regardless of 

dyad membership or composition, and (b) to separate the 

effects of dyad composition, on the verbal productivity of 

speakers within each educational group. The latter analyses 

'utilized two separate independent t-tests. Group differences 

were first examined within the educationally "mixed" dyads 

(LD-N; where n = 5 for LD and n = 5 for N). Next, group 

differences were examined within the educationally " non-

mixed" dyads, by comparing LD and N subjects, across the two 

homogeneous dyads (LD-LD and N-N; where ii = 10 for LD and n 

= 10 for N). 

In comparing learning disabled with normally achieving 

students, on the first level of analysis (across all dyad 

types), the results for each measure of language complexity 

failed to reach significance, through one-tailed 

interpretations of independent t-.-tests. Using the second 

level of analysis (between mixed and non-mixed dyads), 

significant group differences also failed to occur, based on 

one-tailed interpretations of independent t-tests (see Table 

9). 

Verbal Language Complexity: Discussion  

The results do not support Hypothesis 2, 'which 
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predicted that the-non-LD group would exhibit superior 

linguistic abilities. The results contradict those obtained 

by Donahue et al. (1982), in which the oral-language skills 

of LD children were found to be significantly weaker than 

non-LD children, when assessed in a naturalistic context. 

Thus it would appear that for the present study, the LD 

child did not rely on less complex linguistic or syntactic 

structures, which would indicate that they are not at 

greater risk for exhibiting difficulties in communicating 

effectively or clearly with their partners. 

The results also indicated that the composition of the 

dyad (e.g. mixed vs. non-mixed dyads) did not influence the 

linguistic complexity or output of either educational group. 

These findings lend support to the notion that the 

interactions between LD children and their normally 

achieving classmates provided an appropriate communicative 

match, as the two groups demonstrated similar levels of 

verbal language complexity output, and conversely, received 

similar levels of linguistic input. The fact that the non-LD. 

group, when interacting with LD children (mixed dyad) did 

not alter or reduce the complexity. of their speech, suggests 

that they did not find that their LD partners could not 

understand them. The latter interpretation is based on the 

work of Guralnick (Guralnick, 1981; Guralnick & Paul-Brown, 

1986) which indicated that normally achieving preschoolers 

will automatically adjust or "fine-tune" language complexity 

and linguistic output, to accommodate the needs of mildly or 
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moderately language delayed children. 

Discourse Strategies: Results  

Distributional Analysis. 

Table 10 presents the results of four indices of 

conversational participation or pragmatic language 

production. Group differences were analyzed on the same two 

levels as noted for the analyses of structural measures: (a) 

to establish group differences by comparing LD with regular 

subjects across all dyad types, and (b) to separate the 

effects of dyad composition, by examining educationally 

mixed and non-mixed dyads separately. Analysis of the mean 

number of utterances per speaking turn did not indicate 

significant differences between the two groups, even when 

the effects of dyad composition were reduced by analyzing 

mixed and non-mixed dyads separately. The second measure, 

the number of speaker turns exceeding three utterances (long 

turns), supplemented the distributional analysis, as the 

latter measure reflects the ability of a speaker to hold the 

conversational floor for extended periods. Results of one-

tailed interpretations of independent t-tests, on both 

levels of analyses, also failed to reach significance (see 

Table 10). The third index, a ratio of utterances per 

minute, was obtained from the SALT program. Results of 

independent t-tests for educationally mixed and non-mixed 

dyads, and across all dyad types, failed to reach 

significance for this dependent variable (see Table 10). 
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Table 10 

Independent T-test for Structural Analysis: Discourse Strategies  

in Dyadic Conversation  

Index Group t 

Learning Disabled(LD) Regular (N) 
LDXNb M SD M SD 

SPTURN 1.3490 .137 1.3442 .164 .09 .60 
LTURNS 2.8667 2.503 2.9315 1.907 -.08 .60 
TUMIN 8.2587 2.575 6.9680 2.032 1.52 .20 
RFP .0881 .066 .0419 .032 2.43 .10 
MAZES .0745 .041 .0745 .058 0.00 .40 
CLASS]. .0580 .044 .0392 .047 1.33 .30 
CLASS2 .0435 .034 .0226 .027 1.86 .10 - 

LDXNC 
SPTURN 1.3557 .135 1.3598 .162 -.60 .60 
LTURNS 3.300 2.908 3.1000 2.079 .18 .50 
TUMIN 8.5380 2.162 6.8400 1.197 2.17 .10 
RFP .0933 .077 .0309 .028 2.40 .10 
MAZES .0784 .040 1.0572 .047 1.08-.40 
CLASS]. .0601 .050 .0255 .020 2.04 .20 
CLASS2 .0514 .038 .0197 .028 2.13 .20 

LD X Nd 
SPTURN 1.3357 .151 1.2409 .121 1.08 .30 
SPOT 1.1064 .101 .9104 .090 3.24 .10 
LTURNS 2.0000 1.225 2.6000 1.673 -.65 .90 
TUMIN 7.7000 3.480 7.2240 3.332 .22 .30 
RFP .0788 .04]. .0637 .031 .61 .20 
MAZES .0668 .046 .1092 .066 -1.18 .90 
CLASS]. .0539 .035 .0666 .073 -.35 .60 
CLASS2 .0278 .021 .0284 .026 -.04 .80 

Note. 
Data are mean proportions, using the speaker's total intelligible 
utterances as the frequency base. 
pa : one-tailed probability, by randomization tests. 
LD X N b: comparison across all dyad types, where df = 28. 
LD X NC: comparison between education groups, using nonmixed 
dyads, where df = 18. 
LD X Nd: comparison between education groups, using mixed dyads, 
where df = 8. 
Codes: all codes are the same as presented in Table 8 & 9 except: 

TUMIN = ratio of number of utterances per minute. 
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A fourth variable, the ratio of speaker to partner 

utterances was used to investigate mutuality or asymmetry in 

conversational participation (Fey, 1986). This variable was 

examined in the mixed dyad condition alone, in order to 

examine whether an éducational group played a 

conversationally dominant or passive role. Results of a one-

tailed interpretation of an independent t-test did not reach 

significance, although the normally achieving groups' mean 

ratio was slightly higher (t(14) = 3.24, p = 0.1000, by 

randomization test). 

Distributional Analysis: Discussion. 

The results obtained in the present study support the 

findings of previous studies (Bryan et al., 1981; Donahue & 

Bryan, 1983; Donahue & Prescott, 1983), with respect to the 

level of participation of LD children. As was predicted in 

Hypothesis 3, the LD child was as conversationally active as 

their non-LD companions, even when participating in a 

educationally mixed group. The results thus add considerable 

support to the position that LD children are active 

contributors, and do not assume a passive or unassertive 

role. However, the findings do not necessarily suggest that 

they possess the discourse or pragmatic skills to actively 

maintain a conversation through more sophisticated 

stratgeies, such as utilizing process questions to extend 

the topic of discussion. As Fey (1986) noted, it must not be 

assumed that active conversationalists are free of other 
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pragmatic or linguistic impairments, as they may have 

difficulties utilizing flexible or alternative lexical and 

syntactic forms to perform conversational acts in a more 

refined or sophisticated manner (e.g., asking instead of 

telling). 

The various convergent sources of evidence obtained in 

this section do, however, provide considerable support for 

the view that differences in the partner's educational 

status did not adversely affect the balance or equality 

level of conversational participation, as the results 

indicated that conversational interactions remained 

symmetrical (e.g., mutuality in turn-taking), when 

educationally mixed children were grouped together. 

Linguistic DysfluencieS: Results. 

All data were transformed to proportions since the 

number of utterances varied across speakers. Table 10 

presents the mean number and proportional use of each type 

of linguistic dysfluency. Analysis was again based on two 

levels, in order to separate the effects of dyad membership 

on speech style. While three indices of speech dysfluency 

were coded, only two forms were subsequently analyzed; 

sentence abandonments (incompletions) occurred with a 

proportional frequency below .02, and were thus removed from 

further analysis. Results of independent t-tests, for the 

dependent variables of mazes and filled pauses, failed to 

reach significance, for both levels of analyses (see Table 
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10). 

Linguistic Dysf1uencies Discussion. 

The results do not support Hypothesis 3-1, which 

predicted that LD subjects would display significantly more 

speech dysfluencies. This hypothesis was based on previous 

research which indicated that LD subjects have lexical 

production or retrieval problems which may lead to dysfluent 

speech (Williams, 1976). While the results of the present 

study do not suggest that the LD group was free of word 

comprehension or production problems, the results suggest 

that these problems did not prevent them from taking an 

active role in the conversation, and utilizing a variety of 

discourse strategies. 

Turn-Taking Exchanges: Results. 

As noted earlier, the four types of coded speaker 

exchanges were grouped into two separate classes, based on 

the typology by Rosenstein et al. (1983). Results of 

analyses of Class 1 exchanges (near transition relevant 

points) failed to indicate a significant difference between 

the educational groups, even when dyad composition was 

analyzed separately (see Table 10). Results of analyses of 

Class 2 exchanges (away from transition relevant points) 

also failed to reach significance for mixed dyads versus 

non-mixed dyads. 

Another index of problems managing the turn-exchange 
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system was the conversational lapse. McLaughlin's (1984) 

definition of a lapse was used, in which extended silences, 

greater than three seconds, were, marked when they occurred 

subsequent to the completion of a turn-constructional unit 

(i.e., at a transition relevant place). As lapses occur at 

the end of a turn unit, they are not directly attributable 

to either the speaker or partner. Instead, it is the joint 

responsibility of the dyad to manage such transition points, 

so that turn exchanges occur smoothly, without major gaps or 

silences (McLaughlin, 1984). A correlation trend test, with 

ordered levels of treatment (Edgington, 1980), was used to 

interpret dyadic differences in turn management, using the 

conversational lapse as the dependent variable and dyad type 

or composition as a non-quantitative independent variable. 

Trend coefficients or ranks were assigned to the independent 

variables in the following manner; 3, 2, and 1, for LD-LD, 

LD-N, and N-N dyads, respectively. The trend coefficients 

were based on the hypothesis (Hypothesis 3-3) that the LD-LD 

dyad, who are believed to exhibit poor turn-allocation or 

management strategies, would produce the greatest number of 

lapses, whereas the N-N dyad would produce the least; the 

mixed dyad would be intermediate, due to the mixture in 

levels of pragmatic competence of the participants. A one-

tailed interpretation of a correlation trend test, in which 

the trend statistic is equivalent to the product-moment 

correlation coefficient, did not support the predicted trend 

= .6000; M LD-LD = 6.00; M LD-N = 3.00; M N-N = 1.44). 
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The final potential category to be examined was the 

back channel response. The proportional frequency of 

occurrence for each type of coded back channel, (sentence 

completions and brief restatements), was below the .02 

level, therefore this variable was excluded from further 

statistical analyses. 

Turn-Taking Exchanges: Discussion. 

In contrast to the interview condition, the results 

indicated that the LD group did not employ conversationally 

intrusive exchange strategies. Hypothesis 3-2 was therefore 

not supported, as LD children, across the dyad types, did 

not utilize significantly more intrusive exchange strategies 

than their normally achieving peers. Therefore, the results 

may indicate that the LD child's conversational abilities or 

exchange strategies were commensurate with their normally 

achieving peers. However, in view of earlier findings of 

this study, they may be more sensitive to changes in the 

conversational context (e.g., interview versus dyadic 

conversation), and may at times resort to less sophisticated 

strategies, for a number of contextually-based reasons. 

The results also failed to support Hypothesis 3-3, 

which predicted that dyads composed of LD childrenwould 

have the greatest difficulties managing the turn exchange 

system, resulting in conversational lapses. Based on the 

present findings it would appear that LD children are aware 

of the complex verbal and nonverbal cues which signal turn 
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exchange points, and that they are able to respond in an 

effective manner, which does not impair the conversational 

flow. In addition, the results further support the idea that 

LD children do not cause greater disruptions in verbal 

exchanges when interacting with non-LD children, and in this 

respect, should not be considered as less effective 

communicators, by their peers. 

Topic Management Strategies: Results. 

A type of content analysis was used to examine topic 

manipulation skills. The coding system, adapted from Brinton 

and Fujiki's (1984) work, addressed two primary discourse 

strategies, topic maintenance and topic manipulation. Topic 

management was assessed differently than the discourse 

strategies previously reviewed. Strategies for topic 

management were assessed on two levels: (a) to examine 

dyadic differences, correlation trend tests were used to 

compare topic management strategies in all three 

conversational dyads, and (b) to examine strategy 

differences across the two educational groups, regardless of 

dyad composition, independent t-tests were utilized. 

The latter level of analysis (group differences) 

followed Brinton and Fujiki's (1984) research, where it was 

observed that a wide variety of topic manipulation 

strategies occurred amongst normal speakers, withih similar 

age groups, suggesting that individual characteristics or 

styles, rather than dyad composition, may influence 
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topicality in discourse. Other researchers (Keenan & 

Schieffelin, 1976) have also observed that individual 

characteristics, such as attention span and ability to judge 

the relevance between one utterance and another (cohesion), 

affected the ability to both introduce and maintain topics. 

Based on these findings, the present study analyzed strategy 

differences between the two educational groups, regardless 

of the educational composition of the dyad. 

The other level of analysis, based on dyad composition, 

was utilized because topic manipulation skills may also be 

influenced by the skill level or social characteristics of 

the conversational partner. Based on empirical findings, 

researchers have supported the view that topicality is a 

phenomena mutually created or influenced by the dyad 

(Bririton & Fujiki, 1984). Specifically, Bates and MacWhinney 

(1979) noted that the selection of topic depends on the 

information shared between partners. Thus, conversations 

become more fluent when speakers are able to predict 

information shared by the partner, as they are able to set 

up discourse topics of mutual interest, and make comments 

about these topics. Similar to what occurs during 

referential communication tasks, the speaker must be able to 

provide cohesion to discourse by clearly identifying topics 

(or referents),.bY considering the listener's perspective. 

As the previously cited research indicated that the LD 

child's referential communication skills are poorly 

developed, it would be anticipated that topic management in 
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dyads composed of LD children, would also be hampered. The 

present study thus investigated differences between the 

three dyad types, in order to examine the influence of 

educational status or dyad composition, on topic 

manipulation skills. 

Table 11 presents the number of different discourse 

topics introduced (TCN) and reintroduced (TCR) by each 

educational group during the 8 minute problem-solving, task. 

The latter data indicate the number of times a previously 

mentioned topic re-entered the conversation. A one-tailed 

interpretation of a between groups t-test (independent t-

test) indicated no significant differences between learning 

disabled (M = 10.73) and normally achieving students (M = 

9.07), with respect to topic manipulation, through topic 

introductions, t(28) = 1.26, p = 0.2000, by randomization 

test. A one-tailed interpretation of a between groups t- -

test, for topic reintroductions (TCR), also failed to reach 

significance, t(28) = 1.62, p = 0.1000, by randomization 

test (see Table II). 

A correlation trend test, with ordered levels of 

treatment, was used to interpret differences in topic 

management styles through the use of topic introductions 

(TCN). Dyad composition was utilized as a non-quantitative 

independent variable, and coefficients, or ranks, were 

assigned to dyads in the following manner; 3, 2 and 1 for 

LD-LD, LD-N, N-N dyads, respectively. The trend coefficients 

or ranks were based on the hypothesis (Hypotheses 4) that 
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Table II 

Independent t-test for Topic Management Stratgeies  

Index Group 

Learning Disabled (LD) Regular (N) 
M SD M SD 

TCN 10.73 4.380 9.07 1660 1.26 .20 

TCR 3.93 2.150 2.73 1.91 1.62 .10 

TMIb .2481 .098 .3125 .080 -1.98 1.00 
(16.60) (6.59) (6.80) (5.15) 

TMCC .1293 .056 .1137 .090 .57 .30 
(8.87) (4.12) (6.80) (6.01) 

PS 4.067 2.374 2.401 1.765 2.18 .10 

Note. 
n =15 cu = 28 
pa : one-tailed probability obtained through randomization tests. 

TMIb and TMC': data are mean proportions, numbers in parentheses 

are frequencies. 

Codes: TCN: new topic introductions. 
TCR: topic reintroductions. 
TMI: proportion of topics introduced which were 

maintained through incorporation. 
TMC: proportion of topics introduced which were 

maintained through collaboration. 
PS: the number of topic shadings. 
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fewer topics would be introduced in dyads which exhibited 

more advanced discourse strategies and topic manipulation 

skills. This trend was based on earlier research (Brinton & 

Fujiki, 1984), where similar coding procedures indicated 

that the number of topic introductions increased with age 

and linguistic maturity of the speaker. A one-tailed 

interpretation of the correlation trend test did not support 

the predicted trend (p = 0.3000) (see Table 12). Results of 

a correlation trend test on topic reintroductionS MR), 

utilizing the same order of trend coefficients for the 

predicted trend, also failed to reach significance CE = 

0.2000) 

Table 11 presents the mean number of topics maintained 

through two discourse strategies: (a) incorporation (TMI), 

where relevant information is added to the discourse topic, 

and (b) collaboration (TMC), where the topic is matched or 

acknowledged, but not expanded. A topic was considered 

maintained if at least one topic-related utterance followed 

a topic introduction or reintroduction. Table 11 also 

presents data for the use of these two strategies, 

proportional to the total number of topics introduced and 

reintroduced within a conversational dyad. 

A one-tailed interpretation of a between groups t-test 

indicated no significant differences between the LD (M = 

16.60) and N (M = 18.20) educational groups, with respect to 

the proportion of topics maintained through incorporation, 

t(28) = -1.98, p = 1.8000, by randomization test. Group 
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differences in the proportion of topics maintained through 

topical collaboration was not significant, utilizing a one-

tailed interpretation of a between groups t-test, 11(28) = 

0.57, p = 0.3000, by randomization test. 

A correlation trend test, with ordered levels of 

treatment, was used to analyze dyadic differences in ability 

to maintain topics through either type of topic maintenance 

strategy. Topic maintenance was based on the proportion of 

the total number of topics introduced and reintroduced. 

Ranks or coefficients were assigned to the independent 

variable (dyad) in the following manner; 1, 2, and 3, for 

LD-LD, LD-N, and N-N dyads, respectively. The predicted 

trend was based on the hypothesis (Hypothesis 4-2) that a 

higher proportion of topics would be maintained in dyads 

where the partners utilized more sophisticated pragmatic 

language and topic manipulation skills. This trend was found 

in a study by Brinton and Fujiki (1984), where the success 

of topic introductions increased with age, reflecting a 

growing ability to adhere to relevancy requirements within a 

conversation. Results of a one-tailed interpretation of the 

trend statistic failed to reach significance (a = 0.2000) 

(see Table 12). 

Length of maintained topics were analyzed in two ways; 

the mean number of contingent, topic-related utterances, and 

the mean number of contingent utterances that were 

semantically novel. The latter measure assessed topic length 

through the use of nonredundant or substantive utterances, 
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Table 12 

Correlation Trend Tests on Dyads: Topicality 

Index Dyad p 

 LDXLDd LDXNb NXN' 
N SD M SD M SD 

TCN l8.0 5.541 23.50 042 l7.00 L949 .30 (c,b,a) 

TCR 8.40 2.302 6.60 1.517 5.00 2.915 .20 (c,b,a). 

TPROP 70.21 10.34 78.59 6.45 76.136 12.127 .20 (a,b,c) 

MLENGTH 4.462 1.402 3.67 1.201 3.796 1.121 1.00 (a,b,c) 

MSEM 3.412 .760 2.99 .1.393 3.108 1.117 .70 (a,b,c) 

TS 7.200 2.775 6.80 3.962 4.800 1.789 1.00 (a,b,c) 

TSM 83.74 12.66 55.52 35.90 86.66 13.936 .60 (a,b,c) 

Note. 
LD X LDa: nonmixed dyad, where ii = 10. 

LD N Nb: mixed dyad, where n= 10. 

N X NC: noninixed dyad, where n = 10. 

Numbers in parentheses indicate the order of trend coefficients 
assigned to dyads. An assignment of (a,b,c) means a coefficient 
of 1 was assigned to LDXLD, a coefficient of 2 was assigned to 
LDXN, and a coefficient of 3 was assigned to NXN. 

CODES: TCN: topic introductions. 
TCR: topic reintroductions. 
TPROP: percentage of topics maintained (by TMI or TMC). 
MLENGTH: mean number of utterances per maintained topic 
MSEM: mean number of novel utterances per topic. 
TS: number of topic shadings. 
TSM: percentage of topic shadings which were maintained 
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thus eliminating utterances containing repetitions, back 

channel responses or other conversational devices which pass 

•the turn to the partner (e.g., passing moves). As topic 

length is jointly determined by the conversational partners, 

the second-level of analysis, based on educational group 

differences, was not utilized. Instead, a correlation trend 

test, with ordered levels of treatment, was used to analyze 

dyadic differences in mean length of maintained topics. 

Coefficients were assigned to the independent variable 

(dyad) in the following manner: 1, 2, and 3, for LD-LD, LD-

N, and N-N dyads, respectively. Trend order was based on 

the hypothesis (Hypothesis 4-3) that dyads possessing more 

advanced discourse strategies would maintain longer topics. 

Results of a previous study (Brinton & Fujiki, 1984) support 

this.hypotheSiS, as topic length was found to increase with 

age, in dyads comprised of partners of similar age and 

pragmatic competence. A one-tailed interpretation of the 

obtained trend statistic failed to support the predicted 

trend (p = 1.0000). Mean length of maintained topics, 

measured in semantically novel utterances, was analyzed by 

the same coefficient order. Results of a one-tailed 

interpretation of the trend statistic failed to support the 

predicted trend (p = 0.7000) (see Table 12). 

A separate classification system was used to 

investigate another topic management strategy, topic 

shading. Topic shading (TS) was coded when subtle topical 

shifts occurred, in which the speaker included or 
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incorporated some aspect of the preceding utterance, to 

produce a topic tangentially related to the preceding topic. 

Utterances that followed topic shadings were coded as to 

whether they maintained the shaded topic (TSM) or introduced 

or reintroduced another discrete topic. Table 11 presents 

the mean number of topic shadings produced by each 

educational group. 

Results of a one-tailed interpretation of a between 

groups t-test, on mean number of topic shadings, indicated 

that there were no significant differences between the 

educational groups (t(28) = 2.18, p = 0.1000, by 

randomization test). Group differences in the number of 

maintained topic shadings was not analyzed, as topic 

maintenance was again considered to be a dyadic phenomena. 

Table 12 presents the mean number of topic shadings 

produced in each dyad, as well as the proportion of shaded 

topics which were successfully maintained by the dyad. A 

correlation trend test, with ordered levels of treatment, 

was used to analyze dyad differences in topic shading. 

Coefficients were assigned as follows; 1, 2 and 3 for LD-LD, 

LD-N, and N-N dyads, respectively. The predicted trend was 

based on the hypothesis (Hypothesis 4-4) that topic shading 

represents a sophisticated conversational strategy and would 

increase in frequency, in dyads composed of more advanced 

conversationalists. This trend was found in Brinton and 

Fujiki's (1984) work, as topic shading increased with the 

age of the participants. Results of a one-tailed 
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interpretation of the trend statistic failed to support the 

predicted trend (p = 1.0000). Analysis of the proportion of 

topic shadings that were maintained (TSM) was based on the 

same order of trend coefficients (Hypothesis 4-5). Results 

of a one-tailed interpretation of the obtained trend 

statistic failed to support the predicted trend (p = 0.6000) 

(see Table 12). ) 

Topic Management Strategies: Discussion. 

Topicality in discourse is not just dependent on the 

content discussed; it is also a function of the procedures 

or strategies used by the participants, to make the 

conversation work (Brinton & Fujiki, 1984). Based on this 

perspective, it should be noted that the problem-solving 

paradigm utilized in the present study would not appear to 

interfere with or bias the topic management strategies of 

the participants. Although in a broad sense, the discourse 

topic was determined or structured by the problem-solving 

task, the participants were still required to organize their 

conversation and appropriately manage the discourse topic. 

More importantly, as discourse during a problem-solving task 

may be characterized as "relatively unplanned discourse" 

(Ochs, 1979a), the participants must rely on the immediate 

context to establish and mutually negotiate topics. Thus, it 

is argued that the conversational context employed in the 

present study provided an adequate paradigm for exploring 

topicality in children. 
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To summarize the results, it would appear that none of 

the hypotheses were supported (Hypotheses 4 to 4-5). In 

general, all hypotheses were based on previous research with 

normal populations, which indicated that participants with 

less developed linguistic and pragmatic skills (i.e., 

younger children) have greater difficulties utilizing topic 

management strategies. As relatively few of the existing 

studies for LD children have directly examined topicality 

(Bryan et al., 1981; Russell, 1982), it was necessary to 

adopt a corollary to the findings reported for non-impaired 

populations. Thus, it was felt that because LD children have 

been reported to possess less sophisticated linguistic and 

pragmatic skills, they would therefore exhibit greater 

difficulties in utilizing topic management strategies. This 

hypothesis was supported in Russell's (1982) study. While 

Russell noted that LD children initiated fewer topics, which 

based on the developmental literature, may indicate greater 

sophistication, as the child may be better able to sustain 

topics for longer periods of time, the results also 

indicated that LD children utilized fewer turns per topic 

(topic maintenance), and also required a greater number of 

turns to establish a topic. Additional, related evidence was 

suggested in the study by Bryan et al. (1981), in which LD 

subjects produced fewer open-ended questions (process 

questions), which are essential to maintaining topics, and 

also produced more turn passing utterances, which obligate 

the partner to maintain the topic. Based on the findings 
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reported in these two studies, it was determined that it 

would be reasonable to assume that LD children may present 

greater impairments in their ability to manipulate or 

maintain discourse topics. 

The results indicated that LID children possess well 

formed topic manipulation and topic maintenance skills, 

relative to their normally achieving peers. Specifically, LD 

children introduced as many topics as the.non-LD group, 

reflecting that they actively initiate or establish topics 

of conversation. However, a wide variation in topic 

manipulation patterns occurred for both educational groups, 

indicating that individual or stylistic differences may be 

present. An equally important finding was that the number of 

topics introduced did not increase as a result of the 

involvement of LID children in a conversational dyad. This 

trend suggests that LID children, who may possess limited 

questioning or maintenance strategies, did not cause a rapid 

change in topic of conversation, thus, the cohesiveness or 

flow of conversations were not negatively affected by their 

involvement. This interpretation is supported by findings 

previously reported in this study, in which turn passing 

mechanisms (brief expressions or back channel responses) 

occurred infrequently for both educational groups. 

With respect to more specific topic manipulation 

skills, the data for topic incorporation techniques (TMI) 

indicated that LD children were as competent as their peers 

at adding relevant material to the topic, rather than simply 
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acknowledging topics and passing the turn back to the 

partner (TMC). These results again conflict with Russell's 

(1982) findings, in which LD children employed more turn 

passing mechanisms. When topic maintenance was explored 

across dyad types, the present results further indicated 

that topic maintenance did not decrease as a result of the 

involvement of LD children in the dyad. This finding is 

congruent with the results obtained for topic length. When 

examined in a rigorous fashion, by looking at topic length 

according to semantically novel utterances, the results 

indicated that the involvement of LD children in 

conversational dyads did not adversely effect the ability of 

participants to maintain longer topics. Thus, based on 

several sources of convergent evidence, it would appear 

logical to conclude that LD children possess effective topic 

maintenance strategies. In contrast to Russell's (1982) 

findings, the LD children in the present study utilized , 

topic maintenance strategies which expanded the discourse 

topic, rather than passing it back to the partner. 

Accordingly, the length of the discourse topics in groups 

involving LD children, were not adversely affected. 

The results of the final topic manipulation strategy, 

topic shading, must be interpreted with greater caution, as 

the role topic shading plays in topic management is unclear 

(Brinton & Fujiki, 1984). Researchers such as Goodenough and 

Weiner (1978) suggest that topic shading is an inefficient 

process, particularly in conversations where the goal is to 
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exchange specific information, as topic shading may permit 

the topic of conversation to wander excessively, by leaving 

topic boundaries unmarked. In contrast, Brinton and Fujiki 

(1984) suggest that topic shading does not necessarily lead 

to tangential or confused topics, as it may allow speakers 

to move between topics while still preserving continuity in 

the discourse. In researching this strategy, Brinton & 

Fujiki (1984) found that topic shading increased with age or 

linguistic sophistication of the participants, suggesting 

that it served as a useful topic management strategy. 

However, once again there was considerable variation in the 

use of this strategy, indicating that it maybe a product of 

one's conversational style. The results of the present study 

also indicated considerable variation in the use of this 

strategy, although there were no significant differences 

between the educational gràups. Thus, even if topic shading 

does represent an inefficient means of topic manipulation, 

it may still be concluded that LD children were no less 

efficient than their normally achieving peers, in 

maintaining the discourse topic. 

Functional Communication 

Functional Coding System: Results 

The pragmatic or functional coding system provided a 

broad, flexible taxonomy for investigating pragmatic 

competence, through multiple levels of analysis. 
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Specifically, three levels of functional codes were analyzed 

by: (a) utilizing the six primary categories or general 

areas of functional communication, (b) utilizing specific 

functional codes, or combinations of codes within the six 

primary levels, and (c) utilizing specific secondary or 

supplementary codes. The first level of analysis represents 

what Prutting and Kirchner (1983) refer to as a molar level 

of analysis, in which broad classes of communicative 

behaviors are examined. The second and third levels 

represent a molecular approach, where specific functional 

codes are examined. 

Primary Functional Categories. 

Five of the six primary functional classes were 

examined; directives, requestiveS, constatives, 

performatives, and regulatives. The responsive category was 

excluded because responsive speech-acts are contingent on 

prior requests by the partner, and thus, are best analyzed 

as contingent utterances through adjacency pair analyses 

(Fey; 1986). To reduce the effects of speech productiity, 

analysis of each category was based on the proportion of 

total, Itcodeable ll utterances produced by the speaker, 

thereby excluding all uninterpretable utterances (coded 

MItJN). In order to separate the effects of educational 

status and dyad composition, two levels of statistical 

analysis were again used, where: (a) differences between the 

two educational groups were examined, regardless of dyad 

composition, and (b) educationally mixed and non-mixed 
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dyads were examined separately. 

On the first level of analysis, the results presented 

in Table 13, indicated no significant differences between 

the educational groups, on any of the primary categories, 

utilizing a one-tailed interpretation of independent t-

tests. Table 13 also presents results of the second level of 

analysis for the primary functional categories. Within the 

educationally non-mixed dyads, there were no significant 

differences between the LD and normally achieving students. 

Similarly, within the educationally mixed dyads, there were 

no significant differences between the two groups, utilizing 

•a one-tailed interpretation of independent t-tests. 

As the primary communicative functions may also be 

examined in terms of a speakers' contribution, relative to 

the partner, results were further analyzed within the 

educationally mixed dyad. It was possible to base 

comparisons on proportions, computed relative to the total 

dyad code frequency, because previous analysis indicated 

that there were no differences between educational groups, 

within the mixed dyad, in terms of the frequency of total 

utterances; otherwise, proportions would overrepresent group 

differences, as they would be artifacts of one groups total 

code frequency. Table 14 presents results of analysis of 

primary codes within the educationally mixed group. The 

results of a one-tailed interpretation of independent t-

tests indicated that there were no significant differences 

between the groups on any of the primary codes. 



227 

Table 13 

Primary Functional Codes: Comparisons for Educational Groups and 

Dyadic Composition  

Index Group 

Learning Disabled (LD) Regular (N) 
LDXNb M SD M SD 
TSAC 57.40 14.730 48.400 9.78 1.97 .40 
Direct .0574 .047 .0647 .049 -.42 .60 
Request .0901 .053 .1165 .055 -1.34 .10 
Constative.4562 .065 .4640 .153. -.18 .70 
Perform .0146 .027 .0384 .034 -2.12 .90 
aegulative.0491 .026 .0570 .045 -.45 .60 

LD X Nd 
TSA 57.300 15.535 43.900 7.923 2.43 .10 
Direct .0679 .052 .0635 .037 .22 .70 
Request .1007 .050 .1176 .062 -.67 .40 
Constative.4349 .050 .4625 .159 -.52 .70 
Perform .0038 .008 .0375 .039 -2.67 1.00 
RegulatiVe.0533 .029 .0539 .048 -.03 .30 

LD X Ne 
TSA 57.600 14.707 57.400 6.504 .03 .90 
Direct .0364 .028 .0672 .073 -.88 .80 
Request .0690 .059 .1144 .045 -1.38 .90 
constative.4987 .076 .4670 .150 .42 .40 
Perform .0364 .038 .0400 .025 -.18 .80 
aegulative.0407 .018 .0633 .041 -1.13 .70 

Note. 
Data are mean proportions, using the total number of codeable 
utterances (TSA) produced by the speaker as the frequency base. 
pa : one-tailed probability, using randomization tests. 
TSAC : total number of codeable utterances. 
LD X N comparison across all dyad types, where df = 28. 
LD X Na: comparison between education groups, using non-mixed 
dyads, where df = 18. 
LD X Ne: comparison between education groups, using mixed dyads, 
where df * 8. 
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Table 14 

Educationally Mixed Dyad: Primary and Specific Functional Codes  

Index Group t 

Learning Disabled (LD) Regular (N) 
2. 

Primary Codes 

Directive .5020 .391 .4980 .391 .02 .40 
Requestive .3360 .295 .6620 .295 -1.75 1.00 
Constative .5180 .056 .4820 .056 1.01 .30 
Performative.3760 .389 .6440 .394 -1.08 .70 
Regulative .4960 .159 .5240 .189 -.25 .60 

Specific Codes 

Explicit .5000 .412 .5000 .412 0.0 .40 
Cohesive .4520 .413 .5480 .431 -.35 .60 
Initiative .5200 .067 .5000 .102. .37 .30 
RSAG .6340 .350 .3860 .375 1.08 .50 
RSDG .5560 .383 .4440 .383 .46 .40 
RSAK .5820 .320 .4180 .320 .81 .40 

Note. 
Data are mean proportions, computed relative to the total dyad 

code frequency. 
pa: one-tailed probability, where df = 8. 
Combination Codes: Explicit = DCD, DPD, DRA. 

Cohesive = DJD, DQPM. 
Initiative = CASG, CEXP. 
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Specific Functional Codes and Code Combinations:  

Results. 

Following the work of Fey, Leonard and Wilcox (1981)., a 

ratio of speaker to listener self-selected utterances was 

analyzed. Self-selected utterances (SELF) are viewed as 

assertive, nonrequested utterances, where the speaker is 

under no social or conversational obligation to produce the 

utterance (Fey, 1981). The ratio thus reflects the degree to 

which the speaker verbally controls the conversation, as 

well as the degree to which the listener played an active 

role in the conversation; ratios or proportions near 1.0 

reflect symmetry in the conversation, ratios above 1.0 

indicate that the speaker was dominant relative to the 

listener, and ratios below 1.0 indicate that the speaker was 

less active in the conversation (Fey, 1986). For the 

purposes of the present study, self-selected utterances 

included all subcodes of the five primary classes (i.e., 

excluding codes within the responsive category). Analyses on 

the first level, across all dyad types, indicated no 

significant difference between groups on this ratio (see 

Table 15). Analysis on the second level, comparing the two 

groups within the mixed and non-mixed dyads, to separate the 

effects of dyad composition, also failed to indicate 

significant differences between the educational groups (see 

Table 15). 

Three other code combinations were utilized to explore 

pragmatic functions. First, a directive category (Explicit) 
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Table 15 

Specific Codes and Code Combinations for Functional Analyses  

Index 

LD X Nb 

Self  
Explicit 
Cohesive 
InitiatiVe 
RAGa 
RSAK 
ODCQ 
REP 
RSAG 
RSDG 

LD X N 
Self 
Explicit 
Cohesive 
Initiative 
RAG 
RSAK 
ODCQ 
REP 
RSAG 
RSDG 

LD X Nf 
Self 
Explicit 
Cohesive 
Initiative 
RAG 
RSAK 
ODCQ 
REP 
RSAG 
RSDG 

Group 

Learning 
• N 

.6193 

.0175 

.0674 

.3377 

.7499 

.4979 

.0378 

.0577 

.4232 

.1556 

.6083 

.0156 

.0876 

.3379 

.7817 

.4979 

.0450 

.0446 

.4399 
1.2660 

Disabled (LD) 
SD 
.066 
.021 
.048 
.072 
.175 
.338 
.057 
.046 
.215 
.166 

.6412 

.0213 

.0270 

.3373 

.6863 

.7658 
• .0233 
.0838 
.3900 
.2134 

Regular 
N 
.6847 
.0279 
.0411 
.3372 
.6245 
.3558 
.0305 
.0554 
.4167 
.2457 

(N) 
SD 

.162 

.030 

.044 

.131 

.379 

.284 

.056 

.053 

.353 

.311 

.077 .6823 .235 

.021 .0252 .031 

.045 .0394 .044 

.060 .3459 .127 

.184 .6629 .325 

.338 .3126 .228 

.064 .0241 .043 

.019 .0635 .062 

.243 .4060 .276 

.147 .1762 .234 

.034 .6897 .153 

.022 .0344 .032 

.022 .0444 .050 

.100 .3198 .152 

.154 .5485 .504 

.506 .3126 .228 

.041 .0431 .080 

.073 .0393 .025 

.163 .4300 .515 

.205 .3846 .424 

t 

-1.45 
-1.10 
1.56 
.01 

1.61 
1.24 
.36 
.13 
.06 

-.99 

-1.23 
-.81 
2.42 
-.18 
1.01 
1.43 
.86 

-.92 
.29 

1.01 

-.69 
-.69 
-.71 
.22 
.58 

1.68 
-.49 
1.29 
- .20 
-.81. 

p CL 

1.00 
.40 
.10 
.50 
.10 
.90 
.60 
.40 
.90 
.80 

.80 

.80 

.10 

.10 

.70 

.20 

.80 

.40 

.10 

.90 

.80 

.50 

.50 

.50 

.90 

.80 

.40 

.70 

.90 

Note. 
Data are mean proportions, using total number of codeable 
utterances produced by the speaker as the frequency base. 
pa : one-tailed probability, using randomization tests. 
Sel: proportion of self-selected utterances to total utterances 
RAG : poportion of RSAG to totl number of RSAG plus RSDG. 
LD X ND, LD x Me , and LD X N represent all dyads, non-mixed 
dyads, and mixed dyads, respectively. 
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was formed, based on the code combination utilized by 

Markell and Asher (1984). This combination included three 

specific directive codes; command directives (DCD), polite 

directives (DPD) and requests for assistance (DRA). A second 

code combination (Cohesive), based on the work of Markell 

and Asher (1984), was formed from twb subcategories; joint 

directives (DJD) and permission requests (DQPM). The third 

code combination, "initiating acts" (Initiating) .was based 

on two subcategories within the constative class; 

suggestives (CASG) and expressives (CEXP). The latter two 

acts were chosen on the basis of their face validity, that 

is, in the corpus of conversations, these acts tended to 

stimulate conversation through the introduction of new 

topics. Table 15 presents results for each of these code 

combinations. No significant differences occurred between 

the LD and normally achieving students, on either level of 

analysis, by one-tailed interpretations of independent t-

tests. 

Two specific subcodes, which represent assertive acts, 

were also analyzed. The clarification request (ODCQ) or 

contingent query, was defined utilizing Fey's (1981) 

criteria, in which a query is distinguished from other back 

channel responses. The query was thus viewed as a mechanism 

used to repair communicative breakdowns and, as such, 

obligates the speaker to repeat or elaborate upon a previous 

utterance. The clarification request was analyzed based on a 

proportion of the self-selected utterances of the partner. 



232 

The second assertive act, the acknowledgment (RSAK), was 

also analyzed based on Fey's (1981) work, in which the 

acknowledgment is recognized as more than a simple back 

channel response, because it serves to keep the listener 

actively involved in the conversation by either 

acknowledging, confirming, or corroborating responses by the 

partner. As the use of acknowledgments is contingent on the 

ability of the conversational partner to produce comments 

which can be acknowledged, these acts were analyzed as the 

proportion of listener comments which were acknowledged by 

the speaker. Since acknowledgments, as presently defined, 

are not suitable responses to questions (requestives) or 

directives, and are not likely to follow listener 

acknowledgments, the latter utterance types were excluded 

from, the category of listener comments (comments thus 

included all remaining socially-directed, self-selected 

listener utterances). Results of analysis on both levels, 

between groups (regardless of dyad type), and within the 

mixed and non-mixed dyads, failed to reach significance on 

either of these dependent variables (see Table 15). 

Finally, three supplementary codes were analyzed; 

repetitions (Rep), agreements (RSAG) and disagreements 

(RSDG). Repetitions were analyzed as a proportion of the 

speakers' total, codeable utterances. Agreements and 

disagreements were analyzed as a proportion of the number of 

responsiveS generated by the speaker. Results of analysis of 

differences between groups, regardless of dyad composition, 
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failed to reach significance on these three variables (see 

Table 15). Similarly, analysis on the second level, where 

mixed and non-mixed dyads were analyzed separately, also 

failed to reach significance (see Table 15). 

The use of agreements was further explored as a 

proportion of the total number of agreements and 

disagreements offered by the speaker (RAG). The latter ratio 

reflects the "agreeableness" of' the speaker. Results of one-

tailed interpretations of independent t-tests failed to 

indicate a significant difference between groups (across all 

dyad types), as well as within the mixed and non-mixed dyads 

'(see Table 15). 

Functional Coding System: Discussion  

The results obtained in the present study do not 

support Hypothesis 5, which predicted that learning disabled 

subjects would adopt an unassertive and unresponsive 

conversational style. In general, the multilevel analyses of 

these results, which moved from macrolevel to microlevel 

examinations, failed to indicate that the functional 

communicative styles of the LD group were less assertive, 

relative to their normally achieving companions. For 

example, analyses of the primary functional codes indicated 

that LD subjects issued as many requestives, directives and 

regulativeS as the non-LD group. Accordingly, the results of 

primary codes, when analyzed in terms of the educational 

composition of the dyad (i.e., mixed versus non-mixed), did 
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not suggest an asymmetrical relationship in functional 

speech styles; LD children did not demonstrate a less 

assertive functional style when interacting in a mixed dyad 

than when interacting with an LD companion. 

The latter interpretation was also supported by 

'analyses of specific codes and code combinations. Results 

obtained from these indices indicated: (a) that LD subjects 

produced as many self-selected (assertive) utterances as 

their non-LD companions, (b) that they were as assertive in 

their attempts to repair communicative breakdowns (e.g., 

clarification requests), and (c)that they were as likely to 

agree or disagree with their companions comments. Together 

these results indicate that LD children did not adopt an 

ingratiating, unassertive conversational style, as has been 

frequently reported (Donahue et al., 1983). 

It is interesting to note that this same group of LD 

children exhibited difficulties in. social perception or 

insight, which suggested they may utilize an unassertive 

style to gain greater acceptance from their peers. The 

differences obtained on indices of social perception and 

communicative functions are thus difficult to reconcile or 

explain, however, it may be, as indicated previously, that 

the social insight test is not a valid measurement of social 

perception. 

It should be noted that the results clearly contradict 

earlier conversational studies, which utilized a problem-

solving or group decision paradigm (Bryan et al., 1981; 
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Donahue & Prescott, 1983). In these studies LD subjects were 

found to be more agreeable and less persuasive than their 

companions, whereas results obtained in the present study 

indicated that LD subjects utilized numerous persuasive and 

assertive strategies (e.g., disagreement, questioning, and 

directing or regulating statements). Other conversational 

studies (Bryan, Donahue, Pearl & Sturm, 1981; Donahue & 

Bryan, 1983; Russell, 1982) which provided structured roles 

for the participants, and even placed LD subjects in a 

conversationally and socially dominant role, found LD 

subjects to be unassertive. In contrast, the present results 

indicated that LD subjects are able to negotiate and develop 

their own conversational roles, in a spontaneous 

unstructured interaction. However, the question remains as 

to whether their communicative strategies or functions were 

effective or successful, with respect to obtaining a desired 

response from their companion. The present results thus only 

indicate that their styles, rather than the effectiveness of 

their communications, were similar to the non-LD group. 

The results obtained in this section do not support the 

hypotheses that LD subjects avoid specific communicative 

functions, because of linguistic limitations. The results 

also contradict the performance deficit hypothesis (Donahue 

et al., 1983), which suggests that LD subjects possess the 

necessary linguistic structures but fail to spontaneously 

utilize these skills in a communicative context, resulting 

in a limited repertoire of functional, communicative skills. 



236 

Instead, the results suggest that this LD group possessed 

well-formed linguistic skills, and that they utilized these 

skills to produce a wide range of adaptive communicative 

functions. Accordingly, it would appear that the social 

history hypothesis, which asserts that the LD child adopts 

an uncooperative or unassertive style when interacting with 

classmates, must be questionned. The present findings 

suggest, based on analyses of mixed and non-mixed dyads, 

that the communicative styles of LD children were not 

affected by their interactions with non-LD peers; 

alternatively, the communicative styles of normally 

achieving children did not change as a result of their 

partners' educational status. 

Adjacency Pair Coding: Results  

As noted previously, the primary functional category of 

"responsives" should be examined contingently, by utilizing 

relationships between a speaker's requests and the 

listener's response. According to Guralnick and Paul-Brown 

(1986), communicative effectiveness is indicated by the 

speaker's success in obtaining an appropriate response 

(intended perlocutioflary effect) to their obligatory 

request. For the purposes of the present study, 

communicative effectiveness was examined through two levels 

of contingency relationships; (a) a macro level analysis, in 

which contigency relationships were examined as a proportion 

of the requestives and directives issued by a speaker, which 
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were responded to by the partner (Fey, 1986), and (b) a 

micro level analysis, in which contingency relationships 

were examined as a proportion of the first parts of 

adjacency pairs which received their intended perlocutionary 

effects (Guralnick et a].., 1986). The former measure 

addresses the general level of "responsivity" obtained by a 

speaker , by examining the proportional frequency of 

responses to requestives and directives. However, as Fey 

(1986) noted, this ratio does not indicate whether the 

listener recognized the semantic intent of the utterance and 

provided an appropriate response. Thus, the latter measure 

is required to examine contingency relationships, by 

determining if the companion recognized the utterance as a 

specific directive or requestive, and whether or not the , 

listener complied by carrying out the directive or, 

alternatively, supplied information sought by the requestive 

(Guralnick et a].., 1986). 

Table 16 presents results of the first level of 

analysis, where the number of requestives and directives 

issued by a speaker were combined and examined as a 

proportion of the total number of responsives offered by the 

partner (RRESP). Results of a one-tailed interpretation of 

an independent t-test failed to indicate' significant 

differences between LD (M = .4527) and normally achieving 

subjects (M = .4587), t(28) = -.08, p, = .5000, by 

randomization test. Further analysis of this ratio, within 

educationally mixed and non-mixed groups, also failed to 
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Table 16 

Adjacency Pair Results: Perlocutionary Effects for Directives,  

Requestives and Code Combinations  

Index Group t p CL 

Learning Disabled (LD) Regular(N) 
M SD M SD 

RRESP 4527 Tl3 4587 T14 -.08 .50 
PDIP .6000 .507 .4180 .438 1.05 .30 
PRIP .7653 .280 .6793 .266 .86 .20 

Note. 
Data are mean proportions. 
pa : one-tailed probability by randomization tests, where df = 28 
Codes: RRESP = the proportion of requestives and directives 

which were responded to by the partner. 
PDIP = the proportion of directives which received 

a perlocutionary effect. 
PRIP = the proportion of requestives which received 

a perlocutionary effect. 
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Table 17 

Adjacency Pair Results: Within Group Comparisons for  

Communicative Effectiveness  

Index Group t 

LD LD' 
M SD M SD 

LDXLD 
PDIP .6000 .516 .6000 .548 .00 .70 
PRIP .7230 .328 .8500 .137 -.82 .70 
RRESP .4360 .209 .4860 .243 .26 .79 

N X N Ni N2 
PDIP .4500 .497 .3540 .329 -.45 .30 
PRIP .6600 .321 .7180 .117 .5]. .70 
RRESP .4130 .178 .5500 .271 -.39 .60 

Note. 
Data are mean proportions. 
pa : one-tailed probability,, using randomization tests, 

where df = 13 4 
LD X LD: where represents non-mixed dyad member (n = 10), 

and 9 represents mixed dyad member (n = 5). 
N XN: where N represents non-mixed dyad member (n = 10), 

and N2 represents mixed dyad member (n = 5). 
CODES: PDIP = proportion of directives which recieved a 

per1ocutionary effect. 
PRIP = proportion of requestives which received a 
perlocutionary effect. 
RRESP = the proportion of requestives and directives 
which were responded to by the partner. 
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indicate a significant difference between the two 

educational groups (see Table 17). 

Results of the second level of analysis, utilizing 

adjacency pair contingency relationships, are also presented 

in Table 16. Since the total frequency of requestive0r 

directive utterances varied across speakers, data were 

transformed into proportions. Two separate proportions were 

analyzed: (a) the proportion of directives which received 

their intended perlocutionary effect (PDIP) and, (b) the 

proportion of requestives which received their intended 

perlocutionary effect (PRIP). In comparing the LD and 

normally achieving groups, across all dyad types, results of 

a one-tailed interpretation of an independent t-test failed 

to reach significance, for either the directive or 

requestive proportions (see Table 16). 

Adjacency Pairs Coding: Discussion  

Results obtained from the adjacency pair analysis do 

not support Hypothesis 6, which stated that normally 

achieving children would be more effective communicators, 

and thus receive more appropriate responses from their 

companions. Overall, the results suggested that LD speakers 

obtained a level of "responsiveness" similar to their non-

LD companions. In addition, the results indicated that when 

utilizing obligatory or assertive communicative functions 

(i.e., directives and requestive), both groups received 

similar levels of appropriate responses. This pattern was 
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maintained, even when comparing mixed and non-mixed dyads. 

Based on these results, it would seem logical to conclude 

that LD subjects were effective communicators, as indicated 

by the successful recognition of their illocutionary acts or 

functions... In a similar vein, the results also suggest that 

non-LD students were as effective in their communications 

with LD companions as they were with non-LD companions. 

Thus, the results lend further support to the notion that 

"coequality" existed, as both LD and non-LD children were 

able to provide, as well as receive, appropriate responses 

which helped maintain the conversation. 

Affective Coding: Results  

As noted previously, the relational or affective tone 

of utterances were coded utilizing positive, negative and 

neutral markers, regardless of the content or pragmatic 

function of the utterance. To distinguish the educational 

groups on the basis of their conversational style, and to 

examine the effects of the companion's educational status on 

conversational style, the following types of analyses were 

utilized: (a) the proportional frequency of positive and 

negative utterances emitted by a speaker, and (b) the 

proportional frequency of positive and negative utterances 

received. Previous studies (Bryan & Bryan, 1978; Bryan, 

Wheeler, Felcan & Henek, 1976; Markoski, 1983), have used 

the same levels of analyses to distinguish the 

converational styles of LD and comparison subjects. 
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As a low frequency of occurrence was noted for specific 

subtypes within the positive and negative categories, 

analyses were based on the total number of positive and 

negative utterances, proportional to the speaker's total 

utterances.. The results presented in Table 18, indicate that 

there were no significant differences between the two 

educational groups, in the proportional frequency of 

receiving or emitting negative utterances. Effects of the 

companion's educational status were analyzed utilizing 

• educationally mixed and non-mixed dyads separately. The 

results of a one-tailed interpretation of an independent t-

test also failed to reach significance, for both the 

initiation and reception of negative statements (see Table 

18). Analyses of positive statements (both emitting and 

receiving) were excluded, as the proportional frequency of 

occurrence of positive statements was below the .02 level. 

Affective Coding: Discussion  

The present findings contradict earlier research 

studies (Bryan et al., 1976; Bryan & Bryan, 1978; M6ore & 

Simpson, 1983) which indicated that LD children are both the 

recipients and initiators of negative statements. In light 

of the present findings, Hypotheses 7 was rejected, as LD 

students did not emit or receive more negative utterances 

than their normally achieving companions. In utilizing a 

similar coding scheme, Markoski (1983) also found that LD 

children could not be distinguished on the basis of the 
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Table 18 

Affective Coding Results: Receiving and Emitting 

Negative. Statements  

Index 

LD X Nb 
Negative .0248 .024 .0552 .042 -2.40 .90 
Emitted (1.6000) (1.682) (2.9333) (2.374) 

Negative .0310 .033 .0495 .040 -1.36 1.00 
Received (1.933) (2.51) (2.6000) (2.028) 

Group t 

Learning Disabled (LD) Regular (N) 
M SD M SD 

LD X NC 
Negative .0164 .013 .0538 .045 -2.50 .40 
Emitted (1.000) (.9430) (2.500) (2.014) 

Negative .0182 .016 .0528 .045 -2.13 1.00 
Received (1.000) (.0943) (2.500) (2.014) 

LdXN' 
Negative .0419 .033 .0580 .041 -.69 .90 
Emitted (2.800) (2.280) (3.800) (3.033) 

Negative .0568 .O46 .0429 .033 1.55 .40 
Received (3.8000) (3.3033) (2.800) (2.280) 

Note. 
Data are mean proportions; numbers in parentheses are 
frequencies. 
pa : one-tailed probability obtained through randomization tests. 
LD X Nb: comparison between education groups, across all dyad 

types, where df = 28. 
LD X NC: comparison between education groups, using non-mixed 

dyads, where df = 18. 
LD X Nd : comparison between education groups, using mixed dyads, 

where df = 8. 
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affective quality of their communication. Accordingly, it 

would appear that there may be more variation in the 

affective quality or communicative strategies of LD children 

than the literature has previously given recognition to. 

The results, however, do not necessarily lead to the 

conclusion that the LD child did not initiate negative 

utterances, as the analysis did not address the sequential 

relationship of utterances. Instead, all that can be 

concluded is that the proportion of negative utterances 

remained relatively balanced between LD subjects and their 

non-LD companions, during mixed group interactions. Since 

the affective quality of an utterance is believed to play an 

important role in determining the relational or affective 

quality of subsequent utterances (Haslett, 1983), the 

results may indicate that the conversational interactions 

remained balanced simply because the non-LD subject was 

responding "in kind" to the negative overtures of their LD 

companions. Alternatively, the results may suggest that a 

balance was achieved because very few negative utterances 

were emitted from either group, thus suggesting that the 

interactions were marked by cooperation and acceptance among 

the partners. The latter explanation is favored, in light of 

the previous results which suggest that the LD partners were 

as effective and active in their communications as their 

non-LD companions, although there is no data which would 

directly support this conclusion. 



CHAPTER VI 

Conclusions and Implications 

There are a number of significant findings resulting 

from -the present investigation. With respect to code 

switching ability, it appears that learning disabled 

children are less likely than normally achieving children to 

increase the complexity of their verbal language when 

communicating with an adult. Thus, on this aspect of 

communicative competence, the learning disabled child was 

less effective. Other studies have shown that code switching 

ability is well developed by the time children reach the 

middle childhood years (Gelman & Shatz, 1977; Sachs & Devin, 

1976; Shatz & Gelman, 1973), and have suggested that a 

number of component skills, related to social perception and 

metalinguistic ormetapragmatiC abilities comprise code" 

switching abilities (Donahue et al., 1983; Savich, 1983). 

The latter abilities imply an awareness of contextual 

variables, such as the age of the listener, and the ability 

to produce appropriate linguistic forms, based on changes in 

the listener context. Although the results of the present 

investigation indicated that learning disabled children were 

less accurate on a social perception or insight test, the 

question remains as to whether deficits in social perception 

existed, and if these deficits created difficulties in their 

code switching abilities. Specifically, the validity of the 
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social insight test may be questioned (Horowitz, 1981), as 

well as the communicative task utilized for measuring code 

switching abilities; the contexts differed not only in terms 

of the age of the listener, but also in terms of formality 

and structure (e.g., a dyadic conversation versus an 

interview). A future investigation to examine code switching 

abilities of learning disabled and normally achieving 

children is needed to clarify the discrepancies obtained in 

this investigation. 

A further discrepant result was obtained in the present 

study regarding differences between learning disabled and 

normally achieving children in their adaptations in verbal 

style and discourse strategies, in response to changes in 

the listener context. On nearly all measures of 

conversational participation and turn-taking, learning 

disabled children made adjustments similar to their normally 

achieving peers. However, they exhibited greater 

intrusiveness.-in-their turn-exchange strategies, when 

interacting in a structured interview. Given the implicit 

structure of the interview, the results may again suggest 

that the learning disabled child was insensitive to the 

context of the conversation, resulting in the use of less 

sophisticated discourse strategies. However, the LD child 

may also have been responding to other contextually-based 

factors, such as the formality of the situatibn, or the 

conversational style of their partner. Since communicative 

competence is a dyadic phenomenon, the influence of the 
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partners' behavior is particularly difficult to separate 

from other variables. A follow-up study of the learning 

disabled child's code switching abilities in unstructured 

conversations, with only one companion present at a time 

(e.g., adult and then peer), would further extend the 

present findings, to determine if code switching abilities 

are in fact poorly developed in this learning disabled 

group. 

The communicative performance of learning disabled 

children, during the dyadic conversation task, was of 

particular interest in that the multilevel analyses 

indicated that across the different dyad types, "coequality" 

of interaction was maintained. More specifically, coequality 

was represented by the ability of each participant to 

contribute to the conversation, to ensure its initiation and 

maintenance. The findings suggested that learning disabled 

and normally achieving children utilized similar forms and 

levels of topic initiation and maintenance strategies. The 

functional communication styles of both educational groups 

were also found to be similar with respect to their ability 

to utilize a broad range of communicative functions, as well 

as performing assertive functions, such as repairing 

communicative breakdowns. Finally, the adjacency pair 

analyses indicated that learning disabled children were 

responsive to the directives or requestives of their 

normally achieving companions, and in turn, normally 

achieving children were responsive to the requests made by 
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learning disabled children. As both groups were shown to be 

effective communicators, across various indices of 

communicative functioning and dyadic groupings (e.g., mixed 

and non-mixed interactions), it would appear that 

interactions between these educational groups provided an 

appropriate "communicative match," evidenced by the 

symmetrical relationships obtained for many of their 

communicative abilities (e.g.,-turn-taking). 

Further investigations, utilizing more in-depth 

analyses are required to determine whether differences 

between the educational groups existed with respect to other 

pragmatic or linguistic skills. As Fey (1986) notes, indices 

such as the level of conversational participation, may not 

fully represent the communicative skills or deficits of a 

participant, since underlying linguistic or structural 

deficits may impair the ability of a speaker to utilize 

advanced or contextually appropriate communicative functions 

(e.g., making indirect requests instead of direct commands). 

While examining the latter indices would represent a 

microlevel approach, it would also appear that broader 

communicative sequences or exchanges should be examined 

(macrolevel approach), to determine whether group 

differences exist in the ability to utilize more complex 

conversational or discourse strategies (e.g., repair 

sequences). The latter approach may be addressed through the 

"pattern strategy" for research in communicative 

appropriateness (Guralnick, 1981). In this approach 
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sequences or exchanges are examined to identify broad 

patterns, which capture the organizational or sequential 

nature of the interaction. Thus, an extension of the present 

investigation would need to include both a microlevel and 

macrolevel approach, in which the two components are 

carefully balanced to ensure the "integrity" of the 

conversation is maintained (Cairns, 1979). 

From a theoretical standpoint, the use of both a 

microlevel and macrolevel approach corresponds to the broad 

perspective advocated by researchers such as Duchan (1984). 

As noted previously, this framework adopts a variety of 

theoretical or applied research approaches (e.g., discourse 

analysis, conversational analysis, and applied speech act 

theory), rather than utilizing one theoretical framework in 

a "wholesale" fashion (McTear, 1985). Although the broad 

theoretical perspective does not provide a specific strategy 

or approach for assessing communicative competence, it does 

provide a general framework from which to launch practical 

research, and thus overcomes many of the limitations and 

criticisms frequently cited for research in the general area 

of communicative competence - an area which McTear (1985) 

has criticized for producing superficial, unenlightening and 

even misdirected research. More specifically, this 

theoretical approach helps translate theories into practical 

research by encouraging the researcher to examine 

communicative competence as a multifaceted phenomenon, 

marked by the complex interaction of linguistic, pragmatic, 
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cognitive and social functioning (Snyder, 1984b). Thus, 

under the broad perspective a more tlenhigthening" research 

approach is encouraged, as various deficits (social, 

linguistic and cognitive) are examined through multiple 

units of analysis. In turn, the methodological procedures 

are clearly defined, as the level of analysis is adapted to 

complexities of the data, rather than limiting the data to 

available methods (Prutting & Kirchner, 1983). The broad 

perspective also encourages the researcher to examine the 

influence 

discourse 

Thus, the 

of the social context, on the form, content and 

strategies of the participants (Guralnick, 1981). 

broad perspective avoids superficial and contrived 

explorations of pragmatic functioning, as communicative 

performance is either examined in naturalistic contexts, or 

in contexts where the conversational participants must 

mutually construct or negotiate their roles. More 

importantly, the broad perspective encourages the researcher 

to delineate the relative status of the participants, as 

this variable is believed to influence the communication 

style and strategies of the participants. In sum, a broad 

theoretical perspective provides a necessary platform for 

examining communicative competence, as it integrates various 

theoretical perspectives and provides a framework for 

translating theory into practical research. 

In terms of the present study, it would appear that a 

broad perspective helped bridge the gap between theory and 

research, and provided an ecologically valid exploration of 
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communicative competence in learning disabled children. For 

example, the multilevel approach provided a comprehensive 

and detailed view of the pragmatic, linguistic and social 

deficits or abilities of learning disabled children, who 

were sociometrically defined. Thus, adequate recognition was 

given to: (a) the multifaceted nature of communicative 

competence (Duchan, 1984; Snyder, 1984b), (b) the social 

context, and (c) the frequently cited observation that LD 

children may have deficits in one or all of these areas 

(e.g., pragmatic, linguistic and social) (Donahue et a].., 

1983). The framework also provided a basis for exploring 

deficits through various indices (and theoretical 

perspectives), by moving from macrolevel to microlevel 

analyses within each domain. Thus, it would appear that this 

framework afforded a comprehensive, enlightening, and 

clearly directed view of communicative abilities in LD 

children, and suggests that future investigations may also 

benefit from a broad theoretical and research perspective. 

Finally, mention must be made of the discrepancies 

between the present study, and the findings more commonly 

cited for communicative competence in learning disabled 

children. Studies have often indicated a certain degree of 

asymmetry in the conversational interactions and abilities 

of learning disabled and normally achieving children 

(Donahue et al., 1983), whereas the present study indicated 

symmetrical abilities and levels of interaction. While a 

full account of all the discrepancies between the present 



252 

study and earlier investigations may lead to numerous 

hypotheses, the most basic or salient hypothesis should be 

noted. Briefly, as the sample of LD children utilized in the 

present study were well accepted by their classmates 

(exemplified through sociometric ratings), it would appear 

that at the outset, this sample may have had markedly 

different social or communicative characteristics than 

samples utilized in previous studies. Taking this 

perspective a step further, it may also be implied that the 

LD group, in the present study, possessed well-formed 

communicative skills which helped create their greater 

social acceptance levels, and in turn provided more - 

opportunities to develop communicative skills through 

interactions - that is, a bi-directional relationship 

existed between communicative abilities and peer acceptance. 

This assumption is based on Wiener's (1986) interpretations 

of the reciprocity model (Bell & Harper, 1977), in which 

peer status is believed to represent an outcome measure, 

that reflects both the quality and quantity of the 

"reciprocal" interactions between peers. In essence, for the 

present study the reciprocal hypothesis may suggest that the 

LD subjects possessed well-formed linguistic and 

communicative strategies, which facilitated their 

communicative interactions, and ultimately their acceptance 

by normally achieving peers (an outcome variable). Thus, 

rather than their social histories having a negative effect 

on their communicative performance (e.g., unassertive 
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response styles), and limiting their opportunity to develop 

further communicative abilities (e.g., a negative 

interaction cycle), it may be that the LD group in the 

present study had well-formed communicative skills to begin 

with, which led to increasing opportunities to practice 

these skills with peers, as well as to greater peer 

acceptance. While the data in the present study does not 

directly support this interpretation, it would appear that 

there were several sources of convergent evidence which 

indicated that the LD group possessed age-appropriate 

linguistic and pragmatic abilities, and together, these 

abilities fostered their communicative and peer 

interactions. Further explorations of the bi-directional 

relationship between communicative abilities and peer 

acceptance are suggested, in which the social, pragmatic and 

metalinguistic abilities of the participants are explored. 

Donahue (Donahue et al., 1983) suggests that the 

linguistic deficits of the learning disabled child may limit 

the communicative functions they perform. However, the 

results of the present investigationsuggested that neither 

their linguistic skills or their communicative functions 

were impaired. Thus, the nature of the interaction between 

linguistic and functional competencies remains in question. 

In addition, Donahue has suggested that the LD child may be 

aware of their linguistic deficits, and thus avoid utilizing 

those communicative functions which tax their linguistic 

skills. In essence, this hypothesis suggests that the 
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"mmetapragmatiC" awareness (Savich, 1983) of their own, 

language limitations may result in their being unwilling to 

tap their conversational skills, for fear that certain 

situations will stress their language ability. While this 

hypothesis suggests an intriguing relationship between 

metapragmatiC skills and communicative competence, further 

investigations would be required to explore the 

metapragmatic awareness of LD children, particularly their 

awareness of when and how they should utilize their 

linguistic and functional abilities. Finally, the "social 

history" hypothesis remains as an area for future 

investigation. Since the present study indicated that the 

interactions between educationally mixed children (who share 

similar levels of social acceptance but not necessarily 

similar social or educational histories), were not markedly 

different from the interactions of educational coequals (who 

are more likely to share similar histories), there is some 

indication that the social history hypothesis may not 

provide a complete account of the differences in 

communicative competence between these two educational 

groups. 

Educational Implications 

According to one of the main premises of educational 

majntstreaming, handicapped or delayed children will benefit 

from interactions with their nonhandicapped companions, in 

terms of overall social competence and specific 



255 

interpersonal skill development (Cartledge,Frew, & 

Zaharias, 1985). Moreover, the nonhandicapped child is 

expected to benefit from positive interactions with the 

handicapped child.. 

The recent literature in language development suggests 

that peer-peer interactions with different aged and 

developmental level children provide an appropriate 

communicative match, necessary for communicative and social 

growth, and thus serve the purposes of educational 

mainstreaming (Guralnick, 1981; Guralnick & Paul-Brown, 

1984). More specifically, Guralnick's (1981) research 

indicates that communicative interactions between 

handicapped and nonhandicapped children are potentially 

significant from a developmental point of view; the 

nonhandicapped child benefits from. adjusting or "fine-

tuning" their speech, whereas the handicapped child benefits 

from an enriched source of communication, as interactions 

with advanced peers may encourage the use of more advanced 

language forms and communicative styles. 

On the basis of the present investigation, it would 

appear that the learning disabled child is not necessarily 

communicatively "handicapped" in relation to their normally 

achieving peers, although there were some indications that 

certain strategies (e.g., code switching) may be less 

developed. It would thus appear reasonable to suggest that 

mainstreamed interactions between LD and normally achieving 

children would only serve to promote communicative 
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development. This position is supported through the 

"coequality" observed in the communicative interactions 

between these two educational groups. These results may 

suggest that the LD child had previously benefited from 

interactions with their normally achieving peers, as the LD 

subjects utilized in the present study were mainstreamed 

students. Alternatively, the results may suggest that the LD 

group possessed communicative skills commensurate with 

their peers, and thus mainstreaming would have been expected 

to further enrich or maintain their skills. 

Before researchers conclude that educational 

mainstreaming may be an efficient and effective intervention 

for learning disabled children, it would appear that greater 

knowledge is required concerning the type of communicative 

environment provided in the classroom. As Mehan (1979) 

suggests, the communicative context of the classroom is 

markedly different than what the child normally experiences 

at home or at play. For example at school, the strategies 

for turn-taking as well as questioning differ from those 

commonly employed during unstructured interactions. In the 

classroom, the child's language learning is further burdened 

by the fact that he must also deal with relatively novel 

information (Simon, 1985). Thus, while it would appear that 

educational mainstreaming may provide one of the necessary 

components for communicative development, much more 

information and research is needed concerning which 

communicative skills are best fostered in this environment, 
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and alternatively, how this environment may be structured to 

maximize the effects of peer interactions. 

Limitations of the Study  

1. A regular limitation which occurs in many 

exploratory studies is the small sample size (n = 30), which 

may contribute to sampling errors. There is, therefore, a 

possibility that the sample used was not representative of 

the population under study. A larger sample would be 

recommended for further research in this area. 

2. The main purpose of the study was to examine 

communicative competence in learning disabled children. 

Several theoretical and methodological perspectives were 

reviewed and integrated in an attempt to provide a 

multilevel analysis of communicative competence, which is 

seen as a critical shortcoming in previous research efforts 

in this area. Thus, considering the exploratory nature of 

the study, the utility is primarily in identifying several 

avenues of potential significance for future investigations. 

Each of these areas now needs to be examined in greater 

depth, especially through more rigorous approaches which 

permit the investigations of interactions between the social 

context and the pragmatic, linguistic and metaconununicatiVe 

abilities of the participants. 

3. The sociometric ratings obtained in the present 

study were not analyzed for the possible confounding 

influence of IQ (Wiener, 1986). With respect to the present 
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study, a caution is raised as to whether the social status 

levels of the groups were in fact the same, and whether the 

role of the social context should be interpreted 

differently. Furthermore, the interpersonal attraction of 

dyad members was not established, although this could also 

be a potentially biasing factor in the communicative 

interactions between peers (Markell & Asher, 1984). Future 

studies may avoid this difficulty by utilizing peer 

nomination sociometrics to identify interpersonal 

attraction. 

4. Limitations in the size and method for obtaining 

the language samples must also be recognized. Ideally, a 

representative language sample should be collected in a 

number of communicative contexts, to obtain an accurate 

assessment of the child's communicative abilities 

(McLaughlin, 1984). However, large language samples present 

a number of practical difficulties. Thus, researchers have 

strived for more naturalistic observation or sampling 

procedures. With respect to the present study, recognition 

must be given to the fact that a problem-solving activity 

was utilized to structure the sample, thus reducing the 

ecological validity of the results. In particular, the 

results must be placed in the context of a problem-solving 

or cooperative task, which previous studies (Marino & 

Johnson, 1979) have noted to create more friendly or 

cooperative interactions between LD and non-LD companions. 

Thus, further investigations are required which utilize a 
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naturalistic context for language sampling. 
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Footnotes 

1A complete coding manual is available upon request 

from the author. 
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TEACHERS EVALUATION OF LANGUAGE SKILL  

NAME OF STUDENT: 

DATE OF RATING: 

SCHOOL: 

INSTRUCTIONS: 
Your help on the following points will be greatly appreciated. In 
rating each item, disregard your ratings for that student on 
every other item; try not to let general impressions color your 
judgments about specific aspects of the student's language. 

Using the numbered scale below, choose the number corresponding to the 
point that is MOST descriptive of the student's language skill; 

Number (1) is LOW; Numbers (2,3,4) represent degrees between HIGH (5) 
and LOW (1); Number (5) is HIGH. 

PLEASE ANSWER BY CIRCLING THE NUMBER APPROPRIATE IN EACH CASE 

EXAMPLE: You consider the student. Just slightly better than average on 
a certain skill. You circle the number 4, as follows: 

RATING: 
LOW 

•.1 ? 

HIGH 
5 

1. SKILL IN ORAL COMMUNICATION 

LOW: incompetent with language; no awareness of listeners; speaks 
without trying to evoke understanding from others; halting pace of 
words and inflections of voice not adjusted to listeners. 

HIGH: uses language with power, proficiency, and pleasure; adjusts 
pace of words and inflection to listeners; uses an "imparting tone"; 
is aware of need to make self understood. 

LOW HIGH 
RATING: 1 2 3 4 5 

2. ORGANIZATION, PURPOSE AND POINT (in ORAL COMMUNICATION) 

LOW: rambles, no sense of order or of getting to the point; rattles 
on without purpose; cannot tell a story or express ideas in a suitable 
sequence. 

HIGH: plans what is said; gets to the point; has control of language; 
can tell a story or express ideas in a suitable sequence. 

LOW HIGH 
RATING: 1 2 3 4 5 
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3. WEALTH OF IDEAS (for ORAL COMMUNICATION) 

LOW: seldom expresses an idea; appears dull and unimaginative; 
doesn't originate suggestions or plans. 

HIGH: expresses ideas on many different topics; makes suggestions on 
what to do and how to carry out plans; shows imagination and 

creativity in many ways. 

LOW 
RATING: 345 

HIGH 

4. VERBAL FLUENCY 

LOW: seldom talks; exceptionally quiet; needs to be prompted to talk; 
overly "laconic" or brief. 

HIGH: talks freely, fluently, and easily; also talks brilliantly and 

effectively. 

LOW HIGH 

RATING: 1 4 5 

5. VOCABULARY 

LOW: uses a meager vocabulary, far below that of most pupils this 

age; inarticulate. 

HIGH: uses a rich variety of words; has an exceptionally large, 
effective and growing vocabulary; speaks fluently with vocabulary 
suited to listeners. 

RATING: 
LOW HIGH 
12345 

6. QUALITY OF LISTENING: 

LOW: inattentive, easily distracted; seldom attends to the spoken 
language of others; doesn't listen for relationships or note how main 
ideas control illustrations or subordinate ideas. 

HIGH: superior attentiveness and understanding of spoken language; a 

creative listener. 

RATING: 

LOW 
1 2 3 45 

HIGH 
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7. QUALITY OF WRITING 

LOW: lacks coherent organization; often does not follow conventional 
usage and spelling; a very poor writer. 

HIGH: organi zes in terms of purpose; excludes irrelevant materials ; 
subordinates elements not to be stressed; uses appropriate style, 
acceptable usage, and conventional spelling; a superior writer. 

RATING: 
LOW HIGH 
12345 

S. READING 

LOW: reads only what he/she has to read; "deciphers" print rather 
than reads it; gets no ideas from books. 

HIGH: reads voraciously, easily, and with interest books of merit and 

difficulty; absorbs ideas from books easily and accurately. 

RATING: 
LOW 

1 4-

4: 45 
HIGH 

9. ACTIVITY 

LOW: listless, apathetic, passive; has very little to do with others; 
prefers to sit; has low energy level; has slow reactions; seems always 
tired. 

HIGH: very active; relates easily and freely with others; has a high 
energy level; enjoys physical activity; has quick reactions; seems 
exceptionally vital and alive. 

RATING: 
LOW HIGH 
12345 

10. ACCEPTANCE OR REJECTION 

LOW: rejected by others, disliked; almost never chosen by others or 
included in activities; almost entirely isolated. 

HIGH: notably popular with everyone; others seek his/her company; 
never lacks companionship; always included in peer-group activities. 

LOW 
RATING: 12345 

HIGH 


