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ABSTRACT

This study used a variation of the two-child
-communication situation in order to determine in what way, and how
successfully, a smali set of schoolrelated relational concepts would
be communicated by inner-city elementary school black children.
Included for comparative purposes was a test of comprehension of the
standard version of the concepts. Finally, a qualitative analysis of
the language and questioning behavior that occurred in the two-child
communication task was algo made. Subjects of the study included 54
cecond- grade ard 38 fourth grade black children from an
economically-depressed inner-city area of New York City. All subjects
were native speakers of English. The results indicate that no special
"black dialect" way of expressing basic relational concepts by
elementary school children emerged from the two-child communication
task, although grammatical forms of black dialect were occasionally
observed. This finding would seem to indicate that there is no
‘well-defined group of nonstandard concept rules to be used by
classroom teachers in helping their klack elementary school students
"learn" basic concepts. Comprehension and production of basic
concepts are apparently not tasks of equal difficulty for black
elementary school children. Thus, children often may appear to
understand what is being said, but may not be able to say it for

themselves or communicate it to others. (Author/amM)
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In the past, there has been conflicting evidence and opinion on the

relationship between the comprehension and communication of basic concepts

by elementary-school black children. Some recent studies by psycholinguists

such as Fraser, Bellugi & Brown (1963) using white preschool children
Lovell & Di
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on (1967, using British preschool and elementary school subjects

and Stern & Bryson (1970) with Mexican-American preschoolers have all found

that comprehension precedes in development and is easier than the actual

production and communication of grammatical distinctions.

Studies of the

free dialect of black children by such sociolinguists as Stewart (1967)

and Labov (1970 has led them to suggest that young inner-city blacks may

have a unique pattern in which the production of concepts in their own

dialect in peer situations might be superior to the comprehension of these
same concepts in Standard English forms in school situations,

The present study used a variation .of the two-child communication

situation in order to determine in what way, and how successfully, a small
set of school-related relational conce pts would be communicated by inner-

czty elemEﬁtazy school black chlld:en. Included far camparatlva purposzes

was a test of comprehension of the standard version of the cancepts

2

- #*Paper presented at the annual meeting of the American Educational

e Research Association, New Orleans, February 1973. This paper is based on-
- selected sections of a dissertation submitted in partlal fulfillment for’
the Ph.D. degree at Teachers Callege, Columbia University. The author

wishes to express her appreciation to her dissertation cammittee, and
, Pxpecially to its- chalrman, Prafessor Walter H. MacGlnltiE




-Ju )

Finally, a qualitative analysis of the language and questioning behavior

that occurred in the two-child communication task was also made.

Procedure

Subjects of the study included fifty~four second=grade and thirty-
eight fourth-grade black children from a public school in an economically-

depressed inner-city area of New York City. All of the second-graders

© were geven years old and all faurth!grsders were nine. All subjacts were

native speakers of Engllsh and none had ever repeatad a year in any grade.

Tasks

a) Comprehension Task.

In order to test for comprehension of a small set of Standard English
concepts that occurred with g:éat frequency in many of the often-used
elementary-school textbooks, a group of 10 relational concepts of space,
time and quantity were taken fram the Roehm Test of Basic Concepts (Boehm,
1970). Tkese concepts are listed on the bottom of the first page of the
handout.* The complete Boehm Test consists of 50 relational concepts
which deal mainly with space, time ané quantity; Each concept is tested
using a panel of threg drawings, and the subject must mark an ngn the

picture verbalized by the Expezimenfer,r For example, on the handout

" the E gays, "Look at the doors. :Hafk an X on the door that is closed.”

- For this study the 10 pictorial items piug one warm-up item were cut

out of a copy of the Boehm Test, with Dr. Bgehm’s permission, and in

*CancePts used in fhe tasks:

1. .at the top 5. most - 9. medium-size . o
2, 'Ehrmugh ' 6.  half 10, 1n the center of
3, next to ‘7. behind - R

4, - second i . ’fB.”'ln 2 Tov
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randomized order, the test items were pasted onto sheets of paper, and

enough coples of this test were xeroxed for each subject.

b) Communication Task.

In the two-child cammunication-task a black Experimenter and one
child, who served as the Speaker, sat on one side of a smajl table, and
the child who served as the Listener sat on the other side, serarated from
the Speaker aﬂ& the Experimenter by a vertical opaque 5§faen (as shown in
the handout). Each of these three individua's had in front of himba set of
the toy objects required for each particular task item and a small bowl.
From his set of objects, the Experiménter PiEEEd up the one characterizing
the particular relational concept (e.g., the middle flower, the circle

-next to the truck) and put it into the bawl in front of him. The Speaker's
task was then' to. put the corresponding object from his own set into his
bowl, andethEH to name or to describe the éancept in the best ﬁay he could
for thé Listener behind the screen, who was, in tﬁrn, to select this~samé
object from his set and put it into his bowl. The Listener was encouraged
to ask questions of the Speaker if he did not hear or understand the concept

!instfucﬁiéﬁ. All verbal iﬁtafghanges that occurred in the task were tape-

ncﬁing ;11 re;evant infarmat;on regafding object sglgcﬁigﬁ_,
A random half of thé subject pairs féceived the Ecmmunication task
~first followed 1mmediately by the comprehension task, and thé 6thgf pairs
' were administered the tasks in the reverse order. |
Thé,adequacy Gf'thé Speaker's iﬁstructiams»was latéf judged independently

by two udges using typgd protocols which were verbatim from the tapes.

- Interrater reliability for- thes two judgésravaraged ,QSQM Acgutatyjéﬁr
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Speaker instructions was represented by two scores calculated for each
individual Speaker by these two judges. One score cunsiéced of the total
number of instructions in which the aztuai concept (or some paf%phrase ol
the concept) was verbalized. .A second score was a sum of correct concept
directions plus'a;y directions correctly describing the position of the
target object in the array of objects, and éhus represented a total number

of adequate instructions (concepts plus positions) from which a Listener

could have selected the target object unambiguously.

The number of items, corrected for guessing, that the Speaker had
gotcénsright on the concept camprehensicg task was cﬁmpaféd with tﬁe number
of corresponding items for which he had given adequate instructions (either
concepts or positigés) to his Listener in the communication task. A chi-
Square test showed a significant difference between these Speaker scores for
comprehension and communication of the relational concepts (p< .001), For
forty-three of the fafty;sig Speakers in this experiment the ca:fecﬂed'
cgipréhensian score was higher than was thelr communication score. One
Speaker, a second-grader, was able to correctly communicate more concepts
in his own idiosyncratic wéy3 than he ccfréctly comprehended in the formal
Standard English version, and tﬁé Speakers, béth fourghsgradérsé'racéived
pérfec;lsccfes in both the comprehension and communicaziéﬁ tasks.- Thus,
it'?as foﬁnd'tﬁat:féi a significant majority of éhe subjects c@mpréhénsigﬁ
Was'bettéf, even in a'fafmaliééd paper-and-pencil task, than waS'ffée ﬁras
duction in a more ggialike situation. This finding was.in accgﬁﬁ withrall

previous related research in this area, but was contrary to the suggestion
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of Latov (1970) that blacks would probably excell in the task which
permitted them te dessribe concepts in their own way.

A second impartané question was yhéther the random half of the Speakers
who were administered the concept comprehension task befaré ﬁhgy wefe
required to communicate these same ten concepts in the two-child situation
were able to use this previous exposure to the concepts to communicate more
of them correctly than would the group of Speakers who did not have this
pfeviaus ex@@surertc the concepts in this experimental setting. A two-way
analysis of variance fSEe handéut) showed that the'fcurthfgrade Speakers as
a group communicated significantly more correct concepts than did the second-
graders (between-grades variance siggifigant at' p £.001), aud also that it
was only the fﬂﬁrthsgrade Speakers who héd been administered the comprehension
task first who were ahble to give more cartéct concept instructions to their |
Listeners (interaction effect significant at p<£.001). In fact, the second-
grade Speakers who were givgn the comprehension tasﬁ_first gave slightly
fewer correct concept instructions than did their classmates who went into
the communication task with no prévicus exposure to the concepts. This
general inabiiity of the group of secaﬁd=gra§eHSpeakars to profit from
these previously-heard adult-spoken versions of the correct éoncepts is
especially iﬁterestingrin 1ight Qf thérfact that thfee gécond=gradé75pééker5
who were administered the Comprehension Task first noticed the similarity
VbEEWEéﬁ its content and that of the Cﬁmmunicatign,fask and commented oa th;é
to the Experiméﬁtér;' In none of thégetcaéeé of the tﬁree second-grade
Speakers who noticed and:verbalized the similarity of thé communication items
taithé pﬁévicuslysadministered Comprehension Task items did this verbaliza-

itiqn result in gny‘;grrgcé_céﬁcépt insﬁgucti@nsbgiﬁenffgr.fﬁtaza comﬁﬁni— '

cation items.
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In an attempt to determine whether the poor performance on the two-
child communication task might have been a result cf distractions intro-
du:ed‘by the toy objects used in the task, five pairs of second-grade
subjects. (three of tbe’péarestsperfarming palrs on the original two-child
task and two average pairs) were brought back to the testing room after
the tests had been administered to all subjects in the study, and were
re-administered the items using the same toy objects butras comprehension
items, with Eﬁé Experimenter speaking the ccrﬁéct concept inatrpctians,
and the two children both serving as Listeners and selecting the target
Dbjéééé- In this situation; all these ten subjects feceived either perfegt
or near-perfect scores, as they had in the original paper-and-pencil
camprehéngiqn task. This givestsame evidegce that‘the use of the toys and
the novel two-child situation was probably not the major factor leading to
poor child communication, but that the difficulty lay in the communication

process 1tself.

Language Analysis

The language analysis of the two~child communication daéa showed
Speaker instructions to bé‘quité short and étandard‘iﬁ fgrmi Speakaz utérs
ances for first-time instructions (i.e., instructions given before any
.Lisﬁener questioning began) averéged éight words in length. There was
--little variety iﬁ the grammatical=féfﬁ of the directions given by the
Speakers; and, even though there were qﬁite a few instaﬁﬂes of black diéléct'
‘grammatical . forms found in thé‘spééﬁh of some of the Speakers, there were
very few novel expréssioﬁs of the concepts thémselyes. M@é; of the Speakérs:
who used the concepts ﬁSéﬁ'fhé same terms for these concepts as used in the

Boehm Test (197@)@_‘Théftwg majaf'eicepti@ns to thié_wajé-thE'Speakers’
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more frequent use of '"middle-sized" instead of Boehm's "medium-sized,"

‘and "middle" instead of "center."

In general, communication in the two-child situation was not very

effective. Even though the subjects almost all obtained perfect or near-

perfect scores on the comprehension task, only 507 of the instructions
given by the secand—graderSpeakEfs in the communication task were judged
to b2 adequate (concepts or positions). The fourth-grade Speaker; were
somewhat more éuccegsfui,sincé 767% of their instructions for the 10
rélatjénal concepts were adequate. Of the instructicns judged to be
"inadequate," most were not actually erronmeous in the sense that the.child
described the wrong EODEEPE; instead, the most f:equéﬂtlyzféuﬂd types of
Speaker errors were the type of ambiguous or lncomplgte instructions

that did not give the Listener enough information to select the target
item without questioning. For example, one item consisted of three small
lined cards each with a gald star. One card had its star at the b@;tgm,
the other in the middle énd the third at the‘tép. ”The carreét'zancept
was ''the staf at the top." Several Speakars directed th Listener to
sélecﬁ "-he card with the star,' givlng no mention of the position of the
star on the card, and hence not cammunlcating thé concept.

Even though the Speakers were aften not very ssful as communi-

cators, the Llsténars were,even less successful as ;n;tlatgrs of good

-questions. Listeners questioned only slightly more than one-quarter of

the inadequate instructions they received from their Speaker. Fven in

~ the case of abviéusly ambiguous instructiﬁnsvsuch as the praviauslys

menticned example Df the card with the star on top, Listener f n chose

- pbjects seemingly at random rather than question theae instructions. :[

Evgn thaugh Experimenter lnterventian wag resor ed to anly in cases where’

E L
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a communication breakdown was imminent, almost half of the questions that
occurred in the second-grade group had to be encouraged or initiated by
the Experimenter. Only about one-eighth of the fourth-graders' questions
had to be assisted or encouraged in this way, however.

. When Listeners did manage to ask a good question, the Speakers as a
group tended to be quite unsuccessful as answerérs,r Only about one-fifth
of the second-grade Listeners' good questions received helpful answers,
as compared with somewhat féwar than half in the case of the fourth-grade
Speakers. .

0f the group of 21 good answers given by the Speaker subjects upon
being questioned.by the Listener, all these good answers resultéd in correct
.Dbjeét selections by the Listane:s. Thus, the breakdown in task performance
in the twg=ehild cammqnication situation was nét_in any failure of tﬁe‘ |
Listeners to be able to follow diregtiansi‘ﬁut ﬁas a joint fuﬂgti@n of the
Speakéﬁs' inability to produce good instructions aﬁd)the Listeners'
Inability or unwillingness ;a ask gquestions whén an obviously inédequatg
instruction héd been received. Krauss and Glucksberg (1969) state that
Listéner proficiency develops éarlier than does Speaker profiéiencfé Their
study, hawevér, used as the only measure of Listener success the ability
to select the correct object desgfiﬁaﬁ by the Speaker, If!thé ability to
questionrinadéquaﬁe Speaker instructions can be considered an additiénal
régitariog éf Liétenér p#gficiency,_ﬁhévpréSEﬁt study shows that Listeners
share witbﬁSpeakgfs the responsibility for many communication failufesg-,

It may be the case that the ability to ask appropriate questions following

e

inadequate instructions develops even later than the abilitj to give adequate




Implications for Education

Several educational implications arise from the present study. First,
no special "black dialect" way of expr&ésing basic relational concepts by
elementary school children emerged from the two-child communication task,
although grammatical forms of black dialect were occasionally observed.
This finding would seem to indicate thaf, in contrast to the list Qf'grammar
and pronunclation differences found by Labov (1967) to be potential sources
Qfsreading problems of dialect speakers, there is no well-defined group of
nonséandarﬁ concept rules to be used by classroom teachers in helping their
black elementary school students "lgarn"*baéic concepts. It is true,
however, that the concepts used in this study were already easily compre-
hended by the great majority of the subjects. It might be the case that
more difficult or less frequently-useda :oncepts might have nonstandard
forms among elép&ﬁtaryﬁschgéi dialect speakers, cr that these relational
concepts might ﬁat be ﬁnderétgcd in their stagéaid farms by kindergarten
or prékinde:gaftan diaiéét speakers. _it is quite.possible, hgwéver, that
related situation, ani ;heref@ré used ''school taik" instead of dialect.

Some evidence that this did not happen with all subjects is given by the

Anaéher implicétian arises from the finding that comprehension and

- production of basic canzepté SEEVapparently not tasks of équélrdifficulty,
for black élaméntarj school children. Thus, children often may appear to
-understand what is being said, but may not be able to say it for themselves
or cgmmunicate:it'to others. It 1S‘Lrue'thaﬁ'tﬁé two-child communication

" task, with its tgy'abjégts_and;i;s-gameiikeiaura; is different from anything

b, 3
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encountered in the traditional1y=griQnLed elementary-school classroom. In
spite of thee differences, however, Eh;fe exiétg some Independent evidence
.that the passive recognition of information i3 a much simpler task than

1s its production. Twéustudies, one by Meiscuer, Fish and i"acGinitie

'(1972) and the other by Sternr& ijsan (1970), used the same items for both
rthé comprehension and the prédugtién versiané of the test with kindergaétenerg
and found comprehension to be easier. The main.implication from this finding
seems to be the need for more practice in oral communication. Teachers should
have children verbalizing concepts and ideas both to each other and to the

teacher, A recent b@ck by Gartner, Kohlﬁi & Riessmaﬁ (1971) has reviewed the
effects of programs in Whichléhiideﬁ have learned by teaching other children,
and language specialists such as Cazden (1971) have described the use of this
two-child communication situatian-in preschool language programs in England.
This suggéstian of more inter-child verbalization would seem to be in keeping
with the’ emphasis on ﬁgfg individualization in the classroom, and would |
seem to be especially relevant for the open classroom.

The poor performance of the Lis;eners in questioning Speaker instruccions
élsa has.implicaticns for the Elassragﬁ. Even in the ﬁany cases “here the
Listeners of therpresént study had not been given accurate or sufficient
information to seiect.thé correct object in the two-child éaﬁmuniaation
task; they chose to gugsslrathez than to ask for more iﬁfarﬁaﬁign. " Therefore,

a teacher»canngtAassuﬁé'that just because children do not ask about class-
room infurmatioﬁ,:tbgt tﬁey ﬁnde:staﬁ& it. This fin&ing Gf'Liétenez
reluctance to questign the Speaker seeﬁs to imply that chiidrén not only
need to féel‘fréé‘ta ask QUéstiQﬁé; Eut might bengfiﬁ'ffém being taught

,=haW't§'eﬁtract ﬁeéegssry infarmatiﬁn by questigning;sas,wali as by having
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more practice in teaching-learning exchanges with peers. This is especially
impgftént because a child who either cannot or does not question things he

does not understand will become gradually overwhelmed. and confused . as

time goes on and he is more and more ﬁnpre;ared for new knowledge.
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