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“x In a consideration of the development of referential
B, lunication performance, this paper descrites three brcad :
"capacities that. appear to underlie successful. .performance: the
.Speaker's” ability to analyze the persepective ‘of the listener and
ﬂfotnulate a message\with this perspective in msind, the child’'s _
‘ability “to_meet the Information processing denmands of particular
communication tasks, and. the child's akility to- ‘analyze messages
~after they have beén prodioeﬂ. After ap introductory section, the
paper first deals with'listenet. analytic §kills. sseCifically it
discusses adult performance -and considers tte egocentrise hypothesis
"with refeérence to age. differences in cc!gunication accuracy, message
_contingency, self--versus other-communication,\variation in listener
attributes, correlation with perspective taking\neagures, and :
“training studies.: Some attention is also given to cosponent skills.
-The next section of the paper presents a discuseion of task ‘analytic c_

"~ skills as they .relate to both adult. and children's perforlance.' T T

-fraining studies in this area are also examired. The following ° , >
section details message analytic skills, with a consideration of both
-1istener and appraisal ability, and includes an ahalysis of feedback L
-atilization. The.final topic of. discussion is referential . :
,connnnication and ecological validity. (FL)
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"VHI; Introductidn.

~”¢0ne.of-the'mostfbasicufunctions of'language is- to communicate informa-
;57”W' tioneto other people about part1cular referents.' A-referent could be, for |
. R _-:‘ N ! v\‘, o J‘_v

example, an - obJect (e g., the red ball), a location (e g., the location__,

~

S L v .
: of the post off1ce), or an i ea, (e g., the concept of. grav1ty) In each

“f' case the speaker s goal”is to ensure that the 1istener w1ll be able to

idenqify the referent from alternat1ves that\\ight be mistaken for the

.referent. Réferential communlcation, as it is tefmed, ¢can be distinguished

‘~from other functions:ofﬂcommunication. People also communicate'to enter-

o . o S . . T o N
. tain,-to‘persuade, to-impress one another, and so on. .The referential

. o1

function of language has received ‘the greatest research attention\to date
S 2 - oot
because_of its - relative» 51mplicity and apparent pervasiveness, and also

o

_Q.“because‘it'is'probably.a_component of_other,‘more,complex types of communica-
:;ftion functions{‘ ;_.i.zdl ' ',..k;‘ - - f ; V‘., ' .‘:' T ‘:;ﬁ :
‘Aone'may-that.referential communication mightﬁbelstudied\would-be’to ;. |

3 “.;obsefve'people in"their-everyday environment.as they éoiabout.theitaskvof ’

describing, explainwng, g;ving d1rections, and so on. A.serious obstacl

[ -

‘to this sort of method is the fact” that it is:not usually gossible to
determlne from observaégon of an ong01ng interchange exactly what ‘a. . »;,f"
? .+ v . .

speaker is intend' to’ communicate (Rosenberg & Cohen, l966).\ noth@r

'message.x Many years ago, Plaget ex ressgd the probIFm with regard to the

'
Y .

‘study of children s communication bygiotéhg that "It is. 1mpossible by.

~ : *

dlrect observation to be sure whether

ERIC
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complicates»things still»further:by pretending not to understand et
. ' - s b S ', e / o

~

(Piaget, 1926, ». 76). IR T

-

Piaget and other researchers have responded to these obstacles by B

-
- 3

conductidg experiments which have'twd features_, First, the speaker s
} |
o intended message is specified by the experimenter° the- speaker is told

) what to communicate to the listener.. Second the listener is asked to-

S E « A

e make ‘some overt response such as trying to, identify the correct referent

'In this way.a measure is obtained of hOWwaccurately the listener has under-

'stood the speaker.‘ Piaget (1926) recognized the drawbacks of this

methodology but saw no alternative. "This procedure~will doubtless be

~

criticized as being removed from everyday life, where, the child speaks

- Y K

x. spontaneously, without being made to, and espeCially without hav1ng been

told what to relate or explain to his listener. We tan- only reply that

.o

- we found .no other way of solv1ng the problem" (Piaget l926;1p. 79—80).

1, < N

Other rbsearchers have also come to the conclusiqn that "programming

speaker intent offers a promis1ng way to study referential communication.

:1‘ One of the most widely used tasks (Glucksberg, Krauss, & Weisberg, l966)

.3 jpresents the speaker and listener with a set of highly unusual shapes

T ra :

e

(séh Figure 1). The forms are presented in a pre-arranged order to the

speaker and arranged randomly in front of the listener. The speaker s
Lo . - b
;fﬂgrtask is to communicate a series of messages that will enable the listener
- s ) \\ . )
to-arrange the forms in-the,game order as the_speaker.;

v

.

. —————— —

) Another frequentlyhémplpyed tgsk is the word pair task developed by
. « . .
o Rosenberg and Cohen (1966) Here the speaker and listener are given a '

! ~ . R . ) s )
. : . v BN r- ‘ s
-4 u . ) - ° : J . P
e . : .
Lo .

4




'f‘vset of word pairs (see,Figure'Z); . In eadh word pair;fonelword" theﬁreferent,
is underliﬂed for the speaker, but not f0r the listener; and- the speaker s »;%h:

v PR
’ ,A: .

>task is to communicate a single-word message that will help the listener
to- identify the referent in each pair "Yet another example of -an experi-l

; mental task is the one. used by Flavell and his colleagues (Flavell Botkin, L

1 ~
Fry, Wrightr & JQFVIS, l968) in which the speaker knows the rules of a
P E S e

game and must provide game directions for a naive listener.

’

— it . e o o e e e e e e e e e e 4 e e

Insert Figure 2 about hdre
‘ ire gre,

B ¥

o
,\“ . . -

Tasks such as these can be used to asséss the adequacy of speakers"

' messages. These tasks also allow for the study ‘of listeners abilities P
to respond appropriately tojinformative'messages from speakers,vto

rgcognize uninformativ¢ messages from speakers,hand.tq.give‘feedHack a
.to speakers when‘messages néed'clar{ficationr' Einally, speakers! ability
.,tobutilize feedback.canvbe;studied by,examining‘whether speakers respond_.
‘ to listener-feedback by modifying or improving subsequent messages.h

Considerable rdsearch effort has been devoted {o studying the develop—

Lox

1o

- s/ .
; .
‘/h ment of referential communication performanqe and it is clear from a
‘- _é;.' : ~ -~ .

variety of studies tnat referential. communicagion performance improves

| skills that contribute.to;improvement over age
B : . [ ) .

v>%vover age (Glucksberg, Krauss, & Higglns, 1975) However the_speCific
| \ére not‘Well,understood:.
| . L. - .

B . -

| This paper conmsiders three broad capacities that‘aépear to_undérlie S
Lsuccessful:communication performance. The_first\xiﬁthe speaker's ability

R . . b, ~

to_analyze_the perspective of his or her listener and formulate a message’

o p . s R . . s
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v, . T - R
Qith thisxperspective in‘mind. -This ability to analyze the/listener's' *
AR . '-’ . N )

' .
-

lperspective bas received.the greatest attentlon ‘to date. The|Piagetian,
'hypothesis that young*chlldren are egocentrlc,.and that the1r egocentrlsn
leads to comqunication gailure has generated conslderable research. - “m
. Q*'Recemf'.research has.begun {0} fchs on adsecond”skillfarear"tﬁe
child.s abillty tp meet the 1nformat10n process1ng dehands of particular
. . P Ca

. communication tasks. For ~example, it appears that young children fail

¢ P ¢
. :

to communicate effectlvely when the task requlres that they produce a

- . 3. . -

\ "
\\\message uhich d1stinguishes referents %rom s1m11ar nonreferents (Asher
° - I .

& Parke, 1975; Whitehurst, 1978). - ;-;' .

[

A\

A th1rd sklll area’is the child's ability to analyze messages after

[l
v

V_qﬁ they have ‘been’ prodnced Rec%nt ev1dence suggests .that young chlldren
. . L .
voften do not recognlze when: messages are*&aeompleté (e g. Asher, 1976

-

.
K - -

Markman,~l977)' ThlS fallure to detect’ message ambigulty may relate to

’

children s deﬁieiencles in g1W1ng feedback when in the listener role.

'} H
- . o N

(e.g., Meissner, 1975) and in using feedback when in the spgaker role

. .

N . . . ) . / o .
B .

. : o A - . .
(e.g., Glucksberg & Krauss, 1967).  * - P .o
‘ i o . - ) ‘;- ) N . . B B ! .
. . . . . 2 £ ) R : . ’
) i IT. 'Listener Analytjc Skills’
A. Adult Performarce -* . Q ‘ T .‘“*~

) - * . L’ . - ) N . g T
People usually vary in the amount of ipformatlon they have abo

M . i . ’ ' ’

: . ) - vooN :
topic, thus to ,communicate effectively speakers must adapt their messages

) . S ° 0 . . . . “ .
‘to the informational needs of their listener. It is cléar .that mature -

a

‘communicators enga
. - Ty

alysis. of the listener's perspective.
) I3 i .

] B .
One source of €vi } this 'is

thafdadults communicate differently

s e N \ . L ’ P \ o .. ., - . ~ .
when formulating a messageé for the elves_veréus:another person. Krauss,

ERIC
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L. o ‘5‘ : AR .' ) '] - o -:' _..."‘v; N; .. . _. . " . SN, .
Cen vi¥eKanathan, and \Weinheimer (196g gave adults a series of color chipss
it ) » ° . : . - :. u' . » " ‘ ? N : - . N - \ N :. v- ’ i
. and asked thquko nameteach;of the cblors oné_at'a time._ 1f of the

3 = ‘. o, =

were qommunicating fon;tgeir own later

speakers Were toLd that the
. I' v4 “ ‘

identification of the color (non—Social andition), and the other half

.
e . . i

- -

‘were told that they were communicating for sbmeone else s 1dentif1cation
- R ~ ’ N ‘“’ . .- o
e (SoCiql Condition)}. Res;lts indicated that'speakers'in the Social-Condi—
. . o S L . . N . . . . - T
" . l. .. 3. A 4 . - . . . . , . . T
tdon geneﬂated longer messages’ and used7more common vocabulary items.
® v . 1. s R

Furthermore, when adults were,actu&lg* given messages generated under th

differe:t conditions they did better -at 1dent1fying colors from messages

; )

3 generated by another person 1n the Social Condition than in the Non—Social
o Loes o - il .
N ConditiOn;._' ’ ”{-* . L o N

Y X
.. A

P ' Another source of ev1dence—about adult listener analytic ability !
' b L

1S

omds from studies 1n which épeakers have to communicate to listeners with’

different 1nformational needs For example, Kingsbury (l968 cited 1n-

.

Krauss &*Clucksberg, 1970) had- a. person ask’ directions on a stree% in

) 1\

' Boston.. In oﬁe condition, the person seeking'directions spoke with a -

«

. Boston accent; in another condition the accent indicated the person was
* ‘a non-resident. Results indicated that speakers gave more extensive
. . , . P

, x directions in the '"stranger'” cdondition. Speakers were communicating

-\l‘ according to the informational needs they ascribed to the listener.

\ B. The Egocentrism Hypothesis B . _; ’.

Much of the research on the development of communication ability has
. e .

.
.

een concetrned with children's ability to engage in analysis of the -
peen ; Lnoana. _ _ )

l'stengr s perspective %iaget's work has been particularly influential

here. ‘Piaget (1926) viewed young children as trapped within their own i

ERIC
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v o .
= : : N C - "',‘lr»? L g

egocentric perspective and unable to accommodate to the’ perspective of\

their'listener. The egocentrism consﬁruct as used by Piaget i‘fa rich
" one that defies easy definition According ‘to Piaget (1926) the/child is o
egocentric when: P S L : o ot

N -

. ) ' : N
: . - : . : + -
u SR WP PRI ’
"..5 he dogs not bother to know to whom he is speaking nor »

.

whether he is]being listened to He talks either for himself o .

" or for thefpleasure of associatﬂpg anyone who happens to be . 3
\”,'v‘ : W, L ‘ '{ '.“ P SO
Ay - - ik

'ij_ there wi?h the activi y: o_(the moment.. The talk is ego- centric,b _ 8
. ' 'Q '.1 . .J . v"‘\ N . . . b\ ' )
f-+LA partly because the chi,d speaks only about himself but chiefly

. L -u;'o Y \. { - \‘ . F” . .

because he, does not attempt/to plaoe himself at “the point of
view of hlsxhearer. Anyone who happens to be there will serve
as an audiane. Th‘ qhild asks for no mofe than an appareht

\, ; P
N >

interest, though;h has the, illusion (except pemhaps in cases of

—"*‘\ ' a4

. fok Soliloqdy éf even then) of being heard and understood H .

p \ Z :‘.é. - - A
N ,d feels no- des1re to influence his hearer nor f&‘tefl him any~ iibﬁ;'

thing, not unlike -a certain type Qf drawfhg—room conversation .'q_f*
¥ f

“
- ¢ ( g e,

where every one talks about himself and no “one’ liStens (Piaget,

1926 p.. 9)~ IR gfh: ‘,%' ,ﬂ j) -1

Another index~of childhood egocentrism‘accOrding tO(PiégeF is’ chtidrenlglir‘

. ”:tendency o talk out loud revealing their innermost thoughts without .ff-“f
'Nregard to°who might be‘present , , . "the.child up to an’ age, as yet. . AF': .
:,undetermined but probably somewhere about seven, is incapable of’ keeping | ;\; .

s . .

.. }o‘himself theathoughts>that enter his mind.. He" says everytthg He;has

| nowverbalﬁcontinence" gPiaget;”l926,'p..3é5L ,‘.‘YF; I f/;S"
R - . AP ‘ . oot .




O

t.

‘(".':
gl
Vs
AL
v

.- or opponents,.aotual or eventual

-3
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"not provide a stndng test of the jgdcentric hypothes1s. However, they

Pi:get contrasts the egoceqtric speech of childhood-w1th the adapted.\\

N Al
-

\4} ' o '
speech of‘éhe later years, Piaget contendé that thE’adult thinks~§ocially,

et
I
v .

;hat'he dr sh& always has ap audience in mind even when working individually

e : ’ k4 ¥

La ,Aa v e ) /
Wrote-that "The adult even in, his mos
X na T v _;
ATt *thinks SQCiallyf has coﬁtinuahly‘infhis,mind s eye his collaboratq;s
R 2 . e . .

ol

._uthe result of ﬁis labons@ This. en al piéture pursues him throhgh his

task (%he task is heneeforth socialized at almost every stage of‘f?s .

development” <Pnaget, 192659, 39). . Lo o T

.. -
To.what extent 1s 1mprovement im communicatidn accuracy over age -a

- - - ~ . -

alel,

function 8f the éhild s increa31é% ability to analyze the lisééher s per—
AT L .

‘

3xspectgve7 At least six d1fferent research strategies have been employed

n ! o é’/ T e

.to~t st thé\egocentrism explanation of yodng children 'S communmcation
b o, .

. \ . K

fai res. Each test has focused on somewhat fferent aspects of the
{5 - o ) - ) L ~

. i . . rg! .
/egoc ntrism construct However! each-tes{lis predicated on“the:general'

- .

< ’ 0 s
B A - N P

' assumptien that»egocentrism takésﬁthe form’oﬁ\inSensitiyity to the

.

l}stener s perspeqtive.. Actualiy, the first two’ research strategies d
: ¢ 1o e T .

¢

rare cons1de;ed here because data produced by the e strategies are dften

2o »
. “

1nterpreted‘as ev1dence that young children 4 egOCentric.

"g. a,j-:.“‘ '.‘.-

1. Age Differences in Communicatlon Accuracy. One research strategy

‘&? . - ‘g, . R

is simpiy,td qompare the performance of ch11dnen at d1fferent ages on
B T t\ ’ -
- u ‘

ar ferential\communicatipn task The typical finding 1s ;hat performance‘

1mproves over~age, and thlS finding is. often 1nterpreted as reflecting

RN A e S

[ 2 .

.a-decline in egocentriciky. This 1nferenceiis clearly,unwarranted. .

¢ . " . - .

.

.\‘f“ll—« ‘e : . S -

'_Bn a task:» Piaget undoubtedly had hi 'bdk profess1on in mind when he .}/. .



.-

A\

s

5

Lo Co e o
Imprbvement over age in-communication accuracy could be\due to a hoSt.of'

s ! . ¥ B .
factors such as improved.éﬁjabulary, speaker appreciation of specific
7y

©
¥

: -communitation task demands, the abflity to construct a sequence of logically
.f'?.‘ o

v » : - RIS
Coﬁnected sentences, etc._ N L T . T
s o o . : EE S N S
‘ .This confusion of poqr communication accuracy w1th egocentrism can

g 4

be found in iaget s writing.. ”The criterion of adapted information [a.maJor

. o . A
~e C

Cy S
sub—category of socialized speech],*as opposed to- pseuéf—information .. .nl.‘
. bl o

)

-is that‘it is successful The childuactually makes his heamer listEn,‘ -

[}

information. One is that the chf}d 1ntends to communicate socially,p,f

a

L “ i

and.contrives ‘to influence him, i.e. to tell him something This time the -
L ~ .

' child speaks from the point of: view of the audience" (Piaget, 1926, pP. 19)

) k ' o : . ]J
Note that Piaget has two cr1t1cal ingredients in this definition of adapted

&

u

that isf communicate with a part1cu1ar listene% in mind. A second element

,1

_1is that the ‘message should be 1nform?tive, that is, that the child should

succeed. Joining,these ‘two elements together in definlng non—egocentric
SueseRs

‘oT socialized speech was unfortunafe. The ‘¢hild might well 1ntend to take

1’

*the listener s perspective but -not communicate successfully for.a variety

-

-

~

P

¢

of othér reasons. : - o ;/\

“ I .-

-2 Message Contingency. Another rese rch strategy often viewed

as testing the'egocentric hypothes1s is t assess the extent to which

=

K ;,

one child s message is respons1ve to the content of another child s

/»' message.v Piaget 6{926) employed thisﬁresearch strategy to. estimate the

K

degree of egocentrism in children s naturalistic conversations. Piagetv

. ~ p
. found” that children often. spoke without regard to the’ theme or topic of
- R . .
the preVious speaker s message. Later researchers havé ¥lso co
N L.
children s speech as contingent or not: on the prgyious speaker"

571
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I(e g._Garvey & Hogan, 1973 Mueller, 1972) AlthOugh the maJority of evenl

preschool children s speech is found to be contingenr, much of it is not. ~,;:

K . -".'

Observation of children 's. conversatlons provides vaIuabde nbrmative \ﬂ
N . . . P - u, RIS '-.‘4

»o ' data about children s cOmmunicative styles.; However, the temptat}on to . o
o S - . o : > :
. rview ﬁbncontingent speech as eVidence of childhood egocentricity, and

B . . ! a " : .'" .
T f.increases id contingent speech as eVidence of theqdecline_of egocentricity, f
= _ . > . R
v should be resisted.' In order to speak contingently children must be able

K)

H K

;,j _ ;to attend carefully to the speaker s: message, identify the speaker s,
A . F ﬂ

. “'topic, and generate a message which is relevant to the same topic (Shatz,

.2 ,

o 19Zé}/‘ Clearly, speaking contingently requires information processing

fskills beyond analys1s of the listener's perspective o “ - c,,
’ R e L . " - . , S ) )
x , _ Thus;“ic‘is‘inappropriate to infer egocentkism from a sample of' o

A (- ¢« LT

uninformative speech ‘or non—contingent speech unléss other operationa are
. o : . L % . , °r )
e provided to’ eliminate alternative explanations of ineffective communica— - ’_q

°
—-, Co . ] w v

» tion performance AfPiaget, and many researchers since, have tended to

» PR
¢ a > i

v

&ssume an’ equivalence between egocentrism and poor communication per-

“ formance.\ The contept: of egocentrism has'utility only,if‘it'reférs to
L ” ' o T ' :

N o . o L . S _ - R kR
Va'particular skill deficrency that may underly the faiflure to communicate,
¢ N ¢ . ot

. . namely the failure to analyze tye 1istener 's perspective Once the .con-

- ) cept becomes broadzhed to refer to communication failure, in\general R

v

Y

' . ASelf—~Versus Other-Communication. Four other research‘strategies
‘... - d . A

o it.loses,value. R o R [ NI

-

do prOVide appropriate operations for examining the egocentrism hypothesis
, \"' M : .
One of these strategies is’ implied by Flavell et al. sg(%§68) representa—"

Ry - .

"

) ’ : 13 A'
tion of the processgof egocéntric versus non—egocentric speech, 1In egg%enfric
A . v » T . DR . R ” . o

.

« ! N . . . . .o ! .. f' . )
speech (Figure 3a) the speaker (S) recognizes certain. information (X) ‘ ~
, .- o ) . ' .‘ L > . ) ‘\ - o) 2
. - ‘ O oy o
» . \ ) A AT . . ,‘ Lo . . R Tt . \. -
PN - .1“. IR . .
. : . . . v s i R N \‘ S K]
o - e N .
- SRR
) N s ' & . °
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- and overtly ‘codes. it so that- the information is meaningful and communi-

4"

'_cable to self. Next, the speaker sends a message to the listener (L)
.

This messagé is esséntially an unmodified version of the speaker s private

- . w

coding and can thus be ‘defined as egocentric In non-egoeentric communica-

N

[y

tion (Figure 3b) the speaker recodes the information with the. llstener s
attributes in ‘mind and thus sends a message which is responsive to the
'listenerls iﬁformational needs. '

i "ﬁ CoL : : " -

. »

Inserg figure 3aﬁand'3b about here \i_ o .

This mpdel:suggests an interesting operational'test of the egocentrism

hypothesis. = If children are poorlcommunicators because they. are egocentric'

'then their messages should have self-communication value even‘though the

‘, -
. s ~

rmessagesjare not informative‘to others. This issue has been examined by .
Glucksberg, Krauss, and Weisberg (l966) They tested kindergarten children
on the novel forms task and foUnd that four- and five-year -old children
communicated inaccurately to another,personr However, another group of

-~

‘children,‘when given back'their‘dwn descriptions soon after generating.'
them, were able to identify the cdrrect forms from their own descriptions’
This finding can be interpreted to mean that young children's messagesh

‘had private but_not public meaning. However, it isrpossible that children's
recognition of referents from their own messages was.based on paired
associate learning between the children s messages and the referents

and that children simply remembered which messages ‘went with which re-
ferents (Cohen & Klein, l968)

Another study on . this issue (Asher & Oden, 1976) used the word pair

. task and examined the influence of memory. In this study chlldren ‘were

S
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given thein own clues either immediately after generating'them, or two

weeks later s In add1tion, a direct test of memory was made by having

,«\ -

. children attempt te jdentify the referent for half of the word pa1rs

E o\‘(f skilils. : . )

-

attr1butes (e. g., age, informational background culture, etc:) are idénti-

‘without a clue. The results indicated that children were able to identify

. o . . ; _
the. correct referents from memory alone in the Immediate Condition. In

the Delay.Condition_memory effects dissipated and only those children
. . , .

whose clues had meaning to an adult listener were able to use their own

-

messages to identify referents. Children whose messages had little pnblic

.
- . N

meaning'derived litele private\meaning from their own messages.‘ These
N =

‘4 .. co
¢ & i «

‘reSults do not sqppOrt anregocentric explanation of communication failure.

{nstead they 1mply that children who communicate poorly lack other types

L. ol . . . \ :
4. Variation in Listener Attributes. Flavell et al. (1968) provided

'

. a second operational_test of the egocentrism hypothesis. They suggested

. L . ’ *
that the process of taking the perspective of the listener is a process

‘of discriminating the role attributes of the listener.' Once the relevant

fied the speaker can formulate a more-effective message. - This process of
discriminating the listener's role"attributes, or role taking, is repre-

sented in Figure 3b.. The model implies that an egocentric speaker will

” - ¢

'send similar messages'regardless of .the nature of the listener who is

<«

being addressed; the nature of the listener would not enter into the

v

speaker's "communication equation.'" However, a speaker who engages in
P i ! !

role taking activity would send different messages to differenthtypes-of

listeners. .
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A number of studies with preschool children have employéd the "dif- A
: o : ) “ ' ) ) ' i

: ferent listeners" test. . These studies suggest that even young children L

are aware that messages must bé modified to take listener characteristics

?

e into_account. Preschool children communicate differently to a blind-
' {folded_vérsus sighted listener (Maratso§, 1973; Meissner & Apthorp, 1976),
) . . . '. ' _,. ¢ .
to a listener who is-knowledgeable-about-a game verSus a naive. listener:.

(Menig-Peterson, l975),-and to an adult versus a young child (Shatz &

a o
>

Gelman, l973) The fact that chiildren shift their message content as a

. .t,

’ function of the listener has been.taken as evidence of communicative a
. o

competencé. However, the fact that children are shifting the1r messages

does not mean that'theumessages are necessarily informative. 1In fact,

- when analyses are done of'the.informativeness of messages it appears

‘that children s messages are only partially informative, partlcularly '

-

when the task of dlsflnguishing the referent from the nonreferent is a

challenging one (e.g. Maratsos, l973).- Theése findings suggest,that

children's communication deficienciesdarise less from lack of awareness
.‘concerning the listener's needs and more from difficulty;invcoping:aith

other cognitive requirements of the particular communication task.

14

This interpretation also applies to "different listener studies

conducted during the middle childhood" ‘years. Both Flavell et al. (1968,

Y

Task IA) and Higgins (1977) found large increases in communication
_ :
accuracy across age .but only modest evidence of greater responsivity to

listener characteristics among older children. For example, in Higgins'

‘

"(1977) study, children were told a story about an event in a,town. They

P

then had to relate this story to one 1istener who was a neighbor (i.e.,




O
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'teristics. /4

N : ) . kN . C

N o ’ '- ‘ 4 o . .. ..n
had certain background information about the towﬂ?and its inhabitants)
-

. ’
- o

and to another listener who was a 'stranger.' The speaker s task was to

describe each scene in the story SO’ that the listener could identify it.
: , S
from an_array of similar pictures. The results for oral communication
N . a , . N
accuracy, indicated stfong age differences, however there was no inter-
action of age with type of listener. The analysis of message content '

.

L]
a ) ®

. & _ - .
did reveal some evidence-of the development of role taking ability.

Eighth-grade children varied their'messagéﬂcontent'as a function of °

‘

listener more than\did fourth-graders. JHowever, even.the fourth—grade" -
children s message content varied according to the listener s charac-
'-\.

1
. . L - _

, To summarize, studies employing the 'different listeners" test
: . . ‘ : 1 G .

indicate that even young children shift their,messages as a'function of
the type of listener. Apparently young children are aware of the need

to accommodate to the listener's perspective. However, analyses of

communication accuracy indicate that the messages_they“send are often

uni&formative. Studies during the middleichildhood'years provide evi-

-,

modest evidence of the relevance of listener analytic ability to this

improvement. ° 3

’ ) . N . A

5. Correlation with Perspective Taking Measures. Another opera-

]
B

. tional test of the egocentrism hypothesis has been to develop independent

measures of perspective taking ability and to correlate performance on

-,

these measures with communication accuracy. This strategy has been

-

¢

employed in large number of studies (e ga, Coie & Dorval 1973;

Johnson, l977; Kingsley, 1971; Piché, Michlin, Rubin & Johnson, 1975;

) . ) ’ . a)
w o . - W)

" dence of strong improvement over age in commurMcatjion accuracy, but -only .-

7
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T

‘ Rubin, }973 1977; Shan&z; l9J5) Quite diverse measures‘of perspective

¢

A

'taking have been employed KFor example Kingsley (1971) developed a

. Spatial Egocentrism Test in which a child is ‘shown a picture of a person 4( -

‘or animal looking at a scene. Below t&is picture are four. pictures

.
H

.representing poésible v1ews that could be seen by the person or animal.

One of the four is the correct persp¢ctive, one is a representation of o+ ,(_'

,3».. q

d
the ch11d s own view of ‘the sgene, amd the other two are incorrect, but

R T e
t on-egocentric alternatives. Chlldren receive scores based’on the number‘; .
'of correct and egocentric responses they make.- m' . . .
Another example of a perspect1ve taking?%Zasure s the Role Taking o
13 N )
Test (Feffer, 1959) used. with adults (e.g., Feffer & Suchotliff, 1966)

¢

and children (e.g. Piché. et al., 1975) In this test, the subJect is

1

_.shown a T;AfT.-type card with three people on 1t and is asked to tell (f
. 1 . . "I
- a _story about the picture. Next, ‘the subJect is ‘asked to re—tell the

- story from)the vantage point of each of'the participants. Scoring of
this test is ‘based onjhow vell the“subject shifts perspectives from one
character to another while mainta1n1ng a common theme acrogs stories.

In general studies which test children on both perspective taking .

-

and, communlcatlon accuracy tasks f1nd that children improve over age on

both types of measures but fhat the correlation between the two measures
is' typically modest or low. Furthermore, ‘the correlation among different
perspective‘taking measures is not very high nor is the correlation high
among’different communication accuracy tasks.-

These data are open-to two interprerations. One is that each-per—

spective taking task and communication task has certain unique task

demands which make it unlikely that strong correlations would be obtained,

¢
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‘l977) It could be nhat the correlational strategy of assess'

_ yield more-promisingifindings when more reliable.measures have been

. . -,

3 : ’ ’ : >

vaéross tasks. In this case more proEﬁess would be" made by mappingythe

speciﬁic requirements of partigular tasks than by throw1ng a general
o » ~

w - .
K PRl

_umbrella (e.g. "egocentrism",or ”perspective taking') over all Easksz

A psychometric interpretation of the’reSults is’also~plausible. Research ,
on social cognitive development ‘has been generally insens1tive ‘to the . .
. ' :

-needs for reliable instrumentation Many perspective'taking'and communi-

Ve . ,,‘ ) R R
A/

IR
h‘cation accuracy measures * employ very. “few items (e.g. six novel forms)

»

and internal reliability and test-retest reliability are rarely investiga-

4 T~

_;ted./ When such tests have ‘been made both'internal consistency and test— .

-
v

retest reliability are often found to be low (e 8- Kufdek l 77 Rubin,

3

AL I S,

contribution of perspective taking skills to communication failure Wlll

. \...

developed..;However{ given_the*unique'featuresithat-characterigeleach
e S o ’ - < -
task,.it seems,unlikely‘thatlvery strong relationships;between'pepspecj
ST b § -
tive_taking testsvand,communication'acluracy scores will belfoundgﬁ
6..‘Training.Studies. Another‘line of research'on'listgner aﬁalytic
. . » v ) ¥ B S o Cooo-
ability haskinvestigated\the-effect of training rolehtaking skills on

4

children's referendial communication performance. , Two early  studies of
o . N Lo . N B

_this type (Fry, 1966, .1969) found littlé positive effects of training

. N T T . i
but the studies are difficult to evaludte because the training procedures

1 I ) . . . ,
were rather unstructured. A study by Shantz and Wilson (1972) used a

more specified curriculumuand found mixed evidence of‘success (for'a" .
more complete review of these studies see Asher, 1972) : e

Perhaps the-most suggestive findings are from a training study by

i

. Chandler; Greenspan, and Barenboim (1974). They identified a group of

)
'
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T . o S - )
. children who were quite lowon bot%aa measure of role taking ability ( ‘

and a measure .of referential communication’performance. These ch?ldrenv
o S ' S e
were then divided into three conditions: a role takingftraining'group,
e, \ .
, J
.a referential communication training_group, and a nzntreatment control

. % . : R ! ‘.
group- o ' C e 1 . P
" ) . . " :

¢ R . P
. . . . N *

The role taking training consisted of working in a- grodp with other X

P 3
1w

jﬁchildreﬁ'to produce video taped dramas;' The rationale for this training ] \\;{

procedhre was that' the production of dramas w0uld prov1de children with o |
praotice in stepping outs1de their oWnlrole.and in assuming different ‘ .
rolzs or’ perspectiyes. Chlldren met weekly, for‘two hours,. over. a ten; ) _ .
week period. The referentiallcommunlcatlon training grdup met a s1milar' |

~

amount of ‘time - but s1mply practiced and received feedback on a Variety :
’ of referential ‘communication games. O . » ‘ : o
Results ind1cated that role taking ‘training: and referential c\ﬁmunica—'

3

tion'training produced equal gains on the role taking measure..  In both q’F

conditions gains exceeded those made in'the control condition.' However,
~ .|' ! . > . s ) ‘ . N T,;‘
only referential communication training led to sizable gains on the o -

’

v communication measure. Role taking training'produced'gains on the com-

munication measure that were no different from the control condition.

Y
[]

. Thus, training research does not give much -support to.the idea that

~ 3 .
.

1istener analytic deficiences underlie communication failure. Clearly
- ]
more adequate conceptualizations a{i needed of the listener analytic

skills to be trained and better links need to be established between the

_ -training procedures and the'training obJectives. Specifically, do the

procedures actually train role taking and if S0, what is the mechanism

K
v

by which this training is presumed to affect communication performance?
. Y . 7/

Jd0 -
. 2 ' .
I ‘ ' . . ' i ’ S
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c. “Attention To Compppent’ Skills -
S TR

RS

by the‘egpcentrism:hy

erstood about the contribution,

the%is little is ur

,6f listener‘analytié skills to\édmmu cation performance.. The§évidence”

from fOur relevant llnes of 1nquxf/ suggest: a) that when - ch1 ren's- ™7

-

. . o
messages are. publicly uninformative they also are privagfly uninformativk,

b) that even young chlldren seem to apprec1ate the neéd to shift thelr
1 ‘

. v . .I

messages as a functlon of their lls;ener s perspective, yet st' -send

7{; d) that attempts to 1mprove perspectlve taking do not result in 1mproved

Y . ¢
. A v . . N
communication performance. : L N

These findings might lead researchers to abandon the study of
' children's listener analytic skills and to focus their“enefgies on the

.more frhitful domain “of chilar?n's'task analytic'skills”ﬂsee the next:
section):l However, abandoning‘thebstUd;‘ofylistener analytic kills

. . may be prematuret The failﬁre_to\éstablish clearer relationships between‘
listener analytic skills and communication effectiveness'may result froml
a.soloble_bonceptual problem. Research to'date has proceeded'withoot

an adeduate conceptualization»of the component skills that COnstitute_

e n M ?

listener analytic abllltyFS Clearly, the process of listener analys1s

or role taking involves more than s1mply being aware that listeners have 4

different perspectives from dGme’ & own.
+ Flavell (Flavell, 1974; Flavell eh\al., 1968) has advanced thipking
: : ‘ o N . . .
in this area by'attempting ‘to specifyfthe component skills that constitute
C ‘ .

v

3 B ) ) . . ~

. “_cfé;;ZZEE?whigh are often u#informatlve, c) that children who do: po rly . %
’ : - FON Nt v e .

:,‘ good perspectiye takers o measures oﬂ:fﬁmmunication accuracy,)and
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;,Q:w “ <4 S b o .

_role taking abilityrf He suggests that, first the speaker must be'aware
‘.\“ ‘ P
that, people have perspectives and othér psycholochal attr1butes (e.g.

>

éEelings, abilities, etc.). 7Second the*speaker must‘appreciate_that_an

anhly51s of the listener s perspective is, 1ndeed‘ called for 1n the_“;

/;/ parﬂigglar communication sxtuation at hand. Third' the speaker.must

b »
- Ty [

<L ha%& thé necessary 1nferential skills to make appropr1ate attributions

_ tabout,the other'person s perspective. Finally, the speaker has" to be

Y i - ? . . 'Y I

) ,able to translate what he. or she infers. aboyt the listener s perspective
, &, . ) “ .
T ~Into an effective message These four components‘are_qeferred to by

¢ - . <

'FlaVell as Existence, Need, Inference, and\Applicauion» . "

. 4. d E ’ . ! ) X - .
s -7 'This model makes explicit the fact thaé communication failure can
L v N Lk ) ' . N L - .
occuy due to problems in inference or application ev%n if speakers.are
. aware of the existencé}of other perspectives and the need to consider
- . W ’ e N o : '

f.w"thoSe perspectives i ‘a particular communication/situation._ As such,

_;- _ it prov1des a more analytlc framework for designipg future research .as
) well_as a model within which to interpret/past,findings.
o,lt,seems.from the research revie&edgin thisISection tha: children
arevawaﬁe»ffethe existence of different‘perspectiues and, do appreciate
_~the need ti taRe the listener's perspective into account. ‘For example,

<

in the "different listeners" studies, even young children_shift th%?r

He%sage'content as a function of the type of listener. However, in °

these .same studies, accurac& measures@reveal that childrenrs messages
- .are oftenluninformative. .One possibility is that the breakdown is in

the'infe:ence stage and thatichildren appreciate that the Ifstener has' a
\distinctive perspective but fail to adequately conceptualiZe that per-—
;spective.' This interpretation seems 1mprobable given that tﬂe listener s

.
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-

' attributes are often made explicit to the speaker (e.g., by first blind-

"application;' that 1s, ch11dren fall to cope w1th the.bas1c

N

BN

0ne is the ab111ty to translate an ;nference about’ a partlcular llstener

into a mess

the type %g'a pllqatlon sk111 that Flavell is concerned with.” Howéver,

.

— there is, another, perhaps more bas1c, type of app11cation sk111 namely

» , . Q‘

even a listener who is qoité si
‘ il .
acommunlcatlon accuracy to def1c1enc1es .in the fi&st type of app11cation

abillty it }s necessa . to demonstrate that the qu,ker is capable of
ymeeting the second type_of app11Catlon5demand ‘of the task, .

The research on self;'versns other—commnnication accUracy7is rele-
yant heré. As . we have seen,vchildren who commnnicate inacchrately to

another person do not utilize their qwn messages once -controls for memory.

'are introdnced. Were this finding to be obtained consistently across;
tasks it would suggest that ch11dren s problems in app11catlon often are

more fundamental than suggested‘by FLavell,s.model. Presumably, children

in the self-communication situation know “the perspective o¢f their inten-

e that is uniquely appropriate for that»listener. This_is '

to self. 'In order to attribute poor

ded listener since that listener is themselves. Therefore, poor communica-

‘

v : e N . .
tion accuracy would seem to be due to failure to cope with more basic

[ -

informatlon processing demands of the task..

)

la%)
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" Flavell's model also has relevance to 'studies whicly correlate measures
K .]. . . -v . . ‘ . ) : ) o P T . ) ) |
of~perspEctive taking with measures of communication accuracy. Relation—

x
ships between measures should be expected only when the two types of

2

. measures ‘are assess1ng the same- components of listener analytic,ablllty.
. : ST |
Most studies have correlated perspective taking measures w1th a measure

of communication accuracy. However, children s ability to shift their

{ ¢

'..messagchontent-as a function of listener type is probably-a better dindex -

. f
of thldren s recognition of the need - to takeuthe listenervs perspective
: "N\
Accordingly message content shift" measures shpuld;correlate mq{e higqﬁy
s -

than/accuracy measures with d1rect tests of children s ability to decenter"

from their own perspective.

Con p
¥

The" component model also has relevance to the design and interpre—

‘tation of communication trainlng studies. Providing children wlth perspec—b

“ —
s [

tive taking experiences seems far less effective than°giv1ng practice in’

I
v application (Chandler et al., l974 Skantz & WiISOn, L972) This is not -

fSUIleSlnghln light of evidence, to be presented«in the next sectioh

.fthat_children seem to have d1fficulty,in meeting the’ basic cognitive

f

'demands o£ many COmmunication-tasks;

o s

Finally, the component modef\prov1des a. basis for studying the e

"development of listener analytic ab\lity beyond childhood 0ne problem
. , -
with view1ng communication failure solely in terms of egocentrism is that

it implies that children have' made it”.once they appreciate that L

listeners have perspectives different ‘from their own Although adolesL‘

cents.and adults do typically appreciate'that listeners,have perspectives

different from their own (Existence) and that communication tasks require

] [ . .
- PR
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k manuzls" by providlng valuable 1nformation about the contént of d1fferent

&

of world' knowledge C

‘*c0nditions can suggest the speciflc skills that develop over ‘age:

oty

° b

accommodating to Qhese-perspectives (Need),.gaps'remain in;theiflknowledge “

.

of the content of particular'listeners"perspectiyes. 'Suchhgaps could v .

. N » - ’ . L . . )
produce problems in Inference or Application. o

o s »',‘ -~
. ! - - ‘ 1

"' Learning about particular listener characteristics is a life—long"
4 o coe . ""- - : . ’ :

task and interesting research could be-done-or the development of such™ -

. wo

\.

. Pd SEL, L
tives from vicarlous as- Weil as personal experlences.\ For example; -
/'\ s
books such as Stud Terkel s (1972) WOrklng may serve as role taking
s ' -~

4 i
. C .
ational_perspectlves; . : e .
.

LY -

It should be stressed that- th1s "knowledge of the: worldh component
of”Tisténer analytlc ability has probably plgyed a minor part inxstudies
to date given the tasks and types of listeners employed However; in
everyday, adult Llfe where people w;th quite d1fferent perSpectives areﬁ

-

eﬂtountered llstener analytlc ability may depend heav1ly upon this type

‘III. Task Analytlc Skills

- From our. discussion thus far 1t seems clear that a task analytic K

.

.perspective iswneededpto helﬁ'account for-change:over;age‘in cormunica—"

At - .. Lo - : . t
tion performance. The'assumptidn underlyimg this section is “hat an
N N T
analysis of children's communlcatlon performance under different task

Furthermore, it is possible to test 1nferences derived from descrlptive
1

studies by carefully tra1ning speciflc skills and observing the impact

7|1

of training on communication performance. Whereas teaching role taking

KD : : . : \

§bgial knowledge. People learn about the content of particular perspec—.

w



‘8kills has not been fruitful,.it will be shown that the training:of,morer
-.  task-specific skills has been more successful. . '
v L L e I B . )
’ﬁfiediscuss?ng the*rg}ationship of  task demands to communication'

os

. . N
- y N . ) s r- £ -. (
. “performance it is bé&st to return to a conside§%tionvof specific tasks

,'_and-the Qypes of skills these tasks %ﬁght'require...Research with the L

_”"._word pairftask (Rosenberg & Cohen, 1966) cah be .used to illustrate the i
m'v'-._“—",“_"’ PP ,. \/ / .

. Lask anafgtic app’pach g RecalL that 1n this task the speaker and
listener are given a series;of word pairs.‘ The speaker's task-is-to proé
< .

o vide a one—w0rd clue that wrll hﬁlp the listener identify the referent \ ‘f;l'.'
. ‘ K ¢ : . oy , v : . ¢ . ) s . \)’..
in'each‘word pair. A R e . o . o

P : Looking at thé items in Figure 2, what types of demands are made by “ay

, [y

. i

this task7 First the speaker must appreciate that’ "an informative message

W ».
v .

JlS one’ that~distinguishes the referent from its highly similar nonreferent.
. =

For example, it is insufficient to give a high frequency associate such ) F%,

1 T
as "water" for the word pair ocean4river. This messa e, alEhough
ocean g

'wrelated to "Ocean," is also highly related\to 'river and Wlll fail to

v
.

inform the listener. Thus, the speaker must ensure. that any message

produced is more highly related to the referent than the nonreferent.

el P oL
N .

. Rosenberg and Cohen (1966) have proposed a comparison process to account

GO

for the actiVity of distinguishing the referent from the nonreferent.
. . e i 1 - e
They contend- that-the speaker first samples an association to the‘re-

.

ferent from his or her repertoire,of associative responses:: The prob-

¢
.

ability of sampling a word is said to be proportional to its occurrence

as a word associate to the referent albne Next, the speaker is said.

to compare the sampled response to both the referent«and to~the non-

’

referent; If the associatiVe value to the referent is greater, the

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:



'~wbrdlis likely“to be‘emizted'_if tho.value is smaller, the word likely

5 v :, v - o

' will bé rejected and another cycle of sampling-comparison activ1ty begun

A . -

One ‘can,. of coufSe, accept the 1dea thag~successful Ebmaunication

4 -

on tﬁe word pa1r ‘task requ1res comparison act1v1ty w1thout assuming that

the cpmparison stage 1neV1tabf; follows a sampling stagg Indeed it is . J.’i

po§31ble that - mature communicators f1rst recognize Lhe task‘demand for o
e : B N
/comparison aqt1v1ty ‘and’ then sample from-words Whlch d1st1ngumsh the

[N s -

Uyt L et . . - .
referent from the nonreferent~ ’ Sl ’ o
3 In add1t10n to. the‘task demand th

2 . -
'

v R '4& i : . NI L C
- act1v1ty, the speaker must have acceSS to. an adequate repert01re of words,‘ ‘

€
labels,.and concepts. It does the speaker little good to apprec1ate that

the word: pair task requires,comparison act1v1ty,ifuthe speaker cannot
: Ek ol ‘ i ’

'fgenerate appropriate messages. As is evidentffroijigure 2, many of

v‘the word pairs requ1re considerable knowledge“of the world. /For example,

3 [}
-

for the word pair "ocean—river" the speaker should know that oceans are
L, AR . :

_,bigger than r1vers, ot” that oceans have waves or salt, or that oceans

- are known by names such as "Atlantic, or "Pacific, etc. A speakerw;'

who' has comparison skills but lacks the appropriate background knowledge

l. - 2

.demanded by a particular 1tem likely w1ll be gtoping for the right wd%d

-~/ -A. Adult 'Performance -. - L . A'~ix’ ¢ -

. % . N : o X . >

S

. Research with adults‘provides data on the operation of sampling.and.

,comparison processes in mature communicators. These processes can be .

studied by systematically varying the demands of the communication task.

Y
' )

. Where the speaker's task is to discriminate a referent from a;similaﬁ'n
;nonreferent, comparison activitywis clearly required. Where the referent
. b '»'A s R P s _— {

) C

(4] e BT S

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:
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“and nonreferent are dissimilar (e 8- house-tomato) no comparison activity

is required. ,Here the speaker can probably disregard the nonreferefnt

. -y
and simply produce a high’freqUency associate to the referenth

A‘number of studieS‘Withfadults haVe varied-‘the degree of referent-
nonre'ferent: similarity ;nd examined the pontent of gpeakers' messages.
Rosenberg and Cohen (1966) had college studentS Produce word asSOCiations
to single words. A second group of college StUdents served as speakers

~ and .were given these words as referents in Similar (e. g.'ggganfriVer) or
di"S\Similar (e.g. gggéﬂdeg) word pairs _ The ROSenberg and Cohen hYPOthe~

-Fj . sis that sampling is based on the strength of ‘word " assosiations to the; L
1referent implies that a 5Peaker's¢choice'0ﬁ clues ip the dissimilar word

-

' ﬁyir condition can be predicted from word aSSOCiation data. Results

'

showed good prediction of speakers' responSes from word association »
. :

’ data when the referent was di'S'S-imilar.. The VieW that comparison aCtiVitY
leadS to the. reJectiOn of high frequency asSOCiates suggests that word '
aSsociation data cannot be used to predict Speakers responses when thev
. s

ﬂ;eiefent,and nonreferent are Similar. ReSUltS Supported'this'p?ediCtiOn
as well, . | |

| Other st:udies;\;?i\ti1 adults alsd‘pro;ide eVidence of ché'opevaﬁion of f\\*

‘_COméarisonlactirity amdn%_mature eommunicat0r34)_Smith”(1970) varied |

N
Whether the referent aPPeared with a 31milar or dissimilar nonreferent
He fOund that "normal” adU1tS took longer to emit 5 clue* for Slmllar than
diSSlmilar palrS, apparently Sampling and comparlson activit1es take

"longef than sampling aq}iylty alone. KrauSS and Weinheimer (1967) used

~a task ln which an é@“lt'sPeaKer had to gommunicate one of fouT Colors'

1

‘to a listener. In one ®Aperimental condition,.the referent color was

»

o



similar‘to.the other colors. Invthe other condition the refereri;t:*_wé'ls
'dissimilarzfrom theAOtﬁer'colors;” Krauss and Weiﬁheimer hypothesized\T\
' that adults would givevlonger messages‘in the-similar than dissimilar ,
referent-conditions. "This prediction was based pn-the assumpti;n\thgt\\;
.vhen the referent and.nonreferent are unrelated; the speaker can’ select J
a'popular single—word iabel (e'g. "red" or ;green").- How,eVer when' the -
’"referent ‘and nonreferent share similar clues, more complex compound

. phrase qualifiers and color combinations must be used. Data supported

their hypothesis.

~
o

Although adults do engage in comparison activity they do not always
do so in the most efficient manner. Olson (1970) hypotheSized that "ani
utterance does not _exhaust the potential features of a refErent and that

- instead it.;peCIfied "the obJect to the level’ required by the listener.
A\\t;o differentiate the 1ntended referent from the aléernatives (Olson,
1970; p;'264:265)- AFreedle (l972) termed this the minimal redundancy'.
hypotheSis and examined the conditions under which it held. He found
‘ that in certain cases adult speakers were redundant rather than maximally
efficient, that is, they described more features than were necessary for
_differentiating refere:& from nonreferents..- Freedle found for example, .
uthat as the nqmber“of dimensions (e.g., height, width, dagkness) used to
construct an array increased and the number of nonreferents increased,
adult communicators were more likely to give redundant messages( it
' | should be noted that this experiment employed a written rather than oral
_communication;task.’ It seems lfkely, however, that similar results would

be obtained with an oral. communicasion task since oral communication

S typically provides even less opportunity to reflect on an array and

[ XA
Lo
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2
ideptify the critical nonredundant features ofy the referent. " A reasonable

. :‘ : : o S
'conclusion‘frOm,Freedle s work is that adult, i.e. mature, communicators i

do engagelin comparisonyactivity but that one should.not expect_the prof' )

.cjssinglofth"!gfofmation to be consistently performed in'the most,effi_
cilent manner. - , . . - o o e -

B. .Children's'Performance

To what extent do children engage in comparison activity? A series of
experiments by Asher and Parke (l975) addressed this question by testing
\\gi\\second—, fourth—; and sixth—grade children on similar and dissimilar word

paixs; 'Children of all ages_Were'found to be almost perfect communicators
on the dissimilar pairs.‘"However, on the similar pairs there’was clear

improvement'over\age.' Younger children did little better than .chance = - L

o
e

oo in this condition. Older children did much better but still -were far fh\

from perfect. . -
" These data could be interpreted to-mean that younger children are
deficient in,comparison~ability; children communicate effectively when

the task does ‘not require comparison activity (i.e. diss1milar pairs) but

do poorly when comparison activity is required (i.e. similar pairs) An

“«

A alternative,'and equally plausible explanation, is that the similar~word

| pair task makes greater demands on children's vocabu1ary and background
knowledge.: Perhaps younger children are familiar with the high frequency - A§¢

ssociates that will’ be effective on dissimilar pairs but lack the more

2

sophisticated terminology required to make the subtle distinctions required . ;:?

by similar pairs,g | | &
It seems, then, that message production datg,aloneJcannot be.used to

infer:that.younger‘childienyare deficient in comparison ability; Stronger "

AY
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o€ a

.inferences,can’be made by including a recognition task in which‘children‘

.o . * s g 2

- evaluate'a series of‘messages known to be effective.or‘ineffectiVe. If' =
children engage in comparison act1vity then they ought to recognize,

for example, that the clue "food" is a poor one for the item "bread fruic."”
Vs .- .

-

Asher (1976) employed th1s recognltlon procedure and found that second—

[EE 1

grade children were poorer than sixth—grade children on-this task . as well

as on a communlcatlon production task The younger children.were con-

Sistently mi31ed by/a cluevwhich, although:highly'associated with the:mf.
referent%\was_alsdihighly associated_to thé.nonreferent. . .
§;3 IR tlhe studiesxdiscuSSedithus far strongly implicate comparison.pro—

'cessing-as’an important component of chi;dren's'increasing skill“over age.
Are there spec1fic task conditions under wh1ch children will engage in
. . B
A‘comparison activity7 Perhaps, for. example, younger children can engage

in compar1son act1v1ty 1f the features of comparison are quite obv1ous,
i I,’ .

or if the same cr1ter1a1 attr1butes are. employed from item to item. :
Indeed it could ‘be argued that the word pair task is a particularly
challenging referential task 1nsofar as the @riterial attributes are -

- not always salient and the attributes sh1ft from item to item

A study by Ford and Olson (1975) suggests that young children do
engage in’ comparison actiV1ty under 51mple task condltrons. Eord and

' Olson usedvaitask in which blocks'yaried on the’dimensions of - shape |

"~f J_ (éircle’ér triangle){_size (large and small); and.brightness (white and
blach)uf_Trials Varied in terms of whether‘one, two;?or three featuresy

‘ were required to~differentiate the referent from the alternatives. When

A only one feature was required f1ve year olds ‘were found to vary their

descr1ption of the referent as a function of the nonreferent However,
xr

-



ome X g

1“‘this evidence of comparison processin% did not” appear ‘on the more complex

K R85 J/

trials. ,V'“" - ‘ o { S
A series of studies by Whitehurst and his colleagues also have speci—

U

fied some of the conditions under which children are likely to engage in

< Ly

B comparison activity. Their triangle communlcation task is similar to

/""‘ . . . . . = . - . -
Ferd and Olson s (1975) block task. By systematically varying the nature

of the triangles, the number of critical features that must be described

f'was controlled, Prev1ous tasks such as the novel forms task (Figure 1) or

. X 0 ¢

the word pair task'(Figure 2) do not lend themselves to this clear,specifi—
; L A

cation of critical attributes. Precise specification‘of the attributes

lzthat must be described on each item makes it possible to identify three
.types of messagest a) those that a incomplete because they fail to
'mention the dritical attribute, b) those that are redundant in the. sense
. that they mention the essential information, but also give non—essential
~information, and c) those that are truly contrastive in that only the
:critical attributes are mentioned A - ;> : !
In an in1tial experiment w1th this task Whitehugst (l976) gave
kindergarten, firstf, second—, and fourth—grade children a series of

communication items. Some of»these items contained one referent and-one

nonreferent while others contained one referent and ‘two nonreferents.

* The results indicated a decline over age’in iﬁcomplete responses and that

incOmplete responses were more likely~on the more challenging task,‘
involving two nonreferents. COntrastive reSponding, interestingly,
. . y A
'showed no significant effect of age but again there was a significant

effect,of task difficulty.' Redundant responding‘increased 0ver,age but'J

2 .

the effect was_not significant due toiconsiderable variability in per--

formance within each age-group.

v
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The results for task difficulty could easily be expecé Q P\t the ¢

4

developmental data are somewhat surprising ‘ Why is _there # ﬁtfﬁnger '

A}

increaSe over age in redundant than contrastive respondingq Wpitéhufst
proposes the "least effort hypothesis" to account for the fih&*ﬁgé .Asrwt
the task becomes more difficult it takes considerable eff { to p{OduCe

,.

'g a contrastiVe response. It is much easier to simply descr}bQ ﬁll Of

the referent 's features than to: perform the more precise pﬁlyﬁis of the

~sdimu1u8‘array and give_gust the critical attr1bute.
The least effort hypothesis gains support from a secoﬂd efhe{imenﬁﬁﬁ-

in the same report (Whitehurst, l976). A third of the chij/dbefl wéle firstﬁ_
‘putlin_the listener role.and expose&lto a_speaker-who pnodd RSy Qoﬂtrastlve.v
responseSP Another third_of‘the'childreh heard a s%Eaker dtﬁ ?bqéuCad
7:incomp1ete messages,Iandhanother-third were.in'aicontrol Ca’Wi‘ioﬂ; J
Children then served in the.speaker role. The results arg sho«\ in

Figure 4, Those wh? heard a contrastive model showed a stﬂphgﬁb ncfeése |

in redundant messages than in contrastive méssages. The 'dﬂmef of dn~
complete messages declined considerably. Anvarently child{ By 1Qa{ned

from exposure to-a contrast1ve model that messages must- J §t¢ﬁgdish

the referent fromfthe nonreferent. However, unlike the mod |, Yhey

performed this task’ by using longer, less diff1cult to' Cayy buﬂt L]

2

- ey

Inserthigure 4 about here . L v

- -~ - P

Whitehurst (1976) concludes that children may be like QV¢QE writers
who use 500 words when 50 wordsﬂglll do. "To continue thg haiﬁgy, re-
dundant writers seldom become spontaneously eff1cient, a gamq @Qlﬁor muSt f
intervene. If the parallel is apt, there is llttle reason SN @*pect

SN . 90
Lo v g
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}vMinimal redundancy to be a routine attribute of communication at any level
o{‘development,. Unless there -are Specific reasons to behave differently,

B
.

~,children $eem to Opera}e on the principle that. words are cheap" (p. 482).
A
L The Ieast~effort hypothesis might be tested in future research by con— -

’ strai\}ng Children s performance by - limiting them to the message 1engt1h

associated With a contrastive response., Older- children, or children exposed

to a contrastive model should exhibit more contrastive responding under
:'constraint conditions.‘, .‘_ o i7-»:; e
: Twohrecent experiments by Whitehurst and Sonnenschein‘(in preSS)'examined
the d.eg'ree to which children engage in .comparison activity when the dimen~ -

'Y

'_siOns_of comparison ere.varied versusvheld constant across trials. In
Experiment l, one group of children were shown items in which the same

~dimension (e, g .size or color) could be used from one trial to the next.

Another group received items in which the critical attribute varied frbm
/ 3

one trial to the next. /Kindergarten children produced informative messages
in the "simple condition" with a fairly similar proportion of contrastive

versus redUndant messages. However, in the- complex condition children s
N | . N
Performance deteriorated, a much higher proportion of incomplete responses .
o /
was produced Experiment 2 was conducted to learn whether it was varia-

tion in the’ dimenSions of “the referent or the nonreferent that produced
the communiCation breakdown in the: complex condi%ion. In this experiment,
Whitehurst and SonnenScheln manipulated independently Whether the re—

ferent or the nonreferent varied across,trials. Both types of variation

>

| were fOUnd to disrupt kindergarten children's performance within a few trials.

-

A st by‘Sonnenschein, Whitehurst, and Marcantel (1978) suggests

“that hinderga eh. qhildl:en's ‘failure.to engage in comparison activity .
. 5 » ‘ /
27 ' C %
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onithe triangles task_is not a furction of limited vocabulary or in--
. ability to.identify criterial attributes. Chiidren Jeregtested in;a T .

*

.regularncommunication-condition'("tell me about’the one with the star’
above it so that {the llstener] can-pick it out"), and in a cond1tion in
'which they were. directed to identify criterial attributes ("tell me how

the one with the star above it is d1fferent from the - other one'). In'

»hthe first condition children di@opoorly but in the second condition they

produced good messages. Apparently on th1s task cﬁildren 8 communica—

‘tion problems lie in their failure to spontaneously apprec1ate that the

o

V.communicationwtask requires comparison processing.

c.j’Training Studies :_ . . » - . , ..', ) Lo

It seems, then,.that*children often have difficulty withcone.of the

s

fundamental task demands of referential tasks, namely the need to compare

the relationship of potential messages to the referent and the nonreferent

'A_iIf children are, indeed *deficient in comparison processing,-then‘it should .

e, =

be poss1ble to improve communication performance by .training. children to *
engage in comparison activity. Recent resegr¢h by Asher (1977) éxamined

L4 4

.this issde. Children wére taught to engage in compar1son activity by,

[

being eXposed to a model who talked out loud while working on azéommunica—
. . ‘ N
tion task. ' This modeling plus self—gu1dance statement procedure was

adapted from a similar procedure that was successful in teach1ng impul—;;
, -
sive children to be more reflective onh a. scann1ng task (Meichenbaum—&

" _Goodman, 1971) . _ : o ) ’ S -

, . i N ‘. s ". . w l L
‘To 41lustrate, the model's’ script for the first word pair ('child-
B . . . . A . ’
baby'') was as follows: ° o

() - .
Jd
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MLet's see,gthere's_fchildren' and- 'baby’ and.fbaby"has the e '{\
'ﬁline~under it. How about-play as aJclue? A baby plays. “No,

: ¥ L=
_that's no good, because a child pIays too,’ and the person won't

know which  word has the 1ine under:it. How about mother, be—_

‘cause a baby has a mother., No, aﬁchild has a mother, too.

-

Oh I've got gxe. Rattle. ‘Because a baby playiwith a rattle’

'and a phild doesn t . Rattle.

- ; -After "the model communicated the child was asked to give a clue for

= " )

the first practice ‘pair and the . chi1d was. instructed to "think out loud

“

i & '
just like the person on’ T V." - After the child gave a clue, the experi—

[ ° B

- menter gave corrective feedback ‘This video modeling and practice con—.

-tinued in a similar fashion through seven word pairs for both the, model v

jand the ch

On the eighth word pair, the model was seen thinking to

himself/herself,rather than' out loud._ The_model said: "There s crayon

<

and chalk and grayon has a line under it. A good clue is wax. Wax."

-

'-Before the child gave a clue for the: next practice pair, the experimenter

-with a good, clue.F

sdid, "Now do it like~the'person on”T.V. Think to yourself and ‘come up
! After the child gave.a clue, :the experimenter again
\ .

gave cdrrective feedback fThis procedure continued'until the model and

' child had each given clues for three more word pairs. y

-

Since practice alone might facilitate performance, another group of

1]

:children part1c1pated in a practice- only condition. These children

¢

practiced on an equal number of word pairs - but received no 1nstruction.

Results indicated that children who received training did significantly

better on a completely new set of 1temS«than did children who received :

2practice only. Furthermore, these differences remained at one~-month follow-

_up.

1
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o Although differences:between.conditions were significant, only about
",4oz;of'ché:clués of:the:tgained children were effective. Does this indi-

3:.n\cate-that children didn't fully learn the comparison concept~or does it
- . : . . . . . Sy L . i . . ‘
suggest that_ﬁocabplary and "knowledge ofvthe world' factors were con- '( _

straining their performance? ‘To assess this, the training procedure was.,

£

'=repeated in a. second eXperiment. Th1s time the poor clue vers“ good
- clu# appraisal task (Asher, l976) was employed as well as the message

'pigguction ‘task. As discussed-earlier, the appraisal task*minimizes.thelg“

I *

o “need for a sophisticated production vocabulary. Results szgwed that"

’ comparison training produced 51gnificant gains in message production but A
the absolute level of performance was low once again.r In contrast’~When

. the task required only recognitlom of good and poOr clues trained children
‘did quite well in absolute terms as well as relative to the practice—only

' group. S > f Y - SRR ...
It appears then, that” younger children are deficient in comparlson'

-ability and that tra1ning comparison skill leads to improved communication
1 -

) performance. The fact, however,ﬂthat~performance on the production taskr.

remains relat1vely low after training suggests that the children are ’

. \ - .
failing to meet some of the basic vocabulary and/or knowledge demands of
the task a's well. Future training research m1ght examine the effects of .

N e ]

comparison training on other less verbally demand1ng, production tasks..;l

o

IV{. Message Analytic Skills o ' _ R

o h Along with the ability to analyze the listener's perspective and the

nature of communicatlon task demands comes an increasing abllity to engage

B

in the analysis of messages. This_abillty,is reflected in developmental .

<
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'éhahgeé in'ghil éuis aCCuracy in-the'listener role, in improvement'in‘
the acCuracy with which children can directly evaluate or appraise
y . - R

message quali%i. and in increased ability to give feedback and ta prgfit

€ )

from feedback. )' . - : ”; . L

i

Listener Ability ;ﬁ-' B . ;’i'f'{ B ".HQJQ e

A‘number of studies have Jhad - children serve as. listeners and respond
to. experimentally controlled messages._ Early'studies usingzthis procedure

'.gave children mesSages which were known to be effective (e.g. Glucksberg

et al., l966)55 Results indicated thataeveq:young-children‘were accuratewb

in identifying referents when given adequate messages. From these studies,'
researchers generally concluded that the development of listener ability B K ’
precedes speaker ability and that children can. be competent listeners

~even though they are relatively ineffective as’ speakers -

'“Recent eVidence indicates, however, the early studies créated'a

:mi leading picture by prOViding listeners ohly with effective messages

\ B} 1

.,:and ‘that children are less adept whe?w;he message is unclear,or ambiguoui.v

(Bearison & Levey\ l977 Ironsmith &
. .y

_»Miller, l977). For example, Ironsm\th and Whitehurst (in press) had

itehurst “in press; Karabenick‘&- e

secondf, fourth-, and s1xth—grade chiidren respond to either informative o
messages or ambiguous ones. Children cOuld respond by maklng a ChOlCe'*\;

or by asking a question if the message wasn t clear. - Results showed

" ngip i

‘good performance-at allsages on the informative message’trials but

'i{Significant age differences on the uninformative,message trials. Y0unger

‘ children were much less 1ikely to question an inadequate message and even o e
- when they did question the speaker'they tended to give general feedback

L



How’ are’ the results from these studies to be interpreQ  Thie” fact

’
g

"tthat'listeners of all ages do relatlvely well when the message “is effective

A suggests that some form of . comparison activity is operating. However, the

. .

‘fact that children do poorly at detecting ambiguous messages suggests
{:ghat‘the comparison process is incomplete. The listener s process of
- ;ﬁ: searching'the alternatives may“work as follows. Younger children may

ivsearch through the alternatives for the first object that 1s highly

.associatéd with- the message. In the casé, of a clearly informative

I ‘ .

'lmeSSage (e.g.,_ the blg red triangle")"hildren have a reasonable’ chance

£ of making the correct referential choice ‘pagticularly when the non—

P . i

referequ are not highly similar to the referent.

Howeyeru when the message 1s ambiguous, i e.; highly associated to -
X .

_more than one obJect (e g, "the red triangle ); the young child is o

' 1ikely«to conduct an incomplete search that ends’ with the identification (/"

o
e

of the first apparent "match." -~In'contrast,~olderachildren are more' K e

+

N likely to- make a complete search that reSults 1n correct identification
- J
lof_the referent-when the.message is 1nformat1ye'and in detection;of‘ , -

'ambiguity when’the message“is uninformative.. e IS
This descriptlon of the llstener s behav1or leadswto the predlction

that younger children s performance w1ll be affecte& hy‘the pos1tlon of

the referent in the st1mulus array. A referent appeaging where the Chlld B
. o :
”is first llkely to’ -look is more likely ‘to be selected than a referent

il . i

L

whichlappears later\in an array of similar obJects. A study by chkson

X, - (1978) supported:this prediction. Children ranging in age;fromjfour,toz
9N
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‘sﬁéven.w‘e’re:given four :ijects- that were of'ten highly similar to one',another.
"From left torright the referent appeared dn_ either the first” second

Ny
\

. third or fourth pqsitions. Dickson found that younger children s pe S

—formance was more affected than older children s performance by the

H

position of the referent.;;.“ f;f

.

kY . A

“.B, Appraisal Ability . - S Lo
[ \ ’ .' ’ . . ~.' . . A N ' \ ] " P 4“ )
Studies of children’s listener<performance suggest that'young ohildren

are relatively poor at analyzing or appraising message quality. ‘A d1rect

test of message apprﬁdsal ability was made by Asher (1976) This study

examined children ' abillty to evaluate either thEir own or another -

“. ‘.."

person s communication performance. Second-, fourth—, and 31xth—grade'

-

. children generated clues for a'series of 'similar referent word pairs.
- [ \ ‘,'

After produc1ng messages, half of .the children were asked to indicate

Ra

whether each of their messages would be effective or not The other half

R

‘of the childreanirst produced'messages andgthen evaluated\Ehe clues that’m*

S
°

ihad been generated by an age—mate. By yoking pairs of children together

..:i . PO C e
the study enSured that children evaluating their own clues (self appraisal)

" Cee -,

and those evaluating another chIld s cluef (other—appraisal) would be

,-,-..

e, .
evaluating identical clues, i.e. clues of equal quality. Results 1ndica—

z

ok

-ted significant, age d1fferences in children S. appraisal ace acy,andhno:
‘al .and '

e differences at any grade level between children s self—appr
other—appraisal accpracy. The 1atter f1nding is 1nteresting because it

& A

'suggests that children can be Just as obJectiye about their,own_per—

S o Co =

formance as they are about adother person's. o
‘The representation described earlier of the search processes of young

« listeners leads to the prediction that.it'is possible to’"foof" younger g
: : ; , :
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3 . N Ty . . L X ' L 4 AV R
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‘:ahchildren into thinking that an informative message is actually a poor One.‘w,vfi

v -2

If children S. criterion for defining a message as an adequate message' ‘

‘ 4

f‘is simply that the message be strongly associated to the: referent, then s P

",
‘$'

children may fail to. appreciate ‘that evd"a moderately associated‘message :

g S P ,
3

can be effective if it is completely unrelated to the nonreferent. Asher

L .\v,_ .e-' - .'t L \f
(1976) asked children to evaluate a series of adequate and inadequate K

Q

clues.l G°°d éﬁues wére oﬂly moderatelylassociated to the referenc but

completely unassociated with the nonreferent (e g-,_"think" for "head—

. S
. r

stomach”) .. Eoor clues were highly associated w1th the referent and the'ﬂ‘

Sk -nonreferent (e. g.; ﬂfood" for "bread fruit") The_results were’thabf»

¢ 1
@

second-grade children were poorer than fourth— and sixth—grade children

“on" both the good clue and poor clue appraisal tasks, Thus, it is possible -

-~

. to arrange conditions such that young children_will do poorly even in

et

Tl evaluating adequate clues.

.

The ablllty to analyze messagestaCCurately is undOubtedly related to’

PeI 1 ‘v.:, .
: *the exchange of feedback between a‘ Speaker and a listener. Adults aré - s

.- cp'

. 1ikely as listeners to give feedbaek to the speaker When the message is .:.
ambiguous and ane kikely as Speakers to. make use df feedback from a-

1iste“er~ For example, KraUSS and’ Welnhelmer (1966) found that aduIts s

* -
K ~

modified their messages over trlalS'when allowed to~”ee the listener s -

. . ; . ‘ -
-~

eferent cholces. ) e ’f‘ N : R
in contrast, studies Qlth childrén{indicate that'they‘are less‘lihely"'
| 2“e§lllsgé“er8‘tqulyemfeedbaéé QOvthe.speakerrl'Meissner“(1975) found that
Ii_inde_r.éarten childzen .“qilxés_ti‘one‘d"éﬁly 25/ of the ambiguous messagéd. they
S . . A R A
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Teceived, Furthermorea when in the speaker r01e,'Children tend to be

0

less reSponsive to the feedback they do receive. 'Ip an early study of -
this Phenomenon,_KradSS and Glucksberg (1969) had kindergarten, first-,
third-, and fifth-grade children communicate about a- series of novel fOrms

:'Q r
. for eight'%rials. Following each trial, chlldren Were shown the listener s

arrangement of the formS-..Reeults indicated'théf 0]_der'childre1'l'»S Per*A
‘formance impromed over trials while yOunger children's did not.

Another 5tudy by GlUCkaerg and Krauss (1967) examined the content of
childl‘en s communlcatiOnS in response to feedback, Kindergarten, flISt-,
~third—; and fifth-grade children. communicated messages for novel forms
to the experimenter who played the listener role.. Following the Speaker s
communication of the first, third, and sixth formS}ytheIexperimenter'
.“;aid "Ok" to indicate‘PﬁdeIStaHding- Following‘coﬁmunication Ofﬁthe\othef
three.forms, the experimehtef indjicated lack of understanding. Children's
IreSPOHSes to feedback were Categorized older Children gave more modified
descrlptions or new descrlptlons, whereas yOUnge£ Children were more 1ike1y h
to r.ePeat the same descriptions of remain Sile“t~ Rather similar findings
have béen'reported in a'étUdy by Meissmer (1975). She found that on those
relatively infrequent 0CCasions when listenerS questjoned the speaker's .
messagés, only 20% of second-grade children and. 40% of fourth-grade children
~ Improved ‘their messages: )
| It is clear;\then, that the ability to give and utilize feédbéck,
like Other‘measuresxof communicatjon performance, ipcreases over ase.

»It is lees clear, however, what gkills underly changes over age- Most
t of the research here has been purely descrlptive Tather than almed at

T~

understanding the particular skills that contribute to feedback -

i £ , .
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' utilization‘ﬁndér diffé;éhtléﬁﬁditions. :dhe plausiBle interprétation Es
ghét bﬁildren fail to utilize feedback f;r thé same,?easons that they

‘cémmuniéate inaccpfately in thé»first.blacej namely failu%e to cobe with
the basic demanas of the.particular éommunication ;asks.tkey are given.

-

The demand for an adequaté vocabulary is clearly relevant, Might

LS

it not be'that young qhildren';eméin Silént,.or repeat:their iniciél . l
: méséage,'iﬁ part because they cannot tﬁink of a ﬁettgr wayvfo'describe
tﬁeir-intended'refgrent?‘ A study by Pete:édh, Daﬁner, and Flavell (1972)
addresééd the issue of-vocabulary and fe%dbagk utilizaﬁion. Four- and
seven-year-old ghildren were given feedback by an édﬁik'lisfengr aftéf
they'des;cribeq al'n'qvel form referen:.tr. (:)neb type of feedback involved |
idifectly asking the qhiid{” "Cah‘YSQ gell me aﬁything el;e about it?f

Both age grohpé were able'td~supply more information when it was'directly

L

requested. This suggests that the ¥Punger'children were not at "a loss

for words.'  However, no measure of listener accuracy was employed.

& 7

It is thus possible that children's post—fegdback'messages'were_no more

-effective ghqn‘their pfior messages.

The demand to engagé in comparison activity that characterizes many

[y

Ireferential communication tasks probably is a factor in a child's utili-
zation of feedback. A child who fails to ‘test potential messages,égainst

nonreferents as well as referents is not likely to engage .Jin appropriate

3

"remedial' activity following communication failure. One way to gest
the contribution of comparison activity to'children's utilizatioﬂ of

feedback would be to study the effecté of teaching children to eﬁgage

in compérison activity, As noted earlier, Asher (1977) found that

training children to compare their messages to the nonreferent and

-

' : . i T
Ly :
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referent led to improvement not only in message production (i.e. communica-

a

tion accﬁracy) but in message appraisal as well. No test of children's

'ability-to use feedback was made in this study. . Such a test could

shed light on ihe extent to which the prbcesses that_account’for initial
qdmmhnic;tion failure also-acgounp‘for féiluré'to adequgtély.utilize
‘;:listénef feedback. - o ' .. ,"“ ..
| Iﬁlis aléo.pOSSible.that an account of qhildfen?s résponse to feed-
. ;back may heed‘to:include:"metécommunicative" skills...Flav;ll‘(l977) hés
reéentiy suggeéted that as children grow.dlder-they become increasingly
" able to view messages as objecté of aﬁalysis and to réfleétrﬁpbn.both
their own and o;her beople's me sages. Flavell develops thebidea_that
the éoﬁéept éf‘”aUdiencé" has rjtévance‘acrOSS diverse cognitive actiQi—
ties.“Eveh as speakers, we are our own audience; When we generate idea;
. we tﬁink about these ideas as thoygh we‘wéfe an external listener or
audién#e. When we éommpniqafe messagés we "listen" to them as though
we were tﬁe’audiehce. This ability to reflect upon messages and to’

=3

analyzé them could underly a chiid's ability to use feedback. Receiving
. ( X . . ) N

: o
information that one has been misunderstood will have impact to the

extent that it leads to an evaluation of the message in light of the

vmessage's goal.
A question that can be usefully asked is whethgf the metacommunicé—
“tion concepf has utility independent of the more basic listener analytic
aﬁd task analytic ékills that‘underiie successful communication performance.
When' children think about a méssagg they need conceppu&l_tdols. "Children

need to know that different listeners have'differenl informational needs

‘and thﬁy need to know the nature of particular listeners' perspectives.

TR -
O
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_:éhildren aisb néed to know tﬂat parﬁicular tasks make particular task:
‘demaﬁdé, sﬁch As-the demand to contrast referents from siﬁilar nonféferents.
To'think about messages, to vie& thém aS'objects'of analysis, reduires
that the child analyze ﬁessaggs along certain basic dimensibns.' Oéé
;dimensioﬁ is‘whefher the message is‘adapted tolﬁhe needs of thelﬁartiCular
f;iéténer. " Another. diﬁensiod’is whether the messagé is adapted to the
!Eéguiréments of.th?,pérticular task.. Are there child;en.who ﬁndgrétand
2vand één gmploy these}dimgngions'yet cannot fthink about messages or.vigw
.pﬁem éé.oﬁjectsvof?analyéisé ‘To make\this oﬁerational,»éfe_ghgfe children
" who have listener aﬁalytic and task analytic skills'yét &o not respond:
xappfopriately when given feedbaék that they have been misunderstood?
The Eoncept of'metaqommunicatian.ability'wduld seem to iéply the'existeﬁce
of such children. Thé existence of %uch children éhould‘be demonstrated
if the concept ié to ﬁe more than'a shorthand way of saying(that‘a person
has good_lisfenef‘analytic and-task analytic skills. g
Finally, it should bé noted fhat limited perfbrmance in evaluétiﬁg'
: meSségés and givingvféédback can be due to thevéperation of certain
social normsvas well as to communiéation gkill deficits. Children might
hesitate ;o‘give"feedback to a sﬁeéker bé;éusehit violates.a "politeness
norm."-‘If‘the speaker is an adult, givin; feedback may be ﬁiewed as-
being disrespectful dr challenging of aﬁthority. Cbsgrove'and Patterson
‘(1977):pres;nt data.reievant to this isgqe. They had preschbdi,bkinder—
' garten, seco;d;grgde and fourth;;ra&e ch;ldren servé in the listener
rolé.and'had an experimenter give them either:fully in%ormative, éartiaily

informative, or uninformative messages. All children were told that

. they could talk to the experimenter as much as possible but half were .

s

14
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glsp-toldﬁthat if they weEen't,sure ﬁhiéh‘résponse to make they could
'ask.Questions to help figure it out{y,This-;;mple ins}ruction, at all
;._fiages except preschool, dramatically increasedfthe level of question.asking
and the‘number of correct referential choices children made;‘ The fact
_that preschool ch11dren s performance did not 1mprove suggests that
-Vtheir performance was 1imited by skill deficits. The. improvdment of the

older children 1nd1cates the effectiveness of a simple normative inter—‘ b

vention.

i

V. Referential{éommunication and“Ecological Validity
. - C [ :

The literature on referential communication performance is largely
based on laboratorp'tasks,_often of a‘highly artificial,naturej; A ques-
tion might be raised about the relevance of a novel form task. word pair

; task, or geometric ﬁoﬂhs task to the referential communication lives of
| children.' These structured tasks allow for more detailed inspection of
specific skills than m1ght be made were more naturalistic tasks to be
‘used.. Still it .¢ould be that h1ghly unfamiliar laboratory tasks are
‘creating an exaggerated picture of childhood incompetence.

The role oflthe cOmmunication s1tuation has been given insufficient
attention in communication research with children (Cazden, 1970).
Children might well.exhibit competence'in one situation and not in an-

- other.” This Variable'may'be particularly'important for children»who

typically perform poorly in academic situations. It is possible, for

, example, that the social class differences commonly obtained in referen—

)
a

tial communication studies (Higgins, 1976) are at least partly attr1bu—

= table .to issues of-task relevance.

Ha
T
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. A:recent'study hy‘Hall,_Cole; Reder,'and Dowley‘(l977) niQeiy illus;
trates'the potential contribution'Of situational variableﬁ' LQWﬁrﬂiHCome,

black preschool children,_were brought two at a time to 4 shpabm@rket-

- The experimenter put the children in the shopping cart anﬁ togﬁtﬂﬁr the
experimenter and children went up and down - the aisles copd ksi\g pout
-what they saw, A tape recorder in the. cart recorded all o hv@hsﬂtion

' between the experimenter and the children. Content meas { \ 2t children's

speech (evg.. number of utterances, utterance length) indiéated considerab1y3
more language output than observed in a more formaltschooi %i \aﬁigﬂ- s
'Although this study employed.no measures of communicatio foaQtiveﬂeSs
(e.g., referential accuracy), the results are certainly d8§65Q£VQ of

the iﬂbact of situational variables. .

Wigfield and Asher~(1978) recently'assessed the eXteﬁt'tD wiilch age v
'differences would be found in children s communication ac&“%acb on 3
'more ecologically representative task than typically emplﬂyﬁd‘ ¢hifd‘
and f1fth—grade chlldren from a middle—class school werg / ke to glve a
"newcomer" directions to five locations in the school.'.Rﬂghlt%vindicated'
that age d1fferences were sty%nger on this task than on / mabg
"traditional" laboratory measures (a word pair task and 5 plot\f@ dés‘
cription task). These da;a suggest that at least for midde/Qlaﬁa
children‘the more "artificiald communication tasks are n0¢f§{ﬁ§gahatiﬁg
age\differences in children s’ communication performance

still, concerns about ecological validity remain. wﬂy f“f Qxﬂmple
do children do rather poorly in experimental studies'yet°fghatioﬂ rﬂther
well in their‘everyday transactions? ~ One reason is that Vhildbgﬁ sPend
. much of their time talking to adults who, as relat1vely effﬁativa

2 .
| l)

‘ y 7
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cdmmunicators, compensate for'some'ot the.deficiencies of children as

sptakers and iistenersﬁ For examplg,.adults are 1ike1y to modify their

messages when talking to a yoﬁngér versus older child (e.g., Snow, 1972) :
' Angthér possibility is that many of'the_cbmmunication rasks of everyday
life make fewer demands de comparison activity and world knowlédge ér

\
vocabulary.. As we have segen, children do rather well when the referent to

T

o

 be described isnin the context of dissimilar nohreférents; Studies might
.inyéstigatj the degree ‘to which children confront "31milar referent
situétions in their everydéy social interaCtions. such scudies might
also investlgate the role of non;verbal gestures in chlldren s referen-:
tial communication. It is likely that children,use pointing as an aide
, to verbal meééageé'(e-g- "Hand me.that bogkd) and thereby cgmpenéate'for;
verbal défitité. Wéllman‘aﬁd Lempers (1977):FeC§EF;y,o?séfvedvtw0—§eat¥
old chi%drenfs sociaibintéraCtEPn' in teq-hours‘of‘“focal-child" QbsgtYa—
tions, 300 instances of refetentiél communicatipn’occurréd, and of these
fabéut halfiincluted pointing

‘ Flnally, children llve 1nla world’ of actlon that prov1des them with
behav1ora1 feedback that they have- not understood others or have not been
understood by.otherS-. For_example, a common referential communication
‘situétion is odé ih wﬂich one c;iid teathes anéther ctild the rules of
a gamé. Children are generally Sugcessful at transmitting'this tfée of
. inforﬁacion to one aﬁother even ghough the task ig fairly(challeﬁging'in )

.

the sense that subtle dlstinctlons often must be made. The reason for

»

» children s success here may be that the game prov1des an action frame—r -

\

work in which children can test out whether they understgnd,thg instruc-

‘tions.

4
! e 0L
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"'A recent study by Markman (l977) suggests how thi% process_mightr
operate.  First-, second-, and third—grade’children were taught how to

play ‘an alphabet card game and a- magic trick.. In each case, the speaker

left out critical information. For example, ‘in the card game 1nstructions . \.

N

" the speaker referred to a "special card" but never said what thls was .

After giving thelinstructions-the.ekperimenter'gave the following set of

-

probes: S e : S L .

1. "That's'it. ‘Those are my instroetions." |
2. ﬁWhatido you think?"‘ : | B ; . ] - R
3; ”"DoAyonwhaye“anthuestionS?" g

. T e , o .

%4.-"Did I tell you everything you need to know toiplay the game?"'. -

5. '"Did I forget to tell you‘anythingé" |
" 6. '"Can you tell me howytobplay?" KThe Experimenter prompts if necessary,:

7. "Did I tell you everything you need, to know to play the game7" | '
8. '"Do you think you can play7 Let's play, you go first. .l f’vg
9. "Did I forget to tell you anything’"

10. "Are,youvsure? Did I tell you everything you need to know?"

Children received'scores_based on how many probes'it.took before
) k4

they‘indieated that the inStructions given weré\ineomplete. The youngest

age group had to actually try to play the game before they realized that

the referent "speeial card" had ni:ver been defined. _Even the older.children

hrequired a 'number of PrObeS‘beforevrecognizing the.inadequacy of the

instructions.

- "
~ 4

It is unlikely that these results wereédue to:children‘s reluctance

"-to criticize the experimenter since children*were told that the experimenter
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- was.interested  in their feedback and in making sure that the game instruc-
tions were-clear.‘,The Markman study is important not only because it

replicates ear11er f1nd1ngs that children often fail to recognize when'

)

‘they are not understand1ng, but because it suggests a mechanism by which -

children can "get along" despite their'communication skill deficits. The
" act of implementing instructipns‘leads‘to recognition that the message ha's

- not been understood or was not clear. L S .

o

Y

VI. “Conclusion

Literature on referential communication has grown considerably duringh

_the‘past decade. In addition, a shift has taken place-in the type,of

-

research being pursued; Earlf studies were what flapell‘et al. (1?68)
termed "developmentalﬁdescriptive" in character. That iS,fthere nas‘more
interest.in descrihing changes'over age than in accounting:for the specific
skills that underlie developmental changesjin communication performance.

o - < q , ‘
When explanations of change were offered - they were based heavily on the
‘Piagetian.view that a.single all—encOmpassing cognitive' structure, ego-
centrism, could account for the dlversity of experimental findings. -

Recent research ‘has tended to be more analyfﬁc,athat is, the maJor
'goal is the analy51s of specific skills that underlie developmental o

changes in communicatlon performance. Find1ngs from this type of 1nquiry

'make it'clear that no sihgle ability'is all—determinate and that, ;nstead,

) i \
_ communlcation effect1veness\involves a number of separate sklllS whose

-

-relevance to- performance varie

as a function of the nature of the

,1istener'and the»nature of the task. .

oo

;,_ . Increased attentionntq specific underlying processes will have a

" number of salutary effects. First, it\:jll advance;our\understénding of

S
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a variety of 1ndividual difference variables 1n addition to chronological ,5”

age. . For example, degpite cons1derable research on social class differences -

’ e TS
much" remains to. be learned about the spec1f1c skill gthat contribute to

them (Higgins, 1976) ., Here, as in research on age differences, it is
o clear,that explanations based on the construct of "egocentrism will not

P

.suffice.f Rather, explanations must also tdke account of children s ability

. to fulfill the basic cognitive requirements of particular communication -
tasks. T "\. :"uy}‘akéT‘f% S 5"}}xf . .

Second, attention_to underlying-processes, may lead to the discovery of

relationshipsabetween referential communication performance and other / .

seemingly:'different tasks‘which~actually involveﬁsimilarpprocesses. For
«' example, for children‘to do well on reading achievement tests they need

.an- adequate vocabulary and knowledge about the world, and they need to 7ty

- engage 4in a certain type‘of comparison processing. The multiple-choice
— format commonly employed on achievement tests requires the reader to . R

select the ‘correct answer from among at least one or two similar "dis-
. L ¢ ) . .

tractors."
Givenrthese task demands, reading,aohieuement test performance and
referential communication aécuracy should be_re}atedr Indeediit‘appears
\' that'referential communication performance on "similar referent” tasks
is correlated with»standardized reading achieyement test scores 'This‘

is an, intriguing finding in. light of the lack of relationship 1n most

. -
K
£

studies betWeen verbal IQ scores and referential commhnication accuracy
'(Glucksbergvet al., 1975) and in light of the’ high-correlation between
IQ and achievement, A task analytic research perspectiye which focuses

.on~specifictprocesses might solve this\puzzle.

1\‘1 a _ . ’ . R Co -
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Finally, attentionﬂta_specific underlying processes will make possible

he development of more effective procedures for teaching communication . K

skills. As we- have seen, the training Studies with more specific ObJec—
' tives.and controlled "curricula" have been most successful.

e

The develop—
' ment of effective training proc&dures will have,theoretical as. well as

'lpractical import. .For example, it will be possible ‘to study experimentally - <

.
ar issue that has’ received little research attention thus far, namely _ o

'the functions of referential communication. To what extent would training'

'children to be more effective communicators on a variety of referential c

tasks’affect other aspects of their~functioning?

Y "-,:"
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Figure l.' SixanoVel formareferents and the.éxperimental arrangement.

'(Adapted from Glucksberg, Krauss.and Weisberg, 1966 nith permission*of the

"authors and Academic Press, Inc ) 4,rf' o c

“ Figure 2, Word pairs with the referént in each pair underlined.

“”l”'(Adapted £rom . Asher and Parke, 1975. Copyright by the American Psycho— ’

'vlogical Association. Reprinted by permission )

- ) 'n"

. Figure 3. Representation of egocentric ahqﬂnonegocentric communication.‘
'(Adapfed)from Flavell Botkin, Fry, Wright ‘and Jarvis, 1978 with permission
of the authors' and John Wiley & Sons, Inc. ) '

, Figure,é. Mean obtained probability of three types of communicative

-

responses in the control andtmodeling,conditions. (Adapted;from Whitehurst;

'1976. . Copyright by the Society for Research in'Chiid Devefopment; Reprinted
by permission.) - R e
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