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.A study was conducted to determine the frequency of
three types of prosocial interactions--empathy, helping, and
altruism--which nonhandicapped preschool children could exhibit
toward their handicapped peers. Subjects were 32 nonhandicapped 4- to

- 5-year-olds and 13 developmentally disabled 3- to 5-year-olds ‘ "
attending a mainstreamed preschool classroom. Each of the 32
nonhandicapped subjects was observed in the classroom for six
separate 10-minute intervals over a 6-week period, for a total of 32
hours of observation., During this périod, & trained observer recorded
each time the nonhandicapped child exhibited omeyof the three types
of prosocial behavior, noting whether the behavior was directed

" toward a female or male peer and whether or not the peer was
handicapped. In addition, nonhandicapped children were interviewed
concerning their motivation for prosocial behavior. Results obtained
from the observation data indicated that handicapped children were
significantly underrepresented as recipients of prosocial behaviors.
Handicapped children elicited only altruistic actions and received
neither empathic nor helpi support from their peers. Results from
interviews indicated that the nonhandicapped children were at the
social responsibility norm level of motivation for their prosocial
behaviors. None of the children mentioned a person's handicap as a
basis for their altruistic acts. (MP) >
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ébstract

- The purpose'of this study was to inYestigate prosocial
interactions as a ﬁeasure‘of friendship toward handicappéd
childreh in a mainstreaﬁed preschool. Each of the 32
vnonhandicapped preschooié:s was observed in the classroom
fos,empathic, helping, and -altruistic behaviors directed
toward both their handicapped (N=13) and nonhandicapped
peers. The results indicated that handicapped children were
significantly undérrepresented as recipients ;f prosocial |
behaviors. The handicapped children elicited only
,’altruistic actions and'réce;veg neither empathic rlor helping

support from their peers. Factors influencing prosocial

‘behavior in preschool settings are discussed.
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JProspcial Behaviors in a Mainstreamed Preschool

There has been increased interest in the social
behaviors within the mainstreamed classroom. Most of the
research on social interaction in integrated settings has
focused oﬂ the elementary school and has indiéated that
school chil&ren do not readily accept handicapped peers
(Semmel, Gottiieb, & Robinson, i979). Recently, researcﬁers
have begun to'gtudy tﬁe,social beﬁaviors of preschoolers in
mainstreamed nurséry school programs. Some researchers have
. rgpérted data similar to'fhe findings at the elementary
school level (Porter, Ramsey, Tremblay, Icaccobo, & Crawley,
1978; Ray, 1979), while other :esearche£s have reported much
more acceptance of preschool handicapped children by their
nonhandicapped peers (Peterson & Haralick, '1977; Guralnick,
1980). All of these studies focused on general social
‘interactionswand some included as many as 15 to 20 different
types of behaviqrs (e.g., smiling, proximity, gestural
communication). '

A more specific measure of children's social
interactions involves prosocial behaviors, one of the least
researched areas of social behavior in integrated preschool
programs. Prosocial behaviors are socially construétive
behaviors intended to aid or benefit another person or group
of people (Mussen * Eisenberg-Berg, 1977); The term

"prosocial behavior" is a general, categorical term which
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includes a number of different behaviors such as empathy,
helping, and altruism.

. .. Although ﬁoffman (1975) has theorized thag empathy
mediates a variety ot proqociai Séhaviors and therefore
should bé related to other types of prosocial activitiés,
Payne (1980) found that the individual . types of prosocial
behaviors were not highly correlated. Most of. the
investigations reporting a signiticant correlation beéween
the types of prosocial behaviors have used a behavior rating
methodology (Bryan, 1975) rather that an event sampling
(naturalistic observatien) hethodology. Therefore, it is
important ‘to investigat; the actual trequencies of sgeveral
different types of prosocial behaviors in preschool

" settings. ‘ ’

Prosocial interactions indicate-é‘ce;tain amount of
positive feelings between the ac?ors and may indicate a
certain level of acceptance by the ihitiator for the
récipient. Hayés, Gershman, and Bolen (1980), in a study
comparing preschool children's unilateral versﬁs reciprocal
friendships; found that in reéiprocal friendships children
often mentioned‘m;tual sharing (altruism) as a dimension of
their friendship which was not mentioned by any of the
children involved in unilateral friendship dyads.
Therefore, the ffequency ot prosocial béhaviors directed

toward handicapped children may be a more accurate measure
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of théir acceptance by nonhandicapped peers than general i
socigl interactions. '
Only two studies (Ispa & Matz, 1978; Ispa, 1981) have
focused on prosocial behavior in a mainatreamed preschool
s Both ctudies were conducted in the same school over a
two-year period utilizing some of the same subjects and
included only one type of prosocial beh;eior (helping) The
‘purpose of the pﬁesent investigation was to determine the
frequency of three types of prosocial interactions--empathy,
helping, and altruism--which nonhandicapped.preschooy
children could exhibit toward their handicapped peeré.
, Subjects
The subjects were 32 honhhndicapped 4 to 5 year olds
(15 males and 17 females with an average age of 4 years 6
months) and 13ﬂdevelopmentally disabled 3 to 5 year olds (7
malfs and 6 females with an average age of 4 years 5 months)
enrolled in the Home Economics Preschool Laboratory at
California State University, Nofthridge. There were 13
% additional nonhandicapped 3 to 4 year olds and four
nonhandicapped 2 to 3 year olds who were not part of the
study. The children were from middle class families and
lived in the commuﬁity surrounding the university. &he
following numbers of children wifh specific handicaps were
represented in the school: language délay (3), language

delay with cognitive involvement (4), cerebral palsy with
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cognitive involvement (1), trispmy 21 (2), and devglophental
delay without known organic involvement (3).
Procedure
Each of the nonhandicapped subjects was observed in the
classroom for sii separate 10-minute intervals (one hour)
over a six-week period fo;ba total of 32 hours of
observation time for ‘the total group. The intervals were '.
randomly determined within the time the children spent
inside the classroom. The two research assistants, graduate
students in home economics and c'c;umunicttive diqorders, wvere
sgseated inside the classroém and were randomly assigned to
,obaerQe the target children using oblervational forms
developed for the investiga;ion., The reséarch assistants -
had at least one semester of observing experience at the
preschool laboratory. They'were blind ﬁo the purpose of the
study. During the two weeks prior to the study, the
research assistants were trained to use the observation form
until the Spearman-Brown interjudge reliability correlation
coefficien; exceeded .90. _
~ Operational definitions of the three types of prosocial
behaviors were identified on the observation form. Empgthy
included such behaviors as responding to another's distress
through empathic crfing'and by comforting a hurt child.
Helping included assisting a child'getting up or sitting
down, piéking up objects dropped bx another and cleaning up

" materials. Altruism included- such behaviors as sharing

-
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toys, food, space and materials and taking turns. The
research assistants observed each nonhandicapped child apd
checked the appropriate category each time the child
exhibited a prosocial behavior and els0 noted whether the
behavior was directed toward a female peer or male peer and
whether or not the pee} was handicapped. Behaviors directed
toward classroom teachers were also incluaed. Scoring
consisted of adding the frequencies for each of the three
" categories off prosocial behavior. A total prosocial score
wag obtained by adding the empathy, helping, and qltruism ‘
scores.. |

In addition, the nonhandicapped,chiidrenswere
interviewed concerning their motivation for prosocial
behaviors (Dreman & Greenbaum, 1973). The interviews were
conducted by & third research assistant, a graduate student
in home economics. Each child was taken individually to the
testing room, which is a small barren house located on the
playground of the preschool. The questions were asked in
the following order. "When'you share your toys at home or
school with a boy/girl (depending on the sex of the
respondent), why do you share them?" '"When you have some
candy and you share your candy, why do you share it?'"" "When
you give someone a present, why do you give it to them?"
The child's responses were given one point if it indicated
the "social responsibility nor?" level of altruism (child

shares or gives aid to conform to social demands), two

} -
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points if it indicated the "reciprocity norm" level (child
shares or gives aid to return a favor), and three points if
it indicated '"true altfuism"’(bhild shares or gives aid to
make others hhppy%. A response was éiven zero pointg if it
was deemed inappropriate fpr the question; examples were
responses, such as, "I don't know,'" or ''Because candy's not
good for me," or "I don't giverpreaents." Examples of
responses considered at the social responsibility norm level

were, '"Because I have to," or '"Because my mother says 1 have

“to," or "Because‘my brother makes me.' Responses at the

. reciprocity level were, "When At's their birthday, 1 give a

present, then when it's my birthday, they give me a

present," or "They won't play with me if I don't," or

'”VﬁBecause they share with me." Responses at the true

AItruism level included responses such as, "I do it because
it makes me feel good," or "Because it makes the giri
happy.” The Cronbach's alpha for the interview was .68.
Results
Empathetic responses were the least frequently

exhibited (M = .31, SD = .45), followed by helping behaviors

(M = 3.66, SD = 1.76); and altruistic behaviors (M = 4.84,
SD = 1.87). The mean number of prosocial behaviors

exhibited per child during one hour of observation time was
8.81 (SD = 2.52). The data included interactions that were
from nonhandicapped to nonhandicapped child, nonhandicapped
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child to handicapped thild, and nonhandicappea child to
nonhandicapped adult.- </ /

Of the total of 282 prosocial interactions, 188 \
interadtions'were child-to-child. The remaining 94 were
child-to-teacher interactiqns. Only five prosocial o
interactions were directed toward handicapped children.
This constituted only 1.8 percent of the total prosocial

interactions (including child-to-teacher interactions) and

only 2.65 percent of the child-to-child interactions. The

handicapped children constituted 16.9 percent of the total

" population if teachers were included and 20.9 percent of the

children-only population. A chi square analysis indicasid
that the handicapped children were significantly
underrepresented as recipients of prosocial behaviors in the
total interactions (child-to-teﬁcher interactions included),
x2(1) = 1819.71, p < .001, as well as child-to-child
interactions only, x2(1) = 1175.94, p < .001. All of_th;
prosocial behaviors received by the handicapped childfen
were altruistic behaviors; the.ﬁlndicapped children elicited
no empathetic or helping behaviors from their nonhandicapped
peers. There were no significant sex differences in the
initiator or recipient of the prosocial behavior.

The mean level per question of the interview was .81
with a standard deviation of 1.31. The data indicated that
the nonhandicapped children were at the social

fesponsibility norm level of motivation for their prosocial

10
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behaviors. None of the children mentioned a person's
handicap as a basis for their altruistic acts.

Diacﬁssipn“

The reliability of the interview was relatively high

(r = .68) considering the construct measured, the brevity of

the interview (3 questions), and the homogeneiti/bf the

group (middle-class 4-5 year-olds) It should be Koted that
Dreman and Greenbaum (1973) did not report any reliability
data on their one question interview from which the present
interview was based. More attention needs to be given to
the development of reliable and-valid methods of assessing
p?hschool children's explanation, for their prosocial
b;haviors. | -

The results indicated a large discrepancy in the actual

freqﬁency of prosocial behaviors directed toward the

, handicapped children. If prosocial interactions are

indicative of friendships between the handicapped and
nonhand%caPped children, then the handicapped children in
the present investigation clearly were not fully integrated
into the preschool milieu. ‘

While three types of prosocial behaviors were included
in the study, handicapped children were recipients of
altruistic acts only. Handicapped children received no
helping responses from their peers. These data differ from

Ispa and Matz (1978) and Ispa (1981) who found that the

handicapped children received more, not less, helping

11
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interactions from their nonhandicapped peers and te;chéra
than their nonhandicapped peers. Such inconsistent findings
indicate the need for careful study of the different types
of prosocial behaviors and the conditigns unde; which they
are elicited by handicapped children. ooke, Apolloni, and
Cooke (1977) indicated' that simply placing children in
mainstreamed programs will not usually result in cross group
peer interactions. It may be necessary to train handicapped
and nonhandicapped children in specific social skills such
as sharing and helping (Gresham, 1981; Synder, Apolloni, &
Cooke, 1977).

Eisenberg-Berg and Lennon (1980), in a study of
nonkandicapped preschoolers, also found empathy was the
least frequent of the prosocial behaviors studied. Thus,
the data do not appear to support Hoffman's contention that
empathy mediates the other prosocial behaviors. Although
the frequency of empathic responses were low in the present
investigation, there were more responses directed toward
nonhandicéppcd than handicapped children. Further
exploration of possible differences in the development of
empathic responses toward handicapped versus nonhandicapped
peers will be necessary in the future. -

The results of the interview indicated that the
nonhandicapped children were at the social responsibility
norm level of motivation for altruism, i.e., sharing is

desirable.because it is rewarded. Children at this level

S | | 12
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expect to get feedhack from.the'recipients ofﬁtheirj

' : : : L S .
prosocial activities It is possible that the .

nonhandicapped children, after observing and interacting
with the handicapped child, -may have begun to conceptualize
the handicapped child as socially inactive and unable to -

- reinforce them for helping and sharing responses;‘ L ' ) -

| }ometiﬁe after entering elementary‘school, childrenl"

. begin to oppxate ‘at the reciprocity level of motivation for |

prosocial behavior. that is, they begin to share or give aid

in order to return a favor or to have it returned in the

 future. If the handicapped elementary child 1ack§:shg<©

skills necessary to deliver prosocial activities to others,

- then he or‘she is unlikely to receive any prosocial

activitiesf Again, preschool"and elementary teachers in

.amainstreamed classrooms need to train handicapped children

in the specific»skills ngtessary for delivering prosocial

8
interacE ions to others ‘ .

~ Guralnick (1981) identified severa} factors that gfy

~influence the general social interactions in mainstreamed

-«

preschools The age and/or developmental level of the ¢

shandicapped children has an impact on the social

interaction The handicapped children in this investigation
were of similar age as the nonhandicapped children ¥n Ispa
and Matz (1977) and Ispa (1981), the handicapped children

were older (by an average of one year) than the

’ nonhandicapped children and thus, perhaps, at a higher

. | 13 S ,3
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depelopmen;alfievel than in the present investigation. It
should be noted that three of the four handicapped children

. ru' ' who;were recipients of altruistic acts were &4 to 4% years of
agei Thus, the handicapped child's age and/or developmental
levels may'be a significant factor in his or herAacceptance
The older handicapped children tend to be at a more similar -

- developmentaI level to the nonhandicapped children and thus
- ‘ " may be viewed as a more acceptable playmates to the
nonhandicapped children. : Qai ' e
Guralnick also identified the teacher- child ratio as ‘a
'factor in the. frequency of social interactions. The Home
V//ggonomic Preschool Laboratory is a training institute in
preparing for chi1d oriented careers. Therefore, the
. teacher- chi1d ratio is quite high--l :3.5. Guralnick

} concluded that high ratios ‘seem to inhibit child-child - .

. social interactions. In'fact, one-third of the

nonhandicapped children's prosocial actions were directed

toward- the adults in the classroom.

The high ratio of teachers to children. may-also have o

: ////////cansed the nonhandicapped children to perceive the teacher
- as the appropriate source of hezsagg interventions for :

~

L4

4"r handicapped peers. Perhaps the children simply acquiesce to

- ‘the more capable teacher. 1In addition, the teacher may be
intervening too quickly when helping behaviors could be
elicited from nonhandicapped peers This explanation is
supported. by Ispa s (1981) finding that preschool teachers

"
-

. 14




v . | Prosocial Behaviors.

‘ ‘13
in mainstreamed classrooms give moréfhelp and affection to
. handieapped than to nonhandicapped/cﬁildren. Whilé' it is

5 desirable for teachers to be role models for prosocial |
behaviors, theitr interventions may be limiting. peer .
interventions

The ratio of nonhandicapped to handicapped children in
the classroom may be a factor in the prosocial interactions
as well. While the '1:10 guidelines used by Head Start is
often recommended when designing new mginstreamed programs,
the.preschool laboratory had a ratio of 1:5 during the
‘study. In other‘studies of general social interaction, the
ratio is often much'higher (Cooke,,Apollone, & Cooke, 1977)_
_af even with the handicapped children being the majarity -
‘(bnralnicky 1980; Peterson, mﬁaralick - -1977). What is .
.suggested is that in programs with higher ratios the
nonhandicapped children may interact with the handicapped.
children not as a.matter of choice but of necessity. If the
nonhandicapped children are to have any social contacts with
other children, then they may select handicapped -children
simply because they are readily available General social
contacts as well as prosocial interactigns may. decrease as.

P
the ratio of handicapped to nonhandicapped ‘children

-

o decreases.
~ Ispa (1981) and Guralnick (1981) have discussed the
'chilq 8 specific handicap in relation to his or her social |

interact}on with nonhandicapped peers. They suggested that

»

15 . //*\/
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<the nature of each chi1d's disability is a factor in the ’1‘7
social contacts with peers. The anectotal sketches’Lf th
handicapped children in Ispa's study indicate that they may
have been at a higher level of functioning than in most
studies ‘(e.g., They were at the same level of socia1 p1ay as

.their nonhandicapped peers). In' addition, Kennedy and
Thurman (1982) found nonhandicapped ekﬁpentary school

iy
children were most lihqu‘tp verbally indicate they wouﬁ%,
offer help to‘orthopedically handicapped peers over Down%s .
syndrome or normal’ peers presumaBly because the orthopedic
handicaps are most visible None of the children in the

present study were orthopedia11y‘haﬁdicapped. Of the four

- handicapped children who received prosocial’ behaviors in the -

present investigation, three were descriggd as mildiy
developmentally delayed with oral,language ‘delay. Thus,
they were probably functioning at a higher level ofhsocial
developpent than the other handicapped children in the
preschool., The fourth child was trisomy 21 and at a lower
developmental level than the other’ three; she did not
actively participate socially and pasd&vely received a
shared toy from a nonhandicapped peer.

In addition, Ispa (1981) and Guralnick (1981) be1ieve
that the interpersonal skills or personalities of ' -
handicapped children are a significantfactor in their
acceptance by peers. This variable seems to be an important

factor in nhether or not handicapped children receive

16
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"~ prosocial actions from nonhandicapped peers. A striking
_ @ nor e .

aepébt=of the teacher descriptions of the three mildly
delayed children was their sociability. All were described
as having made a good’ 3o/igl adjustment in the classroom due
to their eager approach to peers Perhaps what reaearchera

need to focus on in future research is not the "handicap of

the children but the individual social characteriatics they

_possess. Regard1e8o7of the children'’ s.handicapa, they have

their own peraonaﬂity characteristics (e.g., temperament)
which.may be as important in their acceptance by
nonhandicapped peera as their handicap.

Future investigationa should also explore the frequency

and possible developmental factors influencing specific

- typea of proaocial behavior and the handicapped child's

ability to oeliuer prosocial aseiatancc.' Lastly, greater
knowledge of the.aociel-cognition of handicapped and
nonhanéicapped children_would provide a more thorough

< -
understanding of the factors influeé%ing social

interactions.

(‘.
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