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This book culminates a broad
inquiry regarding what can be expected
when questions are asked of mentally
retarded persons. It started with
a suggestion by the President's
Committee on Mental Retardation that
it might be useful to conduct a-
periodic national polling of retarded
citizens of all ages and circum-
stances as a means of gathering
input for policy making purposes.

- The Committee had already commis-
sioned some work on defining the
mentally retarded population and
constituting a representative sample
of that population. It then
encouraged the Texas Tech University
Research and Training Center in’
Mental Retardation to propose -a study
in which the feasibility of inter-
viewing retarded persons would be
explored. The study was intended

to investigate the ability of
retarded persons to answer questions
and the reliability and validity

of their answers; to ccmpare their
perspectives-with those of the
nonretarded individuals (e.g.,parents)
who often speak for them; and to

PREFACE

obtain information about the needs,
circumstances, and attitudes of
retarded persons as well as guide-
lines for constructing interview
schedules in the future.

The proposal was funded by the
Rehabilitation Services Administra-
tion with the idea that the Center
would continue to interact with

PCMR in charting directions. This
indeed happened, and the President's
Committee had a great deal of
influencé on the subject matter

to be included in interview
schedules as well as the kinds of
research questions to be addressed.
We know we did net answer or even
address all of the issues that
concerned PCMR, but we are confident
that this report will be of value

to them as well as to a wider range
of professionals and researchers in
the developmental disabilities field.

The authors have many others to thank.
First, Gerard J.Bensberg, Director

of the Research and Training Center,
was indispensable in getting the
project off the ground and supportive
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throughout the study. Syng Nam Yough
and Cheryl Smith contributed to data
analysis. Staff in the following
facilities and agencies deserve much
thanks for their cooperation in making
children and adults available to us
for interviewing: the Lubbock State
School, the TLubbock Public Schools,
particularly the special Education
Department and the Ballenger School;
Arkansas Mental Retardation-Develop-
mental Disabilities Services, espe-
cially the Arkansas Children's Colony
at Conway; and the Austin Association
for Retarded Citizens, especially the
citizen advocacy program and its
staff. Research of this nature

always depends on the good will of
agency and facility staff, from the
top down, and in this project that
good will was plentiful. ‘Finally, we
reserve special thanks for the parents
and attendants, and most especially
the retarded people, who actually
participated ir our interviews.
knew, indeed they were explicitly
told, that participating would not

They

ii

.selves.

make a difference in their lives,
would not help them with the problems
that some of them faced. Yet they
willingly gave it their best, often
enjoying the chance to talk about
themselves and to be listened to care-~
fully. All we can say by way of
thanks is that we learned more than

we ever hoped to learn about retarded
people, as well as about how we "non-
retarded" people can communicate more
effectively with them. Our hope is
that this report, even though it
uncovers many problems in getting
meaningful answers from retarded
persons will encourage others to
give them a chance to speak for them-
We will show that good
intentions are not enough, that soph-
jstication in phrasing and ;tructuring
questions and skill in interacting
with people are needed if the attempt
is to be fruitful. But as the pedple
we talked to have shown us, there is
much to be gained if we try as hard as
they do to make the communication
process work.

Coy



"If more people do not take a
more active interest in the life of
the mentally retarded then we will
aot have any place to go except in
an institutional living and that is
not fair because we are God's
creatures, to be like you are,
considered as normal." Unsolicited
letter cited by Baker, Seltzer and
Seltzer (1977).

The mentally retarded adult who wrote
these lines was acting as an effec-
tive advocate for community residen-
tial alternatives to institutions

and for the philoséphy of normali-
zation. As anyone who has worked
with mentally retarded people knows,
many of them tell us exactly what is
on their minds (whether we want to
know or not). Mentally retarded’peo-
ple, like all people, have knowledge
of what is going on in their lives,
their likes and dislikes, and their
hopes for thé future. Historically,
however, their voices have not been
heard. .Certainly their perspectives
have rarely been solicited by

. proposed

Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION

professionals working with them or
researchers studying them. To be
sure, there are exceptions. Occasion-
ally, first-hand accounts of the ex-
periences of mentally retarded
persons appear in print (see Stanovich
and Stanovich, 1979, for a biblio- '
graphy). Occasionally "we" even
solicit their opinions, as illustrat-
ed by Nirje's (1972) report of a-
Swedish conference of mentally retard-
ed adults which yielded a set of
provocative policy recommgndatiohso

To cite a notable example from the

research literature, the deinstitu-

tionalization study by Gollay,
Freedman, Wyngaarden, and Kurtz (1978)
not only involved- interviews with
deinstitutionalized persons but also
included a screening and critique of
interview materials by a
retarded consumers. None-
theless, the predominant pattern has
been for "us" to speak for "them,"
prompting Stanovich and Stanovich
(1979) to advocate letting "them
talk about us for a change" (p. 83).

group of

1.1



In part, neglect of tle perspectives
of mentally retarded consumers has
been a result of the models of rer-
tardatlon that have guided the field.
When mentally retarded persSons are
viewed as subhuman, as children, or
as menaces to society, it simply
follows that their opinions are
irrelevant and that "we" are the

ones who know what is and what should
be happening in their lives. If,
instead, we accept the concept that
they are "God's creatures, to be
like you are, considers1 as normal,"
we are motivated to take them
seriously as human beings with impor-
tant things to communicate. Precise-
ly this concept is gradually infil-
trating the field of xental retarda-
tion today. The philosophy of
normalization has had its impact, as
has the “roader movement /ifi society
to guara.tee the civil rights of |
handicapped persons. Groups of
handicapped persons, serving as their
own advocates, have had a marked
impact in seeing that these changes’
have come about. The mentally re-.
tarded, though rarely speaking for
themselves, have been represented

by consumer c¢rganizations, parents,
and other representatives.

One of the major products.of the
handicapped consumer movement has
been the stipulation in a variety of
legislation that handlcapped clients
or students be involved in making
those decisions which affect them.
Thus, rehabilitation agencies must
insure that a client has agreed to .
an individual rehabilitation plan,
mental retardation facilities and
agencies must involve clients in the
development of habilitation plans,
and, under appropriate circumstances,
schools must involve not only parents
but children themselves in the deve-
lopment of individual education
programs. These requirements make

it mandatory that human services
professionals begin to consider the

perspectives and preferences of men-
tally retarded persons.

Service providers, counselors, and

teachers are not the only ones who
have a stake in obtaining information
from mentally retarded consumers.
Researchers, especially those study-
ing deinstitutionalized and service
delivery systems, depenq on informa-
tion gathered from mentally retarded
persons, and indeed increasingly
express the belief that such persons
should be allowed to speak for them-
selves, since it is their experiences
which. are under study (e.g., Gollay,
Freedman, Wyngaarden, & Kurtz, 1978) .
Virtually anyone who is involved with
the mentally retarded has some need
to understand the perspectives of
mentally retarded persons and gatner
information from them.

But how? How does one hear from
people whose .verbal skills, as a
function of the very nature of mental
retardation, are limited? It is with
this question that the present report
concerns itsell. :

The Nature of the Study

/ The research was inspired by the
/President's Committee on Mental Re-
/ tardation.

. PCMR became intrigued by
the idea of conducting a periodic
poll of a representative -national
sample of mentally retarded persons.
The proposed survey, to be used with
persons of all ages and living situ-
ations, was viewed as a means of
collecting informaticn about the
circumstances, needs, and attitudes
of mentally retarded individuals
which cculd be used to shape national
policy. The Research and Training
Center in Mental Retardztion at Texas
Tech was approached with the notion
of conducting a study of the feasibi-
lity of such a polling, and a pro-
posal was then written and funded by
the Rehabilitation Services

iv
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, such information.

Administration. It became clear
that PCMR was interested in a wide
range of feasibility issues: how
to construct a representative

sample, how to access interviewees, ¢

what to ask, how to ask it, and what

to do with the résulting information.

In our own thinking about the proj-
ect, we decided that the first and
most important task was to determine
what can be expected of mentally

"retarded persons in an interview

situation; whether they can give
answers, and whether their answers
are reliable and valid sources of
information about their circumstances,
needs, and attitudes. 1f we assume
that mentally retarded persons sho. i

be given opportunities to communicate
: } i
it !

about their own lives and needs,
is critical to explore the methodo- /
logical issues involved in obtalnlng

4

In an important sense, then, the

. study became an exploration of the
“communication Skills of the.mentally

retarded; not their larnguage deve- .
lopment, but their ability to under-
stand questions and use speech to
accurately convey facts and opinions.
However, our intent was not just to

explore deficiencies in communication

skills among the mentally retarded.
Comxunication is a two-way process,
and the ability of mentally retarded
persons to respond to a questlon
might depend heavily on the form,
clarity, and salience of the question.
Thus we sought not only to understand
the limits of retarded people's
abilities to participate in inter-
views but also to identify more and
less effective ways of asking dues-
tions of them.

The four guiding questions of the
project can be stated as follaws:

1. To what extent can retarded
persons respond to questions
in an appropriate fashion,
and what factors affect

thelr responsiveness?

1.

How reliable are such re-

~ sponses, in the sence of
being consistent over short
periods of time?

How valid are such responses,
in the sense of being free
of systematic biases and
agreeing with infcriation
provided by parents or care-
takers or documented in
records?

What types of questions
appear to optimize respon-
siveness, reliability, and
validity?

Organization- of the Report

The body of this report is based
on data obtained from five different
interviewing studies. Each study
involved interviewing a group of men-
tally retarded children or adults
‘about their circumstances, needs,
and attitudes, and also interviewing
a "significant other" such as a
parent or attendant to obtain a
second perspective on, each client.
in Chapter 2, we briefly review the
Jliterature relevant to the project,
considering both the literature on
the communication skills of mentally
retarded persons and the literature
on the potential for biased responses
in survey research with the general
population. In Chapter 3, we de-
scribe the design of our study,the
samples interviewed, and the measure-
‘ment procedures used so that this
methodological information can be
borne in mind in reading later chap-
ters. In Chapter\4, the logistical
challenges in conducting interviews
are considered, and we offer sugges-
tions based on nur experiences for
carrying out interviews with retarded
persons.

Because the five studies were very

similar in basic purpose and design,
we do not report the findings study
by study.” Instz2ad, the remainder of

£
3
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‘the report is organized around the
four guiding questions posed above.
In Chapter 5, we draw from the
various studies to examire respon-
siveness, or the extent to which
mentally retarded persone are able
to answer questions. We describe
the kinds of difficulties inter-
viewees had in providing an apprgf/
priate answer; for example, in say-
ing yes or no to a yes-no que§tion
or naming something in response to
an opzn-ended question. We/look at
responsiveness as an indiv{dual
characteristic, describing how low
in the IQ range one can go and ex-
pect mentally retarded persons to

be able to respond to simple ques-
tions, and we relate responsiveness
to other factors such as the type

of question asked’ (yes-no versus
either-or versusfopen—ended, and so
on). . Starting with Chapter 6, we
move beyond the issue of whether

or not various questions elicit-
appropriate ahswers and ask whether
or not the responses obtained are
useful. Chapter 6 focuses on the
issue of réliability by analyzing
data obtair:.4 in two of our studies
in which institutionalized persons
were asked the same questions twice,
a week apart. If, in an interview-
ing study, the answers given by a
person change drastically from week
to week, the information obtained is
of little use. Again we examine
factors (such as question format) that
affect the extent to which answers
are stable from week to week. 1In
Chanter 7, we turn-to the validity
issue, primarily by examining the
extent to which answers Jiven by re-
tarded persons and answers given by
"significant others" agree. Although
we do not assume that significant
others represent "the whole truth,"”
we are concerned with the extent to
which pictures ,0f a group provided
by clients and’/ their parents or”
attendants differ. '

N

o

-response biases,

/

/

/

s/

"In Chapter 8, we describe direct

comparisons of alternative ways of
requesting :the same information.
Throughout the five studies, a numnber

‘of different compariscns of this type

were made. In some cases, we COm-
pared alternative question formats
(e.g., yes-no questibns versus either-
or questions on the same topic),
while in other cases we explored the
effects of alternative question word-.
ings or alterrative probing tach-
niques. In each case, we compared
the questioning strategies at issue
with reference to three criteria:
responsiveness, absence of systematic
and validity as
measured by agreement with parents

or attendants. Thus, we first asked
which alternative yields appropriate

responses from a higher prcportion

of the population, assuming that the
more useful questioning approach is
the one to which most clients can re-
spond. Then we compared the two al-
ternatives in terms of the extent to
which systematic biases, revealed in
comparison of a client's responses

to one format with his or her respon-
ses to the other, invalidate respon-
secs. Finally, we determined which
question is associated with higher
agreement with the responses given by
parents or attendants, on the assump-
tion that high agreement with
significant others is an additional
indicator of -validity of responses.
Of any two approaches to soliciting
the same information, then, the more
useful of the two is the approach
which optimizes responsiveness, does
nct appear to be associated with any
systematic response biases, and yields
answers that concur with those pro-
vided by significant others. Chapter
8 thus has many practical implications
for anyone seeking improved methods
of obtaining information from men-
tally retarded persons.

Finally, in Chapter 9 we attempt
to summarize the major findings cf
the study and their implications for

l.4



training mentally retarded persons

in communication skills and for
seeking information from them as a
service provider, counselor, research-
er, or simply interested party. Some
readers may want to read Chapter 9

~—

first to get an overview of the s;Ldy
and its findings and then go back/to
chapters of special interest. /
Finally, we have provided a variety
of appendix material of particular
interest to those planning interview
studies. ‘



LESSONS

As in any research project, we
began our inquiry with reviews of
previous research, hoping to find a
body of knowledge on which to base
our own study. We did not find a lit-
erature on how best to ask questions
" -of retarded persons. As far as we
can determine, ours is the first such
study. However, we searched for
clues in two related bodies of liter-
ature; the literature on language and
communication skills of the mentally
retarded, and the literatnre on meth-
odological issues in survey research
with the general population, This
chapter overviews what we found most
pertinent to our research questions
in these two very different bodies of
literature.

Information abrut the communication
skills of mentally retarded persons
is extensive, as deficits in lan-’
guage and communication are part of
the very nature of mental retardation.

As experienced mental retardation re— --—

searchers, we of course knew that the
limited verbal skills- of. many retard-
ed persons would limit the klnds of

Chapter 2

FROM THE LITERATURE

questions that could be asked of them. We
knew that verbal interviewing would
be all but impossible with profound-
ly retarded persons, but were not as
sure how much could be expected of
those at higher levels of retarda-
tion. We hoped to gather informa-
tion about whether we could expect

of a retarded person essentially what
could be expected of a normal child
of the same mental age, or whether
some of the language and communica-
tion difficulties of retarded per-
sons are not so much a ‘problem of
developmental delay a3 a matter of
qualitative difference. For example,
if retarded persons have been found
to have serious difficulties in un-
derstanding quantitative concepts .

and terms, beyond those that.could be
predicted on- the basis of mental age,
we would want to avoid their use in
interviews.

Reviewing this vast literature was
difficult, for participating in an
interview is an activity that calls
on all of a person's language capac-
ities. Receptive skills are needed
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- to understand the question being
*.asked; expressive skills to give an

answer. Moreover, reception and ex-
;Egssion, or comprehension and repro-
duc ion, must be applied to all of
the’;hree subsystems of language:
sound;, meaning, or semantics, and
grammar Oor syntax. Thus, we had to
be conggrned with hearing deficits
and speech or articulatory problems

among retarded persons; we had to ex-

piore their vocabulary and comprehen-
sion of various cencepts; and we had
to consider their ability to under-
stand the striucture of questions
posed to them as well as to structure
answers. %

The selective litarature review we
present here consiagrs in turn the
sound, meaning, and‘grammatical sys-
tems of language and‘suggests what
can be expected of retarded persons ..
in interview situationég However,
this body of literature ‘did littie

to tell us whether the answers of
retarded persons can be expgcted to
provide meaningful insight into their
lives. We can ask a simple yes-no
question, for example, and a rg¢tarded
person may appear to understand. the
question and answer "yes." But‘is
that "yes" a reflection of reality?
Would the person's parent or someone
else who knows the person well con-*
cur? These are issues which have not

been addressed in the mental retarda-

tion field; yet they are critical if \g

we are concerned not just with lin-
guistic competencies but with the use
of those competencies for a purpose:
to communicate accurately one's needs,
circumstances, and attitudes.

Fortunately, we had another body of
literature to turn to for clues con-
cerning the issue of response valid-
ity. Researchers who use survey re-
search methods with the general popula-
tion have long been concerned with threats
to response validity. They have repeat-
edly found, for example, that many people

give biased answers to put themselves

in a favorable light and that how one
structures and phrases a question may
influence what answers are given. We
assumed that if certain biasingeffects’
have been uncovered in survey research
with the general population, there is
no reason to believe that they will
not surface in interviews with re-
tarded persons. On the contrary, as
we will show, there is reason to be-
lieve that threats to response vali-
dity will be even more acute in inter-
views of retarded persons:than they
are in interviews of nonretarded per-
sons. Thus thischapter's second sec-
tion will overview what survey research-
ers have discovered about response bias.

Language and Communication

Among Retarded Persons

Speech and communication problems
are generally viewed as characteris-
tic of mentally retarded perscns
(Blount, 1968; Karlin & Strazzula,
1952; Keane, 1972), and have frequent-
ly been used as important diagnostic
indicators of mental retardation
(Blount, 1969; Matthews, 1971). Un-
fortunately, research has provided
little consistent normative data on
the general level of iinguistic com-
petence to be expected in retarded
persons of a particular intelligence
level (Matthews, 1971). This lack of
eneral expectations about language
”gpetencies can be attributed to the
varied approaches used to study lan-
guage development in the retarded
(Yoder & Miller, 1972). Studies are.
difficult to compare directly due to
methodological differences, variations
in the populations studied, and dif-
ferences in the specific types of lan-
guage behavior measured. However,
those who have surveyed theliterature
of language development of the mentally
retarded have been able to draw some
broad conclusions.



LANGUAGE AND INTELLECTUAL
FUNCTIONING

The ‘retarded child typically ac-
guires language and speech consid-
erably later than the nonretarded
child {Baroff, 1974; Cromer, 1974;
Matthews, 1971; Yoder & Miller,
1972). while many developmental
sequences are delayed for retarded
children, the areas of speech and
higher intellectuval functions show
the greatest amount of delay (Karlin
& Strazzula, 1952). For example,

. Schlanger (1953a) reported that the

average age of onset of speech in a
group of institutionalized retarded
children was slightly over three
years, while nonretarded children
begin speaking about the first year
(McCarthy, 1954). However, even
though retarded children are reported
to ld§ behind their nonretarded peers
on such measures as sentence length,
sentence complexity, discrimination
of speech sounds, and percentage of.
nouns used (Spreen, 1965), most
authors agree that the course of -
language development generally
parallels that of normal children.
That is, it is not gualitatively
different (Lackner, 1976; Lenneberg,
Nichols, & Rosenberg, 1964; Yoder &
Miller, 1972).

"Baroff (1974) has attempted to pro-

vide some 'rough expectations re-
garding the lingyistic competence

of retarded children and adults as

a function of mental age and degree
of retardation. As shown in the sum-
mary of these norms (Table 2.1),
Baroff suggests that the major
language deficit €for retarded persons
involves expressive language abili-
ties. As has been found true of
normal children, retarded persons

are usually able to understand more
speech than they are zble to produce.
Therefore, a general strategy for
interviewing the retarded might be

to devise questions which minimize
productive demands (e.g., through
simple yes-no questions, or forced-

choice questions, or even guestions
that require only pointing).

Baroff's norms for retarded children
also suggest that the order of lan-
guage acquisition follows the devel-
opmentali sequence reported for nonre-
tarded children (McCarthy, 1965).

For our purposes, the most useful
information that emerges from
Baroff's data is that the ability to
respond to questions is not evident
prior to mental age four or five.
Therefore, efforts directed at inter-
viewing retarded persons below this
mental age may be inadvisable and of
limited value. )

Baroff also emphasizes that speech
problems and language delays are more
pronounced at the lower levels of in-
tellectual -functioning, and that
speech development in the retarded
child is closely associated with men-
tal age. For the most part, research
on the language development of the
retarded supports these observations
(Karlin & Strazzula, 1952; Lyle,
1961b; Sirkin & Lyons, 1941).

As a general rule, then, the higher
the level of intelligence, the bhetter
the language ability of the retarded
individual (Keane, 1972). Many early
studies indicated that speech and
language measures are positively cor-
related with intellectual level in
retarded populations, even though
these correlations are often of only
a moderate degree. For example,
Spradlin (1963) reviewed four studies
which correlated articulation and
intelligence measures for institu-
tional populations and found that

the coefficients ranged from .41 to
.58. Schlanger (1958) found that
auditory word discrimination corre-
lated .59 with mental age, and other
studies have reported correlations
ranging from .42 to .76 between vo-
cabulary size and intelligence
(Condell, 1959; Mein, 1962; Sloan &
Bensberg, 1954). By contrast,
chronological age has little or no
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1:

Summary of language norms for retarded children and adults as a function of mental
age, chronological age, and degree of retardation from Baroff (1974)

Méﬁtal
Age

Chronological

Age

Degree of
Retardation

Language Behavior

1 yr

1-2 yrs

2-3 yrs

4--5 yrs

5-6 yrs

6-7 yrs

7-11 yrs

4+

3-6

6-9
10-12
12-15
16+

8-10
11-13

- 13-15

10-12
14+

13-15

years

years
years

years
years
years
years

years
years
years
years

years
years
years

years
years

years

Profound

Severe

Mild
Moderate
Severe
Profound

Mild
Moderate
Severe
Profound

Mild
Moderate
Severe

Mild
Moderate

Mild

Expressive:

Receptive:

Expressive:

Expressive:

Receptive:

Expressive:

Receptive:

. Expressive:

Expressive:

Expressive:

bility. At more severe levels of

Imitates sounds. Laughs or smiles
in response. May say "mama" or
"dada”. At a pre-speech level:
crying, vocalization,}and gestures

Jome undeistanding of gestures and
very familiar words (e.g., "no").

May use one or two words, but pre-
speech forms continue to predomi-
nate.

May have considerable speaking
vocabulary though speech will be
particularly impaired in children
with more than mild retardation.
If nonverbal, as in severely and
profoundly retarded; there may be
use of gestures to communicate.

Understand simple verbal communi-
cations, (e.g., following direc~
tions, responding to questions).

May have considerable speaking
vocabulary though speech will be
particularly impaired in children
with more than mild retardation.
If nonverbal, as in severely and
profoundly retarded, there may be
use of gestures to communicate.

Understands simple verbal communi<
cations, (e.g., following direc-
tions, responding to questions).

Mildly retarded child may be using
fairly normal sentence structure
and have speech of good intelligi-

retardation, language may be at
the phrase or single-word level and
alsc be indistinct in pronunciation.

May be able to carry on a simple
coiversation and use complex sen-
tences (more true of mildly thaa
moderately retarded children).

Essentially normal fluency though
pronunciation problems persist.

2.4.



O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

Table 2.1: continued

Mental
Age

IQ

Level

Degree of
Retardation

Language Behavior

8-11 yrs

5—8 yrs

4-6 yrs

52-68
36-51

20-35

Mild

Moderate

’

Severe

Profound

Language is adequate for ordinary purpose of
communication at both expressive and receptive
levels.

Language is generally fﬁnctional for purposes
of communication, but intelligibility of spesch
may be much impaired.

Understanding language i¢ likely to be much
better than the ability tc express it. Speech
may be very poorly articulated and difficult to
understand.’

Ability to understand is likely to far exceed
ability to speak. There may be little or no
speech. Capable of following simple directions.




relationship to linguistic ability

in the retarded child (Bangs, 1942;
Schlanger, 1953b). The relationship
between intelligence and language
generally holds for persons with a
mental age of eight years or less,

at which point the degree of corre-
lation diminished (Svpreen, 1965).

It is interesting to note that Goda
and Griffith (1962) have reported
similar results for nonretarded
children. They contend that speech
development is directly related to
intellectual growth in normal chil-
dren - _ age eight. After this
point, further development is minimal
and consists mainly of mastering more
complex sentence structures and
gradually increasing vocabulary size.
Therefore, prior to mental age eight,
one would expect to find language
acquisition and proficiency closely
related to intellectual level in both
retarded and nonretarded populations.
The language development of the re-
tarded child would be very similar

" to that of the nonretarded child of -

an equivalent mental age. Conse-
quently, retarded persons below men-
tal age eight would not have mastered
the fundamental aspects of language
and would evidence more immature
speech forms than nonretarded persons
of the same chronological age.

While most authors report that speech
impairments and lanquage deficits are
more numerous and severe in retarded

populations, it is generally accepted

that no specific types of language

disorders are found in the speech of |

the retarded that are not also found
in nonretarded populations (Keane,
1972; Matthews, 1971; Spreen, 1965).
Similarly, Lenneberg and his asso-
ciates (1967; Lenneberg, Nichols, &
Rosenberg, 1964) have concluded that
no structures are found in the lan-
guagz2 of the mentally retarded that
do not occur in the course of devel-
opment for nonretarded children.
These authors contend that differ-
ences observed in the speech and

language patterns of the retarded are
primarily quantitative in nature and
do not represent qualitative language
differences.

In contrast to'previous research, how-
ever, Lenneberg et al. (1964) reported
that chronological age was a better .
predictor of language achievement than
intelligence in a three-year study of
pown's Syndrome children whose ages
ranged from 3 to 22. They also con-
cluded that language acquisition: in
pown's Syndrome children depends more
on physiological maturation than on
cognitive development. Lenneberg's
findings highlight two important con-
siderations. First, etiology plays a
role in determining the course of
speech development and competence in
the retarded (Cromer, 1974; Spreen,
1965; Webb & Kinde, 1967). Therefore,
it would seem necessary to distinguish
type of mental retardation as well as
degree of retardation when assessing
the linguistic ability of the re-

tarded. Secondly, research has sug- =

gested that factors other than cog-
nitive ability may influence language
acquisition, and therefore we must
recognize how such factors affect the
language behavior of the retarded.

LANGUAGE AND ETIOLOGY
Early research designed to identify -
specific language deficits among the
various diagnostic categories of men-
tal retardation has typically compared
Down's Syndrome or:brain-damaged
groups with other groups of mentally
retarded persons. In Jeneral, brain-
damaged retarded children show the
greatest amount of unevennessin their
expressive and receptive language
abilities (Rigrodsky & Goc . 1951).
For example, when compared to non-
krain-damaged groups, they are inferi-
or on auditory discrimination and
perception tasks (Spreen, 1965;
Schlanger, 1958), and are inferior in
making verbal associations, integrat-
ing verbal concepts, and usinga
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visual-motor perceptual abilities in
speech production (Gallagher, 1957).
On the other hand, the brain-damaged
as a group typically have larger vo-

: cabularies, use more advanced modes

of verbal expression, Jive more de-
tailed and complete definitions for
words (Bijou & Werner, 1944, 1945),
and are better on verbal imitation
and speech production tasks
(Gallagher, 1957).

In contrast, Down's Syndrome children
as a whole are consistently poorer on
most language measures when compared
to other groups of retarded children
(Lyle, 1960c, 196la, b). Mein -(1961)
has noted that Down's Syndrome chil-
dren decrease their use of nouns at
a later age than do most other groups
of retarded children, which has been

"interpreted as representing a more

concrete and immature style of think-
ing. Speech defects are also reported
to occur more frequently among Down's
Syndrome children (Schlanger &
Gottsleben, 1957). 1In particular,
several authors have noted a greater
incidence of stuttering among Down's
Syndrome groups (Gottsleben, 1955;
Schaeffer & Shearer, 1968; Schlanger,
1953a). Finally, Bilovsky and Share
(1965) suggest that a deficit in
auditory-sequential memory is a major
factor in the language rgtardaticn of
Down's Syndrome children.

Many of these findings have been sup-
ported and extended in a recent inves-
tigation by Rohr and Burr (1978).

They compared four diagnostic groups
of retarded subjects (Down's Syncrome,
biological brain damaged,  environmen-
tally caused, and unknown etiology)
according to their performance on the
Illinois Test of Psycholinguistic
Abilities. Ali four groups exhibited
a similar pattern of scores on the
subtests, doing best in verbal expres-
sion and worst in auditory memory.
However, it was found that the Down's
Syndrome group consistently scored
lower than the other three groups on

all auditory-verbal subtests except
verbal expression. In contrast, the
environmentally-caused retardation
group scored higher on all subtests
than did the other diagnostic groups,
although the differences were not
always significant. The scores for
the other two diagnostic groups were
more variable, but generally fell be-
tween the extremes defined by the
Down's Syndrome group and the environ-
mentally-caused retarded group. The
authors suggest that an auditory mem-
ory deficit contributes to the lan-
guage problems of all retarded groups,
with Down's Syndrome children simply
being affected the most rather than
being unique as Bilovsky and Share
(1965) implied. Therefore, etiology
appears to have an overall ifnfluence
on the degree of auditory-verbal de-
ficiencies in the mentally retarded,
but no specific pattern of language
disability can be linked to a spec1f1c
type of retardatlon.

LANGUAGE AND OTHER FACTORS

Matthews (1971) suggests that there
may be many other explanations for
poor speech development and language
competence besides low intellectual
functioning. For example, emotional
disturbances, hearing loss, and lack
of verbal stimulation may delay lan-
guage acquisition or result in abnor-
mal speech patterns.

Environmental deprivation is frequent-
ly cited as producing negative effects
on the language development of chil-

dren, and the adverse effects of in-

stitutionalization on language devel-
opment has been studied extensively

in both retarded and nonretarded pop-
ulations (Spradlin, 1963; Spreen, 1965;
Spitz, 1945, 1946; skeels’, Udegraff,
Wellman, & Williams, 1938). Institu-
tional living has been associated with
lower scores on vocabulary measures

in both normal (Skeels et al. 1938) and
retarded children (Little & Williams,
1937). Schlanger (1954) reported
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that institutionalized retarded
children produce shorter sentences.,
while Sievers and Essa (1961) found
that institutionalized children
scored lower on the Developmental
Language Facilities Test than did

a matched group of nonins*itution-:
alized children. Finally, Lyle
(1959, 1960a, b, 1961b) has con-

cluded from a series of studies on

_ the effects of institutionaliza-
tion that noninstitutionalized re-
tarded children are superior on
overall language ability and that
the negative effects of institu-
tionalization mav be greater at
certain points in the language
development sequence. These
authors point to the effects of
family separation, emotional de-
privation, lack of good speech -
models, and lack of speech moti-
vation as the causes of these def-
icits.

'Moré recent research has sought to
determine if some language func-
tions are more affected by insti-
tutionalization than others are.
For example, Montegue, Hutchinson,
and Matson (1975) analyzed psycho-
locical and sociological language
content categories and found little
difference between language samples
of institutionalized and noninsti-
tutionalized retarded children on
these measures. They suggest that
institutionalization may produce
the same necative effects on lan-
guage content as were reported pre-
viously for measures of language
structure and vccabulary.

More recently, McNutt and Leri
{19,9) examined Both the structure
of spoken language and specific

- auditory-verbal abilities as meas-
ured by the Illinois Test of °
Psycholinguistic Abilities among
inst:itutionalized and noninsti-
tutionalized retarded children.

Their findings supported the
suggestion of Montegue et al. (1975)
that institutionalization may have
selective effects on the language
abilities of the retarded. 1In
particular, they found that their
institutionalized groups had sig-
nificantly poorer scores on audi-
tory reception, verbal expression,
and auditory closure. However, in

jontrast to previous research, they

L]
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found no differences between the

two groups on measures of language
structure. Overall, then, when
differences are found between groups
of 'institutionalized and noninsti-
tutionalized retarded persons, they
generally favor those who do not
live in institutions, but more
markedly in some areas of competence
than in others.

In addition to examining the effects
of institutionalization, current re-
search has also looked-at differences
in the early mother-child verbal
interactions of retarded and non-
retarded infants. ° ~~bal interac-
tions between retard.u children

and their mothers appear to be
different from the communication
patterns of nonretarded children and
their mothers (Buium, Rynders, &
Turnure, 1974; Gutmann & Rondal,

1979; Marshall, Hegrenes, & Goldstein,

1973). For example, Buium et al.
(1974) found that mothers-of Down's
Syndrome children appear to be
modeling shorter and grammatically

Jless complex verbalizations for

their retarded children than mothers
of nonretarded children do. Current-
ly, we do not know whether such
verbal modifications made by the
mothers of retarded children ad-.
versely affect their children's
language development. Gutmann and
Rondal (1979) have suggested that
these adaptations may not be func-
tionally inappropriate to the re-
tarded child's language comprehension



needs; however, they may contribute
to the simplé language structure

generally reported to occur in the
speech of the mentally retarded.

In summary, then, speech and com-
munication problems abound -among
retarded persons, with the major
difficulties being evident in the
expressive area. Even though
language development appears to be
. delayed in the majority of re-
tarded children, the sequence of
development has been found “to
parallel that of nonretarded chil- -
dren and is not considered to be
qualitatively different. A lack of
general language expeétations,pre—-
vents us from making accurate pre-
dictions as to what can be expectied
of the retarded person of a par-
ticular mental age; however, on the
average, language competence in-
creases and speech problems de-
crease with higher intellectual
functioning. In addition, a number
of other factors such as environ-
ment may contribute to the lan-
guage problems of the retarded and
produce more severe language def-
icits than would be expected from
their level of intellectual func-
tioning. We will now focus on
more specific speech and language
deficits among the retarded that
should be taken into account in
interviewing them.

PROBLEMS RELATED TO SPEECH AND
HEARING DEFECTS

Research on the prevalence of
speech ?nd hearing disorders among
the mentally retarded has been re-
viewed extensively by several
authors (Bensberg & Sigelman, 1976;
Keane, 1972; Matthews, 1971; "
* spradlin, 1963; Spreen, 1965).
There is substantial evidence that
speech and hearing defects are more
frequent in mentally retarded pop-
ulations than in the general pop-
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- ulation.

" and nearly all children

© gpradlin, 1963).

However, wide variation
among prevalence figures is also
evident. ’ '

Speech Defects
Speech defects among retarded
interviewees may make it difficult

. for them to express themselves and

for interviewers to understand them.
Spradlin (1963) reviewed 14 studies
which surveyed the prevalence of
speech defects in mentally retarded
children and ccncluded that the per- -
centage of institutionalized re-
tarded persons having speech defects
varies from 57 to 72 percent..
Matthews' (1971) review of the lit-
erature reported figures which varied
from 18 to 94 percent, with median
rate .of 56 percent. Thirteen of the
18 retarded samples studied were also
from institutional settings.

According to Spreen (1965), the pre-
valence of speech defects varies as
a function of intelligence within
the retarded population. He esti-
mates that almost 45 percent of those
classified as mildly retarded exper-
ience speech problems of some kind.
This figure increases to 90 percent
in the moderately retarded range,

in the
retarded
kind of
which may

severely and profoundly
ranges demonstrate some
communication disorder,
include lack of speech.

Those authors who have attempted to
assess.the frequency with which
specific speech problems occur among
the mentally retarded tend to agree
that articulation and voice disorders
constitute the largest percentage

of speech difficulties (Keane, 1972;
There is evidence
to indicate that this is also true

in nonretarded populations (Spradlin,
1963) and.that, in general, the types
of speech problems found in retarded
groups are also found in normal



populations (¥eane, 1972; sprad-
lin, 1963- Spreen, 1965).

Stutterlng is another speech diffi-
culty which, like articulation and.
voice disorders, seems to be es-
pecially commo.a among the retarded.
Keane (1972) rates stuttering as the
third most common speech defect of
the mentally retarded, but noted
that the higher frequency of

—«/’/ﬂzstatte ing in this group is still
controversial. For example, Karlin

and StrAzzula (1952) observed only
one case of stuttering out of 50
mentally retarded children, a find-
ing which corresponds with the
prevalence figures typically cited
for the general population (2%).
There seems to be more agreement
that a higher. than normal incidence
of stuttering exists among persons
with Down's Syndrome {Shubert, 1966);
schlanger & Gottsleben, 1957;
Gottsleben, 1955). In addition,
voice disorders such as low husky
voices are reported to be especially
common among Down's Syndrome: children
(Benda, 1946; Karlin & Strazzula,
1952; West, Kennedy, & Carr, 1947)

Mentally retarded persons have also
demonstrated difficulty in making
sound discriminations, which con-
tributes to poor speech production.
In one study, Schlanger (1953b) Jde-
termined that only 19 percent of his
sample of retarded children ages 8
to 16 years were able to make sound
discriminations at the second grade
level of proficiency, even though
the average mental age for the sample
was 6-8. In a previous investiga-
tion, Schlanger (1953a) reported
that these same children were also
inferior to nonretarded children
matched on mental age in auditory
memory span for vowels.

The development of speech sounds
and speech proficiency in retarded '
children has been examined in sev-

eral studies. Matthews (1971) cites
a 1942 study by Bangs as one of the
most systematic studies of typical

. errors found in the speech of the

mentally retarded. Bangs.analyzed
the types of verbal substitutions,
omissions, and additions made by 53
retarded children. He found that
mental age was more closely related
to speech proficiency as measured by
the number of articulation errois

(r = .41) than either intelligence
{({r = .33) or chronologi~al age
(r = -.11). In general, the types

of articulatory errors made by re-
tarded children were very similar
to those produced by nonretarded
children of a comparable ment€l age.

During the same year, Irwin (1942)
reported on the speech sound devel-
opment of ten mentally retarded chil-
dren ranging from one to five vears
old over a one-year period. Unlike
Bangs, he concluded that speech
soumd development in his sample of
retarded children was qualitatively
different from that of normal chil-
dren, because their level of pro-
ficiency approximated that of nor-
mal children less than one-year old.
However, Irwin's findings may ac-
tus1ly indicate that speech sound’
acquisition was severely delayed

in this group' rather than being

"different from that reported for

normal children because his sample
was®still quite young.

A more extensive study was reported
by Karlin and Strazzula (1952),
using subjects with a wider range of
intelligence scores and ages than
those studied by Irwin. The authors
observed that the majority of chil-
dren had speech defects which were
similar to those found in normal
children, but that the defects were
more prevalent and often more severe.
Similarly, Schlanger's (1953a, 1953b)
data.also point to a delay of normal
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speech development in retarded
children, rather than the develop-
ment of deviant speech patterns, and
support Bangs' rather than Irxwin's
findings. Finally, Goda and Griffith
(1962) found that both intelligence
and mental age were related to
articulation scores in a gample of
retarded adolescents (r = .58 and
.52, respectively).

Therefore, when interviewing the
mentally retarded one would expect
to find the same types of speech
defects commonly found in normal
children, but with greater frequency
and often greater severity. The
evidence seems to suggest that
speech proficiency is related to the
retarded individual's level of
intelligence, and one could expect
the speech capacity of the retarded :
person to correspond to that of a
nonretarded child of a comparable
mental age. Several authors have
indicated that articulation and
voice disorders are the most common
types of speech difficulties among
the retarded. This would suggest ,
that interview techniques which

make minimal expressive demands on
the interviewee would be most
effective with mentally retarded
persons.

Hearing Disorders

Hearing disorders not only
interfere with language development
but obviously make for difficulties
in understanding questions asked
in an interview. Like the liter-
ature on speech disorders, the
literature on hearing disorders-
among the mentally retarded suggests
wide variation among the estimated
percentages of retarded persons .
with hearing impairment. However,
the estimates have consistently '
exceeded the five percent pre-
valence figure commonly cited for
hearing losses in normal public

school children. Individual

studies have reported estimatea per-
centages of hearing problems in
retarded pogulations ranging from
two-and-a-half to eighteen times
that found in the general population
(Birch & Matthews, 1951; Rittmanic,
1959; Schlanger & Gottselben, 1956).
Therefore, despite conflicting
figures, the consensus is

that the ( ccurrence of hearing
problems is considerably greater

in this population t™an in nonre-
tarded populations (Bensberg &
Sigelman, 1976; Matthews, 1971; Lloyd
& Reid, 1967).

One major consideration in deter-
mining the prevalence of hearing
disorders in any population involves
the choice of criteria for defining
@ hearing loss. Several authors
have noted that variation in hearing
loss criteria has created problems
in comparing prevalence figures
(Webb & Kinde, 1967; Kodman, 1958;
Lloyd & Reid, 1967). Kodman (1958)
reviewed seven studies on the pre-
valenceof hearing problems in the
retarded and found that the rate of
hearing impairments ranged from 13
to 49 percent. He proposed that the
criteria for defini b-a hearing prob-

: lem should be standgrdized to re-
present a loss of 30 decibels or
more in either ear at one or more
frequency (range 125 to 8000 cycles
per second), on the basis that most
hearing losses below this level are
not severe enouthto interfere with
speech reception and language acqui-
sition. According to these criteria,
he estimated that the prevalence of
hearing 1osses/Zmong the mentally
retarded would/then average 15 to
20 percent. While Lloyd (1970)

' agreed with these estimates, he
argued that’a less stringent crite~
rion for hearing loss is more appro-
priate.



Most studies which have examined the
severity of hearing disorcders at
various levels of retardation have
found almost no relationship between
the percentages of hearing probiems
observed and the level of measured
intelligence (Reynolds & Reynolds,
1979; Rigrodsky, Prunty, & Glovsky,
1961; Schlanger & Gottsleben, 1956;
and Siegenthaler & Krzywicki, 1959).
However, this may be an artifact,
since severely and profoundly -re-
tarded personz are often untestable
by audiometric screening (Hogan,
1973). In addition, hearing dis-
orders are known to increase with
age in all populations, and there
are several studies which demon-
strate this fact in retarded pop-
ulations (Kodman, 1958; Kodman,
Powers, Philip, & weller, 1958;
Schlanger & Gottsleben, 1956).
Schlanger and Gottsleben (1956)
observed a 25.7 percent hearing loss
rate in their under 20 age group,
but this percentage increased to
41.4 percent in their over 20 age
group. Kodman et al. (1958) used
the same hearing loss criteria and
obtained more conservative figures.
Their young group (mean age = 15.4
years) demonstrated a 193. 0 percent

- rate of Learing loss, while their
older group (mean age = 38.7 years)
showed a 23.8 percent hearing loss
rate. '

Even though there is ccnsiderable
variation among the surveys of hear-

.+ ing problems in the retarded, on the

average, hearing impairments seem to
occur four to five times more often
in retarded children than. in normal
children. Studies which use less
stringent criteria to define a hear-
ing loss and which evaluate older
subjects frequently show higher prev-
alence figures.  Finally,.although
there is no solid research evidence,
one must. consider the possibility
that a hearing loss in a retarded
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.improved for retarded persons.

» child is more handicapping than the

same loss in a normal child. Lloyd
and Cox (1972) have suggested that
"the retarded do not demonstrate the

- same adaptive behavior or capacity

to compensate for sensory involve-
ment such as auditory or visual
losses as do noriretarded individuals"
(p. 22). Possibly then, a hearing
hardicap of even minor severity could
represent a serious disability to the
retarded person and decrease his or
her.ability to learn about the world
and communicate with others.

The Semantic System of the Mentally
Retarded

Semantics or meaning in the lan-
guage of retarded persons has impli-
cations for how well they can under-
stand the woxds, concepts, and ques-
tions put to them. Studies which
compare the vocabularies and lexical
usage of retarded children and non-

" retarded children focus primarily -

on such things as vocabulary size
and diversity, degree of abstraction
in word usage, word frequencies, and
the relative usage of various parts
of speech. In general, most studies
indicate that retarded children use,
significantly more concrete word '
forms and references than do normal!
children of a comparable mental age
(Yoder & Miller, 1972).. For example,
Sloan and Cutts (1947) determined .
that the essentlal difference between
"easy" and "difficult" items on the
Stanford-Binet Intelligence Scale for
retarded children was the degree of
abstraction required to pass an item.

Several early studies examined the re-

- tarded person's jability to formulate

abstract word definitions. Papinia
(1954) demonstrated that as mental
age 1ncreased, the ability to define
words in more'abstract terms also
At
any given mental age level retarded
children could acceptably define as




many words as nonretarded children
but their definitions were often
simpler and more concrete. These
findings suggest that retarded chil-
dren do not differ qualitatively
from normal children in terms of de-
fining words, but merely develop the
ability to provide more abstract de-
finitions later.

Badt (1958) has suggested that length
of institutionalization may be a sig-
nificant factor influencing the level
of abstraction exhibited by xetarded
persons. Abstracticn scores for a
group of moderately and mildly re-
tarded state school residents were
negatively associated with the num-
ber’ of years each child had spent in
the institution (r = -.61), while
chronological age and mental age
were only modestly related to level
of abstraction (r = .34 and .24, re-
spectively). Badt concluded that in-
stitutional living interferes with
the retarded child's ability to form-
ulate abstract relationships and to
manipulate concepts.

The inability of retarded children to
express abstractions is also seen| in
their performance on tests which jcall
for identifying similarities among
different objects. Retarded children
frequently insist on naming differ-
ences rather than abstracting a ¢om-
mon feature from a group of items.
For example, Griffith and Spitz (1958)
found that retarded boys had trouble
abstracting a common characteristic
from a group of words similar on one
dimension, even though they coqu
adequately define the words individ-
ually. - ’

Therefore, the evidence seems to in-
dicate that retarded children are
less apt than normal children/to use
abstract concepts. 1In addition,
there is some evidence to suggest
that this ability to use language at
a more abstract level becc.aes more

impaired the lonaer a child remains
institutionalized. This line of ice-
search, even though it deals with
production rather than comprehension,
suggests that retarded interviewees
may have special difficulty under-
standing questions which contain ab-
stract words or concepts.

The size and composition of an indi-
vidual's vocabulary is another im-
portant aspect of semantic develop-
ment. Mein and O'Connor (1960) com-
pared the oral vocabularies :.of in-
stitutionalized retarded persons
with those of nonretarded children
of a comparable mental age. Re-
tarded persons were found to average
nearly one-third more words in their
individual vocabularies than nonre-
tarded children. Spreen (1965) re-
viewed several studies confirming
this observation that mentally re-
tarded persons tend to have larger .
vocabu.zries than nonretarded chil-
dren of the same mental age. He
attributes their larger vocabulary
size to the fact that mentally re-
tarded subjects are typically older
and have had more exposure to lan-
guage than their nonretarded coun-
terparts.

Looking at the kinds of words in the
vocabularies of retarded and normal
children, Mein and O'Connor found
that institutionalized retarded
persons share more words in common
than do normal children of the sune
mental age, possibly because insti-
tutionalization causes them to have
more experiences in common with
their peers. Nonretarded children
exhibited greater individuality in
their vocabulary, despite the fact
that their total vocabulaxry size was
smaller. It should be noted that
in this study the size of a retard-
ed individual's vocabulary did
not seem to be affected by the
length of institutionalization
(r = .17) but was significantly
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related to the retarded person's

mental age (r=.72) ' |

In a study comparing word freruency
and word usage of state school resi-
dents and nonretarded childrenﬁ BReir,
Starkweather, and Lambert -t1969) ob-
served only minor differences in the
types of words used by retarded and
nonretarded children. For example,

retarded children tended to use posi- -

tive words like "yes" and "O.K." more
often (see the discussion of lacqui-

escence that follows).ﬁ Retat@gd child-

ren also used a greater numbe:’ of
self-references (me, I, my, etc.) and
fewer other-references, which is a
pattern common in very young; children
and indicative of social immaturity.

Studying vocabulary. usage in terms of
common versus uncommon words, Lozar,
Wepman & Hass (1972) found ibat the -
verbal output ,of retarded children
was very much like that of nopretard-
ed children. However, they. also
noted that there.were considerable
differences in the retarded c§i1§'§
usage of different parts of speech.
They collected speech samples]|from ,
institutionalized retarded’EhifB;e@
and normal children matched oﬁ either
mental age or- chronological age by
asking them to tell stories to TAT
cards. The retarded children|often
spent more time describing the cards
which led to a higher proportgon of
nouns, articles, and quantifiers in B
their speech, On:the other hangd; the
normal children were more likely to

tell stories about the pictures, pro- .

ducing more verbs, prepositigns, and
conjunctions. g

Previons researzh with nonre#arded
adults has suggested that the earlier

. a word 3s astimated to have been ac-

quired by av
the word is . ¢

.. .Advidual, the faster
. =1 from memory

(carroll & White{ L2/3a, 1973b; Lach—l
" man, 1973; Lachman, Schaffer| & Henn-

rikus,'i974ﬁtfimherefore\Winters and

—,
S\
Moy

Brzoska (1975) have suggested that
the sequence in which words origin-
ally entered semantic memory can

be estimated from their relative
speech retrieval. Using this proce-
dure, they found that retarded per-
sons have smaller lexical stores
than would be expected compared to
nonretarded persons of a similar
mental age, but that they displayed
a similar sequence of acquisition of
lexical items. An unexpected finding
however, was that the, degree of lag -
varied according to the class of

the word, such that retarded per-
sons were most deficient in words
normally acquired earlier in the
development sequence. This finding,
though paradoxical, does support
earlier findings that as mental age
increases retarded persons show more
diversity in their lexical usage
(Bartel, Bryen, Keehn, 1973).

In a follow-up to this study, Winters
and Cundari (1979) compared the
speed of retrieval of words from the
lexicon of institutionalized mental-
ly retarded adolescents to the age-
of-acquisition estimates derived
from nonretarded adults. Words that
were estimated to have been acquired
the earliest by the normal group
were retreived the fastest -by. the
retarded group. The authors inter-
preted these results as indicating
that the verbal memory process of
retarded and nonretarded persons

are quite similar, despite the dif-
ferences in lexical store size fcund
by Winters and Brzoska (1975)..

Layton and Sharifi (1978) examined
the basic semantic structure under-
lying sentences produced by Down's
Syndrome children and nonretarded
children. Down's Syndrome children
used the same semantic features as
did the nonretarded children, but
with much less frequency or consis~—
tency. For example, both groups

2.142’;* |
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_contrast,

suggest that young children call

produced:the four basic semantic verb
categories (state, process, action,
and process-action), but the retarded
group used the process (The road ends)
and the process-action(John cut the
paper) verb forms less frequently

than the nonretarded chiidren did. In
there was a tendency for the
retarded children to use more state
(The road is rough) and action (John
ruris) verbs than the normal group did.
This finding was interpreted as indi-
cating that Down's Syndrome children
are more aware of or possibly restric-
ted to the "here-and-now" aspects of
their environment: ]
nitive abilities mature, their ability
to perceive past and future events im-
prove; consequently, their expressions
will include more semantic concepts
depicting these changes" (p. 444).
Overall, Layton and Sharifi concluded
that there are more similarities than
differences in the usage of verbs by
Down's Syndrome and normal children,
and the primary cause of delayed se-

mantic development among Down's children

is'their immature level of cognitive
develogment. >

Recent research on how children use

. words to convey meaning suggests that

retarded and nonretarded children are
more alike than different in this di-
mension. Young normal children have
been shown to use single-word utter-
ances for more complex purposes than
the simple labeling of an object. For
example, Greenfield and Smith (1976)
at-
tention to a .changing element or as-
pect which is undergoing the great-
est amount of change. Leonard, Cole,
and Steckol (1979) reported that re-
tarded preschool children label ob-

~jects in much the same way as the non-

retarded children in Greenfield and
Smith's study to convey the greatest
amount of information efficiently.

"as children's cog--

Similarly, thére is also some evidence
to suggest that retarded children

seem to impose meaning on verbal in-
formation in much the same way as
nonretarded children do. Nonretarded
children frequently rely on context- "
ual information and their knowledge

of real world relationships to inter-
pret the meaning conveyed by a speak-—
er. Dewart (1979) designed a study tc
determine whether mentally retarded
children used strategies similar to
those used by nonretarded children

for interpreting the meaning of sen-
tences. Three types of sentences were
used that varied acco.ding to the
kind of semartic cues they provided
the child for use in interpretation:
neutral, probable, or improbable.
Sentences that were neutral with re- '
spect to semantic expectations would
make sense if either noun served as
the subject in the sentence. Probable
sentences described likely events,
while improbable sentences described
events that were urilikely to occur in
the real world (e.g., The gate jumped
the horse). If children were using
semantic constraints to interpret these
sentences, they would respond correct-
ly more often to probable sentences
than to neutral sentences, and least
often to inprobable sentences. Dewart
concluded that retarded children are
able to use contextual information

and previous knowledge concerning the
likelihood of a given event to guide
their understanding of sentences in
much the same way as nonretarded chil-
dren of a comparable mental age do.

In summary, mentally retarded persons
appear to demonstrate less mature .eX-

ical development than normal children do.

They show less abstraction, fewer other-
references, and greater attention to
semantic features that are anchored in
the present.
in more simplistic and concrete terms
because abstraction develops much later

in retarded populations due to cognitive

2.15
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limitations. Some studies indicate
that retarded persons have a smaller
lexical store than normal. Even when
they are shown to be superior in vo-
cabulary size, they typicaily demon-
strate less variety and diversity in
their lexicon. Despite these differ-
ences, the sequence of acquisition
for lexical items has been shown to
be the same as in normal development,
only slower. The differences tend to
diminish as mental age increases in
the retarded population.

In general, mentally retarded perscns
appear to be able to understand and
use semantic information in much the
same way as nonretarded persons of
the same mental age do. They have
been shown to use the same types of
semantic features in their speech as
nonretarded children, even though
they use them less frequently and
with less consistency. The retarded
also tend to use similar strategies
for interpreting meaning and convey-
ing information to others. Therefore,
the semantic system of mentally re-
tarded children develops normally, al-
though they tend to lag behind in
their rate of acquisition. Retarded
persons can generally be expected

to perform much like younger normal
children do, sometimes even more im-
maturely than their mental ages

would cause one to predict. Conse-
quently, in developing interview
questions for mentalily retarded con-
sumers with low mer‘tal ages, one
should, to the extent possible, use
very simple sentence constructions
which draw on concrete and commonly
used words.

TLANGUAGE STRUCTURE OF THE MENTALLY
RETARDED

The structure of language used by
mentally retarded individuals has re-
ceived increasing attention in the
literature over the past several
years. This aspect of language acqui-

sition includes the areas of morphol-
ogy, or rules for forming words,

and syntax, or rules for forming
grammatically correct and meaningful

. sentences. Recently, there has been

increasing emphasis on the mentally
handicapped person's ability to com-
prehend language structures apart from
his or her expressive abilities. In
any attempt to obtain information
from mentally retarded consumers
about their nceds, an understanding
of their limitations in comprehending
speech would be of great importance,
since expressive requirements could
be minimized by using various struc-
tured interviewing strategies.

' Morphology

Morphology is the study of word
forms in a language. Berko's (1958)
test of English morphology has be-
come’ the most widely used method for
studying the development of morphol-
ogical rules in children, and has
also been extended to investigating
the proress of morphological rule-
learning in the retarded. For exam-
ple, the child is shown a picture of
an imaginary object and is told "Here
is a mook; now there is another one.
There are two of them. There are two

'." The child must provide the
correct plural form of the nonsense
word.

In reviewing the studies which em-
ployed Berko's technique with retard-
ed children, Yoder and Miller (1972)
and Cromer (1574) have concluded that
retarded subjects matched on mental
age learn the rules of morphology in
a similar manner to normal children,
but at a slower pace. However, some
researchers contend that the retarded
also differ from normals in their
ability to generalize these xules to
new, unfamiliar stimuli (Leiber & '
Spitz, 1976: Lovell & Bradbury, 1967) .

A direct test of the rule-learning

. deficit hypothesis was made by Bartel
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' on mental age. However,

(1970) with a group of mildly and
moderately retarded children. She
predicted that if such a deficit ex-
isted in the retarded population,
moderately retarded children would
improve on specific words whentrain-
ed to provide the correct inflections
for them, but the improvement would
not generalize to other words. Con-
trary to her hypothesis, the two 1IQ
groups, in the study generalized to
untaught items equally well.

In light of evider.ce provided by

Dever (1972) on the predictive val-
idity of Berko's procedure with the
mentally retarded, much’ of the pre-
ceding information must be interpre-

_ ted with caution. Consistent with

previous findings, he and Gaxdner
(1970) found that retarded children
did not perform as well as normals
on the Berko test even when matched
they observ-
ed that during spontaneous conver-—
sation some of their retarded subjects
demonstrated appropriate use of many
morphemes, even though they had per-
formed poorly on the Berko task.
pever (1972), therefore, used a re-
vised version of Berko's test to
determine whether performance on ei-
ther part of Berko's test couald pre-
dict the free speech errors cf re-
tarded subjects. Since it could not,
Dever concluded that the Berko test
is not a valid diagnostic test of
morphodlogy usage in the mentally re-

tarded.

However, it _is important to note

that retarded:and normal groups found
the same items to be relatively dif-
ficult in. Dever and Gardner's study.
pPlurals and possessives were easiest,
followed by progessive verb forms.
Irreqular verb forms were not hand-
led well by any of the children be-
fore mental age of 10. Therefore,
despite the lack of predictive valid-
ity of this test with respect tco

" . morphological usage in spontaneous

!

speech, it appears that retarded

‘children develop understandings of

morphology in the same sequence nor-

mal children do. Overall then, while
the: mentally retarded may sometimes
demonstrate less flexibility in gen-
eralizing morphological rules to new
situations than normal children,
there seems to be no strong support
for the notion of a rule-learning
deficit in retarded children. In
addition, Graham and Graham (1971)
reported that even severely retard-
ed persons produce a considerable
amount of speech which is formulated
on the basis of appropriate grammat-
ical rules and operate at a level
comparable to that of normal chil-
dren, of the same mental age.

7Syntax

In studies of syntax development
in children one method that is fre-
quently used is the cloze procedure,
which requires the child to supply a
word missing from a sentence. Perfor-

- mance on this task is determined by

the child's ability to correctly
judge the grammatical class of the
word and then to select an approp-

_riate word from that class tc com-

plete the sentence. Research has
demonstrated that retarded children
are more likely to use sequential
strategies rather than paradigmatic
strategies in making word associa-
tions (Semmel, Barritt, Bennet, &
Perfecti, 1968). That is,.like young
normal children, they associate
words on the basis of contiguity (e.
g., red-blue). For this reason, Sem-
mel, Barritt, and Bennet (1970) pre-
dicted that retarded subjects would
find the cloze procedure more dif-
ficult than the nonretarded children.
They also predicted that when a word
was omitted from the end of a sen-
tence, retarded children would suc-
ceed more often since more semantic
clues would be provided to guide the
selection of the missing word.

2.17
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Retarded children ages 10 to 14 years
with an IQ range of 60 to 80 were
matched with two groups of nonretard-
ed children: one on chronological age
and one on mental age. In general,
the retarded children did more poor-
ly than either nonretarded group in
the use of specific~grammatical form
classes. As predicted, the retarded
children also showed greater improve-
ment in performance when supplying
words omitted from the end of a sen-
tence than normal children, suggesting
that the retarded children were more
dependent on sequential strategies
for selecting words. However, in re-
viewing this study, Cromer (1974)ob-
served that there was sufficient

similarity in the performance of the ™

retarded children and the normal
children matched on mental age to
suggest that the retarded group was
not responding with deviant strat-
egies. For example, both the retard-
ed and nonretarded children found .
nouns the easiest to replace.

Goodstein (1970) replicated Semmel.
et al. (1970) study with the addi-
tion of a recognition version of the
cloze procedure. These results in-
dicated only quantitative differences
between retarded and normal children.
Both studies, then, suggest that
sentence complexity affects sentence

" * comprehension among the retarded in

much the same way as it ‘does among
normal children. TRetarded children
did not make different kinds of errors,
just more of them. Consistent with'
the findings of Semmel et al. (1970)
Goodstein found that the order of sen-
tence difficulty was the same for both
the retarded and nonretarded children.

Several researchers have attempted to
determine if the kinds of sentence
constructions that normal children-
and adults have difficulty understand-
ing also cause problems for 'the re-
tarded. Semmel and Dolley (1971i)
studied a sample of Down's Syndrome
children ranging in age from 6 to 14

2.18

years with an IQ range of 22 to 62.
They presented their subjects with
both comprehension and imitation
tasks.using the four sentence types,
and expected to replicate the order
of sentence difficulty reported by
Slobin (1965) for normal children
and adults. In the comprehension
task, subjects were presented with a
pair of pictures, each representing
one aspect of a reversible situa-
tion (e.¥., A clown hitting a ball
and a pall hitting a clown). As pre--
dicted, Down's Syndrome children
verformed best on the simpie de~-
clarative sentences (slightly above
chance) . Performance on passive and
negative passive sentences was only
at a chance level of responding.
Surprisinsly, Down's Syndrome chil-
dren performed below chance on nega-
tive sentences.. The authors sugygest-
ed that these children were respond-
ing to negative. sentences as if they
were simple affirmative sentences,
and proposed that Down's Syndrome
children may be unable to process
negative sentences, or may simply
ignore the negative marker in these
sentences. As a result, Slobin's
findings were not replicated in this
group of retarded children.

In contrast, Lamberts and Weener
(1976) reported that over half of -
the retarded subjects in a language-
training project successfully repeated
sentences which contained a negative
marker. Since previous research has
demonstrated that retarded children
correctly imitate only those sen-
tence structures which already exist
in their own spontaneous speech pat-
terns or which they are able to un-
derstand (Lackner, 1976; Lenneberg,
1967), the hypothesis that retarded

"children cannot process negative _ .
sentences seems less plausible. Moreover,
in the Lamberts and Weener study, compre-
hension of negative and affirmative sen-

tences was related to sentence revers-

ibility (that is, to whether subject and

object can be interchanged, as in "the
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cat chased the dog," or whether they
are irreversible as in "the cat climb-
ed the tree"). Nonreversible nega-
tive sentences were actually easier
to understand than reversible affir-
mative sentences for retarded per-
sons with a mental age of five or
above.

Semmel and Dolley (1971) did not

find sentence comprehension to be
related to level of intelligence.
However, later research has reported
that the ability to comprehend sen-
tences in retarded children does vary
with mental age (Bartel, Bryen, &
Keehan, 1973; Lamberts & Weener, 1976;
walker, Roodin, & Lamb, 1957). Lamb-
erts and Weener note that, on the
average, the subjects in Semmel and
Dolley's sample were much younger
than their sample of retarded chil-
dren. Therefore, comprehension of more
complex sentence constructions may
not have developed in Semmel and |
Dolley's Down's Syndrome children
because a requisite level of cogni-
tive or linguistic functioning had
not been attained. Semmel and Dolley
{(1971) did find level of -intelli-
gence among Down's children to be
strongly associated with performance
on a sentence imitation task.

Mittler (1970) proposed that sen-
tence comprehension depénds more on
structural complexity tl.an on sent-
ence length. He reported that the
rank order of sentence difficulty

was similar in a group of retarded
children and a matched sample of
nonretarded children. An analysis

of errors suggested that comprehen-
sion was most affected by the struc-
twal complexity of the sentence in
both groups of children. Berry (1972)
examined the effects of structural
complexity on sentence comprehension
when sentence length was controlled.
He compared the comprehension ability
for retarded and nonretarded children
for simple declaratives (e.g., The
boy is fishing here.) and more com-

~ plex possessive sentence construc-
- tions (e.g., The boy's fish is here.)

Possessive sentences ware more
difficult for both groups of chil-
dren. :

A number of other studies have shown
that retarded children are generally
able to procggs simple declarative
sentences with the same accuracy as
nonretarded children of a comparable
mental age. However, as transforma-
tional complexity increases, the
retarded child lags further behind
his or her mental age counterpart in
sentence comprehension. For example,
Dewart (1979) reported that retarded
children abcve mental age three com- .
prehend simple active sentences” akove
chance, while passives are inter-—
preted at a level below chance. She
indicated that their performance
was very similar to that of a group
of nonretarded children whose av-—
erage mental age was lower, which
supports the idea of delayed acgui-
sition of passive constructions in
the retarded. Retarded children
with a lower mental "age, however,
performed at a chance level on both
active and passive sentences.
Therefore, Dewart concluded that,

.

prior to mental age three, retarded

children are quite limited in their
abiiity to understand and use
syntax.

pespite the fact that the acquisi-
tion of more complex ‘sentence struc-
+tures is delayed in the language
debelopment of the mentally retarded,
such learning does occur. The order

' of acquisition of complex sentence

constructions parallels that ob-
served in the developmental sequence
of normal children (Berry & Foxen,
1975; Gallagher, 1969). For example,
Graham and Graham (1971) collected
language samples of nine institution-
alized retarded males, ages 10 to 18
years, with mental ages ranging from °
3-6 to 10-0. Retarded males with
lower mental ages produced most of
their sentences through the use of
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base strings ‘or kernel sentences
with no transformational rules ap-
plied. Mental age was highly corre-
lated with use of transformations to
form more complex sentences. Thus

'Graham and Graham concluded that

language facility does depend pri-
marily on intellectual level in
retarded persons and that retarded
children develop the rules of lan-
guage in much the sarie manner as
nonretarded children only at a slow-
er rate.

In one of the most 11ngulst1cally
sophisticated studies to date on the
language development of retarded
children, Lackner (1976) has provid-
ed additional support for this view-
point. He collected language samples
from five retarded children who
represented five ascending levels of
intellectual functioning and com-

. pared their linguistic capabilities

with those of nonretarded children.
The order of appearance of sentences
in the language patterns of the re-
tarded children was consistent across
the five mental age levels and fol-
lowed a reqular order of increasing
structural complexity: declaratives,
negatives, questions, negative ques-
tions, passives, negative passiveé,
and negative passive questions. No
sentence type of a given order of
complexity was found in the retard-
ed child's grammar unless all lower
order constructions were also part
of his or her language repertoire.
More significant was the finding
that as mental age increased the
number of sentence transformation
roles understood and used by each
child also increased, indicating that
language development as measured by
tranzcformational ccmplexity does
improve with higher intellectual
functioning. This supports the pre-
vious findings of Graham and Graham
{1971). Lackner also observed that
none of the sentences of the retard-

ed children were incompatible with

"-normal adult usage, supporting the -

idea that retarded persons do not use
deviant language structures. Retarded
and normal children exhibited simi-
lar developmental trends, but the
language development of the most
severely retarded children appeared
to be arrested at a level lower than
that of their mental age-matched
counterparts.

There has been much debate in the
literature over the relationship be-
tween comprehension and production

in the language acquisition process.
Current thirking assumes that compre-
hension precedes expraessioin or pro-
duction in the developmeuntal sequence.
Research on language development of

‘honretarded children, supports this
-notion (Fraser, Bellugi, & Brown,

1963; McCarthy, 1954). Other recent
studies with nonretarded children
have also demonstrated that prior
training in comprehension skills fac~-
dilitates acquisition of production
abilities (Vasta & Teitelbaum, 1976;
Whitehurst, 1977).

In contrast, some studies with men-
tally retarded persons have reported .

.different and conflicting informa-

tion. For example, Guess (1969) and

Guess and Baer (1973) concluded that lan-

guage reception and production in
mentally retarded children may be
independent processes. They found
that training retarded subjects in
one modality did not produce general-
ization effects in the other language
modality. Similarly, Miller, Cuvo,
and Borakove (1977) found that teach-
ing reception skills to the retard-
ed did not improve expression; how-
evar, training in production did im-
prove receptive skills. This research
suggests that a qualitative differ-
ence may exist between retarded and
nonretarded populations with respect
to the direction of generalization be-
tween comprehension and production.

2.20



Lackner (1976), however, feels that
production of grammar lags behind
comprehension in the mentally re-
tarded. He observed that both re-
tarded and nonretarded children in
his study frequently modified com-
plex sentences on an imitation task
in such a way that the meaning of
the sentence was retained but sen-
tence complexity was reduced. For
example, a child would sometimes re-
peat the passive sentence construc-
tion "Mary was hit by the ball”
as "The ball hit Mary." Lackner
felt that this indicated that the
"child's productive skills for gram-
mar were not as well developed as
his ability to understand syntax.

Similarly, Walker, Roodin and Lamb
(1975) reported that expressive
language consistently lagged behind
corprehension in a sample of re-
tarded children with a mental age of
3 to 7.5. In a group of nonretarded
children with a comparakle mental
age range, this difference occurred
for only the youngest children,

ages 3 to 3.5. As mental age in-
creased in the retarded group, the
magnitude of the difference was
found to decrease so that by mental
age seven expressive and receptive
abilities were nearly equal. The
authors concluded that expressive
tasks may place a greater demand on
short-term memory than comprehen-
sion tasks do. 1In their ‘research,
"maximal estimates of language
ability in retarded subjects were
obtained in tests that measure
comprehension without requiring
verbal production by the child"
(p.551). Consequently, one might
expect that maximal information
could be obtained from retarded per-
sons using interview questions
which make minimal demands for
verbal production.

In summary, then, the research evi-
dence suggests. that the language

- rect grammatical usage.

“structures of mentally retarded

persons. are quite similar to

those of nonretarded children at a -
similar mental age. In addition,
there is no strong evidence to
suggest that the mentally retarded
use language structures or strat-
egies that are incompatible with
those of normal children, even
though language acquisition fre-
guently occurs at a much slower
rate. Language delays are likely
to be greatest for retarded persons
below mental age seven, since

prior to this level of functioning
they do not seem to possess the
cognitive capabilities necessary
for comprehending the more complex
aspects of grammar. In addition,
retarded persons below mental age
three would be expected to have
very little understanding of cor-
Since
retarded persons have been shown

to consistently perform best on
language tasks involving simple
sentence structure, this would
suggest that unnecessary complexity
should be avoided when guestions
are asked of the retarded.

Question Development in Children
and Its Impiications for the
Retarded

No research that we are aware
of has directly examined the devel-
oprnent of question-answering com- .
petence in retarded individuals.
However, research on normal chil-;
dren's comprehension and use of
questions has been reported within
the last 15 years, and it is highly -
relevant to our concern with how )
to phrase questions. The evidence
suggests that there is a basic
sequence of guestion development
in normal children, although indi-
vidual studies have shown some
variation in the-order of mastery.




It seems reasonable to expect that
a similar pattern of questicn de-
velopment occurs in the mentally
retarded, since their language pro-
“cesses have not been shown to be
.qualitatively different from those
of nonretarded children.

By age four, children are typically
able to respond appropriately to
most question forms. Bellugi (1965)
observed that before age two cinildren
do not seem to understand many of
the wh-questions. Comprehension
for these GQuestion formats begins
to emerge somewhere around 18 to

28 months of age, with yes-no,
what- and where-=questions generally
being the first to be understood.
Why- and who-questions were among
the next questions to be acquired
(around +the age of 32 months) .

These observations correspond very
closely with zn early study by
Smith (1933), who found that what,
where, and yes—-nd question types
were the most frequently produced
by children ages 1-¢ to 6-0.

Ervin-Tripp (197C} conducted the
first aajor study cf how children
conr:-nend questions. She observed
+he responses tc questions of chil-
dren ages 2.5 to 3.1 over & one-year
period. Initiully, all children
could answer what, where, and yes-
no questions appropriateiy, which
agrees with Bellugi's observations.
: fhe relative order of acquisition
for other wh-questions, according
to Ervin-Tripp was: why and who-
‘subject; how and where-from; when
and who-subjeut questions. How-
ever, since this order was not
stable across all children in the
study, she presents this as a ten-
tative developmental sequence for
question acquisition in normal
children.

The levél of the child's cognitive
development appears to influence

elaboration.

what questions he or she can answer.
For example, around the age of three,
most children begin to produce ad-
equate causal responses. to simple
why questions that are manageable

at their level of cognitive func-
tioning (Bellugi, 1965; Ervin-

Tripp, 1970). By comparison, the
child's understanding of time
concepts does not develop fully
until after age six (Piaget, 1927),
which would explain why when-questions
are among the most difficult for
young children to understand.

Recently, Tyack and Ingram (1977)
attempted to replicate the findings
of Ervin-Tripp in a study of chil-
dren's question comprehension and
production. The children in the
production experiment used yes-no,"
what, and where questions most
frequently, with the  exception of
3-6 to 3-11 group who used why and
how questions more frequently than
where questions. The authors
suggesied that what and where ques-
tions are used frequently by young
children because they are closely
tied to the child's immediate ex-
perience. An alternate explanation
has been suggested by Hooper (1971),
who proposes that yes-no and label~
ing questions like "What is that?"
are much easier for children to
answer than open-ended and explana-
tory questions such as how and why
because they make fewer demands

for grammatical processing and verbal
Possibly both this
linguistic explanation and the cog-
nitive development viewpoint account
for the earlier use and comprehen-
sion of yes-no and what questlons

in children.

while frequency of use does not
necessarily reveal the order of
question acquisition in chlldren,
the usage figures reported by Tyack
and Ingram (1977) do agree with the

O
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comprehension data of Bellugi (1965)
and Ervin-Tripp (1970). However,
the acquisition sequence for ques-
tion comprehension which emerged
from Tyack and Ingram's sample of
3.0 to 5.5 year olds was somewhat
different from that reported in
earlier s-udies. The order of ques-
tion type was as follows: where-
intransitive (94%); why-intransitive
(83%); why-trans'tive (81%);
who-subject (80%); where-transitive
(67%); ‘hat-object (57%), who-object
(56%); when-intransitive (52%);

and when-transitive (48%); how-
transitive (38%); how-intransitive
(35%), and what-subject (35%).
According to these findings, intran-
sitive verb forms are better under-
stood than transitive forms, except
in how-questions. As-the authors
note, when-questions were easier to
answer than how-questions for these
subjects, where this was not the
case in Ervin-Tripp's study. A
more obvious discrepancy was that
what-questions were more difficult
to answer in this study. In fact,
what-subject questions were actually
the, most difficult to understand
for these children. The authors
suggest that young children may .
automatically associate what
questions with the object. More
generally, Tyack and Ingram con-
cluded that transitivity and the
semantic features of a verb are as
important in determining the child's
response to a question as is the
question format used.

The research evidence on the acqui-
sition and comprehension of questions
in normal children Seems to suggest
that the mentally retarded, especially
" those who are severely retarded,
would find what, where, and yes-no
questions the easiest to comprehend
. and answer. They would probably
find who, how, and why questions
more difficult to comprehend and

even more difficult to answer be-
cause of the greater demands for
verbal expression made by these
question formats. When-questions
would probably be the most difficult
to answer because of the higher
level of cognitive functioning nec-
essary to understand time con-
cepts. However, as Tyack and Ingram
have indicated, the transitivity

and semantic features of the verb -
used could also affect this order
of difficulty significantly.

Since level of cognitive develop-
ment appears to be an important
factor in the normal child's

ability to respond to questions,

one would expect retarded children
to acquire these question forms

at a slower rate, especially if they
are severely retarded. )

Response Effects in Survey Research
In any research, including re-
search using interview techniques,
validity of measurement is a
critical issue. Simply stated,
one needs to know what an inter- - -
view measures; that is, whether re-
sponses to an interview accurately’
portray the actual behaviors or
attitudes of the individual inter-
viewed. Since part of the purpose
of our research was assessment of
the validity of information ob-
tained from mentally retarded re-
spondents, we sought guidance from
the literature on measurement and
measurerient error in survey research.

Traditionally it has been assumed

that responses to an interview are

composed of two factors. The first
is the respondent's "true answer,"
or the actual information sought by
the interviewer. The second is “
response error, or variability

in the respondent's answer due to
all sources other than the "true
answer." Response error, then, is
the difference between the "true



answer" and the answer actually
given in the interview. Response
error arjises from many sources;

a response effect is the response
error due to one specific factor.
If response effects tend to cancel
one another out so that mean re-
sponse error is zero, straight-
forward interpretation of the-
interview data for a group is pos-
sible. If, however, some response
effects are large enough that the -
obtained answer consistently”
varies in a given direction from
the "true answer," interpretation
of the interview data is much more
difficult. Data from our research
suggest that such powerful response
effects may be at work in inter-
views with -mentally retarded indi-
viduals, tending to reduce the
validity of answers. The litera-
ture review which follows is an ef-
fort to assess the relative impor-
tance of response effects due to
various factors, with particular
emphasis on those variables ex-
pected to have a special importance
in interviews with mentally re-
tarded persons. We will be con-
cerned with learning whatever les-
sons may be learned. from survey
researcn with the general popula-
tion that might aid in interview-
ing mentally retarded respondents. .

Fortunately, Sudman and. Bradburn:
(1974) have provided a review and
analysis of research of response
effects which is a landmark in the
field. These authors used a -coding
strategy to combine results of an
enormous number of interview
studies and estimate the relative
importance of various response
_effects. The present review is,

in many respects, a summary of the
major conclusions of the Sudman and
- Bradburn work, with emphasis and
elaboration of those biases that
seem potentially most relevant to

’

interviewing mentally retarded
persons. In particular, the model
of the interview situation and
the conceptual framework for
evaluating different types of

response effects are adopted

directly from Sudman and Bradburn.
This model views the interview

as composed of three elements:

the task of giving and receiving
information, the role of the inter-
viewer, and the role of respondents.
Thus, the model regards response
effects as a function of either
task variables, interviewer vari-

ables, or respondent variables.

‘mask'variables are the form and

conditions of the interview itself.
The specific characteristics of

_the task may be expected to exert

a tremendous influence on the
nature of the information obtained.
Question wording is an important.
task variable. Bias may be intro-
duced directly by. the wording of

a question, or may result indi-
rectly from the length or diffi--
culty of questions. One might also
expect the structure of questions
(e.g., closed-ended vs. upen-ended)
to exert an effect on responding.
Questions which offer the possibility

of an agreeing response can give

rise to powerful acquiescence
effects, a tendency té agree or

say "yes" regardless of question
content. Another task variable is
the degree to which an interview
raises issues of self-presentation
or, more specifically, creates

in respondents the desire to
present themselves in a favorable
light. Whether an interview is
directed towards behavioral or
attitudinal information is another
task variable of interest.. Still
another may 5e described as the in-
formational demands of the interview.
Questions may place greater ox
lesser demands on the ‘respondent's
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memory, and may pertain to topics

of greater or lesser salience to the
respondents. Finally, the method of
administration (for example, face-
to-face vs. self-administered inter-
views) is potentially important.

Interviewér and respondent variables
generally refer to characteristics
of the indiyiduals involved, such as
their age, race, sex, and level of
education. The magnitude of response
effects due t» interviewer character-
istics is usually dependent on
respondent characteristics and the
topic of the interview. Similarly,
the importance of respondent var-
iables typically depends on inter-
actions with task and interviewer
variables. In fact, although for
the sake of clarity Sudman and Brad-
burn describe task, interviewer, and
respondent variables as separate
sources of response error, their
data show clearly that most impor-
tant response error is a function of
combinations of  these variables. For
example, while question woi.'ing and
the education of the respondent

can each give rise to response ef-
fects, the response effect due to
the interaction of these two var-
iables is larger.

TASK VARIABLES

The trend in survey research
has long been to neglect task vari-
ables in favor of investigations
of interviewer and respondent
characteristics. The most general
conclusion of the Sudman and
Bradburn review is that this em-
phasis is unwarranted; in fact, the
most general and important respinse
effects arise from task variables.
The specific task variables found to
be of importance are evaluated below.
Much of our own research effort fo-
cused on the effects of task vari-
ables such as question structure and
wording.

w1

Question Wording

The specific wording of a ques-
tion might be expected to give rise
to response effects in two general
ways. First, bias inherent in the
wording, as in the use of emotion-
ally laden or leading words, may
alter ‘the respondent's answer. Sec-
ond, difficult or ambiguous ques-
tions may enhance response effects
due to other variables. Essential-
ly, if the respondent cannot inter-
pret the question, he or she cannot
give the "true answer.'

Good evidence exists that responses
can be systematically biased by
question wording. For instance,
Rugg (1941) asked the questions:
"Do you think the United States
should allow public speeches
agalnst democracy?" and "Do you
think the United States should for-
bid public speeches against democ-
racy?" 1In response to the first
question,r62% of respondents be-
lieved such speeches should not be”
allowed, while in answering the
second, only 46% were willing to’
forbid speeches. Clearly, the word-
ing of these questions had a strong
influence on the response effects
due to question wording.

Schuman and Presser (1977) repli-
cated and extended these results.
Using Rugg's original questions,
they found response effects due to
questions wording to be of similar
magnitude and direction. Addition-
ally Schuman and Presser challenged.
the assumption, implicit in much re-
sponse error literature, that ques-

* tion wording and respondent charac-

teristics do not interact. If this
assumption were correct, then re-
sponse effects due to éuestion word-.
ing would not affect comparisons '
of subgroups of respondents. How-
ever, Schuman and Presser showed

that less educated respondents were



more influenced by question wording
than were more educated respondents.

" Among respondents with 13 or more
years of education, the "allow" and
"forbid" forms of the question
yielded estimates of the proportion °
of respondents opposing speeches
which differed by only 5.9%. This
difference was 25.6% for respondents
with 0-11 years of education. 1In
short, question wording can .ave
powerful response effects, and these
response effects are greater for less
educated respondents. These results
may have important implications for
the interviews with mentally retarded
individuals, who are at the low end
of the educational continuum.

The length and difficulty of ques-
tions also may affect responding.
Length of question, simply defined
as the number of words, has generally
had no overall effect on resyonding
in face-to-face administration. Of
.more interest for our research is the
interaction of question length with
respondent variables. Respc:ise ef-
fects for respondents with a high
school education or less are largest
for questions more than 18 words
long. Elementary students are par-
ticularly influenced by long ques-
tions. This finding may ‘have impor-
tant implications for interviewing
mentally retarded persons; if long
questions cause large response ef-
fects in younger and less educated
respondents, it may be particularly
important that questions posed of
mentally retarded individuals be
short and clear. ' ‘

The number of letters per word has
been used as an indicator of question
difficulty. Difficulty of questions
has no.general effect for attitudinal
items; although response effects for
threatening behavorial items increase
for questions using longer words.

‘the interview.

Question Structure

The issue of question structure
is typically posed as a choice be-
tween closed-ended gquestions, which
ask the respondent to choose from
a fixed set of response alternatives,
and open-ended questions. Although
Sudman and B-adburn found no consist-
ent effect due to question struc-
ture, they did find that response
effects due to issues of self-
presentation are larger for closed-
ended than for open-ended questions.
That is, for threatening topics or
topics for which there is a socially
desirable answer, closed-ended ques-
tions increase response effects.

In addition, direct comparisons of
cloied and open-ended surveys have
demonstrated that different

forms of a survey can yield very
different results. dJenkins (1935)
reported a study which involved zon-
struction of an exhaustive checklist
by using all responses to a previ-
ously administered open-ended survey.
This checklist (including an "all
others" items) yielded response
patterns closely comparable to the
open-ended survey. However, when
some of the popular items were
deleted from the checklist, response
patterns to the incomplete check-
list form differed radically from
responses to the open-ended form.

It is.at least clear that the make-
up -of a checklist can have important
influences on responding, and that ’
if items often mentioned in response
to open-ended questions are omitted,
under-reporting may result.

' Belson and Duncan (1962) compared

checklist and open-ended surveyc
with regard to TV programs watched
and periodicals read by respondents
during a specified period preceding
They reported far
higher claims of activity in response
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to the chacklist form than to the
open-ended survey, with the size. of
differences between question forms '
varying across items. Also, Belson
and Duncan included some checklist
items naming TV programs not actu-
ally televised during the period

of inquiry. A small fraction of
respondents claimed to have watched
these programs, demonstrating that
in at least some instances closed-
ended surveys can cause overreport-
ing.

Schuman and Presser (1977) also
reported large differences on some
items between endorsement rates on
open and closed forms. Response
effects due to question structure
were found to be related to the
education of the respondent. For
example, the poorly educated were
more likeiy than other respondents
to endorse a job security item on
the closed-ended form, but

less likely to list the same item
on the open-ended form. Response
effects were also larger for the
less educated in a comparison of
agree-disagree vs. forced choice
questions.

In summary, although Sudman and
Bradburn observed ho general re-
sponse effect due to question struc-
ture, direct comparisons reveal sub-
stantial response differences be-
tween closed and open—-ended ques-
tions. Closed-ended (checklist)
questions tend to Provide a higher
yield of claims, which in some
instances may constitute overreport-
ing. Finally, response effects due
to!question structure may be exag-
ge.:ated in less educated responGg-
ents, another hint that special
problems may arise in interviewing
retarded persons.

‘Acquiescence

Questions which allow for the
possibility of an agreement response

.and rather complex.

"yes," "true," "agree," and the like,
may give rise to acquiescence, or a
general tendency to agree independ-
ently of item content. Since
acquiescence was examined in the
present study, we will consider it
in some detall. -

uUnlike most response effects dis-
cussed thus far, acquiescence is a
topic of interest primarily within
personality research. The large body
of literature on ‘acquiescence (see
Cronbach, 1946, for his influential
introduction of the issue) emphasizes
the effects of acquiescence on the
interpretation’ of personality inven-
tories like the California F scale

and the MMPI. For example, items on
the F scale are all keved true; it

has been suggested (see, for example,
Bass, 1955) that the F scale identi-
fied particularly acquiescent indi- '
viduals, rather than authoritariah _
individuals as argued by the creators
of the scale. However, this body of’
literature arrives at no consensual -
conclusion regarding the importance
of acquiescence in personality inven-
tories (see Rorer, 1965, for a criti-/
cal review ,of the literature).

No consensus has been reached om this -.
issue largely because it is a meth-
odologically difficult one. In order
to evaluate the importance of acqui—
escence in any instrument, one must
somehow separate question form and
question centent--ordinarily highly
confounded factors. This separation
is particuiarly difficult with per- -
sonality inventories, where the "true"
answer to an item is now known and
where items are usually attitudinal
It is therefore
not particularly suprising that the
role of ‘acquiescence 1n these inven-
tories 1s unclear.

our research is dlrectly concerned

with acqulescence as: a factor which
might invalidate responses to ques—
tlons much less: amblguous than those
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typically found on personality in=-
ventories, The questions we are
‘concerned with tend to be behavioral
(Do you date?) or relatively

simple attitudinal (Are you usually
happy?) questions. As we will dem-
- onstrate later, acquiescence may

be a highly significant biasing
factor in interviewing mentally
retarded persons. The research de-
scribed below is organized around
four approaches to assessing acqui-
escence,

Content—-free Measures

One strateqgy for demonstrat-
ing the effect of acquiescence is
to employ "interviews" which are-
essentially content-free. In this
situation, any non-random response
patterns observed must be responses
to the form rather than the content
of the question. PFor example,’
Berg and Rapaport (1954) gave sub-
jects a set of response alterna-
tives without any questions. They
were instructed to try to guess
the correct answers. Berg and
Rapaport observed clearly ncn-
random patterns of responding to
this essentially content-free
measure. Of particular interest
is the fact that response alterna-
‘tives "yes,"™ "satisfied," "true,"
and "agree" were significantly
favorgd by respondents regardless of
the order in which alternatives were
presented.

In a similar stﬁdy, Gerjouy and
Winters (1966) tested response
preferences in 60 institutionalized
educably retarded adults. They
presented the subjects with pairs
of identical geometrical figures
and asked if the figure to which
they pointed was the larger (or
smaller). Of all responses, 59.1%
were "yes," significantly different
from chance at the .001 level.

Clearly, a preference for agree-
ment responses exists in both nér-
mal and retarded individuals in

an extremely unstructured situ-
ation. It is conceivable that
questionnaires may essentially

be unstructured or "content-free"
for mentally retarded respondents
if the demands of the. questions
exceed intellectual abilities; in

.such a case, responding would

probably tend to resemble the
acquiescence observed in. the above
studies.

Tests with Known Answers .
A second strategy, one employed
in the present study, is to use
items to which the correct answers
are known. If if this situation
the pattern of responding differs
systematically from the pattern of
correct answers, a response set
may be inferred. Cronbach “(1942)
used this approach with true-false
tests and observed that students
in general are inclined to guess
"true" when in doubt., Further, .
Cronbach found that each student's
tendency to acquiesce was somewhat
consistent across tests; a given
student's tendency to answer "true"
correlated from .36 to .61 across
tests. Interestingly, if students
guess "true" when in doubt, then
false items have greater validity
than true items as measures of the
students' knowledge. 1In fact,
Cronbach showed that in some cases
the ‘false items have greater

validity than the true and false

items combined. This finding may’
be important in survey research
with particularly acquiescent
populations; from such persons,

a "no" response would, on the
average, be more meaningful than

a "yes" response. 1In short, in-
dividuals have a somewhat' stable
tendency to answer "true" when in-
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doubt, and this fact tends to
make false items more valid than
true items.

The Item-reversal Approach
Unfortunately, neither of the
above research strategies can be
applied in most practical con-
texts. In interview situations,
items have content and the correct
answer is almost always unknown.
The item-reversal appri.ach has
been devised for use in such cir-
cumstances. 1f an item can be
administered in two forms so that
the content is precisely reversed
in the two administrations, self-
contradictions in which the re-
spondent agrees with both state-
ments are a clear indication of
acquiescence. For example, if a
‘respondent replies "yes" to both
"I earn more than $5000 per year,"
and "I earn $5000 or less per year,"
response is clearly based on ques-
tion form rather than on question
content. This technique gives.
the most definitive demonstra-
tions of acquiescence, and was
employed in the present study. -
Its only major difficulty is that
clear content reversal of many
items, especially complex atti-
tudinal items, is virtually im-
possible. Rorer's (1965) critique
of item reversals with the F scale
makes this point quite convincingly.

Hare (1960) administered original
- and reversed forms of a 44-item
interview with an "agree"-"dis-
agree"-"can't answer" response
format. Subjects were black and
white womc:. Self-contradiction
was observad, particularly among
black women, who gave contradictory
answers to an average of 20 of
the 44 pairs of items. Hare did
not separately report rates for
. contradictions of the agree-agdree
and disagree-disagree types (a

common flaw in item-reversal re-
search), but did report that con-
tradictions were "mostly" of the
agree-agree type. This result in-
dicated that a tendency on the part
of certain types of respondents

to acquiesce can generally in-
validate interview data.

One study directly investigated

the effects of acquiescence with
mentally retarded respondents.
Gozali and Bialer (1968), working-
with a personality inventory called
Children's Locus of Control Scale,
reversed the 23 items on this

scale and administered both forms
to a sample of 189 mentally retarded
individuals of both sexes. Sub-
jects ranged in ace from 16 to -30
years and in 1IQ from 58 to 91l.

The measure of locus of control
derived from the standard form of
this test was highly correlated
with the measure of locus of control
derived from the reversed form;
that is, responding to the scale
appeared to be based on item con-
tent rather than item form. Un-
fortunately, Gozali and Bialer '
reported only correlation coeffi-
cients, mixed questions keyed "yes"
and "no" on both forms, and did

not report self-contradictions on
an item-by-item basis, leaving us
uncertain about the extent to

which acquiescence might have been
operating.

Lenski and Leggett (1960) imbedded
a single question and its reversal.
("it's hardly fair to bring chil-
dren into the world, the way things
look for the future," vs. "Children
born today have a wonderful future
to look forward to,") in a long
interview, separated by about
one-half hour. For the sample as
a whole, 8% of respondents agreed
with both items. This tendency

to acquiesce was related to both
education and race. Overa'.l, 20%



of black versus 5% of white re-
spondents agreed with both state-
ments. For white respondents,
only 2% of those with some .college
education acquiesced, while 9%

of those with 8th grade education
or less acquiesced. Among black
respondents, 14% of those with
some college agreed with both
items, compared to 32% of those
with 8th grade education or less.
Thus, black respondents and less-.
educated respondents showed a more
.marked tendency to acquiesce.

Rothenberg (1962) used item~
reversal in studies of cognitive
development in young children.
Studying conservation of number,
Rothenberg asked his subjects

both "Does this bunch have the same
number of blocks as this bunch?"
and "Does this bunch have more
blocks?" Subjects were 4- and
5-year-olds, divided into lower
and middle class (distinguished
by neighborhood). = This class
distinction also divided the
sample according to race, for the
lower class group consisted of
black and Puerto Rican children,
while the middle class sample
included no Puerto Ricans and

only 4% blacks. Additionally,

the class distiuction appears to
have divided the sample according
to intelligence. as measured by
the Peabody Picture Vocabulary .
Test, the 4- and 5-year-old lower
class children had average IQ's

of 72.2 and 72.5, respectively.
.The middle class 4~ and S-year-olds
had 1IQ's of 110.6 and 101.9. On

‘a single test of conservation,
65.1% of lower class 4-year-olds
cortradicted themselves by answer-
ing "yes" to both forms of the
"question stated above. The ac-
quiescence rate was 40.0% for lower
class 5-year olds, 7% for middle
class 4-year olds, and 10.0% for
middle class 5-year olds. The dif-
ference between average acquies-

N

cence for the lower middle class
samples was significant at the .00l
level. Because race, social status,

and IQ are confounded in this design,

it is impossible to determine which
of these variables was responsible
for the difference 'in acquiescence
rates in the two groups. Howevery,
this is a clear demonstration

of the potentially ruinous effects
of acquiescence on validity.

For the sample as a whole (N = 210),
27.8% of all responses were yes-yes
w:1f-contradictions. (This far
ouvreighs the incidence .of no-no
self-contradictions, at 5.2%.)

The fact that this very high
acquiescence rate occurred among
yourig respondents and was especially
pronounced for respondents of low
intelligence at least suggests

that acquiescence may be a parti-
cular problem in interviewing
mentally retarded individuals.

Measures of Individual Differences
in Acquiescence

2 fourth approach to the. eval-
uation of acquiescence involves
the construction of scales spe-
cifically intended to measure the
acquiescence tendencies of dif-

" ferent individuals. The develop-
ment of such scales typically in-
“volves constructing a group of

items which is held to be hetero-
geneous with respect to content.
Purthermore, items are balanced

so that equal numbers of agreeing
and disagreeing responses are
requirec. for expression of an
extreme preference within any
content area. It is assumed that
the influence of content on the
total number of agreement responses
is thus eliminated, and the agree-
ment score is taken to be a measure
of inclination to acquiesce. In
essence, this is simply an imprecise
form of the item-reversal strategy.
Couch and Keniston (1960) created
such an acquiescence scale, con-
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sisting of 360 items drawn from
a variety of personality instru-
ments and using .2 Likert type
scale. Couch and Keniston attempted
to correlate acquiescence as a
personality variable with a number
of other variables, constructing
- a. personality profile for the
yeasaying respondent. For our
purposes, their most significant
finding was that yeasaying and
intelligence are unrelated. How-
ever, Couch and Keniston used
crude measures of intelligence
(the intelligent-dull scale of
the 16 P.F., and the College En-
trance Examination Board scores)
and used a sample with a narrow
range of intelligence (subjects
were college undergraduates).
Thus, it is not surprising that
yeasaying and intelligence were
unrelated in this study.

Wells (1963) derived a 20-item
scale purported to measure ac-—
quiescent tendencies based on the
aarlier scale constructed by Couch
and Keniston (1960). Wells re-
poited that yeasayers, as defined
by reponse to his scale, generally
tend to endorse a wide variety of
behavioral items. Further, Wells
found that yeasayers tend to overs
report in surveys investigating
such topics as possession of maga-
zines and recall of advertisements.
Finally, it is interesting to uote
that Wells found yeasaying parti-
cularly common among younger and
less~-educated respondents.

It is tempting to interpret this
latter finding as lending strong
support to the findings of the item--
reversal literature. However,

this individual differences research
must be interpreted very carefully;
the imprecision of the content
balancing procedurés opens these

scales to other interpretations.
Inspection of the items of the Wells

PN

(1963) scale suggests that rather
than being "content balanced,"

this scale may in fact test for

an attitude of optimism or uncritical
enthusiasm. The conclusions of the
acquiescence scales literature

cannot be readily generalized to

the issue of acquiescence as a
response set tending to invalidate
interview data.

Summary and Conclusions

There is a striking body of
evidence atitesting to the fact that
interview data can be invalidated
by a tendency on the part of re-
spondents to give agreement re-

_ 8ponses independently of the con-

tent of the question. The studies
using content-freé measures suggest
a possible mechanism for this
effect; when respondents lack more

- substantive bases for responding,

they tend to prefer agreement re-
sponses. The data drawn from
situations where the correct answer
is known support this conclusion
and suggest additionally that an-
swers to false items are more valid
than answers to true items. The
most impressive data on acquiescence
come from item-reversal studies.
These studies demonstrate clearly
that acquiescence can operate
powerfully enough to seriously
reduce the validity of interview
responses. - Also, item reversal
studies suggest that black respon-
dents, less-educated respondents,
and less intelligent ‘respondents
may be particularly likely to
acquiesce. These latter two sub-
ject variables ezre, of course,'of
direct relevanca to our efforts

to’ interview mentally retarded’
respondents. Finally, data from
individual difference measures of
acquiéscence have som. indirect

relevance to the present study. In
short, acquiescence is potentially



. a very serious problem in inter-
views, and the data suggest that
the problem may be accentuated in
interviews with mentally retarced

desirability are generally small.
The interaction of self-presenta-
tion variables with other variables
may, however, be important. ' For

populations. example, resporidents are more likeiy
) to present themselves favorably when
Issues of Self-Presentation interviewed face-to-face than when
‘Many investigators have sug- - afforded the relative privacy of
gested that distortion of responses a self-administered questionnaire.
may occur when the respondent ‘seeks Thorndike, Hagen, and Kemper (1952)
to portray himself of herself in a compared 500 self-administered and
particular way. Sudman and Bradburn 500 face-to-face administrations of
(1974) refer to such response effects an inventory on psychosomatic symp-
as arising from "issues of self toms. The respondents to the self-
presentation." Within the personality 2administered form reported some 15%
assessment literature, much atten- more psychosomatic’ symptoms than did
tion has been given to the influ-  respondents to the face-tp-face in-
ence of social desirability on re- terview. When Knudsen, Pope,and Irish
sponding. That is, respondents may (1967) compared women's responses to
tend to endorse items perceived as face-to-face and self-administered
socailly desireable and to avoid ?nterviews regarding the permissibil-
endorsing items preceived as so- ity of premarital sex, 20% of respon-
.ctally undesirable, without re- - - . qents to fac?—to—face interviews said
gqgrd to the "true answer." Thus, 1t was all right to have pramarital sex,
respciise patterns would reflect the as -opposed to 31% of the respondents

to thHe self-administered form. In
the items, and not the actual behav- general, the magnitude of the effect
iors or attitudes of the respon- ’ due to method of administration in-
dents. Sudman and Bradburn(l974)aiso c?eiiesdas.th;lprnbablllgy of a so-
raise the possibility that items of clally desirable answer DEcomes

- perceived social desirability of

,/ an extremely personal nature might greater.
/ threaten the respondent and alter As has been mentioned already, ques-
responses. o tion structure also-interacts with .

self-presentation issues to produce
response effects. Closed-ended ques-
tions appear to increase response
effects due to threat or social de-
sirability. Furthermore, some inter-
action occurs between social desir- -
ability and respondent and inter-
viewer characteristics. Sudman and
,Bradburn’(l974) found response effects to
differ as a function of the race and
which they have similar properties sex of both interviewer and respond-

on the dimension of soccial desir- enF, depegdlng ?n the gegree to
ability \ _ which an interview activated concern

with self-presentation.

Edwards (1957) presented data
suggesting the importance of social
desirability as a source of re-
"sponse effects. Subjects’ scores

on personality scales frequently ~
correlate very highly with the
rated social desirability of scale
items. Edwards also argued that

the correlation between two measures
- frequently reflects the degree to

Nevertheless, Sudman and Bradburn
conclude that response effects
attributed to threat and social

In short, issues of self-preséntation
in themselves have small response
effects, but interact with othex
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variables to produce important re-
sponse effects. :In particular,

_ method of administration interacts
with social desirability; face-to-
face interviews involving a strong
social desirability component re-
sult in considerably less admission
of .information placing the respon-
dent in a negative light. This find-
ing may be important in interviews
with mentally retarded persons, since
these interviews are of necessity
face-to-face. Mentally retarded re-
spondents may tend to report atti-
tudes and behaviors which they be-
lieve will meet approval, especially
if they perceive the interviewer as
having power. Social desirability
also interacts to some degree with
question structure and with the race
-and sex of the interviewer’and re-
spondent. '

Behavioral vs. Attitudinal
Information

One can distinguish two types of
;nformation sought in interviews.
The first type is behavioral infor-
mation, sought through such questions
as, "In what year were you born?"
The distinguishing characteristic of

such information is that it can in  _ ~

principle be verified by reference
to outside sources. Attitudinal in-
formation, on the other hand, in-
volves the subjective valuations of
"the individual (e.g., "Do you like
your current job?). Such questions
have no external referent; that is,
they cannot, even in principle, be
verified. . :
There is some suggestion in the
survey literature that attitudinal
information is more subject to re-
sponse effects than is behavioral
information. However, because at-
titudinal information has no exter-
nal standard of accuracy, the mea-
surement of response effects for
behavioral and attitudinal

information differs fundamentally.
Thus, response effects for the two
types K of questions cannot be di-
rectlynquantitatiGely compared, and
no general conclusion as to the
relative susceptibility of the two -
types of questions to response '
effects is easily drawn.

Availability of Information

The availability to the indi-
vidual of the “information sought
may have powerful effects on re-
sponse validity. That is, if in-

‘formation is not very salient or is

for some reason difficult to recall,
the respondent's answer is likely'
to be biased.

Sudman and Bradbuarn (1974) showed -
that response effects differ greatly
according to the length of the recall
period involved in rr porting behav-
ioral information. Respondents tend
to overreport behaviors for short
recall periods and to underreport
as length of recall increases.

" Length of recall period also inter-

acts with,Kseveral other factors.
Response effects increase substan-
tially for individuals over 55 as

the length of recall increases.

Face-to-face interviews typically
reduce response errors due to poor
recall by reducing omission errors,
although face-to-face interviews
may also stimulate overreporting.
Threatening topics increase response
effects for longer recall periods
due to omission. Also, open-ended-
questions have been found to yield:
somewhat' weaker response effects
over increasing recall periods

"than do closed-ended questions.

Saliency of the information re-

quested might be expected to have
an important effect on responses.
Surprisingly, Sudman and Bradburn

found that saliency of questions

had no general effect on behavioral



items. However, low saliency in-
.creased response effects for atti-
tudinal items. The authors specu-
lated that the difficulty of mea-
suring saliency might have been re-
sponsible for the lack of a strong
effect.

In short, long recall periods in-
crease response effects. Length

of recall interacts with several
other task variables in producing
this effect. No general effect

due to saliency of information

was observed, although low sali-
ency increases response effects for
attitudinal items. ‘

Metlhiud of Administration

Analysis of response effects
due to method of administration
essentially involves a comparison
of face-to-face with self-adminis-
tration. Those effects are gen-
erally best intcrpreted 'as arising
from interaction with other task
chakacteristics. Most notably,
as mentioned above, respondents
are. far more willing on self-ad-
ministered interviews to give in-
formation placing them in an unfavor-
able light. In fact, most of
the response effects attributable
to method of administration pro-
bably arise from the fact that face-
to-face interviews intensify for the
respondent those issues of self-pre-
presentation raised by the content
of the interview.

INTERVIEW VARIABLES

_ The biasing effect of inter-

" viewer characteristics on survey
responding is the most widely re-
searched area in the response ef-
fects literature. Far more effort
has been devoted to this topic Zhan
to the assessment of response ef-
fects due to task variables. Never-
theless, Sudman and Bradburn (1974)

conclude that response effects duc
to interviewer characteristics are
generally less important than those
due to task variables. When inter-
viewer variables exert important ef-
fects, it is usually in the context
of highly specific relationships
among interviewer characteristics,
respondent characteristics, and the
topic of the interview.

Sudman and Bradburn also found that
the social status of the interviewer
could interact with task and respon-
dent variables to engender response
effects. Katz .(1942) for example,
found that working-class inter-
viewers obtained more pro-labor
responses, particularly from union
members, than did middle-class in-
terviewers. On war issues, middle-
class interviewers obtained more
interventionist responses than did
working-class interviewers. The

finding may be of importance in

interviewing mentally retarded per-—
sons, particularly where the respon-
dent might regard the interviewer

as having authority.

Sudman and Bradburn (1974) found no
general effect due to sex or race of
the interviewer, or,to any other com-r
bination of interviewer character-
istics. The only exception to

this general lack of interviewer
effects pertains to "don't know"
answers. Fragmentary evidence sug-

. gests that interviewers over 50

get more "don't know" responses,
that interviewers of higher social

- class and with more experience get

fewer "don't know" responses, and
that the "don't know" rate may be
higher for female interviewers.

Interactions of Interviewer
Characteristics with QOther Variables

There are .some interactions be-
tween interviewer characteristics
and method of administration,

2.34

| N : 47
ERIC |

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:



_question structure, and self-
presentation issues.

_The. most notable response effects
attributable to interviewer vari-
ables occur when there are specific
combinations of interviewer and re-
spondent characteristics and topic
of interview. For example, Schuman
and Converse (1971) conducted 500
interviews in black households,
usiiig both black and white inter-
viewers. Response effects due to
interviewer race were large for
items having a definite racial con-
tent, especially items involving
militancy cr hostility toward whites.
In response to the question "Do you
personally feel you can trust most
white people, some white people, or
none at all?", 35% of respondents
replied "trust most whites" when in-
terviewed by a white person, as op-
posed to only 7% when asked by a
black interviewer. Schuman and Con-
verse observed little or no effect
due to interviewer race on questions
not involving militancy oz hostility
to whites. This illustrates the
general conclusion that response
effects attributed to interviewer
race or sex are highly specific to
the interview topic.

_In summary, larger response effects
tend to occur when the interviewer
i$ young or inexperienced. The most
notable response effects occur, how-
ever, when the topic of the inter-
view is such that some combination of
interviewer and respondent,character-
istics may bias respondent's answers.

RESPONDENT VARIABLES

' It seems likely that some types
of respondents are more prone than
others to giving biased answers.
gudmand and Bradburn (1974) found no
general response effects associated
with the sex, race, or age of the
respondents. They did find that the
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years or less of school.

‘cation that exaggerates response

largest response effects tend to
occur for respondents with eight

This re-
sult does not refer to poorly edu-
cated adults but to children who

are -still in school. It is not clear
what characteristics of school chil-
dren make them - specially - 'sceptible
to response effects, but t.is finding
may have important implications for
interviewing mentally retarded per-
sons. Mentally retarded individuals
are both "young" in the sense of men-
tal age and uneducated, in that they
do not progress normally through the
educational system. Thys, if it is
either low mental age or lack of edu-
: ef-
fects in school children, we may ex-
pect that mentally retarded indivi-
duals will be particularly suscep-
tible to response effects. )

‘Sudman and Bradburn also report some

response effects due to particular
combinations of respondent and task
variables. Respondent variables in-
teract to a minor extent with level
of threat, method of administration,
structure of questions, length of -
questions, and the possibility of

a sncially desirable answer. Two
respondent-task-interactions, already
discussed under task variables, are
of particular relevance to our re-
search. First, response effects for

_closed-ended duestions (i.e., over-

reporting) are particularly high for
elementary school students. Second,
various response effects engendered
by long questions are particularly
strong for respondents with high
school education or less.

In short, elementary school students
are especially susceptible to re-
sponse effects. This effect is in-—
creased by the use of closed-ended
questions. Further, less educated
respondents tend t. be more strongly
affected by long questions.



Implications for Interviewing

Retarded Persons «

" What do these two very different
bodies of literature, one on language
and communication skills of the men-
tally retarded and the other on re-
sponse effects in survey research,
tell us about what to expect when we
interview retarded individuals?
Although we have discussed specific
implications along the way, we would
like to emphasize the following ob-
servations here:

1. There has been almost no re-
search, prior to ours, specifi-
cally examining the performance
of retarded persons in inter- .
view situatdions. Thus it must
be recognized that *he litera-
ture we have reviewed here is
only indirectly relevant to our
questions of interest and that
any expectations based on that .
literature may or may not be
borne out when retarded indi-
viduals are actually inter=
viewed.

2. As a general rule, we can ex-
pect retarded persons to behava
linguistically much like
younger persons of normal intel-
lectual functioning. For the
most part, they can be expected
to perform like children of com-
parable mental age. However, at
times they may perform below the
level one would expect on the
basis of mental age, and occa-
sionally (e.g., with respect to
vocabulary size) they may exceed
such expectations. Such delays
in language development repre-
sent quantitative differences
between retarded and normal-IQ
individuals, and thus no need
to shape interviews in" accord
with unique characteristics
of retarded persons.

Because language development is
generally related to mental age,
little can be expected of re-
tarded adults who are profound-
ly retarded or retarded chil-
dren who have very low mental
ages. Certainly interviewing
would appear to be unfeasible
with percomns whose mental ages

" are below three; on the éther

hand, answering questions -
appears to be well within the
cognitive and linguistic capac-
ities of those with mental ages
above seven or eight. While
mental age can be viewed as

the most important considera-
tion, other factors may also
influence how well an individ-
ual can handle the demands of
an interview. For example,
expectations may be somewhat
lower for Down's Syndrome chil-
dren and for those who are in-
stitutionalized.

Another factor with major im-
plications for interviewing
retarded persons is their high
rate of speech and. hearing dis-
orders. Even when mental age
is relatively high, speech
defects and disorders may, make
it difficult for the interviewer
to understand what the inter-
viewee is attempting to say.
More crucially, the high preva-

- .lence of hearing disorders

among the retarded suggests
that some screening for hearing
defects might be necessary or
that alternative (nonverbal)
communication systems might be
necessary with persons who have
significant hearing losstes.

Studies of semantic development
among the mentally retarded
point to the need for care in
wording questions. Most
notably, concrete wording
should be favored over abstract
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wording, and commonly used words
should be preferred over infre-
quently used words.
the cognitive development of
young children can serve as a
useful guide in deciding what
types of concepts might be too
cognitively advanced for many
retarded persons.

Similariy, the structure of
questior.s asked of retarded
persons should be kept as simple
as possible. Questions with
dependent clauses, passive con- .
structions, negatives, "and so,
because they are transforma-
tionally complex, can be ex-
pected to be difficult to
understand. Tc be preferred
are questions that are based

on simple active declarative .
"kernel" structures and that are
as short as possible. Studies
of question comprehension and
production among normal children
suggest a regular developmental
sequence that can serve as a
guide to constructing questions.
For cxample, yes-no, what, and
where questions can be expec;ed
to be easiest for retarded
persons to understand and
answer, while who, how, and

why questions, and especially
when questions, appear to re-
quire a higher level of cogni-
tive development. -

Retarded individuals, like nor-
mal children, can generally be
expected to understand more
advanced lingquistic forms than
they can produce on their own.
As we have noted, the implica-
tion of this for designing
interviews is that structured
question formats may prove
easier to answer than open-ended
formats because they reduce the
demands on the interviewee to
compose and express lengthy
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Studies of -
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answers. Questions should still
be kept as simple as possible to
aid comprehension, but anything
that would make answering easier
seems particularly advisable
(e.g., asking respondents to
point to a response, give a
single word answer like "yes"

or "no," or select one of two

or three options).

Whereas the literature on lan-
guage and communication among
the mentally retarded suggests
that they may have dlfflculty
understanding and answering
questions, the literature on-
response effects in survey
research with the general popu-
lation suggests that what they
say may not be valid. This re-
search has identified numerous
ways in which answers are af-

- fected by the nature of the

interview task or the specific
questions asked, charactertistics
of the interviewer, and charac-
teristics of the respondent.
There is no reason to believe
that mentally retarded inter-
viewees are immune from such
effects. Indeed, there is
reason to believe that their
answers might be especially
influenced by such factors as
how a question is worded or
whether it is closed-ended ox
open-ended, for less educated
members of the general popula-
tion as well as young children
have been shown to be especially
susceptible to response effects.

The response effects literature
does not always suggest that
one way of asking a question is
preferable to another; often
studies only demonstrate dis-

.crepancieés between the answers

that are given. - However, thls_
research does suggest the wis-
dom of avoiding questions that

ou
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contain leading or emotionally
laden wording; that are unusu-
ally long and complex; and that
encourage respondents to pre-
sent themselves in a socially
desirable manner. Acquies-
cence, or the tendency to agree
regardless of question content,
would appear to be an especial-
ly dangerous threat to the
validity of answers given by
retarded persons.

Finally, the literature on
response effects in survey
research reminds us that any
interview is a social situation
affected by characteristics and
behaviors of both the inter-
viewee and interviewer. The °

. answers given by mentally

retarded persons may Dbé

affected not only by their
characteristics but also by
such. factors as the inter-
viewer's age cx the amount of

experience zr ¢ 7 has.
Moreover, - .3 nomerow
time= in I .re, ther
may = CCT L I tas
inte vie anc ©  »Jon T

character....cs tnuc axre .S-
pecially likely to yield in-
valid answers. While our -
research did not examine the
effects of interviewer charac-
teristics, we did look care-
fully at response biases in
the answers given by retarded
interviewees, attempting to
determine how both the way the
question is asked and the IQ
of the respondent affect the
validity of what is said.

:



The project was designed to ad-
dress the following questions about
interviewing retarded persons:

1. To what extent can retarded
persons respond to questions
in an appropriate fashion,
and what factors affect their
responsiveness?

2. How reliable are such respon-
ses, in the sense of being
consistent over short periods
of time?

3. How valid are such responses,
in the sense of being free of
systematic biases and agree-

. ing with information provid-
‘ ed by parents or caretakers .
or documented in records?

! 4, wWhat types of questions
appear to optimize respon-
siveness, reliability, and

validity?

1
.
]
i

These guiding questions were explored
through a series of five studies,
each focused on a subsample of the

,.‘

3.1

Chapter, 3

METHODS OF THE STUDY

retarded population and each having
its own priorities and basic. design.
After describing the process of
questionnaire development, we will
provide an overview of the individual
studies and of the methods employed
in all of them.

Design of Interview Schedules

In early discussion with repre-
sentatives of the President's
Committee on Mental Retardation, the

~scope of topics to be asked about was

delimited. Three major topics were
identified: 1living circumstances,
familiarity with and utilization of
services, and opportunities for
decision-making. As a result, the
interview schedules initially con-
structed typically included questions
about basic characteristics of the
respondent, major day activities,
extent of involvement in other ac-
tivities, nature of the residential-
setting, training currently being
received, and independence in daily
decision-making. '

Ui
oo
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Interview schedules used previously,
including ones used in the Center's
own studies of deinstitutionaliza-
tion, were reviewed to generate
potentially useful questions and
ideas for alternative question phras-
ing. Pilot interviews were devel-
oped during the first part of 1977,
and they were tested on a small
sample of adults, both institution-
alized and living in the local com-
munity, in May, 1977. Extensive
revisions and analyses of individual
items were then conducted, and the
pilot interview schedule was sent to
PCMR for review. After further re-
finement, gquestionnaires were con-
structed for use 'in the first
interviewing venture with institu-
tionalized children and adults in
August, 1977. In these studies,"
which addressed the reliability
question, some questions were simply
repeated in exactly 'the same form
on two interviaw schedules adminis-
tered six to eight days apart. 1In

_ addition, in these studies as well as

in later ones, a major effort was -
made to include alternatively struc-
tured or worded questions on the
same topics in order to test -the
relative merits of various ques-
tioning strategies. For example, in
asking about decision-making, we
tested these two alternatives: "Who
decides what clothes you put on in
the morning?" versus "Is it up to
you what clothes you put on in 'the
morning?"

It should be noted that while some
effort went into establishing the
content of the interview schedules
it was minor in comparison to the
effort that went into developing
workable questions and alternative
question forms. In other words, we
were not overly concerned with devel-
oping a standard. protocol to fully
address the questions of living
circumstances, services, and

3.2
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decision-making. Instead, while
using these topic areas as a context,
we concerned ourselves primarily
with exploring feasible interviewing
strategies. On occasion, we included
questions which we expected to

fail simply to document that certain
approaches are relatively unworkable.
On occasion, too, we deviated from

“the three major topic areas in our
. quest for understanding of interview

behavior. Finally, we did a con-
siderable amount of alteration of
questions from study to study, re-
fining questions that had been used
before and introducing new gquestions
appropriate to the samples under
study, so that, in the end, the
various samples we interviewed
responded to very few of the same
guestions. Appendix A, by presenting
many of the questions that were in-

~cluded in' the various interview

schedules, offers a more concrete
illustration of the kinds of ques-
tions which were asked.

The Five Study Samples .
Because the study was explora-
tory 1n nature, its design evolved
over tlme but from the start there
was an interest in tasting the feasi-

_bility of interviewing with different

segments of the mentally retarded
nopulation. The five studies col- s
lectively involved “both children

and adults, in both 1nst1tut10nal

and community settlngs, as well as
identified significant others

(parents, attendants, and advocates).
In all, 180 mentally retarded persons

. were interviewed. Since some parti-

cipants were administered repeated
interviews, the total number of

client interviews held was close to
320, and in addition, 210 interviews
were conducted with significant
others. The five studies and their
samples are described on the following
page. _ “



INSTITUTION CHILDREN

The study of institutionalized
children focused on 52 children, age
12-16, who were residents of a sin-
gle state institution for the retard-
ed: 20 severely retardéd by
stanford-Binet cutoffs (IQ 20-35),
16 moderately retarded (IQ 36-51),
and 16 mildly retarded (IQ 52-68).
A list of eligible participants was
drawn by random sampling of the
facility's files, and provision of
consent and availability for inter-
view then determined which eligible
subjects (those in the right age and
IQ range) were actually interviewed.
Two interview forms were used, with
some questions repeated and others

phrased differently on the two forms, .

and with the forms administered
approximately a week apart. Through
counter-balancing, half <£f£ the
children received one form first
and half received the other, half
.were interviewed by one interviewer
first and half by the second, and
each child was then administered the
other form by the other intexviewer,
as shown in Table 3.1l. A cottage
attendant familiar with each subject
was also interviewed using an inter- '
view schedule which included most
of the same juestions asked of res-
idents (with "you" changed to " he"
or "she"). '

INSTITUTION ADULTS

The study of institutionalized
adults was identical in design, but
involved adult residents of the same
institution, including profoundly
retarded persons. A total of 58
adult subjects were ultimately
interviewed: 16 profoundly retarded,
16 severely retarded, 16 moderately
retarded, and 10 mildly retarded.
The interview schedules used with

- this group were longer and more

intricate than those used with
any other groups, and again

attendants were asked most of the

same questions.

COMM:.#-{ ITY CHILDREN

The third study focused on
children in the 12-16 age range;
in all, 18 severely retarded, 19 -
moderately retarded, and 20 mildly
retarded; nune of whom were institu-
tionmalized. Use of the 12-16 age
range in. both this sample and the
institution children sample made
them comparable in approximate mental
age (the five- to eight-year old
range). Students at the lower IQ
levels,were drawn from a school for
the trainable mentally retarded,
while mildly retarded subjects were -
drawn from other special education
programs in the same city. Informed
consent from parents, obtained by
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Table 3.1:

Study Design

lst Administration

2nd Administration

%4 of semple: Form A, Interviewer 1
P 6f sample: Form A, Interviewer 2
%4 of sample: Form B, Interviewer 1
} of sample: Form B, Interviewer 2

‘Form B, Interviewer 2

Form B, Interviewer 1
Form A, Interviewer 2

‘Form A, Intexrviswer 1




home delivery of forms by children,
determined which eligible subjects

. were in the final sample, thus

making 4t impossible to determine

the extent to which the sample was
representative. This study did not
deal with the interviewer-reinterview
reliability issue, but instead tested
several new questions appropriate to
community residents and several
alternative question formats on the
same topic. Each subject's parent

or guardian was also interviewed.

The original“deéighAof the project
-called for extending the research to
a fourth major group of interest:
adults in the community. However,
by th. time that final phase was
being planned, we had had an oppor-
tunity to examine data from the
first three samples and decided to
alter the plan. It had become
_apparent that interviewing severely
retarded persons and interviewing
more highly verbal, mildly retarded
persons were two different under-
takings. On the one hand, we still
wished to interview adults living in
the community but felt that it might
be possible with such a group to tiy
out more unstructured questions and
complex topics. On the other hand,
we felt a need to search further

for techniques which could be suc-
cessfully employed with low verbal
-persons. As a result, two additional
studies, far different in samples and
methods were’ conducted.

. COMMUNITY ADULTS . . .. .

To. facilitate identifying a di-
verse sample of adults living in the
community, we made contact with~the
ASsociation for Retarded Citizens in
another city in Texas and requested
their cooperation in the interviewing
study. Letters and informed consent
forms were mailed to. ARC-based citi-
zen advocates, who were to indicate
whether they would be interested in
being interviewed themselves. They

“

. interviewed.

v

were also asked to explain the proj-
ect to their proteges and determine
if they too would kc willing to be .
Unfortunately, of the
70 some letters mailed, very few were
returned, and even with follow-up
phone calls informed consent was ob-
tained and interviews could be

" scheduled with only 13 mentally

retarded participants and their 13
advocates. The retarded participants,
whose exact IQ scores wecie not

.obtained, were generallz in the mild

or moderate range of retardation and
represented a highly verbal group.
Interviews with them were conducted
by a single interviewer and were
tape recorded. The study, which
yielded long and enlightening tran-
scripts, provided an opportunity to
use unstructured probing techniques
and to explore difficult areas such
as satisifaction with services and
reactions to being, or beiny con-
sidered retarded. While we will
not provide detailed findings in
view of the small sample size, we
will occasionally quote from the
transcripts to illustrate processes
and problems in interviewing.

REINTERVIEWING OF LOW VERBAL CLIENTS

The final study in the series
was designed to fuither'explore
techniques of eliciting information
from low verbal subjects. It in-
volved reinterviewing institution-
alized -children and adults who had
been lardely, but not totally, un-
responsive in the previous institu-
tion studies. The 29 subjects ranged
in IQ from 20 to 48 and were in the
lower half of the distribution of
responsiveness, but had been able to
answer at least one question in the
first interviews. The phenomenon of
acquiescence was explored further in
this study and new approaches using
pictures were tested out. Charac-
teristics of the samples are sum-
marized in Table 3.2. '
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Access to Subjects

Since gaining permission to con-
duct a study and gaining consent
from potential participants are part
“of any interviewing study, a word on
the procedures used in the present
study is in order. We elected to
make contact with particular agencies
or facilities, each of which had its .
own procedures which we were then
obligated to follow. If we had been
seeking a representative sample of
mentally retarded persons of all
- ages and circumstances, the proce-
dures used would have been far more
elaborate and difficult to implement

than the procedures we actually used.

. To compose the institution samples,

an approach was made to a facility in
Arkansar~ with which the Center had
had pr: ‘ous relationships. A pro-
posal wus submitted for review and
approval by the body charged with
determining the appropriateness of
research proposals affecting clients
in the Arkansas MR Services system.

_AltHough it did not at first appear

that ‘consent from all parents would
be necessary, a decision was made

that such consent would be necessary. : '
‘As a result, a trip that was to have

peen the data collection trip turned

‘Table 3.2: Characteristics of Samples

I0 Age
M M SD M. SD
Institution Children <
42.08 ) 4. 1.25
N = 52) 13.81 14.81
Institution adults 4
' 39, ] . 4.42
N = 58y 76 13.12 23.49
Y
Community chiidren 47.53 12.12 14.03 1.92
(N = 57)
Commﬁnity adults
(N = 13)
Reinterviewed institution
sample 31.62. 7.24 19.58 | 4.76
™M = 29) ot '
—

*The entire adult sample consisted of 58 persons, 16 of them with 1Qs from 0-19.

However,

as they were generally uninterviewable, and as most analysis focuses on the severe through
mild ranges of retardation, they are not included in these figures, which are instead based on.
42 participants in the severe to mild range of retardation.

s~
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into a lengthy process of gaining
consent. Parents of children and
adults potentially eligible for the
study were called by project staff
members in the presence of a witness
and asked to provide their consent.
Following this, letters were sent

to those parents or guardians who
had given consent verbally so that
their consent could be provided in
writing. 1In addition, each client's
verbal consent was obtained before
the interview was actually begun.

In the study of community children,
the planned research again had to

be approved through normel mechanisms
in the school system.. In this case,
there was a prohibition against the
research project staff making direct
contact with parents or children, so©
a designated staff member in the cen-
tral administration was responsible’
for distributing explanation letters
and consent forms to teachers of
mentally retarded students in the
spec1f1ed age range and then collect-
ing the forms which found their way
home with the students and were
‘réturned. Using this procedure, many
forms were never returned, and when
it became apparent that few mildly
retarded subjects were being identi-
fied, new rounds of forms were dis-
tributéd to teachers of the mildly
retarded.

Similarly, to constitute a community
adult sample, we first had to obtain
the endorsement of a local Associa-
tion of Retarded Citizens. 1In this
case, a project staff member was
given permission to mail letters and
forms Airectly to all citizen advo-
cates and to .directly receive the
returns, and written client consent
was also required. Again, many forms
were not returned. In no study ‘was
the rate of refusal high, but in
those that involved return mailing
of consent forms, low rate of return
was the general rule.
this creates uncertainty about how
representative those who actively

Unfortunately,’

provide consent are. The telephoning
procedure .used to constitute the
institution samples was highly effec-
tive by comparison, but in view of
the recent tightening of procedures
for access to subjects, it may not
continue to be acceptable, for it
does involve a facili:cy's making
available to outside researchers
clients' names and addresses. The
moral is that an interviewing project .
of this nature must leave adequate
time for obtaining permission to
conduct the study and for gaining
consent. There are spec¢ial problems
in making the nature of the study
clear to mentally retarded people.
Appendix B discusses some of the

- current issues in obtaining research

approval and informed consent.
Appendix C illustrates how the
present study was explained to men-
tally retarded persons immediately
before they participated and in-
cludes a sample consent letter to
parents.

Measuring Responsiveness

‘An important focus of the project
throughout was the ability of men-
tally retarded persons to answer
questions in a manner appropriate

‘ to the form and content of the ques-

tion, whether or not the answer was
"true" or valid. Responsiveness to
the communication demands of ques-
tions was measured in each study
through a slight modification of a
coding system originally developed
by Sigelman and Werder (1975), which
included nine categories:

1. no response
2. unintelligible response
3. 1irrelevant response

4. don't know, don't remember,
not sure (when rqspondent can
be. presumed to know)

5. 1inadequate response (vague or

uncodable)

3.6
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request for clarification of the
guestion (huh? response)

refusal to answer

minimally appropriate respconse
(response which meets the formal
demands of the question by pro-
viding one relevant bit of in-
formation, e.g., "yes" or nam
ing one item in response to an
open-ended qguestion)

expanded response (response which
provides qualifying or additional
information beyond the formal de-
mands- of the question)

Interrater reliability for this coding
system has consistently been estab-
lished ai .85 or higher. In all studies,
the interviewee's first response to the
question was coded in this manner by
the interviewer either during the inter-

" view or afterwards using notes on the
. response given.
\tional sample, responses to a second

In the adult institu-
\asking of the question when the first
response was lnappropriate were also
\coded in this manner. In the children's
\inétituticnal sample questions were
‘asked only once, while in all other
%amples questions were asked a second
time, if necessary, in exactly the

same form. While responsiveness to -
%he first asking formed the measuvre of
ﬁgsponsiveness in all studies, - »dings
of the contents of responses were bas-
ed on whichever response,
ond, was at least minimally appropriate.
The number of responses coded 8 or 9
(minimal or expanded) was divided by
the number of questions asked to form
individual responsiveness scores. To
form difficulty scores for given ques-
tiéns,the number ¢f interviewees whose
responses were coded 8 or 9 was divided

by the number of persons asked the ques-
tion. '

"In all studies a simple screening pro-

cedyre was used when a subject's abili-
ty to engage in an interview was sus-
pecti. The procedure consisted of three

°

first or sec- '

simple questions ("What is your name?",
"Is your name (name)?", and "Can you un-
derstand me?), each of which was asked

a second time if no initial response
was obtained. If any response (word,
sound, gesture) to one of these questions
was oiven, a subject was administered
the full interview. Those who would

not respond at all were defined as to-
tally unresponsive to all questions in
the full interview, even though it was
not actually administered.

Analyzing Reliability and Validity

In all studies contingency tables
were analyzed to examine issues of
reliability and validity. In compar-
isons of subjects' responses to a
first and second asking of the same
question or to alternatively phrased
questions on the'same topic, contin-
gency tables indicated the percentage
of the re.pnnding sample providing
the same answers on both occasions.
Similarly, subjects' responses can be
cross-tabulated with significant
others' responses tc the same ques-
tions. At the same time, cells _
representing inconsistency between
paired responses can be examined to

“identify particular patterns of

response error. The sample contin-
gency table presented in Table 3:3
will give an illustration of the
method used. It presents proportions
(rather than actual numbers) of
various pairings of client and
significant other responses about
church attendance. If we look at

the marginals of the table, we would
note that there are discrepancies
between client and. significant other
responses, for 80% of the clients
claim that they go to church while
70% of the significant others claim
that clients go to church. If we
add the proportions of yes-yes and
no-no combinations of response, we
have an cverall agreement figure
indicating that in 70% of the cases
in which answers were paired, client
and significant other agree. Ex-
amining the cells representing dis-

o
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Table 3.3: Sample Contingency Table

'significant other: Do you go to church?
Does client gn;} to
chu;ch? : Yes No
Yes . .60 .10 .70
No .20 .10 .30
.80 .20 E =

ay. eement, we note that it is more
common for the client to say "yes"
and the significant other "no" than
for the client to say "no" and the
significant other "yes." 1In this
instance, then, we have detected a
systematic bias in responses that
accounts for disagreement - one which
probably reflects the acquiescence
phenomenon with which we will con-
cern ourselves later. -

On the face of it, 70% agreement
sounds fairly good. However, note
that both clients and significant
others were highly likely to answer
"yes" to thi question, and that.as a
result, the 4dds by chance alone’

of obtaining many yes-yes combina-
tions of answers is rather high. 1In
other words, in tables like this_one,

‘chance.

what can be expected on the basis of
However, Cohen (1960) has
described a statistic called kappa
which appears to suit this problem
perfectly.l

Because the project has involved
hundreds of contingency tables, we
have not calculated kappas for all
tables, but we will make reference

at various places in the report to
kappa statistics, for they provide

us with a means of putting agreement
figures in some perspective. The
same logic that we have described
here also applies if one is concerned
with whether clients answer the same
question the same way on two occasions
and whether their answers to two
different forms of question are
consistent.

we cannot simply assumé that by
chance alone client and significant
others would have agreed 50% of the
time. Unfortunately, traditional
statistical technigies desiy for
use with contingency tables, weasu.es
of strength of associatiorn b s
phi and gamma and lambda ana me:.sures
of statistical significance such as
chi-square, do not provide an’ appro-
priate means of determining how much
a given agreement figure exceeds

3.8
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Footnote
lTo illustrate kappa, note that the obtained proportion of agreement for Table 3-3
is..70. The proportion expected by chance is easily calculated from the marginals associated
with the twd cells representing agreement. The chance probability of a yes-yes combination
is .56 (.70 X .80), while the chance probability of no-no combination is .06 (.30 X .20).
Therefore the proportion of agreements expected by chance is .56 + .06 or .62, quite a bit
higher than 50-50. Kappa is calculated as tollows:

, = Pobtained - p by chance ‘ -
1 - p by chance
In our example, N
K = .70 - .62
) .38 = .21

Very simply, this means that 21% of the cases represent agreement beyond agreement that one
would expect on the basis of chance. Kappa ranges from -1.00 to +1.00, a negative kappa indi-
cating that disagreement is more likely than one would expect, a kappa around zero indicating
that agreement is not very different from what would be expected based on chance, and only a
large positive kappa indicating agreement beyond chance probability. The statistical ’
significance of a kappa can be determined by first calculating a standard error term,

oko = -____EE______E -

N(1 - Pc)

or in the example, assuming an N of 50,

oko = 62 - 0326 = .18

50(1 - .62)

ko_oa2
" 1.17

then z 2
- 0 .18 _
By referriﬁg to a normal curve distribution table, we find that the probability of fhis g_value
is .12, approaching the conventional .05 level of probability but not large enough to be

considered statistically significant or a systematic departure from chance probabilities.

O
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Chapter 4

INTERVIEWING RETARDED PERSONS: LESSONS
FROM EXPERIENCE

. Most of the subsequent chapters
_of this monograph coricern the inter-
view responses of mentally retarded
persons. and their parents or care-
“takers--the data of the project.
However, we have gained, through
years of experience interviewing

- mentally retarded persons, another
type of "data," often subjective in
. nature, about the process of con-
_ducting interview research with the
mentally retarded. Since mentally
retarded people are, after all,
people, much of what we would have
to say is simply a matter of sound
survey research de51gn and practice.
The literature on survey research is
helpful as a source of general prin-
ciples of interviewing applicable in
studies of the mentally retarded.

In Chapter 2, for example, we dis-
cussed many of the varigbles such as
question wording, intefView behavior,
and subject characteristics which
can produce error in any survey
research pr03ect. Field interviewer
manuals developed for surveys of the
general population are also useful.
For examplz, we have found the

Interviewr: s Manual developed by
the Survey Research Center at the
University of Michigan (1969) highly
informative about everything from
sampling to closing the interview
gracefully.

On the other hand, we feel that there
are some unique problems in con-
ducting survey researchi with the
mentally tetarded. As later chapters
will demonstrate, obtaining meaning-
ful answers from low verbal persons
is problematic and requires special
techniques. In this chapter, we
focus on the logistics of interview-.
ing the retarded, drawing on the :
lessons we have learned through trial
and error in hopes that others may be
spared our errors.

Designing Interview Schedules
for the Retarded

In any survey research pIOJth,
the researchers presumably have an
idea of what they are interested in
learning and are guided by this ide:
in developing questions. The mcze
specific the idea is the better; thus



it is important as a first step to
outline in some detail the topic
areas of interest, the information
~goals. It is also important where
possible to anticipate which topic
areas may be difficult for mentally
retarded persons. Much of cur data
will pinpoint topics about which we
had great difficulty obtaining in-
formation. There were other topics
we tended to avoid from the start
because we anticipated problems.
Generally, it has been our "experi-
ence in Previous interviewing re-
search that many mentally retarded
persons have difficulty with time,
number, and money concepts (e.g.,
giving a chronological account of
their whereabouts or their time
allocations duriry the day, or in-
dicating the number of times they
have done something in the past
month, or describing their incomes
and sources of income). Words
such as "before," "since," and
"after" are difficult (e.g., "Where
did you live before that?"). We
have also found it difficult to ask
about experience with service agen-
cies, as clients often view the
agency as "Mrs. Brown" or "Mr. Tom's"
and do not have = r-mplete under-
standing of an ageuzy and its func-
tioning. We have also found it dif-
ficult to ask hypothetical ques-
tions which ask the respondents to
" imagine a different world from the
one they currently experience.
Some of these areas are problematic .
enough that, where possible, the
information is probably best sought
from nenretarded persons who know
the subject well, 1In other cases,
the process of developing questions
will simply be more challenging and
time-consuming.

Surveys of the mentally retarded
population will almost inevitably
involve some branching in the inter-
view schedule; that is, .certain re-
sponse< will dictate that succeeding
qu--atic .1 the topic be skipped.
One must know enough about the kinds

" tween work and nonwork.

of persons one is to interview and
their situations to be able to
design meaningful subsections and
anticipate exceptional cases to
whom questions will not apply.
However, there is often a risk

. that the distinctions the research-

ers think they are making will not
be accorded the status of distinc-
tions by retarded persons. For
example, when asked if they work.
many clients who are in sheltered
workshops, work activity centers, or
simply helping out their relatives
on an informal basis will say "yes."
The researcher may have sought a
distinction between being competi-
tively employed and be.l. 3 unemplcved,
but retarded interviewees may make
quite a different distinction be-
Further
problems arise when clients do not
distinguish between sheltered work-
shops, activity centers, and so on.
In fact, they may know these types
of settings only by their local
proper name. . Follow-up questions
are oftzn needed to make possible
the kinds of ‘distinctions that the
researchers had in mind.

Similarly, we have encountered many
difficulties associated with ques-
tion phrasing, such that respondents
may not be making the same distinc-
tions we choose to make between,

for example, being able to do some-

‘thing, doing it at least sometimes,

doing it regularly, or being allowed
to do it. The more prior knowledge
one has of retarded persons and
their views of the world, the more
likely it is that questions will

be sound. However, pilot testing is
the best single method of checking
to see that the questions are work-
ing and determining whether addi-
tional follow-up questions might be
needed to clarify answers.

There is a natural tendency in the
question dev~'d¥ nnt phase for
question: w8 L si:ferate, e
naturally s:=%s me- specificity
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about any area to be covered, but
also tends to become sidetracked
in fleshing out an area of question-
ing. Having clear information
goals as a guideline is one check
against this tendency, but later
editing may still be called for
after pilot testing. It is our
feeling that the interviews them-
selves should not consume more
than about half an hour or it be-
comes difficult to maintain active
attention.

Our interviewing studies have each
required two major forms besides
a client interview schedule: a
record form and a significant other
interview. The record form is used
to collect whatever information
is available from agency or facility
files about demographic character-
istics, IQ score, length of insti-
tutionalization, daily schedule,
and so on. In our studies, parallel
interviews with "significant others”
(parents, caretakers, or others who
know a client well) have typically
asked almost all of the same ques-
tions asked of retarded persons
directly, excluding some subjective
questions. This was done in order
to explicitly examine the corre-
spondence of answers.. In most
studies, however, there are some
types of information, as we suggested
above, that are best gotten from
" significant others or caretakers
for which the interviewer would at
least want to seek verification of
answers given by retarded persons.
In many studles, 51gn1f1cant.others
might also be used’'as the major
source of information about such
things as clients' histories, cur-
rent skill levels, and degrees of
1ndependence. Indeed, we find it
hard 'to 1mag1ne an interviewing
study whlch would not require at
least a minimal amount of data from
files or from knowledgeable informants.
We found it best to interview such
informants personally rather than

have them fill out the gquestionnaire
on their own, unless the questions
were very simple and straightforward.
Tha same principles of survey re-
sezrch applicable to retarded per-
sony apply to their significant
others, for their answers too are
subject to bias, and, in’ some cases,
they lack knowledge about certain
areas. This is true even of parents.

Pilot Testing .

Assume that careful plannlng
has led to the development of an
interview schedule. As noted above,
much of the information in the
present report is intended to guide
the task of designing questions
which can be answered reliably and
validly by mentally retarded per-
sons, so we will not discuss ques-
tion design further here. What
we want to stress is that what
appears to be a good interview
schedule may not turn out to be one
in practice. Take the simple ques-
tion, "Do you make your bed?" As
our data will indicate, this yes-no
question may be subject to acquies-
cence which inflates the number of
interviewees reporting,that they
make their beds. Moreover, the
question is ambiguous. It does
not indicate, for examgle, where
bed making takes place. Often in-
stitutionalized.persons do some
things at home that they do not

. do in the institution and vice versa.

The question also leaves open the
question of extent of activity since
a "yes" response may mean that the
respondent has made a bed once or
that he or she makes a bed every day.
In constructing questions, one must
adopt a highly critical attitude,
actively looking for ambiguities

and actively imagining potent1a1
misinterpretations of the question.
It is helpful to imagine interview-
ees in diverse situations to judge
whether a question is. indeed appli-
cable and meaningful to the whole
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‘persons.

- refining questions.

- sponse given is what

range of persons to be interviewed.

Instead of thinking about the gen-
eral rule, one does best thinking

about all imaginable exceptions to
the general rule.

Imagination can carry one only so
far, however. Pilot testing of
interview schedules is, in our opin-
ion, essential. A first step

may be role playing the interview
with co-workers playing retarded
This at least provides

an estimate of the approximate
length of the interview and iden-
tifies questions which may have
looked good on paper but ‘do not
sound good when they are asked.
Those nplaying the role of inter-
viewees can be asked to actively
search far chances to misinterpret
the question or raise questions
about’ its meaning. The next step
should be pilot interviews with
retarded persbns similar to the

ones who will actually be inter-
viewed. 1Ideally, these pilot inter-:
views should be tape recorded, -
and the interviewer should feel

free to rephrase questions on the

* spot'if they do not seem to be under-

and the,

ten useful in
interviewer
ine if the re-
e intervicwee

stood. Such repﬁrasing
responses to them are o
"Th
can also probe to dete

meant to say in caseg
ty of response seems suspect. We have
found that conducting pilot interviews

inevitably reveals problem areas that -

would otherwise go undetected:.uques—
tions that few can answer,'questions
that are greeted by puzzled expres-

sions, questions that are quite consis-

tently misinterpreted, and questions

or questioning strategies that prove

embarrassing for both interviewer
and interviewee. In order to gather
information about the validity of
responses, it would also be useful

to compare clients' answers to
documented fact or selected responses

.given by nonretarded informants in

parallel interviews.

where the validi-

Interviewer Training
It is our opinion that virtu-
ally any sensitive and conscientious

" person can become an effective inter-

viewer of retarded persons. The

more experience the interviewer has
had with retarded persons, the

better, however. We suspect, although

“we did not encounter the problem

ourselwves, that some people, un-
familiar with retarded persons, may
not work out as interviewers if they
have negative reactions and those
reactions are noticed by interviewees.
In previous research, we actually
encountered similar- problems with
some persons experienced in mental
retardation--usually agency staff
who carried an authoritarian atti-
tude into their interviews. Assum-
ing that willing and able persons
are recruited, the main tasks are

to train them to use the interview

- schedule and to standardize their

behaviors as interviewers.

Interviewers should, of course, be
well-versed in the content of the
interview schedule before they con-
duct interviews. A serious pilot-
ing effort can provide the setting
for training. Where feasible, it
is useful to have two interviewers
record the answers given by pilot
subjects so that the second inter-
viewer can provide feedback on the
first's approach and the data
collected by the two can be compared
for reliability. '

Interviewers not only have to be able
to use the interview schedule
confidently, but they must be well-
versed in all aspects of conducting
the interview. They should have a
common understanding of any ques-
tion rephrasing or probing procedures
to be used; they should have a
consistent approach to providing non-
specific feedback to interviewees

to maintain rapport and encourage
answering; and they should establish
in advance how to handle various
problems that may arise. Research

4.4
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discussed in Chapter 3 suggests
that interviewer characteristics
and behaviors can at times influence
responses. Certainly if one inter-
viewer is highly warm, supportive,
and attentive while another goes
through the motions in a cold and
mechanical manner, one can expect
very different results. There is
also the risk that a warm and re-
sponsive interviewer can become

more mechanical after hours of back-
to-back interviews. Thus, inter-
viewer manner can be as important

as interview content. '

Locating Interviewees

and Scheduling Interviews

In some types of studies in
which §hbject's addresses have been
obtained from an agency or facility,
simply 1?cating the subject and
arranging for an interview can be
problematic. when one arrives at
the supposed address and finds that
the client|\ no longer lives there,
one can check with neighbors, the
telephone and utility companies, the
Post Office, or the Police Depart-
ment. City directories usually on
file with the Chamber of Commerce
can also be useful. Other potential
sources of |information include local
churches and small neighborhood
grocery stores. The interviewer
on a search should always explain
his or her affiliation and purpose,
but should avoid indicating that the
persons béing sought are mentally
retarded.: As Edgerton (1967) has
vividly shown, for example, many
deinstitutionalized persons have
struggled Eo avoid labeling and
- gtigma; they would not appreciate
having their "covers" blown
by an insensitive interviewer.

1

Initial contact with an interviewee
can be ma@e either by telephone to
set up an appointment or by going
to the home or residential facility.
Often cooperation is more likely

if one goes directly to the home,

L

but telephone contdct is more
cost-effective and works well if
the client has already pro. ..ded
consent by mail. If telephone

- contact is made to schedule appoint~

ments, it will still be necessary

to introduce yourself and the study
briefly when you arrive for the
interview as time will have passed
in the interim. Plenty of time

for travel and unanticipated de-
lays (often informal chatting with
interviewees or their family) should
be allowed between interviews.

Obtaining Consent

In Appendixes B and C, we pre-
sent additional information on re-
search guidelines relevant to survey
research as well as sample consent
and explanation forms used in the
present study. The points below
simply summarize the kinds of in-
formation needed to make consent
informed consent. There is a special
burden on intervie%e;s of the re-
tarded to insure that the study is
understood, and extra effort and
patience may be required. The em-
phasis in communications with retarded
persons as well as their parents
and care providers should be cn
simple, concrete, and even purposely
redundant language. In obtaining
consent for an -interview, explain
the following in simple, concrete
language:

1. wWwho you are

2. Who the interviewer will be
(tf it is not you)

3. For whom you are doing this
/
4. Why you want to talk to them

5. How long the interview will
take

6. What kinds of questions you
will be asking '

7. When you will be conducting
the interview (approximately;
schedule specifics based on



their schedules and desires when written consent is obtained

as a matter of courtesy) " by mail, there is often a long time
lag between the giving of consent

and contact with the consenter

for purposes of scheduling an inter-
view. At that time, a rehash of

the important aspects of the study

is often required to remind the
subject of what was agreed to earlier.

8. Where it will take place
(Typically their own living
situations put them most at
ease, but it should be left
open in case they prefer
another place)

9. Who else is involved--e.g., If not previously obtained by letter.
how you got their names, written consent should be obtained
others you will be talking to after oral consent is given. After
about them, etc. consent is obtained, we reinforce

10. How it will affect them (or
the fact that it will not

the following points immediately
before the interview begins:

affect them if all informa-— . -1. The interview is not a test,
tion is to be kept confiden- and there are no right or
tial) ' wrong answers.

11. Who will see their answers 2. BEverything said will be kept
and who will receive any re- a secret (assuming that is
ports that are based on the indeed the case).

f i vi . | .
answers of many interviews 3. The interview will not change

12. How you will be asking for their lives in any way. We
their consent and what they hope that it will help other
need to do to give it people like them someday, but

we are not going to do anything
to help interviewees with

any problems they might have,
nor will we make them do some-
thing they don‘t want to do--
like move or go to another

13. That participation is volun-
tary--that they do not have to
be interviewed if they do not
want to, that they can end )
the interview at any time,
and that they can skip ques-

tions they do not want o school.
~ answer o 4. Some of the questions may
14. Whom to contact ard how to do sound silly, but we need to
so should they have any ques- ask all of them. (Our.sur-
tions veys indeed involved blatantly
silly questions as checks
Depending on the regulations for- : on acquiescence, but virtually
access to subjects in effect, these any survey contains some ques-
points are either presented in a tions that make interviewees
letter requesting consent to partici- wonder. We use. the term
pate or they are presented orally . "silly" rather than "dumb" or
in person or by telephone, before ) "stupid" because its conno-
the interview is to be conducted. . tation is more favorable.
Our preference is for the oral pre- We also point out other pe-
sentation not only because it gives cularities, e.g.) the fact
the client the opportunity to ask that some gquestions are asked
‘questions and clarify any misunder- wore than once.)
standings, but also because the re- :
turn rate on mailed consent forms 5. They do n9t have to answer
is usually quite low. Moreover, any questions they don't want
4.6
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. to, and can end'the interview
any time.

6. If they need to stop, to get‘
a drink or go to the restroom,
they should feel free to say
so.

Interviews with retarded persons do
not technically require parent or
caretaker consent if the client is
of age and has not been judged in-
competent. However, it is a reality
that parents and others who are re-
sponsible for retarded persons have
a stake in what happens to them.
Whatever consent procedures are used,
it is important to make contact with
such significant others so they

are assured of what you are doing and
know that it will not affect the cli-
ent's life or theirs or involve any
risk of harm to the client. It is
almost alwéys necessary to make ap-
pointments for interviews directly
through such persons. as you will be
in their homes or their residential
facilities. Due to the difficul-
ties that some retarded persons

have with time concepts, such
persons are also likely to be more
aware of client's schedules than
clients themselves are. The ma-

jor point, however, is-that the
position of a perscn responsible

for the retarded interviewee should
be respected despite the fact that

their formal consent may not be

required.. When parents and care-
takers understand the study, they
are put at ease and are more likely
to accept your presence. We have
ercountered the most reluctance

in some residential facilities

where staff fear the interviews

may put the facility in an unfa-
vorable light. 1In one:.interviewing
study in which we were invclved,

a whole group of clients at one
facility had to be dropped from

the sample because houseparents were
afraid that ;he study would "dig up"
something."Anticipating these kinds
of reactions beforehand, you can be

2

- client's interviews.
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ready with answers to concerns that
might be raised.

Getting Ready to Interview
We would not think it worthy of

mention if it had not happened occa-
sionally, but one can never do
enough last-minute checking. One of
,our interviewers, after numerous
calls and visits, finally lined up
an appointment for an interview, only
to arrive, open her briefcase, and
find that she did not bring the cor-
rect interview schedule with her.
Pencils break, mimeographed forms
sometimes have missing pages, and
whatever can go wrong often does.

When one is interviewing the retarded

in their homes or in residential facil-

ities, it is important to try to
find a quiet place away from others
in the household. We have repeatedly
encountered difficulties when parents
or caretakers attempt to take over
and answer questions for the clients
or react to what they are saying.

The best way to avoid this is to ex-
plain the need foxr privacy and your
interest in hearing what the client
has to say, even if he€tr she may be
giving factually incorrect informa-
tion. sSometimes it is helpful just
to tell the parent that many clients
will want or expect their parents to
answer some of the questions and that
you need to avoid this if possible.
Also, explainingiihat the same ques-
tions will be asked of them, if that
is being done, alleviates their fears
of the client giving out misinforma-
tion. If you intend to give a ques-
tionnaire rather than an interview

to the significant others, it may be
given to them to fill out while you
are interviewing the clients. This
will keep them occupied so they are
not so likely to be invo’.ved in' the
When the house-
hold is particulérly no’.sy and
crowded or otherwise ivimical to a

. successful interview, we have some- -
,times asked the client if .he or she
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would mind sitting outside for the
interview. Although parents must be
allowed to sit in if they insist,-
they may need to be reminded to let
the client answer the questions.

This arrangement is not as desirable
as total privacy, but it is sometimes
unavoidable.

Relatmg to the Interviewee
Although obtaining consent to be

‘interviewed is obviously important,

it is perhaps more important to move
beyond mere consent and attempt to
make the interview an enjoyable ex-
perience. An interview should be a
give and take situation. In other
words, instead of focusing exclu-
sively on one's own need to obtain
information, be sensitive to the in-
terviewee's needs.
that many mentally retarded persons
find the experience of having someone
sit down individually with them and
listen to them rare and gratifying.
They may want you to look at their
pictures, listen to them talk about
something unrelated to the inter-
view, or meet their friends. Often

.you can suggest that such things be

done as soon as the interview is

‘concluded, and this will satisfy

them as well as provide an incen-
tive for continuing the interview. At
other times it is best, particular-
ly when clients want to tell you
somethlng important, to take a break
on the spot and let them talk: This
is why it is necessary to schedule
more time than is required to do the
actual interview. If an interviewee
persistently wants to pull you off

the course, politely steer him or

her back to the questions, with
something like, "That's interesting.
Now I'd like to ask another ques-
tion." )

On occasion, a mentally retarded
person will display inappropriate
behavior in an' interview. Our in-
terviewers have encountered the ga-
mut, from masturbation, to pulling

We have discovered

4.8

the hair of the interviewer, to
getting up and wandering around the
room, to simply carrying on a mono-
logue totally unrelated to the in-
terview. One of our interviewers
simply 1gnored the fact that her in-
terviewee was masturbating during
the interview, but not all inter-
viewers will find this quite sound
approach of ignoring inappropriate
behavior acceptable. 1If, as occa-
sionally happens, a client poses a
physical danger to the intarviewer
or to himself, terminating the in-
terview is the obvious course of ac-
tion. In response to most disrup-
tive behavior, the best policy is to
be firm but pdiite in attempting to
steer the client back to the inter-
view as well as to reinforce,
through smiling and words of encour-
agement, paying attention and answer-=
ing questions.

Perhaps the most important word in
interviewing retarded persons is re-
spect!. Throughout history, mentally
retarded persons have been treated
as less than fully human individuals.
Repeatedly they find themselves in
situations where two nonretarded
people talk about them as though
they were not there instead of ask-
ing their opiniong directly. 1In
scheduling an interview, in con-
ducting it, in closing it, the in-
terviewer should remember that the
interviewee's needs come first, that
he or she is helping you. It is not
enough to think, "I'm going to help
retarded persons through these in-
terviews and i'll make them feel
that their contribution is impor-
tant." There is a major difference
between this attitude and feeling
that the interviewee actually is
important and can help yca. Re-
tarded persons can detect this dif-
ference and ‘are likely to respond
much more openly to the extent that
you give them reason to trust you
znd come across as a person who is
genuinely interested in them and
thelr oplnlons, whatever they are.
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For some mentally retarded persons,
especially those who have left in-
stitutions for the community or
whose present situations are in jeop-
ardy, there may be a threat implied
by the intecsview. In particular,
formerly institutionalized persons
and their guardians may worry that
their answers will somehow result.in
their being returned to the institu-
" tion or being forced into other un-
desirable living, work, or school
settings. They may perceive the in-
terviewer as anadult with power over
. their lives. It it therefore essen-
tial to emphasize strongly both the
confidentiality of the information
they will be.providing and the fact
that being interviewed will not
change their lives in any way. Of
course, if the project is such that
it may affect their lives, they
should be informed honestly of this
during the initial explanation pre-
ceding consent. Hopefully your hon-
esty with them will help put them at
ease and encourage honest answers.

Sensitivity to the interviewee's
needs during the scheduling and con-
sent process is a start, but trust
must also be nurtured throughout the
interview as well. One way to do
this is to provide nonspecific posi-
tive feedback along the way. It is
dangerous to praise or endorse spe-
cific responses during the interview
because you may inadvertently shape
future responses. To provide nonspe-
cific feedback, you might say,
"That's really interesting," or “I'm
glad you told me that." Smiles and
nods .after responses are even less
specific and should be used frequent-
ly. You should generally have an in-
terested look on your face and avoid
any expression of disapproval of what
is said. It is best to put any ques-
tions that can be considered sensi-
tive near the end of the interview in
hopes that by then a relationship of
trust will have been fostered. How-

4.9

ever, avoid ending the interview on a
depressing note, by returning to less
sensitive questions at the very end.

Questioning Approaches

Since many retarded persons have
both limited verbal skills and vari-
ous speech defects, simply under-
standing what they are saying can be
a challenge, and there are undoubted-
ly differences between interviewers
in the extent to which they can de-
code difficult-to~understand answers.
parents and others who know the cli-
ent well may be able to understand
much more and can translate for the
interviewer, although as we have’
noted, the presence of such persons
also has definite disadvantages

because clients may not feel com-

- fortable saying certain things in

their presence. Also, parents in
particular may take over the task

of answering. We still prefer that
interviews be private, and suggest
that the interviewer elicit repeti-
tions of answers when they are r~t
understood. With more verbal cli-
ents, it may be enough to ask,
"what? I didn't hear," but with less
verbal ones it is often necessary to
actually reask the question ("Let me
ask that’again; I couldn't get your
answer.") Although it is frustrat-
ing for both the interviewse and in-
terviewer to go through this process
repeatedly, patience may pay off.

as long as it is done politely, most
clients will try harder to get their
messages through. :

Let us illustrate the virtue of pa-
tience. One adult living in the
community was asked, "What things
do you.not like about living here?"
she said an unintelligible word
twice; then the interviewer asked,
vThe what?", and she said the same .
unintelligible word twice more. BAf-
ter another round, the interviewee
finally pointéd up to the sky and
gestured to indicate that she was
talking about noise from airplanes.

6



(she lived near a busy airport).
This woman has a serious speech de-
fect; thus there was a continual
need to reask questions in order to
understand what she was trying to
say and a continual resorting on hex
part to gestures. It was indeed a
frustrating interview for both par-
ties and it did not yield much in
the way of information, but at least
the interviewer's patience and per-
sistence gave the respondent the
fullest opportunity to speak for
herself. It is certainly preferable
to go through this reasking process
to obtain clarification rather than
o jump to_ an interpretation of
something said which may be com-
pletely wrong.

3 -

it may be tempting to check out

your hypotheses by saying, for ex-
ample, "pid you say you like to go
swimming?" Unfortunately, since we
have discovered acquiescence to he

a problem in interviewing retarde i
persons, this may not provide veri-
fication of the response Some cli-
ents may say "yes" simply to be
accomodating. This technique is
potentially usable with some clients
if you have reason to pelieve that
acquiescence will not be a problem,
but we strongly favor reasking the
question as the first strategy <hen
responses are not intelligible or
relevant. In our own research we’
generally reasked questlons only
once, but additional reaskings mlght
be an even better policy. Then, if
that fails, a good strategy to use
when it is necessary to get clarifi-
cation is to ask an either-or ques-
tion. This often works even when
neither choice is correct. They are
more likely to correct your wrong
assumption if the probe is struc-
tured as an either-or guestion than
if it has a yes-no structure.

In view of findings to be presented
later on the effects of question
phrasing and wording on the types
of answers given, we would also em-

phasize the need to stick with the
interview schedule even when cli-
ents do not appear to be able to
respond appropriately to a question.
if interviewers are given the laci-
tude to rephrase questions if the,
original question does not yield

an answer, they have a natural ten-
dency, as do adults speaking to
children, to simplify the gquestion,
often by converting a difficult
question format into an easier yes-
no question. If the interviewer
feels it is necessary to clarify

a response, the question can be re-
phrased, but the alternatives should
be presented in the same form as in
the original question. Eample 4.1
illustrates this technique applied to
a multiple choice question. As our
data will show, this can substan-
tially affect the responses that are
given. Similarly, rewording the -
question, even without changing its
format, may in effect chnnge the
question. Even a change in emphasis
on certain words can change re-
sponses (e.g. "Are you usually by
yourself?" vs. "Are you usually by
yourself?"). The first will elicit
responses based on present feelings
more than the second because the
word "usually" may not be processed
unless it is emphasized. In short,
if alternative ways of asking the
question are carefully planned in
advance to minimize any potential
for altering the intent of the orig-
inal guestion, rephrasing might
prove valuable. Generally, however,
we favor giving exactly the same
stimulus to each person interviewed,
and simply treating as missing data
cases in which an answer to the
question could not be provided.

. Also, when presentlng multlple al-

ternatives it is 1mportant to present
all of them. Do not take a subject's
response unless he or she has heard
or seen all of the alternatives. Of-
ten, subjects will try to interject
an acquiescent response after each

4.10
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sample 4.1
Rephrasing a Multiple Choice Question without

Leading the Respondent

The following is an'example of how a multiple choice question might be re-
phrased to obtain an appropriate response without changing the formu:t or

. intent of the question. The subject here had already indicated that he

‘watches TV.

I: Do you wétch TV a lot, some, or not much?

S: Huh?

I: Do you watch TV a lot, some, or not much?

S: Most every night /

I: Would you séy that's a lot, some, or not much?

S: When “The Hulk" is on. Sometimes I listen to Elvis records.

I: I need you'to pick one of the answers here. (This was said in a
friendly manner, ;o the subject would not feel intimidated.) Do
you watch TV a lot, some, or not much? (Vocal(emphasis was put on

all three alternatives equally.)

S: I'll say sometimes. Yeah, some.

&- ¢
- Contrast the rephrasing techniques used above with those found in the

following example. Note. liow the interviewer leads the subject into a respor - 3.

<

I: Do you watch TV a lot, some, or not much?
"8: Every night I can.
I: Is that a lot?

S: Yeah.

el ! R -
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alternative is presented. To avoid
this, do not pause between alterna-
tive, even if a response is inter-
jected. You will probably have to
repeat the question, but by doing
this on the first asking, you have
indicated that a yes—no response is
not appropriate. Most subjects will
wait for the full presentation on the
second| asking. Non-verbal cues are
also beneficial. Repeat the phrase.

while you are looking at the inter-
view sc¢hedule. When all alterna-
tives have been. given, then look at

the client to indicate you want a
response, -

\

Similaﬁ logic applies to the issue
of probing in response to inter-
viewee responses tc seek additional
information. In some interview stud-
ies where in-depth material is '
sought, this kind of probing can be
invaluable because it allows the in-
terviewer to build on what the cli-
ent says to construct a fuller pic--
ture. However, we feel that such
probing techniques should alsc be
worked out in advance. We wouvld
again warn against the use of yes-no
questions as probes, and would favor
@ither—or questions and opern-ended
questions in order to minimize the .
chances of leading the respondent in
a direction he or she may aot have
intended to go. Similarly it is
dangerous to use reflzctive tech-
niques of enéouragihg inferviewees
to talk more (e.g., "You didn't like
that houseparent, did you?") unless
you are completely confident of your
understanding. Again, less specific
Lypes nf xeflective feedback, simply
saying "uh huh,"™ "oh, I see," and the
like, are preferable. The transcript
in Sample 4.2 illustrates an inter-
viewer's use of probes to clarify a
response without leading the respor-
dent.

There are often occasior:s in inter-
viewing retarded perscns when it be-

comes very difficult to separate fact’

from fancy. Scmetimes, what is being

said simply does not sound plausible.
For example we interviewed a man who
claimed that he was married to the
person assigned as his citizen advo-
cate and no amount of probing would
dissuade him from that story. An-
other adult living in the community
was asked the question, "Is anybody
teaching you about using money_.
now?" She replied, "I did have, but
she was working for the state but
she charged money and I couldn't
afford to pay." Later, when she was
asked if she received help from the
vocational rehabilitation office,
she returned to this theme, but even
- through additional probing it proved
impossible for the interviewer to
clearly establish who this person
might have been, for the closest the
interviewee came was to describe her
as a social worker and relate how
. the woman did not like the client's
barking dog but still "begged" to
‘come every week. She finally told
‘the woman not to come: "I said,
|'Take my money? No thank you.' -I
said I ain't got that much money to
pay everybody comes to visit me."
'Because clients so often do not know
what agencies people represent or
forget their names, it is very dif-
i ficult to follow such a story and
determine if there is any factual’

! basis to it, even though the story

itself is otherwise rich in detail.
Verification with someone knowledge-
able about the interviewee would be
useful, but this cannot always be
done. When you have clear evidence-
that what the client is saying is
wrong, you can eliminate the data.
On the other hand, one must avoid
assuming that a client is wrong,
just because he or she describes
such things as exploitation or mis-
freatment by service providers, and
one should be sensitive to the
feelings underlying even fabricated
stories. '

4.12
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Sample 4.2

Example of Probing Techniques

In one of our studies involving unstructured interviews with édults
living in the community, the interviewer was free to pursue answers to
structured questioné through probes, but attempte{ to do so without lead-
ing the interviewee, as illustrated in this e#émple, wher « ~h probing was
essential to establishing whom the interviewee was talki: at. In
response to a question asking who hef best friend was, the interviewee
said "Lois" and then ;fter three.strdctured questions about the friend,

the interviewer asked, "How did you meet Lois?"

S: The lady I used to have wes named Donna, and she. I don't know how
to say it. She got me to know her and that's how.

I: Now who is Donna? How did you know her?

S: My counselor.

I: Was Donna your counselor, or did your counselor introduce you to
Donna?
She was my counsclor and she introduc¢d me to Lois.

I: O.K. Where does Lois Jbrk.:

S: MMMm

I: Isashe just a frieud, or does she help you?

S: She helps. She trying to help me find a job, too.

I: 0.K. 1Is Lois a counselor, or is she Jjust a friend?

S: A counselor

I: Do you kinow who she's a coﬁnselor for?

S: It's on __  Road, the cre I kno&, the pléce on ___ Road.

(With the help nswer +o a subsequent quc.... .., i 5 firmly es-

tablished that Lois was a rehabilitation counselor.) ;

«4.13
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Closing the Interview

After the official interview is
completed, we ask if the.respondent
(1) has anything to add or wants to
talk about anything else, or (2) has
any questions he or she would -like
to ask. It seems only fair, since
they have helped us, to give them a
chance to use our time as hey wish.
Sometimes, if interviews L. ve delved
into sensitive or bothersome areas,
{he client may want to continue talk-
ing about these areas and this may be
an important opportunity to work out
any unresolved tensions. If you
know that a client became upset about
some topic raised in the interview,
it may be helpful to allude back to
it afterwards and give the inter-
viewee a chance to let off more
steam. This is also often the time
. to let the client show you something
or introduce you to someone. '

In our experience, informal chatting
at the end of the interview often re-
veals more insights than the inter-
view itself. Interviewees are more
relaxed because what: they say is "off
the record." 1In some cases, they may
express negative :' 'ns which they
were afraid to ex, -s. while they
were "on the record." 1t is, of
‘course, unethical to surreptitiously
tape such comments, but you may ask
to leave your *“ape recorder on if
this information is to be collected.
Writing dowvm what they say puts the
situation "on the’ record" again and
discourage’s openness. Another possi-
birity is to take notes after you
have left, particularly if what is
said adds a different perspective to
what was gained in the official in-
terview. We are not sure what. to do
with such information when -it clearly
contradicts responses given in the
interwiew. - In a small-scale study,
one might actual _.vise answers in
the interview o ais of infor-
mation surfacing in post-interview
discussion, but there are dengers in
doirg so. It may be best to leave

answers as they were but draw on
post-interview comments to enrich
one's understanding of the perspec-
tives of retarded persons or prepare
in-depth case studies. '

Our main point is that you as the
interviewer owe the interviewee

some of your time If he or she

wants it. (Sometimes they do not,.
and the task is one of recognizing
that even if they are too polite to
say so.) It is rude and possibly
disturbing to the interviewee to
make a hasty exit just as soon as
you have gotten what you wanted out
of the relationship. We prefer
viewing the interviewer-interviewee
relationship as a human relationship
and would like to think that the in-
terviewer leaves in such a manner
that he or she would readily be wel-
comed back. Profuse thanks to every-
one involved for their time and help-
are .obviously. called for.

Recording Interview Data

In our research, interviewers
have attempted to write verbatim
responses as ' 'rv are given. Al-
though tape re 'ing of interviews
can be useful, it . < two major dis-
advantages. First, it can be a dis-
traction or source of anxiety for
some subjects and may make them less
likely to be fully honest. This may
be alleviated somewhat by explaining
that the tapes will not be heard by
anyone else, so that you're taping
the. interview sc ycu can listen to
it yourself to make sure you got
everything that was said. Second,
transcription of tapes is extremely
time-consuming and difficult, es-

pecially when the quality is poor due
' to background noise in residential--.

settings or 'M~n tl.c interviewees
have speec.. ‘ficulties or impedi-
ments. In studies involving in-depth
and largely unstructured iiterviews,
there is probably no alternative to
taping, but we would still recommend
that the interviewer take as many de-
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tailed notes on the spot as possible
and use the notes as the primary
source of data. Understanding at the
time of the interview is typically
greater than understanding days later
when listening to a low quality tape,
partly because mouth movements and
body lancuage are aids to understand-
ing. 1In short, we would recommend.
use of tapes as back-ups but not as
primary data sources. We ourselves .
used tape in this fashion in conduct-
ing relatively unstructured inter-
views with highly: verbal adults liv-
ing in the community.

Otherwise, we have found it feasible
to write down verbatim responses as
most retarded persons are not highly
verbal. £ they do launch into ir-
relevant monologues, these responses
do not need to be recorded. Writing
does interfere to an extent with
making eye contact and maintaining
rapport, so it is important to bear
that in mind and attempt to maintain
eye contact as much as possible. Oc-
casionally we have encountered an-
other unusual problem. A few clients
will stop talking when they see that
the interviewer has stopped writing
or has run out of room on the inter-
view schedule to write a response.
This is a minor problem that can be
prevented by leaving large amounts of
space after questions likely to eli-
cit long answers. Nonetheless, it
illustrates the fact that a host of
unanticipated variables affect be-
havior ir an interview situation and
the more that can be ant1c1pated and
controlled the better.

Finally, we recommend that the inter-
viewer go over the written notes im-
mediately after the interview to make
sure that nothing important was in-
correctly or uninterpretably written
down. This is essential 51nce memory
fades rapldly.

Coding and Preparation for Analysis
To the extent possible, cate-
gories of response should be planned

in advance of data collection so
that interviewers can simply mark
response codes during the iaterview
rather than constructing them on the
basis of written accounts of re-
sponses. This is quite feasible if
the interview is highly structured
and uses yes-no, true-false, either-
or, and multiple choice formats. It -
is also feasible with many open-
ended questions in areas where some
previous researcn has been done and
one can anticipate what the likely
response categories will be or has a
clear idea of how a universe of re-
sponses should most logically be
carved up. Typically, however,
there are some open-ended questions
for which categories of response
cannot easily be preplanned. When
in doubt, it may even be preferable
to wait until the responses are col-
lected rather than to use preplanned
codes and later find them to be in-
appropriate. On the other hand, our
experiences in developing coding
categories for open-ended guestions
given by mentally retarded persons
have been frustrating. As noted in
chapter 5, such responses are di-
verse and often strange, and the
category schemes evolved are
sometimes less, than aesthetically
pleasing.

In forming categories of response, -
one aims for a delicate balance
between the general and the speci-
fic. We have typically used all
responses to formulate categories,
but in a large study a sample of
responses would suffice. In any-
thing, it is better to err on the
side of too much specificity. Cate-
gories can always be collapsed later
if only general categories are of
interest, but general categories
cannot as easily be broken down
again into. more specific ones. In-
evitably studies of this nature
involve some recoding after cate-
gories have initially been devel-
oped.

4.15
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Intercodertreliability may be a
problem with Some questions. We
have usually established such reli-
ability informally by hnvinag inter-
viewers, after they have a:tempted
to establish 'a set of coding cate-

~gories based on similarities of re-

sponse, explicitiy draw up common
conventions they will use in decid-
ing which code to apply. We have
also done small-scale intercoder
reliability checks on two or three
interviews to insure that two dif-
ferent coders do indeed code the
same responses the same way. Much
depends on the specificity of the
coding categories. It is straight-
forward to code a response to a sim-
ple factual question as "yes" or
"no," but open-ended questions often
leave room for subjective interpre-
tation and some type of reliability
check should be conducted.

To facilitate preparation of inter-
view data for computer analysis, two
approaches seem particularly attrac-
tive. In our own._ research, we used
interview schedules which included
in the right-hand column variables
and computer column numbers (see

example in Table 4.1). The interviewer
can either f£ill in the code on thn
spot, or, as was the case in

search, due to the fact that

of both responsiveness and contc

of response were done, fill it in
later. Several blank columns can be
left for future—use-once content
categories for open-ended questions
have been develcped. The advantage
is that a keypuncher can punch di-
rectly from the interview schedules,
and the step of transferring re-
sponses to computer coding sheets
can be bypassed. ’

Alternatively, new technologies in-
volving optical scanning can be used
to bypass keypunching and the inevi-
table errors it entails. Response’
codes can be entered on specially
printed optical scanner sheets,
enterged into the computer, and then
analyzed in any manner in which data
entered by card can be analyzed.
Such sheets can be printed to the
researcher's specifications. This
approach is especially useful with
questionnaire data or tests because
respondents can supply their own

~ responses directly on the scanner

Table 4.1: Coding System Used On Interview Schedules
1. &re you usually happy or sad? HS C :‘l :
, 11
Sad = 1 Happy = 2 ~ HS1 R: g :
12 .
2. Are you usually with other people? WOP C : :
v : 13
No =1 Yes =-2 WOP1 R : :
. 14
(ORone ) (uﬂkk Rara)

~

The blanks in the right-hand column permit keypunching directly from the actual interview
schedules. The respondent answered the first question "sad." The "C" in the right-hand
column indicates content coding, and the "sad" response is accordingly coded 1. The "R"
indicates a responsiveness code; the 8 represents a minimally appropriate response, The numbers
beneath these coding blanks indicate the correct column on the cards used in keypurching.
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sheets. It would not be feasible tc
print an entire interview-schedule

. uch s. ., but this approach
might reduce the number of errors
made in translating data into analyz-
able form, for the interviewer could
complete the sheets directly from

the interview protocol.

Based on one experiencé, we would
recommend against the use of what
‘is called free format coding in
which the keypuncher works directly
from 1nterv1ew schedules and uses

a special’ notation system which does

not involve assigning data to card
columns during punching but rather
doing so later. Wwhile this tech-
nique may make it easy to transfer
data from interview schedules to
computer cards, it allows room for
_many keypunching errors and involves
a number  of technical problems in
then converting the free format data
to an analyzable form. Because it
demands more technical sophistication
than other approaches and because we
once experienced numerous problems
with .it, we do not recommend it.

Conclusion
In this chapter, we have at-
tempted to share some lessons we have

" retarded persons.

4.17

learned about the process of inter-
viewing retarded persons. Unlike
subsequent ch ‘nters, this chapter is
based on subjec.ive impressi

rather than hard data. BAs we have
suggested, most of the guidelines
for interviewing members of the
general population apply equally
well to interviewing retarded
persons. We have attempted to
supplement those guidelines to
prepare interviewers for some of
the special problems they may
encounter in interacting with

While we have
tendéa\te\ggPhasize problems, we
should point out. _that the majority
of persons we have Interviewed have
been eager to participate;
cocperative, and very gratifie
the experience of having someone

" seriously listen to what they have

to say. Similarly, most parents and
houseparents have been cooperative,
often because they hope that research
findings will result in improvements
in the service delivery system.



Chapter 5

TO WHAT EXTENT CAN MENT LLY RETARDED
PERSONS RESPOND TO INTERVIEW QUwxuasw (S?

An interview is not a very fruit-
ful information-gathering technique
if interviewees cannot answer gues-
tions. In view of the limited verbal
skills, of mentally retarded persons,
we decided that the first challenge
in 1nterv1ew1ng the retarded is to
obtain a response of some kind. Thus
we measured and.anglyzed the respon-
siveness of interviewees, their
ability to meet the demands of a
particular questlon with an answer
suited to the form of the questlon
(e.g., "yes" oxr "no" to a yes-no

question) and relevant to the content

of the guestion (¢é.g., about work if
the question is.about work). We were
guided by the following questions:

1. what can be expected of men-
tally retarded persons in
interviews, and what types of
respondent behaviors ‘consti-
tute problems in interviewing
the retarded?

2. To what- extent is responsive-
ness to an interview a predict-
able individual behavior, and

what factors are related to it?

_of the question.

¢

3. How can responsiveness be
optimized? ‘

To convey what we have discovered
about responsiveness, we will take up
the fnllowing topics in turn, drawing
from the various studies to discuss

_each tcpic: specific types of

responses, the stability of respon-
siveness, the relationship of respon-
siveness to IQ and other client
characteristics, the relationship

of responsiveness .to question type,
and the optimization of responsive-
ness. - '

SpClelC Types of Responses

In most of our analyssa, we dealt
with.a measure .of the ‘percentage of
questions asked.of a respondent which ’
were answered at least minimally
appropriately; that is., which met-
the formal and substantiVe cemands .’
However,\és‘indi-
cated in Chapter 3, we also measured
various types of inappropriate or ;
uncodable responses, and were inter-
ested in the extent to which each
might pose problems.in an interview.

5.1
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Table 5.1 presents the mean percent-
" ages of responses which fell in

‘each of the nine responsiveness codes -

in the two institutional samples.

In each ca:=-: they are based on
responses ko one of the two paral’el
interview schedules used in these
studies {82 questions for the chil-
dren's study and 142 quertions Zor
the adult study).\\Profourlly
recarded adults were excluded bece se
the vast majority of them failec

the screening interview and we:
thereby defined as totally unres, .

sive. Their exclusion makes the:
child and adult samples comparable

in 19 (M=42.08 for children, 39.76
for adults). The means in Table 5.1
cannot always be taker as representa-
tive of typical performance because
some distributions were unusual (for
example, sife clients never gave a
response while some others never
failed to respond in some way). -
However, they are suggestive of the
freque:.cy with which various types

~f inte~view behavior can be expected
_, occur. -

.

\

Table 5.1: Mean Percents of ﬁesponses Falling in Each Category
{ in Institution Samples

, Adult Child
- .Responsiveness Code Institution Institution
(N=42) * (N=52)
1. No response 10.20 6.55
2. Unigteiligible 471 4.91
3 Irreievant 3.48 5.11
4. Don't know .28 2.85 ‘
5. Inadequate 3:73 7.41
6. Request for more iﬁéprmation l;Ol 3.32
7. Refusal to answer .01 ; - %33 '
8. Minimﬁlly approbriate 63.63 57.94
9. ‘Expanded appropriate 12.99 11.58
] - | 100.00% 100.00%

*Excludes those with 1Qs below 20, who ware generally ;otally unresponsive, to make

groups more comparable in IQ.
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We can interpret these figures either
of two ways. We can sayy
that the typical child interviewee
was able.to give a mlnlmally appro-
priate answer to 63 63% of the ques-
tions on the interview schedule.
Alternatively, we can say that of

all the béhaviors elicited from the
sample by intgrviewers” questions,
63.63% of them were minimally appro-'
priate answers. Clearly in both
samples we obtained mlmlmally appro-
priate or expanded answers in a
majority of cases, more often minimal
than elaborated.

What of the inappropriate types .of
respondent behavior? Generally, a
high percentage of inappropriate
responses took the form of no
response at all. Unintelligible
responses were also a problem,
unintelligibility, of course, being
a function of the interviewer's or
listener's capabilities as well as
of the interviewee's communication
skilis. ‘It is highly likely that a
person who knew the respondents might
well have been able to decipher many
responses that our interviewers had
£d judge unintelligible, but in must
surveys interviewer and intervietvee
are not familiar with one another.
Irrelevant responses, that is,
answers that appeared unrelated to
the substantive demands of the ques-

tion, were a frequent problem as well,

often because interviewees did not
understand a particular question.but
in some cases because interviewees
hed a general lack of comprehension
cf the interview but chose .o speak.
Somewhat more common still were
inadequate responses, which were
judged to be relevant to the question
i,ut too vague or ambivalent to be‘p
coded into content categories. At
times respondents indicated that
they did not know the answe:, but
this was fairly rare. Our coding
system was based on an assumption,
usually but not always v-lid, that
respondents should have known how

N\

for example,

to answer the questions we asked.
Similarly, interviewees occasionally |
requested more information about

the question before answering,

usually by saying "huh?" to elicit

a repetition of the :.ustion, but
this did not happen often either.

By far the rarest event was & ‘refusal
to answer. the question, even though

_participants had been told at the

start that they did not have to
answer any question they did not
want to answer.

The relative frequencies of the nine

types of responsiveness codes were

- much the same. in the two institu-

tional samples as well as in.other
samples. We would have to conclude
that interviewers of the retarded
can expect to encourter a wide range
of inappropriate responses, but that
appropriate responses can generally
be expected a majority of the time.

The Stability

- of Responsweness Scores

In both of the ‘institution samples,
similar interview schedules were
administered a week apart, allowing
us to examine thé extent to which
responsiveness is a consistent indi-
vidual behavior. ‘In the children's
institution sample, Form A consisted
of 82 questions and Form B of &5
questions, with 31 questions repeated

- in exactly the same mann2r on both

administrations and the remainder of
the questions typically representing
alternative ways of seeking the same
information. A total responsiveness
score on each form was calculated
for each subject (the number of
questions answered appropriately
divided by number of questions asked) .
When responsiveness to Form A and
responsiveness to Form B were COr-
related, the result was a highly
significant correlation of .96, indi-
cating that the extent to which an
interviewee was responsive to one
form could be predicted almost per-

5.3 {
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fectly from his or her responsive-
ness to the other form. Although the
correlations were lower, the frequen=+
cies of specific typec of response on
Form A and B were also significantly
related, with the exception of the
category "Request for More Informa-
‘tion." These correlations were .54
for no response, .74 for unintelli-
gible, .39 for irrelevant, .30 for
don't know, .33 for inadequate, .20
for request for more information,

.92 for minimally appropriate, and
.54 for-expanded appropriate re-
sponses. Thus, the extent to .which
various less-than-appropriate and
appropriate responses occurred was
somewhat predictable from time to
time.

In the adult institution sample,

this finding of stability was con-
firmed. Indeed, the correlation be-
tween total responsiveness scores
for the two forms (Form A, 142 items,
Form B, 131 1tems) was identical
(.96).

As another way of examining the sta-
bility of responsiveness scores, we
analyzed the extent to which the
group's level of responsiveness

changed from first to~ §econd ,
admlnlstratlon,—In ‘the children's in-
stitution sample, this analysis focuses
on 3l.glUestions repeated exactly the
same on both-administrations. A Latin
square design was used to exar..2 the
administration effect in the..tcontext
of interviewer effects’ (see ‘Table 5.2).
Overall, there was not a 51gn1f1cant '
difference between first and second
administration responsiveness,
although scores did increase somewhat
from first to second administration
(from 71.8% to 74.6% overall). There
was also no overall interviewer
effect, that 1s, nelther interviewer
elicited higher rates of responsive-
ness from the sample. There was
however, an/ interaction between
interviewer and administration,

F (1, 49)/=9.92, p = .005. Inter-
viewer Two, for some reason, was
assoc1ated with a greater increase

in respon51veness from first to
secoﬁd administration than was I§%er—
viewer One. It is possible that the
26 subjects whom she interviewed on
second administration were, for
reaspns we cannot explain, more sus-
ceptiblc to practice effects than
were the 26 subjects who had Inter-

Pable 5.2:
‘ ~ and Interviewer*

Responsiveness of Children As a Function of Administration

Administration One

Administration Two

IntgrvieWer
One Two
72.20 71.46
73.92 75.28

~

*For an N of 52 in severe o mild ranges. One half of the sibjects had Interviewer

N

ne first and half had Interviewer Two first, and then ﬂmao&mr:nbmnaawmcnnintai
the second administration.
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viewer One on second administration.
Oor it is possible that Interviewer
Two became more relaxed, warm,'or .
stimulating in manner in the second
round of. interviews.

A similar analysis for the adult
institution sample (see Table 5.3)
revealed no significant differences
in responsiveness associated with

."ddministration, interviewer, or the

interaction of the two. Again, how-
ever, responsiveness did increase
slight)y from first to second adminis-
tration, and this effect was more
noticeable for querviewer Two.

. L
To put these lines of evidence to-
gether, then, we would conclude that
responsiveness to interview gquestions
is a stable individual behavior.
Although some respondents may increase
in-their ability to respond to ques-
tions.as a result of practice in a
prior interview, dramatic changes
are not to be expected. Moreover,
an individual's ranking in the group
as more or lass responsive appears
to be highly consistent from inter-
view to interview.

Responsiveness and 1Q °

It is avite clear from the liter-
ature on s... ™age development among
the mer.:a. e ~arded (see chapter 2)
that in the 1 .er ranges of the IQ
continuum, imore_delay in language
and speech is to be expected, and
more totally nonverbal individuals
are encountered. A critical duestion
in our study of the feasibility of
interviewing mentally retarded per-
sons centered on clarifying what can
be expected at different levels of
- yetardation. At what point in the
IQ continuum does obtaining answers
to questions become infeasible?

We set out with low expectations
for persons in the profound range
_of retardation, but nonetheless
attempted to interview persons with
10s below 20 in the ‘study of insti-
tutionalized adults. It was here
that our simple screening procedure,
described in Chapter 4, was heavily
used to avoid the unpleasant exper-
ience of holding an interview when
it was apparent’ that the subject
could not participate. As noted,
the rule was to_accept any verbal
or nonverbal response, whether intel-

Table 5.3: Responsiveness of Adults

and Interviewer*

as a Function of Administration

Administration One

Administration Two

Interviewer
One Two
66.15% 63.37%
67.82% 68.23%

*For 42 Interviawees In severe to mild range. One half of the subjects had

interviewer One first and half had interviewer Two first, and then the other
int=rviewer conducted the second administration.
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ligible or not, as sufficient grounds
for attempting the full interview.

_Thus, the screening criteria were

designed to give anyone who showed
the least sign of ability an oppor-
tunity to be interviewed.

Of the 16 profoundly retarded adults
who were approached, 13 cr (8l%)
failed the screening and were judged
totally ircapable of participating
in an intervigw. The responsiveness
of “he three who did pass the
screening was |deficient. Two of
them were able to respond adequately
to slightly over half of the ques-
tions, primarily yes-no questions.
The third subject failed to give an
answer two-thirds of the time and
otherwise gave a high prcportion of
irrelevant answers.

On the whole, then, our expectations
about the infeasibility of inter-
viewing profoundly retarded persons
were borne out. While three such
persons were able to respond to some
extent, we are not confident that
their answers were meaningful and
they were the exception rather than
the rule. Any attempt to seek infor-
mation from such persons should rely
on other methods of data gathering:;

systematic behavioral observation

of circumstances. activity patterns
and expressed affect, and, where
feasible, use_of manual and other

nonverbal communication systems.

All three of the major samples in the
study (institution children, insti-
tution adults, and community chil-

dren) ihecluded persons in the severe .

to mild ranges of retardation.
we were able to examine in each

Thus,

. sample the_relationship between IQ
.and ability to respond to interview-

questions for persons with IQs
ranging from 20 to 68.‘»«v

In the institution children's sample,
the ability to respond was quite '
clearly a function of IQ. Table 5.4
represents the mean percentages of

”

responses falling in each of the
responsiveness codes (with the excep-
tion of refusals to respond, which
were so rare that they are not
reported). It can be noted that
instances of no response, unintel-
ligible responses, and irrelevant
responses decreased as IQ increased,
while the percentage of appropriate
responses, both minimal and expanded,
increased. In sevdral respects,
severely retarded subjects, as a
group, were quite different from
moderately, and mildly retarded ones.
Most notably, they were much more
likely to fail to respond and much
less'likely to provide appropriate
responses. Overall, the percentages
of appropriate response to Form A

for severely, moderately and mildly
retarded groups were 52.9%, 89.6%,
and 93.3% respectively, a highly
significant IQ qroup effect, F (2.49)=
22,51, p = .000Ll. -

However, it is important to note that
variability was also greater in the
severely retarded group (SD = 38.8)
than in the moderately retarded

(SD = 9.1) and mildly retarded

(SD = 3.7) groups..The respon-
siveness of individuals in the severe
retardation range was, in short,
relatively unpredictable. Four .
severely retarded children failed‘

the screening, while the most respon-
sive dave appropriate answers 96.3%

of the time, and the rest spanned o
the range in between. By contrast,
Ferm A responsiveness scores in the
moderately yetarded group ranged from
72.2% to, 100%, and in the mildly

" retarded group from:83.7% to 97.5%,

suggesting that all children in these
IQ ranges were able to answer most

of the questions they were asked.
What this suggests is that one cannot
make firm predictions about whether
or not -interviewing is feasible with
severely retarded persons. The only
way to tell is to attempt an inter-
view and see how.individuals respond.

;



Table 5.4: Responsiveness Codes by IO Group:
Mean Percents of Answers on Form A

! Severe Moderate Mild
Vo (N=20) (N=16) (N=16)
ﬁh, .
\ , /
No regponse - 25.8 0.9 0.0
T
\ /
Uninté&}igible : 8.9 ; 4.0 .2
: /
__Irrelevant , 8.0//” 1.1 .2
- Don't gxow . 0.1, 0.2 .6
Inadequ;te _ 3:3 3.7 » 4.3
.RequestLdre information 1.1 0.6 1.3.
' | . ' :
Minimallb appropriate » 50.0 72.7 71.6
‘Expanded appropriate 2.9 15.9 21.7
; 100.1 100.1 99.9
i
i 3
i
|
For this sample the overall correla- p = .04. On Form B, the same pattern
tion between responsiveness of Form A emerged (severe, 56.3%, moderate 76.6%,
ané IQ was .62, and between respon- and mild 75.5 %, F = (2, 39) = 4.46,
siveness of Form B and IQ .76, again p = .02. In this sample, -one severely
indicatihg a strong relationship ' retarded person failed the initial
! between IQ and responsiveness. At % screening. 1In additibn there was one
the same time, there was a negative - mildly retarded subject whose emo-
relationship between IQ -and the: : tional disturbance seriously inter-
percentage of "né response" codes . fered with participation in the
(r = .59 for Form A, -.52 for Form B) . interviews and whose scores lowesred
as well as between IQ and the percent-  the mean for -the-mildly-retarded----
age of all\othe inappropriate - . group and inqréased the extent of ‘
responses combined (r = .36 for Form . variability. This woman was not able-
A, —.44 for Form\B)‘ Lo to respond to 90.3% of the questions

on Form A and 85.3% of those on Form.
B. Her eexclusion from the' analysis
increased the mean of ‘Form A for the
mildly retarded group from 73.5% to
81.1% and decreased the standard
deviation from 25.5% to 10.1%.. As.
in the children's institution study,
variability in thg severe retardation

In the adult instigutic sample, much.
the same pattern of, finuings emerged.?
Overall, of Form A, \severely retarded
persons averaged 58.8% responsiveness,
and were less responsive than moder-
ately (78.0%) and mildiy retarded
(73.5%) groups, F (2, 39 ="3.63,

! N
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rauge was high (25.4% compared to
11.7% in the moderate range and 10.1l%
in the mild range with the outlier
exciuded.)

In correlational analysis, the rela-
tionship between IQ and percentage

of appropriate responses on Form A
was a significant but relatively low
.35 with the one outlier in the
mildly retarded group included (and
.51 with her score excluded). A&s
expected, Jiven the high relationship
between responsiveness scores for

the two forms, results for Form B
were similar (.42 with her included,
.57 with her excluded). Again, then,
the study of institutionalized adults
indicated that the ability to respond
to questions is a function of IQ,
with responsiveness dropping off
‘markedly in the severe range of
retardation, but with severely
rcetarded persons differing widely
from each other. some being incapable
of participating at all and others
responding much like moderately and
mildly retarded persons.

Our third opportunity to .examine the
relationship between IQ and respon-
siveness was in the children's c¢om-
minity sample. The interview sched-
-ule used in this study was, in our
opinion, easier than those used
previously because we had by then
analyzed responses to the guestions
used in-the institution samples and
attempted to refine techniques to
optimize responsiyeness. . In this
sample, responsiveness was indeed
higher. Seve.cely rétarded persons
did relatively well, averaging 78.8%
responsiveness, compared to 82.1% in
the moderately retarded group’ and
92.7% in the mildly retarded 3roup,
F (2,54) = 5.93,P= .005. "In this
case, both' the severely and moder-
ately retarded. groups were found to
be significantly less responsive than
the mildly retarded group. The over-
> all correizction between ;esponsiveness
and TQ was .41. Moreover,:.nvthis

r
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sample, the extent of variability
among severely retarded persons was
not higher than that among the two
higher IQ groups (SD = 12.8 for
severe, 18.4 for moderate, and 5.0
for mild). 1In our opinion, by
reducing the number of open-ended
and multiple choice questions and
otherwise working to simplify the

types of questions that were asked,

we may have succeeded in making the
task simpler for the community sample

and reduced the extent to which

severely retarded persons appear to

be deficient compared to their higher

IQ peers. For this reason, these

figures do not provide a basis for
concluding that severely .retarded

persons in the community are more

verbal'y skilled than those-in.an.. ... . -

" institution.

However, we were able to compare the
three samples more directly by exam-
ining their responsiveness to 22 ques-
tions asked in exactly the same way

in all three samples. These questions
included seven verbal yes-no questions,
nine yes-no questions about chores
accompanied by pictures, twc either-or
questions, one multiple choice ques-
tion, and three open-ended questions.

vable 5.5 presents the average percent-
age of questions answered appropri-
ately in each of the three samples'

at each of the three different levels
of mental retardation. As the table = _
suggests, the cata for tiie different
samples were somewhat different, and
this was reflected in a significant in-
-teraction effect in a 3 x 3 analysis of
variance between sample and level of
refardation, F (4, 140) = 4.60;p =
.002. This finding required that we
look more carefully, at IQ group differ-
ences within each sample. In the chil-
dren's institution sample, tne IQ group
effect was siywificant F (2, '49)=
14.48,p <.UUL, and t-tests indicated
that severely retarded persons were
leiss responsive on the average than
both moderately and mildly retarded

.8



'Re5ponsiveness by 1Q Group for 27 Questicns
Used in Three Samples

Table 5.5:

Level of Retardation
Severe Moderate Mild
Institu:ion children 55.17 94.11 93.35
Community children 84.59 ° 85.56 95.68
institution adults 71.59 90.91 ! 78.41
persons. In the childfen's comqunity - was.gignificant, F (2, 146) = 15.55,

sample, IQ again mattered, F(2,
3.75, p = .03. Here; however the

severely retarded group was signifi-
cantly less responsive than the mildly

retarded group and the moderately
retarded group was almost so (? =
.065). In the adult institution

group, by contrast, 1IQ group differ-

ences overall were not significant,
F (2,39) =

retarded clients were. significantly
less responsive than moderately
retarded clients (t = 2.87, p =

age responsiveness. Thus IQ group

‘dif ferences were weakest in this
groun and strongest in the institu-.

tion ci.ildren's sample.

~ The one consistent conclusion to

be reached is that severely retarded
interviewees generally can be counted
on to be less responsive than their

higher 1IQ peers, but the specific
magnitude and locus of IQ group
difference appear to vary from
sample to sample. Over all samples,
of course, the ‘effect of IQ group

52)=

2.54,p = .09, but follow-
up t-tests did indicate that severely

.009).
In this sample, primarily because of
the almost totdl unresponsiveness of
_one emotionally disturbed, mildly
“Yetarded woman, the mildly retarded -
group did fot have the highest aver-

p = .001, with severely retarded
Eérsons averaging 62.99% responsive-
ness, as compared to 72.3% for the
moderately retarded and 77.72% for the
mildly retarded.

" What of the comparison between

samples? Overall means for institu-
tion children, community children,

"and institution adults were 77.45%,
88.92%, aad 79.33%, respectively,
and dlfferences betweén samples
approached statistical 51gn1f1cance,
- F (2, 140) = 2.63, p = .08. However,"

i since mean 10s for the three samples
were different, analysis of covar-
iance was performed to examine
_ differences between samples with IQ
controlled. In this analysis, the
-samples were not significantly dif-
ferent in their responsiveness,

_F (2, 145) = 1l.16, p = .32) In
other words, the adult sample had

" no clear advantage over samples of
children, and, more importantly,

- the -apparent advantage of communi-
ty children over institutionalized
persons vanished when~1Q was con-
trolled. Thus, contrary to some

“evidence in the literature, institu-
tionalized .persons were not found
to be notably deficient compared to
communiti’ residenis in communication
skills required to answer questions.

5.9
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- either.

“wasnot productive.

Relationships of Responsiveness

to Other Personal Characteristics
AltHough we con51stently fonnd

‘that respon51veness was related to

IQ, we found no consistent evidence
that responsiveness was a function
of other client characteristics. It
is most useful to focus on the 22
questions analyzed above which were
repeated in all three samples.

" Correlations batween sex and percent

of the 22 questions answered ade-
quately in the three samples ranged
from -.02 to .1ll, suggesting no rela-
tionship between sex and responsive-
ness. Similarly, correlatiohs
between age and responsiveness were
weak (-.09 to .12). 0Of course,
because the age range in the two
children's samples was restricted

to 12-16, there was not much oppor-
tunity for a relationship to mani-
fest itself in these groups.
the correlation of -.09 in the adult

' samples where ages ranged more widely

(SD = 4.41) was not siynificant

As we noted above, there
were no recognizable differences
between institutionalized and nonin-
stitutionalized groups either, con--
trary to some evidence in the liter-
ature .of language deficits among the
institutionalized. In short, our
search for other subject character-
istics predictive of the ability to
respond in an interview situation
However,; we-did
find relationships between respon-
siveness and the type of question
asked, an important set of findings
to which we turn next.

Responsiveness and Qiestion Type -
~ To illustrate in some detail the
technique used to ana’’ze differences
in responsiveness as a function of
question type, we will first examine
the relationships existing within the
institutionalized children's sample
and”then explore the extent to which
it was' similar in the’ “other sample

...OF QUESTION.TYPE . __

However,

RESPONSIVENESS AMONG INSTITUTION
CHILDREN AS A FUNCTION

While most of the chlldr@n s

- institution interview COnSlSted of

simple yes-no questiouz, there were
other types of questions used which
permitted a comparison of severely,
moderately, and mildly retarded chil-
dren's ability to respond appropri-
ately tou questions as a function of
question format. Six scales were -
formed, each measuring the percentage
of questions of a given format that
were answered with at least a mini-
mally appropriate response. The
subsets of items used to calculate
these scores were as follows:

1. Factual Yes-No Questions. Ten
questions about activities (Do
you: ... read books, magazines,
or newspapers; go out to the
movies; go out to eat; go. to
church; go to stores; watch TV;
listen to the radic or record
player; play any sports; go to
school or take classes; do any’
arts and crafts like ceramics
or painting?)

2. Subjective Yes-No Questions.

Eight yes-no questions, consist-
ing of four pairs on the same:
topics, included as part of an .
attempt to study acquiescent
response set (Are you usually
happy? Are you usually sad?
Do people here treat you nice?
Do people here treat you mean?
Is this place where you live
big enough? Is this place

where you live too little? Are
you usually by yourself? Are

;- 'you ‘i1sually'with other' people?)

3. Either-Or Questions. Eight
either— or questions covering

' the same topics as in scale
2 above; four pairs with dif-
ferent orderings of terms\
(e.g., Are you usually happy
or sad? Are you usually sad
or happy?). :

5.10
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© 4. verbal Multiple-Choice Ques-
' tions. Three questions, each
- supplying four answers from
which to select (How often
does anybody in your family
come to see you? A lot, some-
times, not much, or never?
How many friends do ycu have?
‘A lot, some, not many, or
none?)

5. Pictorial Muitiple-Choice
Questions. Three questions,
each of which asked the
respondent to select a happy
face, slightly happy face,
slightly unhappy face, or
unhappy face as descrlptlve
of his or her feelings (Whlch
nicture shows how you feel
about living here? Which
picture shows how you like
the food here? Which picture
shows how/ you like the people
here?) \\j

6. Open-Ended Questions. Five
open-ended items (If you had
one wish, what would you wish
for? Wwho helps you the most
whén you need help? . What are
they teaching you there; (at
écnool)’ Where do you get
your money? What do you and
your friends usually do to-
gether?)

With the exception of the yes-no

___items which were sampled, the rest

of these scales included all items

on the two forms of the questionnaire
fitting each format. Our hypothesis
was that yes-no questions and picto-

~ rial multiple-choice questions_would

be associated with the highest";
respon51vene=s rates, and ;bat the.
other questions with closed’ formats

(either-or and verbal multiple-choice)

would elicit hlghor rates of response

than would open-ended questions which -

require that respondents frame the
response. - '

Figure 5.1 shows the mean percentages

of appropriate responses on each type

of question for each IQ group. This
analysis by question. subset indicated,
first of all, that there were signif-
icant différences among responsive-

‘ness rates in the total sample as a
function of question type (F (5, 45)= -
For the 50 subjects

23.90, p = .0001).
who.had subscale . scores. for each-of. .

the six formats (two visually impaired

persons could not complete the picto-
rial multiple-choice section), this
analysis of variance by question type
was followed up with t-tests for‘)
dependent measures to locate &éfElflc
differences among question types (see
Table 5.6). Factual ye¢s-no questions
and pictorial multiple-choice ques-
tions were found to be 51gn1f1cantly
easier to answer than all other types
of questions and were not signifi-
cantly different from one another.
The subjective yes-no questions were
significantly more difficult than
factual yes-no questions (t (49) =
3.41, p = .001) and bordered cn being
more difficult than pictorial multi-
ple choice questions as well (E;(ﬁ9)=
1.95, p = .057). Either-or questions
ranked next in difficulty, being
associated with significantly higher
1esponsiveness rates than verbal
multiple-choice -and open-ended ques-
tions. Correlations among the six
subscales (see Table-5.7) indicated
that, generally, children's levels

questlon were predictive of their .
responsiveness on other types. All
of these correlations were signifi-
cant well beyond the .05 level.
However, correlations among simply
structured questions were generally
of a larger magnitude than were
correlations involving open-ended
questions or the. four-choice verbal
multiple-choice questions. i

The analyéis points out the advantages
of using yes-no ‘and pictorial multi-
ple choice questions when the goal

2

~ —of responsiveness-onone-type of~'4~—~w~~
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‘ ' ‘ 3 ) . . a
is to obtain responses from as’many but is relatively minor compared to
mentally retarded interviewees as . the effect of question format. Sub-
possible. As the difference- between - jective yes-no questions, and perhaps
factual and subjective yes-no ques— the 'subjective either-or que~:. ons
tions indicates, the content of the used in this study.as well, olcen
question has some bearing on the : forced respondents &o make a black--
likelihood of obtaining & response, and—whlte choice. w ere respons1ve—
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Table 5.6: T-Values for Differences between Appropriateness‘of Response
Scores on Six Subsets of Items (N=50)

Pict. |Fact Y-N |[Subj. Y-N |E-Or Verbal [Open

Pictorial multiple-choice .35 1.95 4.27%1 6.14*%|6,37*

Factual yes-no . 3.41% 4.28*%| 6.43*%|6,.30%

Subjective yes-no 2.38*%| 5.20*%[4.97*

Either-cr » ) 4.17*%|4.15%

Verbal multiple-choice ‘ 25

_*Significant at thev.05 Tevel,

ness fell off, it was often because easy to answer, undoubtedly because
residents would request clariiication they required only pointing and not
of the question or give vacillating necessarily understanding, verbal
responses which could not be coded multivle-chicice questions were, sur-
one way or the other. While picto-  prisiegly, as gifficult as open-ended
rial multiple-choice questions were acestions. While this may have been

“Table 5.7: Correlations Anang Appropriztanass of Response
¢cores on Sizx Types of Questiocs

Pict.n(;act -N | Subj- VN E-Qr

|

i

i VerballUpen

! 1 T )
Pictorial multiple--choice:| | L77* ek f.?gﬁ/i .45 1.5'*

- . : £ - [

Factual yes-no | co3x 1.78x 1 sae | 53w
Subjective yes-no o ! a i.76* L49% | .49%
gither-or ' 1 ' _ .62% | 67%
verbal multiple-cheice .54%*

. : o

*Significant at the .05 level.
5.13 ;
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partially due to the topics and
quantitative response options for
the questions used in the study, it -

is quite likely that. four options

are too many for many mentally
retarded persons to consider at once.
Certainly the two-choice either-or
questions were much easier by compar-
ison, despite the fact that they-

to a lesser extent either-or questions,
raise serious questions about whether
those formats should be used at all.
with severely retarded children, for-
in each case, less than half of the-
severely retarded group studied was
able to respond appropriately. More-
over, it was on these types of ques-
tions that the difference between the

were subjective and relatively abstract. severely retarded and the high IQ

Analysis of IQ differences in
responsiveness to each of the six

types of questions was conducted
through .one-way analysis of variance
with follow-up t tests. Separate
variance estimates were used due to
higher variances in the. severely
retarded group than in the moderately
and mildly retarded groups. ©On all
six sets of questions, IQ group dif- -
ferences, as indicated by F statictics,
were significant k=yond the .005 level.
Moreover, follow-u> t-tests indicated
that for all six questlon formats,

the severely retarded group was less
responsive than the, moderately and
mildly retarded groups and the latter

groups appeared to be most pronounced.

LY

RESPONSIVENESS AND QUESTION TYPE
IN OTHER SAMPLES

Table 5.8 presents the mean respon—
siveness percentages for the same
categories of questions (although not
exactly the same questions) in the
children's institution, adult insti-
tution, and child community samples.
One can readily see that the ordering
of the question formats is much the
same in all three samples. Among
institutionalized adults, factual
yes-no questions about activities

- were slightly easier than yes-no

questions of a subjective nature,

two gréups did not differ significantly and both types of yes-no questions

from each other. The only difference
between the moderately and mildly
retarded subjects approaching signif-
icance was on the either-or questions,
where, contrary to expectation, the

. moderately retarded were soqgwhat more

responsive than the mildly fetarded

(t (28) =1.83, p = .078). All dif-
ferences between the severely retarded
and the other two droups were signif-
icant beyond the .0l level.

Thus, the IQ group differences in
total responsiveness for this sample,
which pointed to deficiencies among
the severely retarded, do not appear
to be a function of the fact that
most of the questions usked in the
study were in yes-no -form. The
severely retarded appeared to be less
capable of giving appropriate
responses to alltypes of questions
asked. Of course, their low respon-
siveness . rates on verbal multiple

choice and open ended questions, and

%
5

were significantly easier than verbal
either-or questions, which in turn

~‘elicited higher responsiveness scores

than either verbal multiple-choice

or open-ended questions. Thus these
findings paralleled almost exactly
those for the institutionalized chil-
dren, either-or questions being more
~difficult than yes-no questions but
easier than the challenging open-ended
and verbal multiple choice questions.

The pattern of differences in the com-
munity children's sample was somewhat
_different. Pictorial choice and fac-
tual yes-no questions about activities
Were significantly easier than all-
other types of questions. Subjectlvg
yes-no questions, while still falling
next in order, Were significantly
more difficult than.these two formats
but yielded higher respon51veness
scores than did the remalnlng formats.
Verbal éither—-or questions, rather
“than being easier than verbal multiple-

- . \
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Table 5.8: Mean Percentages of Appropriate Response to various
Types of Questions in Three Samples

Sample
Institution Institution Community
Children Adults Children
(N=50) C (N=42)* . (N-57)

Question format '

Pictorial choice - 83.3 (not used) . 96.1

Verbal yes-no (factual) 82.2 84.8 94.0

Verbal yes-no )

(subjective) 76.5 81.7 - 81.7

Verbal either-or . - 68.7 . 65.7 U 72.5

Verbal multiple-choice 49.7 . 51.9 72.9

Open-ended = \ | 51.0 50.6 69.9

*Excludes profoundly retarded groun.

choice and onen-ended questions, The use of verbal either-or questions

proved to be as difficult. 1In this involves some sacrifice of respon-

sample, responsiveness was generally siveness, but still can be expected

’ high, and there was not the marked to yield appropriate answers from

~ drop in responsiveness associated roughly two-thirds of the sample.

with verbal multiple-choice and - ~ To our surprise, verbal"multiple-
' open-ended questions zs there had choice questions were consistently

been in the instituticnal samples. as difficulf to answer as the more

obviously difficult open-ended ques-—
tions. 1In our interviews, these
questions typically required a choice
among four, or sometimes three, al--
‘ternatives (e.qg., "never," " not -
much," "sometimes," or "a lot" in
answer .to a question about the ex-
tent of involvement in some activity).
both types of questions can .be an- Appérently, either ?ecause a quantlf
swered nonverbally (by pointing in tative concept was involved or be-.
the first case, by nodding or . cause subjects were unable to process

shaking the head in the second). _ so. many options, these gquestions
’ . oroved as dlfflcult as questlons that - -

Still, the ordering of question .for-

mats must be considered highly

stable from sample to sample. One

/ can generally expect to obtain
answers from a large proportion of
a sample of retarded persons if one
askg picture choice and verbal yes-
no questions. Not coinzidentally,

| 5.15 . _
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_Bally in somc manner.

required respondents to generate re-
sponses - indepen ' 'ntly, with benefit
of structure. )

It is difficult to fully convey the ‘

problems we encountered with open-
erided questions without providing
concrete examples. ' Samples 5.9 and
5.10 provide verbat.m answers given
by virtually all members of the
adult sample who coulj respond ver-
.(We excluded
"don't know" and "huh?" responses as
well as a few repetitive answers.)
The tables illustrate how the
ability to answer such questions
improves as IQ increases, but they
also illustrate how few responses

to open-ended questions were inter-
pretable. Many adults misunderstood
the questions.
instead of indicating what people
did that bothered- them, named people
who botler’ them, and some seemed to
think thkat thhy should discuss
things they did that are nice or
bothersome, or simply things tha:
they like or dislike. Where re-
spordents understood the questions,
their answers did provide some clues
to how they view the social world
around them (e.g., note the comments
about noise as a source of irrita-
tion), but the insights to be gained
are limited. Partieularly for ques-
tions for which catégories were con-
structed after client and signifi-
cant other responses had been
reviewed, it proved extremely dif-
ficult to sort answers into meaning-
ful categories. Moréover, as the
tables suggest, once one omits the
irrelevant or inadequate (vague)

_responses; -very few codable answers

are left to categorize in the first
place. \Again,-while insightful
answers sometimes. emerge from more
verbal respcndents, the return on
investment, if we may borrow &
phrase from business, is _generally
prohibitively low for open-ended
questions. o

=

For example, several,

5.16

What of the differences among IQ
groups in their ability to manage .
different question formats? In the - -
adult institution samples, differ-
ences between IQ groups were not
significant for subjective yes-no
questions, factual yes-no questions
about activities, and multiple-
choice questions, although"trends
pointed toward higher responsiveness
as IN increased. On both either-or
questions and verbal multiple-choice
questions severely retarded persons
were significantly leéss responsive
than moderately retarded persons.
(These analyses included the mildly
retarded subject who was generally
unresponsive and who lowered the
mean for mildly retarded subjects.)
On open-ended questions, the severe-
ly retarded group was even more
seriously deficient, averaging 30.3%
responsiveness tompared to 62.7% for
moderately réf/rded persons and 63.9%
for mildly retarded persons. Thus,
in this sample, while the severely
retarded group invariably had the
lowest mean responsiveness, their
wost notable deficiency was on open-
ended questlons.

Among the community'children, a
somewhat similar pattern emerged.
While there were no®significant
differences on yes-no questions
about act’-ities, picture choice
questions, and subjective yes-no
questions, severely retarded subjects
were sigiiificantly less responsive
than both higher IQ groups to verbal
either-or questions. On verbal
multiple-choice questions, they

were significantly less responsive
than were mildly retarded subjects.

"And finally, once again, the most

sterlng\IQ\group dlfFerences emerge
for open-ended questions. " Here,
oeverely retarded respondents, with
a mean responsivtiess score of 51.1%,
were significantly less responsive
than the moderately retarded (68.9%),
who in turn-were less responsive

‘
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Sample 5.¢
"What Nice Things Do people Here Do for You? What Else?"

Selected Responses of Institutionalized Adults¥*

~Profound
_It's from playihg games on the récord hop
Yeah
Severe .
Nice
Like to Work
No way
Work
Mrs.. _ , she's my houseparent, M.s. __ etc. (list names)
Three )
Mary
I don't do that. /SOmetimes.you talk éb-people/ and‘if they go out,
that all. And sometimes we go skating/Sometimes we dance:
together.
We talk, that's all.

_ . I_used to play around and ride my bicycle. -

Nice

Ao |
- Play"with me/play games/play hide';;a7seek/fa;mer in the dell and

-— R

hopsébtch_and play jacks/answer telephone
fThey give mé books and thé§ giye me necklgce/give me home on weekends/

]

well, buy me"thingé/ldon’tthink of no more.
- 1 do myselé/help me out.

I3
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Get me up in the morning and feed me myﬁbgéakfast/They,hgip me get

on the pot and off the bathroom/They feedume sometimes/They help

me go to schéol/They're so nice to me/They treat me nice here.
They let me go to the canteen when I want/Let me buy something when

I want to/Come to cottage and drink a.éoke and‘§tuff, take a bath

and get ready for supper/Just go swimming whenever we wanp/éweep

during P.M.
Let ﬁs go shopping/after movies/bowling
Oh?=not much
Let me buff the floor/Mop

They help you out/Show you how to do things/(unintelligible) and make
the béd

They WOfk here ana clean up, mop and clean and_ kiss.

Give us'freags

I heig‘in the kitchen/I take my plate up

Nice péoples. They been good, quiet.

Usually they're so tied up. But when they have time, I usually go

someplace with them/I made my bed this moraing

- Mild

Work/Stay work/wash face, hair/shave/try hair spray

~ . ~

Help me out,Help me out when I'm sick

They do, too--buy me things, everything I need/They let me do things I

want to/They-let me go places ’
J Try to help me get"a.gdb/ﬂelp every people ™ . S R

They help me walk/They go to the canteen for me 5

"o~ They tell me when it's time to eat agd go to class and sometimes we

——

I3
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just sit down and tell each other jokes
‘Wagh Qour clothgs/Talk té you. Ask‘you questions, talk about things
you want to talk about.;%Look at things you want 'eézto/Sew |
your clothes, talk to you, put things up. for you, pick things
up for you/Remind you to do stuff
Well, I help make beds and strip beds and dress the girls. And if
I'm nice, I stay in the back and.help 1aézgs strip beds. If i
stay back there, they don't have to yell at me and they let me
" have a cup of coffee for breakfast and they let me wash dishes/
' When they're up in front, I'm usually washin' and dxyin' clothes, ‘ VK
Qhen I lived in ___;.. (goes on to talk about punishments). .

A

*Slashes mark points at which the probe, "What else?" was provided.

T
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Sample 5.10
"What Do People Do Here Thaé Bothers You? Wﬁat Else?
Selected Responses of Institutionalizea Adults*

Profound ' R

Yeah

Itfs/;rom bothers you, bother, bother ’ ‘ ’ .
Severe Do , R .
/fight _ ' | o \\\\\\

i _ \\\\

Did you find Ay screw? (for his glasses) Tl

Nobody bothers. me

Roy bothers me. I buy him a c;ke;.he's good (rambling;gh)
~Kevin, George, James

Nobody . ©o ‘. ' '

Alice does sometimes

They do. I slap people/There's somethiné\they do and I hit 'em.

Work .

calls me ____and I don't like that name.
Moderate

Nothin® . : /

Oh; some bother me. I get along with.some, not all.
: \

\

Make noise/They yell/They keep if .
I hate to be ﬁicked on/noise/that's it\\'

They pass me around |

Fﬁss

I doh't like‘g;ing!around doing stuff/Everything bothers.me/Piékin up

trash.

5.20
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Knock in the head/Knock down; soup when We have soup

Gets you in trouble/and play

—

'Nothing, noise don't hurt me.

Mild

Chews tobacco and stuff/smoking/pestering when I. get off from laundry/

T can rest.- I'm tired when I get home from work but they disrupf

me/stealing, I can't stand thgt/that's it

Saturday
Nothing

Bad man

Call names, cuss; they cuss and talk mean/(unintelligible)/stare at

you/they kick you every day

Talk a lot/when I txy to sleep, they w;ke me up. That bothers me more
than arnything in the world. » -

T don't like real loud talk. I don't like fussin' or fightin'/
hittin; péople/one thing théy have on my medical folder, that
whenever I was born something happened to my mind. They say
they can't get ﬁy>attention as fast as they want to. I réally
want to go home for good. I believe I'm 61d enough.

They hit on me and they call me names and they bite me andvthey get
me in trouble/nearly every morning, every afternoon and every -
night, I have to stand this screamip' and yéllin' that goes on
every afternoon, morning, and night, and I get éhis headache
that won't go away. I called the housemother and asked her to
ask‘the nurse to give me a couple of aspirins.' Bﬁt the only

person in this cottage who gets aspirin is .

5.21



Sometimes they might ask questions I can't answer, or a few other
‘things. I don't get bothered real éééy—nothing really.

*Slashes mark\points at which the probe, "What Else"," was provided.
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Figure 5.2 Responsiveness to Various Question Types as a Fungtionrof Level of Retardation-

' than the mildly retarded (88.5%).

These findings are strikingly por-
trayed in Figure 5.2.

The pattern of results, then, sug-
gests that while severely retarded
persons can generally be expected to
have the most difficulty responding

to questions, their handicap is most-
evident on the questions which can
be considered the most cognitively
demanding, particularly open-ended -

. questions which put the burden for

generating an answer on the inter-
viewee. These findings, collectively,

5.23
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have clear implications for survey
design where the goal is to optimize
responsiveness. We will consider
another means of optlmlzlng respon-
siveness next.

Effects on Responsiveness

of Asking Questions Twice
Certainly one possible reason for
low responsiveness is the inter-
viewee's failure to process the ques-
tion. Throughout our research, we
used responsiveness to the first
asking of the guestion as the major
measure of responsiveness. However,
we also used the strategy of asking
the question twice if the inter-
viewee had not been able to answer it

on first asking. Moreover, in the
adult institutional sample, we eX-
plicitly tested the value of repeat-
ing the question as a way of increas-
ing responsiveness.

The analysis focused on a total of 131
different questions from both forms
which were asked of all interviewees.
The measures compared were the per-
centage of the sample responding with
at .least. a minimally appropriate
response after both first and second
asking. These two figures were com-
pared through t tests for correlated
means for each of five sets of ques-
tions: 82 yes-no questions, 20 open-
ended questions, 11 multiple-choice
questions, 13 picture choice ques- '
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tions, and 5 either-or questions.
Figure 5,3 shows the mean respon-—
siveness figures for each of these
five sets at first asking and for:
first and second asking combined.

The figure clearly indicatas that
for each category of question there’
was at least some gain in sample ‘
responsiveness figures associated
with giving interviewees a zecvond
chance to answer the question. In
fact, despite Jow numbers of ques-
tions in some question-sets, all of
the t tests were significant at the
.01 level at least. 1ia terms of
sheer increzse in responsiveness.
the gains were most striking on
either-or and multiple choice ques-
tions, where the percentage of the
sample ultimately responsive was
approximately 1l percentage points
higher than the percentage respon-
sive at first asking. The gains
for picture choice and yes-no ques-
tions were moderate by comparison
(3.6% and 5.4%, respectively), but
this may-very well have been due to
—the fact that responsivene:s to the
first askings of these questions
was already almost at its ceiling.
(Although roughly two-thirds of the
sample appears responsive in
the figure, it must be noted that
these figures are for all 58 sub- .
jects, 14 of whem had failed the
screening interview .and thus were:
defined as totally unresponsive.
Thus, if all interviewees who actu-
ally received the entire interview
" had answered a question, the xespon-
siveness figure would have been
approximately 76%.) Open-ended
questions were difficult on first
asking, and the gain attributable
‘to asking the question twice (about
eight percentage points) was not as
large as that for the almost equally
difficult verbal multiple-choice
questions. By analyzing specific
changes, we found that persons who
had given an inadequate (vague) re-
spor:ise the first time were most

i B

likely to give an appropriate re-
sponse the second time, but that a
variety of inappropriate respgnses
could be converted to appropriate ones
if the question was repeated.

Summary and Implications

As the first challenge in inter-
viewing mentally retarded persons is
toc obtain a usable answer of some
kind, we devoted considerable energy
to measuring and analyzing respon-
siveness to the communication demands
of questions. The nine-category
coding system we developed proved to
have higher interrater reliability
and to adequately classify the range
of possible behaviors in response to
questions. There are, to be sure,
problems in coding responsiveness.
For example, the judgment that a
response is unintelligible is clearly

‘a function of interviewer sensitivity;

"Jon't know" responses under some
conditions should probably be labeled
appropriate rather than inappropriate

"responses; and there are judgments
'to be made in determining that an
* answer is too vague to qualify as an-

appropriate response, especially
when, for example, subjects give
relatively sophisticated but vacil-
lating answers to yes-no or either-or
questions which ultimately cannot be
construed as taking one side or the
other. Still, the responsiveness
coding system generally served its
purpose of providing a means of :
examining answering behavior independ-
ent of the reliability or validity

of answers.

As indicated in this chapter, we
discovered several important things
about responsiveness. First, the
reasons for failure to respond ap-
propriately are diverse. In intex-
viewing retarded persons, one can
expect silence in response to ques-=

"tions as well as various kinds of

unintelligible, vague, and totally
irrelevant responses. As indicated
by the predominance of minimally

5.25

102




appropriate responses as compared

“to expanded appropriate responses,

one can also expect codable answers
to generally be brief, in many cases
monosyllabic.

As our analyses clearly demonstrate,
responsiveness is a stable individual
characteristic. An individual's
ranking in the group based on the
percentage of questions answered
approprlately is remarkably stable
from interview to interview. While
some subjects appear to become more
responsive to a second interview as

a function of having participated
previously in an interview, changes
in responsiveness from administration

to administration were slight. More-
over, responsiveness as a bebavioral
characteristic appears to be related
to intelligence. Certainly we found
that verbal interviewing techniques
are infeasible with the vast majority
of profoundly retarded persons. In
the severe range of retardation,
individual differences were very
large, and it was difficult to pre-
dict which individuals woul%{be able
to respond. This suggests that
screening potential subjects for
their ability to participate in an
interview, possibly with more strin-
gent criteria than were used in our
studies, is especially useful in the
severe range of retardation. Other-
wise, one can generally expect most
moderately and mildly retarded per-
sons to be dble to answer most ques-—
tions asked in a simple survey. Our
data also indicated that while
responsiveness was a function of
IQ, it whs unrelated to the sex,
age, or place of resi idence (1nst1-
tution versus community) of the
retarded person.

Perhaps the most practically impor-
tant findirng about the nature of
responsiveness is that it depends
not only on the subject's cognitive
abilities but on the form in which
questions are asked. Judging from
the consistent findings across three

samples, we can confidently conclude
that yes-no questions and questhps
calling for a choice between pic~
tures are the question formats likely
to optimize responsiveness Verbal
either-or questions also appear to
qualify as an attractive option if
obtaining codable answers from a major
ity of a sample is the goal. However,
verbal questions requiring choice
among three or four alternatives -and
open-ended questions appeared to be

" ‘difficult to answer, particularly

for the severely retarded. As we

will point out in later chapters,
there were other problems associated
with these formats besides low
responsiveness, and altogether they
prove to be relatively poor sources
of information in most cases. At

the very least, it must be recognized
that many persons in a sample will
sinply not be heard from when these
formats are used and that thelr
utility is greatest when interviewees
have the high verbal ability required
to comprehend them and generate,
answers. In keeping with these
findinys, one possible approach to
survey design would be to construct
layered interview schedules so that
each area .of questioning begins with
the relatively easy-to-answer struc-
tured. questions, especially those
which can be answered nonverbally,
and then progresses, where the inter-
viewee's communication skills permit,
to less structured questions which
can then provide more specific
information to clarify closed-ended
responses.

Finally, our data suggest another
relatively simple way of increasing
responsiveness; that is, repeating
questions, possibly even more than
one time if necessary, in order to
give retarded persons addltlonal
opportun*tles to understand them.
The simple technigue of repeating -
a question if the first response was
less than appropriate did increase
responsiveness for all types of
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questions examined. If simple repe-
tition works, what about the common
practice of rephrasing questions to
make them more understandable? .We
consciously avoided this practice

in our research because we did not
want to run “he risk of altering
responses by altering ques;ions.

As our later findings will illus-
trate, the way in which a question.
is worded or formatted can make a
substantial difference in the
answers that are given. Unpremedi-
tated rephrasing of questions is
particularly dangerous, for people
have a natural tendency to simplify
the form of the gquestion; for
example, dropping back to what
appears to be a simpler and more
structured format if an open-ended
format does not work. Thus, when
an interviewee fails to answer
appropriately the first time, we
would recommend starting with a
verbatim repetition of the question.
If that does not work, responsive-
ness might still be increased
through the use of preplanned
rephrasing of questions. However,
we would recommend that these re-
phrasings involve changes in wording
rather than changes in format simply
because changes in format, while
they may be more likely to increase
responsiveness, are also more likely
to alter the content of responses,

“judging from evidence to be pre-

sented later.

Finally, we might add a word about
the implications of our responsive-
ness data for the communication
development ‘of mentally retarded
persons. The predomlnant trend in

the previous literature on the com—

munication skills of the retarded
has been to study the forms of lan-
guage and the development of the
ability to comprehend and produce
those forms. Recently the emphasis
in the study of normal language
development has shifted so that
researchers are more concerned with

the use of linguistic forms in var-
jous situations, with the functions
that language serves in communication
settings. The measure of responsive-

ness used here is a measure of behav-

ior in a real communication setting;
more precisely, a measure of an in-
terviewee's tendency to meet the
communication demands of interview
questions. Although ours is not a
developmental study, it suggests that
there is a developmental ssquence
that children must prodgress through
in understanding and answering ques-
tions. Like some previous research
with normal children (e.g., Ervin-
Tripp, 1970) it suggests that struc-
tured questions may be mastered
arller than unstructured questlons

and ‘Ssuggests more speclflcally which-
kinds of questions can be answered
most easily by persons with low
mental ages. We do not yet know the
extent to which responsiveness to
questions of increasing difficulty
can be. trained. .However,
the context of a related study, .
testing the effectiveness of such
training. It would. appear to us
that since answering questions is a
common form of verbal behavioZ
explicit training in responsiveness
should have .an important place in
language arts curricula for the re-
tarded. Such training might first
aim to establlsh minimally appro- .
priate responses and then encourage

. .students to go beyond the minimal

demands of the question to qualify
and elaborate answers and to antic-
ipate upcoming questions. Other
research we have conducted (e.g.,
Elias, Sigelman, & Danker—Brown,
(1980) suggests that the ability of
retarded adults to answer questions
appropriately is associated with
making positive impressions on
raters of videotaped interviews.
Thus, there is some evidence that
trairing to increase responsiveness
to questions might not only con-
tribute to communication development
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but facilitate-social and vocational
acceptance of retarded persons. .

To this point in the narvative, we
have considered only the ability tc
respoud to questions.  However, ob-
taining an answer appropriate to the
questions is only part of the battle.
One might ask whether the answers

obtained are reliable and valid if
one is to have confidence using
interviewing techniques as a source
of information about the circum-
stances, needs, .and attitudes of
retarded persons. In the next

chapter, we confront the reliability
issue.
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Chapter 6

TO WHAT EXTENT ARF ANSWERS RELIABLE

Assuming that an answer is
obtaine > from a mentally retarded
‘intervicwee, one must immediately
be concerned with the reliability
and validity of response. This
chapter concerns reliability of
response or the extent to which
answers can be considered stable
indications of interviewees' needs, -
circumstances, and attitudes. There
are at least two ways in which the
reliability issue can be approached
in survey research. One approach,

a variation -on test-retest relibil-
ity, involves readministering the

same questions after a brief intexval -

of time and determining the extent

to which answers glven on the two
occasions are consistent. The second
approach is akin to meaguring test
reliability by determlnﬁng the
consistency of performance on alter-
nate forms of a test. It would
involve asking questions in alter-
native ways and determining the
extent of agreement between responses
to the alternative questions. In

the present study, we did indeed

ask a number of questions in alter-

;

6.1

OVER TIME?

nate forms, but we have chosen to
discuss the results in the context

"of validity rather than reliability.

Perhaps this decision could be
debated, but in any event, the present
chapter's discussion of reliability

of response is concerned only with

the extent to which answers given

one week agree with answers given by
the same respondents the next week.

Two interviews were administered
approximately a week apart to both
institutionalized children and insti-
tutionalized adults. In each sample,
half of the subjects had Interviewer
1 first and Interviewer 2 second,
while the other half had Interviewer
2 first and Interviewer 1l second.
Since two forms of the interview
schedules were used {and were also
counterbalanced for order of presen-

" tation) ,. interviewees were exposed

to somewhat different interview sched-
ules on the two occasions. ‘Within
those schedules, however, some ques=-
tions remained in identical form on
both occasions, and the only differ-
ence was the context of other

questions.

1us
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There is no absolute criterion which
can be used to make the judgment
that responses are .reliable or unre-
liable. As we shall point out, the
analysis of such information is very
complex, and multiple guidelines for
interpreting levels/of consistency
may be called for. One can, in
looking at the literature on test
reliability, generally point to a
criterion of reliability of .80 to
.85 or higher, but this criterion is
not typically applied to the relia-
bility of individual test items so
it serves only as a rough standard.
We will indeed examlne the percentage

of paired rcsponses that are consis-

ent rather than discrepant. As we
will indicate, aﬁother perspective
can be obtained by examining *“e
extent to which the degree o ronsist—
ency obtained deviates from the
degree of consistency which could be
expected on the basis of chance, but
this criterion alone is not entlrely
suitable either. To complicate
matters further, one must consider
whether the data obtained through

a survey are to'be analyzed at the
aggregate or the individual level.

Tt is entirely possible that many
individuals might change their

_responses from one.occasion to the

‘next but that the overall picture of

‘the group obtained will not change

a great deal, assuming that changes
by individuals essentially cancel
each other out. In this same situa-
tion, however, it would be unwise to
use the data to identify individual
correlates of response or to make
program decisions affecting individ-
ual cljents.

With that in mind, let us look in
some /detail at the extent to which
answers giver by institutionalized
chyﬁdren were consistent from one
week to the next.

“ )

- the floor.

" response.

Reliability Over Time—

Institutionalized Children -

In the children's institution
sample, 31 questions repeated on both

forms were examined for reliability. °

Thirteen of these were verbal yes-no
questions about activities, quality
of life, and rules and decision-
making. An additional four questions
of the yes-no variety were accompa-
nied by pictures illustrating the
chores asked about. fable 6.1 pre-
sents a variety of information about
these 17 questions and can serve to

illustrate the issues in analysis of
reliability.

Generally a relatively high propor-
tion of the sample was able to
respond to both askings of each of
these yes no questions, although. .
responsiveness fell off somewhat on
the rules and decision-making ques-
tions, presumably due to the diffi-
culty of such concepts as "decide"
and "allowed." Thus, the figures
are based on a fairly wide range of
subjects (more softhan is the case

for open-ended questions and other

more difficult formats). For the
entire set of 17 questions, an aver-
age of 86.9% of the respondents were
able to respond consistently "yes" or
"no" to both askings. The percentages
of consistent response, as shown in
the fourth column; of the table,
ranged from a low of 56. 1% on the
question about whether residents are
allowed to hit peOple to a high of
100.00% on the question about cleaning
Generally, the percentage
of subjects respbnding to both ques-
tions who were consistent in their
responses were lowestdf#®questions to
which a "yes" answer might be con-
strued as a socially undesirable

The questionrs in which a
“yes" response would indicate that
resldean are allowed to hit people,
that\people yell or say mean things,
and that people .take things away all
had yow'percentages of consistency.
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Table 6.1: Reliability of Response of Yes-No Questions: Institution Children

- . N % Yes | % Yes ‘
Question Responsive (Form A) | (Form B) | % Consistent |Kappa
Do you watch TV? - 42 97.6 97.6 95,2 ~.02
Do you listen to the radio or record player? 41 92.7 9.2 92.7 .93
Do you go to school or take classes? ' 41 95.1 92,7 | 92.6 .36
Do you have a family? ~ i | %5 | 1000 | 955 | 00
Is this place your. home? ‘ 40 65.0 67.5 92,5 (B3%*
Do people here yell at you or say mean thlngs° 38 55.3 44.7 73.6 .48%*
Do people here take things away from you? 43 44,2 48.8 76.8 J54¥%
Do people here help vou when you want heln? .39 94.9 92.3 97.4 J18%*
Do people.here teach you thifgs you want to learn? 40 92,5 | .95.0 | 92.5 36,

“Are you allowed to stay up late at night? 33 54,5 5.5 | 87,97 25K
Are you allowed to hit people? \ 41 12.2 | %61 56.1 19 -
Do you decide what chores you do? , 24 58.3 62.5 70.8 . 39%

Do you decide how to spend your money? o - 36 88.9 88.9 94.4 T
(With Pictures) .

" Do you set the table? . 43 97.7 93.0 | 90.7 -.04
Do you do dishes? : 44 9.9 | .79.5 84,1 .38
Do you do laundry? . | 45 1 733 66.7 .| '84.4 | .63
Do you clean the floor? ‘ o4 95.3 95.3 | 100.0 11.00%

.
\

* Significant at the .05 level (one tailed) ** significant at the .01 level.




. Consistency for the question about

decision making regarding chores was
also low, possibly in this case
because two difficult concepts,
"decide" and "chore," may have cre-
ated confusion. Generally, consist-
ency figures for the 13 verbal Ques-
tions;(average consistency 86.0%)
were similar to those for the ques-.
tions accompanied by pictures aver-
age consistency, 89.8%). Generally
the predominant form of consistency
on most of these questions (with

.the exception of the negative items

discussed above) was saying "yes""\
both times rather than saying/‘'no"
both times. "Yes" answers predomi-
nated on most of these questions.
Moreover, the percentage of subjects
saying "yes" on Form A (r = .88)

as well as on Form B (r = .77).

This suggests that reliability is
artificially inflated when marginal
distribution is lopsided. As will
be noted later, acquiescence was
common in our samples; thus we sus-
pect that the reliability figures for
yes-no questions are generally
inflated. We would at least warn
that the relatively high consistency
figures in Table 6-1 are not neces-
sarily evidence of validity. However,
we cannot estimate precisely the

-extent to which acquiescence might

have contributed to consistency.

In any case, the figures are encour-
aging in the sense that we can expect
much the|same response both times
from most subjects most of the time.
As the second and third columns of
the table indicate, this means that
the pictures of the group obtained
from two,askings of the same ques-
tions are highly similar, the biggest
discrepancies appearing on the ques-

‘tion about being allowed to hit peo-

ple and on the picture questions
about dishes and laundry, both of
which were associated with only mod-
erately high consistency figures.'

A different perspective on relia-
bility emerges from the last column

of the table, which reports the

kappa statistics calculated from

each 2 x 2 contingency table analyzed.
Kappa is a straightforward estimation

of the extent to which the obtained

percentage of consistency between
paif‘ed responses exceeds the percent-
age which might be expected based

on chance, chance probability being
calculated from the marginals of the
contingency table. Assume, for
example, that in the sample 90% actu-
ally watch TV and 10% do not, and.
that 90 and 10 are the marginal per-
centages both times we ask the ques-
tion. Now assume that we randomly

" pair first responses and second .

responses rather than pairing two
answers given by the same respondent.
As discussed in Chapter 3, we can
calculate the probability of agree-
ment between pairs of response by
chance from the marginals, multi-

plying .9 x .9 and .1 x .1 and adding

the two to yield a probability of .82.
This means that 82% of the pairs of

_ response would agree simply by chance.

When response distributions are lop-
sided like this (e.g., when there

is not approximately a 50-50 split
between "yes" and "no" responses at
each asking), the chances of agree-

_ment become relatively high as illus-

trated in this example. Thus the
obtained percentage of agreement,
even if it is relatively high, may
be no higher than what we would
expect if we simply paired by random
assignment one subject's response
with another subject's response
instead of pairing two responses
given by the same subject. (For
those whose memories of statistics
are jogged by the image of red and
green balls in a jar, the probability
of drawing two red balls beﬁ%mes
progressively higher as the' number
of red balls as compared td green
balls in the jar increases.) In
interpreting kappa statistics_then,
we must bear in mind this question:

6.4
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To what extent are people responding
so consistently to the question both
times that their consistency is
greater than we would expect by
chance? As can be noted in the
table, several questions which have
very high consistency figures do not
have large or statistically signif-
icant kappas, while several ques-—
tions with much more modest con51s—
ency figures do have 51gn1f1cant
kappas. When a question yields an

‘extremely high proportion of "yes"

responses on both askings, it becomes
very difficult to obtain a large
kappa simply because the odds of
agreement by chance alone are also
high. - ’

We are not willing to say that kappas
should be used as the ultimate cri-
terion of reliability. We consider
it impressive to obtain 90% or
greater consistency figures even if
those figures are not a significant
departure from chance expectations.
Such high figures indicate that the
picture of the group is reliable and
that individuals within the group
are saying essentially the same
things on two occa51ons a week apart.
On the other hand, we can be even
more satisfied when the consistency
figure and the kappa associated with
it are high, as in the last question

" in the table about cleaning the floor.
-Similarly, we can be particularly

suspicious of the utility of a gques-~
tion if the consistency figure is low
and the kappa is low as well, as is
the case for the notably 1neffect1ye
question about whether residents are
allowed to hit people., In between,’
we have softexr ground to stand on
and must take into account all the
information obtained, the percentage
saying “yes" on each occasion, the
percentage of responses that are
consistent, and the extent to which
this percentage deviates from chance
expectation. .

‘Ooverall, we would conclude that.yes-

no questions appear to yield fairly

reliable data. -However, we would
reemphasize the warnlng apout acquies-
cence, because saying "yes" on two °
occasions does not necessarily mean
that "yes" is the valid response.

Six multiple choice questions
repeated across the forms also posed
interpretive problems. Three of
these questions which asked subjects
to identify the extent of their activ-
ity as "a lot," "sometimes," "not
much," or "never" (or in one case

"a lot," "some," "not many, " and
"none" in reference to number of
friends) yielded 71.9% consistency
on the average. This figure is rela-
tively high considering the fact that
the probability of matching responses
by chance is lower for a four-choice
question than for a two-choice ques-
tion. 1Indeed the kappas for these
items ranged from .51 to .64 and
were all significant at the .01l level.
However, three cther questions,
asking respondents how they felt
about aspects of institutional life,
yielded extremely low consistency
(46.2 on the average), even though
the kappas for two of the questions
(.27 and .20) were statistically
significant. It is impossible to
determine whether this was the case
because of the subjective and mood-
dependent nature of the gquestions or
because a greater proportion of the
sample was able to respond to these
pictorial questions than to the -ver-

" pal multiple choice questions. In

any case, this format cannot be con-
sidered successful. ﬂ

The remaining eight questlons
repeated on both forms were fopen=-
ended. Four were factual\i# nature,
calling for: name, spelling f name,
birthday, and characterlzaglon of the
state school.  Roughly two-thirds of
those asked these guestions were
responsive to the first d second
administrations of each; of these
63.3% were consistently able to give
their first and last names correctly;
42.9% were consistently able to spell
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their names; 63.6% consistently 1den-
tified their birthdays; and 61.9%
consistently described the place in
which they lived. This finding is
rather discouraging, not only because
many persons could not answer these
basic questions, but also because
those who did often gave incorrect
information both times. On the other
hand, the crif”rla for correctness
were rather strict.

The remalnlng four opeﬁjended ques-—
tions were each analyzed by response
categories, which were based on
responsds given by both re51dents and
attendant . In these cases, both the
total percéntage corsistent (i.e.,
either mentioning an item in a cate-
gory on both askings or failing to
mention it both times)and the per-
centage mentioning something both
times were examined. There were
marked differences between the two
measures. On a question asking for
an enumeration of activities with
friends, for example, the average
total consistency figure across all
eight categories was 70.7%, but the
average percentage of respondents
consistently mentioning something
both times was only 18.1%. Virtually
the same thing occurred for the other
questions asked. For example, asked
about what they were being taught in
school, 69.6% of those who could
answer both times referred to academ-
ies-of-some kind, but for each other
category of response; high total con-
sistency was achieved by failing to

refer to a category both times.
There seems to be no satisfactory
way of analyzing such questions, for
consistency depends on both the
verbosity of the respondents and the
number of categories developed by
the coders. Perhaps the major con-
clusion to draw is that open-ended
questions calling for enumerations
vield very little information, par-
tially because many mentally retarded
persons cannot respond appropriately’
to them in the first place, and par-

tially because when they do respond,
they say very little. Due to the
predominance of "no mentions," only
9 of 35 kappas were significant.
However, since the total consistency
figures for all 35 respcnse cate-
gories of four questions averaged
83.9%, one can at least conclude
that it was relatively rare that a
respondent mentioned something one
time but failed to mention it'\the
other time. \

Judging from this sample, reliability
of response from one week to the next
can generally be considered margin-
ally adequate, except for the subjec—
tive yes—-no questions mentioned pre-
viously about rules and decision
making and the picture-choice ques-
tions about the quality of institu-
tioral life. Reliability did vary

as a function of both question format
and question content, but for the

most part answers to questions
repeated a week apart were largely
similar.

Reliability Over Time—

Institutionalized Adults

In the adult institution sample,
48 questions were repeated on both
forms and could be examined for
reliability. The questions were
analyzed in three separate groupings
according to question format: yes-no,
either-or, and open-ended.

The 29 yes-no questions were divided
into those which elicited factual
information and those which required
a subjective response from the inter-
viewee, with the expectation’ that
reliability might be higher for
factual qGuestions. Analysis of re-
sponge consistency across both sur-
vey forms revealed that the average
consiste for yes-no questions was
81.2%. ,Contrary to expectation,
there was almost no difference in
consistency between the factual and
the subjective questions (80.6% and
81.7%, respectively). Response con-

ot
<2,
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sistency across this set of questions
ranged from 97.3% to 60.5%. The
highest consistency figures were
found for questions like "Are you.
usually happy?" Do you have a tamily?"

.and "Do You know how to cook?"

while the lowest consistency figure
(60.5%) was obtained on the question

"Are you usually sad?" another question

for which "yes" can be considered a
socially undesirable response.

There was a definite tendency for
the majorlty of interviewees to con-
51stent{y give "yes" responses to
many questions (21 of 29). It ap-
peared that the reliability figures
for this sample, as was the case for
institutionalized children, were

inflated by a tendency to acquiesce
on yes-nd questions. Reliability
was highest for those items for

which "yes" was a socially desirable
choice. However, even if such a
response set were not a significant
factor in the high reliability fig-
ures obtained, it cannot be assumed
that consistent responses.to these
yes-no questions necessarily repre-

. sent accurate or valid information.

Thus the picture of this sample
based on their responses to these
questions appears to be primarily
positive, with the majority of the
interviewees seeing themselves as
usually happy or possessing a number
of basic adaptive skills such as
reading, writing, keeping house,
counting money, and cooking. This
picture may have been influenced by
a tendency to acquiesce or to give
socially desirable responses as al-
ready discussed, and indeed we will
denionstrate later that attendants
are not so ready to agree that
clients have basic adaptive skills.
However, the responses'to questions
such as, “Are you usually sad?" and
"Do you have any problems?" seem tc
suggest that many clients can say
"no" to deny having difficulties.

There were four verbal either-or
gquestions repeated on the two alter-
nate surveys consisting of two pairs
of questions with the order of op-
tions varied: "Are you usually happy
or sad?" vs. "Are you usually .sad or
happy?" and "Are you usually by
yourself or with other people?" vs.
"Are you usually with other people
or by yourself?" Average consist-
ency for these four questions was
again relatively high (82.2%) and was
comparable to the average consistency
obtained for yes-no questions. A
substantial majority, of respondents
consistently indicated that they were
usually happy in response to both
happiness questions. However, there
was a tendency for more interviewees
to consistently answer "sad" when this
alternaitve was given second (12.0%),
“than when it was the first option (2.9%
consistently reportlng "sad").

1

/
The relationship between the two

- questions of the second either-or

pair was more compllcated although
a similar pattern emerged. The
majority of respondents consistently
replied to both questions that they
were usually with other people as
opposed to being by themselves. As
with the previous question pair, the
percentage who consistently chose
the alternative "with other people"
was slightly higher when this choice

.was presented as the-second option

in the question than when it was
first (50.0% vs. 46.7%). 1In
addition, the percentage who consist-
ently chose the "by yourself" alter-
native doubled when this option was
presented last (33.3% vs. 16.7%).

For this question, "Are you usually

" with other people or by yourself?",

the effect of consistently choosing
the last alternative was to increase
the overall percent of respondents
who answered the question consist-
ently both times to 80.0% for this’
question as compared to 66.7% for

the alternative question. The obser-—
vations made from these two either-

6.7
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or question pairs seem to indicate
that a small portion of interviewees
are probably influenced more by the
order of the either-or alternatives
than by the actual content of the
response alternatives. '

The last 15 questlons on both surveys
were open-ended. The first seven
open-ended questions‘asked the resi-
dents to give factual)information
concerning their names), birthdates,
and current addresses. Responses to
these questions were coded either
correct or incorrect based on rec ds
kept on the subjects. ©On the average,
51.9% of the residents who responded
to bc juestions consistently gave
correc. answers. Residents were most
likely to give correct information
about their dates of birth: 77/4%
corréctly identified the montly they
were born in, 72.2% conslstenFly gave
the correct date, and 58.8% were able
to give the right year both times.
In comparison, only one-thlrd (33.3%)
..of the residents could correctly
*glve their full present address con-
sistently, while slightl / more than
half (56.7%) were able to correctly
give their first and iast names at
both interviews (only/flrst or last
names were scored as’ partlally\
correct). Only 25.0% of the resi-
dents ¢ould consisténtly spell their
names {orally) when asked, making
this the most difficult question of
the seven.' A greater number of sub-
jects (40.0%) were able to cor-
rectly write their names both times.
Five of the 15 were coded with pre-
sent response categories, and the
average consistency for these ques-
tions was 83.3%. This figure would
have been higher except that response
consistency for one question, "What
. kind of place is this?", was excep-
tionally low, with 55.0% giving con-
sistent descriptions and only 30%
consistently identifying the place
where they lived as a state school.
A clear majority of the respondents
consistently indicated that someone

6.8
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other than themselves made ‘the rules

.where they lived (92.0%) and decid~

ed what chores they would do (75.0%).
In contrast, the respondents were
almost equally divided on the ques-
tion "who decides how you spend

your money?", with 50.0% consistently
answering "someone else" and 43.8%
consistently indicating that they
madg the decision themselves. Total
relilability figures for these three
que~t10ns were uniformly high:’ '96.0%,
83.3%, and 93.8%, respectlvely.

These findings indicate that most
subjects who can answer give reliable
answers to open-ended questions con-
cerning who makes decisions about
their everyday activities. In\addl—
tion, 90.8% of the subjects conéest—
ently .answered the question, "How\\
many people sleep. in your bedroom?

The remaining three open-ended ques-
tions assigned each resident‘s an-

.swer to one of several response cate-

gories made up on the basis of the
responses given by both re51dents
and attendants. The average consist-
ency for this set of 26 open-ended
response ‘categories was 87.4%, the
highest average conslstency for any _
of the question groups, analyzed.
However, the consistency percentages’
for the response category questions
were inflated by the large number of
categories whose high consistency
was achieved by clients' repeatedly
failing to mention anything in the
For example, on one ques-
tion which asked the resideht to
name the person who helps him/her

~the most, there was only one category

(cottage staff) for which the most
esponse-combination was men-
tioning' that category bothftimes.
For the other eight response cate-
gories for this questic the most
common response combinat.on was not
mentioning the category either time.
Therefore, while the average total
consistency figure across:all nine
response categories was high (81.5%),
the average percentage of:respondents

!
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consistently mentioning something
both times was very low.

This same pattern was found for the
remaining two response category ques-
tions. When residents were asked
who they usually talked to about
their problems, the most consistently
mentioned response category was "cot-
tage staff" (36.4%), TFour out of the
remaining six categories were men-=
tioned by only a few residents,
making the average percent of respond-
ents mentioning a category both times
again quite low (9.1%). On the final
question of this group, "If you had
one wish, what would you wish for?"
no response category was mentioned
very frequently on both occasions.
The most frequently and consistently
mentioned wishes were to be with
their families (27.3%) and to have
material items (13.6%). Consistency
in responding to this question was
achieved primarily by failing to men-
tion a response category both times.
Thus open-ended questions, whiCh
could not be. answered by many subjects
in the first place, were reliably
answered, but rarely generated con-
sistently mentioned information.

overall, for this sample of insti-
tutionalized adults, response con-
sistency for questions repeated at

_a one-week interval averaged over

80%, providing interviewers with

/ .
\answers that were reasonably reli-

‘able. There was little variation in
iesponse consistency associated with
the three different gquestion formats.
@ ever, there was some indication
that high consistency on yes-no
guestions may have been gained in
part through acquiescence, that some
suBjects prefer the second alterna-
tive on either-or questions, and
that, consistency on open-ended ques-
tioﬁiowas gained primarily by fail-
ing mention something both times
rather than mentioning something
twice.

Individual Correlates of Response
Reliability

As was done in analyzing respon-
siveness as an individual character-
istic, an.analysis was conducted to
determine what accounts for individ-
ual differences in reliability of
response from one week to the next.
In the children's institution sample,
a reliability score was formed based
on the number of instances of con-
sistent responses to 17 repeated yes-
no items divided by the number of
item pairs answered appropriately.
This index was calculated only if
subjects had been able to answer
half or more of the 17 repeated item
pairs. A comparable index was formed
for institutionalized adults based
on 29 yes-no items. Then, in each -
sample, this reliability score, which
could theoretically range from 0% to
100%, was correlated with IQ, age:
sex, responsiveness to the entire
Form A interview schedule, and an
acquiescence index, on which subjects
were given a score of 1 as opposed
to 0 if they said "yes" to both "Are
you usually happy?" and "Are you usu-
ally sad?" We expected that sub-

jects with higher IQs and higher

responsiveness scores indicative of

verbal skill would be more likely

.than lower IQ iand less responsive

subjects to give consistent responses
on two occasions. At the same time,
we predicted that subjects who tended
to acquiesce might be likely, on yes~
no items at ledst, to achieve high
reliability scores simply by saying
"yes" a great deal. No specific -
predictions were formulated about

the relationship between age and sex
and reliability of response.

Reliability scores in both samples
were normally distributed. In the
children's sample, these scores

ranged from 59% to 100% (mean = 85.8%,
sD = 11.1%) for the 44 of 52 subjects
for whom they were calculated. Simi-
larly, in the adult sample, 40 of 58

6.9
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subjects had enough %ata to calculate
scores, and scores ranged from 58% to
97% (mean = 76.1%, S = 10.2%). Inter-
estingly, then, no one was inconsist-
ent on more than half| of the, items

for wiiich first and second adminis-
tration answers were lavailable.

Table 6.2 presents the sir:le corre-
lations between indiwiGual character-
istics and the reliability of
response score. These correlations
are very difficult ;o interpret,
particularly since jthe findings in
the two samples do/not correspond
well. In the children's institution
sample, contrary to expectation,
lowar IQ subjects/ were actually more
likely to. glve reliable responses
than higher IQ ubjects. Other cor-
relations were small and inconsistent
in direction, but there was at least
a tendency for more acqulescent sub-
jects to display more Iellablllty of
response. In' the adult institution
sample, by cpntra t, there were small
positive assoc1at10ns between both

IQ and respon51veness and reliability,
the relationship between responsive-

i
/

/,

ness and reliability being statis-
tically significant. In this sample,
there was essentially no relation-
ship between acquiescence and relia-
bility. About the only consistency
across samples was a very slight
tendency for ‘females to provide a
greater proportion of reliable
responses than males did.

These Simple correlations do not -~
take into account the fact that some
of the individual characteristics
involved in the analysis are inter-
related. As noted in Chapter 5, 1IQ
and responsiveness were positively
associated in both samples. More-
over, there is a consistent tendency
for higher 1IQ persons to be less
likely to acquiesce as indicated by
responding "yes" to both happiness
items. The correlation between IQ
and acquiescence was .40 in the
children's sample, and .3l in the
adult sample. Therefore, partial
correlations, which allow for exam-
ining a relationship between two
variables. with the effect of a third

.controlled, were conducted to attempt

( Table 6.2: Individual Correlates of Reliability-of Response
/ Child Institution | Adult Institution
Reliability Reliability
~ O IQ —.38";* .12
Age .06 .22
Sex .12 .19
__R95ponsiveness. -.15 .32%
Acquiescence .16 -.10
*Sigrificant at the- .05 Tevel : )
**xSignificant at the .01 level . o

6.10
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to unravel the independent impacts
‘of 1Q, acquiescence, and responsive-
ness on the reliability measure.
However, these analyses did not clar-
ify the findings. They left the
pattern of correlations in Table 6.2
essentially unchanged.

Thus, we must conclude that the
extent to which mentally retarded
persons give consistent answers on
two occasions is essentially unpré—
dictable based on the information
we had available. It is gtill pos-
sible that opposing forces were at
work; that, on the one hand, higher
ability subjects were likely to be
consistent in their responses but
that, on the other hand, acquiescent
. tendericies inflated consistency
scores for lower ability subjects.
Unfortunately there were not enough
items .in formats other than yes-no
to allow us to see if reliability of
response where acquiescence does not
operate is more predlctable.

Summary and Conclusions

- This chapter has been concerned
with one aspect of the issue of
whether answers given by mentally
retarded persons can be considered
useful information. In both insti-
tution samples, repetitions of qnes-
tions a week ‘apart provided evidence
of response reliability. In both
samples, it was found that answers
given on two occasions were generally
consistent over 80% of the time.
Figures for yes-no, either-or, and
open-ended questions with response
categories were generally very simi-
lar and high. The lowest consisten-
cv fiqures were obtained for the mul-
tiple choice questions used in the
children's institution sample, es-
pecially those guestions about sat-
isfaction which asked respondents to
choose among happy and sad faces.
At the same time, as kappa statistics
associated with these items suggested,
it is more difficult to obtain con-

sistency by chance on four-option
guestions. Thus, although the con-
sistency figurés for these items were
relatively low, it appeared that re-
spondents were not just answering in
a random way.

While we might be more gratified by
consistency closer to 100%, we must
conclude that what mentally retarded
persons say one week is llkely to be
quite similar to what they say the
next week. Most of our questions

were factual in nature so such con-
sistency should be expected. In-
terestingly, however, an analysis in
the adult institution sample of fac-
tual versus subjective yes—no ques-—
tions did not reveal lower reliabil-
ity of responses to subjective ques-
tions, despite the fact that such re-
sponses might be predicted to be more

‘ mood-dependent and changeable from

week to week.

As we have noted throughout this chap-
ter, however, reliability of response
figures was very difficult to.
interpret. In response to yes—no
questions, an unthinking endorsement
of items would be scored as consist-
ency of responses in-exactly the

same way as a thoughtful provision

of "yes" responses on both occasions.
Given our findings of high rates of

;acquiescence to yes-no guestions in

retarded samples, as well as the:
positive association between the
percentage of the sample endorsing
an item and the consistency figure
for that item in the present-analy—/
sis, we must conclude that relia- /
bility figures for yes-no questions
are inflated. At the-very least,/
we must be cautious hot to construe
them as evidence that answers glVen
a week apart express a conSlstenf
body of "information" about the /lives
of the respondents: We can conclude
that the picture of the group, and
of the individual within it, ©b-
tained from yes-no questions does
not change much from week to week,

as long as we recognize that these

6.11
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"pictures" may not be faithful repre-
sentations of reality.

Much the same can be said of relia-
bility figures for open-ended dues-
tions. We suspect that answers to
them underrepresent the extent to
which mentally retarded people are,
for example, involved in various
activities, in the same ‘way that
yes-no questions probably overrepre-
sent extents of involvement. While
we did not have a completely satis-
factory way of analyzing consistency
for these questions, it was apparent
‘that few responses were given to
such questions and consistent men-
tion of items was a rare phenomenon
simply because mention of items was
a rare phenomenon. Unfortunately,
the reliability of .such items was
heavily influenced by the number of
categories that the coders chose to
construct. The fact that reliability
for categories with frequent mentions
tended to be lower than reliability
for categories with virtually no
mentions is not a healthy sign.

As for items with structured choices,

they were associated with relatively
low reliability figures. While
either-or items fared well despite
the fact that they were subjective in
nature, verbal multiple choice items
calling for an indication of extent
of activity were only marginally
reliable. Pictorial multiple choice
questionsabout satisfaction with
aspects of institutional life were

not rosponded to ir “he sam way on
two occasions, even though obtained
consistency figures exceeded chance
probabilities. These figures, too,
are difficult to interpret. Subjec-
tive feelings about the institution
might well change from week to week
as a function of mood and intervening

experience, even "true" answers. are given

given on both occasions.

All in all, then, our analysis of
reliability is encouraging in the
sense that answers can generally be
counted on to be the same from week
to week, but discouraging in the
sense that We are not sure how to
interpret even high reliability
figures. Moreover, we were unsuc-
cessful in identifying which persons
are most likely te provide reliable
data. This uncertainty will, however,
be reduced as we turn to issues of
response validity. 1In the next chap-
ter, we will take up the question of
whether clients' responses agree with
responses to the same questions pro-
vided by attendants and parents. In
this analysis, we will be able to
look more directly for evidence of

" systematic biases in the responses

given by mentally retarded persons.
Such biases .as acquiescence, selec-
tion of the.last option on either-or
or multiple choice questions, and
failure to mention things mentioned
by significant others, to the extent
that they occur, may cast the reli-
ability figures presented here in a
different light.

Q

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:



y ' Chapter 7

TO WHAT EXTENT ARE ANSWERS VALID?

The two previous chapters have
dealt with respongiveness of men-
tally retarded persons to interview
questions and with the reliability
of their responses. While it is
clear that these factors are im-
portant, it is equally clear that
even reliable responses to questions
are useless if they are not valid.
That is, it is pointless to élicit
responses which do not accurately

reflect the attitudes and behaviors

of the mentally retarded persons
interviewed. We have devoted con-
siderable attention to evaluating
the validity of responses by our
mentally retarded respondents. .

Our main- strategy for assessing //

validity has been to compare the
~-responses of clients with the re="
sponses of adults who should be
knowledgeable about the mentally
retarded interviewees. Thus, when
we asked a child "Do you go to'

/

church’" we asked the child's/ ‘parent

or cottage attendant if the child
goes to church and noted the per-

"centage of cases in which the two

answers agreed. Clearly, there are
instances in which the parent or
attendant will not be in a good
position to provide information re-
garding the mentally retarded respond-
ent. Especially when the attitudes
of retarded persons are at issue,
attendants' or parents' opinions may
not be accurate or even meaningful-
Then, too, we must recognize that
even on points of fact parents, and
perhaps especially attendants, may
simply not be knowledgeable, and
their answers, like those of re-
tarded persons, may be biased. None-

/ theless, we assume that the degree

of . correspondence of the responses
of children and their significant
_others. is a useful (although admit-
tedly imperfect) indicator of re-
sponse validity.

A second strategy for evaluation of
response validity has been to ask
questions to which the correct answer
is known. This technique reduces

the ambiguity inherent in the first

7.1
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strategy. If, in response to such
questions, mentally retarded persons
are able to provide accurate infor-
mation, we have sound evidence of |
their ability to give accurate re-
sponses to at least some interview
questions.

Oour use of these techniques in the
course of this project was extensive.
Therefore, a discussion in detail

of all validity data would be im-
possible. Fortunately, the analyses
of agreement in the different sam-
ples yielded ftrikingly consistent
results. Thus, we will discuss in
detail the comparisons of children's
‘samples, using that data to illus-—
trate the major conclusions. Sub-
sequently, agreement data from the
additional samples will be discussed,
citing only those data which either
contradict the conclusions derived
from the community children's sample
or which add novel insights. Then;
the validity data derived from the
use of -questions to which answers
“are known will be discussed.

Finally, we will look for diffeiences
among mentally retarded persons in
their tendencies to give valid re-
sponses as indicated by agreement
with significant others.

Community Children

OVERALL AGREEMENT ) ,
Sixty-one questions were askel
of both community children and their
parents, and the degree of corre-
spondence between their responses.
was evaluated as a check of response
validity. Average agreement for
this set of questions was 64.5%;
that is, parents and their retarded

children were in agreement about two-

thirds of the time. Overall agree-
ment and a breakdown of agreement
according to question type are de-
picted in Table 7.1l. Clearly
agreement did vary as a function of
- question type, but as the discrepant
figures for two different types of

. by vourself?").

multiple choice questions suggest,
it is necessary to look more closely
at both question format and question
content in order to understand what

makes agreement likely to be high or

low.

' YES-NO QUESTIONS

Yes-No Questions With Words Only

Average Agreement

Questions posed of non-
institutionalized children and
their parents included 22 simple
verbal questions, most about client
activities, requiring "yes" or "no"
responses. The responses of clients
and their parents were compared; data
for these 22 comparisons are summa-
rized in a mean contingency table
(Table 7.2).

children and parents tended to agree
in thuir responses to yes—no queés-—
tions; on the average, 65.7% of
comparisons yielded child-parent
agreement. As can be seen, agrae-
ment tended to result'primarily
because both clients and parents
responded "yes." Because clients
favored "yes" slightly more than did
their parents, the majority of dis-
agreements occurred when the client
said "yes," and the parents said
"no," suggesting tha* acquiescence
by retarded persons may threaten the
validity of their answers.

Differences in Agreement Due to
Question Topic

The use of averaged data can ob-
scure important factors underlying
responding. In fact, agreement
varied greatly from question to
question, ranging from 92.8% ("Do

. you watch TV?") to 40.8% ("When

your're not at school,are you usually
In pursuit of ex-
planations for this variation, we
examined in some detail the differ-
‘ences in agreement rates within

this group of questions. First,

it would appear that relatively

7.2
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\ _ _ Table 7.1l: Agreement by Question Type 2

Question type ' # of Question .% Agreement
Yes-no (words only) 22 ) 65.7
Yes-no (with iead-in & pictures) 10 7.5
Either-or (subjéctive; words only) 7 65.6 K
Either-or\ (subjective; with.pictures) | 4 : 58.1
'M$;;;;ig/:hoice (diécréte) Do | é 77.9

—
Multiple choice {quantitative) 2 _ 24.0

~ Open-ended (factual) - S 4 64.8

* Open-ended (coded responses) _ .3 77.§

Total 6l 64.5

*Calculated by averaging the average agreement scort:s across response categories
for the three questions

simple and concrete questions yield go to church?" was.78.2%, as opposed
higher agréement rates than do more to 56.4% for "Most of the time,
complex and abstract questions. is it up to you to decide what time

For example, agreement for "Do you you go to bed?"

Table 7.2: Mean Contingency Table for 22 Verbal Yes-No Questions

Responses of Clients Responses of Significant Others
No J Yes
No" 13,0% . 114,1% L 27.1%
Yes 20.1% ‘ 52.7% _72,8%
Total 33.1% 66.,8%

Agreement = 65.7%




‘for a group of séven more complex

# .
Five questions which asked about
the client's participation in various
activities had an average agreement
rate of 82.3%, in contrast to 66.5%

and abstract questions dealing with
training in specific skills ("Is
anybody at school teaching you about

money now?" is “an example of the
latter group of questions).

Second, it appears that some topics
include built-in response biases
which influence agreement. For °
example, three questions which in-
quired about client's possession of
particular skills ("Do you know how
to read books?") resulted in agree-
ment lower than that for any other
topic area--54.3%. It seems un-
likely that this is attributable to .-
the difficulty of these questions;
rather, a specific bias appears to
be in operation here. That is,
clients frequently claim skills.
which their parents deny they possess.
On the average, 8l. 1% of clients

and only 52.7% of parents answered
"yves" to the skills questions, so
that fully 37.0% of response com-—
parisons were disagreements in which
clients claimed skills and were,
contradicted by their parents.

Is this a matter of client's overes-—
timating their skills or parents
underestimating the skill levels of
their mentally retarded children?
Although we cannot be certain, the’
former possibility seems more likely
in.this case. 1In responding to
skills questions, clients probably

_become concerned with favorable

self-presentation so that a desire
to appear compecent encourdges

an ar<irmative answer. !Yes'" answers
probably also reflect a more general
tendency ‘“**rdacqu1e5cence, but
concern wi."“ " f-presentation is
probably what nts for the par-
ticularly low acreemtnt on these

. skills questions.

7.4

pifferences in:agreement as a func-

tion of parents' responses

" the 22 yes-no questions.

Another pattern appeared in
variations of agreement rate within
Specifi-
cally, agreement was bighest for
those questions to which the parents
are most inclined to respond "yes."

: This is to be anticipated in light

of an observation made throughout

the course of this project that men-
tally retarded respondents tend to
acquiesce, or to respond "yes" re-
gardless of question content. To the
extent that acquiescence on the part

of the clients occurs in response

to yes-no 'questions, higher agreement
should be observed on those questions
for which the response of significant
others is "yes." Here agreement '
would not indicate response validity
as much as a happy coincidence of
response bias and reality.

To test that p0551b111ty, thls group
of questions was divided into the'll
questions which parents tended most
often to answer "yes" (average of .
88.9% "yes" responses by parents) ‘and
the 11 questions to which parents
were least inclined to respond "yes"
(average 44.6%). Comparison of the
agreement’ rates ‘for .these two groups

of questlons is depicted in Table
7.3, As can be seen, average
agreement for "high yes" questions
was 75.7%, as opposed to 55.6% for.
the "low yes" questions. Looked at
another way, the percentage of
parents responding "yes" to these
22 questions correlated .80 with
agreement figures for the questions.

This comparison suggests that clients

tend to indiscriminately respond
"ves" to yes-no questions, and that
client-parent agreement is to some
extent artificially controlled by
the proportion of "yes" responses
given by parents. Thus overall
agreement rate provides an inflated
estimate of validity when the ques-
tions involved are predominantly ;
answered "yes" by significant others.
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Table 7.3: Child-Parent Agreement as a Function of Parent's Tendency

to Say "Yes"

11 Questions, Low Proportion of Parent "Yes" Responses

Client : Significant Other
‘No Yes Total
No 22.6% 11.6% 34.2%
Yes 32,7% 33,0% : 65.7%
b 55, 3% 44.6%

s

Agreement = 55,6%

/

11 Questions, High Proportion of Parent "Yes" Responses

Client significant Other
No Yes
No 3.3% 16.5% 19.8%
Yes  7.6% 72.4% : 80.0%
10.9% 88,9% '

Agreement = 75.7%

A set of questions to which 50% of
parents' responses were "yes" would
provide a better test of validity of
yes-no ‘questions.

Conclusions

In short, these data suggest
three conclusions. First, cogni-
tively demanding questions posed of

7.5

meﬁtally retarded individuals tend

to elicit less valid responses than
do easier questions (to the extent
that comparison with their parents'
responses constitutes an adequate
measure of validity). Second, spe-
cific topic areas (for example, ques-—
tions about skills and competencies)
may involve biases which tend to

\J
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systematically alter responses in

such a way as to seriously reduce

validity. Third, average agreement
rate is an overestimate of validity
for this group of questions, for
which the parents' response was "yes"
66.8% of the time. Where parents
respond "yes" with frequency, acqui-
escence on the part of retarded re-

spondents inflates agreement figures

but not necessarily validity. It is
likely, in light of this observation,
that the actual validity of these
yes-no questions is low enough that
their usefulness as a means of
gathering information from mentally
retarded persons is questionable.

Yes-No Questions

with Lead-in and Pictures
Interviews with community chil-

dren included 10 yes-no questions

.which were preceded by a verbal

lead~-in and which used pictures to
clarify questions. These 10 ques-
tions concerned chores, and the ver-
bal lead-in read: "Here are some
pictures of different kinds of chores
some people do. I want you to tell
me if you do any of these chores at

home." The questions were simple
yes-no questions such as "Do you set
the table?" and "Do you make beds?"
each question being accompanied by

a picture of youngsters engaging in
the chore involved in the questions.

Average agreement

‘bécause both client and parent re-

Data for the 10 questions were
averaged and are depicted in a mean
contingency table (Table 7.4).
Average agreement for these questions
was 71.5%. Nearly two-thirds of the
response comparisons were agreements
in which both child and parent re~
sponded "yes." Inconsistencies were
divided between cases in which the

- .client responded "yes™ and the parent

"no," and the converse; thus, there
was not strong evidence of acquies-.
cence for the set as a whole. 1In
short, agreement for this class of
questions was relatively high, some-
what higher than for the verbal Yes—
no questions, and tended to result

sponded "yes" to most questions.

Table 7.4:

Mean Contingency Table for 10 Yes-No

Questions with Lead-in and Pictures

Responses of Clients .Responses of significant Others
‘No Yes WEOTAL
No 6,9% 14.7% 21.6%
Yes 13.7% 64.6% 78.3%
20.6% ' 79.3%

Agreement'= 71.5%

7.6
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Differences in agreement

. the agreement rate was 85.5%,

There was relatively little
variability in agreement among these
questlons. For 9 of the 10, the
range of agreement was only from
65.5% to 85.5%. It may be argued
that the uniformly high agreement for
these questions results from the fact
that the "valid" answer to most of

~them (as reflected by the parents'

response) was "yes." However, agree-
ment for "Do you cook on the stove?"
was only 47.2%, by far the lowest
agreement for the set. It is not
coincidental that this question also
had the lowest percentage of "yes"
responses from parents (52.7%).
Clients tended to respond "yes" to
this question (65.4%), with the
result that 32.7% of the comparisons
were inconsistencies in which clients
responded "yes" Whlle their parents
were responding "no. This inter-
pretation is further supported by a
comparison with the questlon from
this group which had the highest pro-
portion of "yes" responses from

* parents: '"Do you pick up stuff
around the house?" Ninety-six per-
cent of parents answered "ves," and
highest
for this set of 10 questions. All
agreements in this case resulted be-
cause both client and parent respond-
ed "yes." For this group of ques-
tions, the correlation between pro-
portion of parents responding "yes"
to a question and agreement for that
question was .97. N

Concluswns

The high average agreement for
these yes-no questinns appears to
overestimate response validity.
Average agreement is high because
the apparently appropriate answer to
most of these "chores" questions is
"yes." When parents give a high
proportion of "no" responses; client-
parent agreement drops accordingly,
as it did on verbal yes-no questions.

7.7

EITHER-OR QUESTIONS

Either-or Questlons with Words Only
Seven questions asked of commu-
nity children and their parents were
simple verbal questions posing two
response alternatives. "Are you
usually happy?" for instance, is the

7complement of the above example.

Average Agreement
Agreement for this group of ques-
tions ranged from 50.0% to 86.0%;
average agreement was 65.6%. Average
agreement was thus comparable to that
for yes-no questions using words only
(65.7%), but-the range for those yes-
no questiéns was much greater (40.8%
to 98.2%). To what may this decreaseq
variability for the either-or ques-
tions be attributed? As has been _
pointed out, the upper end of ‘the y
distribution of agreement rates for #¢
yes-no questions appears to be an |
overstatement of the validity of : !
those questions, , due to acqulescence |
by mentally retarded respondents and |
the fact that the parent S response 7
to those questions is typlcally '‘ves. f
It seems likely that agreement rates |
for either-or Questions are more uni- /
form because no such biases operate
in these| questions to generate some /
spuriously high estimates of validity. |
Indeed, we' have found no reason to !
suspect that agreement rates for |
either-or questions are anything i
other than an accurate indication of f
the validity of responses to these - j
- questions, for disagreements were i
generally mixed in nature. Despite |
roughly equivalent agreement rates - |
for the two types of questions, then, X
it seems likely that either-or ques-
tions generate responses of greater /
validity. Agreement for yes-no ,
questions is inflated simply because
our survey unfortunately included a
predominance of questions which were

ﬁommonly answered "yes" rather than "Po
‘A

c

1

i
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i
|
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Differences in agreement

No difference in agreement due to
the reversal of order of the response
alternatives was apparent. The rates
of agreement for two of the three
pairs did not differ (50.0% vs. 51.0%
in one pair, and 72.5% vs. 73.2% in -
the other). 1In the third pair, the
"happy or sad" example stated above,
agreement figures for the two forms.

were 86.0% (with "happy" first) and
72.0% (with "sad" first). No expla-
nation for this difference is readily
apparent. Where we have observed
order effects on either-or questions
in our interviews, they have typi-
cally taken the form of endorsement
of the last-mentioned alternative

by mentally retarded respondents.
That bias, .however, does not account
for the agreement difference observed
in ‘this pair of questions. In fact,
more clients said they were usually
happy when "sad" was the last men-
tioned alternative. It would appear
that agreement for these either-or
questions does not differ systemati-
cally as a function of the order in
which alternatives are presented.

There do, however, appear to be dif-
ferences in' agreement due to question
- topic, just as there were for yes-no
questions. While it is difficult to
predict which topics will yield
agreement with significant others,
variability in agreement as a func- .
tion of question topic at least
suggests the need for caution in .
interpreting data- gathered in inter-
views with mentally retarded persons,
and also suggests that we be conserv-
ative in generalizing demonstrations
of validity across content areas.

Either-or Questions With Pictures
The group of questions asked of
community children and their parents

included two pairs of either-or ques-

tions which used pictures as the
response alternatives. The members
of each pair involved the same con-=

‘ranged from 41.5% to 74.l%.

. siveness.

_reducing validity.

tent but reversed the order in which
the response alternatives were pre-
sented. For example: "This picture
(point) shows a boy/girl who is
happy, and this one (point) shows a
boy/girl who is sad. Which picture
showS how you usually feel? Point
to the picture."

Average -agreement for these either-
or questions with pictures. was 58.1%.
Agreement .for the individual questions
Again,
it appears that agreement yaries more
or less unpredictably across topic
areas. Agreement was much higher for
the two happy-sad questions (74.1%
and 66.7%) than for the other two
qu-stions, which asked whether the
client spends free time alone or with
otners (41.5% and 50.0%). Disagree-

‘ment on the latter pair of questions

tended to result because olients
chose the "alone" pictures, while
parents responded "with others." The
agreement rate for these four ques-
tions did not vary systematically as
a function of the order in which B
response alternatives were presented

Moreover, the use of pictures as

response alternatives did not improve
agreement over that for verbal either-
or questions on the same topics. If
any difference can be said to exist,
it is that either-or questions with
words yield somewhat superior agree-
ment (64.8% vs. 58.1%). This appar-
ent decrease in validity for picture
questions. may be due to the fact that
the use of pictures increases respon-
Many individuals who do
not respond\verﬁally can.respond by
pointing to pictures. The response
patterns of these less verbal, lower
I0 respondents may be largely random,
.We do in' fact
have some evidence that the responses
of lower IQ respondents tend to’'be
less valid (see discussion at end

of ‘chapter) .



conclusions

Average agreement for either-or
questions is similar to agreement for
yes~-no questlons. Because agreement
figures probably give an overestimate
of the validity of yes-no:questions,.
we can conclude that either-or ques-
tions generally yield more valid
responses. There is no evidence
suggesting that agreement is not an
accurate indicator of validity for
either-or questions. Agreement does
not appear to be affected by revers-
ing the order of presentation of re-
sponse alternatives, although it
does vary as a function of question
topic. Finally, the use of pictures
as response alternatives apparently
decreases validity of responses to
either-or questloniziomewhat, prob-
ably bccause less capable. clients:
can then provide answers.

MULTIPLE CHOICE QUESTIONS

Eleven questions posed of non- °
institutionalized children and their
_parents were multiple choice ques-
tions, involving a choice betweea
either three or four response alter-
natives. Average agreement was 57.0%.
These questions differed in question /
format: scme were three-choice and |
some four-choice questions, some ;
used words only and some words plus |
pictures in depicting response alter-
natives, and some of the questions
were follow-ups to yes-no questlons.
However, there were no systematlc
differences in agreement due to any
of these format considerations.

Agreement for multiple choice ques-
tions did, however, differ according
to the type of response alternatives.
Six multiple choice questions gave
discrete alternatives about matters
of fact- ("Do you live in a house, an
apartment building, a trdiler house,
or a duplex?"), while five used
quantitative dimensions as response
alternatives ("How many friends do
you have: a lot, some, not many, Or

!
{

none?"). Average agreement for the
discrete questions was 77.9% (range
70.5% to 85.5%); average agreement
for the quantitative multiple choice
questions was only 24.0% (range 25.9%
to 39.d%). As is readily apparent, .
not only does average agreement for
the two groups of questions dlffer,
but their ranges do not come close
to oqerlappxng. Clearly, agreement
was supericr for the questions
offeiing discrete alternatives. ' Be-
cause quantitative responses- require
flner discriminations, this trend
might well be present in normal pop-
ul#tions as well. However, the fact
remains that average agreement was
very high for the discrete questions
und unacceptably low for those
OLLerlng quantitative alternatives.
This suggests that discrete multiple
¢hoice questions may be useful in
interv1ew1ng mentally retarded per-
isons, but it would appear pointless
]to ask mentally retarded respondents
(to make guantitative judgments,

/ given the absence of evidence for

/ validity of their responses.

Conclusions

Multiple chcice questions .
offering discrete response alterna-
ties yield verv high client-parent
agreemént. Agreement for questions
using quantitative alternatives is
so low as to make these questions .
useless in obtaining information
from mentally retarded respondents.
No conclusion can be offered re-
garding formet differences such as
number Jf options and method of
presentation of response alternatives.

~

OPEN—ENDED QUESTIONS

Open—ended Factualgguestlons
Questions allowing comparisons
of the respgnses of children and
their parents included four open-
ended questions having a single
. correct answer. * On the average,
children matched their parents 64.8%

7.9

—
/

12



of the time. It is somewhat dis-
courading that validity was this low
for simple questions requesting fac~ -
tual information which should be
readily available to mentally re-
tarded respondents. Adareement was
only 42.5% fotr the question "Countlng
you, how many people live in your
house right now?" The other three
questions asked the client's age,

the starting time for school, and
how the child gets to school; agree-
ment figures for these quéstions

were 75.0%, 56.3%, and 85.4%, re-
spectively. 1In short, it appears
that open-ended questions requesting .
factual information yield responses
of varying vwalidity, depending on

the questions. Apparently ques-
tions involving number and time
concepts were difficult. The dis-
couragingly low agreement on some

of these questions encourages a
conservative attitude when inter-
preting data drawn from interviews
with mentally retarded respondents.

Open-Ended Questions with Coded
Response Categories

Three open-ended questlons posed
of community children and their parents
required subsequent coding of responses

_into categories. For example, responses

to the questions "What things would
you really like to learn in school?"
were assigned to such categories as
academics, physical recreation, and
self-care skills. For each of these
questions, ten such response cate-
gories were defined. Comparisons were
conducted on a cdtegory-by-category
basis, so that each category was coded
either "mentioned" or "not mentioned"
by client and parent. Responses were
then compared in a 2X2 contingency
table, computed by averaging across
all 30 response categoriés (Table 7.5).
Average agreement of these 30 categories
was 77.9%. However, as can be seen,
most of this .agreement resulted because
‘both child and parent did not men-
tion a category. Only 6.8% of ,
client-parent comparisons yielded
agreement because both client and
parent mentioned a particuiar
category. It is difficult to draw
conclusions from these data, because
agreement depends to a large extent

Table 7.5:.

Mean Contingency Table for 30 Cocded

Response Categories to 3 Open-ended Questions

A

i

Responses of clients

Respohse of Significaht Others

Did not mention Mentioned °
Did not mention 71.1% 10.7% 81.8%
Mantioned 11.4% 6.8% - 18.2%
B Total 82.5% 17.5%
Agreement = 77.9%

7.10.

128



0

on the verbosity of respondents and
the number of.categories developed
by the coders.
that these open-ended.questions
yielded very little information.

It is also instructive to note that
the four response categories which
yielded the highest porportion of
mention-mention agreements were the
four categories lowest in overall
child-parent agreement. This sug-
gests that when clients and their
significant others do offer infor-
mation in response to open-ended
guestions, the responses they make
frequently differ. 1In view of this
lack of evidence for the validity of
responses to open-ended questions,
as well as the low responsiveness
rates for these questions, it

would appear that this format holds
little promise in interviewing men-
tally retarded persons.

Conclusions

Analysis of the open-ended ques-
tions suggests two major conclusions.
First, information drawn-ff¥om open-
ended questions must be evaluated
with caution. The low agreement
obtained on simple factual questions
and the large variability in agree-
ment across questidné support this
observation. Second, the open-ended
question format is a relatively un-
attractive one. These questions
tend to pull very little information
from mentally. retarded persons, and
the. information obtained from open-

_ended questions has not been vali-

dated by agreement withvparentsf
responses.

CONCLUSIONS

" General Considerations

These data regarding the
of the résponses of mentally
persons are not encouraging. It is
clear that information drawn from
interviews with retarded persons
must be evaluated critically.

retarded

It is at least clear. .

validity

Children's responses.frequently fail.
to correspond closely to the re-
sponses of their parents. It is
particularly notable that this lack
of agreement exists for some simple
questions regarding factual infor-
matiqn which should be readily
available to most persons. Second,
it is apparent that different

‘questlons yield responses. of dif-

ferent valldlty In some cases,
partlcular topics seem to be af-
fected by systematic response biases.
Furthermore, conceptually more
difficult questions ‘appear to yield
less valid responses. However, it
seems difficult to predict in ad-
vance which questions will yield
very low client-parent agreement.
This fact is of vital importance
because it implies that response
validity can never be globally
assumed; rather, each question must
be interpreted conservatively since
any individual question may be es-
pecially subject to response effects.
Unpredictable variability, coupled
with the very low validity of many
responses, requires that researchers
who interview mentally retarded
persons design interviews which deal
very carefully with the issue of
validity.

/

/

Format Recommendations /

The fact that major dlfferences
exist in client-parent agreement as
a function of question format sgg—
gests that some formats are pref-
erable to others. Yes-no questions
appear especially unsuitable due to
the effects of acgquiescence.

. Client-parent agreement freguently

drops to below chance levels when
a high proportion of parents re-
spond '"no" to these questions.
Either-or questions, on the other
hand, appear to have particular
promise. Agreement for these ques-
tions was relatively high and
appeared to‘be uninfluenced by

7.11 A
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systematic biases. Multiple choice
questions offering response aiter-
natives which differ quantitatively
are very unattractive; agreement on
these questions was below chance
level in this sample. 1In contras:t,
muitiple choice questions offering
discrete response alternatives and
dealing with basic factual informa-
tion yielded the highest agreement
rates of any format. Further ex-
ploration of the potentials.of dis~
crete multiple choice questions
seems appropriate. On the basis

of client-parent agreement the open-
_ended gquestion forrat appears un-=
desirable. Average agreement was
reasonably high when the question
called for a single factual answex,
tut open-=ended questions calling
for an active listing of responses
are probably useless. Moreover,
the fact that many retarded persons
cannot answer open-ended gquestions
means that even when they yielded
valid answerx those answers come
from only a limited segment of the
pdpulatlon. In short, either-or
questions or multiple choice ques-
tions offering disciete alternatives
would appear to have the most promise
as me+thods of obtaining information
fre entally reterded respondents.

ANALYSIS Or ACGREEMENT USING
COEFFICIENT KAPDA
In the preceding discussion of

agreement in the community children's

sample, little mention was made of
any standard against which agreement
figures can be compared. We have
simply compared agreement figures
and applied an intuitive standard
based on the anticipated ranges of
agreement figures. At one extreme,
if responding were completely random
on the part of both clients and sig-
nlflcant others, agreement for ques-—
tions with two response alternatives
.would average 50%. At the other
extreme, perfect agreement betwaéen .

clients and their sianificant othexs

i

7.12

would result in agreement of 100%.
An agreement figure can be roughly
evaluated according to where it
falls on this continuum. Agreement
lower than or little better than

50% suggests low validity, while
agreement approaching 100% is-im-
pressive. (One must, of course,
remember that agreement is a rough
estimate of validity; e.g., for

some questions, acgquiescence in-
flates agreement but actually raises
questions about response validity.)
Using this intuitive standard, the
82.0% agreement for the hypothetical
questions depicted inTable 7.6 i
appears to be reasonable evidence

of response validity.

However, as was done in -Chapter 6
on reliability, kappa coefficients

" can. be calculated to compare ob-

tained agreement to "change" agree-
ments as defined by reference to
the resppnse- patEerns (i.e., mar-
ginals) of the two groups. Given
the marginals depicted in Table 7.6,
the extent of agreement expected by
chance for the hypothetical question
is 82.0% (.9 x .9 + .1 x .1). That
is, given that 90% of clients and
90% of significant others respond
"yes" to this question, then 82.0%
of. cllent—51gn1f1cant other pairs
would agree if those pairings were

* .established by drawing randomly

from the two populations. Thus, the
actual agreement figure of 82.0%,
impressive according to the intuitive
standard, is actually no different ..
than the extent of agreement to be .
expected by chance, and the kappa
analysis makes us wary of making too
much of the extent of agreement
obtained.

If we were concerned only with the
aggregate level of analysis, refer-
ence to agreement figures and
associated kappas would not even be
necessary. It would be adequate
to look only at the marginals of
contingency tables.  If, as in the
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Table 7.6:

Hypothetical Yes-No Question

Clients ) Significant Others .

- No Yes Total "
No 1.0% 9.0% 10.0%
Yes 9,.0% 81.0% | ' 90.0%

/,

!

Total 10.0% 90.0% |

. /’r
Ag’r/éement = 82.0%

example in Table 7.6, the percent-
ages saying "yes" in each group

were identical or nearly identical,
we would have a basis for concluding
that the picture of the sample
obtained is .wvirtually the same
whether one listens to clients or

to their significant others. This
- type of concurrence would, of course,
be possible even if there were numer-
ous discrepancies between individual
clients and their significant others.

what one would obtain if client and
significant other responses were
- paired randomly rather than correctly.

It is for this purpose that we have
chosen to use kappa selectively
simply to provide an additional
perspegtlve on consistency and agree-
ment by chance; it is difficult for
kappa to be large and significant
when ;the marginals are lopsided
51mply because the probability of
agreement by chance becomes large.
Given an agreement figure 80 to 90%,
we can still be satisified that
clients and their significant others
are saying much the same things,
even if kappa is not 51gn1f cant.
the other hand, we cannot e fully

_ satisfied by.low agreement, figures
even if kappa is large, fgr we would
not be confident using data from
clients and significant thers as if
they were 1nterchangeab @-

1f, on the other hand, one is con-
cerned (as we have been) with.
validity at the individual level of
analysis, attention to paired
responses is required. We have
generally been content to use an-
intuitive standard in judging agree-
ment figures, for we feel.that 70

to 80% or greater- agreement between '
clients and significant others is /
impressive. Moreover, it means that
we would have;confidence, if we were
to conduct correlational analyses
using.either client or significant
other data in its place, that '
findings based on the two groups of"
informants would generally be

similar. However, we can still ask
whether a given agreement figure
really represents agreement beyond

On

We can be most Satlel d if agreement
is high and kappa is high, for then
we have reason to conclude that the
axtent of agreement obtained is
greater than what would be expected.
if responses from the two groups

were paired randomly.




AGREEMENT IN THE COMMUNITY CHILDREN'S chance according to the kappa

SAMPLE BY THE KAPPA CRITERION criterion. B&ll three of these
: questions were simple verbal

questions having to do with

Overall Agreement : .
d teaching skills. For example,

The use of kappa to analyze c y .
agreement yields discouraging results. or the question "Is anybody at

Of 88 client-parent comparisons for Aschggl teaching you about co?king‘
the community children's sample, only now?" agreement was 71.1%, with
11 resulted in agreement which kappa = .42 (p less than .01,
differed significantly from chance one-tailed). The low percentage
(at the .05 level) according to this ~of yes-no questlons for which
standard. ' agreement was significant by this

criterion highlights the conclu-
sion based on the earlier analysis:
Agreement by Question Format yes-no questions do not elicit
Multiple choice questions offering generally valid responses from
discrete response alternatives emerqge mentally retarded respondents.

as the most desirable format when ' However, it should be noted that
kappa is the criterion. All six of the high proportions of "yes"
these multiple choice questions responses on many of these ques-
generated agreement significantly tions mean that a large kappa is
different from chance. TO cite an difficult to obtain.™

example, for the question "Do you
live in a duplex, a house, a trailer
_house, or an apartment building?"
agreemént was 81.6%, with kappa = .44
(p. less than .05, one-tailed). It
is unfortunate that these six ques-
tions all dealt with either the
client's means of transportation to
school or with his/her dwelling place,
‘as these topics were not adequately
treated in other formats. Therefore,
the possibility cannot clearly be
ruleé out that it is these topics,
rather than the question format, which
engender unusually valid responses.
In short, analysis using kappa seems
to recommend discrete multiple choice .
questions even more strongly than did
the previous analysis. However, none
of the five multiple choice questions
‘using quantitative response alter-
natives attained significance
according to the kappa criterion.
Thus the kappas reinforce the con-
clusion that these types of multiple
choice questions are not associated
with high validity of response.

The remaining two comparisons for
which kappa indicates agreement
differing significantly from
‘chance were open-ended questions.
One of the four open-ended factual
duestions, "Most days, how do you
get to school?" resulted in agree-
ment of 85.4% (kappa = .68, p
less than .01, one-tailed). ' The
fact that the content of this
question c01nc1des with the content
of three of the discrete multiple .
choice questions may suggest that
the especially impressive agree-
ment for these questions is at
least partly attributable to ques-
tion content. Additionally, one
of the 30. response categories for
open-ended questions with coded
responses generated agreement sig-
nificantly different from chance
by the kappa criterion. For the
question "Do you play any Sports?
(if yes) what sports do you play?"
the category "basketball" generated
agreement of 75. 0% with kappa = .43
{(p less than .01, one-tailed).

Of the 32 yes-fio questions in this . Given only two significant agree-

sample, only. three generated agree- “ment figures for the 34 client-~

ment significantly different from parent comparisons for the open-
7.14 .
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ended questions, the Kappa analysis sponse breakdowns, often lopsided

does not appear to challenge our ones, among both clients and signif-
" earlier conclusion that open-ended icant others. Whether or not agree-
questions are not particularly . ment exceeds chance expectation is
approprlate for interviews with perhaps less important than whether
mentally retarded respondents. or not clients and significant
Again, however, the high pro- others are in substantial agreement.

portions of "no mention" re- e

sponses among both children and Addltlenal Samples
parents make the probability of Extensive comparisons were made

agreement by chance correspondingly

high . of the responses of.clients and

. ) : attendants in both the institution-

One conclusion based on the intu- alized adult and institutionalized \
itive analysis of agreement is children samples. The vast majority
somewhat in "pposition to the of this information echoed -the con-
conclusions drawn from the kappa clusions stated above. The following
analysis. That is, none of the discussion will examine those in-

eleven either-or questions in this stances in which data from the in-
sample resulted in agreement stitutionalized children or adults
differing significantly from chance either contradic¢ted or supplemented

by the kappa criterion. Because the conclusions drawn from the com- g
our earlier analysis suggested that ~munity children sample. ¢

either-or questions are, along with
discrete multiple choice questions,
‘the most desirable question type,
this observation is problematic.

We can again point out that the
marginals for either-or questions
are lopsided, elevating the standard
for significant agreement. We can
still conclude that agreement is
substantial and that systematic
response biases (e.g., selection
of.the last option) are relatively
weak but we are forced to be more
tentatlve about the merits of
elther—or questions.

Overall Agreement

A total ot 126 questions per—
mitted comparlson of responses given
by institutionalized adults with
responses given by their attendants;
56 questions were asked of both in-
stitutitionalized chlldren and their
attendants. Average agreement
figures for these samples and for
the community.children are compared
in Table 7.7. The overall agreement
figures for the three samples are
remarkably similar, suggesting that °
whether informants are parents or

in! the analyses of agreement in the attendants one can generally expect
remalnlng samples which follow, we mentally retarded persons to agree
will not present kappa statistics. with them slightly less than two-
Our discussions will emphasize the thirds of the time. Where questions
sheer degrees of agreement“obtained of one type were asked of more than
- as well as the: systematic biases one sample, the similarity in agree=-
accounting for:client-significant- ' ..ent figures is impressive. For the
other disagreement. Conclusions most part, the conclusions d;awn from
based on kappa statistics are . analysis of agreement in the commu-
generally parallel from sample to nity children's sample apply equally

sample. Repeatedly we find that to the data from additional samples.
simple questions yield similar re- ' .

-
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Table 7.7: Agreement by Question Type: . All Samples

- # of Questions

% Agreement

5 -

Inst. |

‘ Community Inst. Inst, Community  Inst.
Question type - Children Adults Children Children  Adults Children
Yes-No (vords) 22 62 35 65.7 60.6 63.0
Yes-No A )
(with pictures) 10 10 /1/3 7.5 72.1 60.1
Either-Or . / -
(words only) 7 4 f2 65.6 1.4 '12.3
Either-Or
(pictures) 4 58.1
Multiple choice |
(discrete) 6 719 '
Multiple choice
(quantitative) 5 26 1 24.0 33.2 25.6
Open-Ended (factual) |- 4 4 64.3 8l.¢
Open-Ended(numericél) 1 1.6
Open-Ended (coded |
categories) - 3 19 5 77.9 79.9 72.0

_ ‘ . T
6l 126 - 56 64.5 59.3 - 62.8

13
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ADDITIONAL INFORMATION FROM THE
INSTITUTICNAL SAMPLES

. TYes=No Questions in the Institution-

alized Adult Sample

In the discussion of the commu-
nity chlldren s sample, it was
suggested that a group of questions
to which 50% of the responses of
s1gn1f1cant others were "yes would
give an improved, estimate ‘of re-.
sponse vallley \\;ne simple yes-no-

questions for the \institutionalized
adult sample provide just such an
- estimate. For 22 simple yes-no
questions in the community children
sample, 68.8% of parents' responses
were "yes," and agreement was 65.7%.
For the 44 simple yes-no questions
asked of institutionalized adults,
47.7% of attendants' responses were
"ves," and agreement dropped to
57.7%. 1t is apparent that when
agreement is not inflated by
acquiescence, agreement for yes-no
‘questions is only slightly better
than the 50% that would be expected
if responding by both clients and
their significant others were com-
pletely random.

Rules Questions )

- Eight yes-no questions dealing
with rules ("Are you allowed to stay
up late at night?") were posed of
institutionalized adults and yielded
a pattern of responses quite dif-
ferent from that typifying yes-no
questions in general. For four
questions, the wording was "Is it
against the rules...?" and for the
other four, the wording was "Are
you allowed...?" All questions
dealt with bthav1ors that are

. generally prohlblted. These ques-
ti.ns were paired so that the two
sets Of four dealt with precisely
the same content but were worded
oppositely. Agreement for the "Is
it against the rules...?" questions
was only 53.4%, with‘35.3% of the

'
1

mentioned alternative.

comparisons disagreements in which

the clients respc~ded "no" and the
attendant "yes." Agreement for the
"Are you allowed...?" questions
averaged 79.9%, with 70.3% of com-
parisons agreements in which both
respondents answered "no." It.
appears that questions dealing with
obvious rules and phrased "Are.you
allowed...?" are unusually conducive
to valid responding. By contrast,
respondents appear to have misunder-
stood the "Is it agains®t the
rules...?" questions and may have
responded ."'no" thinking that they
were indicating that the behagior
was not allowed. Even more 1nter—
estingly, agreement for theselques-
tions was clearlynotlnfluenced by
acquiescence.since most agreements
consisted of "no" responses from
pboth client and attendant. Retarded
persons do not acquiesce to-jgst any
yes-no questions. (In fact, here
the correlation between proportion
of attendants responding "yes" and
agreement was ~.75, a direct
reversal of the more usual trend.)
These questions, in combination
with the skills questions discussed
earlier, suggest that the retarded
are most likely to acquiesce when
that is the socially desirable re-
sponse but do not when "no" appears
to be socially desirable. Clients
appeared to have a clear sense that
the activities asked about were
socially unacceptable. ‘

Last-Option Position Bias in
Either-Cr Questions

Within the either-or questions
asked of institutionalized adults,
there was evidence for a weak
position bias on the part of mentally
retarded respondents, who showed a
slight preference for the last-
Asked to
specify whether they are usually
happy or sad, 91.2% of clients re-
sponded "happy" when that was the
last-mentioned alternative, as

7217
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opposed to 84.3% when “"sad" was
mentioned last. When asked if they
are usually alone or with others,

- 64.5% of respondents said "with
others" when that alternative was
mentioned last, as, opposed to

51.5% when " alone” was mentioned
last. This response set tends to
elevate agreement slightly when

the last-mentioned alternative is
the response preferred by attendants.
However, this effect is very small
by comparison with the effects of
acquiescence. Agreement for either-
or questions in the adult institu-
tional sample supported our earlier
conclusion that the validity-of
responses to either-or questions
exceeds the validity of .responses

to yes-no ‘questions.

Open-ended Questions with Preset
Categories

Four questions asked of insti-
tutionalized adults and their
attendants were open-ended questions
for which responses were coded into
one of two preset categories. For
example, all responses to the
question "Who decides how you spend
your ‘money?" were coded into- the
categories "somebody else" or
"client.” Average agreement for
these questions was 81.6%, ranging
from 70.6%to 92.6%.
open-ended question—"HOw many
people sleep in your bedroom?" re-
quired numerical responses and re-
sulted in agreement of only 7.6%.
Ipterviewees were totally unable, to
provide valid answers to this ques=-.
tion.) The average agreement.figure
of 81.6% for the four questions far
exceeds that of 64.3% for the open-
‘ended factual questions in the
community children's sample. It
appears that open-ended questions o
soliciting simple information and
using preset categories may be
more promising than was concluded
on the basis of interviews of
community children. In fact, the

(a fifth 7

unusually high agreement for these
questions casts this format in a
very favorable light, although it

- is still the case that many inter-

viewees cannot answer such questions.

Conclusions

In short, the data from addi-
tional samples modify the conclu-
sions drawn from the community
children sample in a few ways.
First, acquiescence does not occur
to all questions. The "rules"
questions showed that under specific
circumstances, this response bias
can be outweighed by other factors
(possibly a social desirability re-
sponse set). Second, either-or
questions in some cases engender a
last option position bias, which to
some degree reduces the validity of
responses to these questions.
Third, open-ended questions with
preset response categories may be
somewhat more useful than was con-
cluded on the basis of responses
of community children. - In general
the conclusions drawn from the
community children sample are
supported by these further analyses.

Correct-Incorrect Questions as a

_Measure of Response Validity

ALL QUESTIONS

Although client-significant
other agreement served as our basic
measure of response validity, a
number of questions pcsed of mentally
retarded respondents had known
correct answers, allowing for an-
other type of ‘analysis of validity.
of nineteen such questions, the re-
sponses to twelve were coded as
either incorrect, partially correct,
or correct, while responses to the
remaining seven were coded either-
incorrect or correct. For the
entire group of twenty questions,
77.1% of clients' responses were
correct or partially correct. For

the twelve incorrect-partially-correct

" 7.18
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questions, an average of 18.9% of
responses were_incorrect, 19.9%
were partially correct, and 61.2%
were correct. For the seven ques-
tions coded simply incorrect or
correct, an average of 29.7% of
responses were incorrect, and an
average of 70.3% of responses were
correct. Because such average
figures are difficult to conceptu-
alize, these questions are dis-
cussed on a more detailed level
below.

QUESTIONS ASKED OF ALL SAMPLES

Two open-ended questions were
asked in identical form of respon-
dents in the three major samples
included in our study: community,
_children, institutional adults, and
\institutional children. The first
_ question, "What is your full name?"
yielded the results depicted in
Table 7.8. Answers were coded as
partially correct if the respondent
" made an obvious attempt to say
either the first or last name, and
correct if both the first and last
‘names -were stated correctly. 1In
general, the data in Table 7.8

reveal that about three-quarters

of clients wno can answer the
question are able to give their full
names correctly, and another quarter
are able to state either their first
or last name. Only one of the 108
clients who responded appropriately
to this question was unable to give
at least a partially correct answer.
In one sense, this seems sgmewhat
encouraging. However, it is impor-
tant to remember that many clients
were unable to respond to this
question. In fact, when thagse

who were asked but were unrespon-
sive to this question are considered,
only 64.5% of all community chil-"
dren, 40.2% of institutionalized
adults, and 50.0% of institution-
alized children who were asked the
question were able to correctly
state both first .and last names.
Since one's name is in a sense the
most basic piece of information

that anyone possesses, consideration
of this question could perhaps

serve as a sobering foundation for
our thinking regarding interview-
ing retarded persons. If only
around half of mentally retarded
persons can correctly state their

.Table 7.8: Percentage of Correct Responses to "What is your full name?"

Partially
Incorrect Correct Correct
Community children 0.0% 22.9% 77.1%
'(ﬁv,,, .
Institutionalized adults
3.3% 30.0% 66.7%
Institutionalized children \
' 0.0% 26.7% 73.7%
7.19
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full names in response to a direct
question, then the implicatica of
the previous portion of this chap-
ter, that the validity of the re-
sponses of mentally retarded indi-
viduals is frequently minimal and
always in question, is no way’ sur-
prising. The most optimistic in-
terpretation of this information is
that when retarded persons do
respond appropriately to very simple
questions, their responses can be
expected to be at least partially
correct.

additionally, the question "How do
you spell your name?" was asked of
the three samples. 1In response,
74.5% of community children, 71.4%
of institutionalized adults, and
82.8% of institutionalized children
have responses which were at least
partially correct. This information
perhaps pertains more to our re-
spondents' language skills than to
response validity per se.

QUESTIONS ASKED OF TWO SAMPLES

Two additional questions were
included in the interviews with
both community children and institu-
tionalized adults. The first of
these questions, ."Please write your
name for me on this paper," was
again more a test of language skills
than of respcnse validity per se.

Among community children, 77.8% of
respondents gave correct or partially
correct answers, and 60.0% of insti-
tutionalized adults were at least
partially  correct.

The second question was phrased
slightly differently for the two /
samples. "What is your address at
home?" was the wording for the com—
munity children, as opposed to “What
is your address here?" asked of '
institutionalized adults. Responses
of institutionalized clients were
coded correct if they mentloned .
both the institution and the c1ty, and
partially correct if they fentioned
one but not the other. Résponses

of community children were coded
correct if they gave a mailing or
street address, and partially correct
if they gave a street name without a
house number. The fraction of
correct responses, depicted in Table
7.9, gives us another solid insight
regarding the issue of response
validity. This question involves
information which should be readily
available 1»> most persons, but it

was apparently considerably more
difficult than the "name" questions.

ADDITIONAL QUESTIONS

A number of additional factual
questions were asked of only one
sample. Three open-ended questions,

Table 7.9: Percentage of Respondents

Correctly Stating Their Addresses

) Partially .
Incorrect Correct " Correct
Commur:ity children 21.4% 14.3% . 64.3%
Institutionalized
adults ' 25.0% 16.7% 58.3%
7.207



coded incorrect or correct, were
asked of 1nst1tutlonallzed adults.
These three questions, "What month
is your birthday?" "What day is

your birthday?" and "What year

were you born?" resulted in 80.6%,
77.8%, and 64.7% correct responses,
respectively. Again, those clients
who were able to respond appropri-
ately generally gave accurate inf?r—
mation. However, if we take intq
account unresponsive persons, only
28.2% of those clients asked the
question were able to state thelr
day of birth, 48.6% correctly named
the month in which they wexe born,
and only 20.1% correctly nﬁmed their
birth year. In short, méntally re-
tarded respondents are often unable
to correctly answer even very simple
questions, but this inability usually

takes the form of a failure to respond.

appropriately, so that those who do
respond appropriately are likely to
also respond correctly.

Four yes-no questions having known
correct answers, all involving the- .
value of money, were included in the
interview of institutionalized adults.
These questions were included to
assess subjects' understandings of
money concepts. For the questions
"Could you buy some candy with $1002"
"Could you buy-a new kicycle with
$1.00?" "Could you buy a new TV with
$10.00?" and "Could you buy a record
album with $10.002?" the fraction of
correct responses was 38.9%, 60.5%,
27.0%, and 92.3%, respectively. It
is especially interesting to note that
the questions for which the correct
answer was "yes" had by far the
highest fraction of correct responses,
another instance. of the effect of
acquiescence.  This factor makes it
difficult to evaluate the validity of
responses to these questions. The-
fact that 50% of respondents would be
expected to answer these gquestions
correctly by chance and only 27.0%
correctly answered the TV question
casts serious doubt on whether re-

tarded persons can be‘e&pected to,
answer questions ai;yt the value of

money.

Finally, two open-ended questions

were asked only gf the institutional
children. 1In yésponse to the ques-
tion "yhat is /your birthday?" 66.7%

of chlldren/gave correct responses,
27.3% gave/partlally correct responses
and 6.1% gave incorrect responses.

For the. question "What kind of place

_is this?" 61.9% responded correctly

(by referring to the 1nst1tut10n) and
38.1% incorrectly. Once agaln) our
clients showed a clear but llmlted
ability to respond correctly to simple
agnestions, if they can respond;at all;

CONCLUSIONS

As with the agreement data, the
results of these factual questlons
must leave us pessimistic but not
without hope. Mentally retarded

" individuals do tend to respond cor-

rectly to these simple, straight-
‘forward factual questions. Hewever,
a discouragingly high proportlon of
respondents respond 1ncorrect1y when
very fundamental information is re-
quested of them: name, birth date,
address, and so on. Furthermore,
when responsiveness data are con-
sidered in tandem with information
about validity, it is clear that only
a small proportion of retarded persons
can correctly answer even these "easy"
questions. Examples of some of the
difficulties we encountered are in-
cluded in Sample 7.1.  These correct-
incorrect questions provide a succinct
summary of all our data regarding
validiiy, in that they demonstrate
that mentally retarded persons can,
under some circumstances, provide
valid informacion about themselves,
but that the validity of the infor-
mation they can provide can never be
taken for granted.

7.21

139



~ Sample 7.1

A Sampier of Problems in Obtaining Basic Factual Information

1. Q: What is your full name? v
A: (Lifted her foot and pointed to the bottom of shoe, where her name
was written)
2. Q: What is your birthday?
A: I don't know. They got it in the records. I'm 15. I think

it's February.

3. Q: What is your name?
A: My name is Ronnie Peters.
Q: How do you spell your name?
A:  RONKLTUWXYZ '
4, Q: What year were you born?
A: Little Rock.
5. Q: Do you get SSI? ks
A: Whaf?
Q: Do you ge£ ss1? - '
A: SsI? Spell it!! § ' ’ R
6. Q: wWhat is your addre%é\here?
A: 35944234 \‘\
7. - Q: What is your full n%me?\\
A: Huh? I don't got no name.. -
Q: Do you get SSI?.-
A: I gots my bus ticket.
Q: (repeated)
A: I gquess.
Q: Do you have a family?
A: No except my mama and daddy. That'srall I have.
Q: (repeated)
- A: No.

7.22
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Agreement With Parents and
Attendants as an Individual

Characteristic

To provide another perspective
on client-significant other agreement,
we focused on 13 yes-no questions that

were asked in precisely the same form

to institution children, community
chHildren, and institution adults.
Mine of the questions were about par-

ticipation in various chores and were
accompanied by pictures, while the
remaining four were simple verbal
yes-no questions. An agreement scoxe
was calculated for each subject who
had responses paired with significant
other responses on at least half of
the set of 13 questions. The agree-
ment score could range from O ic 100%.
We sought to determine whether agree-

‘ment differed from sample to sample
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Figure 7.2 Agreement with Parent By 1Q Group for I3 Yes~No Questions Used

In Three Samples
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when the same questions were at issue
and to explore individual differences
in the tendency to agree with parents
or attendants.

Figure 7.2 presents the mean agreement
scores for severely,. moderately, and
mildly retarded subjects in eacn of

. the three samples. As the figure in-
dicates, there was some tendency for
agreement w1th significant other to
increase as IQ increased. A 3X3
analysis of variance indicated that
there was a significant difference
between IQ groups (F (2, 129) = 3.62,
p = .03), but’ that. the three samples
were not significantly different
from each other and that IQ group
and sample did not interact. Over-
all, severely retarded persons
agreed with their significant others
70.5% of the time, moderately re-
tarded persons 74.4% of the time,
and mildly retarded persons 79.7% of
the time on these questions.
up t-tests with the three samples
collapsed ind.cated that severely re-
tarded persons were significantly
less likely to agree with their
significant others than were mildly
retarded persons, t (135) = 2.56,p =
.012. Although the interaction he-
tween IQ group and sample was not
significant, there were some varia-
tions in findings from sample to
sample. Among institutionalized
children, the severely retarded
group was definitely deficient in
comparison to the mildly retarded
group, t (42) = 2.66, p = .02. 1In
the communlty children's sample, the
difference between severely retarded
and mildly retarded respondents
approached significance (p = .056).
‘Interestingly,  there were no signifi-
cant IQ group differences in the
adult institution sample, and in
fact agreement scores actually de-
creased slightly as IQ increased.
Altogether, then, this analysis
revealed a tendency for agreement
with significant other to be a func-

Follow-

tion of level of retardation,
although it was certainly not a
strong pattern even though it was
statistically significant. Moreover,
level of agreement did not differ

-greatly from sample to sample;—despite

the fact that the parents of children

. living in the community wight be ex-

pected to be more knowledgeable in-
formants than institution attendants
responsible for many residents. Of
course, it must be borne in mind that
this analysis could only be conducted
on yes-no questions, which, as dis-
cussed previously, often appear to
yield biased answers which -may inflate

.estimates of validity as 1nd1cated by

agreement with significant others.
Nonetheless, for such questions one

can apparently expect agreement with -~

significant others, whether tﬁey are
parents or institution staff, to
average about 75% and to be weakly
but positively related to the
respondent's IQ. .

To show more concretely the levels of
agreement which were obtained, Tables
7.11, 7.12, and 7.13 report for

each sample the percentage of

clients and significant others

saying "yes" to each question and

the percentage of cases in which
answers agreed. As noted in Table
7.12, there was only one instance

in which the kappa statistic indi-
cated agreement beyond the level
expected by chance (cleaning floors
in the adult institution sample).

At the same time, the percentages
agreeing are exceptionally high on
many other questions, and it must

be borne in mind that extremely /
lopsided distributions in which
virtually everyone says "yes" miti-
gate against obtaining statistically
significant agreement. The tables
add still another perspective, for

in some cases, despite relatively

low agreement figures, the proportions
of clients and significant others
saying "yes" are very similar. For

7.24
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Table 7.11: Agreement in Children's Institution Sample ,

% Yes according ,%“Y;; acéorgfﬁq Percent f/
Activity to clients to S0/ Agreeing | Kappa

Watch TV 97.8 97.8 95.6’ -022 .
Listen radio, record player 92.9 100. | | 92.9 A 0217
G to church .1 100, Kl 00

. Count money(knows how) 88;5 42.3 38.4§\ 101
Set table 15.6 95,6 -75.5 | . 081
Do dishes | 90,7 58,1 - 62.8 \\\£145 ‘
‘Clean the £loor L1 9.6 ml| oeo\
T — 63,7 88,4 B1|
ke bed 90.7 0 |0 | a0 '
pick wp stuff 2. o5 86 | -0
Cook on thé stove 61.0 1.3 41,5 015

" Make sandwiches .(food) 89,2 2.3 297 4| .00
Take. out trash / 91.7 79.1 B1.4 164

J 14




|

\
Table 7.12:&j\greement in Conmunity Children's Sample
.

% Yes according | % Yes according percent
Activity : to clients to S0 Agreeing | Kappa
' Watch i | \ 98.21; 100.0 98.2 ~.000
Listen radio, record player | 90.9 109.0 9.9 1,000 |
Go to church | 81.8 85‘."5 B4 |0
. Count monéy (knows how) | | | 80.8 . 61.5\' _ | 539 ' -.0.74
Set table 4,5 76.4 | 72.7 263 |
( Do dishes | 709 2.7 69.1 1,237
Clean the floor 76.4 | 74.5 63.5 .069
N Dust fufniture ‘ : 7.4 78.2 85,5 017
| ke bed | | 8. 0.1 B0 | .
Pick up stuff 8.1 9%.4 8.5 | 08
Cook on the stove , 65.5 2.7 P
Make sandwiches (food) o . 89,1 | 90,9 83.6 | 090
Take out trash : , 83.6 891 | 80.0 157

14,
ERIC

Full Tt Provided by ERIC.
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Table 7.13: Agreement in Adult Institﬁtion Samplé

-

§ Yes according | % Yes according| Percent |
Activity | ~ to clients to S0 | Agreeing | Kappa
Hatch TV 915 | W5 | B | 0%
Listen radio, record player | . 89,7 100.0 89.7 000
Go to church 94,7 | 100.0 9,7 | , .‘ooo
Count money (knows how) 7.9 13 55.1 194
set table | 79.5 769 6.6 4;125
Do dishes | - 189 | 78.9,‘ w1 | .0
Clean the floot we | ws | me | o
__Dust furniture 84’.’2 e 92l BL5 | 1% |
Make bed | | 89.2 94,6 83.8 - | o
Pick up stuff | 88 | 946 78.4 ~,088 .
Cook on the stove | 67.6 | 8.8 ‘35.3' -.003'
hake sandviches (ood) o " 75,0 o4 | 661 | .
_Jake out trash 86.5 | 973 83.86 | ~.047

* 7= 1,77, significant at the .05 lewel,
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example, while institutionalized
adults and their attendants were in
agreement only 61.1% of the time
-about the. client's involvement in
setting the table, the 79.5% of the
clients indicating involvement is
not very different from the 76.9% of
- the attendants indicating involve- ,
ment. °‘In such cases, the implications
“of disagreement between clients and
significant others are not severe if
one is only interested in aggregate
figures, for despite disagreement at
_ the individual level, pictures of
the group emerging from the two
groups of informants are much alike.
~ In other cases, however, it is clear
that one does not obtain the same
information from the two groups of
informants. The most markedly dif-
ferent pictures of the group were
obtained on the questions about
whether the client knows how to count
morey and cooks on the stove. Ac-
cording to the clients themselves,
for example, 88.5% of the institution

children, 80.8% of the community
children, and 71.9% of the institu-
tion adults know how to count money.
The corresponding figures based on
significant other responses were

" only 42.3%, 61.5%, and 31.3%, respec-
tively. Similarly, according to
clients 61.0% of the institution
children, 65.5% of the community
children, and 67.6% of the institu-
tion adults cook on the stove. The
quite different figures provided by
significant others were 7.3%, 53.7%,
and 8.8%, respectively. In both
cases, clients, by saying "yes"
frequently, are apparently over-
stating their involvement. These
figures reinforce once more the
variations in agreement associated .
with individual content areas and
the value of interpreting agreement
from more than one perspective.

CORRELATESIOF AGREEMENT
Given £he fact that acquiescence
on yes-no questions has emerged as

a problem in interviewing the men-.
tally retarded, we attempted to look
at agreement with significant others
in relationship to acquiescence.

We correlated the agreement score
described above with a dichotomous
acquiescence score which simply in-
dicated whether or not a client
responded "yes" to both the question,
"Are you usually happy?" and the ques-
tion, "Are you usually sad?" To.
further explore the nature of agree-
ment with significant other as an
individual characteristic, we also
correlated the agreement measure
with IQ, sex, and a responsiveness
score developed on the basis of 22
items used in all three samples.
Table 7.14 presents these ‘correla-
tions for each of three samples.

Whe: does this table reveal .about
agr¢ment? First, as was indicated
.in the previous discussion, higher .
IQ respondents were more likely to
agree with their significant _others
except in the sample of institution-
alized adults. _Moreover, those
clients who were able to answer a
greater proportion of questions
appropriately were generally more in
agreement with their significant

_ others, although again this relation-

ship does not hold in the adult
sample. (It should be noted that
agreement scores were calculated
only if a client had been able to
respond to at least half the ques-
tions in the set of 13, and the
correlation coefficients are based
only on those subjects who had
scores.) 1In the children's institu-
tion sample only, males were more
likely to agree with significant
others than were. females, while in
the community children's sample this
relationship was reversed. in direc-
tion, and in the adult’ééﬁple non-
existent, leaving us uncertain about
the relationship between sex and
agreement. Finally, in the children's
institution sample, respondents who
acquiesced were significantly less

7.28
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Table 7.14: Correlations of Measures In Three Samples

I0 Sex Agree |Response | Acquiescence

10 Inst. child -.13 L40%% B3 **% ~.40%*
Comm. child - =.02 L33%% L33%* -.30*
Instit. adult ° .03 .02 L31%* -.31%
Sex -.28% -.02 -.02
_ .38%% .11 -.06
-.08 .01 -.14
Agreement W37%% -.32%
.20 . -.13
.07 -.03

Responsiveness —.44%%
=21

—.38%%

*Significant at the .05 level
**Significant at the .01 level

Note: In each cell of the matrix, correlations in order moving downward are for the
institution children, community, and institution adult samples, resﬁectiye]y. Sex

is coded male = 1, female = 2.

likely to agree with their signifi-
cant others, but this negative rela-
tionship was weak in the other
samples. The relationship between
acquiescence and agreement is diffi-
cult to unravel. Lower IQ clients,
while they tend to disagree with
informants, also tend to acquiesce
a great deal, and as we have noted
previously acdquiescence may inflate
agreement if informants often say
"yes." Curiously, relationships
were consistently stronger in pre-

48 . gicted directions in the children's

7.29

institution sample than in other
samples. Generally, trends in the
same direction were evident among
community children, but none of the
relationships held among institu~
tionalized adults. As this table
also indicates, IQ was quite consis~
tently related to responsiveness in
a positive direction and to
acquiescence in a negative direction
(i.e., higher IQ subjects were more
responsive and less likely to acqui-
esce), and similarly, highly respon-
sive subiects were less likely to
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acquiesce than were less responsive
subjects.

Conclusions ,
This chapter has examined the
validity of answers dgiven by mentally
retarded interviewees in two ways; by
‘comparing their answers with parallel

responses given by attendants or
parents, and by comparing their
answers with known fact. As this
analysis has indicated, establishing
whether or not answers are valid,
especially through the first approach,
is problematic. We had no alternative
most of the time but to look at each
question individually and then try to
detect patterns in the data for sets
of questions.

What can we conclude overall? We can
conclude, first of all, that the in-
formation provided by retarded persons
and the information provided by non-
retarded informants about retarded
persons is not necessarily the same.
Indeed, in many cases one would obtain
very different pictures of the needs,
attitudes, and circumstances of re-
tarded citizens from the two types of
respondents. Our data suggest that
their answers match approximately
two-thirds of the time overail. The
implications of this basic finding
are serious. Mental retardation
researchers (and practitioners as
well, in their informal information-
gaﬁhering efforts) have not been
sensitive to this phenomenon. They "
have often relied on one or other
source of information, assuming,.but
only- assuming, that data from the
two sources would be interchange-
able. To give an example, consider
the literatuke on deinstitutionali-

ion, which includes studies

od on client interviews and
studies based on interviews with
institution staff, houseparents,
and other nonretarded informants.
Sstudies based on different sources
of data can be compared, but in view
of the analyses presented here, one

must recognize that findings may .
differ from study to study because
data were collected from different
informants. '

At the outset, we warned that one
can .t always assume that retarded
per:ns are wrong when they disagree
with their parents or attendants.

We did indeed fihd instances in
which retarded persons and their
significant others simply had
legitimate differences of opinion.
However, there were other instances
in which we would point to response
bias on the part of retarded persons
as the cause of disagreement. It is
these latter cases that allow us to
conclude that retarded persons are
sometimes "wrong" in the sense that
their answers do not reflect the
state of things as much as they
reflect the operation of response
sets. The clearest case of all is
the threat to validity of response
to yes-no questiSns represented

by acquiescence. BAs a general rule,
retarded persons and their parents
or attendants agreed on yes-no
questions only to the extent that
parents and attendants happened to
say "yes" frequently, thus matching
the frequent "yes" responses of
clients. This phenomenon raised
serious questions about the very

use of agreement figures as a measure
of validity of response. In short,
we had to take into account the

fact that high agreement was not
necessarily evidence of validity,
not when we could identify other

‘factors such as acquiescence that

were artificially inflating agree-
ment figures. :

We encountered similar problems in
analyzing other types of questions.
For exampl<s, since very few
responses were obtained to open-— .
ended questions calling for enumera-

-tions, hich agreement figures for

categories of response to such ques-
tions generally said little more than
that clients and nonretarded infor-

!
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mants frequently did not mention
something. Thus it must be recognized
that many--of the average agreement
figures presented in this chapter are
misleading indicators of validity of
response. While we have generally
found that retarded people and their
significant others agree about two-
thirds of the time, that

does not mean that responses are
valid about two-thirds of the time.

On the positive side, we did find
either-or questions to have respect-
ably high agreement figures without
the pronounced response bias that
characterized yes-no questions. We
also found high validity of response
to multiple choice questions about
" basic factual information such as
type cf residential setting where
respondents chose among discrete
response alternatives (compared with
extremely low validity for multiple
choice questions with quantitative
response options). And finally we
found relatively high validity for
factual open-ended questions that
required a single answer rather than
requiring enumerations of responses.
At the same time, none of the agree-.
ment figures was high enough that
‘we can be completely confident in the
information obtained from retarded
persons. We must still conclude that
their answers cannot be assumed to \
be valid unless there is evidence ‘
to suppor:t that assumption. The
inability of many retarded persons
to provide basic factual information
such as full name, birth date, and
address simply reinforced that con-
clusion. ’

-problem for yes-no questions.

Is it possible to predict which
retarded persons are likely to pro-
vide valid answers? We attempted

to answer this question by calcu-
lating agreement scores for indi-
viduals reflecting their tendency

to agree with their significant
others on a set of yes-no questions
that were used in 51l three major
samples. We found that children
living in the community were, sur-
prisingly, no more likely to agree
with the.r parents than institution-
alized persons were to agree with
their attendancs, even though we

had expected parents and children

to be more likely to share & common
set of facts and perspectives.

While we found that higher IQ persons
were more likely than lower IQ persons
to agree with significant others, the
relationship was not really strong
enough that one could use it to pre-
dict in advance whose answers will
be valid. This matter needs to be .
explored further, since our findings,
which were restricted to yes-no
questions, might not generalize to
other types of questions, particu-
larly in view of the acquiescence

_ Until
further research is done, one must

be wary of responses given by any
retarded person, especially on the :
kinds of questions that we have found
to elicit biased responses.

\
In the next chapter, we will pursue

fhe topics of response bias and |
response validity through systematic
compxrisons of alternative ques-
ticfiing approaches.

-
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Chapter 8

WHAT INTERVIEWING APPROACHES

A major focus cf this report has
been evaluation of different kinds
of questions according to the cri-
teria of responsiveness, reliability
and validity as.indicated by agree-
ment with parents and attendants.

To facilitate this evaluation, all
of tih= interview schedules used in
the various studies included spe-

cific comparisons of alternative
ways of soliciting-the.-same--infor=:.....

mation, head-to-head competitions
among different formats and phras-
1ngs applied to the same c: ntent
area. These comparisons were done
specifically to identify question—
ing techniques that optimize re-
sponsiveness, reliability, and
validity.

To illustrate the approach"used;
consider the comparison summarized
in Sample 8.1 In comparing two

. questions, in this case a yes-ho

question and a parallel open-ended
question, we first apply a criter=-
ion of responsiveness. We would
generally prefer a question that

ARE MOST USEFUL?

can be ai.zwered by many persons to
one that relatively few can answer.
In the example, the institutional-
ized adults studied found it con-
siderably easier to answer the yes-
no question than to answer the
open-ended question, a finding
which is entirely consistent with
oour analyses of responsiveness as
a function of question format (see
”Chapter 6).. ‘

A second criterion centers on re-
liability in the sense of consis-
tency between answers to the two
alternative questions. The con-
sistency of responses to these two
questions was relatively low.

While that alone does not give us a.
basis for preferring one question

over the other. it is also apparent——-
that there is a systematic trend

in the inconsistericy. Namely, clients
are highly likely to say, "Yes, I
decide," in response to the yes-no
duestion while they are mentioning
someone other than themselves-in
response to the open-ended question.

[
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Sample 8.1

COMPARISON OF ALTERNATIVE FORMATS
Yes-no versus Open-ended
(Do you decide whét chores you do? versus Who decides

what chores you do? -- Adult Institution Sample)

1. Which Questior Yields Higher Responsiveness?

Percent Recponding Appropriately: Yes-no 54.4%

Open-ended 34.5%

2. To What Extent Are Answers Consistent?

With answers coded client decides versus someone else
decides, percent conéistent = 56.3%. All of the rest
‘(43.7%) are instances of "Yes, I decide" on yes-no and
mention of someone else on open-ended--i.e., acquiescence.

3. To What Extent Do Clients knd Significant Other Agree?

For yes-no, 34.6% aoc.<e. Remaining 65.4% are cases in
which client says, "Yes, I decide," while attendant men-
tions someone else in response to open-ended question.

For open-ended, 88.2% agree.

CONCLUS ON: While more subjects can answer the yes-no question,
acquiescence invalidates response. Open-ended -ques-

tion is preferred on giounds of validity.



. ested :

This suggests that acquiescence in
response to the yes-no question is
operating and is inflating the
number of respondents who claim
they make their own decisions.

Finally, we can apply a criterion of
agreement with significant others
(parents or attendants) in decid-
ing which question is the best
approach to use. Due to the acqui-
escence detected in the consistency
analysis, agreement with atter.dants
is lower for the yes-no question
than for the ‘open-ended alternative.
On the basis of the agreement
criterion, the open-ended format

is therefore preferable.

As is true in many of the analyses
to follow, the application of

these three criteria often involves
trade-offs. While the yes—no ques-
tion is to-be preferred on grounds
of responsiveness, it is clearly
deficient on grounds of validity
because of the strong influence

of acquiescence. Since there is

no point in getting answers if

they are not trustworthy as valid
answers, we must ultimately prefer
the open-ended question in this
case. Yet neither alternative is
entirely attractive and use of the
open-ended question will ultimately
mean that data will be obtainable

T Sh1y EEom the fore verbal segment

of the population under study.

The comparisons which follow are
often more complex than the ex-
ample, but they follow the same
general logic. While it will prove
impossible on 'some occasions to
¢learly establish oneyalternative
as -superior to another, we will -~
constantly be trying to determine
which ways of asking questions
ﬁ“b&@r to work best in hopes of
~..+7 vghing empirically bas#
Lccomnendations for persons s.ite
interviewing retarded
individuals for research or program
planning purposes. '

The chapter will consider in turn
three major topics in question de-
sign. First, we will report on

. several comparisons of questions

whose wording differed but whose
formats were the same, asking the
question: To what extent are the
responses given influenced by the
manner in which a question is
worded? Secondly, we will briefly
consider a procedural issue relevant
to the ‘use of open-ended questions:
What are the relative merits of
simply asking the question as op-
posed to asking the question and
then persistently probing with
"What else?" in hopes of eliciting
more information? This question
is significant given our difficul-
ties eliciting much information in
response to open-ended questions.

Finally, we address verhaps the
major question underlying our
studies: Which question formats
appear to be associated with the
greatest responsiveness, relia-
bility and validity of response?

We began our studies predicting

that we would have difficulty get-
ting answers to open-ended questions
and that more structured questioning
approaches might be more effective.
In view of the limited verbal skills
of many retarded persons, we also

wmsggghgmygmgetermine_whether the |

use of pictures in interviewing /
might facilitate answering. Welwill
begin describing our comparisons of
.alternative formats by considering

. the use of the multiple choice for-
mat in gathering information about
activities. WNext, we will consider
yes-no questions, comparing them
with open-ended and either-or for-
mats, as well as assessing the ef-
fects of pictures as a means of
clarifying yes-no questions.Finally,
we will analyze responses

to either-or questions and explore
the potential value of using pic-

tures as response alternatives in

this format.

et
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Most comparisons of alternative.
formats were conducted a number

of times with different content
areas. Because of this repetition,
it would be unwieldy to present all
data comparing two formats. Thus,
we will follow the general strategy
of selecting one comparison con-
sidered to be representative of

the others, and presenting that
comparison in some detail. Other
comparisons of the same type will
be cited brieflv tu supplement in-
formation from the illustrative
comparison. When results are con-
tradictory or inconsistent, - - will
attempt to represent that face ard
explore reasons for it.

Question Wording

Does the way in which a question
is worded affect the ahility of
mentally retarded persons tuo answer
and the kinds of answers they :: ive?
While we devoted more attenticn to

" the effects of question format,

we did compare a few alternative
wordings of questions posed in the
same format. (In the alternative
formats section we will be discuss-
ing several more instances in which,
as part of a broader comparison,
oppositely worded questions with
the same format were evaluated).

USE OF EXAMPLES
Consider first the strategy of
including in a question examples of

the types of responses one is solic-

iting. The use of examples (e.g.,
baseball or football as examples of
the class of sports) might be ex-

pected to aid mentally retarded

persons in understanding a question

by making the question more concrete.

Alternatively, such examples might
bias respondents, leading them to
name the items used as examples
more than they ordlnarlly would.

“only 55.5%0

Illustrative Comparison

Two questions asked institu-
tionalized adults to report if
they played any indoor games, and
if so, which games. One question,
"Do you play any games indoors,
like cards or checkers? (if yes)
Which ones?" gave examples of
indoor games. The other, "Do you
play any games indoors? (if yes)
Which ones?" solicited identical
information but did not use ex-
amples. BAnalysis w1ll be limited
> the effect of examples on re-
sponses to the open-ended portion
of each question.

The use of examples increased
responsiveness to the open-ended
follow-up question. The percentage
responding appropriately was 64.5%
for the question with examples, as
oppos-. to 52.0% for the question
without examples.

The uw+- of examples also influenced
the g&.».'s mentioned in response to
the open-ended question.
ly, only 22,2% of nine adults
responding to both open-ended ques-
tions mentioned checkers after the
plain yes-no question, while 66.7%
mentioned checkers after the ques-
tion in which checkers was included
as an example, yielding a ccnsis-
tency flghre for this category of

wera more likely to mention cards
in response to the questlon in-
cludlng cards as 'an example (55.6%)
than to *he plain question (22.2%),
producing a consistency figure of
only 44.4%, Consistency-for the
remaining categories was generally
high and was achieved primarily by
not mentioning a game both times.
In short, respondents were far

~ more likely to mention a category

if that category was cited as an
example.

and attendant across the seven
citego;sies of response to the open-

8.4
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ended question was 75.5% for the
plain question and 72.4% for the
question with examples. However,
‘percentages of cases in which both
mentioned a category averaged only
10.2% and 4.8%, respectively, with
most categories involving no such
instances. For the critical
categories used as examples, find-
ings were inconsistent. For the
checkers category, the use.of ex-
amples apparently decreased agree-
ment by inducing mentally retarded
respondents to overclaim checkers;
agreement was 85.7% for the plain
gquestion and 60.0% for the question
with examples. In the latter case,
40.0% of client-attendant pairings
involved the client mentioning
checkers while the attendant did
not. This trend was not apparent
for the cards ¢ tegory; agreement
averaged 42.9% after the plain yes-
no question and 53.3% after the
question with examples, and incon-
sistency was mixed rather than
biased in one direction.

Additional Comparisons
- Two other pairs of questions
asked of institutiocnalized adults
_examined the effects of examples.
One pair asked about the client's
- participation .» ~ports, using
_baseball and faoiball as examples
""in"one phrasing. and another asked
about arts and crafts, mentioning
ceramics and painting as examples.
The effect of the use of examples
on responsiveness to the open-ended
follow-up is unclear. For the

crafts question, examples apparently.

increased responsiveness from 41.7%
to 59.3%. Conversely, the sports
.questlon without examples generated
greater responsiveness (75.0%)

than the parallel question with
examples (57.7%).

These additional comparisons did
____support the. finding that citing

_induces overclaiming by mentally

an example increases the frequency
with whi:]* that activity is men-

tioned by mentally retarded persons.
For the four examples used in these
two pairs of questions, 56.1% of
respondents, on the average, men-
tioned the activity when it was
included as an example, versus 44.3%
who mentioned the activity when no
examples were given. The pattern
of inconsistencieés generally re-
flected this bias. toward overre-
porting an activity used as example.

Of these two pairs of questions, only
the sports questions were asked of
attendants. For the football cat-
egory, agreement was 55.6% for

the question with examples and 57.1%
for the plain question. - In both
cases, most disagreements occurred
because the client mentioned foot-
ball and the attend. "t did not.
Results for the baseball category
were far more striking. Agreement
was only 11.1% for the question
with examples, and 77.8% of com-
parisons were inconsistencies in
which the client mentioned baseball
and the attendant did not. For

the plain question, agreement was
far higher (71.4%). Thus, as for
the indoor games questions, the

use of examples decreased agree-
ment for one of the activities

- used as an example but not for

the other.

Conclu51ons

The use of examples in the 1ntro—
ductoxy question had important ef-
fects on clients' responses. Al-
though the effect on responsiveness

to the open-ended follow-up ques-
tion is unclear, examples did in-
crease the likelihood that respon-
dents would mention the example
activities. The existence of this
biasing effect is clear from the
consistency data, and client—-attendant
agreement figures suggest -

that the use of examples sometimes
retarded persons, reducing response
validity T appears that the use

8.°
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of examples with open-ended ques-
tions only added to the problems
inherent in the basic questioning
technique. Examples appeared to
arm interviewees with ready an-
swers that they otherwise would
not have had.

USE OF ALTERNATIVE TERMS

We also examined the issue of
question wording by testing the
extent to which the language used
to phrase a question affects re-
sponses. This strategy was ap-
plied with four pairs of ques-
tions about rules; one member of
each pair asked "Are you allowed
to...?" naming a specific be-
‘havior, while the other member
asked "Is it against the rules
to...?" naming the same behavior.

Illustrative Comparison .

Two such questions, asked of
institutionalized adults, were
MAre you allowed to hit people?"
and "Is it against the rules here
to hit people?” There was no evi-
dence that this difference in
question wording altered respon-
siveness, which was 70.7% for the
"against" wording and 70.2% for
the "allowed" wording.

__Overall con51stency for these dques-—
tions was 43.6%, a figure“lower 7

than that expected if responses
to both questions were random.
The great majority of respondents
(87. 2%) arswered the "31lowed" ques-
tion "no." while responses Were
almost evenly split between "yes"
and "no" in the case of the
"against" wording. A very large
fraction of clients, 46.2%, thus
contradicted themselves by re-
sponding "no" to both questions.
This is in startling contrast to
the more common result, where
acquiescence on opp051tely worded

questions causes a large proportionm -
of "yes-yes" self contradlctlons,

and it suggests that acquiescence
cannot always be expected on yes-
no questions. The most probable
explanation is that in the case

of the."allowed" questlons "no"

“was not only the correct response

(since hitting people is ¢ early
vrohlblted,, but was also a highly
1ngra1ned socially desirable re-
sponse. This response patte;n was
carvied over to the "agalnst" ques—
tions, probably because cllents mis-
understood the -question and bex
lieved that "no" indicated that:
hitting people was forbidden. This
interpretation, admittedly spec-\
ulative, accounts for the dlfferences
in the marginals and the preponder—
ance of "no-no" self contradlctlons.

For the "against" wording, agree- é
ment with significant others was ‘
51.3%. Nearly.all agreement re-
sulted because the client said

"ves" (hitting people is against the
rules) and the attendant concurred.
Almost all disagreements (43.6% of
comparlsons) involved a "no" response
by the client when the attendant
indicated that hitting was forbidden.
This again supports the idea that
many clients misunderstood the
question and attempted, through "no"
responses, to give a socially
desirable response. ’

_For..the."allowed" wordlng, agreement

was 76.3%, with all agreement oc-

.currlng because client and attendant

8.6

both said "no" (not allowed).

Again, the major conclusion is that
these questions; in direct contrast
with the remainder of the yes-no
questions included in our inter-
v1ews, did not give rise to acqui-
escence, perhaps because clients
had internalized strong negative
evaluations of hitting.

Additional Comparisons °
Three additional pairs of ques-

—tions—posed- -of—institutionalized =~

adults pitted "IS it against ...?"

15%



questions against "Are you al-
lowed...?" questions. The activ-
ities involved in these questions
were talling people ugly names,
-leaving without asking, and stay-
~ ing up late at night. Response
patterns to the first two ques-
tions were virtually identical to
those for the "hit people" ques-
tions, but responses to the last
pair of questions differed greatly
from responses to the other three.

Mean responsiveness for the three.
additional "against" questions was
68.4%, compared to 66.1% for the
three "allowed" questions. This
supports the conclusion that oppo-
site wording did not alter respon-
siveness. Consistency figqures for
the "ugly names" and "leave without
asking" questions were 40.0% and
57.2%, respectively, with incon-
sistency predominantly due to re-
sponding "no" to both forms of the
question. Consistency for the
"stay up late" Juestion was 38.2%,
with 23.5% of comparison inconsis-
‘tencies due to saying "yes" both
times, and 38.2% inconsistencies
due to sayiag "no" both times.
Clearly, staying up late is less
strongly prohlblted than the other
behaviors, leading to far more
responses by clients indicating that
staying up late is allowed. It is
Amvxmwlnterestlng,that this_factor reduced

con51stency.

For the three additional "against"
questions, average agreement with
attendants was 54.1%. Agreement
was far higher, averaging 80.8%,

for the "allowed" wording. 1In

the latter case, clients' "no" re-
sponses coincided with the preferred
response of attendants. For the
"against" questions, clients' at-
tempts to indicate prohibition
through ™ic" responses operated in
opposition to attendants' responses,
reducing agreement. This is sup-

"=~ ported by the observation that most—

disagreements for the "against"

— _that_their usual tendencies toward

question (an average of 32.5% of
client-attendant pairings) involved
a "no" response from the client and
a "yes" response by the attendant.

Conclusions \
Both consistency and agreement
for these questions can be easily
interpreted as arising from a 4
strong tendency to say "no" on the .
part of clients. Why does the usual
yea-saying not appear? The simplest
explanation is that there is a strong
motive to give socially desirable
answers; that is, it is highly de-
sirable to express the understanding
that prohibited behaviors are pro-
hibited. This accounts for the high
proportion of "no" responses to
the "allowed" questions. Respondents
appeared to understand the rules well
enough to give a negative response
to negative behavior. Whether they
understood the "allowed" phrasing
is less clear. One must assume that
many clients misunderstood the
"against" questions, believing that
a "no" response was again the way to
express disapprovalof undesirable
behavior. - This interpretation at
least raises the 90551b111ty that
much of the acquiéscence observed
throughout our interviews may be
partially accounted for by social
desirability, for questions were

---typically-worded so that lyes® was. . ......

the socially desirable response.
It may be that a tendency toward
agreement with socially accepted
views (see discussion of Rosen et

.al., 1977) is in fact the general

response set in mentally retarded
persons, and that acquiescence
to most yes-no questions and nay-
saying to the rules questions are.
simply specific manifestations of
that broader tendency.  Alterna-
tively, respondents may have been
so well-versed on the prohibitions
asked about in these questions

acquiescence were overcome.’



Regardlessxof the factors underiy-

1ng clients' responses, one major
conclus1on emerges clearly from
these comparisons:

which-is derived from interviews
‘differs as a function of question
wording. For the four "against"
questions, an average of 61.2% of

clients indicated that the behaviors

are prohibited. For the four

"allowed" questions, an average of .
75.4% of clients indicated that the

behaviors are prohibited.. In

neither case do clients agree fully
with attendants, about 85% of whom
indicated that the stated behaviors
In short, because.,
the responses of mentally retarded

are prohibited.

individuals to yes-no dquestions

are not entirely valid, the picture

of the sample derived from inter-
view data depends largely on how
questions happen to be worded.

SLIGHT CHANGES IN QUESTION WORDING
Serendipity gave us some ingight

into the effects of question wording

that .we would not otherwise haye had.

closely related questions, "
decides what chores you do?)

baseline estimate o
reliability over a S
week was 83.3%. Fof the two .
comparisons betwe¢n the different
wordings of the duestion, consis-
tency flgures wére much lower -
62.6% and 73.3%. While the
**-—~“number—0f—per ons—respenéing“was

‘ the picture of
a group of mentally retarded persons

v\

ures with the 83.3% figure for test-
retest reliability suggests that
’very small changes in question word- -
"ing’'may have effects on clients' re-
sponses.

Agreement figqures for the two "you
do" /questions were 88.2% and 75.0%.
Agreement for the "to do" wording
was/cons1derably lower (70.6%) .
Pozslbly the "to do" question was
more ambiguous.

i

onclusions :
Clearly, even very slight changes
in question WOIleg can have impor-
tant effects on the reliability and
validity of the responses of mentally
. retarded respondents.
|
USE OF QUANTITATIVE QUALIFERS
included in follow-up interviews
" with the severely retarded sample
were five yes-no questions and one
either-or question with picture al-
ternatives, all dealing with whether
or not the client makes his or her bed.

The questions, which used quantita-
tive modifiers to introduce slight
differences in meaning, were as
follows:
Do you always make.your bed here
in the cottage?
Most days, do you make your bed
here in the cottage? .
__Do_you: usually. make.your.bed .
here in/the cjttage?
Do you ‘sometimes make your bed
here in the cottage?
Do, you ever make your bed here
in’ the cottage?
ThlS picture shows a boy/girl
who makes his/her bed here in
* £he cottage. This picture shows
" a boy/girl who does not ever
mzke his/her bed here. Which
boy/girl is most like you?
pPoint to the picture.

Responsiveness for the five yes-no
questions ranged from 79.3% to

small, the comparison of these fig-
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Table 8.1 % "Yes" ke#pohses to Bed-making Questions

|

T i - X ,

Question 1 % Yes N

. -
Always . _)\ 96.0 25
Most days o ‘“ft 100.0 26
Usually 96.2 26
Sometimes 92.0 25
Ever (Yes- no) 100.0 25
Ever (Picture either-or) 77.8 27 ‘
89.7%, averaging 84.4%. There is Conclusions

no indication that responsiveness

differed systematically as a func-
tion of the quantitative modifier

used. Responsiveness for the = -
either-or question using pictures

was 89.7%.

Regarding con51stency, the best
strategy for extracting meaningful
information from these comparisons
is a kind of hlerarchlcal analysis;
1f a client responds "yes" to the
"always" question, then he or she
must necessarily respond "yes" to
the other questions to remain
consistent. Table 8.1 shows the
percentage of "yes" responses to
the six bed-making questions. As
can be seen, no more respo**;ucs
answered "yes" to the "usually"
or "sometimes" question than to the
"always" question. This calls
into question the validity of re-
sponses. Although it is logically
'possible that clients virtually
all make their beds every day, re-
sponses to/the pictorial either-or
question. sugges; otherwise. Be-
cause responses/to these questions
represented su?tle quantitative
differences, agreement with sig-
nificant others is not a useful

index of’ validity.

8.9

Perhaps the conclusion best

justified by the data is that clients

were relatively insensitive to the
guantitative shadings involved in
these questlons-they tended to re-
spond in the affirmative reguardless
of the quantitative modifier used.
This suggests that laborious efforts
to refine questions through quanti-
tative modifiers may not have the
effects that question designers in-
tended them to have.

SPECIFIC VERSUS VAGUE WORDING
Two comparisons of open-ended

follow-up questions in the institution-

allzed adult sample compared general

or vague questlon “wording-with a more

specific wording which restated the

main content of the question. These
comparisons suggested that type of word-
ing had little effect on consistency or
agreement, but had a clear effect on re-

sponsiveness; the specific wording max- -

imized responsiveness.

were asked either "Why do you feel-

that way?" or Why do you feel that way
about living here?" responsiveness to
the follow-up using the, former word-

For example, &s
a follow-up to a question about attitudes
toward, living in the institution, clients

ing was 26.2%, as compared to 54 l% for
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\content of the question.

the latter (more Specific) wording.
Results were identical for a follow-up
question dealing with clients'
attitudes towards the food, with the
respons;yeness figure favorlng the

' more spec1f1cally worded questlon 43.9%

to 30.6%. In short, it is clear
that! if maximizing responsiveness
to-open-ended follow-ups is the
desrred,goal the interviewer should
use lwordings which repeat the main
Thie
strétegy does not appear to lessen
valldxty in any way, and it has the
decidbd advantage of reminding
respohdents of the question content.

THE USE OF PROBES WITH OPEN-ENDED
'QUEsT'ioNs

‘As the data presented thus far
suggesﬁ, the researcher or program

Uplannér:who wishes to interview

- ———to—increase—the-amount—of-informa-

mentally retarded individu