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We are all meaning makers--every one of 

us: children, parents, and teachers. To 

try to make sense, to construct stories, 

and to share them with others in speech 

and in writing is an essential part of 

being human. For those of us who are most 

knowledgeable and more mature--parents and 

teachers--the responsibility is clear: 

to interact with those in our care in such 

a way as to foster and enrich their meaning 

making. 

Gordon Wells 
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ABSTRACT 

Using language as a tool to engage in social activity and 

mediate learning is a human experience. For some, that 

experience is limited as a result of language/learning 

problems or by experiences in environments that have not 

fostered language development. Language minority students 

who have learning disabilities are also challenged to create 

meaning in a language that is not native and that may be 

limited, particularly as it relates to academic learning. 

This study examined the influence of three learning 

environments on the communicative competencies of bilingual 

students with learning disabilities and the influence of 

those environments on the students' learning. Students were 

at least two years below expected grade level in reading. 

During the study, they used their grade level textbooks as 

they engaged in learning Social Studies content. Results 

indicate that dialogic, interactive learning environments 

influence the communicative competencies students 

demonstrate as well as their content learning. 
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CHAPTER 1 

From the moment children enter the classroom setting, 

they are exposed to language interactions that are aimed 

toward learning. In a classroom paradigm, teaching and 

learning occur in an environment of language activity where 

academic success depends on the students' ability to 

interpret a variety of language situations (Bashir, 1989), 

extrapolate meaning, and reformulate knowledge based on the 

newly created meanings. Ripich (1989) contends that 

academic content is mediated by the discourse in the 

classroom and that students need to have the opportunity to 

engage in dialogue that assists them to succeed in the 

classroom. Classroom dialogue facilitates students' 

internalization of the learning processes and their ability 

to mediate knowledge (Englert & Mariage, 1990). 

One of the most important features of language is that 

it regulates thought development and expression (Frauenglas 

& Diaz, 1985; Luria, 1961; Vygotsky, 1934/1986). This 

regulatory feature of language is especially important when 

considering the role of language in learning (Cummins, 1984; 

Green, 1983; Moll & Diaz, 1987) and the social, interactive 

processes inherent in the learning situation (Anderson, 

1984; Moll, 1989, 1990, 1992). Gallimore & Tharp (1990) 

proposed that school concepts develop "through language use 

accompanying joint activity" (p. 193) in settings where the 
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instructional conversation permits students to integrate the 

school concepts to their experiences. The relationship 

between language and academic success becomes critical for 

students with learning disabilities as they attempt to 

mediate and internalize learning through language. Their 

ability to develop meaning is dependent on their ability to 

communicate and interact with peers and adults. 

Bilingual students with learning disabilities have the 

added challenge of trying to process language patterns that 

may be different from home language patterns or may not be 

the students' first language. Yet these students' need to 

communicate, interact, and learn within the dominant 

language is crucial if they are to become productive and 

competitive members of this society. 

Although we can agree that language is important to 

learning, research that has studied language during 

instruction among the bilingual population with learning 

disabilities is limited. Research literature has focused on 

assessment (Cummins, 1984; ortiz & Garcia, 1988; ortiz & 

Maldonano-Colon, 1986; ortiz & Yates, 1988), language of 

instruction (Cummins, 1980; Ortiz, 1984; ortiz & Garcia, 

1990; Willig, 1986), second language learning (Carrasquillo 

& Bonilla, 1990; Cummins, 1984), and policy (Fradd & Vega, 

1987; Garcia & Yates, 1986; ortiz & Yates, 1983). One study 

focused on learning environments and learning (Willig, 
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Swedo, & Ortiz, 1987). The purpose of that study was to 

identify the characteristics of instruction which resulted 

in high task engagement and lead to improved academic 

performance. In the study, four special education. 

classrooms were taped as the teachers provided services to 

elementary, school aged Hispanic children who were limited 

English proficient (LEP). One of the study's findings was 

that the interactive environments which encouraged students' 

expression of their experiences and fostered peer 

collaboration resulted in higher levels of task engagement 
. 

and higher levels of academic performance. 

What appears to be needed is a study of the oral 

language communicative competencies of bilingual students 

with learning disabilities as they learn as well as a study 

that describes the learning environments influencing their 

communication and learning. 
r 

Significance of the Study 

By the year 2000 more than 80% of our population will 

have a language other than or in addition to English. (U.S. 

Census, 1990). Among the language minority groups, the 

Hispanic community is the largest, most rapidly increasing 

group. The Spanish-speaking community is expected to 

increase by 48% and by the year 2080, it is estimated that 

the Hispanic population will increase to 24% of the United 

states population. About 40% of this population will be 



school-aged and younger, with an estimated 1.2 to 1.7 

million limited in their proficiency of English (U.S. 

General Accounting Office, 1987). These are conservative 

estimates that do not represent actual numbers for several 

reasons. First, it is estimated that several million 

Hispanics are traditionally undercounted in the census 

(Schick & Schick, 1991). Second, different states have 

different reporting criteria and not all students with 

limited proficiency in English (LEP) are reported. 
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With the increase in bilingual school-aged children 

will be an increase in the number of bilingual children 

being identified with disabilities and the number of 

bilingual children needing special services in schools (U.S. 

Department of Commerce, 1983). It is expected that these 

students will require more educational and support services 

than the general population (Fradd, 1987). 

How bilingual children with learning disabilities 

communicate and learn within the mainstream English speaking 

society is becoming of vital importance. While most of the 

literature has focused on how to assess LEP and bilingual 

children, particularly for placement purposes, little 

research has focused on methods that deal with the students' 

disabilities as well as take into account their second 

language development. 
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This study will add to the increasing body of research 

that looks at ways of assisting bilingual students with 

learning disabilities attain academic success. 

statement of Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to examine, in three 

content learning environments, the communicative 

competencies of bilingual students with learning 

disabilities. These competencies were manifested in the 

students' pragmatic language behaviors. A secondary aspect 

of this study was to determine whether the content learning 

of these bilingual students with learning disabilities was 

differentially influenced by any of the content learning 

environments being examined. 

Research Questions 

Underlying the purpose of this study are the following 

research questions: 

1. During content area instruction, what are the 

communicative competencies as demonstrated in the pragmatic 

language behaviors of bilingual students with learning 

disabilities during definition content instruction, 

definition interactive content instruction, and interactive 

semantic mapping content instruction? 

2. Is the content area learning of bilingual students 

with learning disabilities influenced by the learning 

environment? 
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Definition of Terms 

Bilingualism: the ability to function in two 

languages. The linguistic skills of language minority 

children can be viewed as a continuum of varying degrees of 

bilingualism (Ortiz, 1984). On one extreme of the continuum 

are students proficient in a language other than English but 

with limited proficiency in English. As we move along the 

continuum proficiency in the English language is increased. 

Communication breakdown behaviors: language behaviors 

observable during communication that result in a breakdown 

of communication and which are associated with possible 

language based academic failure. 

Communication unit: a segment of speech that carries 

meaning which cannot be further divided without loss of 

essential meaning. 

Communicative competency in classroom discourse: 

the student's ability to produce a variety of speech acts in 

diverse classroom speech events that reflect an 

understanding of the setting and purpose of the 

communicative interaction (Bryan, 1986). 

Interactive language behaviors (ILBs): language 

behaviors during which the student interacts with his/her 

own prior knowledge, with a peer, with the teacher, and/or 

with the text regarding a given topic. 



Interactive learning: the process of student 

interaction with adults and peers during learning. It 

represents social interaction between problem-solving and 

practical activity (Vygotsky, 1978) during which 

participants share knowledge and assist each other to 

reconstruct meaning. 

Language mediation: the deliberate action of the 

individual to modify language behavior within the social 

context of the communication process. 
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Language proficiency: the level of skill or the degree 

to which a student exhibits control over the use of 

language. 

pragmatic language: language use and development in 

the context and environment in which it is generated 

(Nicolosi, Harryman, & Kresheck, 1989). 

pragmatic language behaviors: language behaviors 

observable during communication. 

Remediation: a shift in the way the students use the 

mediating device, (i.e. ,language) to convey meaning in the 

learning environment. 

semantic Mapping: a graphic or visual representation 

that reflects ideas, relations among ideas and 

organizational patterns. Activities of semantic mapping 

include: brainstorming, where students predict content and 

share their prior knowledge on a given topic; developing a 
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clue list, where students skim the text including pictures, 

picture captions, titles, headings, and bold print terms to 

find possible important ideas or concepts as identified by 

the author; reading, where students read to justify and 

confirm or modify the predicted content and relationships as 

demonstrated on the map; and review, where students review 

their maps and discuss any modification being made. 

Assumptions 

This study has been driven by the following tenets: 

1. Language is a semiotic system used to create and 

understand meaning. 

2. Language functions as a major medium of instruction 

and knowledge acquisition. 

3. Meaning is context specific and culturally bound. 

4. Oral messages can have multiple meanings depending 

on the context and upon the experiences of the communication 

partners. As a result, meaning is realized interactively 

through the interpretive use of all the characteristics of 

spoken language during the interaction rather than on an a 

priori basis. 

5. The teacher's role in an interactive learning 

environment is two-fold: to facilitate dialogue among all 

participants and to be an active participant in the learning 

process, both as an expert and as a novice. In 

such an environment, the teacher's knowledge is also 
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modified through the knowledge sharing process. 

Limitations 

Researchers who choose to conduct applied research 

studies in schools are faced with problems common to 

classroom-based research. This study was no exception. 

School celebrations, loud-speaker announcements, personal 

issues that arose during the course of instruction and which 

the students chose to discuss are all examples of the 

dynamic nature of classrooms that make tight control of 

interventions difficult to attain. However, such instances 

have not affected the integrity of the study as these 

occurrences are replicated in classrooms throughout our 

schools. Limitations of this study include the following. 

1. This study examined the behaviors of six 

10-year-old bilingual Hispanic students with learning 

disabilities. Results of this study can be generalized only 

to the population studied. 

2. The researcher was also the students' special 

education teacher. At times, decisions of research 

methodology needed to be examined in light of student 

learning needs. 
J 

One of the advantages of applied research, 

however, is that the researcher evaluates procedures during 

intervention on a continuous basis and can make procedural 

modifications when warranted. 
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3. Based on their Individualized Education Program 

(IEP), all students were assigned to the special education 

resource room for 45 minutes four times a day per week. The 

teacher/researcher had additional students on her caseload 

who also had specified time schedules. This situation 

precluded the opportunity to extend lessons, something that 

could be accommodated in the regular classroom. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Review of the Literature 

This chapter presents a review of the literature 

surrounding issues related to language and it's role in 

learning. Specifically, it will present recent work in the 

areas of language functioning and students with learning 

disabilities, classroom dialogue and learning, visual 

organizers as used to facilitate learning, and the concerns 

of teaching bilingual students with learning disabilities. 

Theoretical underpinnings of this study will also be 

presented in this chapter. 

Language Functioning and 

Students with Learning Disabilities 

There are several language factors that can affect 

students' learning in the classroom: the language ability 

the students have, the opportunity to engage in active 

dialogue, and the language being used in the learning 

environment. 

In her extensive work investigating the conversational 

competence of students with learning disabilities, Donahue 

(1985) concluded that learning disabled students demonstrate 

difficulty in assuming an active role in communicative 

situations in the classroom, a factor that may affect 

learning. Malone and Mastropieri (1992) suggest that one of 

the ·most prevalent explanations for the failure of students 
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with learning disabilities to succeed in academic tasks, 

especially reading, is their lack of engagement in active 

learning and in dialogue that facilitates learning. In 

their study, Malone and Mastropieri focused on improving 

reading comprehension and investigated the effectiveness of 

strategies that incorporated talk during learning. During 

intervention, the students were trained to think aloud and 

talk about their thinking. Findings indicated significant 

affect for treatment conditions over the traditional 

instruction. Clearly, students with learning disabilities 

can engage in dialogue that aids learning. 

In a review of 33 studies investigating the language 

skills of learning disabled students, Lapadat (1991) 

concluded that students with learning disabilities 

demonstrated consistent and pervasive deficits in 

conversation when compared with non-disabled peers. 

Furthermore, the deficits appeared to be more attributable 

to underlying language deficits than to insufficient social 

knowledge. The notion of underlying language deficits among 

children with learning disabilities is supported by Swisher 

(1985) who notes that learners rely upon language to store 

and retrieve information necessary to the learning process 

and that students with learning disabilities have difficulty 

in short and long-term memory tasks because of deficient 



language skill. These deficits may significantly impede 

knowledge acquisition and learning. 
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Children with learning disabilities have been found to 

demonstrate poor topic maintenance (Damico, 1985; Donahue & 

Bryan, 1983; Bryan, 1986», failure to ask relevant 

questions (Damico, 1980; Spekman & Roth, 1982), 

inappropriate responses to questions (Damico, 1983; Spinelli 

& Ripich, 1985) in addition to difficulties with the clarity 

of the information they provide such as the use of 

nonspecific vocabulary and failure to provide needed 

information to the listener (Damico & Oller, 1983; 

Carrasquillo, 1990; McCord & Haynes, 1988; Roth & Spekman, 

1985; Lindfors, 1985). 

Classroom Dialogue and Learning 

The role of oral language in learning is not a unique 

concept. Classroom dialogue and communication has been an 

area of research for over 25 years. Much of that research 

has been focused on observing and recording types of talk 

occurring in the classroom. In a review of studies 

examining classroom dialogue, Cazdin (1986) reported that 

the bulk of research has focused on explicating rules 

governing discourse and teacher talk. Palincsar and Klenk 

(1992) noted that 90% of the classroom communication and 

oral interaction in schools are teacher statements and 

instructional talk with limited opportunity for student 



dialogue. If students are to participate in dialogue that 

assists learning, they must be given the opportunity to 

talk. 
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projects that focused on culturally diverse students' 

talk were the Kamehameha Early Education Program (KEEP) in 

Hawaii (Au and Jordan, 1980; Au and Mason, 1981), and the 

work of Taylor and Dorsey (1988) in inner city communities. 

In each project, the students' cultural form of interactive 

communication was studied against the more traditional type 

of classroom communication. 

In the work of Au and Jordan (1980), an innovative 

school program was developed that permitted the students to 

use their interactive, overlapping mode of conversation to 

discuss stories read in the classroom. Teachers were 

trained to frame questions based on students' responses and 

to shift the responsibility for learning from the teacher to 

the students by eliciting information, rather than by giving 

students the answer (Au & Kawakami, 1984). Findings 

demonstrated that the reading achievement of the students 

increased. Au and Mason (1981) used the same program in a 

study examining reading in two different conditions of 

classroom discourse. In one group the students were 

encouraged to interact as they discussed the reading story. 

In the other condition the teacher did not permit such 

interaction. Findings were that the group using 



interactive, culturally familiar discourse demonstrated 

reading achievement higher than the comparison condition. 
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Taylor and Dorsey (1988) interviewed students' parents 

and observed family interactions over time. They were able 

to demonstrate to the teachers students' verbal abilities 

that had not been demonstrated in the classroom and literacy 

experiences in the homes that were not being extended to the 

classroom environment. The study demonstrated that the 

students did have interactive communication skills that were 

not being explored or incorporated in the classroom setting. 

In the KEEP as well as in the Taylor and Dorsey 

projects, examples of students' talk outside the classroom 

setting were presented to teachers and teachers were 

assisted in designing classroom discourse that would 

incorporate students' more familiar language experiences. 

More recently, in a collaborative study between 

teachers and researchers (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 

1992), teachers were trained to observe and interview 

children and their families within the contexts of their 

home and community. This study uncovered funds of knowledge 

and personal interactions that were part of the students' 

sociocultural experiences and that could be used to enhance 

language acquisition and learning during instruction. 

Teachers were trained and encouraged to use these funds of 
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knowledge as part of their curriculum to stimulate students' 

dialogue and participation in the learning process. 

Similarly, the studies of Palincsar and Klenk (1992) 

and Bos and Anders (1989; 1990; 1992) have focused on the 

role of dialogue in learning. 

Palincsar and Klenk (1992) applied the notion of 

dialogic activity with guided instruction as six 1st-grade 

teachers read a story and lead the students in a discussion 

about the story. The instruction was designed for students 

considered to be at-risk for academic difficulty. In the 

guided instruction settings, the teachers engaged in 

reciprocal teaching strategies where students were guided, 

through discussions, to question, summarize, clarify, and 

predict meaning and text. Through dialogue, students and 

teachers explored the content. The study was designed with a 

control group consisting of teachers who used more 

traditional instruction. The control group activity 

consisted of the teacher reading the passage to the students 

and the students responding to specific questions. The 

teachers in the control group did not engage the students in 

discussions about the story. Findings indicate that the 

students in the interactive, guided instruction settings 

significantly outperformed the control group in measures of 

comprehension and in the ability to apply analogical 

information from the texts. 



The work of Bos and Anders (1989) was directed toward 

the use of an interactive teaching strategy to promote 

learning in content areas among students learning 

disabilities. The study, involving students at the 

elementary and junior high school levels, compared the 

short-term and long-term effectiveness of definition 

instruction with interactive strategies (see Bos & Anders, 

1992). During the interactive teaching interventions, 

students engaged in open dialogue for the purposes of 

activating prior knowledge, predicting meaning, and 

confirming and integrating understanding from text. 
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Teachers activated students' prior knowledge regarding each 

of the key chapter concepts and the relationships among the 

concepts by using semantic mapping or semantic feature 

analysis (i.e., charting) as the instructional device. 

Prior to reading, students worked in small instructional 

groups to develop a brainstorm list based on their knowledge 

of the topic, develop a clue list using the textual clues 

such as headings, pictures, highlighted words, and construct 

a map or chart. Students read and then after reading 

revised their map/chart and used it as a study guide for 

writing and taking a content chapter test. During the 

baseline definition instruction interventions, teachers 

identified the key vocabulary and teacher and students 

practiced decoding the vocabulary. The students then found 



meanings for the vocabulary in the dictionary and wrote 

definitions and sentences using the words. Students read 

the chapter and took a test. 

Results indicated a significant gain for students in 

the interactive settings in the area of content knowledge. 

Furthermore, students maintained this learning one month 

after the instruction. 
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In their three-year study, Bos and Anders demonstrated 

that students with learning disabilities not only can be 

taught to use cognitive strategies, but also to engage in 

those activities as learning strategies while working in 

cooperative groups. Central to interactive learning is the 

use of dialogue to guide instruction and learning. It is 

through dialogue that students can use language to construct 

meaning and acquire knowledge. 

Teachers must be familiar with their students' 

language abilities as well as know how to use language for 

instruction. Part of this knowledge is knowing how to use 

language to elicit from the students language behaviors that 

facilitate learning (Bashir and Scavuzzo, 1992). Peck 

(1989) informs us that any assessment or intervention aimed 

toward the language abilities and communicative competencies 

of students must include not only the student but the 

environment and the interactions within the environments. 

He suggests that factors need to be identified within an 
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environment that foster or hinder communicative exchange. 

In a review of literature examining the instructional 

environment of students with learning disabilities, Bulgren 

and Carta (1993) found that the time spent in academic 

responding by students with learning disabilities during 

their regular classroom instruction was only marginally 

different from their academic responding during instruction 

in the special education resource setting. In other words, 

the students did not engage any more in academic talk during 

special education intervention than they did in the regular 

classroom. The authors also reviewed students' off task 

behaviors during instruction. They concluded that students 

with learning disabilities tended to be less on task and 

exhibited more off task behaviors than peers who were not 

learning disabled. In addition, the review findings suggest 

that off task behaviors were negatively correlated with 

academic progress. 

A longitudinal study that investigated time on task and 

the achievement of at risk students demonstrated similar 

results. Greenwood (1991) found that the students performed 

higher on tests of achievement during interventions that 

required students to interactively use language as they 

assisted each other in completing a task. There was more 

time on task and less off task behaviors. 
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Teachers, then, need to find ways of reducing off task 

behaviors as they involve students with learning 

disabilities in learning. It appears that what might make a 

difference in the students' talk is not only the 

instructional setting, but what occurs during instruction. 

Understanding that within a classroom environment 

learning takes place when there is a social interaction 

between problem-solving and practical activity (Vygotsky, 

1978), it would appear that effective strategies to impact 

students' learning may be interactive learning strategies 

that engage students in active learning. In fact, Doyle 

(1986) suggests that the basic element in classroom 

organization is activity during which there occurs a 

reciprocal interaction between learners and teacher. In 

social, interpersonal environments, learners interact with 

peers and adults and bring to the learning environment 

personal cognitive constructs of meanings. As understanding 

and meaning is mediated and expanded within that social 

environment, learning moves to the intrapersonal environment 

of the learner where knowledge and meaning become 

internalized. Thus, the ability to communicate effectively 

becomes of paramount importance in classroom situations if 

students are to succeed. 

Englert, Raphael and Mariage (in press) suggest that 

teachers develop in their instructional environment dialogue 
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communities where students can engage in social and dialogic 

interactions. In such an instructional environment, 

students can calIon cultural experiences to extend learning 

through language activities (Englert & Planincsar, 1991). 

Visual Organizers 

consistent with Swisher's observations (1985), research 

has demonstrated that students with learning disabilities 

demonstrate difficulties with tasks requiring recall and 

organization of verbal material (Wong & Wong, 1977). Much 

of the research on the use of visual organizers has been 

related with reading and text comprehension (see Crank & 

Bulgren, 1993). Various types of visual organizers have 

been developed such as webbing (Lovitt & Burk, 1988; Lenz & 

Bulgren, in press), and mapping (Anders & Bos, 1984; 

Armbruster & Anderson, 1982). Studies examining the 

effectiveness of visual organizers with students who have 

learning disabilities have found that semantic mapping is an 

effective tool for learning content area information. (Bos & 

Anders, 1990; Horton, Lovitt, & Bererud, 1990; Moore, Alouf 

& Needham, 1984; Scanlon, Duran, Reyes, & Gallego, 1992). 

The use of a semantic map is grounded in Ausubel's 

theories of advance visual organizers (Ausubel, 1965). The 

central tenet of the semantic map is that visual and verbal 

organization of the structure provides a relational 

connection of the various parts of a concept into a 



meaningful whole. semantic mapping is a hierarchical, 

visual representation of key ideas and structures and how 

those ideas are related to the main idea or supraordinate 

concept. 

Bilingual students with Learning Disabilities 
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For purposes of this study, the provocative issue of 

bilingualism and second language acquisition is added to the 

question of language and learning. The transitory nature of 

oral communication requires that students process discoursel 

information rapidly and accurately and that they derive 

meaning from what they hear. Students with learning 

disabilities whose comprehension strategies are not well 

developed may struggle with form (e.g., embedded sentences), 

content (e.g., lexical items), or use (e.g.,dialogue). 

Students with learning disabilities who are also acquiring a 

second language have the additional challenge of needing to 

recognize oral information or recognize patterns that may 

not be totally familiar (Wong-Fillmore, 1989). One of the 

many theories of second language acquisition and at present 

the most cited, suggests that it takes five to seven years 

for an individual to master in a second language those 

cognitive language skills necessary for academic success 

(Cummins, 1981). For bilingual students with learning 

disabilities, this time frame may be longer because of their 

additional difficulties with language skills which 
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"precludes rapid progress in second language acquisition" 

(Carrasquillo, 1990, pg. 13). Carrasquillo suggests that 

bilingual students with learning disabilities often do not 

have the needed proficiency in their first language to 

facilitate communication in it, much less develop cognitive 

skills in a second language. In contrast to recommended 

practice, however, bilingual students with learning 

disabilities are exposed to and expected to participate in 

cognitive learning activities in the second language before 

the five to seven year time frame and these students are 

expected to extract appropriate meanings from the content 

they are being taught. 

As a result, teachers of bilingual students with 

learning disabilities need to mediate instruction using as a 

resource those language skills the students do have and to 

integrate language development with content learning. 

Researchers of bilingual students have found that 

intervention aimed toward developing oral language 

competencies is most effective when embedded into the 

context of meaningful social and classroom experiences 

(Beaumont, 1992; Willig, Swedo, & ortiz, 1987; Wong

Fillmore, 1982) and when language is sufficiently 

comprehensible as to provide for communicative interaction 

(Cummins & McNeely, 1987). In his extensive work 

investigating the elements of effective teaching for 
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bilingual students, Tikunoff (1987) states that effective 

instruction is characterized by how the instruction is 

organized and delivered and by consistent "use of active 

teaching behaviors" (p. 100). Tikunoff contents that 

teachers must be aware of their students varying linguistic 

characteristics and integrate language development with 

content learning. 

Theoretical Framework 

This research study is grounded in social learning 

theory, in the sociocultural theory of cognitive 

development, and in the sociolinguistic theory of 

communicative competence. 

Social Learning Theory 

Social learning theorists stress the importance of peer 

interaction in learning and have advocated the integration 

of knowledge in the realities of everyday life (Antia & 

Kreimeyer, 1987; 1990; Bandura, 1977, 1978; Solomon, 

Battistich, & Deluchi, 1990; Dewey, 1990/1936). They 

contend that learning occurs within and among social 

exchanges where interaction fosters hypothesis testing, 

resulting in concept development. 

sociocultural Theory of Cognitive Development 

sociocultural theory as applied to learning and 

cognitive development postulates that learning develops in 

social interaction during practical activity (Vygotsky, 
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1978). Such social interaction between teacher and students 

and among students is central to children's acquisition of 

knowledge where each student brings to the learning 

situation experiences gathered within the cultural context 

of their individual life experience (Moll & Greenberg, 

1990). This experience is then shared with others during 

assisted learning performance. 

The notion of assisted performance is telescoped in 

Vygotsky's "zone of proximal development" where "a child is 

able to do with assistance today [what] she will be able to 

do by herself tomorrow" (Vygotsky, 1986, p. 87). 

sociolinguistic Theory of Communicative Competence 

The term communicative competence is attributed to Dell 

Hymes (1971) who has described and investigated the role of 

situational factors in communication. Communicative 

competence and the ability to engage in interactive learning 

appear to be ingredients necessary for academic success 

(Bashir & Scavuzzo,1992). 

Damico (1991) suggests that the assessment of 

language and communication skills needs to occur within a 

social context and viewed as an integrated system of 

behavior. This integration includes the person and the 

environment. He further contents that communication should 

be assessed as it functions in context. 
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In his work on discourse analysis, Damico (1985) used 

Grice's theoretical framework to identify and organize those 

language behaviors indicative of possible language-based 

academic failure resulting from communication breakdown. 

Grice (1975) is a sociolinguist who developed the 

cooperative principal theory. His theory postulates that 

communication can be accomplished only through the 

cooperative efforts of the communication partners aimed 

toward transmitting meaning. The cooperation is based on 

mutual understanding of the rules governing communication. 

If these rules of communication are not maintained, 

communication breaks down, resulting in a loss of meaning. 

Summary 

Various factors have been presented that influence the 

efficient and effective use of student language in the 

classroom. Short and long-term memory impaired by language 

deficits, ineffective communication skills, a lack of 

opportunity to talk and develop appropriate classroom 

communication skills, and the need to derive meaning in a 

second language when first language skills may also be 

delayed or impaired all appear to preclude the academic 

success of bilingual students with learning disabilities. 

Several studies that have developed instruction 

centered on interactive dialogue among students with 

students and students with teachers have all demonstrated 
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students' positive gains. Likewise, students with learning 

disabilities have been able to engage in cooperative 

interactive activities that resulted in sustained content 

knowledge. 

For the learning disabled student who is also 

bilingual, the challenge to learn is magnified. These 

students have the added task of mediating meaning in a 

second language. Although the student may demonstrate 

surface knowledge of English, there still remains the 

question whether the student has cognitively mastered enough 

of the second language to be academically successful in that 

language. Coupled with this second language issue is the 

influence of the learning disability on the bilingual 

students' ability to learn. For the bilingual student with 

learning disabilities, learning must be context bound with 

ample opportunity to practice new language skills and 

explore new learning concepts in a culturally friendly 

environment. 

Theories of learning that foster such an environment 

are the social learning theory, the sociocultural theory of 

cognitive development, and the sociolinguistic theory of 

communicative competence. The fiber that links these three 

theoretical constructs is their focus on learning as a 

social process. Each stresses the importance of peer 

interaction. 
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Instructional methods that attend to these factors need 

to be developed, implemented, and their results examined. 



CHAPTER 3 

Methodology 

Design 
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The application of a single-subject methodology to 

inquiry was selected for this project for several reasons. 

First was the ability of observing behavior change as it 

occurred versus the focus on outcome behaviors (products). 

Another consideration was the versatility of the single

subject paradigm which allows design change when unforeseen 

conditions or ethical problems are encountered (Stile, 

1993). Finally, the single-subject methodology can be used 

by teachers in their regular classrooms or special education 

settings where observation and evaluation of change over 

time is important in order to validate or modify behavior 

and learning intervention. 

This study used an eight-week multitreatment ABCBC 

design. Three content learning environments were compared 

with one another for the purpose of examining the classroom 

discourse communicative competencies of bilingual students 

with learning disabilities through their pragmatic language 

behaviors. This design was also used to determine whether 

content learning environments influenced students' learning 

outcomes. Each stUdent served as his or her own control. 

Students' communicative competency was determined by two 

measures: 1) by observing five pragmatic language behaviors 
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considered to be indicators of communication breakdown and 

indicators of possible language-based academic problems 

(Damico, 1993), and 2) by observing for evidences of 

interactive language behaviors considered to facilitate 

learning. Language behaviors were observed in three content 

learning environments during social studies lessons in the 

students' resource room setting. These learning 

environments served as the conditions in the research 

design. content area learning was measured through chapter 

vocabulary and comprehension tests. Each lesson was video 

and a~dio taped and observations and codings were made by 

three trained graduate students. Results of the last week 

of intervention for each phase were plotted for graphic 

representation and analysis. 

In this study, Condition A was the baseline phase with 

data collected during definition instruction. This type of 

instruction was chosen because it represented the type of 

instruction most often experienced by the subjects in their 

regular content classes. The students' regular classroom 

teachers were observed and interviewed to confirm that this 

was the type of instruction occurring in all three 

classrooms. During definition instruction, students looked 

up chapter key words and wrote the definition for each word. 

As homework assignments, students were to answer questions 

at the end of the chapter. The teacher and students 
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participated in round-robin reading to confirm or modify 

vocabulary definitions and chapter question responses. The 

students then took a test. 

Condition B was definition interactive instruction. 

In this condition, six behaviors critical to interactive 

instruction were incorporated into the definition teaching 

activity as the teacher activated students' prior knowledge 

regarding the key words before looking at the textbook. 

Definitions were predicted, students were encouraged to 

build on each other's knowledge, and predictions were 

confirmed or modified using the text as one source of 

information. students were encouraged to used additional 

sources such as globes, maps, family, other teachers, and 

other reference materials. 

Condition C was interactive semantic mapping 

instruction. During this condition, students interacted 

with each other and the text as they predicted content and 

text information and organization by constructing semantic 

maps and then confirmed or modified their predictions by 

reviewing the text organization. 

setting 

This investigation was conducted in the Learning Lab 

which is a resource room for all at-risk students in the 

school. The Learning Lab is located in one of the largest 

bilingual elementary schools in Arizona. The school has 
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approximately 800 students from pre-school through sixth 

grade. The school population is approximately 95% Hispanic 

with a limited English speaking population of approximately 

80%. Approximately 4% of the students are Native American 

and the remaining 1% is composed of Black, Anglo, and Asian 

students. The researcher was also the special education, 

Learning Lab teacher in this elementary school and was one 

of three special education teachers in the school. 

Subjects 

Subjects were selected from a group of bilingual 

students with learning disabilities. The students in this 

study were six of 24 students on the special education 

teacher's caseload and were in three different regular 

classrooms. All the subjects were 10 years old and in the 

fourth grade. 

The three male and three female participants were 

identified as learning disabled following state criteria. 

This includes discrepancy between intellectual functioning 

and academic achievement. A further control was used for 

intellectual functioning with a criterion of at least an 85 

IQ standard score. All students were within the average 

range of intelligence as measured by the Weschler 

Intelligence Scale for Children - Revised (WISC-R) 

(Wechsler, 1974). Reading achievement scores on the reading 

cluster of the Woodcock-Johnson Psychoeducational Battery 



(W-J) (Woodcock & Johnson, 1977) indicated that students 

were at least two years below expected levels. Oral 

language achievement scores, also measured by the W-J, 

indicate that the students were functioning below expected 
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age levels. 

status (SES). 

Additional controls were age and socioeconomic 

Information on SES was obtained through 

school records. All the students qualified for free or 

reduced cost lunch. 

All six students were considered bilingual according to 

state criteria (i.e., that the student speak a language 

other than or in addition to English, or that a language 

other than or in addition to English is spoken in the home). 

Level of English proficiency for each student was determined 

based on the Language Assessment Scale (LAS) (DeAvila & 

Duncan, 1981). As used in the school district, the LAS is 

administered to bilingual students to determine student's 

levels of proficiency in English and Spanish oral language 

receptive and expressive skills. Proficiency levels range 

from 1 to 5. A LAS score of 1 indicates that the students 

have little to no oral language skills in the respective 

language. A LAS score of 5 indicates that the student has 

reached proficiency in the respective language's oral 

language skills. Students' academic and oral language 

characteristics are summarized in Table 1. 



45 
Table 1 

Student Demogra12hics 

Tests 

WISC-Ra WJa LAS 

Student VQ PQ FQ RD OL S E 

1 101 102 101 64 83 1 5 

2 94 87 89 64 81 3 3 

3 86 100 91 61 72 2 3 

4 91 98 96 69 80 4 4 

5 81 93 86 65 69 3 4 

6 92 86 88 61 69 4 3 

Note. Students' age = 10 years. WISC-R = Weschler 

Intelligence Scale for Children: Revised; VIQ = verbal IQ; 

PQ = performance IQ; FQ = full scale IQ; WJ = Woodcock-

Johnson Psychoeducational Battery; RD = reading achievement; 

OL = oral language achievement; a= mean is 100, standard 

deviation is 15; LAS = Language Assessment Scales; 

S = spanish; E = English. 
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Following is a brief profile of each student including 

observations made in the regular classroom. 

student 1 (Sl) is a second generation Mexican-American male. 

He lives with his mother, five siblings, grandmother, and 

grandfather, who speaks Spanish. Sl is the third child. He 

speaks only English at home and at school. This student is 

generally quiet during regular classroom instruction. 

However, during small group activity he was observed 

assisting peers follow the teacher's instructions in 

completing a task. His teacher reports that Sl is popular 

with his peers and estimates his reading level to be 

possibly at a first grade level, at best. 

Student 2 (S2) is a first generation Mexican-American 

female. She lives with both parents who work and her two 

siblings. S2 is the youngest child. She had epileptic 

seizures through age 8 and was on medication until age 9. 

Mother reports that S2 has had no seizures for the last two 

years. Both spanish and English are spoken in the home by 

all family members. Although S2 prefers to speak English in 

school, she was observed explaining content concepts in 

Spanish to peers having difficulty understanding English in 

the regular classroom. Her teacher reports that S2 is a 

very quiet and shy girl and often tends to work alone, even 

when assigned to a small group. The teacher estimates that 

S2 is at a primer reading level. 
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student 3 (S3) is a first generation Mexican-American 

female. She lives with her mother, older brother, and her 

maternal grandmother who speaks only Spanish and is the 

caregiver while mother works. Although S3 prefers to speak 

English in school, she was observed speaking in Spanish to 

her mother, grandmother, and to peers. She is alert and has 

an outgoing personality. She was observed talking quietly 

to peers during regular classroom instruction and on three 

occasions her teacher asked S3 to stop talking with her 

peers. The classroom teacher estimates that S3 is on a 

first or second grade reading level. 

Student 4 (S4) is a first generation Mexican-Cuban

American male. He lives with his older brother, foster 

mother who is also his maternal aunt, and her four children. 

S4 speaks Spanish to his foster mother and English is spoken 

among the children in the household. He prefers to speak 

English in school although he was observed speaking Spanish 

to peers during recreation time. S4 has been diagnosed as 

having Attention Deficit Disorder and takes medication three 

~imes a day. He is outspoken and was observed to interrupt 

the regular teacher during the instruction as well as engage 

in conversation with peers during instruction. However, 

teacher reports that S4 is a loner and works alone even when 

assigned to small groups. During a small group activity, 

the teacher asked S4 why he was not working with the group 
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He replied that they would not do the work his way so he 

decided to work alone. The teacher further reports that S4 

has difficulty controlling his temper and that hinders his 

ability to get along with his peers. The teacher estimates 

that his reading is on a second grade level. 

Student 5 (S5) is a second generation Mexican-American 

female. She lives with both parents who work, three 

sisters, and her grandparents. S5 is the youngest child. 

Parents and siblings speak both languages and were observed 

to code switch. Both grandparents speak only Spanish and 

care for the girls while the parents are working. S5 

prefers to speak English in school. The teacher reports 

that S5 is a quiet and reserved girl in class and that she 

is popular among the girls. The teacher estimates that S5 

is at a first grade reading level. 

Student 6 (S6) is a second generation Mexican-American 

male. He lives with his parents who speak both languages, 

and his grandfather who speaks only Spanish. Grandfather is 

the caregiver while both parents work. S6 prefers to speak 

English in school but was observed to speak Spanish during 

classroom instruction. S6 receives Speech/Language therapy 

twice a week. The therapist reports that S6 has language 

difficulties in both spanish and English. They are working 

on temporal concepts (before, after, now, later, etc.). The 

therapist reported that S6 has difficulty with word 
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retrieval. The classroom teacher observed that S6 was 

easily distracted and often needed to be reminded to stay on 

task. She further reports that S6 has several close friends 

in class who help him with his assignments. The teacher 

estimates that S6 is on a second grade reading level. 

Instructional and content Learning Materials 

Students' regular fourth grade social studies 

curriculum textbook was used for instruction in this project 

(States and Regions, Harcourt Brace Jovanovich Publishers, 

1986). The regular teachers were asked not to teach any of 

the content in the units being used in this study. Weekly 

tests were developed to assess vocabulary and comprehension. 

To assess vocabulary, the teacher/researcher used text 

identified key words and words identified as important by 

the teacher/researcher during a content analysis and 

developed a matching portion of the test. In this portion, 

the students matched words to their appropriate definitions. 

Assessment of students' comprehension was tested through 

questions, either taken from the chapter questions found at 

the end of each chapter or developed by the 

teacher/researcher (e.g., "Why did people come to the New 

World?"). Students wrote their responses on the test paper. 

They were told that points would not be deducted for 

spelling errors, but that the teacher needed to be able to 

understand what they were saying in their answers. Two 



students requested to read their responses to the teacher 

after they had written them down. The teacher/researcher 

rewrote the answers, verbatim, ~s the students read to the 

teacher. 

Instructional Procedure 

Baseline: Definition instruction 
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Baseline instruction was used to teach Chapter land 

comprised sessions 1-3 over a one week period. The 

teacher/researcher followed the regular classroom teachers' 

definition instruction. Key vocabulary items were 

vocabulary words as identified in the text in a section 

titled "Key Vocabulary" and words identified by the 

teacher/researcher during a content analysis as important to 

text comprehension. The words were written on the board and 

each was presented in turn to the students. First, the 

teacher read all the words. Next, students were assisted in 

decoding each word. Students were assigned the homework of 

looking up and writing down the definition for each word. 

Part of the text was read following a round-robin format. 

The definition homework was reviewed the next day and 

the remainder of the chapter was read following a round

robin format. Next, the questions at the end of the chapter 

were read by the teacher and students. As each question was 

read, the teacher/researcher paraphrased the question for 

students. Discussion regarding what the question was asking 



continued until the teacher/researcher was confident that 

the students understood the question. The students were 

assigned the homework of answering chapter questions. On 

the third day, students reviewed their homework regarding 

chapter end questions. On Friday, a day following 

instruction but not part of the intervention instruction 

activity, the students were tested for content area 

learning. 
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Condition B1 : Definition interactive instruction 

Definition, interactive instruction was used to teach 

Chapters 2 and 3 and comprised sessions 4-9 over a two week 

period. 

The first week was a training period where the 

teacher/researcher utilized definition instruction coupled 

with interactive teaching by incorporating the critical 

variables of interactive instruction. students were told 

that they would be learning ways of helping each other and 

themselves learn better. During this training phase each 

interactive language behavior was introduced and modelled by 

the teacher/researcher and discussed with the students. In 

the interactive setting the students and teacher engaged in 

mediated discussions as outlined by Bos and Anders (1991). 

The students and teacher explored meanings among the key 

vocabulary items and the concepts presented in the text. 

The teacher/researcher guided the students in finding 
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relationships among the concepts, their prior knowledge, and 

personal experience. That new knowledge was then compared 

with the text. The actual process follows. 

First, the key vocabulary words were written on the 

board. Words were identified as important following the 

same procedure as for definition instruction in Condition A. 

Teacher read the words first. Once a word was read by the 

teacher, the students were asked what they thought the word 

meant (activate prior knowledge; predict meaning). The 

teacher would repeat students' suggestions and at times ask 

them to expand their explanations. students were told that 

they could use someone else's meaning to remind them of 

something they knew about the word (cooperative knowledge 

sharing). When students did not agree on a meaning, the 

teacher asked the students.to remember their meanings and 

they would later see what the authors of the text said about 

the meaning of the particular word (justify, confirm, or 

modify meaning and understanding). The teacher did not move 

on to the next word until all students had an opportunity to 

predict meaning, if they chose to. Students were assigned 

the homework of looking up and writing definitions of each 

word. The class discussed what the word "definition" meant, 

and then brainstormed where they could find the definitions 

for the words . 

. Definition homework was reviewed the next day. 



students explored similarities and differences among their 

definitions and were reminded to find what the authors of 

the text meant by the word. Text reading then followed 

using a classroom round-robin format. Students were 

encouraged to assist each other with decoding words and 

keeping each other on task. Next, with the 

teacher/researcher's assistance as well as with peer 

assistance, students read the questions at the end of the 

chapter and predicted responses. They were assigned the 

homework of answering each question. 
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The next day, students reviewed their homework and were 

asked to justify their answers using the textbook. On 

Friday, a day following instruction but not part of the 

intervention instruction activity, the students were tested 

for content area learning. 

Definition interactive instruction continued during the 

second week. The same procedure was followed except that 

the interactive components were not discussed as separate 

learning devices. Instead, they were incorporated into the 

teaching and learning activities. 

Condition c1 : interactive semantic mapping 

Interactive semantic mapping was used to teach Chapters 

4 and 5 and comprised sessions 10-18 over a three-week 

period. 
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The first week was a training period where the students 

were trained in the use of semantic maps to facilitate 

content area learning as they incorporated the critical 

components of interactive instruction. 

As an introduction to the concept of mapping, the 

students were told that they were going to learn how to 

figure out what the authors of the textbook thought was 

important; that is, what the important points were and that 

this might help them learn the information in the book. The 

class next discussed the concept of maps and how road maps 

helped people find their way from one point or city to 

another. The teacher/researcher then introduced the concept 

of mapping as a way of showing how one idea was connected to 

other ideas. An analogy to detectives using clues to find 

information regarding a case which they needed to solve was 

next used to explain the concept of identifying text clues 

that make text more comprehensible. 

The students were then asked to tell what they knew 

about the topic. They were told that any idea was okay and 

that the activity was called brainstorming. For example, 

when presented with the concept Rivers, the students 

suggested concepts such as water, fish, boats, deep, dry, 

floods. The ideas suggested by the students were written by 

the teacher/researcher on a large sheet of paper 

(approximately 36 inches X 36 inches). The 
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teacher/researcher prompted the students when they initially 

indicated that they could not think of anymore ideas. For 

example, the teacher/researcher asked, "What could you find 

in a river?" The brainstorming activity continued until the 

students could not generate any more ideas. The ideas were 

reviewed by the teacher/researcher, and the paper was put up 

on a classroom wall where the students could see it 

throughout the following sessions. 

The next day the students were reminded of the 

detective analogy and taken through the steps of identifying 

the main idea as presented in the "big title" of the 

chapter. Once they found the big idea, they were asked to 

explain how they knew it was the big idea. The main idea 

was written on the center of a large sheet of paper 

(approximately 36 inches X 36 inches). Next, the students 

were asked to look for "smaller titles" or subheadings. 

Again, they were asked to explain why they thought the 

smaller titles were clues. The smaller titles were then 

written on the paper. The students were next asked to look 

through the chapter and find additional clues. students 

suggested "the dark words" (i.e., bold type) and words found 

in column margins as well as pictures and maps. As each 

suggestion was given, the class would discuss where on the 

map the teacher should write the clue. The 



teacher/researcher guided this discussion, explaining the 

concept of relationships among ideas. 

Next, the students volunteered to read the chapter. 

As the text under each "small title" or subheading was 

completely read, the students were requested to review the 

map and suggest any changes they thought necessary. The 

teacher/researcher guided the activity as the class 

discussed the map and consensus was reached regarding any 

map modifications. 
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During this phase of Condition Cl , it became apparent 

that the students needed additional instruction time on 

Chapter 4 for content learning. They had been focusing on 

the mechanics of developing a semantic map and not on 

content. This posed an ethical dilemma for the 

teacher/researcher: to cut off content instruction after 

135 minutes of instruction time as designed or continue 

toward the goal of student knowledge acquisition. The 

teacher/researcher opted for student knowledge acquisition 

and added an extra week of instruction for Chapter 4. Using 

the same chapter and the map generated by the class, the 

concepts as presented in the text were reviewed. 

During the third week, the teacher/researcher assumed 

the role of facilitator with Chapter 5 as the students 

assumed more responsibility for the classroom dialogue and 

their learning. This last 135 minutes of instruction time 
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was selected for observation, thus maintaining the integrity 

of the study by continuing to collect data during the last 

week of instruction time as designed. On Friday, a day 

following instruction but not part of the intervention 

instruction activity, the students were tested for content 

area learning. 

Condition B2 

Condition B2 consisted of Chapter 6 and comprised 

sessions 19-21 over a one week period. Instruction was the 

same as in the second week of Condition B1 • 

Condition C2 

Condition C2 consisted of Chapter 7 and comprised 

sessions 22-24 over a one week period. Instruction was the 

same as in the third week of Condition C1 • 

Measurement System 

A measurement system was primarily designed to assess 

the student's communicative competencies as related to 

learning and the influence of the learning environment on 

content learning. The measurement system was designed to 

also capture additional language activity in the learning 

environment. Figure 1 provides an overview illustrating the 

dependent measures. 
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Figure 1. Dependent measures. Identification of dependent 

measures relative to target behaviors. 
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students' behaviors were examined for classroom 

discourse communicative competency and content area 

learning. students' classroom discourse was categorized 

into pragmatic language communicative competency, 

management, and other classroom talk. The measure of the 

students' content area learning provided a total percent 

score of their content learning. 

student Behaviors: Classroom Discourse 
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students' communicative competency. Two measures were 

used to assess students' communicative competency: 

frequency of occurrence of students' pragmatic language 

behaviors as either communication breakdown behaviors (CBBs) 

or interactive language behaviors (ILBs). 

Communication breakdown behaviors. In a study with 

bilingual students who had been identified as at risk for 

academic problems, Damico & Oller (1983) were able to 

identify pragmatic language behaviors indicative of possible 

language-based academic problems. These behaviors can 

result in communication breakdown and affect the speaker's 

communicative competency. A list of those behaviors most 

associated with students with learning disabilities and the 

definitions of those behaviors as used in this study are 

provided. 
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Poor topic maintenance. This behavior is characterized 

by the speaker making rapid and inappropriate changes in the 

topic without providing transitional clues to the listener. 

Failure to ask relevant questions. This behavior is 

evident when the individual does not seek clarification of 

information that is unclear. A result is an inappropriate 

response or no response at all. This behavior pattern is 

noted by determining the number of occasions of 

inappropriate responding or nonresponding without 

questioning when the context demanded this behavior for a 

productive communicative interaction. 

Inappropriate response. This behavior is characterized 

by utterances that indicate unpredictable interpretations of 

meaning. This behavior pattern is noted when it appears as 

though the individual were operating on an independent 

discourse agenda. For example, 

Q. What is services? 

R. vietnam. 

Failure to provide significant information to the 

listener. This behavior occurs when the speaker does not 

provide the amount or type of information needed by the 

listener. This behavior pattern is noted by the evidence of 

an ambiguity in the utterance or an apparent message 
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inaccuracy. For example, 

Q. Why did Columbus find the New World? 

R. Because he went there. 

or "Services is something people make." 

Use of nonspecific vocabulary. This behavior is 

evident when the speaker uses terms such as "this," "that," 

"then," "there," pronouns, and possessives when no 

antecedent or referent is available in the verbal context of 

the conversation. In order for the use of nonspecific 

vocabulary to be identified as a problem behavior, the 

listener must not have any way of knowing what is being 

referred to. It must be noted that on occasion the use of 

nonspecific vocabulary may be appropriate. Generic terms 

are sometimes used to gloss over unimportant content. For 

example, 

Q. Why did Columbus want to go to China? 

R. To find silk and stuff. 

In this example, "stuff" would be considered appropriate. 

Generic terms are also appropriate when the speaker and 

listener have shared contextual information. For example, 

if a student says, "That thing (points to a pencil 

sharpener) is goods." 

Interactive language behaviors 

Students' interactive language behaviors were measured 

by observing frequency of occurrence of the five interactive 
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language behaviors identified by Bos and Anders (1992) as 

facilitating knowledge acquisition, and the interactive 

behavior between novice and expert as mirrored in Vygotsky's 

notion of zone of proximal development. These behaviors and 

their definitions are presented. 

Activating and using prior knowledge. Recalling what 

is known or has been experienced regarding a given concept. 

utilizing cooperative knowledge sharing. using others 

in a group as a resource for information and consensus 

building. 

Tying new knowledge to old knowledge. Connecting 

related past knowledge and experiences to each other and to 

new information by identifying similarities and differences. 

predicting and justifying meanings and relationships 

among concepts. Hypothesizing about how ideas relate, 

offering alternatives that may fit, and explaining reasoning 

underlying responses. 

confirming or modifying understanding. Verifying 

understanding of concepts by utilizing text or own 

experiences as a resource. 

Procedural facilitation. Assisting or guiding each 

other through the learning procedure. During procedural 

facilitation, students assist each other learn as they 

assist their peers understand and execute the procedures 

necessary to complete the tasks. 
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Management and other. Because not all classroom 

discourse is related to the content or to the process of 

learning, included were the additional categories of 

Management and Other. Students' discourse not identified as 

CBBs or ILBs was categorized as Management or Other. 

Management talk was characterized by talk that was not 

content related and included talk related to homework, 

requests to use the bathroom or drink water, or managing 

others' behavior such as telling others to sit down, be 

quiet, take a turn at reading, or attend to task. 

The Other category included Oral Reading and Off Task 

Language. 

Student Behaviors: content Area Learning 

Content area learning was measured by weekly tests 

covering chapter vocabulary and content. A content analysis 

of each chapter was made by the teacher/researcher to 

identify important concepts and tests were designed to 

assess vocabulary and comprehension. Tests consisted of 

five vocabulary items to be matched to their respective 

definitions (e.g., mouth = where the river enters the ocean) 

and five comprehension questions (e.g., How do people change 

the desert?) 
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Teacher/Researcher Behavior: Instruction 

In this study it was important to look at the teacher's 

language in regard to the integrity of instruction and in 

regard to the teacher's interaction with the students. 

Teacher/researcher language activity. The 

teacher/researcher's ILBs were measured to address the 

integrity of the instructional conditions and to obtain a 

fuller understanding of the students' discourse. These 

behaviors were similar to the students interactive language 

behaviors, but were initiated by the teacher. 

Teacher/researcher interactive language behaviors and their 

definitions follow. 

Activating students' prior knowledge. Encouraging 

students to recall what they already know or have 

experienced regarding a given concept. 

Encouraging cooperative knowledge sharing. Encouraging 

students to use others in a group as a resource for 

information and consensus building. 

Tying new knowledge to old knowledge. Assisting 

students connect related past knowledge and experiences to 

each other and to new information by identifying 

similarities and differences. 

Encouraging students to predict and justify meanings 

and relationships among concepts. Guiding students in 
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hypothesizing about how ideas relate, offering alternatives 

that may fit, and explaining reasoning underlying responses. 

Confirming or modifying understanding. Guiding 

students in verifying understanding concepts by utilizing 

text, own or students' experiences as a resource. 

Procedural facilitation. Assisting or guiding students 

through the learning procedure. 

Management and other. Because not all teacher talk is 

content specific, other types of teacher language were 

included under the categories of Management or Other. 

Data Coding and Analysis 

Data Coding 

An observational system was developed to obtain data 

from video and audio taped sessions during baseline and 

intervention conditions on the occurrence of pragmatic 

language behaviors: communication breakdown behaviors (CBBs) 

and interactive language behaviors (ILBs). Data were also 

coded for talk categorized as Management or Other which 

included oral reading and off task language. Percent 

correct scores were obtained on content learning through 

weekly tests. Figure 2 presents a reduced copy of the 

coding sheet observers utilized in coding the data. 



--;--I--"'CiliiAm -- ---I 
5rUO(.r D~TA . ! 1 :.. _ 

• JIB mm -T--------------- --:--------------,---. -f·,,-==---.s':I'.)O -__ _ 

1 ... 1~t ... ".: ~;Jl. f"B;~l • .JJ;GC? !'~TUD[.'.DAIA 
I·'~ • ~..,.. ,.,10 .... t .. ~ ... n 1 . ~ , 
r~Q • f Ai ..... I •• slc r .......... nU •• s I' I 
ail - ~""!,rt~ •• r~s"".I.i i ~h'l'al! .(~ . :t"W'oQfI." ""t~JC' 
r,.~.~.n~.t.~ •• W."'f •. ! i po-,?!" . llr~""IN~ .... "" ... 5t~~!.,~ 
N~V •. ~''''~Iflic ~.c:."brl, .. ~.~. "~".i .t"o)lI !"'Uhf\l 

I I I ,."z~~ . - .. t .• .". ~ ;t; "Z 

CU. f'nt (0 IIR t' llSY ';~H~ CU. 

I ~ I ~itn 2 I 
I ! ,';B' I 
• f .;::.~~i. i !,h:: 3 I 

I I 'Ilii I 

2 

~ 

i 
£' 

, 
; .j 
! ! ~ ; 

,::: 
~ 

, 
·c:..nh',.'1"'" ~,,,.~ •. h;r .. 1 

I 

"ACII(R U 1 A 

:Of'fMli'iy r"·II1·tll"~ I 
..:'10 ,It ".:" p . 'I~II.)".", " •• .:1 .. ' t • •. 

.~~Hlt"'60J·'9t 

I 
I 
I 
I 
j 

leu. 

2 

(.' 

7 

~ 

~ 

:1"""" .a. .... _ I.: ''''~ .1 r..... ",.),!, ., .. 1 
~It.., :k·~t .S'I,.-trt-I l"";'!-! tISI"\I , . 

;. 

"1 1 hhl -._,-_. --~'!!-- ----. -- ---- -.- --- ------- ----------- H 

! 

M ........... , 

or 
mhu 

'(.:.r,hr,.ihJ :"rOo.1 
·'of· n,(,-h(v Iu .. lhlah:.nl:"~'t'lt. S 
.ut.,..,..tw,.JIfI-, 
• 1 

rue"",· r 

"' o 

-- ---- .-.. -.. ----------- -_ ... _--_ ....• _._._--- ------_._------- - -----------------------_ .. _-----_ .. -

Figure 2. Observation coding form. 

:lAIIGUAG[ SAHPlIS 

0'1 
0'1 



67 

Each video tape was scripted to identify week, chapter, 

session, and other identifying characteristics such as what 

the teacher/researcher was wearing and who was absent. 

Each session was then observed and communication units were 

identified. Communication units have been identified as 

appropriate for analyzing oral language activity (Bloom and 

Lahey, 1978; Damico, Oller, & storey, 1983; McDonough, 

1987). Each communication unit was coded for students' CBBs 

and ILBs, teacher ILBs, and Management and Other categories 

for both students and teacher. Language samples were noted 

on the coding sheets. 

Rules for segmentation. Segmentation of the language 

interactions was based on a modification of the segmentation 

method suggested by Barrie-Blackley, Musselwhite, and 

Rogister (1978). Each session was segmented into 

communication units (CUs) by the coders as they observed 

each tape. A CU is identified as a segment of speech that 

carries meaning which cannot be further divided without loss 

of essential meaning. The rules for segmentation used by 

the coders were as follows. 

1. A CU did not have to be complete structurally. 

Where are you going? Home. (one CU) 



2. A compound sentence conjoined with "and," "and 

then," or "then" was considered two or more CUs. 

"He sailed from Spain and then he found the new 

world." 
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3. A conjoined sentence in which subject or verb 

deletion has occurred was counted as one 

communication unit. "I read it and wrote it down." 

4. Adjoining occurred within a communication unit and 

it was credited as one communication unit. 

Temporal link: before, after, when, while 

"While they work in a factory, they make goods." 

Causal link: because 

"People come to America because they want to be 

free." 

Conditional link: if 

"If it rains a lot in the desert there could be a 

flood." 

Purposive link: so 

"He left from Spain so he could find China." 

Disjunctive link: instead, although, but, or 

"Instead of finding China, he found a new world." 

Parenthetical comments: 

"Christopher Columbus, born in Italy, really sailed 

for Spain." 



5. False starts, repetitions, revisions, and 

unintelligible units were not credited as 

communication units. 
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6. Partial or unfinished statements that had been cut 

off by another person were not counted as 

communication units. Completed student statements 

that had been temporarily interrupted by another 

were counted. 

7. The first direct quote was counted within the 

original communication unit. Additional direct 

quotes occurring within a single turn were 

considered as separate communication units. 

8. Initial stereotypic responses were credited as one 

communication unit but exact repetitions were not 

counted. "I don't know." 

Data were coded by graduate students who were trained 

by the teacher/researcher and were naive to the design and 

purposes of the study. Coders were trained on rules for 

segmenting dialogue into communication units. They were 

also trained to observe and code the various types of 

discourse with 91% reliability. Reliability was measured by 

looking at coders' point by point recording of observed 

behaviors. Total number of agreements was divided by total 

number of agreements plus disagreements, times 100 (Kazdin, 

1982·) : 
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agreements X 100 = % of reliability 
agreements + disagreements 

content Learning. Students' chapter tests were scored 

for number of items correct. Before scoring completed 

tests, a duplicate copy of the students' tests were made. 

One set was scored by a teacher assistant. The other set 

ylaS scored by a graduate student. Raw scores were then 

converted to percents which generated percent correct 

scores. Mean percent scores were also calculated. 

Interrater reliability was .96. 

Data Analysis 

Data were analyzed by looking at the categories of all 

students' and teacher/researcher's communication units 

across conditions during the last week of the intervention 

conditions. Communication units were analyzed for 675 

minutes of the total 1,080 minutes of instruction time. In 

addition, chapter tests were compared across conditions. 

The following presents the weeks for which data were coded 

and analyzed. 

Week 1 - Baseline data = 135 minutes 

Week 3 - Condition Bl = 135 minutes 

Week 6 - Condition C1 = 135 minutes 

Week 7 - Condition B2 = 135 minutes 

Week 8 - Condition C2 = 135 minutes 
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Instances of occurrences in students' eBBs and ILBs and 

teacher/researcher's ILBs were summed by condition. 

Occurrences of Management and Other were also summed by 

condition. Percent correct score on each chapter test was 

recorded. 

Data were displayed on bar or line graphs and tables. 

The graphs provided an analysis of the relationship between 

variables. Data were analyzed for level stability, level 

change, trend, and power of the interventions. 



CHAPTER 4 

Results 
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The first part of this chapter presents the results for 

Research Question 1 which addressed the communicative 

competencies demonstrated by the students across the 

learning conditions. Group data then individual student 

data are presented. Students' discourse coded under the 

category of Management and their off task language and oral 

reading behaviors coded under the category of Other are also 

presented in this section. Next, the findings of the 

teacher\researcher's interactive language behaviors, which 

were analyzed as a measure of the teaching integrity across 

the different conditions and also to obtain a fuller 

understanding of the students' language behavior are 

presented. Because not all teacher talk was content 

specific, teacher data from the categories of Management and 

Other are reported. Examples of students' and the teacher's 

language are used to further illustrate findings. The 

second part of this chapter presents the results for 

Research Question 2. This question focused on the influence 

of the learning environments on content area learning as 

measured by students' scores on content learning chapter 

tests across conditions. 
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Question 1 

Question 1 addressed students' communicative 

competencies. Group data are followed by individual student 

results. Then teacher/researcher data are presented. 

Group Results 

The communicative competencies of the students were 

measured by their communication breakdown behaviors (eBBs) 

and their interactive language behaviors (ILBs). Data are 

presented for the last three sessions of each condition 

Data were not collected for sessions 4-6 and 10-12 because 

these were training sessions during which the students were 

introduced to interactive learning or semantic mapping, 

observed teacher modelling of the behaviors, and practiced 

incorporating the behaviors during the learning activity. 

Data were not collected for sessions 13-15 because during 

these sessions the students focused their attention on 

learning the mapping technique and not on the content 

presented during that period. Therefore, sessions 13, 14, 

and 15 were used for content area teaching. 

Table 2 presents the students' total oral language 

behaviors across conditions. 



Table 2 

Oral Language Behaviors for All Students Across 

Conditions 

CBBs 

ILBs 

Managm't 

Other 

Off Task 

Oral Rdng 

A 

39 

34 

26 

41 

58 

Conditions 

16 

411 

34 

5 

48 

11 

633 

110 

10 

10 

13 

530 

23 

2 

37 

Total 

19 98 

716 2324 

37 230 

8 66 

18 171 

Note. CBBs = communicative breakdown behaviors; 

ILBs = interactive language behaviors; Managm't = 

management talk; Oral Rdng. = oral reading. 
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Although CBBs were evident in all conditions they 

appeared with more frequency in Condition A when compared to 

any of the interactive conditions (conditions Bl , Cl ' B2 , 

and C2). There was a total of 39 occurrences of CBBs in 

Condition A, 16 in Condition Bl , 11 occurrences in Condition 

Cl ' 13 occurrences in Condition B2 , and 19 occurrences in 

Condition C2 • In comparison to Condition A, this represents 

a 59% decrease of communication breakdown behaviors in 

Condition Bl , a 71.8% decrease in Condition Cl ' a 66.7% 

decrease in Condition B2, and a 51.3% decrease in Condition 

C2• Clearly, the students made less communication errors in 

the interactive conditions than at baseline and the 

occurrence of CBBs across interactive conditions was 

relatively stable. 

Figure 3 illustrates the students' CBBs across sessions 

and across conditions. Within each condition, the range of 

communication units for CBBs ranged from 0 to 20. There was 

a definite upward trend in occurrences of CBBs during 

baseline whereas there was more stability during the 

interactive conditions with a trend toward less occurrences 

of CBBs in Conditions Band C when compared to Condition A. 
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As demonstrated in Table 2, although there were 

evidences of ILBs across all conditions, there were more 

occurrences of ILBs in the interactive conditions when 

compared to baseline. At baseline there were 34 occurrences 

of ILBs. There was a total of 411 occurrences in Condition 

Bl , 633 occurrences in Condition Cl ' 530 in Condition B2, 

and 716 in Condition C2. The learning environment in both 

phases of Condition C appeared to facilitate interactive 

language to a greater degree than in Condition B. The 

difference represents a 35% increase in Condition clover 

Condition Bl and a 26% increase in Condition C2 over 

Condition B2 • 

Figure 4 presents the students' ILBs across sessions 

and across conditions. within each condition, ILBs ranged 

from 1 to 350. In looking at Figure 4, several additional 

patterns are evident in the students' interactive language 

behaviors. During both phases of Condition B, there was a 

declining trend across sessions. On the third session of 

each B condition, the students were reading from their texts 

or homework assignments to confirm or justify their 

understanding of the concepts previously presented. In this 

study, orally reading from text was not coded as an 

interactive language behavior but as Oral Reading (see Table 

2) • 
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It is clear that even though the students were reading 

text, they were also engaged in interactive language during 

the third session. In both phases of Condition C there was 

a decline in interactive language during the second session 

with an increase again during the third session. During the 

second session of Condition C1 and C2' the students were 

reading from the text to identify important concepts that 

they would include on their semantic maps. Like Condition 

B, it is clear that even though the students were reading 

text, they were still engaged in ILBs. Another interesting 

observation is that although both Condition B and Condition 

C maintained the students' patterns of interactive language, 

there was an overall increase in ILBs from Phase 1 (B1 and 

C1 ) to Phase 2 (B2 and C2)of both conditions. 

Table 3 presents the occurrences of CBBs and ILBs for 

all six students by type across conditions. As evident in 

Table 3, the CBBs that occurred with the highest frequency 

was nonspecific vocabulary with 38 occurrences across 

conditions followed by failure to provide information with 

24 occurrences across conditions. These two types of CBBs 

increased from Bl to B2 and a similar increase from C1 to 

C2 • 



Table 3 

Students' Number of Communication Units by Language Type Across 

Conditions 

PTM 

FRO 

IR 

FPI 

NSV 

PK 

CK 

O&N 

P/J 

C/M 

PF 

A 

4 

6 

5 

13 

11 

o 

6 

2 

5 

7 

14 

Note. PTM 

Conditions 

Totals 

Communication Breakdown Behaviors 

2 

1 

5 

2 

6 

2 

3 

1 

2 

3 

o 

o 

o 

3 

10 

Interactive Language Behaviors 

99 

97 

80 

55 

55 

25 

68 

219 

5 

45 

62 

234 

93 

95 

137 

117 

63 

25 

poor topic maintenance; FRO 

o 

6 

1 

4 

8 

54 

226 

9 

42 

95 

249 

8 

16 

12 

24 

38 

355 

643 

233 

264 

282 

547 

failure to ask relevant 

question; IR = inappropriate response; FPI = failure to provide 

information; NSV = nonspecific vocabulary. PK = activating prior 

knowledge; CK = cooperative knowledge sharing; O&N typing old to 

new knowledge; p/J = predicting or justifying; e/M confirming or 

modifying understanding; PF = procedural facilitation. 
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Patterns were also observed in the variability of the 

different ILBs across conditions. For Condition B ILBs were 

distributed most evenly among activating prior knowledge, 

cooperative knowledge sharing, and tying old knowledge to 

new. There was more variability among the behaviors in both 

phases of Condition C, with extremely high frequencies of 

cooperative knowledge sharing and procedural facilitation. 

Tying old knowledge to new knowledge appears to be more 

associated Condition B where as cooperative knowledge 

sharing and procedural facilitation appear more frequently 

in Condition C. 

As evident in Table 2, management talk was highest 

during Condition C1 and was relatively stable across all 

other conditions. During the first phase of Condition C the 

students engaged in approximately three times more 

management talk than during the other conditions. 

Management talk included talk about homework assignments, 

talk to keep peers on task, requests for supplies, solving 

disputes (e.g., S5. "Somebody took my pencil." S3. "Maybe 

you dropped it."); and requests to use the bathroom or drink 

water. 

Figure 5 illustrates occurrences of off task language 

behaviors across conditions. within each condition the 

range of communication units is 1 to 35. 
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Figure 5. Off task language behaviors for all students 

across conditions. 
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There were substantially more occurrences of off task 

language behaviors during baseline across subjects when 

compared to the intervention conditions. There were 41 

occurrences in Condition A, 5 in Condition Bl , 10 in 

Condition Cl ' 2 in Condition B2 , and 8 in Condition C2 • 
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The percent of decrease across the four interactive 

conditions was relatively stable when compared to Condition 

A. However, the percent of decrease in off task behaviors 

was greatest in both phases of Condition B. When compared 

to Condition A, there was a decrease of 87.8% in Condition 

Bl , a 75.6% decrease in Condition Cl , a 95.1% decrease in 

Condition B2 , and an 80.4% decrease in Condition C2 • 

Oral reading was also observed and coded across 

conditions. The highest occurrence for oral reading was 

during Condition A (see Table 2). During the interactive 

conditions, oral reading was highest for both phases of 

Condition B when compared to both phases of Condition C. 

Individual Results 

The following section of this chapter highlights 

individual students' language performance across conditions. 

Table 4 presents individual students' CBBs and ILBs across 

conditions. Figure 6 presents the six individual students 

graphs for CBBs. Data are graphed for each type of CBB 

across conditions. within each condition, communication 

units for each type of CBBs range from 0 to 6. Figure 7 



presents the student graphs illustrating students' ILBs by 

type of ILB across conditions. within each condition, 

communication units for each type of ILB range from a to 

100. 
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Table 4 

Total Communicative Breakdown Behaviors and Total 

Interactive Language Behaviors Across Conditions for 

Each Student 

Conditions 

Student A Total 

Communication Breakdown Behaviors 

1 2 1 2 2 0 7 

2 13 4 1 2 3 23 

3 5 2 1 3 2 13 

4 6 1 4 0 0 11 

5 3 1 0 3 0 7 

6 10 7 3 3 14 37 

Total 39 16 11 13 19 

Interactive Language Behaviors 

1 8 65 126 113 202 514 

2 3 41 56 54 61 215 

3 3 89 124 96 92 404 

4 14 98 100 101 115 428 

5 3 73 169 104 190 539 

6 3 45 58 62 56 224 

Total 34 411 633 530 716 
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Figure 7. Interactive language behaviors by type across 

conditions for each student. 
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student 1. Student 1, along with Student 5, had the 

fewest communication breakdown behaviors (CBBs) in 

comparison to the other students (see Table 4) with a total 

of 7 occurrences of CBBs throughout the eight week period of 

the study. CBBs for Sl were evident in all conditions 

except C2 and were relatively stable across the conditions 

(see Figure 4). Although there were instances of CBBs 

during the interactive conditions, these breakdowns were 

repaired by the student with the assistance of a peer or the 

teacher. For example, during Condition B1 , the class had 

been comparing the concepts of services and goods. In the 

following communication unit the student's response was 

categorized as IR (inappropriate response): 

T. Okay, who can tell us something about services? 

Sl. vietnam. 

This was followed by: 

T. vietnam? What does that have to do with services? 

Sl. My brother was in the service. In the Navy. 

It appeared that Sl was not following the discussion or was 

not understanding the concept of services as discussed in 

class. The concept of the armed services was discussed and 

compared to the concept of services as presented in the 

text. Sl then provided an appropriate example of services: 

Sl. Oh, like when my uncle fixes people's car? 
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In another instance, categorized as FPI (failure to 

provide information) the students were asked to consider the 

differences between goods and services: 

This 

T. Okay. Now you know what goods are and what services 

are. How are they different? What makes them 

different from each other? 

Sl. Cars. (Coded as FPI) 

was followed by: 

S4. Cars? What's cars? 

Sl. Yea. You make cars so it's goods. (Coded as FPI) 

T. So how is goods different from services? 

Sl. You make goods. 

In comparison to the other students, Sl was high in his 

frequency of ILBs (see Table 4), producing 514 ILBs across 

the five conditions, although substantially less in 

Condition A. Patterns across Band C Conditions demonstrate 

that cooperative knowledge sharing and procedural 

facilitation were most frequent during Conditions C1 and C2 • 

Tying old knowledge to new knowledge was most frequent 

during Conditions Bl and B2 • 

Student 2. Student 2, along with Student 6 

demonstrated the highest frequencies of CBBs across 

conditions. For S2 there were substantially more 

occurrences of communication breakdown behaviors during 

Condition A when compared to the four interactive conditions 
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(see Table 4). Although the student engaged in CBBs across 

all conditions, these breakdowns were repaired during the 

intervention when compared with baseline. For example, 

during baseline the teacher had been demonstrating 

Christopher Columbus's voyage on a globe and talking about 

his mistaken route to China, which resulted in his arrival 

in the new world: 

T: S2, why did Christopher Columbus come to the new 

world? 

S2. He did. (Communication unit coded as IR, 

inappropriate response.) 

T. okay. Why did he end up there? What happened that 

he ended up in the new world? 

S1. 'Cause he went there. (Coded as FPI, failure to 

provide information.) 

T. Okay. Why did he corne to the new world? 

S2. To get things. (Coded as NSV, nonspecific 

vocabulary.) 

During Condition B1 the following interaction demonstrates 

how S2 was able to repair her communication breakdown with 

the assistance of others: 

T. Okay S2, can you give me an example of a service? 

S2. Beds. (Coded as IR, inappropriate response.) 

T. How are beds a service? 



S2. My mother makes beds. (Coded as FPI, failure to 

provide information.) 

S5. My mother makes beds for people too. 

T. Okay, but how is that a service? 
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S2. My mother makes beds for the people who stay in the 

hotel. 

Again, similar to S6, S2 had the fewest occurrences of 

ILBs when compared to the other students. There were 

occurrences of ILBs across all conditions with substantially 

fewer ILBs at baseline. Throughout the interactive 

conditions S2 was increasingly able to engage in cooperative 

knowledge sharing with her peers which is in contrast to her 

behavior in regular classroom. For example, during 

Conditions B2 the class had been discussing deserts and Sl 

observed that there were sand dunes in some deserts. S2 

entered the dialogue: 

S2. I see sand dunes when I go to California. 

Sl. Sand dunes? Miss are there sand dunes in 

California? 

S2. I said when I GO to California. I see them from 

the car. 

S5. There ARE sand dunes when you go to California. 

T. S2, why do you think they are sand dunes? 



S2. 'Cause they're hills and they're sand. See? (As 

she points to the picture of sand dunes in the 

textbook) . 

T. We'll be looking at maps of different deserts. 

Let's see if California is part of a desert. 

S2. I think it is. 
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S2 also engaged in high incidences of procedural 

facilitation during which students help each other learn and 

follow procedures for completing tasks. 

Student 3. Similar to S2, there were occurrences of 

communication breakdown behaviors (CBBs) across all 

conditions with a higher frequency at baseline. There were 

more CBBs in both phases of Condition B when compared to 

both phases of Condition C. Although CBBs were repaired in 

the interactive conditions, it was necessary to engage S3 in 

dialogue until the communication was repaired. For example, 

during Condition BI , the students had been talking about 

goods and services. Sl had just finished talking about cars 

as an example of goods: 

S3. My mother does that. (Coded as NSV, nonspecific 

vocabulary). 

S4. She makes cars? 

S3. (Laughing) No. 

T. What does she do? 

S3. Things. (Coded as NSV, nonspecific vocabulary). 
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T. What things does she do, S3? Does she make things? 

S3. (Nodding yes) Boxes. 

Student 3 engaged in three instances of interactive 

language behaviors (ILBs) during baseline with significantly 

more occurrences across the interactive conditions. An 

interesting observation in the interactive language 

behaviors of S3 was her activity in predicting or justifying 

her understanding of concepts during both phases of 

Condition B and Condition C2 • S3 frequently offered her 

ideas on given topics and used classroom resources to 

confirm or modify her knowledge. For example, during 

Condition B1 the class had been discussing how deserts can 

change. 

S3. People change the desert too. 

S4. How can people change the desert? People don't 

move the sand around. 

S3. Yea. Well I think people change the desert. Right, 

Miss ? 

T. Why do you say that? 

S3. Because Tucson was a desert and look how people 

changed it. 

T. How? 

S3. Well we make houses. You don't find houses in 

deserts . 

. S2. Only when people make them. 



S3. Yea. And water too. 

S2. There's water in the desert? Oh, yea. We have 

water. 

S3. And see, in the book, it says that people bring 

water to the desert. 

T. How do they do that, S3. 

S3. It says by canals and irri ••. 

S4. Irrigation. It says they bring irrigation. 

S3. See, people change the desert. 
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This dialogue is in contrast to her language behavior during 

baseline which was characterized by short responses or by 

shrugging her shoulders. Although very willing to read her 

homework assignments to the class, she was reluctant to 

engage in dialogue. 

Student 4. There were six occurrences of communication 

breakdown behaviors during baseline and a total of five 

occurrences in the interactive conditions (see Table 4). 

During baseline S4 spoke out of turn, blurted out answers, 

interrupted his peers, and would not respond when asked to 

clarify comments. 

S4 engaged in 14 occurrences of interactive 

language behaviors during baseline, which is higher than any 

of the other students. However, the highest frequency was 

during session 1 with 10 occurrences, followed by 2 

occurrences in session two and one occurrence in session 3. 



He quickly settled into the expected pattern of behavior 

during baseline. 

95 

During the interactive conditions S4 demonstrated high 

frequencies of ILBs in cooperative knowledge sharing and 

using his prior knowledge on topics. For example, during 

Condition Bl the class was discussing the concept of laws 

and courts: 

S1-

S4. 

T. 

S4. 

Some people go to court to say that the police beat 

them up. 

They say that the police broke the law. 

What does that mean, "broke the law?" 

When you do something the law says you can't do; 

something like hold up a store or use a gun. The 

law says a police can't hit somebody or use their 

gun unless somebody does it first. 

T. Does what first? 

S4. Break the law. 

S4 also worked with his peers in completing tasks. This was 

evident during both phases of Condition Band C. S4 quickly 

became the leader in his group, organized their task, and 

assigned responsibilities. He worked with his group during 

all sessions of both interactive conditions. 

student 5. Along with Sl, Student 5 had the lowest 

frequency of CBBs when compared with the other students. 

There were evidences of CBBs at baseline and in Condition B2 
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with three occurrences during baseline and three occurrences 

during Condition B2 • 

ILBs were evident in all conditions with more 

occurrences in the interactive conditions when compared to 

baseline. When compared to the other students, S5 

demonstrated the highest frequency of total ILBs with only 

three during baseline. During all the interactive 

conditions, S5 emerged as her group organizer. She assigned 

tasks, distributed work to be completed, and assisted peers 

in identifying and completing their particular tasks as well 

as modifying their understanding of concepts. For example, 

during Condition C2, the students were preparing their maps 

for class presentation: 

S2. I'm not sure where to put this (her summary of a 

picture in the text). 

S5. Where did you find it? 

S2. Here. On the page. (Indicated picture on a page.) 

S5. What number is it under? (Chapter subheadings were 

numbered in the text book, e.g., 2. How Deserts 

Change.) 

S2. It was with two, 'Who ... How deserts chan .•. ' 

S5. Change. So put it with number two (on the map). 

See, here. I put number two here. 

S3. I'm doing the pictures. 
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S5. No. She's doing the pictures. You're doing all 

the dark words. See? There. You wrote down the 

dark words on your paper. It goes with number one. 

Now do number two. 

S3. Oh, yea. I got dark words. 

T. Don't forget you all need to know what the dark 

words mean. I mean everybody in your group has to 

know them. 

S5. Yea. We know them. 

Subject 6. S6 had the highest occurrence of CBBs 

across conditions when compared to the other students (see 

Table 4) with 10 occurrences during baseline and 14 

occurrences during Condition C2• In Condition Bl he had 

seven occurrences and three occurrences each in Conditions 

B2 and C1 • Across conditions, he had 17 CBBs coded as 

nonspecific vocabulary. 

ILBs were evident in all conditions with fewest 

occurrences at baseline. similar to S2, S6 had the lowest 

occurrences of total ILBs when compared to the other 

students, with three ILBs in Condition A. 

An interesting behavior of this student is how he 

engaged in cooperative knowledge sharing during which he 

would incorporate peers' language to expand his thought 

expression. For example, during Condition Bl 

Student 1 had been talking about cars: 



86. My dad does on cars too. (Coded as nonspecific 

vocabulary and failure to provide information). 

84. What? He fixes cars? 

86. Yea. Fixes with the thing. Fire. (Coded as 

nonspecific vocabulary.) 

T. with what? 

98 

82. Oh yea. My uncle has one. You know, you hold it and 

make fire. 

86. Make fire to fix things. Together. (Coded as 

nonspecific vocabulary.) 

84. To put things together? 

81. Yea. When you have to put two things together. 

86. Miss , what you call that? When you put 

two things together. He uses something like ... 

82. Uses metal. 

86. Yea. Use fire to put two things together with 

metal. 

T. Welding. Does your father use a welding torch? 

86. Yea. He's a welder. 

82. My uncle has a welding torch. 

Teacher/Researcher Interactive Language Behaviors 

The teacher/researcher's ILBs were collected across 

conditions. Teacher ILBs were analyzed as a measure of the 

integrity of the intervention. Table 5 presents the 

occurrences of the teacher's ILB by type of behavior. 



Table 5 

Teacher's Communication units Across Conditions 

ILBs 

Managm't 

Totals 

A 

31 

35 

66 

101 

21 

122 

Conditions 

117 

54 

171 

108 

9 

117 

85 

16 

101 

Note. ILBs = interactive language behaviors; 

Managm't = management talk. 

99 
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For this measure there should be substantially fewer 

ILBs in Condition A than in the interactive conditions. 

This is demonstrated in Table 5. Overall, the teacher had 

approximately 3 to 4 times more ILBs in the interactive 

conditions than in baseline. 

An interesting pattern in ILBs for both phases of 

Conditions Band C parallels patterns found in the students' 

ILBs. Higher frequencies of ILBs were evident for tying old 

knowledge to new knowledge during Condition B than during 

Condition C. There were also higher frequencies of 

procedural facilitation during Conditions C1 and C2 as the 

teacher/researcher moved into the role of facilitator and 

assisted the students during the strategy learning process. 

The number of occurrences in both phases of Condition B for 

procedural facilitation remained constant for the teacher. 

During baseline, the 67% of the ILBs were in procedural 

facilitation. Procedural facilitation includes talk that 

explains the process of completing assignments. For 

example, during Condition A the teacher was talking about 

definitions: 

T. You'll be looking up the definitions for the key 

words and writing them down for homework. Where 

can you find definitions? 

54. In a dictionary? 
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T. Yes in a dictionary. You can also use the glossary 

in the back of your books. Look for the glossary 

section in the back of your books. 

Who found it? (Several students raised their 

hands). Show us where you found it. Who else found 

it? 

In contrast to the students' data in occurrences of 

cooperative knowledge sharing, cooperative knowledge sharing 

in the teacher's ILBs demonstrated the lowest frequency of 

occurrence. Occurrences for all other ILBs were relatively 

stable. 

Table 6 presents the teacher's communication units for 

ILBs and management across conditions. All teacher's talk 

not coded as ILB fell under the category of management. 

There were higher frequencies of management talk in 

Condition C1 when compared to the other conditions. 

However, by C2 the frequencies of management talk were much 

lower. Similarly, there were less occurrences of management 

talk in B2 than in B1 - There were less occurrences of 

management talk in both phases of Condition B and in C2 than 

in Condition A. 



Table 6 

Teacher's Interactive Language Behaviors by Type 

Across Conditions 

ILBs 

PK 

CK 

O&N 

P/J 

C/M 

PF 

Totals 

A 

1 

1 

o 

4 

4 

21 

31 

22 

6 

10 

25 

24 

14 

101 

Conditions 

Total 

22 13 16 74 

6 6 5 24 

6 24 3 43 

22 26 13 90 

21 25 18 92 

40 14 30 119 

117 108 85 
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Note. PK = activiting students' prior knowledge; CK = 

encouraging students to participate in cooperative knowledge 

sharing; O&N = typing old knowledge to new knowledge; P/J = 

encouraging students to predit or justify understanding; 

CIM = encouraging students to confirm or modify 

understanding of concepts; PF = procedural facilitation. 
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Regarding the overall communication occurring in the 

classroom during instruction, there was considerably more 

student communication than teacher talk during the 

interactive condition when compared to baseline. In 

calculating the total communication for students, CBB units 

were not included because they represent communication 

breakdowns and did not convey meaning. Oral Reading units 

were not included because they represent verbatim reading 

from text. During the interactive conditions, students' 

talk totaled 80.4% of the communication units whereas the 

teacher's talk totaled 16.3%, an approximate 5:1 ratio of 

student talk to teacher talk. At baseline, the students 

totaled 60.4% of the total communication whereas the teacher 

totaled 39.5% for an approximate 2:1 ratio of student talk 

to teacher talk. A further analysis of the students' 

classroom discourse reveals that during tile interactive 

oonditions, only .7% of the students' talk was off task 

language. In contrast, during baseline students 

demonstrated 24.5% of off task language behaviors. As a 

result, although students demonstrated 60.4% of total 

classroom talk during baseline, 24.5% of that talk was off 

task. 
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Question 2 

The following portion of this chapter presents the 

results for Research Question 2 that addressed the influence 

of the learning environments on content learning as measured 

by students' scores on chapter tests. 

Table 7 demonstrates individual students' performance 

on the content chapter tests. Each students' percent 

correct scores and the mean percent score for each test are 

presented. The mean score at baseline was 41.6%. Scores 

generated during the intervention conditions resulted in a 

mean score of 90% for Condition B1 , 76.6% for Condition C1 ' 

94.1% for Condition B2 , and 77.5% for Condition C2 • 

Results indicate that overall, students earned higher 

scores on tests of content learning during the interactive 

conditions than at baseline. While there were no passing 

grades for the students during Condition A, all students 

obtained passing grades during the interactive conditions. 

Except for S4, students obtained higher grades during 

Condition B than during Condition C. One student, S4, 

scored consistently across intervention conditions with an 

improvement in Condition C1 • 



Table 7 105 

Chapter Test Percent Correct and Mean Percent Correct Scores 

by Subject 

Condition 

Students A B1 C1 B2 C2 

% % % % % 

1 55 95 75 100 85 

2 35 80 75 95 75 

3 45 95 70 90 70 

4 65 85 100 85 85 

5 15 100 75 100 75 

6 35 85 65 95 75 

x % 41. 6 90 76.6 94.1 77.5 



Summary 

In response to Question 1, a clear pattern of 

communicative competencies were demonstrated across the 

three learning environments. 
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1. Although there were relatively few occurrences of 

CBBs across all conditions for all students, they were most 

prevalent in definition instruction. The exception was S6 

who had most occurrences during Condition C2• As mentioned 

in S6's profile in Chapter 3, he was receiving 

speech/language therapy. 

2. In the interactive conditions, students were able 

to repair communication breakdowns as they engaged in 

dialogue with peers or the teacher. 

3. The most frequent type of CBB demonstrated was 

nonspecific vocabulary. 

4. There were much higher occurrences of interactive 

language behaviors for all students during the interactive 

conditions when compared to baseline. 

5. In studying the profile of ILBs across interactive 

conditions (conditions B and C), patterns for the types of 

ILBs were evident. Occurrences of cooperative knowledge 

sharing and procedural facilitation were more frequent in 

Condition C across all students. The trend toward more 

occurrences of tying old knowledge to new knowledge in 

Condition B was also evident. In studying the profile of 
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ILBs across interactive conditions, there was more 

variability among the ILBs in Condition C and more stability 

in behaviors in Condition B. This pattern was evident for 

all students. 

6. Students engaged in more oral reading during 

baseline than during the interactive conditions. 

7. There were fewer off task language behaviors during 

the interactive conditions than during baseline. Although 

there were less off task language behaviors during Condition 

B than during Condition C, the difference was not 

substantial. 

8. There were more teacher/researcher ILBs during the 

interactive conditions than at baseline. ILBs were 

relatively stable across conditions within language types 

except for tying old knowledge to new and for procedural 

facilitation. For these two language types, the pattern of 

the teacher/researcher's language behavior were similar to 

that of the students. There were more occurrences of tying 

old knowledge to new knowledge for Condition B and more 

occurrences of procedural facilitation for Condition C. 

9. The teacher and students had the highest 

occurrences of management talk in Condition C1 followed by 

dramatically lower frequencies in Condition C2 • 
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In response to Question 2 that examined the effects of 

the learning environments on students' learning, it was 

found that overall, students earned higher scores on tests 

of content learning during the interactive conditions than 

at baseline. While there were no passing grades across 

students during Condition A, all students obtained passing 

grades during the interactive conditions. Except for 84, 

students obtained higher grades during Condition B than 

during Condition C. Overall, the interactive conditions had 

more positive effects on learning than did Condition A. 



CHAPTER 5 

Discussion 

This chapter will discuss findings of the study, 

discuss limitations of the study, suggest future research 

agendas, and explore implications for teachers. 

General Discussion 
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Findings demonstrated that there were less occurrences 

of pragmatic language behaviors at baseline with more 

incidences of communication breakdown behaviors (CBBs) and 

fewer occurrences of interactive language behaviors (ILBs) 

when compared with the interactive conditions. This 

suggests that communicative competencies of the stUdents 

appeared to be at risk. The highest frequencies of 

communication breakdown were in nonspecific vocabulary and 

failure to provide information. This is consistent with the 

suggestions of Swisher (1985) regarding poor memory skills 

among students with learning disabilities and the findings 

of McCord & Haynes (1988) regarding the pragmatic 

difficulties of these students. In addition, two students, 

S2 and S6, were exhibiting high frequencies of language 

behaviors indicative of possible language disorders during 

baseline. Overall, students appeared to be unable to 

mediate their learning. Students' content chapter test 

scores (ranging from 15 percent to 65 percent) during 

Condition A would appear to support such a conclusion. 
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Damico (1985) calls for observing students' pragmatic 

language behaviors in social settings such as the classroom 

and this work supports such observations. Two of the 

students in this study, S2 and S6, did demonstrate pragmatic 

language difficulties. Student 6 was receiving 

speech/language therapy and Student 2 was observed by the 

Speech/Language Pathologist and subsequently referred for 

speech/language evaluation by her classroom teacher. 

However, by studying the students' language across 

different learning environments, as was the case in this 

study, a different picture of the students' actual language 

abilities is evident. During interactive learning 

environments, the students demonstrated much more use of 

ILBs and were more capable of repairing the CBBs. 

It would appear that observing students' language in a 

classroom environment is not enough. There must be ample 

opportunity for the students to engage in classroom 

discourse so as to demonstrate the full range of their 

language skills. Peck (1989) and Ripich (1989) have 

indicated the importance of assessing the classroom 

environment as well as the student. One of the factors to 

assess is whether the students have ample opportunity to 

develop and use language skills that facilitate learning. 

During the intervention condition, the students were able to 

repair their CBBS, including nonspecific vocabulary and 
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failure to provide information with the assistance of peers 

or the teacher. 

Findings from this study also support Vygotsky's notion 

of mediated learning through assisted performance. 

Throughout the interactive conditions, the students used 

language to arrive at meaning with the assistance of more 

able others. Students engaged in cooperative knowledge 

sharing as they assisted each other learn and in procedural 

facilitation as they assisted each other complete tasks. 

This was evident during Condition C where the students were 

increasingly responsible for their learning and where the 

learning process was more complex. Similar to the students 

in the Malone and Mastorpiere study (1992), the students in 

this project used language to enhance learning by talking 

about what they were doing and by taking charge of their 

learning. They were willing to take risks and predict 

meaning and sought to confirm or modify that meaning during 

reading. Furthermore, consistent with the performance of 

the bilingual students with learning disabilities in the Bos 

and Anders study (1989) and with the findings of Reyes 

(1990), the students in this study were independently 

engaged in language during social and practical activity 

that has been identified with interactive learning. In 

addition, they did not need constant prompting from the 

teaoher. This is evident from the differences in the amount 
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of student talk when compared to teacher talk during the 

intervention conditions. For example, the teacher engaged 

in less talk that prompted students' cooperative knowledge 

sharing when compared to other types of teacher ILBs. Yet 

students engaged in very high frequencies of cooperative 

knowledge sharing as was evident by their language 

behaviors. 

This study also supports the notion that interactive 

teacher talk appears to more important than the frequency of 

teacher talk. Palincsar and Klenk (1992) demonstrated this 

to be true in their work with young children and it is 

supported in this present study. What appears to be 

important is that the teacher talk and questions permit 

students the opportunity to internalize what is being 

discussed in the classroom on the social interpersonal level 

and with assistance, move those concepts to the more 

intrapersonal level. This critical student/teacher talk 

(Mariage, 1993) was evident throughout the interactive 

conditions. Similarly, during the interactive conditions 

the teacher/researcher engaged the students in activities 

that assisted them in activating what they already knew and 

then using that knowledge to mediate what was occurring in 

the classroom. As a result, the students were able to 

incorporate what was being learned in the interpersonal 



environment into their intrapersonal cognitive level and 

thus create new meaning and understanding. 
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As demonstrated in this study, the learning environment 

the teacher designs is of paramount importance to students' 

learning. students need to be able to utilize abilities and 

knowledge they already have to arrive at new learning which 

could not be arrived at without the assistance of others. 

This notion of working with more expert others is important 

because it is through cooperative knowledge sharing that 

knowledge is extended beyond what the students could do 

alone. Students are free to explore ideas and concepts not 

otherwise available to them (Moll & Greenberg, 1990). This 

does not happen by the chance. The learning environment 

must be purposefully structured for these events to occur. 

This idea is in line with the premise that teachers need to 

foster a discourse community (Englert, Raphael & Mariage, in 

press) where students can use language to extract meaning 

from text. In such a community, students integrate their 

own cultural experiences and knowledge into the 

instructional activity (Englert & Palincsar, 1991). 

Such a learning environment is especially important for 

bilingual students with learning disabilities. These 

students often bring to the learning environment experiences 

that may be different from those of school and texts, but 

which could be used to assist students gain new knowledge. 



This was evident during this study as the students talked 

about their own and their families' experiences and tied 

that information into discussions on text concepts. As a 

result, text information was made comprehensible. 
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Another important consideration in teaching bilingual 

students with learning disabilities is their language 

development. This study supports the idea that language 

learning can be facilitated when it is embedded into the 

context of content as children learn (Tikunoff, 1987; 

Cummins, 1984; Wong-Filmore, 1987). It further suggests 

that it is possible to develop students' cognitive academic 

language skills (CALPS) as they learn content. This was 

especially critical for Student 6 in the study. Although 

his dominant language was spanish, since second grade S6 was 

placed in a regular classroom where instruction was in 

English. Besides having language difficulties in both 

languages and receiving speech/language therapy, S6 was also 

having difficulties in learning content as demonstrated in 

his classroom performance and grades. It appears that 

interactive learning addressed his needs in both areas. 

Students demonstrated fewer off task behaviors in the 

interactive environments. Even though among the interactive 

conditions there were more off task language behaviors, 

during Condition C, when the students were working more 

independently, were more engaged in student-guided activity, 
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and there was less teacher talk, there still was less off 

task language behaviors than during the more teacher 

controlled Condition A. It would appear that the students 

were highly engaged in the business of learning during the 

interactive conditions. 

An interesting finding of this study was that more time 

reading orally from text did not result in better test 

scores. There was more oral reading in Condition A than in 

any of the interactive conditions. What the students did 

during the interactive conditions was to use the text to 

justify, confirm, or modify their learning. It appears that 

how students use text information may influence learning 

more than oral reading from the text. 

This study also supports the comprehensible input 

hypothesis which proposes that students must be able to 

"understand in order to learn" (Fradd & Tikunoff, 1987, p. 

135). Students were able to master concepts and text that 

was considered to be beyond their mastery level. The 

interactive environments provided a context for content 

learning where personal experiences and knowledge were 

incorporated into the learning situation. 

The students in this study learned much more content 

information during the interactive conditions than during 

the baseline condition as demonstrated by the test scores. 

Test scores were slightly higher during Condition B when 
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compared to Condition C. The students took tests on grade 

level material and were able to demonstrate learning. The 

grades received during the interactive conditions were not 

the grades to which they had become accustomed. They 

proudly took home the tests for their families to see. Sl 

summed his feelings regarding his good grades when he asked, 

"Hey, Miss ___ , could you put this grade on my report 

card?" 

Limitations 

In addition to the limitations identified at the 

beginning of this study, additional limitations were 

observed. 

A possible limitation to the internal validity of this 

design could be design order effect. That is, the influence 

of one intervention condition on the results of subsequent 

conditions. Limitation was addressed by the inclusion of a 

second replication of conditions B (B2 ) and C (C2 ). 

During Condition B only one new factor was introduced. 

That is, the students were already familiar with the 

definition method of instruction and they were introduced to 

interactive learning. They had opportunity to practice the 

use of the interactive language behaviors in an 

instructional method they already knew. In contrast, during 

Condition C students were introduced to a new instructional 

method (semantic mapping) and were expected to apply the 
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newly learned interactive language behavior. Although 

chapter test scores demonstrate that the students did indeed 

learn substantially more than in the definition instruction 

without interactive learning, one wonders what the extent of 

learning would have been if the students had more time to 

internalize and integrate the new interactive learnipg 

behaviors with the instructional method of semantic mapping. 

Another limitation was that the teacher/researcher did 

not fully incorporate the students' first language into the 

learning environment. The teacher/researcher had observed 

that all but one of the students were capable of engaging in 

Spanish dialogue. Although the teacher/researcher initially 

used Spanish to clarify concepts, the students chose to 

engage in English and use the English language to clarify 

concepts. The teacher/researcher, therefore, did not pursue 

the use of Spanish in the classroom. It is not certain that 

the students would have engaged more in Spanish if the 

teacher/researcher had continued to use Spanish. However, 

it would have been interesting to observe what would have 

occurred and certainly would have assisted the students 

extend their knowledge in Spanish. 

suggestions for Future Research 

Further research is needed regarding the effectiveness 

of these learning environments with students who have less 

proficiency in English than did the students in this study. 



Environments that assist more limited English proficient 

students develop their cognitive academic language skills 

(CALPS) in English need to be identified. 
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Another question that needs to be addressed is how the 

interactive environments of this study could be used in the 

regular classroom. That is, what needs to occur in the 

regular classroom that would prompt stude~ts with learning 

disabilities to exhibit behaviors similar to those behaviors 

demonstrated in the interactive conditions of this study? 

It was evident that some interactive languag~ ~

were more associated with one interactive environment than 

with another. This notion needs to be investigated to 

identify those differences and how the different language 

behaviors can be used to enhance learning in different 

settings. 

It would also be interesting to observe whether the 

patterns of interactive language behaviors changed over time 

as the students became more comfortable with the interactive 

language behaviors. 

strategic teacher talk was an important factor in this 

study. Further research is warranted that identifies the 

amount and type of talk that truly assists students' moving 

from an interpersonal level to the internalized, 

intrapersonal level. In line with teacher talk, research 
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that assists teachers in examining their own talk and 

finding ways of changing that talk would appear beneficial. 

Finally, more research is needed that investigates how 

to foster biliteracy among dual language students after they 

have made the choice not to use their native language during 

classroom learning. 

Recommendations for Teaching 

Teachers need to be more aware of their students' 

abilities to engage in social interaction during learning 

and incorporate that resource into instruction. 

During the interactive environments in this study, students 

engaged in social activities that they had demonstrated 

while observed in the regular classroom, but which had not 

been incorporated into instruction by the regular classroom 

teacher. 

While bilingual students with learning disabilities may 

be able to use grade level texts for learning, they must be 

provided with an environment that will afford them the 

opportunity to learn how to use texts to extract 

understanding and how to share their knowledge with others. 

Teachers need to change from didactic teaching to 

instruction where they act as facilitators to students as 

students learn. 

Teachers must be willing to create learning 

environments that foster meaning making, affect students' 
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language use by extending rather than restricting their 

language abilities, increase student interactive dialogue, 

and reduce off task language. Within such an environment, 

students are assisted by the teacher and each other as they 

move within their individual zones of development. This 

study demonstrated that this challenge can be met. Teachers 

also need to engage bilingual students with learning 

disabilities in practical activities for problem solving by 

permitting them to work with more able peers and then giving 

them the opportunity to demonstrate that new knowledge. 

Finally, results of this study also carry implications 

for speech/language pathologists who must assess students' 

language skills and develop intervention programs. A 

student's language needs to be viewed in a natural context 

where the student has the opportunity to demonstrate the 

full range of language abilities. In addition, intervention 

programs can be carried out in a classroom setting designed 

to foster language interaction. 
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Conclusion 

This study was based on the premise that we are all 

meaning makers. That bilingual students with learning 

disabilities who had experienced academic failure during 

four years are no different--they are also meaning makers. 

What was different about them was their lack of engagement 

in making meaning. What was different about them was an 

apparent limitation in their language skills. This study 

was instrumental in removing those differences for six 

bilingual students with learning disabilities, at least for 

one semester three times a week, as they participated in the 

interactive learning environments. They were able to learn, 

to talk about their learning, to share their knowledge, and 

to obtain good grades using grade level texts. This study 

adds to the body of research that suggests ways of fostering 

school learning and language development for bilingual 

students with special needs: ways that encourage and 

facilitate students' construction of meaning. As educators, 

this is what our profession challenges us to do. 
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Overview 

Purpose of this study 

1. To examine the communicative competencies of 

bilingual students with learning disabilities. 
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Communicative competency is identified through the students' 

pragmatic language behaviors: communication breakdown 

behaviors (CBBs) and their interactive language behaviors 

(ILBS). For purposes of this manual, we will be addressing 

students' CBBs and ILBs and teacher/researcher's ILBs. We 

will also code for management type talk and a category 

called "other." 

Communicative competency is measured by observing and 

recording the students' communication breakdown behaviors 

and interactive language behaviors. Characteristics of CBBs 

and ILBs will be detailed further on. 

2. To examine content learning outcomes during the 

three content learning environments. 

1 
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Procedures 

Observation 

Data are collected during the weeks of intervention . 

Week 1 = 135 minutes 

Week 3 = 135 minutes 

Week 6 = 135 minutes 

Week 7 = 135 minutes 

Week 8 - Condition C = 135 minutes 

Observations are based on continuous interval 

recording. Look at each tape for 30 seconds, pause the tape 

and record the communication units and your observations on 

the coding sheet. 

Communication units 

Each session is observed for communication dyads of 

segmented communication units. A communication unit is a 

segment of speech that carries meaning which cannot be 

further divided without loss of essential meaning. 

Rules for segmentation 

The rules for segmentation are: 

1. A CU does not have to be complete structurally. 

Where are you going? Home. (CU) 

2 



2. A compound sentence conjoined with "and," "and 

then," or "then" is considered two or more CUs. 

"He sailed from Spain and then he found the new 

world." 
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3. A conjoined sentence in which subject or verb 

deletion has occurred is counted as one 

communication unit. "I read it and wrote it down." 

4. Adjoining occurred within a communication unit is 

credited as one communication unit. 

Temporal link: before, after, when, while 

"While they work in a factory, they make goods." 

Causal link: because 

"People corne to America because they want to be 

free." 

Conditional link: if 

"If it rains a lot in the desert there could be a 

flood." 

Purposive link: so 

"He left from Spain so he could find China." 

Disjunctive link: instead, although, but, or 

"Instead of finding China, he found a new world." 

3 
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Parenthetical comments: 

"Christopher Columbus, born in Italy, really sailed 

for Spain." 

5. False starts, repetitions, revisions, and 

unintelligible units are not credited as 

communication units. 

6. Partial or unfinished statements that have been cut 

off by another person are not counted as 

communication 

units. Completed student statements that are 

temporarily interrupted by another are counted. 

7. The first direct quote is counted within the 

original communication unit. Additional direct 

quotes occurring within a single turn are 

considered as separate communication units. 

8. Initial stereotypic responses are credited as one 

communication unit but exact repetitions are not 

counted. 

"I don't know." 

4 



Definitions 

communication Breakdown Behaviors 
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In a study with bilingual students who had been 

identified as at risk for academic failure, Damico (1983) 

was able to identify behaviors indicative of possible 

language-based academic problems. These behaviors include: 

poor topic maintenance: this behavior is characterized 

when the speaker makes rapid and inappropriate changes in 

the topic without providing transitional clues to the 

listener. 

failure to ask relevant questions: this behavior is 

characterized when the individual does not seek 

clarification of information that is unclear. A result is an 

inappropriate response or no response at all. This behavior 

pattern is noted by determining the number of occasions of 

inappropriate responding or nonresponding without 

questioning when the context demanded this behavior for a 

productive communicative interaction; 

inappropriate response: this behavior is characterized 

by utterances that indicate unpredictable interpretations of 

meaning. This behavior pattern is noted when it appears as 

though the individual were operating on an independent 

discourse agenda. 

5 
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For example, Q. "How are mountains formed?" 

R. "We went camping." 

failure to provide significant information to the 

listener: this behavior is characterized when the speaker 

does not provide the amount or type of information needed by 

the listener. This behavior pattern is noted by the 

evidence of an ambiguity in the utterance or an apparent 

message inaccuracy. For example, 

Q. "Why did Columbus find the New World?" 

R. "Because he went to the place for the thing." 

or "Services is something people make in a factory." 

use of nonspecific vocabulary: this behavior is 

characterized when the speaker uses terms such as "this," 

"that," "then," "there," pronouns, proper nouns, and 

possessives when no antecedent or referent is available in 

the verbal context of the conversation. In order for the 

use of nonspecific vocabulary to be identified as a problem 

behavior, the listener must not have any way of knowing what 

is being referred to. It must be noted that on occasion the 

use of nonspecific vocabulary may be appropriate. Generic 

terms are sometimes used to gloss over unimportant content. 

For example, if asked 

Q. "Why did Columbus want to go to China?" 

R. "To find silk and stuff." 

."stuff" would be considered appropriate. Generic terms 
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are also appropriate when the speaker and listener have 

shared contextual information: for example, if a student 

says "That thing (points to a pencil sharpener) is goods." 

Interactive Language Behaviors 

Students' interactive language behaviors will be 

measured by observing frequency of occurrence of the five 

interactive language behaviors identified by Bos and Anders 

(1991) as facilitating knowledge acquisition, and the 

interactive behavior between novice and expert as mirrored 

in Vygotsky's notion of zone of proximal development. These 

behaviors include: 

activating and using prior knowledge: recalling what 

is known or has been experienced regarding a given concept; 

utilizing cooperative knowledge sharing: using others 

in a group as a resource for information and consensus 

building; 

tying new knowledge to old knowledge: connecting 

related past knowledge and experiences to each other and to 

new information by identifying similarities and differences; 

predicting' and justifying meanings and relationships 

among concepts: hypothesizing about how ideas relate, 

offering alternatives that may fit, and explaining reasoning 

underlying responses; 

6 



confirming and integrating understanding: verifying 

understanding of concepts by utilizing text or own 

experiences as a resource; 
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procedural facilitation: students assist or guide each 

other through the learning procedure. 

Teacher/Research Interactive Language Behaviors 

The teacher/researcher's interactive language behaviors 

are measured by occurrences of the same ILBs as defined for 

the students but initiated by the teacher/researcher. 

activates students' prior knowledge: encourages 

students to recall what they already know or have 

experienced regarding a given concept; 

encourages cooperative knowledge sharing: using others 

in a group as a resource for information and consensus 

building; 

tying new knowledge to old knowledge: assists students 

connect related past knowledge and experiences to each other 

and to new information by identifying similarities and 

differences; 

encourages students to predict and justify meanings and 

relationships among concepts: guides students in 

hypothesizing about how ideas relate, offering alternatives 

that may fit, and explaining reasoning underlying responses; 

7 



confirming and integrating understanding: guides 

students in verifying understanding concepts by utilizing 

text, own or students' experiences as a resource; 

procedural facilitation: assists or guides students 

through the learning procedure. 

Management Talk 
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Management talk is characterized by talk that is not 

content related but is context related. It includes such as 

talk about having done or doing the homework, requests to 

use the bathroom or drink water, telling others to sit, be 

quiet, attend to task. 

other 

This category is used when students read from the text 

or for talk that is not content or context related. For 

example, "I know where you can a purse like mine. I'll tell 

you after class." 

8 
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Language Samples 

Language samples help to explicate the communication 

interaction or communication. Collect language samples that 

are examplers of the various behaviors. 

Process 

1. Use the tapes indicated as "Training" for training 

purposes. Do not collect data for analysis from these 

tapes. Work together, discuss you findings, and calibrate 

your points of reference until you can reach an interrater 

reliability of at least 95%. 

2. Next, agree on a specific, previously unobserved 

segment of a training tape and code it independent of each 

other. There should be no collaboration or discussion 

during the observation and coding of this segment. Check 

reliability. 

continue steps 1 and 2 until independent observations 

yield at least 90% interrater reliability. 

9 
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