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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study was to descriptively investigate 

the differences between learning disabled and non-learning disabled 

students in pragmatic language usage. Four pairs, each pair with a 

learning disabled and non-disabled student, were observed in a 

secondary content area classroom. Students were matched on scores 

for the Wechsler Intelligence Scales and the reading portion of the 

California Achievement Tests. 

Student pairs were observed for their skills in pragmatic 

language according to a researcher-adapted Pragmatic Language Classroom 

Inventory. Findings included: (1) differences were observed in 

learning disabled and average achieving students' pragmatic language 

usage; (2) quantity of utterances had little relation to quality of 

utterances; (3) observed pragmatic language skills and language 

portions of the Pupil Behavior Rating Scale demonstrated similar 

student and classroom relationships; and (4) the greater portion of 

classroom activities do not require the use of pragmatic language. 
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CHAPTER 1 

BACKGROUND OF PROBLEM 

Language use is one way of expanding a child's intellectual 

ability. Halliday (1978) suggests that language is an extension of 

one's resources to new situations. Creativity through language is not 

merely the construction of new sentences, but is the use of language 

for the abstraction of experiences and the development of concepts. 

The use of language to analyze ideas, to gain new information, to 

debate an issue, or to resolve confusion is a common learning strategy 

found in most secondary classrooms. 

Many learning disabled children, however, possess the 

characteristics of passive or "inactive" learners (Torgesen & Licht, 

1983). Classroom observations of these students have yielded 

behavioral labels such as inattentive, distractible, and hyperactive 

(Bryan, 1974). Clinical studies have shown that learning disabled 

students demonstrate limitations in describing simple tasks, in 

identifying breakdowns in conversations, in requesting clarification, 

in initiating conversation, and that their statements were of a more 

competitive nature (Bryan, Wheeler, Felcan, & Henek, 1976; Donahue, 

Pearl, & Bryan, 1980; Spekman, 1981; Bryan & Bryan, 1978). The 

extent to which the behavioral characteristics are related to these 

difficulties in language is uncertain, for few have studied them in 
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the same setting (Feagens, 1983). Both are related to success in the 

classroom, but how they are intertwined is unknown. 

With these characteristics in mind, it has become the task of 

special educators to locate an environment which is receptive to these 

particular children's needs. For most learning disabled students, this 

search for an ideal educational setting has meant placement in a 

regular classroom for a majority of their academic needs. 

Mainstreaming, the idea of integrating special needs children into 

regular classrooms, has not only become an accepted practice but an 

economic necessity. Learning disabled children who acquire the 

academic skills necessary to function in a regular class are 

systematically enrolled in mainstreamed classes. Much emphasis is 

placed on compiling an inventory of a learning disabled child's 

academic skills and on determining the level of those academic skills 

before placement in a regular setting. 

An important factor missing in this placement process is whether 

learning disabled students possess the language capabilities also 

required for effective participation in a regular classroom (Bryan & 

Bryan, 1978). Included in the federal definition of specific learning 

disabilities, which is the usual guideline for placement, is the 

statement that learning disabled children "exhibit a disorder in one or 

more of the basic psychological processes involved in understanding or 

using language, spoken or written" (USOE, 1977, 65083). Language use 

plays an important role in the definition of learning disabilities, and 

in a child's level of success academically (Alley & Deshler, 1979). 

There is as yet, however, no inventory designed specifically to assess 



language usage in the secondary classroom, nor have there been any 

studies investigating the pragmatic skills of adolescent learning 

disabled students possess (Alley & Deshler, 1979; Knott, 1981). 

Statement of the Problem 

It was the purpose of this study to describe and compare 

adolescent learning disabled students' and average adolescent students 

pragmatic skills within the context of the regular secondary classroom 

Using a checklist of pragmatic skills that was adapted from one used 

in a clinical setting (Prutting, Bagshaw, Goldstein, Juskowitz, & Umen 

1978). Each pair of learning disabled and non-learning disabled 

students were evaluated within the same classroom situation. Clinical 

studies have shown that learning disabled students are deficient in 

some specific pragmatic skills (Donohue et al., 1980; Noel, 1980; 

Spekman, 1981; Bryan & Pflaum, 1978; Bryan et al., 1981), but few have 

explored these deficits into the classroom (Bryan, 1974; Richey, 

Miller, & Lessman, 1981). This study provides a description of the 

academic setting and demands of each student's classroom, and a 

representation of the observed capabilities of these students at 

applying their language abilities to meet their independent needs 

within such a classroom. 

Question to be Addressed 

The major question addressed was: 

Within the context of a regular content area secondary class, 

how do descriptions of the pragmatic language skills of learning 

disabled students and average achieving students differ? 
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To answer this major research question, the following 

descriptive variables were addressed: 

the student's performance on a standardized oral and written 

language assessment measure, specifically the Test of Adolescent 

Language; 

the task demands of the classrooms as perceived by the teachers; 

the student's language and personal-social abilities as rated by 

the teachers; 

the observed types of classroom presentation and evaluation 

formats; and 

the amount and type of pragmatic language skills typically 

displayed by all students in the classroom. 

Definition of Terms 

According to Bates (1976), the most widely accepted definition 

of pragmatics or language use describes it as the relationship between 

signs and their human users (Morris, 1946). Bloom and Lahey (1978) 

state that speech is affected by the reasons why people speak and by 

the linguistic and nonlinguistic context. As words are chosen and 

voiced they are molded by the context in which it is spoken. Pragmatic 

disorders result when a person: (1) is unable to develop the rules of 

language use; (2) does not possess the motivation or desire to use his 

or her language; (3) has no need to communicate to a hearer; and/or 

(4) lacks the capability to participate in the active process (Lucas, 

1980). What is at issue here is the child's ability to function in, 

and contribute to, the stream of conversation. 



Terras which are relevant to this study and their perceived 

meaning are as follows: 

1. Pragmatics: The purposes for which language is used, and 

the choices of alternative means of language used to render 

those purposes. 

2. Pragmatic skills: Those pragmatic uses of language that are 

effective in conveying the intended message. The pragmatic 

skills that will be analyzed here are use of the following: 

a. Requests: Communicative acts that serve as 

solicitations. 

b. Responses: Communicative acts that compliment a 

previous utterance. 

c. Statements: Communicative acts that serve as 

expressions such as beliefs, attitudes, opinions, or 

representations of an aspect of the environment. 

The significance of language use in the classroom is verified by 

DeHirsch (1963): "Success in school is highly correlated with verbal 

intelligence. Words are the very material of thought and greatly 

increase the efficiency of abstract functioning. Thus, a linguistic 

handicap is bound to have detrimental effects on many areas of 

scholastic performance" (p. 90). Academic ability and language use can 

both be predictors of classroom achievement or failure. Yet the 

importance of evaluating language use needs to be emphasized so as to 

view the full breadth and depth of the learning disabled child's 

disability. 



CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

A review of the literature related to this thesis revealed 

that few studies have looked at the learning disabled in terms of 

pragmatics. None were found which combined observations of learning 

disabled students' language use with the context of the secondary 

classroom (Knott, 1981). Yet when this statement is analyzed into its 

component parts, studies related to three areas seem relevant. These 

areas include: (1) social characteristics of learning disabled 

students within the classroom; (2) learning disabled students' 

communicative competence; and (3) pragmatic research with language 

impaired children. 

Social Characteristics of Learning Disabled Students 

The bulk of what has been written concerning learning disabled 

children within the context of the classroom focuses on their 

sociometric and behavioral characteristics. Studies have focused on a 

variety of interpersonal skills and possible factors that may affect 

the quality of these skills. They have looked at how peers view 

learning disabled students' popularity and how learning disabled 

students view themselves. Most of these studies were in the form of 

ratings or surveys, but one study observed the interactions of learning 

disabled students and non-learning disabled students within a 

mainstreamed classroom. 
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In the study conducted by Bryan (1976), the researcher 

reconstructed a study conducted the previous year whose purpose was to 

determine the peer popularity of learning disabled children. The same 

learning disabled students whose popularity was rated the previous year 

were reanalyzed sociometrically. Even though the student population of 

the classroom had changed, the learning disabled students still 

received a greater number of votes than comparison children on social 

rejection and fewer votes on social attraction. These results 

indicated that there is reliability in children's friendships and 

rejection ratings across time and across classrooms. 

Bruininks (1978) not only looked at peer status, but also 

personality characteristics of learning disabled and non-disabled 

students. The interpersonal characteristics that were surveyed 

included peer status, self-concept, perceived peer status, friendship 

preferences, and interpersonal needs of both groups. Results indicated 

that learning disabled students were less popular and had poorer 

self-concepts than their peers, and that they were less accurate than 

contrast students in assessing their own social status. Reasons for 

choosing friends and interpersonal needs were similar between the two 

groups. The only difference found on the surveys was that learning 

disabled students had a higher need to express control. 

In a study by Siperstein, Bopp, & Bak (1978), 177 students, 

including 22 learning disabled, responded to a sociometric survey. 

This survey not only included questions of popularity but also who they 

felt were the best looking, smartest, and most athletic individuals in 

the class. It was found that even though the learning disabled 



students were not among the most popular, they also were not 

over-represented in the isolate group. This implies that the label 

learning disabled does not bring about automatic isolation; however, it 

also implies that there is a lower probability that they will hold a 

position of high popularity. 

In another study, both peer status ancl teacher preference were 

investigated within the context of the classroom. Garrett and Crump in 

1980 compared the peer status of learning disabled children served in 

mainstream programs with their non-learning disabled peers. They 

looked specifically at the relationship of teacher preference and 

social status among children, and also the accuracy of self-appraisal 

of social status among these two groups of children. What they found 

concerning peer status was similar to previous research. The 

significant results of this study, however, were that it indicated that 

teachers preferred non-learning disabled students over learning 

disabled. 

The only study cited here which actually observed learning 

disabled children to measure task-oriented and social behavior was 

conducted by Bryan in 1974. Using an interactive process analysis, the 

study was designed to investigate the social interactions of this 

population and their task-oriented behavior. Behaviors were coded into 

four major categories including: Task-Oriented Behavior, Non-Task 

Oriented Behavior, Social Interactions, and Waiting. Interactions were 

coded as either verbal and/or non-verbal. 

The results of this study suggested that learning disabled 

students spent significantly less time on subject areas than the 
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comparison group, and that the learning disabled child's interactions 

with peers and teachers were varied. A great deal of the off-task time 

was spent waiting for teacher assistance. When the teacher did 

interact with the child, the discourse was more task specific. In 

addition, it was observed that initiations of learning disabled 

children were more often ignored than with the comparison group. Other 

forms of assessments, such as the amount of time spent in social 

interactions, however, yielded few differences between the two groups. 

One final study which also analyzed the popularity of learning 

disabled students varied the school setting in which the research took 

place to investigate the social acceptance and rejection of learning 

disabled students where the stigma of this label was less likely. 

Scranton and Ryckman (1979) conducted their research in a private 

school where no separate special education services were available. 

Even though the students had never been certified as learning disabled 

by the school, significant differences were still found between the 

learning disabled and the normal control group. 

The common factor among all the studies cited here is that 

learning disabled students received lower scores on peer popularity 

than did their non-learning disabled peers. No matter what context, 

whether it was a mainstreamed classroom or in a private school, the 

status scores remained low for the learning disabled children. Even 

over time and with different students, the learning disabled group 

still had a low popularity rating. Learning disabled students were 

also less accurate judges of their own social status in that they 

tended to overrate themselves. The average achieving peers not only 



rated the popularity of learning disabled students as low, but the 

learning disabled students were also less preferred by their teachers. 

When behaviors were observed rather than surveyed, they demonstrated 

less on-task behavior than their peers. Sociometric status of learning 

disabled students has been investigated from a large number of 

perspectives with all having similar results. Learning disabled 

students do not possess the same status as their non-learning disabled 

peers . 

Learning Disabled Students' Communicative Competence 

Learning disabled students' oral language skills have 

consistently been analyzed in terms of its relationship to their low 

social status. In looking for causes for their lack of popularity, a 

number of studies have been conducted that investigate the content and 

form of learning disabled students' utterances. Research has been 

conducted for the most part in clinical settings; however, two studies 

cited did analyze language content that was observed in the classroom. 

Oral language expressed by learning disabled students has most often 

been critiqued relative to language form and content, looking at its 

syntactic, semantic, and morphological qualities. 

A large quantity of the research done concerning learning 

disabled students' form characteristics can be attributed to two 

authors, Wiig and Semel (Semel & Wiig, 1975; Wiig, Semel, & Crouse, 

1973). Their studies have found consistent differences between 

learning disabled and normal children at various grade levels in 

syntactic, semantic, and morphological tasks. 
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A series of early studies by Wiig and Semel (1973, 1974a, 1974b) 

resulted in the construction of a test which evaluated learning 

disabled students' ability to comprehend comparative, passive, temporal 

sequential, spatial, and familial relationships within sentences. 

During the administration of this test to 32 learning disabled grade 

school students and their 30 academic achieving control students and to 

30 learning disabled adolescents (Wiig & Semel, 1973, 1974b), the 

learning disabled population was distinguished from their peers. When 

learning disabled and normal children were tested on their ability to 

understand the syntactic-semantic structure of negatives, no 

differences were indicated between the two groups (Wiig, Lapointe, & 

Semel, 1977). This may indicate that on some levels of syntactic 

competence, learning disabled and normal students may possess the same 

ability. Understanding of lexical and deep structure ambiguities, a 

more complex linguistic skill, by 12-year-old learning disabled 

children showed their level of performance to be that of normal 7- and 

8-year old children (Wiig, Semel, & Abele, 1981). 

A study completed by Bryan in 1976 was conducted in classrooms 

to determine possible explanations for the sociometric rejection of 

learning disabled children. By recording and categorizing the 

conversations of learning disabled students and their peers, 

differences were found in the children's communications. Learning 

disabled children emitted more competitive statements as compared to 

the normally-achieving control group, whereas the control group 

received significantly more considerate statements from peers. In a 



follow-up study to this one (Bryan, 1978), these results were verified 

using a different population of learning disabled students. Learning 

disabled students continued to emit and receive more rejection 

statements than their peers. 

Another study (Richey, Miller, & Lessman, 1981), which obtained 

its data from observations in a classroom, also investigated the 

communicative interactions of learning disabled students. Yet this 

study assessed how the students' interactions affected the students' 

approach to the regular classroom. In the second phase of this study, 

10 learning disabled students in grades 2 through 5 were matched with a 

control group on sex, age, and sociometric status. Verbal behaviors of 

both the subject groups and their interactions with others were 

recorded and evaluated in terms of whether positive responses were 

evoked, including praise, encouragement, and being listened to, or 

negative responses, such as criticism or rejection. 

The total number of utterances did not vary between the two 

groups; however, the type and amount of exchanges between the subjects 

and their peers, and subjects and the teachers differentiated the two 

types of students. The learning disabled students received more 

positive and less negative responses from the teacher, and the 

non-learning disabled students received more positive reinforcement and 

less negative from their peers. This variation in sources of 

reinforcement is believed by the authors to result in mixed messages as 

to how learning disabled students are truly achieving in the regular 

classroom. 



To better understand the nature of communicative exchanges 

between learning disabled students and peers, a number of studies have 

been conducted to investigate the referential ability of these 

students. Donahue et al., (1980) used a referential communication task 

to examine learning disabled students' understanding of conversational 

rules for initiating the repair of communicative breakdowns. Results 

suggested that learning disabled children were less likely to request 

clarification when insufficient information was given and that they 

made fewer correct referent choices than normal children. These 

findings were not attributed solely to deficits in comprehension and/or 

production of syntactic or semantic structures. This can be supported 

by their performance on an appraisal task, the response latency scores, 

and because of the types of requests produced during the referential 

communication task. 

Similar findings were found in a study conducted by Noel (1980). 

The purpose of this study was to evaluate both listener and 

communicative skills. The subjects, which included learning disabled 

and average achieving students, were asked to describe six pictures to 

another student. In the listening portion of the task, these 

descriptions were then used to measure their accuracy. Both groups had 

little difficulty in their ability to choose the correct picture based 

on the descriptions given. Yet in comparing the two groups' 

descriptions, the number of correct responses to a description by an 

average child was greater than the number of correct responses to a 

description given by a learning disabled child. 
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A variation of the traditional referent task was used by Spekman 

(1981) to evaluate speaker and listener adequacy. The researcher asked 

both learning disabled and normal achieving students to play the roles 

of communicator and listener. These roles were tried by each subject. 

The communicator would describe the attributes and spatial information 

of blocks and the listener would try to arrange the blocks in the 

described geometric design. No group differences were found in either 

the child's ability to follow directions or in the child's ability to 

ask questions of the speaker. Differences were, however, found in the 

learning disabled child's ability to communicate effectively. 

Information given by the learning disabled speaker was less relevant 

and had less success in accomplishing the task. The difficulty was not 

in comprehending the information, but in the child's ability to 

communicate information. 

In looking at the quantity of information investigating learning 

disabled students' language competence, a number of characteristics 

have been observed. At the form level of analysis, it has been shown 

by Wiig and Semel that learning disabled students have greater 

difficulty with the more complex syntactic and semantic tasks than 

would be found in normal achieving students. Bryan observed in two 

different studies that learning disabled students consistently used 

more negative statements and received more rejection statements than 

their peers. In those studies looking at communicative exchanges, 

referential skills of the learning disabled student as a communicator 

seemed to be lacking as compared to their listener skills. 



comprehension was not a problem, but the ability to communicate 

effectively was a hinderance. When comparing normally achieving 

students to learning disabled students in language competency, 

differences can be seen. 

Research Concerning Pragmatics in Language-Impaired Children 

Pragmatic aspects of language is a recent area of study in child 

and adult language (Knott, 1981). Most of what has been published 

relating pragmatics to language use can be described within two 

different approaches (Arwood, 1984). The first is the static analysis 

of components outside the user, and the second is the dynamic 

description of the communication process. From those describing the 

communicative development of language use, a number of categories of 

pragmatic skills have been outlined (Searle, 1965; Halliday, 1975; 

Bates, 1976; Prutting, 1978; Lucas, 1980; Johnson et al., 1984). In 

both the studies of context in language use and those describing the 

development and acquisition of pragmatic skills, the overriding 

emphasis has been the pre-school child and the young school-age child. 

Few if any have derived categories from observations of adolescent 

children (Knott, 1981), nor have they looked at children's pragmatic 

competence within the classroom context. 

Inventories that have been composed for the purpose of assessing 

pragmatic skills have been for clinical application (Prutting, 1978; 

Johnson, Johnston, & Wienrich, 1984). Speech language pathologists 

working with language-impaired children have been the central focus 

for the development of these assessment tools. One earlier study that 



15 

looked at pragmatic use in facilitating spontaneous talking in young 

children moved outside the context of the clinic and into the home 

(Hubbell, 1977). 

Hubbell (1977) conducted a review of research that identified 

which factors lead to the production of speech and which factors 

inhibited the use of language. Most of these studies he reviewed 

investigated communicative interaction within natural dyads, such as 

parents and their children, and it was concluded that a number of 

commonly used clinical techniques fell in the more language 

constraining category. From this analysis of research, Hubbell 

developed a theory of facilitating language use which emphasized that a 

facilitator/clinician: (1) should not use constraining language, 

commands, and/or structured remarks, and (2) should be responsive to 

the child's communicative needs by becoming more attentive to their 

utterances. 

By observing language use first in a natural context, clinicians 

were better able to facilitate spontaneous language in their contrived 

clinical setting. This study lends support to the notion of developing 

remediation theories and approaches by first compiling baseline data 

within the environment in which the skills will ultimately be employed. 

The two approaches to research in pragmatics, the importance of 

context and the developmental characteristics, have resulted in limited 

study of inter-populational differences. Because it is such a recent 

area of study in the speech sciences, researchers have focused their 

attentions to these two broad areas. This work has yielded significant 



contributions to remediation with language-impaired children; research 

is now needed with other populations and other factors. 

Summary 

Many research studies have found that learning disabled students 

do lack the popularity status that their peers seem to achieve. 

However, few researchers have continued to investigate what actual 

factors contribute to this fact. Some have referred to the possibility 

of language use as a contributing variable, but only Bryan (1976) has 

actually viewed language use in the classroom to see what language 

characteristics of learning disabled children hinder their acceptance. 

Language competence of learning disabled students has been 

studied in a somewhat fragmented manner. Their expressive language has 

been analyzed in terms of syntactic, semantic, and morphological 

qualities, but these are isolated components of total language usage. 

Others who view language as a whole, form, content, and use, have also 

been limited by analyzing only a portion of the skills, i.e., 

referential abilities. The missing factor is how this occurs as a 

whole in real life with respect to the relationship of form, content, 

and use in language. Analysis of learning disabled students' language 

use must begin at a broader base which can later be analyzed in terms 

of its component skills. 

This research was conducted in a context in which language use 

is a constant consideration. Hubbell (1977) has shown us the 

importance of deriving methods of pragmatic training for a clinical 

setting by first viewing it in relation to its ultimate application. 



Language use observed in its natural context allows us to see the 

criteria of skills needed for effective inter-personal discourse. It 

also gives us a clearer view of the true abilities and inabilities of 

our future clients. Rather than second-guessing the needs of our 

students or applying knowledge from a different population, we must 

first establish a knowledge base of those skills that need remediation 

and those that do not for learning disabled students specifically. 

In summary, it has been established and verified that learning 

disabled students are not as socially accepted in the classroom as 

their peers. What now needs to be determined is what factors 

contribute to this and what implications these have on academics. We 

must establish that base of knowledge of learning disabled children's 

pragmatic skills before we isolate their component needs and before we 

can move on to applications for remediation. 



CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

To investigate the pragmatic skills of learning disabled 

students as compared to non-learning disabled students, four pairs of 

students were observed within the secondary classroom context. Each 

learning disabled student was paired with a non-learning disabled 

student in the same classroom. This provided similar classroom 

environments in which students could exhibit their pragmatic language 

abilities. Students' skills were assessed using an inventory 

specifically designed for examining adolescent pragmatic language 

skills within a classroom environment. Classroom environment and 

teacher attitudes regarding pragmatic and other social and study 

skills were also assessed. 

Subjects 

Subjects were four learning disabled and four non-learning 

disabled students enrolled at a suburban middle-class high school 

located in a Southwestern urban school district. Learning disbabled 

students were identified using the following guidelines: (1) currently 

receiving resource room services from their school's learning 

disabilities program, (2) mainstreamed for at least one academic 

subject, and (3) aptitude in the average range as measured by the 

Vocabulary and Block Design subtest of the Wechsler Intelligence 
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Scales-Revised (Wechsler, 1974; 1981). To be considered non-learning 

disabled and eligible for the study, students needed to meet the 

following criteria also: (1) overall reading as measured by the 

California Achievement Test (Tiegs & Clarke, 1970) within the 4th-7th 

stanine range; (2) no history of special education or remedial reading 

services; and (3) concurrently enrolled in a classroom with one of the 

identified learning disabled students. 

Seven regular academic class teachers having learning disabled 

students who met the stated criteria were asked to become involved in 

the study with four agreeing to participate. Two free enterprise 

classes (dealing with economic and business issues), one American 

history class, and one general health class were observed. When 

approval had been secured, the learning disabled students were given 

the option to participate. They were informed that they would be 

observed in one of their mainstreamed classes. Four students out of 

seven chose to participate. All students in the learning disabled 

subjects' mainstreamed classrooms were given permission slips. The 

students in these classes were told they may be observed and that only 

some students would be involved in the study. Once permission slips 

were returned, 10 permission slips were returned in all, the 

individual's California Achievement Reading Subtest Scores were 

examined to see if they met the established criteria. One student was 

randomly selected from the group meeting the criteria to serve as a 

pair for the learning disabled student. 

The original goal of this study was to include 8 learning 

disabled students and 8 non-learning disabled students. This was not 



met due to students' unwillingness to participate and teachers' beliefs 

that the presence of an observer in their class would be an intrusion. 

Concerns of the learning disabled students included increased attention 

focused on them while they were in a mainstreamed class and the need 

for consistent attendance during the observation period. The 

non-learning disabled students' primary reason for not choosing to 

participate was the amount of time involved in testing, and also the 

need for consistent attendance. Due to these factors, the original 

learning disabled student population of approximately 30 students was 

reduced to 4. With respect to the non-learning disabled population, 

out of 4 classes averaging 25 students per class, only 10 permission 

slips were returned with approval. 

A summary of background information for those students who did 

participate may be found in Table 1. Three of the pairs were matched 

according to sex, while one was not because of the inability to locate 

a male student who was interested in participating. The ethnic 

background of 5 of the participating students was Caucasian, whereas 3 

were Hispanic. The primary language of all students involved was 

English. 

Materials 

The materials consisted of a the Pragmatic Language Classroom 

Inventory, the Test of Adolescent Language (Hamill, Brown, Larsen, & 

Wiederholt, 1980), Wechsler Intelligence Scales-Revised, selected 

sections from the Pupil Behavior Scale (Myklebust, 1971), and a 

classroom skills rating scale. 
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TABLE 1 

Descriptive Characteristics of Subjects 

PAIR A PAIR B PAIR C PAIR D 
LP NLD LP NLD LP NLD LP NLD 

Age 16-5 16-0 17-4 16-8 16-11 15-2 17-6 17-6 

California Achievement 
Reading Subtest Stanines 3 7 3 7 2 7 4 4 

Class Observed in Free 
Enterprise 

Free 
Enterprise 

Health American 
History 
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Pragmatic Language Classroom Inventory 

The recording tool used to tally the pragmatic skills observed 

in the classrooms was adapted from one constructed by Prutting, et al., 

(1970) to be used in a clinical setting. The purpose of the pragmatic 

language inventory designed for this study was for classroom assessment 

of pragmatic language skill. Pragmatic•language functions were divided 

into three major categories: requests, responses, and statements. 

Subcategories, titles, and examples were added and adapted to reflect 

the context of the classroom. Each utterance was also assessed for 

communicative effectiveness. 

Categories and subcategories were defined as follows: 

1. REQUESTS: were communicative acts that serve as 

solicitations. 

a. Requests for verbal information (INFOR): Soliciting 

information about the identity, location, time, reason, 

possession, or manner of an occurrence, for example, 

"What time is it?" "When is this paper due?" 

b. Request affirmative-negative (AFF/NEG): Question 

requires an affirmative or negative response, example, 

"Is this paper due on Monday?" "Do you want it now?" 

c. Request for action (ACT): Solicits a listener to 

perform a nonverbal action, example, "Pass the paper." 

(Uses an action verb.) 



d. Request for attention (ATT): Solicits a listener's 

attention, use of static verb, example, "Please pay 

attention." 

e. Request for qualification (QUAL): Solicits a listener 

to qualify, clarify, add to, or otherwise change the 

content of a previous utterance, for example, a student 

to teacher: "I don't understand. What do you want us 

to do?" 

f. Request for repetition of information (REPEAT I): 

Solicits a listener to repeat information or a question 

stated previously, example, "Can you repeat that?", 

"What is this paper supposed to be about?" 

g. Request for permission (PERM): Solicits a listener to 

grant permission for the speaker to perform a future 

act, example, "Can I get a drink of water?", "Can we 

start the test now?" 

RESPONSES: were communicative acts that compliment a 

previous utterance. 

a. Response verbal information (INFOR): Compliments a 

preceding request by providing information about the 

identity, location, time, reason, possession, or manner 

of an occurrence, example, "John will be here in a 

minute," in response to, "Where is John?" 

b. Response affirmative-negative (AFF/NEG): Compliments 

a preceding request by agreeing, disagreeing, affirming, 
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negating the propositional content, or providing further 

information, example, "Yes, I'll have the paper done 

tomorrow," in response to, "Will you be finished with 

your paper tomorrow?" 

c. Response agreement (AGREE): Compliments a preceding 

utterance by providing positive feedback, agreeing with 

the context of that utterance, or granting permission, 

example, "I really like your writing style," in response 

to a student reading a paper he/she had written. 

d. Response disagreement (DIS A): Compliments a 

preceding utterance by providing negative feedback, by 

not agreeing with or rejecting the content of an 

utterance, or by not granting permission, example, "I 

don't think that is an appropriate topic for your 

paper." 

e. Response qualification (QUAL): Compliments a 

preceding utterance by qualifying, clarifying, adding 

to, or otherwise changing the content of a previous 

utterance, example, "The paper should be at least 5 

pages long," in response to, "How long should the paper 

be?" 

f. Response for repetition of information (REPEAT I): 

compliments a previous utterance by repeating the 

content of a previous utterance, example, "The paper is 



due Tuesday," in response to, "When is the paper due 

again?" 

g. Response politeness (POLITE): Compliments a preceding 

utterance by conventional expressions of politeness, 

example, "Thank-you," in response to, "Yes, you can read 

your paper next." 

STATEMENTS: were communicative acts that serve as 

expressions such as beliefs, attitudes, opinions, or 

representations of an aspect of the environment. Statements 

differ from responses in that they are self-initiated and 

have no reference to a previous utterance. 

a. Statement of intention (INTENT): Expresses a 

speaker's intent to perform a future act, example, "I'll 

do my reading this weekend." 

b. Statement of evaluation (EVAL): Expresses the 

speaker's personal impression, attitude, or judgement 

about a person, object, or situation, example, "I think 

you need to rewrite your paper." 

c. Statement of description (DESCRIPT): Expresses the 

speaker's representation of a previous environment by 

identification, location, time, manner, possession, or 

properties of an event, action, or situation, example, 

"This is like the paper we wrote last week." 



d. Statement of fact (FACT): Expresses the speaker's 

knowledge of information, example, "Use the directions 

on the handout to complete the exercise." 

e. Statement of prediction (PREDICT): Expresses the 

speaker's belief that a certain event will or will not 

take place, example, "I'm sure the test will be on 

Friday." 

f. Statement of internal report (INTERNAL): Expresses 

the speaker's internal state, emotion, attitude, or 

desires regarding self, example, "I am a terrible 

writer." 

Frequency of pragmatic skills was recorded by a tally mark in 

the appropriate category for each utterance made by the student. The 

observation form for the Pragmatic Language Classroom Inventory can be 

found in Appendix A. 

Each utterance was also assessed for communicative 

effectiveness. All utterances that were catagorized as requests were 

analyzed according to whether the request was accepted, rejected, 

evaded, or not answered because of lack of opportunity. Responses and 

statements were evaluated in terms of their relevancy to the academic 

situation. The utterances were rated using the following system. 

1. REQUESTS: Each solicitation on request was scored as: 

a. Accepted request (ACCEPT): If permission is granted, 

if action requested is taken, or promised, or if 



information is supplied, example, "Can I read my paper 

now?" - response accepted, "Yes, it's your turn." 

b. Rejected request (REJECT): Rejects the request by 

refusing or disagreeing, example, "Can I read my paper 

now?" - request rejected, "No, it's Mike's turn." 

c. Evaded request (EVADE): No response at all, the 

listener changes topic, ignores the questions, or asks 

another question, example, "Sue, where is your 

homework?" - request evaded, "What is the date?" 

d. No opportunity given to respond (NO OPP): Requests in 

which the speaker does not allow the listener to 

respond. The speaker uses a multiuttered question, a 

statement follows a question, the speaker does not 

expect a response, example, "What is today's date?" -

same speaker, "It's the 10th." 

RESPONSE AND STATEMENTS: Each response and statement was 

scored as: 

e. Relevant (RELEV): Information relevant to the 

academic topic provided in a response, whether correct 

or incorrect, example, "Today's assignment was to write 

a paper on my favorite author." - response evaluated, 

"No, that's tomorrow's assignment." 

f. Irrelevant (IRRELEV): Information irrelevant to the 

academic topic given to a previous response, example, 

"What do you think of that paper, John?" - response, 

"Bill just threw something." 



Test of Adolescent Language 

The Test of Adolescent Language (Hamraill, Brown, Larsen, & 

Wiederholt, 1980) is a measure of overall language ability. Subtests 

are broken into composite language skills which include listening, 

speaking, reading, and writing. In combining these individual scores, 

an overall level of language functioning is obtained, the Adolescent 

Language Quotient (ALQ). Standardization of the TOAL was based on a 

sample of 2,723 students from 20 different states or Canadian 

districts. The normative sample ranged in age from 11-0 to 18-5 years. 

Reliability, as measured by test-retest coefficients, for the 

converted quotients proved to be significant with all exceeding .80. 

Wechsler Intelligence Scales-Revised (WISC-R or WAIS-R) 

Each of these tests contains 12 subtests which are divided into 

two areas that are thought to be related to intelligence. One area is 

verbal which measures general language abilities, and the other is 

performance that includes non-language problem solving activities, 

eye-hand motor coordination, and perception. Two subtests of the 

Wechsler Intelligence Scales were selected from the 12 subtests. These 

two subtests were recommended in the Wechsler Intelligence Manual as 

the most accurate single predictors of verbal and performance aptitude 

of all the subtests included. The Vocabulary Subtest requires students 

to provide verbal definitions of words that are presented to them 

auditorally. On the Block Design Subtest, students manipulate colored 

blocks to form patterns that are presented to them on cards. Both the 

WISC-R and the WAIS-R were standardized on large, national samples, 



allowing the administrator to compute standard scores for individual 

subtests, as well as verbal, performance, and full-scale intelligence 

quot ients. 

Pupil Rating Scale 

The Pupil Rating Scale is a measure of behavioral areas that are 

related to success in a classroom. The scale is divided into 5 areas 

of student behavior. The three that were included in this study were: 

Auditory Comprehension, Spoken Language, and Personal-Social Behavior. 

Ratings are given on a scale of 1 to 5 for each behavior within an 

area. A student given a 1 or 2 on an iten would be considered below 

average for that behavior. A score of 4 or 5 would imply that the 

student is above average with respect to that behavior. The purpose of 

this scale is to identify children who may have learning disabilities. 

Classroom Skills Rating Scale 

Link (1980) identified 10 academic skills which were found to be 

essential to success in a classroom. The Classroom Skills Rating Scale 

consisted of these 10 essential skills. The items are presented in a 

format which allows a teacher to rank the skills from those which are 

most important to success in their classroom to those which are least 

important; refer to Appendix B for the form used. 

Procedure 

Observational Procedure 

Student pairs were observed for a total of 7 sessions. 

Observation time for each pair of students was divided into eight 



5-minute blocks for a total of 40 minutes per session. Five-minute 

blocks were alternated between the 2 students, i.e., the learning 

disabled student was observed for 5 minutes, then the non-learning 

disabled, and so forth. On each day a different student was observed 

during the first 5-minute period. This was to control for an order 

effect in observing the students. 

The two researchers who observed the students were seated within 

3 or 4 seats of the student. This was done to place the observers 

within hearing range of the two students, but not to overtly intrude 

upon their interactions with other students. Each subject pair was 

viewed in this manner for 7 consecutive class periods. If either 

subject was absent, observations were not conducted on that day but 

were continued on the following day. Only one pair was in each of the 

four classes involved in the study. 

Observers recorded utterances of the subjects using the 

Pragmatic Language Classroom Inventory, by keeping written record of 

all utterances, and by using a tape recorder during observational 

periods. If more than one type of utterance was made by the student in 

a communicative act, then categorization of an utterance was based on 

the first complete utterance produced within the entire communication. 

A communication was considered completed when another speaker was given 

the opportunity to communicate or if another speaker discontinued the 

subject's utterance by producing his/her own requests or responses. 

This would then allow the student to produce another utterance which 

would then be coded. When there was no interaction with another 



individual, an utterance was considered novel, and therefore able to be 

coded when enough time has passed to warrant the assumption that the 

new utterance had no relationship to an earlier communication. Records 

of the content of utterances were also written on the Pragmatic 

Language Classroom Inventory Form adjacent to the rating mark for each 

utterance. 

Identification of classroom situations was based on the activity 

that was occurring at the beginning of each 5-minute block. If the 

situation changed during a 5-minute block, this was not recorded until 

the beginning of the next 5-minute period. Also recorded on these 

observation forms was whether it was pair A, B, C, or D being observed, 

the date of the observation, and the time of the observation. 

Two graduate students from the University of Arizona Special 

Education Department were used as the observers. Each of these 

graduate students observed two of the subject pairs for the full 7 

sessions. One of the observers was the researcher for this study. 

Other Measures 

In addition to the Pragmatic Language Classroom Inventory, a 

number of formal and informal evaluative measures were administered to 

the students. Teachers were also asked to complete two independent 

rating scales, and their entire classes were monitored for the 

frequency of language use. The Test of Adolescent Language was first 

given to both the learning disabled and non-learning disabled students. 

A general level of aptitude for all students was obtained from the 

Wechsler Intelligence Scales-Revised. For the learning disabled group, 



past psychological records which had been completed within the last 3 

years were the source for these scores. The non-learning disabled 

individuals were administered the two subtests, Block Design and 

Vocabulary, by a trained examiner along with their other testing. 

Portions of the Pupil Rating Scale (Myklebust, 1971) were given 

to the teachers of the observed classes so that they may rate those 

students who participated in the study. Teachers were asked to 

evaluate the student's capabilities in Spoken Language, Auditory 

Comprehension, and Personal-Social Behavior. These same teachers were 

asked to complete the Classroom Skills Rating Scale by ranking the 

items in terms of which were most important to success in their 

classrooms. Finally, students' school records were reviewed to 

determine if any students had received speech/language therapy. 

Interobserver Reliability 

Prior to data collection, training in the use of the Pragmatic 

Language Classroom Inventory occurred in two phases. First, the 

observers practiced coding verbal interactions of students who had been 

tape recorded during a classroom discussion. Discussions by the 

observers followed each coded segment to clarify the rule system for 

coding categories to utterances. The purpose of this was to achieve 

some agreement as to the intended meaning of each subcategory. This 

phase consisted of approximately 5 hours of practice. 

The second phase of training involved placing the two observers 

in a classroom and having both code the same pair of students 

independently. The observers were asked to follow an observation 



format identical to the one used in the study. These classroom 

training sessions lasted for 40 minutes and occurred on two separate 

occasions. The high school students employed in these training 

activities were not subjects in the full-scale study. 

To obtain a reliability coefficient, the two observers watched 

the same student for one 35-minute period. During that time 4 

utterances were coded with 100% agreement between observers. 

During data collection for the students, the two observers met 

after observation periods to assess the placement of utterances in 

categories. Score sheets were exchanged and utterances were then 

validated by the other observer. 

Data Analysis 

The primary data collected from the Pragmatic Language Classroom 

Inventory were the frequency of occurrence for each language use 

category. Frequency of occurrence was assessed by the number of tally 

marks present on each language use category. These tally marks for 

requests, responses, and statements were totaled for each student, 

along with the number of accepted requests and relevant responses and 

statements. Totals were then descriptively compared between the 

individuals in each student pair. Descriptive comparisons were also 

made between the students in each pair on their Wechsler Intelligence 

Scores and Test of Adolescent Quotients. 

Teacher generated information was analyzed by student pairs. 

The totals for each behavior category on the Pupil Behavior Rating 

Scale were averaged for each student. Averages were calculated taking 



the total of a behavioral category and dividing it by the number of 

items assessed per category. An overall score on this measure was 

obtained by combining the averages of the three categories and dividing 

them by 3. Scores of 1 or 2 were considered below average; of 3 

average; and of 4 or 5 as above average. 

The other teacher completed measure was the Classroom Skills 

Rating Scale (Appendix B). The results of this scale were analyzed by 

skills ranked in the first 5 positions and skills in the last 5 

positions. Those in the top half were considered to be of primary 

importance to any student's success in that classroom. Skills in the 

bottom half were thought of as being secondary or supplemental skills 

which may add to a student's success but would not be directly related 

to achievement. 



CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

Data collected through observations of the students and classes, 

and from other assessment tools, were analyzed in terms of each subject 

pair. Greater insight can be gained in students' selection and 

frequency of pragmatic language skills by examination of the student's 

language competencies and of the academic climate. With this 

presupposition, each pair is initially discussed independent of the 

others to focus on each student's and class' specific characteristics. 

Issues raised in the discussion of results will include: 

(1) descriptive differences or similarities on two formal aptitude and 

achievement measures; (2) differences in the pragmatic language usage 

of the learning disabled student and the non-learning disabled student; 

(3) descriptive differences or similarities on an informal behavior 

inventory of learning disabled and non-disabled students; (4) descrip

tions of the classroom environment including the prevalence of verbal 

interaction and the types of academic demands; and (5) teachers' 

perceptions of skills essential for success in their classrooms. 

Table 2 presents each student's ability and language achievement 

data by his/her designated pair. This includes results from the 

Wechsler Intelligence Scales, Test of Written Language, and Pupil 

Behavior Rating Scale. The history of speech/language therapy is also 

noted. A summary of the frequency of utterances as recorded on the 
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TABLE 2 

Scores on the Wechsler Intelligence Scales, 
Test of Adolescent Language, and Pupil Behavior Rating Scale, 

and Occurrence of Speech and Language Therapy (n = 8) 

PAIR A PAIR B PAIR C PAIR D 
LD NLD LD NLD LD NLD LD NLD 

WECHSLER INTELLIGENCE 
SCALES (WISC-R or WAIS-R) 

Block Design Subtest 6 8 10 9 11 12 11 11 

Vocabulary Subtest 8 11 9 11 7 10 7 8 

TEST OF ADOLESCENT 
LANGUAGE (TOAL) 

Adolescent Language 
Quotient (ALQ) 64 111 81 97 50 102 75 64 

Listening Subtest 64 91 76 82 58 112 64 67 

Speaking Subtest 55 109 88 94 58 100 88 58 

Reading Subtest 100 115 88 109 — 103 85 79 

Writing Subtest 58 124 85 103 64 91 76 73 

Pupil Behavior 
Ratine Scale 

Overall Score 3.0 3.8 2.76 3.0 3.2 4.8 2.4 1.9 

Auditory Comprehension 3.0 3.75 2.75 3.0 3.0 5.0 2.7 1.7 

Spoken Language 3.0 3.8 2.8 2.9 3.0 4.8 2.0 1.2 

Personal-Social Behavior 3.0 4.0 2.75 3.0 3.6 4.6 2.5 2.2 

History of Speech/ 
Language Therapy None None None None None None None None 



Pragmatic Language Classroom Inventory can be found in Table 3. Tables 

4 and 5 present the communicative effectiveness of Requests and of 

Responses and Statements respectively. Table 6 provides information 

concerning the amount of time spent on classroom activities and the 

average number of relevant responses and statments per student per 

period when the entire class was observed. Finally, Table 7 includes 

teacher ratings of essential skills for success in their classrooms. 

Pair A 

The first pair consisted of two females participating in a Free 

Enterprise class. The two students appeared relatively evenly matched 

in aptitude as measured by the WISC-R (refer to Table 2). The LD 

student's and NLD student's scaled scores on the Block Design Subtests 

were 6 and 8 respectively. Scaled scores on the vocabulary portion of 

the WISC-R were 8 for the LD student and 11 for the NLD student. Both 

students demonstrated an aptitude level within the average range as 

indicated by this evaluation method. 

Major differences were seen in the two Adolescent Language 

Quotients on the Test of Adolescent Language (TOAL). As seen in Table 

2, the LD student obtained a score of 64 and the NLD student obtained a 

score of 111. This can be interpreted to mean that the LD student's 

language abilities are considered poor, whereas the NLD student's score 

would indicate an average level of language functioning. Speaking was 

the LD student's weakest language area as measured by the TOAL, that 

is, her ability to give oral definitions and to repeat sentences that 

are auditorally presented. Her listening skills were her second 

highest language area, but the score was still in the poor range of 



TABLE 3 

Frequencies of Utterances on the 
Pragmatic Language Classroom Inventory (n = 8) 

PRAGMATIC PAIR A PAIR B PAIR C PAIR D 
LANGUAGE INVENTORY LD NLD LD NLD LD NLD LD NLD 

Total No. of Utterances 15 25 6 19 11 17 58 15 

Requests 7 12 2 2 2 3 17 1 

Responses 8 13 4 13 9 13 41 14 

Statements 0 0 0 4 0 1 0 0 
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TABLE 4 

Communicative Effectiveness of Requests 

PAIR A PAIR B PAIR C PAIR D 
LP NLD LP NLD LP NLD LP NLD 

Requests 

No. of Requests 7 12 2 2 2 3 17 1 

No. of Requests Accepted 6 9 1 1 1 2 11 . 1 

% of Accepted Requests 85 75 50 50 50 66 64 100 

TABLE 5 

Communicative Effectiveness of Responses and Statements 

PAIR A PAIR B PAIR C PAIR P 
LP NLD LP NLD LP NLP LP NLP 

Responses & Statements 

No. of Responses & 
Statements 8 13 4 17 9 14 41 14 

No. of Relevant 
Responses & Statements 19 4 9 8 14 14 13 

% of Relevant 
Responses & Statements 12 69 100 53 89 100 34 92 
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TABLE 6 

Percentage of Time Spent on Classroom Activities and 
Average Number of Relevant Responses and Statements 

Per Student Per Day 

OBSERVED CLASS SITUATION 

% Total Non-Language 
Activities (Lectures & 
Independent Work & 
Audio-Visual & Exams & 
Presentations) 

CLASS A 

78.5 

CLASS B CLASS C 

91 53.5 

CLASS D 

70 

% Lecture 39 

% Full Class Discussion 21 

% Independent Work 11 

% Audio-Visual Presentation 12.5 

% Exams 14 

% Presentations by Students — 

% Other 2 

53.5 

9 

25 

12.5 

32 

46 

18 

3.5 

10 

12.5 

16 

32 

16 

12 

Average No. of Utterances 
Per Student Per Day 

1 . 8  1.8 1.9 1 . 2  



TABLE 7 
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Essential Classroom Skills as Rated by Each Teacher 

CLASS A CLASS B CLASS C CLASS D 

Selected Within Top 5 
of Essential Skills 

Following Oral and X 
Written Directions 

Skimming Reading Selections 

Locating Information in a 
Text Book 

Recalling Information X X 
for Tests 

Turning in Assignments X 
on Time 

Locating Answers X X 
to Questions 

Taking Notes from Lectures XXX 

Participating in XXX 
Discussions 

Making Logical Deductions X 

Studying for Tests X X 

X indicates that the teachers rated the skill within their top 5 choices. 
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functioning. The NLD student's lowest score was in the listening 

skills area, with an average range score of 91, and her speaking score 

was a 109, which also places her in the average range of ability. With 

these observed differences in ALQs and a differential of 54 points 

between the two speaking composite scores, it may be predicted that the 

NLD student would out-perform the LD student in language production. 

This was found to be the case in comparing the total number of 

utterances between Pair A (Table 3). Fifteen independent utterances 

were made by the LD student and 25 were made by the NLD student. This 

quantity of difference was consistent across areas with some variation 

in the assessment of utterances. Only 12% of those responses made by 

the LD student were considered to be relevant to the academic 

situation. In the NLD student's case, 69% were evaluated as being 

relevant to the context of the class. This would imply that a larger 

portion of the NLD student's verbalizations were representative of 

on-task behavior. 

The LD student was able to produce more requests that obtained 

their perceived intended goal (85%) than did the NLD student's requests 

(75%). This difference, though, is not as great as was seen in the 

relevancy category. It would appear that even though the LD student 

made fewer academically relevant responses, she was able to produce 

requests which met her needs at a level relatively equal to the NLD 

student. 

After the teacher had assigned independent work to the class, 

the following scoring of utterances was recorded for the two students 

during one 10-minute block. 
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Category 

Request 

Request 

Request 

Response 

Category 

Request 

Request 

Response 

Response 

Response 

Response 

Response 

Response 

Response 

Response 

LP Student 

Subcategory 

Information 

Affirmative/Negative 

Information 

Polite 

NLD Student 

Subcategory 

Action 

Affirmat ive/Negat ive 

Information 

Agreement 

Agreement 

Agreement 

Information 

Agreement 

Information 

Information 

Effectiveness 

Accepted 

Accepted 

Accepted 

Irrelevant 

Effectiveness 

Accepted 

Accepted 

Relevant 

Relevant 

Relevant 

Relevant 

Relevant 

Relevant 

Relevant 

Relevant 

In terms of teacher perceptions of Pair A, the teacher did rate 

the NLD student consistently higher on the selected portions of the 

Pupil Behavior Rating Scale, that is on spoken language, auditory 

comprehension, and personal social behavior (Table 3). Although the LD 

student demonstrated poor performance on the TOAL, she did receive 

average scores on the Pupil Behavior Rating Scale. Above average 

scores were given for the NLD student in each area. 
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In this class of 27 students, it was found that the average 

number of relevant responses and statements for each student during a 

class was 1.8 (refer to Table 4). Relative to the number made by LD 

student during a 7-day observation, 7 relevant responses and statements 

fitting into this category, would be half of the class average, whereas 

in looking at the NLD student, the number of relevant responses and 

statements made by her would be typical of the class as a whole. 

The greatest amount of time was spent in lectures (39%). It can 

be seen in Table 4 that smaller amounts of class time involved full 

class discussions (21%), exams (14%), audio-visual presentations 

(12.5%), and independent work (11%). If those areas which do not allow 

verbal participation in this class are totaled, it could be said that 

66.5% of class activities limited the students' potential for accessing 

and applying their verbal skills. 

In the teacher's assessment of essential skills for success in 

his classroom (Table 4), the ability to participate in discussions was 

ranked second in importance. This is particularly interesting in that 

relatively little time was given to that activity in his class. Other 

skill areas which were considered important to academic success in 

Class A were more commensurate with what was observed. Those would 

include taking notes from lectures, locating answers to questions, and 

preparing for and recalling information for tests. For teacher A, the 

ability to interact in class verbally is viewed as important, when the 

opportunity is provided. Otherwise, more academic-type skills are 

predictive of success in this class. 



46 

While Pair A may be comparable in general aptitude, differences 

in the level of skill development in language type tasks were evident. 

The quantity and quality of utterance were also uneven, with the NLD 

student being superior in most areas. For these two students, the TOAL 

was a predictor of how they would function later in the classroom. The 

speaking composite in particular, which showed a 54-point difference, 

may have been the primary indicator in terms of who would be able to 

demonstrate language abilities in this class. 

In this class specifically, the ability to access one's language 

use skills does have a relationship to how the student will succeed in 

the class. With the LD student only producing half the number of 

utterances that would be representative of the mean, she may have great 

difficulty in functioning within this regular classroom. 

Pair B 

In pair B the LD student was a male while the NLD student was a 

female. Both students were observed in the same Free Enterprise class, 

which differed from Pair A's class. As seen in Table 2, students in 

this pair were also well within the average range of abilities as 

measured by the Wechsler Intelligence Scale. Block Design Scores for 

the NLD and LD student were 9 and 10 respectively. The Vocabulary 

scaled score of the NLD student was 11, and of the LD student was 9. 

The students were distinguished, however, by their levels of 

language ability on the TOAL (refer to Table 2). The NLD student was 

considered average in her level of language functioning, whereas the LD 

student's overall score placed him in the below average range in 



language abilities. The listening component of the TOAL was the lowest 

score for both students, indicating that each had difficulty in this 

area of language. Their performance on the speaking composite differed 

only by 6 points. Scores of these students on the TOAL did appear to 

parallel each other throughout this test, with a separation of 20 

points at the level of greatest variance. 

This trend, however, was not present when the students' 

pragmatic language skills were assessed (Table 3). A comparison of the 

students on the Pragmatic Language Classroom Inventory demonstrates a 

more varied performance. The total number of utterances produced by 

the LD student was a third of that produced by the NLD student. The 

quantity of the requests as well as the quality of their acceptance was 

equal for both involved. Yet, there was variance in the quantity of 

responses and statements, and in their relevancy to the academic 

setting. Specifically, the NLD student provided a greater quantity of 

responses, but when they were considered for academic relevancy, almost 

half of these utterances were evaluated as irrelevant. In comparison, 

100% of the responses produced by the LD student were relevant to the 

class topic. This would imply that for the LD student, the few 

utterances recorded were academically relevant and were accepted at a 

rate equal to that of the NLD student.. 

During a 10-minute block when the teacher was lecturing, the 

following scorings of utterances were recorded for the two students. 



LD Student 

Category Subcategory 

Affirmative/Negative 

Effectiveness 

Response Relevant 

NLD Student 

Category Subcategory Effectiveness 

Response Disagree Irrelevant 

Response Qualifying Relevant 

Response Information Irrelevant 

A language behavior assessment of Pair B as reported by their 

teacher on the Pupil Behavior Rating Scale indicates, in Table 2, 

subtle differences between the individuals. The NLD student was given 

an average rating of 3 throughout the entire scale. The LD student 

also did not vary greatly from subtest to subtest, but did receive a 

slightly lower than average rating. Comparison of the two scales would 

imply that this teacher does not perceive the type of discrepancies 

that were brought out by the TOAL or the Pragmatic Language Classroom 

Inventory. 

When the entire class was monitored to establish an average 

number of relevant responses and statements per pupil, it was found 

that in this class of 29 students the mean was 1.8 utterances per 

student per day (refer to Table 4). If this is then compared to the 

two students observed daily, it is found that the LD student is far 

below average. For him, the average number of relevant responses and 

statements per day was .71. Looking at the total number of relevant 

responses and statements made by the NLD student, she was slightly 
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below the mean, with 1.5 per day, but not to the degree of the LD 

student. 

Lecture was the primary mode of content material presentation, 

with 53.5% of the time used in this way (refer to Table 4). 

Independent work accounted for 25% of the time, audio-visual 

presentations 12.5%, and full class discussions 9%. Combining those 

class activities which do not usually allow for student verbal 

participation, this would mean that during 91% of class time, 

activities did not stimulate student discussion. 

In looking further at Table 4, the ranking of essential skills 

for classroom success indicated that teacher B reported that the 

ability to participate in classroom discussions is extremely important. 

This would seem in conflict with the actual amount of time spent on 

this type of activity in class B. It may, however, imply that teacher 

B perceives verbal involvement as crucial for the solidification of 

concepts that are presented by other means. Other skills listed within 

the top 5 were more task-oriented skills such as preparing for and 

taking tests, and taking notes during lectures. 

In most measures of behavior and aptitude, these students 

appeared equal. The distinguishing factor was their capabilities in 

language. Variance was found on the overall and composite scores on 

the TOAL and on the number of utterances produced during a class. In 

both cases, the NLD student was superior to the LD student. What is 

interesting is that even though the LD student lacked in quantity of 

utterances and language capabilities, the communicative effectiveness 

of those utterances was better or equal to the NLD student's. 



Pair C 

The third pair was two females observed in a health class. In 

comparing the WISC-R scores of the two students in this pair, as 

presented in Table 2, a noticeable difference was seen between the two 

Vocabulary Subtest Standard Scores. The NLD student received a scaled 

score of 10 in this area, whereas the LD student received a 7. The 

ability to apply meaning to a list of words was a more difficult task 

for the LD student. On the performance measure, however, the scores 

were very close. The NLD student had a scaled score of 12 and the LD 

student a scaled score of 11. Overall, both students' aptitude scores 

were within the average range of functioning. 

Differences in verbal ability were also apparent when the 

Adolescent Language Quotients (ALQ) were examined for Pair C (Table 2). 

This comprehensive score of oral and written language showed a 

discrepancy between the two students of more than 50 points. The ALQ 

score for the LD student was a 50, placing her in the poor range of 

language ability, and the ALQ for the NLD student was 102, putting her 

in the average range of functioning. The LD student received a 50 on 

both the speaking and listening portions of the TOAL, meaning both were 

equally difficult for her. Scores on the other composite skill areas 

were consistently low, indicating no identifiable language strength. A 

score of 112 places the NLD student on the high average range of 

listening ability. Her performance on the speaking portion was also 

well within the average level. No history of specific remediation in 

language skill was found in the LD student's educational history or in 

the NLD student's academic files. 



As can be seen in examining the Pragmatic Language Classroom 

Inventory results in Table 3, Pair C demonstrated very few notable 

differences in any of the categories. The NLD student was consistently 

greater in frequency and percentage in each of the categories, yet not 

at a level which might be predicted by earlier evaluations. Even the 

total number of utterances did not differ markedly. 

During one 20-minute block when the students were completing an 

exam, the following scoring of utterances was recorded for the two 

students. 

LD Student 

Category 

Request 

Request 

Subcategory 

Information 

Information 

NLD Student 

Category 

Request 

Statement 

Request 

Response 

Subcategory 

Qualification 

Predictive 

Information 

Agreement 

Effectiveness 

No opportunity 

•Relevant 

Effectiveness 

Accepted 

Relevant 

Relevant 

Relevant 

The Pupil Behavior Rating Scale (Table 2) also distinguished the 

NLD student as being above average. On each measure of behavior, the 

NLD student was rated at or near the highest level of behavioral 

ability. This would imply that the student has a high probability of 

success in this teacher's class, especially in these verbal areas. As 

for the LD student, the teacher did consistently rate the student as 



being average in these behavioral areas. The teacher did state 

concerning the LD student that in some behavioral areas she could not 

provide a rating because the student was so "quiet" and produced so few 

utterances that there was little on which to base a decision. This 

teacher's perception was supported by the data collected on the 

Pragmatic Language Classroom Inventory. 

When the class as a whole was observed for the frequency of 

relevant responses and statements, it was found that in this class of 

29 students the average number of utterances per class period for each 

student was 1.9, as seen in Table 4. In looking back at the number of 

relevant responses and statements made by the observed pair, the LD 

student is slightly below the mean and the NLD is slightly above. 

During observational time when these utterances were recorded, 

the primary method of presentation was full class discussions 

accounting for 46% of the class time (refer to Table 4). Other class 

activities included lecture (32%), independent work (18%), and student 

presentations (3.5%). The use of class discussions for instructional 

means would allow students greater opportunities to demonstrate skills 

in language usage. As was just made evident by the earlier discussion, 

this was not true for this NLD student who did possess otherwise strong 

language capabilities. 

According to teacher C, the most important element to success in 

the classroom in which these subjects were students was the ability to 

participate in discussions (refer to Table 4). This was reported on 

the Classroom Skills Rating Inventory. Other skill areas predictive of 



success in this classroom included taking notes from a lecture, making 

logical deductions, turning in assignments within the time boundaries, 

and being able to follow oral and written directions. Again, the 

emphasis was placed on verbal interaction for academic success, but it 

is questionable whether the LD student can meet that challenge. 

Even though the LD student demonstrated consistent weakness in 

language use abilities as reflected on the WISC-R, TOAL, and Pupil 

Behavior Rating Scale, she was only functioning slightly below the mean 

of the class in terms of language use. The'NLD student to whom she was 

was being compared tended to be above average in language use 

capabilities. This was also reflected on the Pragmatic Language 

Classroom Inventory. What this indicates is that whereas most 

traditional language measures would predict a severe problem, the 

language that actually occurs within the learning environment may not 

be at the same level of severity. 

Pair D 

In this final pair, both students were males being observed in 

an American History class. The aptitude scores found in Table 2, as 

measured by the WISC-R and WAIS-R, were relatively similar. For the 

learning disabled student, the Block Design Subtest Standard Score was 

11 and the Vocabulary Subtest Standard Score was 7. A Block Design 

Standard Score of 11 was also established for the non-learning disabled 

(NLD) student, and his Vocabulary Subtest Standard Score was 8. This 

indicates that both students were functioning at a similar aptitude 

level. A notable difference, however, was seen in the two students' 



Adolescent Language Quotient (ALQ), as measured by the Test of 

Adolescent Language (TOAL). Table 2 shows that the LD student's ALQ 

was 11 points higher than the NLD student's. These scores were 75 and 

64 respectively. This implies that the LD student fell in the 

below-average range of overall language ability, and the NLD student is 

functioning at a poor range of overall language ability. Component 

subtests were then assessed to see if any aspects of language in 

particular led to these results. The listening composite for the LD 

student was the only score which fell below any of the NLD student's 

language composite scores. As for the NLD student's composite scores, 

the lowest of these numbers was a standard score of 58 on the Speaking 

Composite. The significance of this score relative to the inventory of 

pragmatic skills will be discussed later. 

To determine whether the LD student had any specific remediation 

in the area of language development, the LD student's special education 

records were examined. According to these files, which included his 

first referral for services, no history of language therapy was found. 

The NLD student also had no history of previous language therapy» 

With respect to the Pragmatic Language Classroom Inventory 

(Table 3), a discrepancy was first seen in the total number of 

utterances made by each student. The LD student made 58 independent 

utterances, whereas the NLD student made 15. This may have a 

relationship to the NLD student's particularly low score on the 

Speaking Composite Score of the TOAL. 
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Even though there was such a difference between the two on 

quantity of utterances with the LD student being much higher, the 

quality measure indicated that the LD student had substantially less 

acceptance requests and relevancy statements and responses. As can be 

seen on the chart, of the 58 utterances made by the LD student, only 

64% were accepted and 34% relevant. This, in comparison to the NLD 

student with 100% acceptance and 91% relevance, implies that the NLD 

student may be using those utterances he does make to greater academic 

gains. 

In this 10-minute excerpt, the teacher had just assigned pairs 

of students to prepare a presentation for the class. The following are 

scorings of utterances produced by the two students in response to the 

Effectiveness 

Evaded 

Irrelevant 

Irrelevant 

Irrelevant 

Relevant 

Relevant 

Relevant 

Irrelevant 

Relevant 

assignment. 

Category 

Request 

Response 

Response 

Response 

Response 

Response 

Response 

Response 

Response 

LD Student 

Subcategory 

Information 

Information 

Af f irmat ive/Negat ive 

Affirmat ive/Negat ive 

Information 

Information 

Information 

Information 

Information 



NLD Student 

Category 

Response 

Response 

Response 

Response 

Response 

Response 

Response 

Subcategory 

Affirmative/Negative 

Information 

Affirmative/Negative 

Affirmative/Negative 

Information 

Repeat Information 

Information 

Effectiveness 

Relevant 

Relevant 

Relevant 

Relevant 

Relevant 

Relevant 

Relevant 

In rating the two students on the Pupil Behavior Rating Scale 

(PBR), Table 2, the LD student was scored higher in each language 

behavior area, with an average rating of 2.3. One of the NLD student's 

scores was comparable to the LD student's. This was in the area of 

Personal-Social Behavior, with the NLD student receiving a 19 and the 

LD student receiving a 20. Overall, the NLD student obtained an 

average rating of 1.9. 

As to the class situations in which these utterances were made 

(refer to Table 4), the greatest percentage of time was spent viewing 

audio-visual materials. Exams accounted for 16% of class time, 

independent work 16%, full class discussion 12.5%, presentations by 

students 12%, and lecture 10%. This means that during 58% of the time 

observed, little opportunity was given for students to become involved 

in the class verbally. 

In assessing the average number of relevant responses and 

statements made by each member of the class, it was found that 1.2 



utterances would be the mean for the group. This would indicate that 

the two students observed were relatively commensurate with the norm of 

the class, with the LD student seeming to perform quantitatively better 

than the average. 

When the teacher of the observed class was asked to rank a list 

of learning skills, the areas of greatest importance for success in his 

class clustered around academic skills areas (refer to Table 4). These 

would be following directions, recalling information for exams, and 

taking notes for lectures. The two least important learning skills 

were participating in discussions and making logical deductions. 

Two students are described here who can be considered equal in 

terms of general aptitude. Yet when language usage is specifically 

evaluated, one student outperforms the other. What would not have been 

predicted from previoius research is that it was the LD student who 

demonstrated greater verbal ability as compared to the NLD student. 

According to the TOAL, however, most areas of language were found to be 

difficult for this LD student. 

In the investigation of academic climate, the typical number of 

utterances made by a student was relatively low in this class. Also, 

the teacher himself perceives verbal involvement as one of the academic 

areas not as important for success in his classroom as would be other 

academic skills. Pragmatic language usage was not an ability that was 

expected of most students and one that was infrequently demonstrated in 

this class. 
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Summary 

The students in the first pair showed commonalities in their 

levels of aptitude, but were greatly distinguished by their abilities 

in language-related areas. Qualitatively and quantitatively, the NLD 

student was for the most part superior to the LD student in her 

pragmatic language skills. For the LD student, this is of particular 

importance when the amount of time spent in discussions and the 

priority placed on discussion in this class is considered. 

Language capabilities also differentiated the two students in 

the second pair. Aptitude measures and their ratings on language 

behaviors were relatively equal, yet those language skill areas as 

evaluated by .the TOAL and as observed by the Pragmatic Language 

Classroom Inventory indicated variance between the two students. 

Quality of utterances was not the distinguishing factor on the 

Inventory, but quantity was. 

The third pair observed did not differ from the two previously 

discussed in that on all formal measures of language ability the LD 

student was inferior to the NLD student. What is unusual is that 

according to observations in the class, the LD student was only 

functioning slightly below the mean of the group. Even though most 

measures indicated the potential for difficulty in using language in a 

regular classroom, this did not appear to be the case. 

Characteristic labels of the final two students, that is LD 

versus NLD, had little bearing on the language capabilities observed 

with these two individuals. The LD student consistently outperformed 



the NLD student on all measures of language ability and in classroom 

observations of language use. There is, however, one exception; the 

NLD student did produce qualitatively superior utterances as compared 

with the LD student. . 



CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

Summary of Results 

Analysis of results across pairs indicates a number of trends: 

(1) patterns in communicative effectiveness as measured by the 

Pragmatic Language Classroom Inventory and as related to other 

measures; (2) patterns among the different formal measures of language 

skills, and (3) patterns among the classroom environments observed. 

The primary conclusion which can be drawn in the examination of 

the results obtained from the Pragmatic Language Classroom Inventory is 

that except in the case of one pair, LD students do make quantitatively 

fewer utterances than NLD students. This finding supports the work of 

Spekman (1981) when she examined discourses between LD students and 

average achieving children in completing a task. It was also found in 

relation to this trend that the quantity of utterances produced could 

be predicted by scores on the TOAL. In all cases resented here, those 

students who performed better on the TOAL did produce a larger quantity 

of utterances. Results also indicated that the quantity of utterances 

produced had little relationship to the overall quality of those 

utterances. In some cases, the students who made the fewer number of 

utterances were also the ones with the greater percentage of relevancy 

and acceptance. The TOAL provided little indication of how the student 

would perform qualitatively. 
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Teachers' perceptions of students in each pair, as rated on the 

language portions of the Pupil Behavior Rating Scale, were generally in 

agreement with the observations yielded from the Pragmatic Language 

Classroom Inventory. Those student pairs who demonstrated limited 

differences in pragmatic language usage as found on the inventory were 

also perceived by their teachers as having fewer language 

discrepancies. Students whose observed pragmatic language could not 

have been predicted by scores on the TOAL were still perceived by the 

teachers in a manner similar to the Pragmatic Language Classroom 

Inventory. Teacher perceptions differing from formal measures were 

also found by Reidlinger-Ryan and Shewan (1984). In the 

Reidlinger-Ryan and Shewan (1984) study, 30 LD adolescents were tested 

on a number of auditory language comprehension measures. A majority of 

LD students were found to be lower than the control subjects on all 

tests except for a behavior rating scale of classroom listening skills 

completed by the students' teachers. 

One trend which can be supported by earlier research (Magee & 

Newcomer, 1978; Meline & Meline, 1983; Semel & Wiig, 1975; Wiig, 

Lapointe, & Semel, 1977; Wiig & Semel, 1973; Wiig & Semel, 1974a; Wiig 

& Semel, 1974b; Wiig, Semel, & Abele, 1981; Wiig, Semel, & Crouse, 

1973) is that the NLD students, in three of the four cases, 

outperformed the LD students on a formal assessment tool, the Test of 

Adolescent Language. This test, for the most part, distinguished the 

LD students from the NLD students. Comparisons of overall scores on 

the TOAL and on the language portions of the Pupil Behavior Rating 



Scale show them to have similar relationships between student pairs in 

the identification of the more capable language student. Bryan and 

McGrady (1972) investigated the validity of the Pupil Behavior Rating 

Scale and found that the results of the rating scale were also 

comparable to the Wechsler Intelligence Scale Vocabulary Subtest. 

In terms of how the class environment affected the quantity and 

quality of pragmatic language, it was found that the percentage of time 

spent in verbally interactive activities had little relation to the 

average number of responses and statements produced by the entire class 

and by the individuals specifically observed. Two of the three 

teachers reported that participation in discussions was important to 

success in their classes. However, in those two cases either little 

opportunity was given for these types of activities or when the 

opportunities were made available, few students participated. 

On the Classroom Skills Inventory, the only skill that all three 

teachers ranked within the top five skills important to success was the 

ability to take notes from lectures. Participating in class 

discussions was ranked within the top five for two of the three 

teachers, and in both cases were either first or second of importance. 

Other skills which were among the upper half for two of the three 

teachers were: (1) following oral and written directions; (2) 

recalling information for tests; (3) locating answers to questions; 

and (4) studying for tests. 



Discussion of Results 

In terms of these four pairs of students, one significant 

finding is that quantity of utterances does not predict quality of 

utterances. Students who produced greater numbers of utterances were 

shown as inferior in their ability to produce questions which were 

accepted and responses which were relevant to the academic climate. 

This was true for both the LD and NLD students. This implies that 

those students who may seem to be lacking in language abilities as 

indicated by their educational label or because of formal testing may 

in effect be using their language abilities to greater advantage. 

Their productions may be limited, but the pragmatic quality of those 

productions may be equal to average achieving or non-language delayed 

children. 

Formal measures of language and verbal ability, the TOAL and the 

Wechsler Intelligence Scales, were not as clear predictors of observed 

pragmatic language usage as was the selected language portions of the 

Pupil Behavior Rating Scale. Perceptions by regular classroom teachers 

of these students and of classroom demands and observations may be a 

better predictor of a student's potential for success than would be 

gained from a formal evaluation method. This was also found by Keogh, 

Tchir, and Windeguth-Behn (1974) when they interviewed teachers in 

order to determine educationally high risk students. They concluded 

that teacher perceptions of reasons for school failure were more 

relevant to remedial planning than scores which only classified 

students. In identifying language-learning disabled students, 



rather than isolating a number of deficit areas through formal testing, 

it may be more advantageous to first identify how the student is 

functioning relative to language within the regular classroom through 

ratings and observation, and then to verify these findings with formal 

testing. If the ultimate goal in special education is to return a 

student to a normalizing environment, then it would seem that the first 

step is to identify the regular class demands and the student's level 

of functioning within a regular class. 

Over-reliance on formal test measures may be directing 

teachers' attentions to language skills which are insignificant to 

survival and success in regular secondary classrooms. Other 

researchers (Prutting, Gallagher, & Mulac, 1975; Kramer, James, & 

Saxman, 1979) have found that assessments of language abilities in 

natural contexts demonstrate greater language abilities for students 

than would be indicated by formal measures. Prutting, Gallagher, and 

Mulac (1975) concluded this after they compared the expressive portion 

of a standardized screening test to spontaneous language samples. 

Kramer and Saxman (1979) also found similar agreement in their 

comparison of language samples obtained in a clinic to those obtained 

at home by the children's mothers. The importance of observations 

occurring in a natural environment was also recommended by Cazden and 

Hymes (1972), by Hubbell (1977), and Roth and Spekman (1984) in their 

guidelines for language research. 

As to the importance of pragmatic language use in the regular 

classroom, little was found in this study that would suggest the need 



for direct remediation in this area of language. The aillount of 

time given to class activities which warrant this type of verbal 

participation was limited in the classes studied. Also, teachers' 

perceptions of the LD students' language did not differentiate them 

from the NLD group. This would imply that the language skills of these 

LD students were considered to be within the average range. Therefore, 

this evidence does not support the inclusion of pragmatic language 

goals in remediation plans for all secondary LD students. 

Limitations 

For these eight students who were distinguished according to 

their academic program (LD and NLD), there were few salient pragmatic 

language characteristics which would have predicted their membership in 

these categories. This included the smaller quantity of utterances 

produced by three of the four LD strdents. A number of arguments and 

possible affecting factors which were not originally considered may 

have had an impact on the limited number of established patterns. They 

would be: (1) the academic climate used in observing did not permit 

students to adequately demonstrate their pragmatic language abilities; 

(2) the measurement tool was not sensitive to true pragmatic language 

ability; and (3) an increased length of time and a greater number of 

students involved could have provided a larger amount of data on which 

patterns would be established. 

The opportunities for language use was one confounding variable 

that had not been considered earlier. If a major percentage of 



classroom time does not involve student participation, i.e., filmstrips 

and lectures, little time is then available for teacher-student 

interaction. In addition, if that limited amount of time is divided by 

the average 30 students in a classroom, further limitations are placed 

on both the LD and NLD students' chances of verbal participation. This 

would mean that 7 class observations in effect become much fewer when 

these factors are considered. 

This limitation does raise the point that if it would take a 

substantially greater amount of time to collect a large enough corpus 

on which to base sound results, then are we assessing a factor that is 

truly important to success within a classroom? Clinical studies have 

demonstrated differences in LD and NLD students in pragmatic language 

ability. It is possible, however, that within a typical secondary 

classroom, activities which demand pragmatic language skills are so few 

that their impact on a student's level of achievement is limited at 

best. 

The next point presented emphasizes whether the Pragmatic 

Language Classsroom Inventory validly assessed the essence of language 

usage. If the definition of pragmatic language includes the notion of 

intent in obtaining goals, then this inventory was not capable of 

measuring all aspects of pragmatic language. This could be 

accomplished with the use of video recorders and self-reports of 

speakers and receivers as to intents and whether goals were 

successfully attained. The tool adopted in this study does, however, 

provide a gross inventory of demonstrated competencies in language use. 



It can also evaluate from the perspective of the observer whether 

communications were accepted or rejected or if they are relevant to the 

academic environment. What it did seem to fail to indicate were the 

subtle differences in the choice of word use that has been found in 

clinical research between groups of learning and non-learning disabled 

students. This alone may warrant further investigations which would 

attend to the finer points of language use. 

Additionally, the number of students involved in the actual 

study may have contributed to the lack of patterns. By including only 

a small number of students, the problems of uncontrolled variables are 

compounded. 

Suggestions for Future Research 

There are many directions that this research can proceed. The 

two that will be discussed is first locating a larger number of 

students and with a similar measure of pragmatic language attempt to 

validate the findings of the study presented. A second later direction 

would be to continue to investigate the task demands and climate of 

regular secondary school classrooms. 

In the first context of research, the purpose of this study 

would be to reinvestigate the potential differences in LD and NLD 

students' pragmatic language in classroom settings. Future research 

should consider those factors discussed in the limitations of this 

research design. This would mean increasing the number of subjects 

in both the LD and NLD group to at least 15. A similar measure of 



pragmatic language use would be recommended. The inclusion, however, 

of video taping and ratings by those involved in the conversations may 

give further insight into the effectiveness of communicative acts. 

Another strand of research branching from the original study 

would further investigate the language demands of the regular class and 

how these language demands fit into the hierarchy of other tasks in the 

classroom. By investigating how academic time is used in most 

classrooms and those skills which must be accessible for the child to 

succeed in that environment, we as special educators and 

speech/language pathologists can better prepare our students to meet 

these requirements. Analyses may be made of portions of time spent in 

varied activities across content areas. Also, an investigation may be 

made of the types of language demands made on all students in a regular 

classroom and which demands content area teachers deem as most 

important to classroom success. There are many questions that this 

direction of research may answer for the purposes of obtaining a better 

understanding of how language-learning disabled students can be better 

prepared for a mainstreamed environment. 

Implications for Special Education 

Most importantly, the research presented here begins to direct 

theoretical ideas and clinical observations back to its application in 

the regular classroom. In this case, theories and clinical 

observations of pragmatic language deficits of learning disabled 

students were not validated for the four pairs of students. The impact 



that this has on special education is that it begins to uncover the 

factors which may camouflage learning disabled students' true language 

weakensses. These factors would include the type of class demands and 

the amount of time available for a student to participate in verbal 

discourse. 

Other considerations to make as a result of this study include 

the possiblity of over-identification as a result of formal testing. 

This study demonstrated that informal ratings and observations showed 

greater agreement in the assessment of language skills than did the 

formal measure (TOAL). It also re-emphasizes the importance of 

including observation and classroom teachers' opinions in a full-scale 

evaluation of a student (Damico & Oiler, 1980). If the area being 

assessed does not appear to inhibit students' performance in a class, 

that is from observations of teachers and evaluations, then there may 

be other areas which may warrant the increased attention. 

Finally, this study provides further direction in the 

investigation of pragmatic language usage in learning disabled students 

and of academic demands of regular classrooms. This study has provided 

a base from which later research can result. 

Concluding Statements 

This study investigated whether learning disabled students 

differed from non-learning disabled students in terms of pragmatic 

language usage. What was found in this descriptive study of four pairs 

of LD and NLD students was: (1) the LD students in most cases made a 



fewer number of utterances than the NLD students and the communicative 

effectiveness of those utterances were commensurate to the NLD 

students' level of effectiveness; (2) quantity of utterances by either 

student had no relation to the quality of utterances; (3) the language 

portion of the Pupil Behavior Rating Scale was a better indicator of 

pragmatic language use in the classroom than scores on language 

portions of the TOAL; and (4) little opportunity is provided for 

students to demonstrate their pragmatic language ability in regular 

classroom settings. 



APPENDIX A 

Class Situation for Each 5-Minute Block 

Lecture: 
Full Class 
Discussion: 
Independent 
Work: 
Group Work: 
Other: 
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APPENDIX B 

Classroom Skills Rating Scale 

Please rank the following learning skills in terms of which are most 
important for success in your classroom with a 1 for the skill that 
is most important to 10 for the skill that is the least important. 

Following oral and written directions 

Skimming reading selections 

Locating information in a textbook 

Recalling information for tests 

Turning in assignments on time 

Locating answers to questions 

Taking notes from lectures 

Participating in discussions 

Making logical deductions 

Studying for tests 

Link, D.B. (1980). Essential learning skills and the low achieving 
student at the secondary level: A rating of the importance of 
24 academic abilities. Unpublished master's thesis, University 
of Kansas. 
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