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What evidence is there for the frequeht assertion that children tend to be
poor communieators because of their inability to make 1nference9 about their
liatener(a)? There is a great deal of face validity to the notion that efficient

communication is intimately related to the speaker 's adaptation of his message

the needs and abilities of the . listener, and a good deal of empirical data yhich
\

have been interpreted as clearly aupportive of a atrong relation. ’ —

-

Rgeent reviews of developmental research' of the last decade on role-taﬁing
ability (Shantz, In press) and on communication ability (Gluékaberg, Krauus, &'
Higgins, 1975) have pointed out two problems evident in much of the research

typically cited as supporting a strong role-taking{coﬁmunicat1on relation} First,

both yariables--role-taking (or, conversely, egocentrism) and commmnication effi~

" ciency~-are measured-from the S$ame data, the message the speaker gives. As ‘

Gluekaberg, Krauss, and Higgins (1975) note, virtually any poor mesaage couldzfg
.characterized as egocentric, and any egocentric message judged poor 1n informa-
tional value (i.e., personalized, redundant, lacﬂing.criterial informatioy, etc.).
Whet is needed is independent assessments of role-taking ability and commenica-
tion ability if a relation between\the two is to be clearly tested. Secondly,

several studies have taken groups ¢f children of widely varying age and with

.

independent assessmeéf; of role-tgking and communication ability have founﬁ sig-

* nificant, positive relations between the two, sometimes accounting for upward to

50% of the variance. * The fact is that each ability increases with increasin§

B

age,‘and a relation between the two may not be ; stronf functional relation, but
"_ - .
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‘ reflect their joint relationship to chronologigal age. . _ @
In order to avoid these sources of confusion in the literature and to provide ,

a clear test of the relation, I have selected .studies which (1) indeﬂendently

.

measure(,rgle-ta*ing and communication efficiency, (2) have used tasks which are

subatantially different in content and tne type of response required and (3) have

related the abilitiea with CA constant ejither by e;amining the relation within age

groups or by partialling out CA The second criterion ia worth elaborating on.

One might independently assess role-tfking and comihu icatio but have tasks that
ﬁz:be due mo&evto that,

- are so highly verbal that any correlation between fthem might

factor--shared method variance--than tge twvo cghceptual gbilities being tapped. ’
‘ - g . N 3 -

For example, some frequently\;aed role-takipy tasks such as telling a story to a ,

set of pictures and then rete ling it frqb‘a "naive" person's viewpoint, or pr

dicting a-. game opponent 8 atrategiea qi; so highly verbal in ,their demands as to
be poor candidatea for .the criterio of meximally different methods between tasks.
dpe role-taking task which has low verbal demands is the spatial pegg?ectivea

s

task, uoua11y~a modification of fiaget'a Ibree-mountains task. Here both the

. content of tne problemk(apatial relation between the obaerver'é location and his
pérspective) and. the type‘of reaponae (nonverbal, usually selecting a photograph

R ) to ahon the perapectiyé) grovide subgtantial differences from verbal communication™

problems. ; |

\ Studies whigh have assessed the role-taking/communication relation using the
spatial task for the role-t;king measure, have most often uged one of the following
communicatigh tasks: Glucksberg and Krauss' "Stack-the-Blocks" task (1967) or
Cowan's checkerboard task (1967) . Since they may not be as familiar as the spatial

role-tgking task, a brief description is given. In these two referential communi-

{ » cation tasks a speaker describes aomething for a listener to gelect from a set.

~

-
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,The speaker and listener can not see one anothér; and ugually the listener is free.

to ask for clarification. Both of the tasks can be scored in two ways. ‘First,

- dyadic oerformance is measured by the numBer of correct matches between the item

LY
the speaker describes and the one the listener gelects; performanco, then, is a
b Y

joint product of speaker adequacy and listener adequacy.: Second, sometimes only
speaker adequacy is measured by counting the number of criterial attributes in
the message. The major differences between the tasks is the use of low-codable

nonsense designs in the Glucksberg and Krauss task, whereas the checkerboard task
1
)

_enploys familiar toy objects and geometric figures. Also, in the \latter task the

speaker not only describes the object selected but the location on the checker=

e

board where it is\placed. . "\

‘Tﬂere are nine studies which mees the three criteria of independent assess-
ment of communication nnd role-taking, analysis of the relation within age groups -
(or CA partialled), and the use’of tasks which, have 14ttle in common a nethods,

as showun in Table 1. Three of the studies show consistent, significant positive
. -~

Insert Table 1 about here

[

relations between communigiﬁaon performance/and role-taking (Bermer, 1971;‘Cowsn,
1967; Rubin, 1973), ixt verious samples of children ranging from preschool to 11
years of age. There are four studles wnich had mixed resu}ts: some oignificant,
positive relations between-the variables (as varioosly measured) , and some non-
‘significant relations (Ceresnte, 1974; Coie & Dorval, 1973; Kingsley, 1971; Shantz,
1975). ‘For example, Kingsley found significant positive relations for third |

graders but not kinde:sgftbners, etc. And, finally, two of the studies showed

consistent nonsignificant relations betqeen role-taking and communication (Looft;
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1972; Stednlauf, 1975). The nine studies add up to a mixed scoreboard! What arg
such conflicting.finéings due to? An analysis of the studieé;wgs attempted to
answer that question. Might the positite findings reported in sone studiee, for
example, occur.only for particular agetgroups, or for one sex but not the other,
or when one type of ¢ommunication task was used? Unfortunately, no ‘such single ,i
factor emerged aiféss studies from the analysis to part{ally resolve the discrep- J
ancies. , |

How should these conflidéting findings be interpreted? First, the positive
goitelattona that occurred in some of the studies will be considered.’ It is pos-
sible, as soﬁe have suggested at times, that aignifican; poPitiv; relations are
spurious, the result of some third variable which role-taking and communication
are each related to 1nde§endent1y. The most popular nominee for that variable 1is
usually intelligence. ‘Few of the cited studies have examined parformancé 1n‘re-
lation to IQ, but in general 1nte111gence has not been found to be strongly re->
lated to peréormance on either role-taking tasks (Shantz, in preea) nor to com-
nupicat{?n/pcrformance (Glucksberg, Krauss, & Higginq€’1975). Chronological age

is an unlikely candidate as a third variable influencing the correlations since

in each of these studies CA was controlled. The! fact that.seven of the nine

'studies indicated positive relations--consistently or in part--between roli-t,king

and cdmﬁunication should be viewed in the context that these two variables were
; ) ph

assessed by maximally different methods. As such, some confidence can be'placed

in the correlations not being largely due to ahared method variance. At the same

. timc, the general findings of these atudiea Bhould not be viewed as a definitive '

statement of the relation between the twq variablea for to do so would assume
that spltial.perspective ability is representative of general role-taking ability,\

and performance on these communication tasks represents general compunication

v ‘ /
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ability, somewhat shakey asgumptions.
Now to consider the negative findings of some studies. At first glance, they

night be quite discouraging in supporting a relation that appe;,!L-on the face of\
- things~-so obvious. Byt there are several points that bear mentioning. First, \

there are several fac:,rs which might well produce a higher incidence of negative

) findings than positive ones. A lack of relation between two variables can be a

function of some simple statistical factors such as low reliability ofithe tasks

:; little variability in performance. Since the reliabilities of the hasks and

the score distributions.are seldom reported in these studies, this possibility can

»~

not be evaluated.

-

Also, in relation to the negative findings there 1is an'interesting issue of
L

whether role-taking and/qéT;;mmunication pérformance is belng measured in a sen~
sitive way. Specifically, most researchers have taken the "test—score“‘approach,
'as Wohlwill (1973) calls it, in which the individual's performance over a set of
items is.measured and the number of items psssed is summed: The'assumption is
made of a latent contin;ous dimension of ability (role-taking ability or commun-—
ication ability) with different amounts of that ability being expressed by dif-
fersnt numbers Qf items passed (fnr egample, the number ¢of locations in the

{ psrlpectiva-taking task). If this 1s a correct assumption, the redponses will
tend to form a normxl frequeney distribution.'<1f the items are fromga restticted
set (e.g., itemsvrepresenting a particular concept like conservation), responses
to different items are highly.interdependent. The continuous underlying dimension

is nonpéxistent, and a'bimodal distribution of responses may well result. 1In such
a case the "number-of-items-passed" type of data gives a false quantification feel
Y T
-
to what are basically qualitative data, or category data. Most importantly, they

may obscure the very qualitative data one might wish (or a theory might wishf to

[
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take as critical. But, to my knowledge, no researcher has taken this more quali-

tative approach and scored performance in tetms of levels or stages on either of
the tadks,to determine the relation between the two tasks.
- guffice .it to say in summary,\'that of those studies which provide actual cor-

relational data within age groups, the role-taking performance seldom accoﬁnta'for

- rd

" more than 257 of the communication pg;formance variance. What other factors might

well determine communication performance besides the ability to take into acébunt
the listener's informational needs? At a minimum, two: . perceptual discrimination
of the distinctive features. of the referént from fhe non-reférents in the set .
shared bf the speaker and listener, and vocabulary factors-in labeling such dis-

criminated features. The child's ability to analyze and compare the designs to

figure out what needs to be communicated ébout'%p clearly involved in the Glucks-

berg and Krauss task, and 1s a discrimination ability shown to be deficient in

preschoolers (Dickson, 1974; Longhurst & Turnure, 1971). That is, with young
. . '

\

children, using rather complex nonsense designs may produce poor communication as

_much from inadequate discrimination skills as inadequdte role-taking abilities.

Liquiae,vvocabulary to éncode‘the discriminated features ,contsibute® to communi-

cative performance. The issue of perceptual and linguistic fac\?ra is not likely

“

as important, however, in tasks using highly discriminable, familiar objects as

in the checkerboard task. Although, even here, when Kingsley used meaningfu}

A )
stimuli (schematic pictures of faces), children's ability to percept ally match

" them related to their performahce in communicating about them around .50 to .55.

~ The degree to which role-takidg,’;;rceptugl discrimination, or vocabulary deter-

mine communication performance probably varies_somewhat*with the type of commun-
ic;tigy tasks involved (e.g., information giving, persuasion, etc.). Perhaps it

1s well to forgo the question of dﬁnther role-taking skills relate to comnunication
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’
-adequacy, and ask iﬁatead, "How do they and other factors relate to communication
perfoqpance?" |
. The finpl part of this paper 1is directiF in a much more speculative way at
the developmental role-taking aspects of communication performance. Are there
aeqpential aspects to adaptive communication? There appears to be little theodry
or data directed at this question. In order to make some guesses about children's
increasing ability to’analyze théir listener(s), data from another type of role-
' taking will bé used. To éﬁe extent that role-taking is involved in communicationm,
sequences foynd in taking the liatener'a,viewpoing'might well pa}éllel sequences
. " ) .

found in taking the viewpoint of an observer in a spatial task, or analyzing an

A .
M

opponen; in a game. At least in fofmal respects, it seems unnecessary to propeae

a psychg}ogisally different process. for listener 1pfefencea than inferences abo;t

people in- other roles than that of listener.

Some of the research in spatial role-taking, in particular, is pertinent to

“/ . the question of sequential inferences. There is evidence that children of dif-, .
ferent ages\behave as 1if they are asking thcmaelvea different questions about the
other person's viaual experience when viewing an object(s)” at a different location '
syan the "self" (Shantz, in press). The queationi\can be most succinctly abatract-\\
‘ed in -the tollowing form and sequence: (1) Does the other see omething? (2) (
\boes the other see the same thing 1 see or aomething different? (3) What exactly
is it he sees? (@) How does it appear to him? (that is, what is his perspective?).

Ay

In short, the.‘'content" of the questions goes from what the other 1s vigually -
v - 2 — A

experiencing (questions 1-3) to the more specific how it is being experienced;

and the contents are linked by a process of “determining similarities and differ-

ences in self and others' visual experience.

Pvidence for the sequence of content comes from a variety of sources.

»
.~
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Flavell (1974) and Masangkay et al. (1974) haye analyzed spatial role-taking in

very young children as evidencid! a sequence from Level 1, as Flavell calls it,

in which the child’s focus is on what object the other sees or doesn't see, to
e a
Level 2, :Pe perspective the other has. There is much more anecdotal evidence, -

-

also, that young children construe the examiner 8 request to find a picture that

represents how objects in an array appear to a differentlyéiesitioned person. as

|
a request to find a picture that shows what the other sees.: Confronted with

several photographs from different positions, the young child may refuse to
. / LI
select any single one,,objecting that they are all correct since all the photo-

-

grapha show three mountains.

A study by Coie Costango, and Farnill (1973) gives support to the what-to-
how aequence by examining the types of errors made by children aged 5 to 11 on
the spatial task. The group data indicated that within each grade the least
frequent esror showed childrén had ditficulty representing what objects or parts
of objects Vere visible to another person, then how those objecte appeared to
another (shape changes as location changed), and, less relevant to thie discus~
sion, highest errors on right-left reversal. Importantly, the_eequence was
supported in individuals' data: 84 of the 90 aucjecte conformed to the sequence

.‘.

To what extent is there evidence that children use a process of finding

of what-to-how in the types of errors made.
o

~

eimiiaritieé and differences of what a person sees agd how it is seen? Some
work by Selman (1971) on preschooler's-reasoning about the thoughts agd knovi~
ledge °€ others is relevant.. One of the tasks asked that the child infer what
another ccild would gelect in a simple choice task which the child, himself, had
juat'performed. The results were analyzed by Selman as indicating a sequence of

levels: level A behavior suggested that the child had a sense of the other but
. ‘\ 4 ( ' ¢
\ ~ CG010

.4- ~
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did not dietinguish between thoughte of himeelf and the other's thaughts. For .
/

exen@le, when the child was asked what the other child thought was the right

answer in the choice ‘situation, the child-subject really anewered khe,question,

"What ta the righ&apnewer?" At level B thb child ciearly distinguidhed his ¢
S

' thoughts from the other's but’ now did ‘not see ghy communality between his thoughts

and the other'person 8 (e.g., "y can' t read his mind!'"). It 1e ae(if the child,

A

who now clearly unde;gtgpde the other may not have the same thoughts as hgpaelf

; overetreaaee that difference and thinks he can make no attributiond to the other

-

45:// at all, so great are their differencea.'\At level C the child ettributed hie own'

thoughts to the_other peraon by putting himself in the otherzg position. Given a

samentss in situation with the other, he naively assumed sameness of his thoughts
aéd7tho other's: Finally, at level ﬁ: perfor;ance puggested that the child was

awere"that-the other mn& or may not have thoughte'similer to his own, that is,
/ -~
* that the other's choice Would be based on the other's own reasoning, preferences,

'3

etc, It would appear, then, that the child evolves in his 1nterpereonal thinking

from a nntve assumption of high gimilarity to the other, to high dissimilarity,
)
to einilerity baeed on sameness of edtuation, to a much more relativistic under—

etanding ot poaeible eimilarities and differences between himself and the other.

Some corroborating data to this sequence are euggested by the patterns of

errors Shantz snd Watson (1971) found on the spatial teek in this same age group:

preschoolers, 'The most frequent error was the egocentric erroy in which the

child assumes high similarity, not to say identity, between his perspective and

the other person's. But the second most “popular" error was an 1mposeible per- R
: . ’
spective1n which objecte on the landscape had been rearganged and photographed.

- The high frequency of this errot euggested that children who made it had some

- notion that the other gaw eamothing different than they (and hence, rejected the
’ v ’

. ¢6011 ' ,ﬂ
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eglhentric photopraph), and assumed either that the other had a totally different

viewpoint and/or adopted the strategy of finding the most different photograph in
the set. vMuchvless frequently made errors were those which had .correct "inter-
object relations (whfﬁé of course, the 1npossib1e photograph did not) but were
incorrect for the location of the observer. : ‘

In oummary, it is being suggested that there is with’ increasing age an in-

creasing opecificatipn of another' seggewpoint Doee the other see something? If -

yes, is it the same thing I see or something different? 1f different what exactly

R
. 1g it he sees?. It -appears in ontogenesis that then the child makea the fundlnental

digtinction between what and how, and the sequence of questions iB repeated on the

content of how objects appear to cnothar' Does the other have a viewpoint? xf

yes, is it the same as oy perspective or different? If different, what exactly
’ ¥

is his viewpoint? X

Thia increasing specification of another o,exnct visual experience indicates
a serids of information—proceooing questions and a what-to~how sequence that
start out&at a very global lavel. As such it is in keeping with children's tend-'
ency to simplify information and simplify the proceaoing of it which is observed
in other, non—oocinl cognitive nreas. For example, the requeet to children to

LY

{
order a series of sticks of varying heights from ohorteat to tallest presumably

. involvec comparing each stick to its neighbor, bein{ taller than one and shorter

-

than the nther. But young children age to escape such complexity very casidy:
they turn the eerintion-probiem intojzncategory nroblem-—putting the "short"
sticks together in one group and the "tall" ones together in another (Inhelder &
Pinget, 1964) . Another eﬁample ie the observation of some children'a response to
a typical conservation prob}em‘in vhiclk 1iquid has been poured from one.container

into a differently-ghaped container, and the child asked, "Is this the same '

-
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'_l,j ,//Qmount bf water?", only the child construea the queation aa "Is this the aame

- , . - A ,\
Ry : water?“ As thia construing auggeats, the latter queation is a much simpler ques-
: ‘tion than ghe former for childtren to answer (Bruner et al,, 1966). - 4 : T f )

NOW what application might such a aequence of content and questions have to

| communicative problems? It is suggested that there‘is Suf:lcient unity to the I

| role-taking process, : ’ﬂ/Parallel deveiopment in different areaa, thar the child
uses the same simplifying procedures and- aequence of quesﬁions about his listemer.
First, "Doea the listener know or think something?" That is, the child who an-
swers this question affirmatively underetanda that covert events of thinking and
knowing in other people do exist. Secondly, "Does the liatener know what I know
or think what I think?" If the child assumes high similarity and answers “yes,'
one wbuld expect typical egocentric communicationa in which personalized wordf
many indefinite articles, omission of critical informationm, and the like, to occur.
if the answer is "no," the child»nrej:mably would attempt some gross analysia of
the listener's knowledge and thoughts, or, he might presume such extreme differ-

. encea\jn knowledge, as Selman's level B performance suggeats, that he would refuse
to make any inferencea about the other's thoughts. Lastly, the child behaves as
if he is asking the question, 'What exactly does the listener know and think?" ~

At‘this point one would expect attempts to mod}fy&one'a message for the particular

liatencr and a aensitivity to feedback from the listener as to.whether the message

i
juat given was underatood ’

It should be made clear that an ontogenetic developmental sequence is being -

proposed here., In additionm, and in the Wernerian tradition, the aequence 'in onto-

genesis may well parallel the aequence ugsed by the mature individual in a single
act of role-taking such as inferring another 's spatial perapective, a liatener 8

viewpoint, etc, 1i.e., a microgenetic sequence. The series of questiona proposed

>
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'al occurring microgenetically is highly similar to the main outlines 1n signal

detection model of adults, as in processing radar screen 1nformot1on.- Is there a

- g hame
aigpol? Is that oignal the as a plane's signal or different? If a plano

A

eignul, uhmt kind of plane? But\it should be clear that in some reapects the bc-‘ -
guence~1toe1f proposed here 13 purely 1ogical: one ‘has’ to establioh the oeourrence

~ of an event, only then to 1dentify it, and only then to explain it. But there is’

the empirical question of whether these are the questions children ask, or wmore
correctly, behave as if they are asking in thp_communication gituation, and the
empirical question of what answers they give to these questions in ontogenesis.
For extmple; Selman's data (1971) suggest that for some time the child's answer to
the question, "Ddes the other think the same thing as I or something different?"
is not only different, but’"totally different," the aspunptionvthat one can not
attribute any thoughts to another,

Suffice it to say that by probing what the child is capable of asking and
inferring, and examining the interpersonal situations where, in fact, he does use
such competencies may offer an ove?ue to nmore ugeful ouhunits of analyzing the
communication process than the global concept of "taking the ligtener's role."

In such information-giving tasks, as well as in tasks of persuasion, the analysio
of the speaker's inferences about his listener may then contribute to a more co- .

herent picture of inferences about others' thoughta, needs, feelinga, and inten-

tions--in ‘short, a more integrated view of social-cognitive development. .

06014
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