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ABSTRACT

The aim of this study was to investigate and describe some aspects of the verbal and nonverbal communicative competence
of six pre-adolescent stutterers. A communication inventory was used to assess competence in relation to four communication
Sunctions and two contexts. The sample obtained was transcribed and analyzed in terms of nonverbal and verbal behaviours,
including morpheme length and paralinguistic features. The results indicated that the subjects were, on average, incompetent
in all areas of communication. Correlations were made to stuttering frequency and attitudes to stuttering and sensitivity to com-
munication. Diagnostic and therapeutic implications are discussed.

UITTREKSEL

Die doel van die studie was om aspekte van die verbale en nie verbale kommunikasie vermoé van ses pre-adolessente hakkelaars
na te vors en te beskryf. 'n Kommunikasie inventaris is gebruik om die vermoé in verband met vier kommunikasie funksies en
twee kontekste te bepaal. Die materiaal is neergeskryf en ontleed in verband met die verbale en nie verbale opdragte, ook met
morfeem lengte en parataalkunde kenmerke insluit. Die resultate toon dat die proefpersone gemiddeld nie in staat was tot al
die aspekte van kommunikasie nie. Korrelasies is gemaak tussen hakkel frekwensies en houding en sensitiwiteit vir kommunikasie.

Diagnostiese en terapeutiese verwysings is bespreek.

Shames and Florance (1980) report on a stutterer who said,
“Irecall many times that I had been in restaurants and wanted
to order something of my choice and anticipated stuttering and
would select something else from the menu because it was
easier to say that word at that moment” (p. 4). This reveals
a marked communication impairment in that it distorts the
stutterer’s ability to “share” in a social manner, which is
what the very word “communication” means (Cherry 1978;
Wood 1981).

Communication, according to Myers and Myers (1976) is at
the core of our humanness. Alant (1979) feels that it expresses
social reality. Communication may take place by verbal or non-
verbal means. Verbal communication is defined by Wiig and
Semel (1976) as “‘the exchange of ideas, intentions, or infor-
mation by speakers using a common language” (p. 323). Aber-
crombie’s (1968) statement that man speaks with his vocal
organs, but converses with his whole body, indicates, however,
that the mechanical act of speech is only meaningful in its in-
teraction with nonverbal communication. Communication
does not simply mean “‘fluent verbal communication” or “‘ade-
quate nonverbal communication”, but rather, effective verbal
and nonverbal communication in particular situations (Alant
1979).
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Recently the focus of language research has been expanded to
include language usage in social contexts. Much current
research in speech pathology is conducted within a pragmatic
functional framework. There is however, a dearth of literature
on stuttering within this paradigm. ‘
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Dalton and Hardcastle (1977) feel that the major effect of stut-
tering on communication may perhaps be the sheer absQrp-
tion that stutterers have in their speech problem. This possibly
results in little opportunity to develop adequate communica-
tion skills, leading to unspontaneous, inappropriate and insen-
sitive use of language. As Barbara (1972) points out, the
stutterer’s immediate reaction is usually “What have I said?
Was it clear? Were they able to understand me?” Nonverbal
communication would express this fear to the listener as it is
an accurate and spontaneous transmitter of communicating
emotions and conveying information about the person (Argyle
1975). Luper and Mulder (1964) describe the most.sévere com-
municative impairment of the stutterer as that in which the stut-
terer refuses to talk for fear of stutterlng Stuttermg interferes
considerably with commumcatnon

Muma (1978) states that by the pre-adolescent stage, pragmat-
ic skills should have been acquired. Feawres of communica-
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tion that children should be familiar with and use by the middle
of primary school, include a fluid flow of initiating and
responding to ideas, and a simultaneous use of verbal and non
verbal means within an interpersonal framework of commu-
nication. As regards the latter, it is interesting to note that stut-
tering has been described as an interpersonal disorder by both
Sheehan (1968) and Van Riper (1978).

Therefore it is important to investigate the pre-adolescent stut-
terer’s use of communication. The present study aims to
describe some aspects of the verbal and nonverbal communi-
cation performance of a group of pre-adolescent stutterers in
order to determine whether they demonstrate inadequate or
delayed social- verbal communication skills; and whether stut-
tering behaviour, attitudes to stuttering and sensitivity to com-
munication are related to communicative competence.

METHODOLOGY

SUBJECTS (Ss)

Six male pre-adolescent stutterers were used. This represents
the smallest sample size possible for non-parametric within-
group studies (Saling 1983).

DESCRIPTION OF SUBJECTS

The subjects were phase III or IV stutterers (Bloodstein 1969)
within the nine to ten year old age range. None of the subjects
had received previous communication skills training. All were
monolingual English speakers.

MATERIALS

1. Communication Inventory:

The Let’s Talk Inventory for Adolescents (Wiig 1982) was used
to assess selective aspects of social-verbal communicative com-
petence of subjects in terms of four communication functions,
— ritualising, informing, controlling and feeling, in relation
to two contexts — peer and adult.

2. Antitude to stuttering:

T/he’iowa Scale (Johnson, Darley and Spriestersbach 1963) was
used for this purpose.

3. Sensitivity to Communication:

Alant’s Personal and Social Sqnsitivity Scales (1979) were used
to assess the subjects’ sensitivity to communication.

PROCEDURE i _
The Ss were assessed individuall§ in the same sound treated
room with the same seating arrangements. A video recorder
was used to ensure that all Ss’s responses were accurately
recorded for later analysis. The video equipment (National
VHS) was placed on the other side of a one-way mirror to make
the interaction as natural as possible. Testing conditions were
kept constant to ensure that the environment did not affect
subject-examiner interactions.

The Attitude to Stuttering and Sensitivity to Communication
Scales were administered after the Communication Invento-
ty, 50 as to ensure no affect on communication behaviour. The
data obtained from the Communication Inventory was rated
by two speech pathologists in terms of a) verbal and b) non-
verbal behaviours. The latter rating is an extension of Wiig's
original procedure, and was devised by the writers.
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a) Verbal communication analysis

The verbal behaviours, including paralinguistic features, a mor-
pheme count, communicative competence and related stutter-
ing symptomatology were analyzed in the following way:

Paralinguistic features:

These were assessed by one of the writers (E) and an indepen-
dent rater (R) for each S along eight parameters, according
to a four point rating scale: 1 — poor; 2 — fair; 3 — adequate;
4 — good. The parameters included rhythm, pitch, intonation,

.intensity, stress, rate, pausing and embolophrasia.

Morpheme analysis:

The segments were scored to reflect the mean length of utter-
ance (MLU) in morphemes (Wiig 1982), for the functions and
contexts. This score reflects “‘syntactic-semantic” complexi-
ty. As Wiig (1982) pointed out, length does not always reflect
verbosity, but may reflect word-finding efforts, circumlocu-
tions, and topical discontinuity. These factors are often very
prevalent in stutterers’ communication.

Communication competence:

Competence was scored as a factor of intent (functions) and
register (contexts), and related to the norms established by Wiig
(1982) and compared as percentages. Speech act association
scores were also computed to assess the Ss’ receptive com-
municative competence.

Related verbal stuttering behaviours:

Stuttering behaviours were analyzed in terms of frequency and
severity according to a four-point rating scale based upon John-
son et al. (1963). The E and R independently rated the scores
for each S on each item of the inventory, according to the fol-
lowing:

0 — no evidence of verbal stuttering behaviour.

1 — mild stuttering behaviour, but not interfering with
communication.

2 — moderate stuttering behaviour, consisting of a sin-
gle severe symptom or two mild examples, thus in-
terfering somewhat with verbal communication.

3 — severe stuttering behaviour characterized by two or
more examples of severe stuttering, interrupting
the smooth flow of verbal communication.

b) Nonverbal communication analysis

The writers devised a nonverbal communication analysis that
borrowed from several researchers (Argyle 1972; Friesen et
al. 1979; Johnson et al. 1963; Knapp 1978; Ling and Ling 1974).
Eight movements (see Table 1) formed the data-base and were
rated according to the following categories by two raters:

(i) Nonverbal stuttering behaviour (secondary stuttering).
(ii) Nonverbal behaviour distracting from communication.
(iii) Nonverbal behaviour complementing communication.

The rating consisted of marking down the presence of a move-

_ ment in the sequence in which it occurred in the “speech act”

of “moment” of stuttering” that is, while listening to the stirpuli
and before, during and after speaking (Bales 1960; Van Riper
1973 and 1978). This would determine how stuttering was related
to nonverbal communication and which behaviours detract.ed
from or complemented communication. The speech actor “sin-
gle interaction” was defined as the «smallest discriminable seg-
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Table 1 Movements forming the basis for analysis

BEHAVIOUR DESCRIPTION OF MOVEMENT
Head movements These were described as deviations of the head from a midline position, the face facing forward.
Gaze Direction of gaze was considered as looking at partner, looking down or up, or to the side, or at the stimuli.

Facial expression

This included facial configurations which displayed affect. Facial extremities were defined as scalp, ears
and temples.

Posture

Hllustrators and gestures

Shrug

Manipulators

This included any change in general posture as well as varying positions in the trunk and shoulders and
lower extremities. It was also the generat category under which illustrators and manipulators were considered.

These were movements which accompanied speach and illustrated what was being said verbally. They may
have been present in all parts of the body.

This category was defined by the writers and involved a more subtle shoulder movement accompanying speech.

These were either (i) self manipulators which included movements on various parts of the body, for example,
finger scratching the palm of the hand, or (i) object manipulators which were similar actions involving inani-

mate objects.

Lower Extremities

This involved any movement occurring in the upper or lower ieg/legs or the ankle,

ment of verbal or nonverbal behaviour™ (Bales 1960, p. 37).
For a movement to be considered for analysis, both raters had
to have agreed as to its placement within a particular category.

The modified Iowa Scale (Johnson et al. 1963) and Personal-
Social Sensitivity Scales (Alant 1979) were then scored for each
S and were related to each other and to communicative com-
petence.

STATISTICAL PROCEDURE

The following non-parametric, descriptive statistical proce-
dures used by Wiig (1982) to analyze verbal behaviour, were
extended, for the present study, to nonverbal behaviour as well.
Using the raw scores obtained by the group for each com-
municative function and context, a measure of central tenden-
cy (Mean), ranges of scores, rankings from highest/best scores
to lowest/worst scores and predominant scores, were calculat-
ed. Inter-rater reliability for the verbal analysis was calculat-
ed as a percentage of agreement.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Inter-rater reliability for the verbal analysis was found to be
high (88%).

COMMUNICATION INVENTORY

a) Verbal analysis

The results revealed that the subjects’ verbal communicative
abilities were on average ineffective. Paralinguistic incompe-
tence was demonstrated in the features of rhythm, pitch, rate
and pausing (Table 2).

As expected with stutterers, rhythm was shown to be general-
ly uneven, although two subjects presented with rhythmical
speech patterns as a fluency facilitator. Pitch was predominantly
monotonous. The speech rate was judged to be slower than nor-
mal. Pausing prior to speech onset and hesitations during
speech production were prevalent in two of the subjects.

Johnson et al. (1963) suggested that these factors may be due
to the fact that the stutterer proceeds apprehensively and cau-

Table 2 Overall paralinguistic competence for all Ss’ ex-
pressed as predominant scores, mean scores and

rankings

Feature Predominant | Mean Rank
Rhythm 2 1,7 7
Pitch 1 1,5 8
Intonation 3 2B 4
Intensity 4 3,8 1
Stress 4 3,5 2
Rate 1 1,9 6
Pausing 213/4 2,7 5
Embolophrasia 4 3.2 3

CODE

4 — good

3 - adequate

2 — fair i

1 - poor

\
tiously as if looking for trouble. The feature of embolophra:sia
e.g. “er” and “um” and word repetitions was-used as part of
the stuttering symptomatology by two subjects. The otf‘ler
paralinguistic parameters were found to be largely unaffected
by the stuttering. These results confirmed Bloodstein’s state-
ment in 1969, that what can be identified as stuttering, is not
only evident in the fluency impairment, but also in certain
paralinguistic parameters and that these features are not always
confined to discrete moments.

Results of the morpheme count (as shown in Tables 3 and 4)
revealed that the subjects used longer utterances when address-
ing adults, than when addressing peers. This is in accordance
with what Wiig (1982) found with normal speakers.-However,
the subjects generally scored below the norms: They ténded
to use simple statements, with little elaboration. Dalton and
Hardcastle (1977) described some stutterers, who cut down their
utterances to the bare minimum, siniplifying an argument to
the point they felt they could make easily. One subject used
extended utterances. However, this still rendered the commu-
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nication ineffective, mainly as a result of circumlocutions and
rambling. The subjects in this study therefore did not appear
to have learned the principle expounded by Wood (1981) that
one must say just enough, but not too much.

Table 3 Morpheme analysis related to the two contexts

Context Mean
Peer 86
Adult 97

Table 4 Morpheme analysis related to the four functions

Function "”‘;‘;‘;‘,‘;‘ ant
Ritualizing l
Informing

Controlling -
Feeling '

CODE

f Above norm
— Same as norm
Below norm

For verbal competence, both norm relations (Wiig 1982) and
overall percentages were analysed on the communication in-
ventory. In Table 5 it can be seen that, with respect to the con-
texts, the subjects performed most effectively in relation to the
peer context.

Table 5 Verbal competence on inventory: stuttering fre-
quency

Context %
Peer 79
Adult 60

Table 6 Summary of the mean percentage and
- predominant scores for Ss’ communicative com-
" petence on all fourlcommunication functions wi-

4 thin both contexts;‘

Function Context P"‘é‘;’;‘,‘;“'“‘ %
Ritualizing Peer Y 71
Adult | ¥ 53
Informing Peer | ¥ 83
Adutt | ¥ 61
Controlling Peer Y 78
Adutt | ¥ 62
Feeling Peer ' 85
Adut | ¥ 62

CODE

T Above norm
- Same as norm
below norm

Wiig (1982) pointed out that this was to be expected in relation
to the norms. Thus, the stutterers tended to follow the normal
trend of effectiveness, although when related to the normative
data, they functioned below average for both peer and adult
contexts. As can be seen from Table 5, the stuttering behaviour
was shown to be considerabiy worse in the adult context.

Die Suid-Afrikaanse Tyvdskrif vir Kommunikasieafwykings, Vol. 31, 1984

Interms of the functions of communication (Table 6), the sub-
jects pertormed least effectively on the ritualising function,
in relation to both contexts.

The informing function revealed a considerably better perform-
ancc in the peer context than in the adult context, although Wiig
(1982) reported that both contexts should have been acquired.

The stuttering severity (Tables 7 and 8) appeared to be least
severe in relation to the ritualising function and most severe
in relation to the informing function.

Table 7 Stuttering analysis using predominant scores
related to the four functions

Function Pfegt;r;lg\am

Ritualizing 0

Informing 3

Controlling 2

Feeling 1
CODE

0 - no stuttering

1 — mild stuttering

2 - moderate stuttering
3 - severe stuttering

Table 8 Stuttering analysis using predominant scores
related to the two contexts

Context Predomet
Peer 0;1
Adult 2.3

CODE

0 - no stuttering

— mild stuttering

— moderate stuttering
— severe stuttering

N =

This may be related to the propositionality level associated with
the different functions, since, as Eisenson (1975) pointed out,
stuttering increases when meaningfulness increases. The con-
trolling function revealed the poorest scores in relation to the
norms of all four functions. This too, may be due to the higher
propositionality of speech involved (Eisenson 1975). The sub-
jects scored most effectively on the feeling function in terms
of percentages and in relation to the normative data, yet they
still scored below the norm. This may be related to the high
personal sensitivity scores of the subjects revealing that they
were possibly more in touch with their own feelings.

Thus the results indicated that the subjects did not perform ac-
cording to the average standard described by Wiig (1982). Wiig
suggested that this could be related to secondary emotional
reactions interfering with the communication learning process.

b) Nonverbal analysis

The subjects did not use nonverbal communication to either
enhance or detract from verbal communication, across prag-
matic functions. This indicates a delay, as Wood (1981) stated
that pre-adolescents should have basic pragmatic skills. Secon-
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dary stuttering did vary according to functions when related
to propositionality. Thus infrequent stuttering was found for
ritualising as this function contains little propositionality. An
increase in both the amount and severity of secondary stutter-
ing behaviours was found for the informing function as this
implies propositionality. The most frequent amounts of stut-
tering were found for the controlling function, where proposi-
tionality is high. This function also requires skill which,
according to Hopper and Naremore (1978), adults often do not
acquire. Stuttering was decreased for the feeling function. This
was possibly because this function was the last to be assessed
and the subjects were more relaxed and familiar with the test
situation.

Table 9 Summary of the comparison of scores of nonver-
bal stuttering (St) distracting (D) and complement-
ing (C) behaviours (Percentages were calculated
relative to the frequency of occurrence of the

functions)

St % D % C %
Head movements 4 K 6 46 3 23
Gaze 4 22 6 33 8 44
Facial expression 5 50 3 30 2 20
Posture 4 3 6 46 3 23
Gesture and iliustrators 3 50 - - 3 50
Shrug - - - - 3 100
Manipulators 3 30 7 70 - -
Lower extremities 2 8 9 82 - -

As illustrated in Table 9, limited effective communication oc-
curred for head movements. Nodding was the only frequent
complementing head movement observed, particularly during
listening and speaking. This correlated with Knapp’s (1978)
statement that the head nod is probably the most familiar non-
verbal act which maintains conversation. Distracting head
movements and secondary stuttering behaviour also detracted
from effective communication. Secondary stuttering head
movements occurred during speaking as a release from a block
as well as before stuttering as a starter. A close relationship
between head movements and gaze was noted.

Eye contact is an important facet of face to face communica-
tion which occurs during listening and speaking, just before
or after a thought unit is completed (Knapp 1978). Gaze acts
were present on the complementing-checklists indicating adap-
tive eye contact. However maladaptive gaze patterns were also
noted indicating evasion of social contact and interaction.

Facial expression is the second most commonly occurring stut-
tering symptom according to Bloodstein (1960). It was found
in these subjects in the form of lip pursing before and during
stuttering, resulting in ineffective communication.

High counts of shifting were present before and during speak-
ing making posture one of the most distracting categories of
nonverbal behaviours observed. Argyle (1977) states that
posture is less well controlled than other nonverbal clues and
is often an indicator of leakage, that is concealing information
from the other interactor.

Gestures accompanying speech illustrate what is being said ver-
bally (Knapp 1978). Generally the presence of illustrators was
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tentative and indicative of ineffective communication. A high
percentage of restless or repetitive leg and foot acts formed
part of the stuttering pattern. At other times these movements
distracted from the communicative process.

In summary nonverbal behaviours were detracting from, rather
than complementing verbal communication. Secondary stut-
tering exacerbated ineffective communication.

ATTITUDES TO STUTTERING

The subjects demonstrated an average mean score of attitudes
to stuttering on the Iowa Scale. Nevertheless, the predominant
scores revealed positive attitudes to stuttering. These positive
attitudes did not correlate with the ineffective verbal and non-
verbal communication parameters found. This may be a fea-
ture of pre-adolescence since the pre-adolescent stutterer has
not yet experienced the accompanied social pressures and may
therefore not have developed the negative attitudes so common
in adults (Dalton and Hardcastle 1977).

SENSITIVITY TO COMMUNICATION

On the Personal Social Sensitivity Scale (Alant 1979), the sub-
jects demonstrated high scores on the personal dimension and
low scores on the social dimension. The high personal rating
probably indicated that the subjects were involved in the en-
coding function and tended to be selfcentred and absorbed in
their stuttering, without considering the other communicators
or decoding function. The low social rating probably pointed
to the fact that the subjects were not involved adequately in
the interaction, revealing their incompetence in their commu-
nication and lack of awareness of others. This correlated with
the ineffective interactive communication found in this study,
and showed that the stutterers did not comply with the prereg-
uisites for high social sensitivity described by Alant (1979).

CONCLUSIONS

The results of this study revealed that the Ss* communication
abilities were on average ineffective. This led to ineffective com-
munication and poor social interaction. Thus, speech therapy
with stutterers of this age group should focus on both fluency
and remediation of communication.

The ineffective conversation was demonstrated a) withiﬁ all
communication functions, particularly in the controlling func-
tion, and in relation to the adult context more than the p’eer
context, b) in the shorter mean morpheme length and sunple
utterances used, with little elaboration, c) by certain paralm—
guistic features being of poor quality — uneven rhythm,
monotonous pitch, slow rate, pausing before and during utter-
ances, and poor intonation at times.

The paralinguistic incompetence could be directly related to
the stuttering pattern, while the communicative incompetence
in terms of intent and register, and morpheme length may also
be related to the stuttering.

Behaviours complementing communication were present, but
in limited amounts. Contrary to this, large and varied amounts
of distracting nonverbal behaviours were found. “These were
exacerbated by the nonverbal stuttering actions, which con-
stituted part of the communication problem The nonverbal
skills were not complementing verbal behaviour for pragmat-
ic purposes. Pragmatic patterns émerged for secondary stut-
tering which seemed to relate stuttering to propositionality.
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Attitudes to stuttering were shown to be generally positive,
which contradicts the hypothesis that poor communication
results from poor attitudes. This may be related to the pre-
adolescent age, when social pressure has been minimal. There-
fore, it seems worthwhile to introduce therapy at this age, as
this population seems to have a positive attitude towards com-
munication that is uncharacteristic of older stutterers. However,
the low interactive communication sensitivity and poor com-
munication skills indicate that although the Ss’ were intensely
aware and sensitive to their own communication, they had low
social sensitivity.

In conclusion it must be recognised that therapists must deal
with much more than the speech of stutterers in order to give
them “‘the tools needed to help them rejoin the human race™
(Van Riper 1978, p. 6).
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