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By: Maayan Shalev

Children with significant intellectual and developmental disabilities are
characterized with poor communicational skills which limit their ability to control
the environment. One of the important skills that contribute to successful social
interactions is the ability to spontaneous communication or communicative
initiation. Communicative initiations enable the individual to establish social
relations, to communicate needs and wants to others and to be an active
communicator. Children with significant developmental disabilities are
characterized with low frequency of initiations versus responses. The literature
indicates a number of possible reasons to the low initiation frequency, for
example, poor communicational environment, learned helplessness and failure
to systematically and actively program for spontaneity. Because of their poor
communicative skills and significant linguistic delay, those children encounter
situations in which their communicational partners don’t respond to their
communicational acts for various reasons. These situations are referred to as
communication breakdowns and they appear in high frequencies in
communicational interactions between children with significant disabilities and
their communicational partners compared with typically developed children. In
order to repair the communication breakdown, the children need to use different
kinds of repair strategies, which are different in effectiveness according to the
specific kind of breakdown. A key component of communicative competence is

the ability to repair communication breakdowns. It is an important skill that



contributes to the child’s ability to communicate his needs and wants to the

environment and to be persistent.

In the current research, two components of communicative competence-
communicational initiations and repair strategies- were examined among 12
children aged 9-16 with significant intellectual disabilities . The purpose of
this research was to examine whether the frequency of communicational
initiations and the frequency and kind of repair strategies are correlated to
environmental characteristics. Characteristics such as, the extent of
intensiveness of the relationship between the communicational partner and the
child (daily vs. weekly) and the type of communication breakdown, from the
environmental approach point of view, which views environmental

characteristics and their correlation to repair strategies.

Repair and initiation were investigated in the natural environment of school by
using observations. The children were observed in routine situations in school
while interacting with two groups of staff members. The difference between the
two groups was the extent of intensiveness of the relationship with the children.
One group consisted of permanent staff members who connect with the
children on a daily basis (home room teacher and permanent teacher’s
assistants), while the other group consisted of professional staff members who
connect with the children on a weekly basis. The research examined whether
there was a difference between those two groups in variables such as: adults’
behaviors which promote initiation vs. response, the types of breakdown they
presented, child initiation frequency and the types of repair strategies the

children perform with each group.

Four types of breakdown were examined In the research: ignore, request for
clarification, topic shift and understanding with a refusal. In response to those
breakdowns, the children demonstrated 6 patterns of response: repetition,
substitution, addition and reduction, partner shift and full reduction. Repetition,
substitution, addition and reduction referred to repair strategies, partner shift
accrued when the communicational goal was not accomplished with the original

partner and full reduction referred to the child stopping the communication.



The findings significantly demonstrated more responses than initiations among
the children. The communicational partners significantly promoted more

responses than initiations as well.

The findings also suggest that the type of breakdown is partially correlated with
the type of repair strategy used by the child. There are differences in the use of
different repair strategies after different types of breakdown. The main finding
suggests that ignore, topic shift and understanding with a refusal result in more

terminations of communication as opposed to requests for clarification.

The statistical tests performed on the variables, demonstrated a significant
difference between staff members from the two groups in the substitution repair
strategy, meaning that the children performed more substitutions in interactions
with the staff members from the daily basis group. Significant difference was
found between the groups on request for clarification breakdown; staff members
from the daily basis group used more requests for clarification. No significant
differences were found between the two groups in the other repair strategies,
the other types of breakdown, the frequencies of initiations and the adults’

behavior that promote initiations .

The main conclusions that arise from the findings are that children with
significant intellectual and developmental disabilities use repairs after different
types of breakdown and in some extent can adjust the type of repair strategy to
the specific type of breakdown. Nonetheless, repetition, the basic strategy, was
found to be the dominant repair strategy among these children and therefore,
further research must be conducted in order to find a way to help those children

develop a variety of effective repair strategies.

In general, the children showed more responses than initiations and accordingly
the adults presented more behaviors that promoted responses vs. initiations.
This suggests a communicational environment characterized by preempting; an
environment that doesn’t provide adequate communicational challenges to the
children and doesn’'t encourage them to initiate communication. Raising the

frequency of the adult behavior which promotes initiation and displaying



different types of breakdown could facilitate development of initiation and repair
skills while balancing between challenge and frustration. Emphasis should be
put on request for clarification which is a clear type of breakdown which
promotes communication and repair. In the current research, this type of
breakdown was found to be the less frequent breakdown presented yet the type

of breakdown that resulted in less terminations of communication.

Interventions should focus on improving the children’s repair strategies and
encouraging their initiations together with intensive work with staff members to
increase responsivity, sensitivity, recognizing communicational signs, promoting
initiations and using breakdowns that improve and facilitate development of

communicational skills among children with intellectual disabilities.

Further research should focus on topics like the effectiveness of
communicational initiations among children with significant disabilities and the
effectiveness of different kinds of repair strategies. In addition, future research
should investigate possible correlations between environmental characteristics
such as, different circles of communication partners, attitudes toward children
with significant disabilities and also child focused and staff focused

interventions.
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