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Metaphoric competence was examined in two groups of children with learning dis-

abilities and one group of nondisabled peers ranging in age from 9-0 to 11-0 years.

There were five girls and seven boys in each group. One group of students with
learning disabilities had a history of spoken language impairment and the other group

did not. Subjects were administered three verbal metaphor tasks (comprehension,

preference, and completion) and a visual metaphor task, the Metaphor Triads Task
(MTT). The three verbal metaphor tasks were administered in three contexts: (a)
sentence, (b) story, and (c) story plus visual (pictorial) support. The group with a
history of language impairment consistently performed more poorly on the metaphor
tasks than the group without a history of language impairment, who, in turn, per-
Sformed more poorly than the nondisabled children on all but the MTT. Context
variations had no effect on children’s performance. Theoretical and clinical implica-

tions will be discussed.

he language-learning problems of

students with learning disabilities
have been well documented (Roth &
Spekman, 1989; Wallach & Butler,
1984). Language deficiencies in these stu-
dents have been found in the comprehen-
sion and production of complex syntac-
tic structures (Byrne, 1981; Semel &
Wiig, 1975); vocabulary (Fry, Johnson,
& Muehl, 1970); use of morphology
(Fletcher, Satz, & Scholes, 1981; Vogel,
1977; Wiig & Semel, 1975); word re-
trieval (Denckla & Rudel, 1976; German,
1979); narrative discourse (Merritt &
Liles, 1987; Roth & Spekman, 1986); and
figurative language (Seidenberg & Bern-
stein, 1986). In the present study, we
were interested in further exploring the
ability of children with learning disabili-
ties to produce and comprehend meta-
phors, the prototypical form of figura-
tive language (Winner, 1988).

The ability to understand and produce
metaphors is thought to reflect an in-
dividual’s cognitive level (Arlin, 1978;
Billow, 1975); creativity (Gardner, Kirch-
ner, Winner, & Perkins, 1975; Schaefer,
1975); abstract reasoning ability (Kogan,
Connor, Gross, & Fava, 1980; Ortony,
1979); and linguistic competence (Seiden-
berg & Bernstein, 1986). Unlike early
emerging language forms whose acquisi-
tion is complete by the time children
enter school, the understanding and use
of metaphors steadily improve through-
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out childhood, adolescence, and into
adulthood (Boswell, 1979). Measures of
metaphoric competence thus provide a
measure of children’s developing concep-
tual and linguistic abilities throughout
the school years.

Few studies have examined metaphoric
abilities in children with language and
learning disabilities. Nippold and Fey
(1983) compared the metaphor compre-
hension abilities of 12 children with a
history of language-acquisition difficul-
ties (mean age = 10-7) with nondisabled
peers on a metaphor explication task.
The two groups performed similarly on
two measures of literal language that
tapped receptive vocabulary and gram-
matical understanding. The metaphor
task involved explaining the meanings of
16 different metaphoric sentences, such
as “Hair is spaghetti” and “Spring is a
lady in a new coat.” The nondisabled
children correctly interpreted a signifi-
cantly greater number of metaphors
(M=14.2) than the disabled subjects
(M =10.5). Most of the errors produced
by the children with language-learning
disabilities were literal in nature, whereas
irrelevant responses were the most fre-
quent error type for the nondisabled
children. The students with language-
learning disabilities demonstrated some
facility in providing metaphoric explana-
tions, but did not perform as well as the
nondisabled students.

Seidenberg and Bernstein (1986) evalu-
ated the ability of children with and
without learning disabilities to compre-
hend metaphors. Subjects were 80 stu-
dents with learning disabilities and 80
nondisabled children in Grades 3 through
6. Each subject was presented with eight
short paragraph-length stories followed
by three sets of four alternative sen-
tences: a literal set, a simile set, and a
metaphor set. Note that a simile is a
variation of a metaphor that makes the
comparison between the topic and vehicle
more explicit through the use of the
words like or as (e.g., “He ran like a
frightened rabbit”) (Nippold, 1988). For
each set, subjects were asked to choose
the sentence that best completed the story
they had just read. Accuracy scores for
the literal comprehension task were
almost perfect, with a slight difference
in favor of the nondisabled children.
Consistent significant group differences
were found for the two metaphor tasks
across grade level. The children with
learning disabilities showed a 2-year
delay for the comprehension of similes
and a 3-year delay for the comprehen-
sion of metaphors.

The present study expanded on these
two studies by (a) including two groups
of children with learning disabilities, (b)
using several metaphor tasks, and (c)
varying the contexts used to present the
metaphors. The findings from the two
previous studies suggest that children
with language impairments and children
with learning disabilities without histories
of spoken language learning problems
have deficient metaphoric understanding.
It is unclear, however, whether the defi-
cits exhibited by these two groups of
children are comparable. Children with
a previous history of spoken language
impairment might continue to have more
severe language deficits than children
with learning disabilities (LD) without
such histories. One manifestation of the
severity of the language deficit would be
particularly poor metaphoric competence.
To explore this possibility, four meta-
phor tasks were administered to children
with LD with and without a history of
spoken language impairment. The four
tasks were: a visual metaphor task, The
Metaphor Triads Task (MTT) (Kogan et
al., 1980), a comprehension task, a
preference task, and a simile completion
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task. Each of these metaphor tasks has
been shown to be sensitive to develop-
mental changes that occur during late
childhood (Billow, 1981; Kogan et al.,
1980; Pollio & Pollio, 1979; Silberstein,
Gardner, Phelps, & Winner, 1982; Win-
ner, Rosentiel, & Gardner, 1976). The
tasks are described in detail in the next
section.

The contexts in which the metaphors
were presented were also varied in the
present study. Metaphoric comprehen-
sion typically has been evaluated within
the context of either a short paragraph
or a sentence followed by four randomly
ordered answer choices (e.g., Pollio &
Pollio, 1979; Reynolds & Ortony, 1980).
The contextual support provided by a
short story is meant to create a more
naturalistic task that will optimize meta-
phoric comprehension. Figurative lan-
guage, like literal language, is usually
embedded in a rich linguistic and physical
context. Such contexts have been shown
to reduce the time adults need to process
metaphors (Ortony, Schallert, Reynolds,
& Anton, 1978). The facilitating effects
of contextual support of some aspects of
figurative language have also been dem-
onstrated in younger children. Ackerman
(1982) found that the interpretations of
conventional idioms by adults and 10-
year-old children were fixed and less
dependent on supportive linguistic con-
text than those of 6- to 8-year-old chil-
dren. Nippold and Martin (1989) recently
reported a slight advantage for linguistic
context in adolescents’ interpretations of
idioms. In addition, Nippold, Martin,
and Erskine (1988) also found that lin-
guistic context enhanced 10- to 17-year-
old children’s understanding of proverbs.

The effects of pictorial support are less
clear-cut. Billow (1975) found that pic-
tures did not improve children’s explana-
tions of metaphors. Honeck, Sowry, and
Voegtle (1978), however, found that pic-
tures facilitated children’s understanding
of proverbs in 7- to 9-year-olds. The pro-
verbs in that study were semantically sim-
ple, generally referring to events and
objects familiar to young children. In ad-
dition, children could simply point to the
picture that best illustrated the meaning
of a proverb rather than verbally explain-
ing it. That is, the pictures made it easier
for children to respond correctly; they
might not have actually facilitated com-
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prehension.

In the present study, we questioned
whether linguistic and pictorial contex-
tual cues would differentially affect the
performance of children with learning
disabilities and their nondisabled peers.
To address this question, metaphoric
comprehension, preference, and comple-
tion were evaluated in three contexts: (a)
sentence, (b) story, and (c) story with
visual (pictorial) support. Examples are
provided in the next section.

METHOD
Subjects

Subjects were 24 children with learning
disabilities and 12 nondisabled children
between the ages of 9-1 and 11-0 years.
The children with learning disabilities
were identified in accordance with the
guidelines specified in P.L. 94-142. These
guidelines state that a specific learning
disability is a disorder in one or more of
the psychological processes involved in
comprehending or producing spoken or
written language. More specifically, all
the children with learning disabilities ex-
hibited at least a 1-standard-deviation
discrepancy between intelligence, as mea-
sured by the Wechsler Intelligence Scale
for Children-Revised (WISC-R) (Wechs-
ler, 1974), and measures of academic
achievement, such as the Wide Range
Achievement Test (Jastak & Jastak, 1976)
and the Woodcock-Johnson Psycho-
Educational Battery (Woodcock & John-
son, 1977). WISC-R scores ranged from
90 to 117. In addition, to be included in
the study, the children had to be reading
at least 2 years below grade level, as
measured by the Woodcock Reading
Mastery Tests (Woodcock, 1973). The
children also had to perform within
normal age limits on the Quick Test
(Ammons & Ammons, 1962), which is a
measure of receptive vocabulary, and on
two subtests of the Clinical Evaluation
of Language Functions (CELF) (Semel
& Wiig, 1980): Processing Word and
Sentence Structure, and Producing Form-
ulated Sentences. Age-level performance
on these tests ensured that children with
obvious spoken language deficits who
might be expected to have difficulty
understanding and producing metaphors
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would not be included in the study.

Half of the 24 children with learning
disabilities had a history of receptive and
expressive spoken language deficits, in
addition to a history of academic failure.
These children, henceforth referred to as
learning disabled-language impaired
(LD-LI), were previously identified as
language impaired by a certified speech-
language pathologist and had been en-
rolled in language therapy during pre-
school and early elementary school years.
All of the children had been dismissed
from therapy at least 1 year before their
participation in the present study. The re-
maining 12 children with learning disabil-
ities, henceforth referred to as LD-non-
language-impaired (LD-NLI), had no
history of spoken language impairment.
Their primary learning disability involved
written language.

The remaining 12 subjects had no his-
tory of spoken language impairment or
academic failure and were considered
normal achievers. Subjects in each group
were individually matched for mental age
(MA) as measured by the Quick Test.
There were five girls and seven boys in
each group. Subjects came from upper
middle class homes and attended a local
private school. There were no minority
children in the three groups. Means and
standard deviations for CA, MA, lan-
guage, and reading measures are pre-
sented in Table 1 for each of the three
groups of children.

Procedure

All of the children were seen individ-
ually in their school for two test sessions.
The Quick Test, the two subtests of the
CELF, and the visual metaphor task (the
MTT) were administered during the first
session. The three verbal metaphor tasks
(comprehension, preference, and comple-
tion) were administered during the sec-
ond session. All testing was conducted by
the first author. Half of the subjects
received the comprehension task followed
by the preference and completion tasks.
The remaining subjects received the pref-
erence task followed by the completion
and comprehension tasks. Each task
began with instructions and practice
items that included corrective feedback
and specific examples to encourage meta-
phoric responses. Subjects had to provide
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TABLE 1
Group Means and Standard Deviations (SD) for Chronological Age (CA), Mental Age (MA),
Language, and Reading Measures

Quick Test CELF raw scores? Woodcock reading

Group CA MA Expressive  Receptive level
LD-LI

Mean 10.0 11.6 47.8 42.3 2.7

SD 0.7 06 4.1 0.9 141
LD-NLI

Mean 10.0 11.6 49.0 424 3.1

SD 06 0.6 4.3 0.9 0.6
Nondisabled

Mean 98 116 48.8 42.8 5.3

SD 04 06 3.1 0.5 05

Note. LD-LI =learning disabled-language impaired; LD-NLI = LD-non-language-impaired;
CELF =Clinical Evaluation of Language Functions.

agxpressive measure was Producing Formulated Sentences subtest; receptive measure
was Processing Word and Sentence Structure subtest.

at least one self-generated metaphoric
response before the actual test items were
presented.

Subject responses to the MTT and the
completion task were tape-recorded and
transcribed verbatim. For the compre-
hension and preference tasks, children
marked their choices in a test booklet.
For these tasks, the experimenter read all
narratives and test items aloud individ-
ually to each subject. Items were repeated
upon request. Very few requests were ac-
tually made. The four metaphor tasks are
described in detail below.

Task Construction

For each verbal metaphor task, there
were three context conditions: (a) sen-
tence, (b) short story, and (c) short story
with visual support. In the first condi-
tion, the metaphors were presented in
sentences. No additional cues were pro-
vided. In the second condition, each
metaphor was preceded by a short story
that related to the figurative interpreta-
tion of the metaphor. For example, the
metaphor “The trees disappeared like
melting ice cream cones” was preceded
by a story about riding on an airplane.
The story was designed to aid the child
in understanding that the trees became
smaller and disappeared as the plane flew
higher. To control for sentence length
and complexity, a readability index was
used to calculate the reading level of the
stories (see Fry, 1977). Mean reading
grade levels were 3.5 (range=1.9t0 3.9)
for the comprehension task, 3.0 (range =
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2.5 to 4.0) for the preference task, and
3.0 (range = 2.6 to 4.1) for the comple-
tion task. Although the readability in-
dices were slightly higher than some of
the children’s reading levels, the stories
were well within the language competen-
cies of the children. Note that all of the
stories were read to the children; they
were not asked to read the stories them-
selves.

In the third condition, each story was
accompanied by a colored picture. To
determine the composition of the pic-
tures, 20 college students were asked to
read the narratives and choose between
two possible pictorial descriptions. The
descriptions chosen by at least 75% of
the students were then illustrated by a
professional artist. Individual test items
for the three verbal metaphor tasks were
randomly assigned to each of the three
context conditions. There were 8 meta-
phors in each context condition, making
a total of 24 metaphors for each meta-
phor task. The presentation of the 24
metaphors was randomized. An example
of the three context conditions from the
comprehension task is presented below.

1. Sentence Context
I went into the kitchen and ate up a storm.
a. I ate a lot.
b. I drank some white lightning from the
refrigerator.
¢. I ate so much it rained.
d. I like to eat when it’s raining.
2. Story Context
The little boy was flying on an airplane for
the first time. The plane flew up into the sky.
The boy looked out the airplane window. The

ground was moving farther away. The cars
on the highway became smaller. Then the
trees disappeared like melting ice cream cones.
a. The trees lost their shape and disap-
peared slowly.
b. Trees look a lot like ice cream cones.
c. It was very hot, and the trees started
melting.
d. The trees melted and dripped down the
trunk.
3. Story with Visual Support
I went walking through the house looking
for the living room. The house was dark and
gloomy. Finally, I found the living room and
opened the door. In the corner of the room,
I saw a coffin. I was scared. I walked slowly
toward the coffin. I was amazed my feet were
brave enough to take me there. (Presented
with a picture of a frightened boy entering a
dark room with a coffin in the corner opposite
him.)
a. I did not think I would have the courage
to do it.
b. My new sneakers made me feel I could
do anything.
¢. My feet have a mind of their own.
d. Somehow I was pulled to the coffin
against my will.

Metaphor Tasks

The comprehension task consisted of
24 metaphors followed by four possible
interpretations. An example was provided
above. The actual metaphors were the
same ones used by Pollio and Pollio
(1979) in their study of metaphor devel-
opment in nondisabled children. In that
study, Pollio and Pollio distinguished
between novel and frozen metaphors
(e.g., “my feet were brave enough to take
me there” vs. “ate up a storm”). In the
present study, each context condition
contained four frozen and four novel
metaphors. Responses were scored as
either correct or incorrect. The meta-
phoric interpretation was always the cor-
rect answer.

The 24 items for the preference task
were adapted from a task developed by
Silberstein et al. (1982). The task con-
sisted of incomplete sentences followed
by one literal, nonmetaphorical comple-
tion and four metaphorical completions.
Subjects were asked to choose the best
ending. The metaphorical completions
were based on static-perceptual (color,
shape), dynamic-perceptual (sound, move-
ment), or conceptual features. Choices
that combined two features were not
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used. Responses were scored using a
4-point scale: 0 = literal choice, 1 = static-
perceptual choice (e.g., color or shape),
2 = dynamic-perceptual choice (e.g., move-
ment), and 3 = conceptual choice. A sam-
ple item is provided below:

The streetlights along the dark highway are...

a. fireflies in the air (color)

b. lightbulbs on tall poles (literal)

c. a connect-the-dots puzzle (shape)

d. guards standing still at attention (move-
ment)

e. lonely people (conceptual)

A simile completion task was used to .

assess children’s ability to produce meta-
phors. As indicated earlier, a simile is a
variation of a metaphor that makes the
comparison between the topic and vehi-
cle more explicit through the use of the
words like or as (e.g., “Mr. Jones was as
mean as . . .”). The Similes Test (Schaefer,
1971) and the Dictionary of Similes (Wil-
stach, 1916) were used to obtain the 24
similes for this study. Children were in-
structed to make up endings for some
poems. The term poem was used to en-
courage nonliteral responses.

Responses were scored using a 4-point
scale adapted from Schaefer (1971): 0=
literal or inappropriate completions, 1 =
poor or questionable responses, 2 =con-
ventional metaphorical responses, and
3=novel or unique metaphorical re-
sponses. For example, for the simile
“Timmy was as happy as . . .,” the re-
sponse “as he had ever been in his life”
was scored a 0. The response “as a bird”
was given 1 point. “As a purring cat” was
scored a 2, and “as a two-year-old getting
an ice cream cone” was scored a 3. All
responses were scored independently by
the first author and a trained scorer.
Agreement was 96.5%. Disagreements
were resolved through discussion.

To ensure that all of the verbal meta-
phors used in the three verbal metaphor
tasks were interpretable, these tasks were
administered to 20 college students (dif-
ferent from the ones who determined the
appropriateness of the pictures in the
third context condition). The students
completed all items correctly on the com-
prehension task and obtained mean
scores of 2.75 and 2.5 on the preference
and completion tasks, respectively.

The Metaphor Triads Task was devel-
oped by Kogan et al. (1980) to study the
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development of metaphor abilities in a
nonverbal format. The task consists of
29 sets of three pictures. Two of the pic-
tures, when paired, represent a meta-
phoric similarity. The third picture in
each set is similar to each member of the
metaphor pair on some nonmetaphorical
basis (e.g., categorical or functional).
Children were asked to choose which of
the two top pictures made the best pair
with the bottom picture. The grounds of
the metaphor pairings differed across
items. Some metaphor connections were
conceptual (pair: man and candle; ground:
death), some visual (pair: snake and
winding river; ground: shape), and some
physiognomic-affective (pair: thunder-
storm and angry man; ground: emotion).
The procedures outlined by Kogan et al.
were followed in administering the MTT.

Responses were scored according to
the 3-point system devised by Kogan et
al. (1980). A score of 0 was given if the
subject failed to join the metaphor pair
or explained a metaphor pair on a non-
metaphorical basis. A score of 1 was
given when recognition of the metaphor
pair was accompanied by an incomplete
or inaccurate explanation of the meta-
phor ground. A score of 2 was given
when the metaphor pair was recognized
and a complete and accurate explanation
of the pairing was provided. Responses
were scored independently by the first
author and trained scorer. Agreement
was 94.5%. Disagreements were resolved
through discussion.

RESULTS

The first set of analyses examined
potential order effects. No significant
differences were found between the two
presentation orders. The data were there-
fore collapsed for the subsequent analyses.

Table 2 presents the data for the three
verbal metaphor tasks according to group
and context. Data for the comprehension
task were analyzed with a 3 (context) x 3
(group) x 2 (metaphor type: frozen vs.
novel) repeated measures analysis of vari-
ance. Context and group effects were ana-
lyzed for the other two tasks. Significant
group differences were found for all three
tasks: comprehension task, F(2,33)=
12.9, p<.001; preference task, F(2,33) =
125.6, p<.001; and completion task,
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F(2,33)=55.5, p<.001. Tukey post hoc
analyses (p<.05) indicated that the non-
disabled group performed significantly
better than the LD-NLI group, who, in
turn, performed significantly better than
the LD-LI group. The context effect was
not significant, nor were any of the inter-
actions. On the comprehension task, the
main effect for metaphor type was sig-
nificant, F(1,33)=30.2, p<.001, whereas
the interactions with group and context
were not significant. For all three con-
texts, children in each group produced sig-
nificantly more correct responses for frozen
metaphors than for novel metaphors.

Means and standard deviations for the
MTT are presented at the bottom of
Table 2. A one-way analysis of variance
indicated that there was a significant dif-
ference among the three groups, £(2,33)
=7.36, p=.002. Unlike the group dif-
ferences noted above, however, only the
difference between the nondisabled and
LD-LI groups reached significance (Tukey
test, p<.05).

Error Patterns

No discernible error pattern was noted
for the three groups on the comprehen-
sion task. On the preference and com-
pletion tasks, however, the LD-LI group
showed a marked preference for literal
endings. Ten children in the LD-LI group
gave literal responses to all 24 items on
the preference task. Ninety-four percent
of the endings chosen by the LD-LI
group were literal compared to 44% for
the LD-NLI group and only 5% for the
nondisabled group. On the completion
task, 28% of the LD-LI group’s endings
were literal compared to 8% for the LD-
NLI group and 2% for the nondisabled
group. The LD-LI group also produced
the greatest proportion of questionable
comparisons (LD-LI=24%, LD-NLI =
18%, nondisabled = 6%). Conventional
metaphorical responses were the most
frequent response type (LD-LI=44%,
LD-NLI=68%, nondisabled =65%).
Expectedly, the nondisabled children
provided the highest proportion of novel
metaphors (nondisabled =27%, LD-
NLI=6%, LD-LI=4%).

On the MTT, children in the LD-LI
group failed to select the correct pair
65% of the time compared to 42% for
the nondisabled children. When the pair
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TABLE 2
Group Mean Scores and and Standard Deviations (SD) for the Three Verbal Metaphor Tasks
by Context Condition and for the Metaphor Triads Task (MTT)
Group
LD-LI LD-NLI Nondisabled
Task Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD
Comprehension (8)2
Context 1 4.8 1.8 6.4 1.1 73 1.1
Context 2 5.6 1.2 6.0 08 6.9 1.3
Context 3 5.5 1.5 6.4 1.2 7.0 0.7
Total 15.9 3.2 18.8 24 21.2 2.0
Preference (24)
Context 1 .06 1.7 71 5.1 12.8 28
Context 2 1.2 3.2 7.1 4.6 13.8 23
Context 3 0.6 2.0 6.5 5.0 14.8 25
Total 23 6.9 20.6 14.2 413 5.2
Production (24)
Context 1 9.8 4.4 13.7 24 17.5 1.5
Context 2 101 3.6 13.9 27 18.4 2.1
Context 3 101 4.1 13.6 3.2 16.6 2.1
Total 300 106 41.2 7.3 52.5 45
MTT (58) 169 103 21.8 8.7 30.8 7.6
Note. LD-LI =learning disabted-language impaired; LD-NLI = LD-non-language-impaired.
aNumbers in parentheses indicate maximum score possible per context condition and on
the MTT.

was correctly identified, both groups
tended to be able to provide accurate ex-
planations of the metaphor grounds.
Children in the LD-LI group produced
insufficient explanations only 13% of the
time compared to 9% for the nondis-
abled children.

DISCUSSION

Four tasks were used to evaluate meta-
phoric competence in children with LD
with and without a previous history of
spoken language impairment. The find-
ings were quite straightforward. Children
with learning disabilities who had a
history of spoken language impairment
consistently performed more poorly on
the metaphoric tasks than children with
learning disabilities who had no history
of spoken language impairment. Both
groups of children with learning disabil-
ities showed less metaphoric competence
than the nondisabled children. The error
analyses indicated that LD-LI children
produced a higher proportion of literal
responses on the preference and comple-
tion tasks than the other children. The
inferior performance of the LD-LI group
was not limited to these two tasks. Chil-
dren in this group also made the most
errors on the comprehension task and on
the MTT.
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These findings are consistent with pre-
vious studies that have shown that most
children with pre-school language im-
pairments continue to have language
deficiencies during elementary school
and beyond (Aram, Ekelman, & Nation,
1984; Aram & Nation, 1980; King, Jones,
& Lasky, 1982). The manifestation of the
language impairment changes, however,
as these children get older. In the early
years, the language impairment is mani-
fested in difficulty acquiring basic lin-
guistic structures. In the latter years of
elementary school, the impairment is
manifested in difficulty with written
language (Kamhi & Catts, 1989); figura-
tive language (Nippold & Fey, 1983); nar-
rative discourse (Liles, 1985; Merritt &
Liles, 1987); and certain cognitive tasks
(Johnston, 1987).

Children with learning disabilities who
have no history of spoken language im-
pairment are not immune, of course, to
language learning deficits. Several years
ago, a language deficit referred only to
difficulty acquiring primary linguistic
knowledge used in talking and under-
standing. In recent years, however, the
language umbrella has been broadened
to all aspects of learning that have a
language component. These include meta-
linguistic abilities, narrative and class-
room discourse, figurative language, as

well as written language skills. Under this
broad umbrella of language, only a small
proportion of children with learning dis-
abilities have a learning problem that
does not involve some aspect of language.
The term language learning disabled has
been used by many writers in speech-
language pathology to characterize chil-
dren with learning disabilities who also
have language learning difficulties (e.g.,
Wallach & Butler, 1984). The term is
useful in focusing attention on the lan-
guage bases of the learning disability. It
is important to recognize, however, that
the children described by this term may
not be any more homogeneous than the
supposedly more generic term, learning
disabled.

The terminologic inconsistencies that
pervade the study of children with learn-
ing disabilities will not be resolved in the
near future. Inconsistencies can be toler-
ated, however, if the children described
by a particular label are well defined. The
findings from the present study suggest
that it might be worthwhile to maintain
a distinction between children with and
without histories of spoken language im-
pairment, for educational as well as
research purposes. What these different
groups of children are called is less im-
portant than recognizing that they might
exhibit different patterns of language and
learning competencies.

In addition to comparing the meta-
phoric abilities of LD-LI and LD-NLI
children, we also questioned whether a
story context and visual support would
facilitate metaphoric competence. We
thought that children with learning dis-
abilities might benefit from contextual
support more than the nondisabled chil-
dren. The data could not have been more
clear-cut. The story and pictorial contexts
had no discernible effect on children’s
performance on any of the three verbal
metaphor tasks. The lack of context ef-
fects for pictures was consistent with
Billow’s (1975) finding that pictorial cues
did not improve children’s explanations
of metaphors. The lack of story context
effects is inconsistent, however, with
studies showing that linguistic context
facilitates understanding of idioms and
proverbs in children and adolescents
(Ackerman, 1982; Nippold & Martin,
1989; Nippold et al., 1988). Possible
reasons for the discrepancy in context ef-
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fects are differences in the responses re-
quired (explanation, multiple choice,
preference, completion) and differences
in the type of figurative language studied
(metaphor, idioms, proverbs). It is also
possible that researchers who find con-
text effects are simply more adept at con-
structing contexts that encourage non-
literal responses. Importantly, even when
context effects are found, they are quite
small (e.g., Nippold & Martin, 1989).

It should be apparent from this discus-
sion that providing a linguistic or story
context does not inherently predispose in-
dividuals to select nonliteral responses
over literal ones. As indicated in the in-
troduction to this article, metaphoric
competence reflects an individual’s cog-
nitive level, abstract reasoning ability,
and linguistic competence. The likeli-
hood of selecting nonliteral responses
depends primarily on these competencies
but is also influenced by an individual’s
familiarity with the specific figurative
forms being studied.

Future studies should attempt to better
control for subjects’ familiarity with
specific figurative forms and also for the
syntactic and semantic aspects of the
metaphoric sentences. Such controls
should help to unravel the effects of con-
ceptual and linguistic knowledge as they
relate to metaphoric competence. Dif-
ferent forms of figurative language, such
as jokes and proverbs, might also be
evaluated in children with learning dis-
abilities. Comparisons between figurative
language knowledge and other aspects of
language performance, such as narrative
and conversational discourse, might also
prove worthwhile.

CONCLUSION

The novelist Walker Percy (1954) once
pointed out that a metaphor is always
wrong, literally speaking: It says that one
thing is another, as in the suggestion that
love is a rose or life’s a beach. What is
worse, he adds, is that oftentimes the
best metaphors are the ones that are most
wrong. For children with language and
learning impairments, this almost seems
unfair. After struggling for many years
to become relatively competent in pro-
ducing and understanding literal lan-
guage, they now have to become com-
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petent in producing and understanding
metaphors and other forms of figurative
language. Not surprisingly, they have dif-
ficulty developing this competence. It is
not easy learning to differentiate be-
tween “wrongs” that are metaphoric and
“wrongs” that are just wrong. Children
with a history of spoken language im-
pairment have even more difficulty de-
veloping metaphoric competence than
children with learning disabilities who do
not have a history of spoken language
deficiencies. Moreover, contextual sup-
port, which offers some help in the com-
prehension of literal language, at best of-
fers only slight help in facilitating
metaphoric interpretations. In short, for
children with learning disabilities, meta-
phors are truly a beach.

ABOUT THE AUTHORS

Rene Friemoth Lee received her PhD in speech-
language development and disorders from Memphis
State University. She currently is in private prac-
tice and serves as a consultant to area schools and
hospitals. Dr. Lee specializes in spoken and writ-
ten language disorders of children and adolescents.
Alan G. Kambhi received his PhD in speech and
hearing sciences from Indiana University. He cur-
rently is an associate professor in the Department
of Audiology and Speech Pathology at Memphis
State University. Dr. Kamhi’s research focuses on
normal language development and spoken and writ-
ten language disorders. Address: Rene Friemoth
Lee, 2670 Union Ave. Ext., Suite 1120, Memphis,
TN 38112,

AUTHORS’ NOTE

This research was based on the first author’s disser-
tation, conducted under the direction of the second
author at Memphis State University. The authors
would like to thank the Auburndale Schools for
their cooperation and participation in this project.

REFERENCES

Ackerman, B. (1982). On comprehending idioms:
Do children get the picture? Journal of Experi-
mental Child Psychology, 33, 439-454.

Ammons, R., & Ammons, C. (1962). The Quick
test: Provisional manual. Missoula, MT: Psycho-
logical Test Specialists.

Aram, D., Ekelman, B., & Nation, J. (1984).
Preschoolers with language disorders: Ten years
later. Journal of Speech and Hearing Research,
27, 232-244.

Aram, D., & Nation, J. (1980). Preschool language
disorders and subsequent language and academic
difficulties. Journal of Communication Disorders,
13, 159-170.

Copyright © 2001 All Rights Reserved

Arlin, P. (1978). Piagetian operations in the com-
prehension, preference, and production of mela-
phors. Paper presented to the Annual Interna-
tional Interdisciplinary Conference on Piagetian
Theory and the Helping Professions, Los Angeles.

Billow, R. (1975). A cognitive developmental study
of metaphor comprehension. Developmental
Psychology, 31, 430-445.

Billow, R. (1981). Observing spontaneous metaphor
in children. Journal of Experimental Child
Psychology, 31, 430-445.

Boswell, D. (1979). Metaphoric processing in the
mature years. Human Development, 22, 373-384.

Byrne, B. (1981). Deficient syntactic control in poor
readers: Is a weak phonetic memory code respon-
sible? Applied Psycholinguistics, 2, 210-212.

Denckla, M., & Rudel, R. (1976). Naming of ob-
Jject drawings by dyslexic and other learning dis-
abled children. Brain and Language, 3, 1-15.

Fletcher, J., Satz, P., & Scholes, R. (1981). Devel-
opmental changes in the linguistic performance
correlates of reading achievement. Brain and
Language, 13, 78-90.

Fry, E. (1977). Elementary reading instruction. New
York: McGraw-Hill.

Fry, M., Johnson, C., & Muehl, S. (1970). Oral
language production in relation to reading achieve-
ment among select second graders. In D. Bakker
& P. Satz (Eds.), Advances in theory and method
(pp. 123-159). Rotterdam, The Netherlands:
Rotterdam University Press.

Gardner, H., Kirchner, M., Winner, E., & Perkins,
D. (1975). Children’s metaphoric productions and
preference. Journal of Child Language, 2, 125-
141.

German, D. (1979). Word finding skills in children
with learning disabilities. Journal of Learning
Disabilities, 12, 43-48.

Honeck, R., Sowry, B., & Voegtle, K. (1978). Pro-
verbial understanding in a pictorial context. Child
Development, 49, 327-331.

Jastak, J., & Jastak, S. (1976). Manual for the Wide
Range Achievement Test. Wilmington, DE:
Guidance Associates.

Johnston, J. (1987). The language-disordered child.
In N. Lass, L. McReynolds, J. Northern, & D.
Yoder (Eds.), Handbook of speech pathology and
audiology (pp. 685-715). Philadelphia: B.C.
Decker.

Kamhi, A., & Catts, H. (Eds.). (1989). Reading
disabilities: A developmental language perspec-
tive. Austin, TX: PRO-ED.

King, R., Jones, C., & Lasky, E. (1982). In retro-
spect: A fifteen-year follow-up report of speech-
language-disordered children. Language, Speech,
and Hearing Services in Schools, 13, 24-32.

Kogan, N., Connor, K., Gross, A., & Fava, D.
(1980). Understanding visual metaphor: Develop-
mental and individual differences. Monographs
for the Society for Research in Child Develop-
ment, 45.

Liles, B. (1985). Cohesion in the narratives of nor-
mal and language-disordered children. Journal of
Speech and Hearing Research, 30, 539-551.

Merritt, D., & Liles, B. (1987). Story grammar abili-
ty in children with and without language disorder:
Story generation, story retelling, and story com-
prehension. Journal of Speech and Hearing Re-
search, 30, 539-551.

481



Nippold, M. (1988). Figurative language. In M.
Nippold (Ed.), Later language development: Ages
9 through 19 (pp. 179-211). Austin, TX: PRO-
ED.

Nippold, M., & Fey, S. (1983). Metaphoric under-
standing in preadolescents having a history of
language acquisition difficulties. Language,
Speech, and Hearing Services in Schools, 14,
171-180.

Nippold, M., & Martin, S. (1989). Idiom interpreta-
tion in isolation versus context: A developmen-
tal study with adolescents. Journal of Speech and
Hearing Research, 32, 59-67.

Nippold, M., Martin, S., & Erskine, B. (1988). Pro-
verb comprehension in context: A developmen-
tal study with children and adolescents. Journal
of Speech and Hearing Research, 31, 19-27.

Ortony, A. (1979). The role of similarity in similes
and metaphors. In A. Ortony (Ed.), Metaphor
and thought (pp. 186-201). Cambridge, England:
Cambridge University Press.

Ortony, A., Schallert, D., Reynolds, R., & Anton,
S. (1978). Interpreting metaphors and idioms:
Some effects of context on comprehension. Jour-
nal of Verbal Learning and Verbal Behavior, 17,
465-477.

Percy, W. (1954). The message in the bottle. New
York: Farrar, Straus, & Giroux.

Pollio, M., & Pollio, H. (1979). A test of meta-
Dphoric comprehension and some preliminary data.
Journal of Child Language, 6, 111-120.

Reynolds, R., & Ortony, A. (1980). Some issues in
the measurement of children’s comprehension of
metaphorical language. Child Development, 51,
1110-1119.

Roth, F., & Spekman, N. (1986). Narrative dis-
course: Spontaneously generated stories of learn-
ing-disabled and normally achieving students.
Journal of Speech and Hearing Disorders, 51,
8-23.

Roth, F., & Spekman, N. (1989). Higher-order
language processes and reading disabilities. In A.
Kamhi & H. Catts (Eds.), Reading disabilities: A
developmental language perspective (pp. 159-198).
Austin, TX: PRO-ED.

Schaefer, C. (1971). Similes test manual. New York:
Research Psychologists Press.

Schaefer, C. (1975). The importance of measuring
metaphorical thinking in children. Gifted Child
Quarterly, 19, 140-148.

Seidenberg, P., & Bernstein, D. (1986). The com-
prehension of metaphors by learning-disabled and
nonlearning-disabled children. Language, Speech,
and Hearing Services in Schools, 17, 219-229.

Semel, E., & Wiig, E. (1975). Comprehension of
syntactic structures and critical verbal elements
by children with learning disabilities. Journal of
Learning Disabilities, 8, 53-58.

Semel, E., & Wiig, E. (1980). Clinical evaluation
of language functions. Columbus, OH: Merrill.

Silberstein, L., Gardner, H., Phelps, E., & Winner,

E. (1982). Autumn leaves and old photographs:
The development of metaphor preference. Jour-
nal of Experimental Child Psychology, 34,
135-150.

Vogel, S. (1977). Morphological ability in normal
and dyslexic children. Journal of Learning Dis-
abilities, 10, 35-43.

Wallach, G., & Butler, K. (1984). Language learn-
ing disabilities in school-age children. Baltimore:
Williams & Wilkins.

Wechsler, D. (1974). Manual for the Wechsler in-
telligence scale for children-Revised. New York:
Psychological Corp.

Wiig, E., & Semel, D. (1975). Productive language
abilities in learning disabled adolescents. Journal
of Learning Disabilities, 8, 578-586.

Wilstach, F. (1916). Dictionary of similes. Boston:
Little, Brown.

Winner, E. (1988). The point of words: Children’s
understanding of metaphor and irony. Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Winner, E., Rosentiel, A., & Gardner, H. (1976).
The development of metaphoric understanding.
Developmental Psychology, 12, 289-297.

Woodcock, R. (1973). Woodcock reading mastery
tests. Circle Pines, MN: American Guidance
Service.

Woodcock, R., & Johnson, M. (1977). Woodcock-
Johnson psycho-educational battery. Allen, TX:
DILM.

Notices

Call for Papers

The fourth meeting of the International Congress for School Effectiveness and Improvement will be held in Cardiff

from January 4th-6th, 1991. Plenary sessions will include Judith Chapman (Australia), Michael Fullan (Canada), David
Hargreaves (United Kingdom), and Peter Mortimore (United Kingdom). Symposia and paper proposals should preferably
be submitted by October 15th and the latest date for reserving accommodation, etc. is December 1st. Further details are
available from: The ICSEI Secretariat (attn. Lisa Parle), School of Education, University of Wales College of Cardiff,
Cardiff, Great Britain; Tel: (44) 222 874000 extn. 5333. FAX: (44) 222 371921.

Job Mentoring Programs

For 3 years, the Foundation for Exceptional Children has been conducting a pilot program in which retired and older
persons assist young people with disabilities to prepare for and find jobs. The program is called Team Work. The volunteer
“mentors” are recruited and trained to assist youth, 18 to 25 years of age, who have graduated or left high school. With
the help of the local school system, the youth are identified, interviewed, and selected for the program. Mentors assist
the youth in the development of social skills, resume preparation, interview skills, job preparation, health needs, con-
fidence building, and other needs. When the youth are ready for employment, the mentors assist the youth in finding
a job and follow-up to help ensure their employment success. The Team Work concept was well received and was very
successful in the pilot areas of Washington, DC, Maryland, and Virginia. The Foundation would now like to introduce
Team Work to other communities in the United States. Persons or communities interested in starting a Team Work pro-
gram are invited to contact the Foundation for Exceptional Children, 1920 Association Dr., Reston, VA 22091; or call
703/620-1054.
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