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Article Summary

Goals    

    Past research has indicated that students with learning disabilities differ from non-learning disabled students in levels of social acceptance, and in abilities to understand social situations.  Along with this, statistics show that learning disabled youth are more likely to engage in misconduct and delinquent activities.  The purpose of this current study is to determine if learning disabled students are less prepared to interpret and deflect invitations by peers to engage in activities of misconduct.  This study replicates a previous study, using a slightly different methodology, on the hypothesis that the previous methodology may have influenced the study results. 

Methods

    In order to examine the above questions, the authors chose a sample of 74 students with learning disabilities and 85 students who were non-learning disabled.  The students were on average, 17 years of age, and attended various high schools.  Questionnaires were distributed to the students either individually or in small groups.  On the questionnaire were listed nine situations, six of which were of undesirable activities (stealing a car, shoplifting, writing graffiti, drinking beer,  smoking marijuana, and skipping class).  For each scenario, two types of possible requests (types of invitations to engage in the activity) were presented, and the student was asked to indicate which type of request he would consider to be more persuasive.  The six types of requests used were: 

a) simple requests (let’s steal this)

b) requests citing norms (let’s steal this.  Everybody does it)

c) requests citing peer opinion (let’s steal this.  Everybody will think you’re scared if you don’t)

d) requests citing payoff (let’s steal this. It’ll be exciting and fun)

e) requests minimizing wrongness (let’s steal this.  It’s not worth much anyway)

6) requests minimizing negative consequences (let’s steal this. No one will see us and we won’t get caught.)

Results

    A MANCOVA was performed in order to determine whether differences were associated with any of the factorial variables of gender(male, female), community (urban black, urban Hispanic, suburban white) or group (learning disabled, non-learning disabled).  No interactions were found.  Presence of learning disability was close to significant: F(5,146) = 2.128, p<.066.  While the normal cut off of significance is p<.05, the authors decided to further examine  the effects of this variable in relation to perceived effectiveness of requesting strategies.   Two differences were found in perceived effectiveness: the students with learning disabilities were more likely to perceive simple requests as effective,F(1,150) = 4.01, p<.05, and they were less likely to rate the requests minimizing negative consequences as effective, F(1,150) = 3.91, p<.05.  

    These results show, that while students with learning disabilities may have slightly different expectations as to what a request to participate in misconduct would sound like, they do not prove or even strongly demonstrate that these differences lead to higher susceptibility to persuasion.  

Article Critique

    Two important issues are addressed in the article.  The issue of social perceptions of students with learning disabilities is examined along with the ramifications for misconduct and delinquency.  In addition the wider question of methodology and the importance of choosing the correct tools for specific populations is addressed by this study. 

Social Perception
    Several things are known about social issues relating to students with learning disabilities.  These students are often of low social status, may misperceive social situations and are more at risk for engaging in misconduct.  The exact mechanisms however are still a mystery; discovering the exact link between delinquency risk and social difficulties could help in building more  effective treatments program.  The question addressed in the study is therefore an important one.  Are students with learning disabilities likely to expect to expect persuasion ploys to sound different then they really do?  If so, is this the reason that students with learning disabilities engage in misconduct?  

    As admitted by the article neither question is fully answered by this study.  Though differences were found, they were just under the significance level.  Even once this level was accepted, the differences were limited. Four out of the six request types were ranked as equally effective by the two groups of students. To extrapolate from this study that these misperceptions cause misconduct would demand further research.  Misconduct could have a number of causes, increased impulsiveness, aggression, anger, etc. 

Methodology

    This study also addresses the important  point that research tools must be matched properly to specific populations.  The specific difficulties experienced by students with learning disabilities can effect their performance during interviews and questionnaires.  In one of the authors past studies, the same scenarios were presented in interview, not questionnaire form.  The students were not given a list of possible requests but were expected to generate responses – what would a persuasive request be like, why would someone go along or not go along with it, how would they feel afterwards.  In this past study, many more differences were found then in the present replication: students with learning disabilities were more likely to think that not going along with a request would make the student feel bad, and nondisabled students were more likely to mention getting caught as a good reason not to go along with a request.  Students with learning disabilities thought that direct requests would be used, while non learning disabled students predicted the use of indirect and cajoling ploys.  Why the difference between the two studies?.  The authors hypothesize that when using an interview, they in effect were not just testing social perceptions, but also verbal ability.  (During the study, the LD students in general produced fewer responses and spontaneous suggestions.)  

    This relates directly to the construct validity of a study: how well does a study measure the theoretical trait or construct that it sets out to measure.  Does it measure the trait in it’s entirety?  Does it measure, accidentally, other traits in addition?  In replicating their study with a different tool, the authors attempt to rule out errors of exclusion – a failure to exclude all extraneous variables from their measurement.  In this case, they are concerned that they have failed to exclude the factor of verbal ability.  In the current study they therefore use a questionnaire, which does not demand verbal responses.  Here too, the authors mention that they can not be sure that the effects of IQ were not affecting the results.  Had IQ scores been available for the students they state, they would have equated the groups for IQ or at least evaluated IQ’s effect on the responses. 

    In sum, it may be said that the study addressed two questions, one of social perceptions and one of methodology.  In the end, the studies strongest point may have been in demonstrating the difficulties of studying students with learning disabilities and what can be done to attempt to overcome these difficulties. 

