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MAGICAL THIWKENG CAUSATTDN ABD PREDICTION:
PSYCHOLINGUISTIC INPLICATIONS FOR READING
' SKILLS IN DISTURBED CHILDREN '

‘Thomas M. Buescher, Ph.D.'
‘Wayne State University

" Background

Any analysis of case marer;al of atvplcal cognltlve/qorlal
develoomeﬂt reveals thar some children do not have a rul v
 }:'1ntegral 1anguage-th1nk1ng systemf Depending upon wvarious
genetic, emotxonal phvs io- Davchologlcal or specific envivon-
mentalyfactors, the system can operate at a less than effi-
cient level, with concurrent evident syﬁﬁolic/language~
thought prode551n problems. ' |
of partlcular concern to thié ;esearcher'ﬁere.young
A children,‘age 7 to 13 years, wﬁo werefdiagnoSed.a;'emé;ionaily
disturbea These children'deménStrated'a prdnénsitv'tol
utilize ' ‘magical. thnklng well bevond its norma‘ dpvelounen- |
' kta1 epoch-llmlts,-age 5 to 7. (Mag1c31 thlnklno in this study
'is dexlned as. an gttempt LO alter realz*y in the réa] world-x'
',by bellev1ng that what one thlnks can. brlng about 31gn1f1caﬂ;
_]changes) Fraquen*ly the esulc for these chxldren was an ]
impalred conceptual -logical framework that contltoally re-
f; duced the béésxblllty of unythlng ‘but "w:gical covcep;s.y
,'*(inaccurate causatlon/predlctlon statements) from~béing'con-
;ijstructed and utilized in- the child's life~ space ' :
- An Lméerestlng cowcurrent dev;lopment among these

\

magically-thxnklng chlldren was a resistance to and deflcultv'

-;; . e .
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with the reading process. —The general guestion posed for

this research asked if magical thlnn-wg and poor predlcfloq
were sifnificant types cf interference to the develoboment of

a complete lanzuagze-thinking-reading system?
L guag 2 :

Previous Research

Emotionally-disturbed children have historically pre4i

sented ‘symptom patterns that could be dlrectly assoc*ated with

their academlc performance {Rower and Lambert, 1971) Many

of these symptoms have been linked to abnormah developmeﬁtal

epochs, unresolved crises and unsatisfied needs (Re\rord

,1966). Fenlcnel (1945) and Greenacre (1950) identified

several developmental—lag characteristics of these children:
‘early traumata, fix ations on orality and tension intolerance,
an a;loplastlc readlness, a special emphasis on visuval sensi-

tization, and a largely unconscious belief in the magic of

action.

éardner (1966) indicated these factors alsb had a marked

- influence on basic psychological processing modalities, par-

ticularly a specifie immaturation in word-usage resulting in
ve;bal svmbeli vafion-failure The combination of an uncon-
scious belief in the magic of aetlon and verbal svmbollzatlon
immaturation appeared in research:flndlngs by Relser (196%6),

viz., that speech was a relatively late developmental achieve-

‘ment in very young disturbed children and it was reflected in

: youngsters

the language—thinkiﬁg impairments of latency-aged disturbed

The frequent coincidence of naglcal” powers attrlbuted

4
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to thought and action in disturbed children 'relat:'ive--’ﬁ (fpe-
- cific language impairments can also be t;eced iﬁcouen eﬁalysis
idf theﬁreadiﬁg‘pfocess. " Goodman (1967, 1669, 1970) developed
a theoretical model for reading behavicr that‘indicated
reading was an extension of the oral-language process and.
invélved'the selection of appropriate.cues-and the prediction
- of grammatical and - semantic ceﬁponent-concepts based'upoh
. o _

those cues and the information stores of long and shbrt;term
memory. in effectt the reader was being called upen to {'go

beyond the 1nfo-mation given to him" (Bruner, 1957) inAbrder

to hypotheéiiegaﬁd test a further .conceptual format and arrive

-

at meaning. Essential to this behavior (and seemingly under-

stated by Goodmaei/ii/thé psychological and logical capability

of predicting. .

Methodologv

Thie study was designed to ekplofe the possiblelreiation-

ships bétween-macical-thinkiﬁg'behavior and in-pfocess
| readlng comprehendlng in young children. 'The‘reading modei
generated by Goodman 1nd1cated that hypoth951zlng and pre-.
_ dletlng are requ1red psychollngu1st1c pre- readlng abllltles

If that is the case, then presumably the poorer a child can

P

predict based upon necessary/suff1c1ent cues, the poorer he
will be forced to read. A : ' - .
Sa mple

- To test this key hyootne51s, a research design was for-

o ) .
'-pulated‘lnvolv1ng 68 children in three populations arranged
/1n two experimental and two control groups: Experimental

-~
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’Group A, 14 chlldern (ares 7-9) diagnesed as emotlonarlv dis-

" turbed, and E\perlrental Grotp B 14 children (ages 11-13)

3
diagnosed as emotionally dlsturbed *all residing at Hawthorn

Center; Control Group C, 15 children (ages 7-9) assessed as

. gifred and attending Roeper City and"Country'School; and

Control Gronp D, 25 children, (ages 7-9) enrolled in regular
elementary school classroons in ME. Clemens Michigan.

Seven to nine year old children were used for thls study
for two reasons: they had already been exposed ‘to some early
readlng, and they were develoorentallv at an age where magi-.
cal thinking behavior should have progressed into "artifi-.

cialistic" or "phys1callst1c" thlnklng (Piaget, 1929, 1930).

The gifted children were included as a control group due to

“their propensity for “"creative-divergence" in thinking, while
the older disturbed children were included as an experimental
group to investigate the residual-tendency of magical thinking

in the disturbed population.

Instruments and Procedures

4
'Four assessment. procedures were pe1formed wlth each sub-

ject:‘ the Slmllarltles and Comprehen51on Subtests of the

Wechsler Inte1110ence Scale for Children, the Na01ca1 Thinking

Assessment (develoved previously by the researcher and based

on Plagetan theoretlcal constructs) and the Goodman Rurke

Readlng Wlscue Inventerv procedure. ' tandard scaled-score

- procedures were utilized for the W.I1.5.C. Subtests and the

. Magical Thinking Assessment. Each subJect also read one oral

:reading selection. V(Scotthoresman Reading Systems) and had

6



ali oral miscues coded through the RMI. Particular ettention
was given to the component of Grammatical Acceptabilitcy as
a means of analvzing in-process reading comprehending. Scores
from the Wechsler subteeﬁs and the Magical Thinking Assess-
ment were trapsformed into a Reading_Predictor.Score which

became the basis for correlations between assessments of

magical-thinking/predictiveness and reading comprehending.

Findings
The findings of this exploratory research were drawn
from the testing of seven hypotheses. The'key findingslﬁere
. significant and indicated a strong correlation in all sub—‘
jects (r = .48, p = .0l) between the child's developmental
coghi:ive stage cf either animism, artificialism or physical
determinism (Reading Predictor Scorej and his in-process
reading comptehendiqgas'evidenced'by the semantic and gramma-
tical acceptability of oral readiﬁg miscues.< The central
flndlngs were that magical thlnklng ‘and readlng conpreneﬁd nv
- were related in such a way that:

“‘. 1. More efflﬂlent (less maglcal) predlceors were more

proficient readers.

N

\A .

v2.7 Less efficient (more maglcal) predlctors were less
D10f1c1eﬂt readers

3. Glfted chlldren were less mag1ca1 than thelr
normal or disturbed peers;

4. Distur bed ~h11dren were more magical than their

gifted or normal ppers and

5. Disturbed children show a tendency to remain more

’

"maglcal (and thereby 1ess proficient readers) for a longer
S . .




" period of time than their normal or gifted peers.

. - . e

Conclusions

-The implication of this research bears significant

jimpact for the theoretical and practical aopllcat*ons of

read1n9 1nstructlon for both dlsturbed cnlldren and ‘their

— \-

' ‘more hormal or gifted peers. It is clear tﬁat predlctlon

. (3

and 1og1cal thlnklng are essentlal cognlrlve pre requ151tes
for the synbollzatlon apd 1anguagp 1nfornatlon process;ng

skills esseptlal for reading. At ‘the- ‘Ssame time however

.- further research is 1nd1catgd “for the relatlonshlp of con-

\

ceotualization to predlctlon,;n early readers of all typés.
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