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Child Interview
Abstract

Clinical child interviews have received little attention in

the psychological literature. In the absence of emplrlcal

f findings, current interview practices are primarily based

on clinlcal lore. This study investigated the effects of

two variables, interviewing<style and interviewer mode of

dress, on the quantity and quality of information obtained

frcm 8 to 11 year-olds in a standardized clinical analogue

interview, Two male {nterviewers saw a total of 64 boys

and girls, selected from a normal school population. The

design included three independent variables: "warm" or

*reserved” interv1ew1ng style. formally or casually d*esccd

interviewer, and male or female children. The results cf

this study showed no'significant differenges for any of

these variables on the dependent measures of self-disclosure,

amount of speech. roplem.admissions.‘listiug of‘reinforcers.

and rated liking of the interview. Significant correlations

were found between children's g:ade letel and several of

the dependent measures. Maturational level of the children,

preinterview mental set, the brevity of the interview, and |

measurementnissues were7suggested as possible explanations

of the{surbrisinéjfindings. Previous recommendations for

maxim121ng the effectiveness of child interv1ews were ques-

tioned in llght of the obtalned lack of d1fferent1a1 effects

between interview styles.q
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Effects of Interviewing Style and Interviewer Appearance

on the Child Behavioral Interview

Clinical Psychology has traditionally relied on the
l interview as‘a major component of the assessment process
(Maloney & Ward, 1976). }lthough assessment interviews
have been primarily used with adults, several studies
have reported promising results regardiné the usefulness
. and reliabiliﬁy of child interviews (Herjanic & Cahp?ell.
;977; Her janic, Herjanic, Brown, & Wheatt, 19753 Langner,
Herson, Green, Jamesson, & Gofr. 19703 Rutter & Graham,
19683 Sherwin, Schoelly. Klein, Schwartz, & Kahn, 1 1965).
However, little sclentific attention has been focused upon
the variables. affecting child interviews, elements’ which
may maximize the clinically relevant information gleaned
from this common assessment procedure. |
While recognizing the absence of empirical fesearch
in this afea. Roés (1980) has nevertheless advocated that
a warm and supportive 1nterv1ewxng approach should be used
with children. This suggestlon by Ross, however, is in .
contrast with findlngséfrom studies of adult interviews.
Results of several investigations 1ﬁdicated that ?resérved"
or cold interviewing styles may be “superior to warm in-
terviewing conditions in‘facilitating selfrdisclbsure and

the discussion of problems (Heller, Davis, & Myers, 1966;

SN
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Pope & Siegman, 19683 Heller, 19714 Heller, i968; Ganzer
& Sarason, 1964; Sarason & Winkel, 1966).

In an effort to determine if these findings may also

hold true for children, this study investigated’ the effects

of “warm" versus "reserved” interviewing styles on the
quantity and quality of information obtained in standardized
clinical aﬁa1ogue interviews,with 8 to 11 year=-olds. It
was hypothesized that, similar to adults. children would

o

: self-disclose more under reserved as eompared to warm in-

terviewing styles (probably in an effort to elicit signs of
approval or feedback from the interviewer). Their attitudes

toward the interview, on the other hand, were predicted to

. be less favorable under the reserved as compared to the warm

condition.
In'addition'to interviewing style, a seeond,variable.'

interviewer clothing style, was investigated. This .variable .

had not been preyiously researched in the context of clinical

interviews but had been suspected by Gottschalk and Gleser
(1969) to affect “the behavior of interviewees; It was hy-

pothesized that although they would ‘not differ in their
verbal response patterns, children would' have more favorable

@
attitudes toward the interview experience if the intervxewer

- was dressed ina easual. informal manner as eompéred to

‘wearing a more formal and "distaneing” attire,

<?

el i
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Sixty:four childrén. 3% boys and 32 girls between tne
ages of 8 and 12 participated in the study. fhey were
recruited from the school district of a small midwestern
collgge town., Home addresses were obtained from school
census data, and all parents with eligible children wero'
sent a letter explaining the projéot. Shortly after tne‘
letter had been mailed..parents were contacted by phone in
the order of their alphabetical liétfng in the télephone
directory until a}l participants were slected, ,Approkimately
50% of the parents contacted agreed to have their children
participate.

Following the selection process, groups Were matched
for sex and children were randomly ossigned to one of the
four interviewing conditions. In addition, each 1nterviewer
(two male graduate students from a doctoral program in-
clinical psychology) saw the same number of boys and girls

-

in all interviewing conditions.

Apparatus
Video recordings were made of all interviews through

a one-way mirrors in addition. two audiotapes were made of
each interview (commercially available equipment). The
children's speech duration was measured by plgying back a

tape containing only the children’s verbalizations on a
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recorder which was‘conhected to a voice activated relay
and a timer. The timer utilized was a 14-15D-Digital 0.1

) Secoﬁd Timer, available through Marietta Apparatus Co.o
Ohio. ?he voice activated relay was qgvelopéd specifically
for this proiect and a circuit descriftion and block dia-
gram may be obtained from the first author. The children's
speech tapes we;e made by having the interviewer depress a
microswitch which turned off one of the audiotape micro-
phones whenever he talked during the interview.:

‘Design and Independént'Vazigbles

The study employed a 2 x 2 X 2 design in which the -
1ndependent variables were sex of the child, “warm" versus
“reserved” 1nterview1ng style, and formal versus casual
1nterviewer clothing- style. In the “warm” condition.'the
interviewer greeted the children with a hand shake, smiled
and noddgd during the interview, and lganed forward towards
thé child, In the “"reserved” coﬁdition.”@he interviewer )
greeted the child without shaking hands, spoke unsmilingly,
sat straight in the ché,r. and refrained from nodding.

The interviewer’s adherence to the "warm" and "reserved®
1nterview1ng(styles was evaluated by two judges who indepen-
dently rated the video recordings of all interviews on two
5-point L}ker-type scales ranging from "strongly agree" to
'strongly disagree? A rating by both raters of "agree" or

»gtrongly agree" on one scale (warm or raserved) and "disagree"

/
f

~1
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or "strongly disagree” dn the oppqgite scale, was conSidered’
confirmation of. the interviewer's adherence fo one particular
intervlewipg style. All 1ntef§1ews were correétly identi-
fied by both judges as being either “warm" o; “reserved",
indicating that the two interviewers clearly followed the
instructions of displaying,eithé} *warm” or "reserved" styles.

- The independent variable of c}qthing style included
two conditionss “formal® and “casual® clothing sfyles. In
the formal clothing condition, the interviewer wore a sport
. cqaf, dress sl;cks..a'white shirt, and a’necktie.ﬂ In the
casual condition. the interviewer ﬁore cordufay pants_and
a striped cotton shirt without a necktie.
Procedure . ) ' : o

The children were greeted bytthe‘eiperimenter and were

escorted by him tc the infErviewiﬁg room. There the children
were askedvto take a,pedt and were informed that the {nter-
viewer would be with them shortly. The children's and the
interviewer's chairs faced each other at about a bs degreé
angléJabout three feet gpart.~ Each ihterview‘lasted-between}
approximately 5 and Zo‘minutes and was conducted in the same
room, | |

| The interview questions remained the same across all
fohr conditfbns. The questions and introductory remarks were

read to the children by the interviewers from a sheet of s

paper. To control for the timing of the presentation of the
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questiohs. the interviewers were insgructed to wait .for
about three seconds gfter a child had finished talking be-
fore'bresénting a new question. Some of the questions were
taken from Jourard's (1971) “"Self-Disclosure Topics for
Children Aged 6-12", some from Rutter and Graham's (1968)
psych1atr1c child 1nterview and some were developed by the
author. The questlons contained such items asi “Tell me a
little about the things that you did that you were not
supposed fd.do.“. “what are you most afraid 6f?" and "what
do you like to play with?".

- After the interv1ewer had finished and left the roon,
.the children were a§ked by the experimenter to compiete'a
reinforcement surv;y schedule and a short questionnaire
ab&ut their attitudes toward the interview and the inter-
viewer. The reinforcer survey schedule was a‘siightly
modified version of the ﬁbinforcér survey schedule described
by Phillips; Fis;her.'and Singh”(1977). covering such areas

- as foods; beverages, animals, games, play, etc. The atti-

tudinal questionnaire contained 10 items, sucﬁ as “The'man-'
who asked meAquestions was nice,” or "I did not like the
interview", Each item was rated on a S5-point Likert-type
scale, ranging from "strongly agree" to "strongiy disagree"”,
Dependent Variables | |

'Verbal Productivity.;QThe.durationwof the éhi}drenﬁs

verbalizations was used as the measure of productivity. The
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voice activated relay mentioned above was used for this
measﬁre, Speech duration w;s_measured twice for each inter-
view to compute a reiiability coefficient. Ebel’s (1951)
1ntraclass.rater reliability statistic was used tovcompute
the reliability coefficient for this and all other *rated

dependent measures;

.. s

-AS a second measure of verbal productivit&. the total
nﬁmber of words was computed ‘from aorandom selection of 1/3
of all questions. ‘ ' »
| Rated Intimac-: of Self-Disclosure. Th; intimacy of
self—disclosure was rated 1ndependently by two judges (blind
to design and hypotheses) from the sound recordings of the
interviews using the Vondracek (1971) Ratlng Scale for Self— :
Disclosure in Preadolescents. The subjects’ responses to<
each question were rated, as a whole, to determine the over-
all level of self-disclosure of each response. The highest
possible level was thg oné used as the self-disclosure score J—
for each response. This method is in contrast to the poséible
procedure of breakiég down an answer into subsections which
could then be rated separately. Since this 1atter‘method
might be confounded with the duratién of a child’'e speech it
was not employed in this study. For the computation of a
total depth of disclosure score for.each interview, the scores’

by the two raters were summed across all 31 questions, ' ',le—

Comprehensiveness of Interview ;nformationg Two major

——
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methods, the listing of reihfofcers and the admission of -
problem,behaviors. were used to assess thé tendency of the
children to'provideﬂcomprehehsive answers %o the interview
questions.. As the first measure, tﬁe total number of rein-
forcers listed by the child in response to questions 25
through 31 was édmputed. These queséions covered such areas
as favorite foods and beverages, an;mals. sports, games,
favorité things to play with, and favortie pastime activities
with friends and family. fp addition, a ratio was cOmﬁuted
bgtween the total number of{reinforcing items listed during
the interview anggthe totalinumber of items endorsed as "like
very much" in respective areas.of the reinforcer survéy
scheduld’(foods.\animals. games, etc.). The reinfdrcer
ratio was computed to control for possible individual differ-
ences in the number of reinforcing it;ms. Itﬁmight have

been argued, for examplg. that children who in general find

fewer items reinforcing, might mention fe;g; items in the

interview, confounding individual differences with‘fhe ex-
perimental conditions. Since one child failed'to.complete
the reinforcer surVey/schedhle. the reinforcerratio measure
contained one missing value. - \ -
As the second measure, the number.of problem behaviors
each child admitted to was computed and summed acfoss all
questions'for each interviewing corndition. Problem behaviors’

were considered those verbalfiations that obtained a score.

—
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in the "Transgressions" category of the Vondracek Rating

Scale for Self—Disclosufa in Preadolescents. .Each trans-

-

gresé@on mentloned by the children was also rated as elther
a level I, level II, or level III (see Vondracek, 1971).
More than oné ratlng of nu@ber of transgressions could be
obtained for each question. Aside from being measures of

fhe chdld:en's willingness to éelf-disélose. these variables
were believed to be more direct assessments of the accomplish-
ment of the.clinical goals of a behavioral assessment inter-
the identification of reinforcers an. specific

A\

problematic behaviors.

Atgitgdinal Assessment.

the interview and the interviewer were assessed by administer-

views
} .
The children's attitude toward

ing a 10-ifem post-interview questionnaire described above,

The responses of each child were summed to vbtain a composite
'score_which reflected a child*s overall attitudg towards the
interview situation. The internal consistency of the ques-.

tionnaire was assessed by computigg,cronbach's Alpha.

T Results

Reliability of Measggesh

Rater reliabilities were assessed by computing Ebel’'s
(1951) 1n£faclass rater reliability coefficient.. The values
used for the reliability as ment were the summed scores

across questions for each interview, - The following reliability
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coefficients were obtained for the different dependent
mggéﬁreén ‘Duration of speech (; = .992){ humber of Qordsp
(r = .992), self-disclosyre (r é,.958)f. number of rein- .
forcers (r'=..984), number of pfoblemwbehaviors (r = .916),
and level of;éevérity of problem behaviors (r = .914),
Cronbach's Alpha was ¢alculated for the 10-item post+
interview quest;onnaire. The value of .85 suggests that -

the questionnaire is an internally consistent measure.

- Main Analyses

A multivariate analysis of variance was computed on
the three independent variables of interviewing styde,
interviewer c;ofhing. and sex of children, using the values
for the e¢ight dependent measures of self-disclosure. numbéf
of words, duration of spgech. number of trénégressidns. re-
inforcers listed in the interview;'reinfdrcer ratio, and
post-interview questionnaire. The F ratios of this analysis

ranged from .42 to 1.;32 (all NS). All obtained results for

both main effects and interaction effects were non-significant,

. : 4 .
A series of t-tests performed on the overall results

obtained for the two interviewers showed‘no'differences on

any of the dependent variables. This finding indicated that

the interviewers did not-differentially affect the children'sx\

response to the interviews as assessed by the dependent,
measures, ' '

In addition, a Pearson product-moment correlation. matrix

bd
(9]
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was computed for the eight dependent measures and the

children’s grade level, The matrix is presented in Table 1.

. | Insert Table 1 About Here

The obtainea correlations between the measures of
aglf—disclosufe. number of transgressions, lé#el of trans-
gressions, number of reinfofceré. and duration of speech
were gll significant beyond the ,001 levél. suggesting the
possibility of.a factor;common to all fhese measures. The
scores from the post-interview questionnair-:, however. showedt
no significant ;ntercorrelations with any of the other
measures, suggesting a relative independence of this assess-
ment instrument from the othgr behavioraiﬁmggsures. Also,
no significant correlations were obtained‘between the rein-
forcer ratio and any of the other measures. This latterf .
finding suggests thaf the thoroughness-of children in listing
all items that %hé& considered reigforqing in certian categor-
les was not related to .the quahtity of falk. dmo@nt and
quality of self-disclosure, and their general attitudinal
evaluation of the interview,

An interesting relationship was noted between the number

of "like very much” endorsémenté on the reinforcer survey

fschedule and grade level as weli as’gost-interview question=

naire. The correlation between number of "like very much®

r .

‘endorsements'gnd grade level was negative and highly

-

[}
'-'\
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significant (r = =.,42, p¢.001), The correlation between
alike very duch" endorsements and the questionnaire score

was also highly significant, but positive (r = 45, p<. 601),
The means by grade levels for the post-interv1ew questlonnalre
gscore and thé number of reinforcers endorsed as: "llke very
much” on the reinforcer survey schedule are presented in

Table 2,

Insert Table 2 About Here

By referring back to Table 1 edddtional interest;ng
correlations between grade level and dependent measures
.should be noted at this point. Significant positive corre=
lation coefficients QereJobtained for the children's grade |
level (grades 2 to 6) and number of reinforcers (r = b,
p £.001), duration of speech (r =332, p £.01), self-dis-
closure (r = .28, p<1.05),'and level of_ transgressions (r =
025, P £+05)s A negative‘correlation coefficient (r = =.34,
p.<.61) was obtained for grade level and the rating of the
interview on the postminterview questionnaire. These
correlations suggested that chlldren in higher grades tended
to se1§7d1sclose more, list more relnforcers. and talk more
during the interv1ew than those in lower grades., On the
other hand, children in higher grades also tended ‘to give

the interview a less positive rating as compared to children
-

P -

" - from lower grades.,

)
Ut
\——‘
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Discussion

<

Contrary to initial expectations, the obéained results,
indicated that neither interviewing style ﬁor interviewer
appearance significantly afféc%ed the response style of the
preadolescents who participated in the study. The amount of
information gathered aéi quality of self-disclosure were
very simiiar under "warm" and "reserved" interviewing coﬁ&;-
utions: Also, interviewer clothing_styie (formal versus
casual attire) did not significantly influence the.guality
and amount of informé%ion gathered. Furthermore, neither
interviewing st&le nor interviewer'clothing style ap?eared
to affect the children's overall attitude toward the inter-
view situation.
| These findings éenerally run counter to statements made
by several authors about the importance of various situational
or inferactional variables iﬁ éﬁzld interviews (Looff, 1976;
Peterson, 1968; Ross, 1980; Rutter & Graham, 1968; Stevenson,
1971; YarroW,'}960). Overall, based on the findings of this
study, it appears that the establishment of a warnm, supporting
rélationship may not be necessary in a short cliniecal child
interview for obtaining a certain level in quality and quan-

. tity of cllnlcally relevant 1nformation or helpﬂng to make
child feel comfortable.

The present findings do not appear to be.- due to a failure,
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in experimental manipulat1ons. Each interview was clearly
jdentified as either ‘warm“ or “reserved” by two independent

raters. and the lack of significant differences in the

children’s 1nterview performance should be regarded as re-

flecting aspects of the children's present interview responses:

rather than a failure of the exper1menta1 manipulation. Al-

¢

though raters reliably identified differences in interviewing

'style, the children did not respond differently to changes in

this variable, based on the measures employed. -

" One. possible explanation for the children’'s similar

" interview behavior in all cond1t1ons may be their mental set

toward the 1nterv1ew experience. It may be speculated, for

?example. that children are so concérned Wlth their own per-

formance in the interview situat1on that:- they pay little

attention to other factors such as the 1nte*personal stjle
of the interviewer or the general interview environment.
This may be due to their effort to please their parents by
meeting their expectations in,givipg appropriate gnswers tc
the presented questions, |

An add1t1onal possibility for not detect1ng any differ="
ences between groups might be the relatzve/coarseness of the

measures ut1lifeg:¢_Depth “of self—disclosure. for example, is

aa very—difficult var1able not only to define operationally,

but also to rate reliably. The Vondracek rating scale em=
ployed in this study had gnly few levels self-dzsclosure

t Roi

X
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depth and therefore, a measure with more detailed descrim- .
inations among le.cls of aelf-dlsclosure might more likely
be able to detect differences., |

Another hypotheeis may relate to the preSeat analogue
employed. I% hay be argued that because of the brevlty ofu
the interviews, the children in all groups had little time
to adapt to the different 1nterviewing styles. Therefore,
in longer interviews, differences may gradually develop
‘after children have had time to adjust to the novelty of
the situatlon. Although the obtained results indicated that ~
for a short clinical-analogue interview, nonverbal inter-
action variables and>clothing atyle have little or no effect

on the information gathered: or the intervlewer-child_relai'

tionship, as assessed by the measures employed in this study,

e

the effects of these variables on a longterm theragggtie/«?’

—
relationship still have to be established empirically. It

) ) /‘/ﬂ’ B
must also/Eg/gmphastiéd that the present study was an inter-

o —

,,lxafvtii/analogue which used volunteer subjects. Children who

are referred for a elinical evaluation or -psychotherapy

might reépond differently in a simllar aituation.' Children
referred for an evaluation, it might be speculated. are

more anxious and have a more unfavorable attitude toward the
interview process. A “warm' interview with these children,
therefore, might be conaidered helping them to self-diaolose
by creating a more comfortable and less threatening atmosphere

H
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than a "reserved" interview,

Children*s Grade level and Interview Evaluation’

An interesting relationship between children's grade
level and their evaluation of the lnterview was found. With
lncreas;ng grade levels. children evaluated the 1nterv1ew
and 1nterv1ewer 1ncrea81ngly less posxtively. This trend
may render addltional support to the above explanatlon that

some subjects may have approached the interview with a men-

~ tal set of cooperating with the interviewer possibly to meet
li

parental’expectations. With increasing grale level and

corresponding 1ndependence. howegg;*/ehi -ren may become
o

S

- less focuseg/gn/xherf”55§formance and have a reduced need
_—Tfor perental approval, Then they may be better able to eval-

uate critically other variables such as interpersonal ‘cues

or their own emotional states. Thus, it may bersuggested

- that the lower interview rating of the older children (though

in the presént sample. still preadolescents) may reflect their
higher level of maturity and increased ability to assess and
evaluate critically their social and physical environment.

Similar experimental manipulations with older, adolescent

populatiohs might very well fin@ differences, at least on

.the post-interview questionnaire. Whether these would be .

differentially affected by the experimental manipulations
is a matter for empirical test, | |

- Several other relationships between grade level and
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the depéndent variables were found, which overall may be
attributed to general developmental differences ‘amorig the
younger and older children 1n the study. Older children
| tended to talk longer, self-disclose more, list more rein-
forcers duriﬂg the interview, and tended to.admit to more | ~,/,f
problem behaviors. On the povt-intervie!/ggggxionnaife; """"
however, an 1nverse relat&onsﬁiﬁ'was found between grahe
///,level/aﬁd/iﬁe’ndmber of reinforcing items erdorsed as "like
very much", Older children endorsed fewer items as "like
"very much®” than did younger children. A p0881ble explanation
for this relationship may be the greater ability of older
children to make finer discriminations between objects and
activities they enjoy. as compared to a tendency of younger
children to see things in more broad; dicotomous terms, ‘This
explanation would also %@ ingsupport of the interprefation
of the differences on.the posipinterview questionnaire,
which were attributed to maturational levels regarding the |

’7ability to critically percelve and evaluate the environment,

s

L. -\ /
£ W1th regard to the relatively high intercorrelations,

AN
L)
kS

among most of the dependent variables it may be suggested
that future researchers include merely one-or two of these
measures. Thisxwould save much time in}the rating process
and ﬁoﬁld,probably result in higher initiallinterrater reli=
abilities, If appropriate equipmentii3~available, the speech

duration measure does not only seem to'be the most reliable,
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but also ‘the most erzonomical to use, ~ T

—

Since age appeared to have.some/}gﬁluenee*ﬁﬁ”%hé

. . e . .
chil@ren'g*igjggxiewihg’ﬁéﬁiviér and their post-interview

J—

__.——eavaluations of the interview, future fesearch’is suggested

gi further investigate this possible developmental trend,
Further investigétibns should also focus on other variables

that may influence children's reagxions toward interviewing, ;
such as their pré-interview attitude and parental instructions -

to the chiid before the interview, | .ﬁ
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Correlation Matrix of Children's Grade Level

PIQ SD TRGN  TRGL
e 3’4‘“ 058‘ 023 .25"’
.01 g%08 .05
o 6QRER .69444
BT b
.05
.01
. 001

The

dependent measures are:

Children's Grade Lével

Post=interview Questionnaire

Self-disclosure

Number of Transgressions
Level of Transgressions
Number of Words
Duration of Speech

‘Number of Reinforcers Listed in

‘Reinforcer Ratio

and Dependent lleasures

1
WORDN TIME
L3O 320
-.01*  .,.00
JOORRE . CPRER
L GOR#RE  CBREN
LOO%RR  COREN

iv
it

N 93&&&

Interviﬁg

RFI  RFR
Jhers 12
A1 =18
.52%%% 03
Jigen o ol
. 5o%es - Ol
63%ee 12
J73%ER 12

' 17

e
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Table 2
Means of Post-Interview Questionnaire (PIQ) and.Number of
* '"like very much" Endorsements
on the Reinforcer Survey Schedule (RSS)

GRADE N o Means PIQ Means RSS

2 6 b7 : 42,8
3 9 L4o.8 36,2
| 4 18 (17)" 8.2 . T 33,4
5 16 37.1 29.2
6 15 : 3,9 28.7
. )
. .

The RSS mean for fourth graders is based on an N of 17
because of one missing value.
** Higher scores reflect more positive attitudes toward

interview,
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Footnotes : ' ‘ .

1. When self=disclosure was rated concurrently with the
.measures of number and level of transgression, number of
re£nforce?s. and number of words, an initial reliability
coefficient of}.57 was‘obtained. Since this coefficient
was considered to be too low, it was décided to rerate |
questions 9 through 23, which showed the largest number

of rater disagreements., - These questions were the ones- of

primary research interest since théy constituted the items

designed to elicit a high level of self=-disclosure (e.g.,
wwﬁat are you most afraid, of?", "Tell me a little about

the things that you did that you were not supposed to do".).
The remaining questions at the beginning an? the end of the ”';
interview asked for simple demographic data (eege, "What
school do you go to?"), or'a listing of reinforcers (e.g;, o
"What games do you like") and were therefore much easier ' . ;
to score than the more complex answers on the1se1f-disclosur§y/ ,

questions, Questions 9 through 23 were rerated for self- ' !

disclosure on all tapes by the same raters after a re- 1
training session regardless as to whetﬁer there wés-initial

agreement or disagreement. The above reported figure (r =

.958) reflects the reliability of the second rating. The

relatively low initial reliability coefficient for the self-
,disclosure variable was attributed to the rather difficult

task of concurrentlyfrafing five variables.,




