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Figurative Language

Abstract

This study examined cultural and iastructional influeuces on the
compreheunsion of figurative language by elemeatary school
children in Harlem, New York. Specifirally, it examined

rhildren's exposure to and particination in the creative, verbal
street game called "souuding” or “"playiug the dozens,” and it
studied the effects of a program of creative writing instruction
provided by visiting writers. The results iundicate that the
special instruction tended to improve the figurative language
comprehension of the children. Also, those children who
frequently engaged in sounding comprehendeu figurative language
better than those who did not. This latter effect could not be
account~d for by differences in general language ability. The
resuits are taken as support for a "language experience” view of
the development of figurative language compreheusion in

preference to any strong form of a "coguitive coustraints” view.
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Cultural aud Ianstructioial Influeuces on Figurative

Language Comprehension by Inner City Children

In recent years psyrhosogists have begun to study seriously
the development of the rompreheusion of flgurative, especially
metaphorical, uses of languasre in children. What seems to ha»:
emerged from these effo' ts are two fundamentally different kiunds

of views One, which might be called the "rognitive coustraints

view,” 1s that the ability to properly uuderstand metaphorical
uses of language is primarily coustrained by the child's level of
coguitive developmeat. Propounents of this viaw generally agree
that geauiue metaphor romprehension does uot emerge until early
adolesceace aand that metaphor comprehension progresses to
maturity through a series of developmentally determiuned stages.
Views of this kind are particularly prevalent amoug those taking
a Piagetian perspective oan roguitive development (e.g., Billow,
1975; Cometa & Eson, 1978), but they are he'd (at least
implicitly) by others too (e.g., Asch & Nerlove, 1960; Wianer,
Roseustiel & Garduer, 1976). The alterunative view, which might
be ralled the "lauguage experience view,” is that a child's
ability to understand metaphorical language is primarily
dependent on the exteant to which the child has had exposure to
such laanguage. Acrcording to this view, coguitive roaustraiats are
only relevaant through their efferts on the rhild's geueral

language abilities (e.g., Reyuolds & Ortoay, 1980; Vosaiadou,

Ortouy, Reyuolds & Wilsoa, in press).

Cr
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The two views of the development of metaphor compreheasion
make different predictions about the effects of exposure to
figurative language on childrean's comprehension abilities. The
cognitive constraints view predicts that exposure, be it formal
or informal, is not likely to result in any improvemeut in
performance uatil and unless the requisite rcoguitive mechaunisms
are already iudependeantly in place. The language experience
view, on the other hand, predicts that relevaut experience 1is
likely to improve performance. The present study examined these
positions with respect both to informal and relatively formal
exposure to figurative language. Subjects in the experimeant were
children drawn from grades 4, 5, and 6 in three schools ia
Harlem, New York. A rharacteristic of such predominaucly Black,
furer city populations is that incideatal exposure to figurative
language tends to be widespread. This is because of the
prevalence of a form of of aggressive verbal play that Labov
(1972) calls ritual insult. The following is an example of the
kind of verbal exchauge to which we refer:

Larry: Mau, you so poor your roacrhes aund rats eat luanch out!

Reggie: Man, you so poor the rats and roaches take you out

to luach!
The term used to describe such exchanges varies from place to
place, but commoa terms include "playing the dozeus,” "sounding,"”
“smashiug,” and "crackiag.” Heuceforth, we will use the term

sounding to refer to this somewhat taboo form of linguistie

finterchauge. [t 1s characteristic of scuanding that the exchauged

tasults {uvolve gross exaggeratioan, and that the iusults caunot

be iuterpreted as being 'iterally true. Thus, sou ling typically
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iavolves flights of figurative language, with the use of devices
such as hyperbole, irony aud metaphor. in fact, Black Eaglish in
geuneral gives much more promiunence to nounliteraluess than does
standard White English. Iu the Black community, the rhetorical
style of preachiung, common proverbs and sayings, idioms,
folktales, signifying, marking, and sounding all make frequeat
use of figurative language (Mitchell-Kernan, 1972; Smithermaa,

1977; Tayior & Ortouy, 1980).

Of the many forms of figurative lauguage used ian Black
English, sounding has special significance both because it is a
form frequently eacountered by children of school age, and
berause it is a form ia which the participaunts take an active
role in producing the figurative language. Skill ia sounding is,
moreover, a high status skill amoug pre~adolesceat aud adolescent
Blacks. Thus, 1f the language experieuce view of figurative
language comprehension is correct, one would expect that
participation in the streat game of souuding could have aa impact
on the ease with which Black children caa understand figurative
uses of launguage. This hypothesis predicts a correlation between
familiarity with sounding aund scores on a figurative language
comprehensioan test. The present study eramined the relatioanship
between these two variables. Also iuvestigated were the effecrts
of exposing these children to more formal uses of figurative
language. To this end, gains were measured on scores oun a
figurative laaguage test administered approximately four moaths

apart. The gaius achieved by the studenrts receiviug the normal



Figurative Language )

readiag and language arts curriculum were compared with those of
the studeats receiviag additional i{nstruction ia creative writiug
which emphasized figurative language use. Again, if the lauguage
experieace view is correct, auy iacrease ia the child's exposure
to and awareness of figurative uses of language through
fnstrucrtion could Le expected to result in improvemeuts ia

figurative language comprehension.,

Method

The research was conducted ia collaboration with Teachers
and Writers Collaborative, a New York based unou-profit
organization that supports "residencies” for visitiug artists
(playwrights, poets, novelists, musicians, dancers, etc.) in New
York City schools., Three Harlem schools haviug a history of
collaboration with Teachers aud Writers Collaborative agreed to
participate iu the project. The experimenters discussed the
nature of the project with a number of Black writers from
Teacrhers and Writers Collaborative. Three of these writers were
selected for residencies. The selection was made on the basis of
the writers' iunterest and confideunce ia the project. Each writer
was then assigned to one of the schools for au eatire semester.
The resideuries were supported exclusiveiry by the project. The
writers worked with a total of 13 classes, each ot which met once
a week. Oue of the writers worked with three rlasses (two fourth
grade and one fifth grade), and the other two with five classes
earh (iu one rase, two fourth, one fifth, aand two sixth grade

rlasses, and {a the other rase, oue fourth, on: fifth, and three
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sixth grade classes). Across schools, a total of 319 children
participated in the project. Eight of the 13 classes (four
fourth grade, one fifth grade, aud three sixth grade) were

designated as experimental classes (a total of 217 childrean) aad

the rest (one fourth yrade, two fifth grade, and two sixth grade)
were designated as control classes. Of the 319 childrea
participating 1u‘the study, 927 were Black, and 87 were Hispanicr,
Because of variability in time of testing aud the tests used,
only an approximate estimate of the level of readiag achievemeat
of the childrea can be given. However, receut scores were
available for about two thirds of the childrean (in most rases,
scores ou the New York Readiung Test). These revealed that on

average the children were readiug at about grade level.,

After a "getting arquaiated” session with their classes, the
writers administered a metaphorical lauguage compreheusion test
(pretest) and a questionnaire designed to determine the
children's degree of familiarity with and exposure to souadiag.
The questioanaire and tests were admiuistered to all childrea,
both experimental and routrol. Thewn, cver a four mouth period,
the writers had an average of 13 oue hour weekly meetiungs with
each of the experimental classes. At the end of th!s reriod they
again administered the metaphorical language comprehensiou test
(posttest) and the questioanaire to both the experimeutal and the
coutrol classes. Finally, after the data from the experiment had
been rollected, the writers had a number of meetiugs with the

control classes so as to give childrea ia those rclasses a chauace
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to benefit from their iuvolvement ia the project.

It should be clear from this description of the general
procedure that the real-world coustraiats of school timetables
and writer availability did not permit this study to be desigued
with the degree of coautrol characteristic of a laboratory
experiment. For example, for practical reasoans, it was uot
possible to avoid coufounding the school variable with the
teachuer variable, and it was wot possible, again for practical
reasous, to have each school provide an equal aumber of
experimental and coutrol classrooms at each of the three grade
levels. Countrol of this kied would have required the project to
take place on a mucrh larger scale. This was uneither ecounomically
nor administratively feasible, nor was it scrieatifically
necessary for aun exploratory study of the kind we were

undertakiag.

For both practical and theoretical reasous, the writers were
given cousiderable liceunse in deridiag exartly what to do duriug
their instructional sessious. Siuce our maia goal was to
discover whether increased exposure to and uaderstaandiag of
figurative uses of language would result in improved performauce
ou the metaphorical 'anguage comprehension test, it was importaat
not to overly coustrain the means whereby this iuvcrease ia
exposure and understanding might be achieved. Thus, variation ia
teaching style across iustructors was an esseatial aspecrt of the
design of the project. This variatioa orcurrad, however, withiu

coustraints couceraing the degree of emphasis to be placed oa

10
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figurative language. The primary aim of each instructor was to
develop in the rchildren a kaowledge of figurative language, and a
caparity to use it in writteun form. The writers thus stressed
devices such as simile, oaomatupoeia, metaphor, alliteration, and
hyperbole, not with a view to teacrhing the childreu the
definitions of these terms, bhut with a view to fuculrationg aa
uaderstandiag of their nature and efferts. Earh writer discus-ed
either metaphor or simile explicitly in more than half of his/her
13 sessions. In all cases the iustruction was roudurted ia the
normal classroom eavironment, with time variously divided betweea

whole-class fustruction and small-group activities.

Within these geueral ronstralats, the particular way in
which figurative language was introdured and taught was left up
to each writer to decide. Poetry ian all its diverse forms,
inrluding list poems, prose poems, and rhyming poems, was a major
forus of all the writers. The writers ofteun iutroducred a
discu:sion of figurative language by focussing on a poem aud then
attempting to develop in the rhildren an understandiang of how the
fdeas {u the poem were embodied in metaphors and similes. A wide
variety of poets and their works were used in this way, iucluding
poems by William Carlos Williams, Arthur Rimbaud, Souia Sauchez,
and Siv Cederiag Fox. The rhildren thus had exteusive exposure

¢
to rich aand compelling uses of figurative language.

The writers also placred a stroug emphasis ou the childreun's
own writing activities, eucouragiag them to express freely their

owa feelings aund perceptions on topirs that were related directly

1i
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to their lives, and to do so ia a way that made use of the
devires of figurative language. Oue writer, for example, when
fatroducing similes, asked studeants to write a poem describiug
Harlem. The poem was to begia with the words “"Harlem is like
eees” An examiunciion of the written work produced by the students
reveals frequent use of figurative language. For example, the
poems that the children produced towards the end of the
fastruction iucluded lines such as: "spring is a game for boys

and girls,” "my dog is like a barkiag stick,” "huuger punched me

in the stomach when I would not eat,” aund "dreams are like kites

that fly through the air.”

The test used to assess figurative language comprehension in
the study was based on previous research by Ortony and his
colleagues (e.g., Reynolds & Ortony, 1980). The test preseats
ten short stories and four alternative completions of each story.
Each alternative is a metaphoric comparison but only oue of the
four makes sense ia the routext of the story. An example of aan
item in the test is:

Tom's old ball glove was ruined. Oue of his friends had

borrowed it and left it out in the ralu. Tom's Dad knew how

murh Tom liked to play ball, so he got him a uew glove. He
told Tom to take better care of this new glove. If this oue
got spoiled, he woulda't get Tom another oune. Tom decided
unot to let his friends evean see his new glove.

(1) Tom was (like) a kitteu playiag with a ball of striug.

(2) Tom was (like) a referee bhlowiung the whistle.

(3) Tom was (like) a dog buryiung a boue in the backyard.
(4) Tom was (like) a batter missing an easy pitch.

The children were required to select whicrhever of the four

routinuation seunteunres they thought made the best sense. Iu the
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example, the best coutiauation seuteure is alternative (3).
There are :wo forms of each test {tem: one which uses metaphors
1a the routinuation seateances and one which uses similes, The
simile and metaphor forms of the test items are the same except
that a "like" is iunserted in each of the coutiuruation seateuces
of the simile form. This study used both forms of the test

items.

In addition to the test of figurative laanguage
comprehension, earh studeat rompleted a lengthy questiounaire

designed to tap his or her familiarity with sounding. The

11

questionuaire attempted to determine the frequeucy with which the

student heard others souanding, and the frequeury with which the

studeat participated in souading.

13
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Results

ILustructional Effects

Table 1 shows the mean scores on the test of figurative
language comprehension for the 277 children for whom complete
data were available. The data were analyzed usiug a repeated
measv-es analysis of variaunce, with three betweeu-subjects
facrtors and one within-subjects factor. The betweeu-subjects
fartors were grade (4, 5, or 6), test (of similes or metaphors),
and group (experimeutal or coutrol). The within-subject factor

was time of test (pretest or posttest).

There was no siguificaunt difference betweeun comprehension of
similes aud of metaphors. Because this factor also did oot
interact with auy other variables, Table 1 preseuts the results

collapsed across this factor.

When the effect of the treatmeut (creative writiug
fastruction) was examined, it was found that the childrea ia the
experimeatal group outperformed those in the coutrol group on
both the pretest and the posttest, F(1,269) = 5.44, p < 0.05.
However, treatmeut {uterarted with grade level, F(2,269) = 4.65,
p < 0.05. Table 1 shows that in fourth grade, the children ia
the experimental group displayed better figurative language

comprehension than did those ia the routrol group, whereas the

14
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relative positiouns were reversed in sixth grade.

Children in the experimeutal group increased their
figurative language comprehension by eight perceut, from 60% at
pretest to 68% at posttest. In cuutrast, the children ia the
control group ouly iurreased their score by half this anouut.
however, the analysis of variance showed that this teandency for
students given the special iastruction to improve more between
pretest and posttest was oaly marginally signifirant, F(1,269) =

3.28, p < 0.08.

Figurative language comprehensioun improved with grade level,
F(2,269) = 23,44, p < 0.0l. The fourth grade childreau understood
51% of the figurative launguage expressious, and this iucreased to

667% among the sixth grade children.

Previous research has shown that while children below about
fifth grade understand similes much more readily thau they do
metaphors, there is little difference in the comprehension of
similes aud metaphors after fifth grade (Reynolds & Ortoay,
1980). While the analysis of variance did unot reveal a
siguificaat faterartion between grade level and type of test in
the preseant data, the expected trend was present. The pretest
scores for the fourth grade rhildren showed a meau performance
level of about 48% rorrect for metaphors as opposed to 58% for
similes, while by fifth grade the average level of performauce

was about 60% for both.
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Cultural Effecrts

One of the major goals of the study was to examiue the
effect of exposure to sounding oan the Black child's compreheusioa
of figurative language. It was thought that children who were
more exposed to (the extensive use of figurative language iu)
sounding might perform better ou measures of school-orieunted
figurative language comprehensioa., In order to assess this
relationship between exposure to sounding and ease of
comprehension of figurative language, the childreus' reports of
their frequency of encounter with sounding and of their owa use
of sounding were correlated with scores on the test of tigurative

language comprehension.

The studeats' reports of their owa use of soundiag
correlated 0,30 with their figurative lauguage compreheunsioan,
indirating that children who more often eungage in sounding are
better able to uaderstand metaphors and similes. Reports of
exposure to (as opposed to own use of) soundiung, as measured by
estimates of frequency of encounter with other people sounding,
also correlated significauntly, although less stroungly (0.14),

with figurative language compreheusioa.

Discussion

The results of this study are straightforward. Childrea who
received creative writiug lastrurtion that emphasized the use of
figurative language teuded to improvc more ia the romprehension

of such language. The effert, however, was only marginally

16
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sigaificant, The study also revealed that the rhildre. who more
frequently played the ritualized verbal gawse of souundiaz
uanderstood figurative language better than those who eangaged 1ia

it less often.

There are several possible explaunations for the abseuce of a
stronger effect of creative writing instruction on figurative
language comprehension, The first explanation is that the
fastruction simply did anot substantially improve the figurative
language comprehension of the children, over and above the
lacrease that uecurred through the normal curriculum aud
maturation. This explanation does not imply that the sessions
were edurationally iuneffective, since the instruction may have
had other beneficial effects, such as au improvement in the
children's ability tc produce figurative language to good effect.
However, theré was uno attempt in this study to measure possible

gaius of this kind.

Another possibility is that while the iustruction did have
an effert, there was too little of it spread out over too long a
period of time for the gains to be statistirally significant,
Certainly, this is compatible with evideure of a trend ia the

experted dirertion.

A third way ian whirh these results could be explaiued is 1u
terms of the problems associated with real world research.
Research ia the laboratory enables a high degree of rountrol of
extraneous variables, hut the results often do uot general‘ze.

well to the real world. Real world researrh does uwot allow such

ERIC 17
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fineness of c~outrol, but cao have clear implications for the real
worldes In the preseant rase, it was not possible to randomly
allocate children to the experimental and routrol groups, and so
these groups started out from a differeut baseliune iu figurative
language compreheasioan, with the experimental group geunerally
outperforming the countrol group at pretest. Children ia the
exrerimental group were, however, poorer readers and younger thau
children 1ia the coantrol group. These differeuces could not be
fully compensated for in the ;tatistical amnalyses aud may accouunt

for the relatively weak effect of the interveuntiou.

Finally, differences among the visiting writers aund th::
schools may have obscured any overall impact of fastruction on
figurative language comprehension. This seems a likely
explanation berause wheu the data are examined school by school
(i.e., by writer), it becomes clear that there are large and
systematic differenc¢s in impact. At one school, the gain
betweeun pretest and posttest (pooled arross classes aud grades)
was a substaatial 33%. This gaiun was unearly three times that of
the coatrol group. At a secoud scrhool, the gain of the
experimental group was almost two and a half times that of the
coutrol group. In coutrast to performance at these two schools,
the gatus of the experimeantal aud countrol groups at the third
school were miniscule, and for all practical purposes,
equivaleat. 1[It was at this last school that all the declfunes ia
performance by experimental group classes from pretest to

posttest occurred,

15
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Creative wriring iastruction thus seems to have had aa
effect on figurative language comprehensioa, but the effect was
not uniform arcross schools/writers, or classrooms, It is not ac
all rlear to us which of the many differeunces amoug the writers
and schools might account for these differences in impact.
Certalunly the writer whose classes declined ia average ability to
understand figurative language had a noticeably different
approach to teaching., Compared with the other two writers, this
writer used a somewhat more formal approach, placing more
emphasis ou the preseutation of factual iuformatioa (e.g.,
definitions of terms) and less om establishiug a spirit of
cameraderie. This writer also reported speuding fewer class
periods discussing figurative language, and tended to place more
stress on forms of written language such as essays, and romauce
and mystery stories, which presumably iuvolve less figurative
language than does poetry. Any of these (or other possible)
differeaces in teaching style could have affected studeat
achievement. However, because of the exploratory nature of this
study, it is not possible to determine whether the attairuned
differences in instructional impact should be attributed to such

differences in teaching style, differences betweea schools, or

dif ferences 1{u studeat characteristirs,

Turning now to the relation between the frequenry of use of
sounding aud the romprehension of figurative language, oue
laterpretation of the positive correlation between the two is-

that use of sounding itself causes bntter comprehension. Aa

ERIC 13
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alternative iutarpretation is that the correlation betweeu the
two variables 1s due to their common relationship to a third
variable guch as geuneral launguage facility. The latter hypothesis

was examiuned in a further analysis in which the effert of

variations in readiag ability (taken to be an approximate measure
of general language ability) was partialed out of the rorrelation
betwrea veported use of sounding and figurative language
romprehension.l In partial coufirmation of the commoan-cause
hypothesis, the effect of coutrolling for reading ability was to
substautially reduce the correlation between sounding and
figurative language compreheusion. However, the correlation
remained significantly greater than zero. The results thus offer
some support for the hypothes.. that both geuneral language
ability aud use of sounding are causally related to comprehension
of figurative language. The;e rorreiations are shown iu the path

analysis model preseuted ia Figure 1.

From Figure | it can be seen that the relationship betweea
geueral language ability aud figurative language compreheastion is
somewhat strouger thaan that between use of soundiug aad
figurative language compreheusion (0.36 versus 0.20), but that
the latter rausal path is not a trivial one. Soundiag thus seems
to have a direcrt and siganificant impact on figurative languagé

comprehension. Some faith can be placed ia this rouclusion
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because a similar patteru of results has been fouad ia a more
recent study that used a different populatiou and differeant
measures of souading skill, general language ability, and
figurative language comprehension (Taylor-DeLain, Pearson, &
Andersou, 1983), It rau also he seen from Figure 1 that while
general lauguage ability accouats for a sigaificaut portioun of
the variability amoug childrem ia their use of souanding (the
correlation betweea use of sounding and general language ability

is 0.28), much of the variability in the use of souanding is not

accouated for by this variable.

The fact that figurative language comprehension is affected
by exposure to figurative language (iu: sounding), and that the
preadolesceat studeats in this study demoustrated an ability to
understand metaphors and similes, is directly coutrary to the
predictions of at least the strong form of the "rogaitive
constraiats” view of figurative language compreheusion, which
maiataias that such comprehension does not emerge until early
adolesrence. The results are, ou the other haud, quite
compatible with the "language experience” view. It thus seems
safe to rourlude that the use of figurative language iu souadiug
does tend to eahance Black school childrea's ability to
uaderstaad the more literary uses of metaphor and simile
encountered ian the rlassroom. It might be objected that the size
of the observed efferts iu this study provides muly rather weak
support for our couclusions. FEven graanting this objection, we

fecl that the results are suffirieatly suggestfve and that their
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implicatious are sufficieatly iuteresting to warraat
ronsideration. Facility with figurative language affects the
ability to understand both literary and iustructiounal texts, aad

these are important goals of schooliug.

The use of sounding presumably reflects the Black child's
degree of participation in his/her peer culture. That this
participation may have a positive effect on school-related tasks
is eurouraging. Perhaps ways can be fouand for schools to
capitalize ou the indigenous language patterus of Black childrea
to eunhance classroom performance. However, given the
inappropriateness of engaging in sounding ia formal (e.g.,
school) settings, the question of how this might be achieved is a

complex and tricky oune.
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Footaote

lThe reading scores were collected from the srhool records,
and thus reflert the administration of differeat standardized
reading tests at different times. The reading srores of the
rhildren were transformed to z-scores before being submitted to
the analyses. This tran~formation was done separately for each
test, and thus partially coutrols for the unique efferts of the

different forms of reading test used.
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Table 1

Mean Test Scores by Grade aud Group

D NP b D G e D D D G A9 P D D S S S D G D D VD D G D e D . D W W T S WD WD < B WD G D G cU S D D T . W S S = - T D — S -

A D S D D D D D D D D W D D D D D S G e D D G - ) WS D ) D o S W S SR S D G D D S WED D G WD D S WD WD S S emD D D v D YD D =D = @

(N) (96) (29) (67)
Pretest 5.11 (2.21) 6,40 (2.51) 6.53 (2.52) 6.01
Posttest 6.64 (1.55) 7.00 (1.47) 6.65 (2.11) 6.76

D D S D D D D R S D D G e WD S D U D WD D Guf S e D WD D D D ) W ST WD D TED D D D S D o D o S D S S S D P D = w§ W -

(N) (13) (33) (39)
Pretest 3.53 (2.22) 6.20 (2.88) 6.90 (2.46) 5.54
Posttest 4,07 (2.47) 6.30 (1.79) 7.40 (1.59) 5.92

Note. The maximum score ia each cell 1is 10. Figures ia
parentheses following the means refer to the standard deviatioms.
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Figure Captioan

Figure 1. Path analysis of the relatiounships among use of
sounding, general language ability, and figurative language

comprehension.
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