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ABSTRACT

Two major areas are recommended in the redesign of
the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) data collection:
assessment of social and communicative competence, and description of
Classroom processes. Social and communicative competence are
important achievements of the school-age years and are heavily
influenced by classroom experiences. Academic, social, and
communicative achievements are interrelated. To expand descriptions
of students' achievement and competence in the classrooms, a model is
presented. The effective speaker, who is successful in communicating
with others, receives appropriate responses to requests. Appropriate
speakers have been found to produce effective responses and to have
the highest achievement test scores in reading and mathematics. The
communicative climate of the classroom may help to encourage
individual differences in achievement. To measure social and
communicative competence, direct clasisroom observation is suggested.
One could assess social problem solving, effective communication,
moral reasoning, understanding of social relationships, and
self-concept. It is also important to observe communication in the
small instructional classroom group: (1) conditions under which the
student successfully requests and obtains information; (2) variety of
attempts to obtain information; and (3) response when information is
4ot obtained. Assessment of young children is encouraged. (GDC)
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Rssessing Students' Social and Comaunicat ivs Competence in School

Louiss Cherry Uilkinson
City University of Nes York, Graduate School

Rs port of the national effort to measurs the progress of
slesentary ond secondary students In Reericen schools, their social
ond comsunicative performance should be assessed, ond the
classrooms in shich they ocquire knosledge should be described. |

shore the position held by mony educators that the educational
statistics collected about our chiidren end sbeut eur ssheeis hove

had linited utility ond questionable valldity.

Past surveys of the status of feericon education have not
fully described, nor hove they validiy predicted the ways In shich
students ieorn ond achieve in achool. One reason for this fallure
is that the prior onalyses have not Included descriptions of
classrooss. Another rcason is that they have not Included megsures
of lsportant ospects of school-oge children's social ond
cosaunicative knowledge. Social knowledge includes the ability to
perfora functionally oppropriate Interpersonal behaviors, shile
comsunicitive knosledge includes the obility to use verbal ond
vocal expression to cossunicate. fAchieving a sense of autonosy ond
responsibility, comsunicating effectively sith others, cooperating
eith others and solving Interpersonal probless, are all slthin
these dosains of knosledge. They change dramatically during the
school-age years ond ors heavlly Influenced by students’
experlences In classrooms. Social aond cossunicative competence are
Isportont achlievements that the educational systeas con elther

foster or discourags. They should, thersfore, be included In
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3



descriptions of Reericaon educatlon.

In this paper, | cossent on the present state of statlstical
descriptions of Asericon education. Then | discuss the need for
nes ascsures that cssess the social and communicat ive coapetencs of
students ond the clisate of their classrooss. Finally, | offer sose
suggest ions for msors comprehensive asssssaents.

Over the yeors, large omounts of Information have been
collected on student choracteristics ond student outcomes as
indicators of the state of American education. It is appropriate
ond logical that these descriptions focus on students' ocadesic
achievesent in specific curriculor oreas, such as arithaatic or
reading, ond basic verbal, spatial, ond eathesatical aptltudes.
Past reports by NCES are replete with descriptions such as the
foliceing: "SAT Scores for Students 1963-1984," °“Eighth grade
Nothesatics RAchisvemsent,” “Hational HRssesssent of Educational
Progress in Reading for Ages 9, 13, 17, by Selected Characteristics
of Porticipants in the United States, 1974-1975, ond 1979-1960.°
These reports are deficient in teo areas. (1) They neglect social
and cossunicative cospetence. (2) They contain virtually no
inforsation on the classrooms in which stidents are tought. There
is wsodest Inforsation obout students sith |limited Engish
proficiency ond some inforsation on foreign-language enrol lments,
such as the foliowing: “The Percent of 5 to |7-yeor-olds that
Speck a Longuage Other Than English at Howe,” “Estimated Language
flinority Status ond English Longuage Proficiency of Population 5 to
14-ysar-oids, 1976 to 1962," and "The Neon Nusber of Carnegie Units
Eorned by Selected Subject Natter Areas (Fureign Languages).®
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One reason for seasuring students’ social ond comsunicative
cospetence in classsrooms is that this knosledge mediates both the
teaching ond leorning of ocadeaic subjects. Social ond
cosaunicative compstence limits the extent to which students can
benefit from the instruction in acodemic subjects such as reading
or aathesatics. For exomple, recent research in sociolinguistic
studies of classrooms provides evidencs that for some students, the
soys of communicating at sechool differ from those at home
(Wilkinson, 1962). Discontinuities between the classroom and other
learning environments, such as the home, may cause special probleas
for some students that con interfers with their overall achiesvement
ond adjusteent in school. Some culturally diverse students do not
know, nor ore they tought the “rules of the gome®--the standord
says of cosmunicating in classrooss, such as hos, shen, ond shere
to ask for ond provide inforsation to teachers avd other students.
The effects of students’ lack of knowledge about clussrooas are not
limited to the obvious probless that these students face in their
fallure to communicate adequately. In addition to such issediate
probleas, if some children do not understand the classroos with its
unique cosaunicative demonds, then they learn littic froa the
instructicn they receive. Inadequate learning of how to comaunicate
in clasorooss has unintended effects that include lack of
understonding and inability to function In classrooms.  This
probles is demonstrated, for example, by students misunderstondings
of the curriculus and by teachers' lowered expectations that can
then result in their differential treatment of students.
Furthersore, occurate assesssent of the student’'s ochievesent Is
unlikely, since access to their knowledge is predicated upon good
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comsunication. Perhops the educutional fallure of somse students,
as documented by educational statistics, is coused In part by
diffsrances in comsunication betseen students and teachers who coas
froa different cultural baockgrounds.
My studies of students and classrooas provide an exasple of
the interrsiationship omong ocodemlc, social, ond cossunicative
achievesents. During the post several years, ay colleagues ond | |
hove been especially Interested in hos students provide Inforsation
to one ond other, ond how they use requests ond responses In |
instructional groups in shich the teacher is often absent. Making £
|
requests, such os asking for inforsation, ond receiving odequate |
responses, such as correct anssers, aore central to teaching ond ‘
leorning In classrooms. Children often use requests te provide :
information for each other as well as to guide their behavior. |
Requests ore common in classrooss, occounting for about two-thirds |
of all of the teachers' speech, ond wore than one-half of students’ 1
sposch. 4
e conducted research on students’ In seall Instructional
groups ond proposed a wmodel that describes students' use of
requests ond responses in these groups. The central idea of the
sode| is the concept of the nffective specker, who Is successful In
cossunicating with others. In the cass of requests, an sffective
speckor is defined as one who receives appropriate responses to
requests. Our scdel Identifies several characteristics of requests
that ore associated eith obtaining oppropriate responses for
elementory achool children; these characteristics include requests
that ore expressed cleorly ond directly, that have to do with the
ocadeaic task ot hand, that are understood by other students as
sincers, ond that are revised If they do not Initially result in
obtaining an appropriate responses. The resuits of four studies of
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elesentory school students froa first through third grades that we
conducted during the past several years provide support for our
sode! (Wilkinson, 1962, 1983). Reguests that confora to the mode!
ore sost likely to result In students’ obtaining appropriate
responses during their reading ond sathesctics In saall,

instructional groups. One of the most provocative findings from
the resecrch is that students wsho were effective in obtaining
appropr iate responsss not only produced requests that conforsed to
our model but were also the highest achlevers in reading and
sathenatics oo megsured by staondardized tests. Our work and that
of other ressarchers suggests that the comsunicative climate of the
classroon mcy help to maintain ond encourage differences oming
students in their sathesatics ond recding achievesent. Initial
differences omong students in their acodeaic achisvesent and
cossunicat ive knowledge soy contribute to what they actually learn
in classrooas ond thus affect their perforsonce on stondardized

tests.

fasesaing Students' Socigl and Comsunicctive
Competence in Classrooms

He should develop ond odainister assessaents of students’
social ond come nicotive cospetence in classrooms. R set of
educational statistics that purports to describe the state of
Americon education should include megsurements of the social ond
cosaunicat ive cospetence of school-age children. | will suggest a
say of developing odequate Indicators that accurately reflect
students'coapetence in these areas.

The task of meagsuring social ond cossunicutive cospstence of
school-age children in school is difficult, because there is no
stondordized, gr: p-odainistered test that oaccurately ond
coaprehensively ossesses thess compstenciss. To the contrary,
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reseorch suggests that wmeasurement of these coapetencies is moie
accurately reflected by direct observation of students' actual
bshavior in classrooas then by test scores.

finy atteapt to megsure social aond cosaunicative coapetence
should be guided by the current state of scientific knowledge. The
design of assessaents should be guided by contesporary theory In
child development ond leorning. For exomple, one could assess
children's ability to solve social probleas (e.g. Chandler, 1973),
to cossunicate effectively (e.g. Krouse & Glucksberg, 1969), to
reason obout cosplex moral issues (e.g. Kohlberg, 1976), to knos
cbout the social relationships in classrooms (e.g. Cohen, 1984),
and to understand self-concept (e.g. Harter, 1984).

It is essential, howsver, that assessaents also include
sosples of students' natural behavior os it occurs in classrooa.
For exasple, we have constructed profiles for each student based on
his/her cossunicative effectiveness in one classroos situation:
the saall, instructional group. In our reseorch (Uilkinson, 19€2,
1983) the prefile includes the foilowing: (1) the conditions under
which the student's requests ore successful In obtaining
inforsat ion, (2) the varisty of woys In shich the student tries to
obtain Information, ond (3) the student's response If the
inforsaiion I3 not obtalned. After collecting such proflles, we
sust . consider the norss ogainst shich the profiles are compared.
leportantly, we sust be sensitive to differences that are primarily
due (o the individual, versus the culture (e.g. dialect) or the
situation (e.g. a classrooa situation when the teacher is absent).

The design of future assessaents of students' achisvesent In
classroons should include both longitudinal and cross-sectional
designs, 80 that trends In students’ social, cosaunicative, ond
acodesic aochievesent can be noted. |If there is a trend of note




(e.g. a decline in third-grade students' reading scores), it may be
worthelle to collect aore information.

Assessme.ats should be gdeinistered early in students' school
yeors, for teo reasons. (1) Educators ond policy maksrs need
inforeation on the state of young children to guide decisions about
early childhood education. (2) Contemporary research in child
developsent ond learning has estabiished that subsequent
achievesent in all domains of knowledge is heavily Iinfluenced by
students' early learning ond experiences In ond outside of
clossrooss. It would be helpful to understond the root of a trend
to guide subsequent decision aoking.

Conclysion
In sum, future reports on Americon education should include

the following. (1) They should address students' social and
comsunicetive competence In addition to their ochievesent In
specific curriculor areas, such as reading or mathesatics. (2) They
should include direct observation of students' naturally occurring
behavior in a voriety of classroom situations. (3) They should
carefully toke into account differences caong students that are due
to cultural oand situational foctors, and true Individual
di fferences among students.

NCES should play o strong role in developing and odainistering
a now set of assessaent tools that more adequately reflect the
state of Reericon education at any point in time. Finally, any
sffort to chronicle Reerican education that extends into the next
century aust include a netional comaitteent to support basic
ressarch Into children's learning and developaent in classrooms.

This is o necessory investaent if we ore to have the needed tools
in the future to carry on with this isportont endeavor.
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