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Mildly developmentally delayed and nonhandicapped 3- and 4-year-old children were paired systematically in 
a series of dyadic play sessions to evaluate the effects of companion status on imponant aspects of peer-related 
social and play behavior. Mildly delayed children were paired with younger nonhandicapped children matched 
in terms of developmental level. with nonhandicapped children matched in terms of CA. and with other mildly 
delayed companions. Mixed-age and same-age pairings for the nonhandicappcd children were also arranged. 
Results indicated that mildly delayed children's peer interactions improved substantially when paired with 
nonhandicapped older children in comparison to pairings with other mildly delayed children. Pairings with 
nonhandicapped younger children. although matched in terms of developmental level. had no inOuence on the 
peer interactions of mildly delayed children. Nonhandicapped children appeared to be able to maintain a 
consistent level of interaction irrespective of companion status. Explanations for these findings in terms of !he 
directive role adopted by nonhandicapped older children and their developmental implications we.re discussed. 

An important factor governing the quality 
and quantity of child-child social interactions 
among age mates is the social behavior and 
related characteristics of one's companions 
(Hartup, I 983). Numerous social-cognitive 
processes are involved that have reciprocal. 
imitative. and complementary interaction com
ponents as coordinated and often symmetrical 
social exchange patterns deve lop (Cairns, 
1979; Charlesworth & Hartup, 1967; Guralnick, 
1986; Kohn, 1966; Leiter. 1977). The selection 
of compatible companions in unrestricted play 
situations is one factor that promotes the 
similar interaction patterns often observed 
among age-mates. Moment-to-moment adjust
ments to a companion·s social behavior also are 
apparent at many levels. however, and are 
essential if successful and sustained social 
exchanges are to occur among children. 

Jn contrast to unrestricted free play. the sys
tematic pairing of children varying in terms of 
chronological age (CA), developmental level, 
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or even the existence of a handicap provides a 
circumstance in which the effects and limits of 
these processes of accommodation and adjust
ment can be evaluated. Observations comparing 
mixed-age and same-age dyads have suggested 
that the CA of peers does in fact influence the 
pattern of social and communicative interac
tions. Lougee, Grueneich, and Hartup (1977) 
compared the positive social interactions of un
acquainted same-age younger (3-year-olds), 
same age older (4-year-olds), and mixed age 
(16-month difference) dyads. In general, inter
actions occurred more frequently in older than 
younger pairings. with mixed-age dyads hold
ing an intermediate position. The younger mem
bers of the mixed-age dyad increased their level 
of interacting whereas older members reduced 
their level in comparison to same-age pairings. 
More detailed analyses of individual children in 
the mixed age pairs, .however, indicated that 
there was considerable variability in that the 
accommodations that were made were not con
sistent in magnitude for either the older or 
younger members of the mixed-age dyads. Com
parisons of mixed-age and same-age dyads of 3-
and 5-year-olds yielded somewhat different find
ings (Langlois, Gottfried , Barnes, & Hendricks, 
1978). In this case, both 3- and 5-year-old boys 
interacted (calked) more in same-age than mixed
age dyads. 

Many differences existed between these two 
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studies. and it is difficult to determine the 
source of the discrepancy. One possible 
explanation for the findi ng that the 3-year-olds 
did not increase their interactions in the 
mixed-age pairs in the Langlois et al. (1978) 
study was the relatively large age difference. 
This may have resulted in older boys' dominat
ing and perhaps suppressing the social behavior 
of their younger companions. Alternatively. 
fami liarity may have played a role as chi ldren 
were unacquainted with one another in the 
Lougee et al. (1977) study but were part of a 
larger nursery group in the Langlois et al. 
invest igat ion. with considerable prestudy play 
experiences with one another. Doyle. Con
nolly. and Rivest ( 1980) found that, in contrast 
to unfam ili ar pairings, familiar dyads engage in 
more frequent social interactions. are involved 
in more sustained levels of social participation, 
and play more constructively. Accordingly, the 
tendency of children to select age mates in the 
group setting may have influenced familiarity 
and consequent social behavior in the dyads. 

An additional challenge to children's abili
ties to adjust to one another occurs when one 
member of the dyad is handicapped. Vandell 
and George (1981) observed normal-hearing 
and hearing-impaired ch ildren matched in 
terms of sex and CA in a playroom setting . The 
composition of the dyads varied. consisting of 
both heterogeneous and homogeneous pairings. 
Sustained and effective interactions were greater 
in hearing than hearing-impaired dyads. with 
mixed pairings having the least success. 
Detailed analyses of hearing-impaired children's 
initiation strategies revealed that although they 
actually init iated more interactions to both 
hearing and hearing-impaired companions, 
their success rate was lower than that of 
normal-hearing chi ldren. Moreover, normal
hearing chi ldren appeared to have difficulty 
adjusting their initiation strategies to children 
with hearing impairments. Many initiations 
were inappropriate. consisting of gestures or 
vocalizat ions that could not possibly be re
sponded to by their hearing-impaired partners. 
and hearing children often failed to select 
strategies that combined different content 
categories to improve their chances of success . 
Simi lar comparisons involving Janguage
delayed and normally developing chi ldren 
indicated that the relative lack of attempts to 
initiate interactions by language-delayed chi!-

dren when their partner was not interacting was 
a prominent social behavior pattern (Siegel , 
Cunningham, & van der Spuy, 1985). More
over, when language-delayed children inter
acted with normally developing companions, 
they tended to exert less control over the 
interaction than when their partner was another 
lang uage-delayed child. 

Interest in the nature of social interactions 
occurring between young handicapped and 
nonhandicapped children has increased dramat
ically in recent years as a consequence of 
efforts to integrate or mainstream handicapped 
children during the preschool years (Guralnick, 
1978, 1982). Thus, the ability to adapt to the 
characteristics of one's companion and perhaps 
even to influence various qualitative and 
quantitative features of a companion's social 
behavior may have important develop
mental-educational implications. Children ex
hibiting relatively mild developmental (cogni
tive) delays are likely to have frequent 
opportunities to interact with normally develop
ing children in these mainstreamed settings , yet 
very limited information is available on the 
nature of their social interaction patterns. This 
is especially problematic because even when 
developmental level is taken into consideration , 
mildly developmentally delayed children ob
served in nonintegrated settings appear to 
exhibit substantial deficits in their peer-related 
social interactions (Guraln ick & Groom. 1985; 
Guralnick & Weinhouse, I 984). The introduc
tion of normally developing children into a 
group setting containing mildly delayed chil
dren , however. has yielded only nominal 
changes in the social behavior of both mildly 
delayed and nondelayed children (Field , 
Roseman, DeStefano, & Koewler, 1981 ; 
Guralnick , 1981 ). 

Group settings do not always yield the same 
effects as dyadic pairings, even in mixed-age 
situations (Goldman, 1981 ; Goldman & Chaille, 
1984). In group settings containi ng delayed and 
nonhandicapped children, factors related to 
self-selection , the tendency toward social 
isolation of the delayed children, and the 
special difficu lties many delayed children 
experience in complex social environments 
may operate to limit any effects of the 
ava ilability of nonhandicapped ch ildren 
(Guralnick & Groom, in press). In contrast, 
interactions that occur as a result of selective 
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pairings of children may prove to be of special 
value. Guralnick (1984) suggested that it is 
possible to capitalize on various characteristics 
of the diverse child--<:hild interactions that can 
occur in mainstreamed settings by systemati
cally pairing children for specific developmen
tal or therapeutic purposes. In certain situations 
active partners , co-equal in ability, may be 
most helpful; in others, pairings with more 
socially competent partners who are highly 
directive, displaying few egalitarian features, 
may prove beneficial. In fact , Furman, Rahe, 
and Hartup ( 1979) have shown that pairing less 
socially assertive children with younger, and 
therefore less developmentally advanced, com
panions can provide social interaction opportu
nities and subsequent benefits to the less 
assertive children that are not likely to result 
when interactions occur between age mates of 
equivalent social skill and developmental 
status. The value of normally developing peers 
as therapeutic agents for children with signifi
cant handicaps has also been demonstrated 
(Strain, 1986). 

If such pairings are to be effective for mildly 
delayed children, it is essential that the nature 
of typical social interaction patterns occurring 
between mildly delayed and nonhandicapped 
children in dyadic settings be examined. 
Accordingly , in this study mildly delayed and 
nonhandicapped children were drawn from a 
series of mainstreamed playgroups (Guralnick 
& Groom, in press) and systematically paired 
to evaluate the effects of one's companion on 
important qualitative and quantitative aspects 
of peer-related social and play behavior. 
Because CA and developmental status appear 
to be potentially important factors, mildly 
delayed children were paired with younger 
nonhandicapped children matched in terms of 
developmental level as well as with nonhandicap
ped children matched in terms of CA. Compar
isons of social interactions occurring in dyads 
consisting only of other mildly delayed chil
dren served as a framework within which the 
effects of nonhandicapped companions could 
be evaluated. Additional pairings allowed an 
assessment of the impact of the companion's 
CA and developmental status on the peer
related social interactions of both the younger 
and older nonhandicapped children. 

Method 

Subjects 

Previously unacquainted groups of 
nonhandicapped and mildly developmentally 
delayed preschool-age boys were brought 
together to form a series of mainstreamed 
playgroups. Eight such playgroups were estab
lished, each composed of three normally 
developing 3-year-olds, three normally devel
oping 4-year-olds, and two mildly developmen
tally delayed 4-year-olds. The delayed children 
were selected to achieve a CA match with the 
normally developing 4-year-olds and a develop
mental age match with the normally developing 
3-year-olds. Each playgroup operated 5 days 
per week for 2 hours per day for a 4-week 
period. Prior to and during the course of the 
4-week period, a wide array of demographic 
and child characteristic information was ob
tained through inspection of records, individual 
testing, and interviews with parents and 
teachers. As described later, within each 
playgroup selected pairs of children were 
brought together in a separate experimental 
playroom for dyadic play sessions. 

Normally developing children were recruited 
through advertisements in local newspapers and 
newsletters and through direct contact with 
administrators and teachers of public and 
private nursery schools. Delayed children 
meeting specific inclusion criteria (see later 
discussion) were recruited from the rosters of 
service programs for developmentally delayed 
children in a midwestern community of moder
ate size. The sample of mildly delayed children 
participating in this study appeared to be highly 
representative of this population, as they were 
all served by a limited number of providers in 
the community , and a relatively low refusal 
rate (15%) was obtained. Primary reasons for 
refusal were transportation problems or limited 
family resources. Parents typically brought 
their children to the playgroup and were paid 
$ 100 plus transportation expenses for their 
participation. 

Specific CA and IQ ranges were established 
as part of the inclusion criteria for each of the 
three groups of children constituting the 
playgroups. Children were screened through 
individual administrations of the revised Stanford
Binet Intelligence Scale (Terman & Merrill , 
1973). For the nonhandicapped older group, 



GURALNICK AND G ROOM 181 

the CA range was 48 to 60 months and the IQ 
range was 90 to 125. For the nonhandicapped 
younger group. established ranges were 30 to 
42 months for CA and 90 to 125 for IQ. For the 
mildly delayed group. the CA range also was 
set at 48 to 60 months. with IQs ranging 
between 55 and 80. The categorization of 
children as mildly delayed is generally consis
tent with the classification scheme of the 
American Association on Mental Deficiency 
(Grossman. 1983) and conforms to community 
practice. Corresponding mental age (MA) 
ranges for the nonhandicapped older and 
younger and mildly delayed groups were 49 to 
79. 32 to 60, and 32 to 54 months. 
respectively. Other criteria for panicipation 
were that (a) children were not acquainted: (b) 
had no prior experience in mainstreamed 
programs; (c) had no handicapped siblings; (d) 
and exhibited no major sensory. motor. or 
behav ioral impairments. (Criterion A was 
satisfied completely for the nonhandicapped 
groups. but it was not possible to assure total 
lack of contact for the delayed children given 
that many were served by one agency. With 
regard to Criterion B, 2 children did participate 
in a program that included a small number of 
normally developing children, but the group 
consisted primarily of other delayed children. 
Approximately 20% of the children meeting 
other inclusion criteria were excluded for 
exhibiting behav ioral impairments based on 
teacher judgments. Their absence of behavioral 
control and extensive acting out or aggression 
were the primary reasons cited.) 

Available chi ldren meeting these criteria 
were assigned to playgroups on a random basis. 
On rare occasions nonhandicapped younger 
children at the extremes of the MA range were 
excluded to ensure a mean MA match between 
nonhandicapped younger and mildly delayed 

Table I 
Key Subject Cltarac1eris1ics by Group 

CA• 

Groupb N Mean Range 

NHO 24 53.75 48- 59 
NHY 24 36.54 3 1-42 
MD 16 52.25 48- 59 

groups. Although each of the playgroups was 
not identical, the established ranges as pan of 
the inclusion criteria and the sampling proce
dure minimized across-playgroup variability 
(see Table 1 ). Within each of the three groups. 
mean differences across playgroups averaged 
less than 2 months for both CA and MA. and 
IQs varied by less than an average of 6 points. 
Additional informat ion was obtained by admin
istering the Preschool Language Scale (Zimmer
man, Steiner, & Pond, 1979) prior to the 
beginning of the study. An estimate of 
socioeconomic status (SES) was obtained by 
using an occupation-based measure derived 
from the Siegel Prestige Scale (Hauser & 
Featherman, 1977) as recommended by Mueller 
and Parcel (198 1 ). Final ly. etiologic informa
tion was obtained for the mildly delayed 
children from interviews and records and was 
classified as fo llows: 18. 7 5% chromosomal 
disorders: 0% prenatal infections and intoxica
tions, congenital anomalies and disorders of 
unknown origin , and inborn errors of metabo
lism; 12.5% perinatal disorders and trauma; 
18.75% postnatal trauma and other causes; and 
50% unknown. 

As noted, each playgroup consisted of 3 
nonhandicapped 4-year-olds (designated 
Nonhandicapped Older l , 2, and 3); 3 
nonhandicapped 3-year-olds (des ignated 
Nonhandicapped Younger l , 2, and 3); and 2 
mildly delayed 4-year-olds (designated Mildly 
Delayed 1 and 2). At the beginning of each 
playgroup, children within each group were 
assigned randomly to one of the two or three 
subject designations. These were retained 
throughout the study. Resulting CA, IQ, and 
MA scores for each of the eight subject 
designations, averaged across the eight 
playgroups, are presented in Table 2, along 
with the language and SES measures. As can 

MA" IQ 

Mean Range Mean Range 

65.50 54-74 I 10.83 93-124 
44.83 38-58 106.50 93-123 
43.25 36-53 71.56 59- 86 

Note . Corrected MAs. designed to restore an MA-CA equivalence for the average child on the revise:d Stanford-Binet 
Intell igence Scale (see Shorr. McClelland. & Robinson. 1977) yielded the following for the older nonhandicapped. 
younger nonhandicapped. and mildly delayed groups, respectively: 59.88 months (range: 48 to 68): 38.92 months 
(range: 32 to 52). and 37 .31 months (range: 31 10 47). Corrected MAs were used for all analyses. 
• In months. b NHO = nonhandicapped older. NHY = nonhandicapped younger. MD = mildly delayed. 
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be seen from the table, subjects within each of 
the three groups were highly simi lar to one 
another. In addition, as expected on the basis 
of the selection criteria, mildly delayed chil
dren were well matched with the older 
nonhandicapped group in terms of CA and with 
the younger nonhandicapped group in terms of 
developmental level. 

Dyad Pairings and Procedure 

Each child participated in a series of 
l 5-minute dyadic play sessions. Eight pairings 
were selected per playgroup to provide oppor
tunities for comparing interactions across the 
CA and developmental status combinations of 
interest (see Results). The pairings selected 
were as follows: ( I ) MDl-MD2, (2) 
MD1-NHY3, (3) MD2-NH03, (4) 
NHOl-NH02, (5) NHOl-NHYI, (6) 
NH02-NHY2, (7) NH03-NHY3, and (8) 
NHYl-NHY2. (MD = mildly delayed, NHO= 
nonhandicapped older, NHY = non handicap
ped younger.) One child did exceed the IQ 
cut-off of 80 but was included due to the 
existence of a syndrome (Williams) consistent 
with the developmental pattern of the other 
children in the sample. Of the 4 black children 
in the sample, I was mildly delayed; I , 
nonhandicapped older; and 2, nonhandicapped 
younger. The absolute difference scores (means) 
for each of the eight dyad pairs (for CA, MA, 
and IQ, respectively) were as follows: ( l) 
MDl-MD2 (2.25, 4.25, 7. 13); (2) MDl-NHY3 
(15 .75, 4.75, 32.63); (3) MD2-NH03 (3.50, 

Table 2 

23.25, 42.00); (4) NHOl-NH02 (4.75, 7.00, 
10.88); (5) NHOl-NHYI (16.71, 20.29, 
9.14); (6) NH02-NHY2 (17.25, 19.25 , 12. 13); 
(7) NH03-NHY3 (16.75, 21.50, 9.75); and 
(8) NHYl-NHY2 (3.86, 5.43, 8.57). Due to 
the random pairing procedure, the direction of 
these differences varied unsystematically within 
each dyad, yielding well-matched groups. 

As can be seen, each of the 8 children was 
paired with 2 others from the playgroup. Each 
pairing was brought together four times (a total 
of 60 minutes per dyad), twice during the 
second week (referred to as Time I) and twice 
during the final fourth week (referred to as 
Time 2) of the playgroup. Accordingly, each 
child participated in a total of eight dyad 
sessions. The order of each of the eight 
sessions was random, and no more than one 
dyad session per pair was scheduled each day. 

Dyads were brought from the playgroups to a 
playroom in an adjoining classroom for all 
sessions. This playroom consisted of a section 
of a larger classroom partitioned off by 
furniture and storage equipment containing toys 
and materials to create a 2. 13 x 3.67 m 
U-shaped area. Toys avai lable in this area were 
similar to those in the playgroup classroom, 
including housekeeping equipment, blocks, 
pull toys , pre-cast toys, puzzles, and a wide 
array of small manipulable objects. Children 
were told that they could play with any of the 
toys on the shelves for the next 15 minutes and 
were instructed to remain within the U-shaped 
area. The experimenter then left and video
taped the session through a one-way mirror 

Individual Subject Characteristics Witlii11 Eaclr Group A1•eraged Across tire Eighr Playgro11ps 

Language 
CA MA IQ age SES 

Group Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

NHO 
I 53.88 3.48 66.38 3.16 111.25 9.87 63.46 2.32 46.04 16.28 
2 53 .88 3.60 64.13 6 .58 108.38 8.47 62.94 5.77 42.15 6.73 
3 53.50 3.30 66.00 5 .32 112.88 6.56 61.88 4.23 59.25 15.28 

NHY ,. 36.43 3.95 45.86 6.91 109.43 8.38 48.33 6.58 48.86 12.21 
2 36.63 2.33 44.88 4.82 106.50 9.96 48.3 1 3.98 45.05 8.35 
3 36.75 2.25 44.25 5.26 104.88 8.06 45.74 5.70 46.91 11.09 

MD 
I 52.50 3.30 43.75 4.83 72.25 8.75 41.28 6.41 39.56 15.42 
2 52.00 3.46 42.75 1.98 70.88 3 .27 42.13 3 .35 40.48 18.90 

Nore. All data are mean scores based on 8 children, one from each playgroup. NHO = nonhandicapped older. NHY 
= nonhandicapped younger, MD = mildly delayed. 
•The NHY I group consisted of only 7 subjects, as one child was fearful of the dyad playroom. 
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from an adjacent observation room. One of the 
children wore a specially designed lightweight 
vest equipped with a radiotelemetry micro
phone and wireless transmitter (HME model 
Wm 225A) secured in a hidden pocket in the 
vest. The speech of both children could be 
picked up and transmiued in this relatively 
small space. Accordingly, visual and auditory 
records of the interactions of both children 
were obtained without imposing any restric
tions on the normal flow of activities. 

As described later, videotaped records were 
analyzed using two separate scales: one focus
ing on more global measures of social 
participation and cognitive play and the other, 
on individual social behaviors. During coding 
we reviewed the videotapes and scored them 
four times, focusing separately on each of the 
children in the dyad and on each of the two 
scales. 

Observarional Measures 

Social participario11 and cognitive play. A 
time code superimposed on each videotape in 
conjunction with a remotely controlled tape
stop device allowed observers to view tapes at 
10-second intervals. Coders recorded the qual
ity of social participation and levels of 
cognitive play duri ng each I 0-second interval 
us ing a slightly modified version of the scale 
developed by Rubin and his colleagues (Rubin, 
Maioni, & Hornung, 1976; Rubin. Watson, & 
Jambor. 1978). This scale consists of 11 
mutually exclus ive and exhaustive categories. 
The fi rst 3 were derived from Parten· s ( 1932) 
social participation categories consisting of the 
fo llowing play classifications: (a) solitary 
(playing alone). (b) parallel ( playing next to 
another child). and (c) group (playi ng with 
another child; a combination of Parten's 
associative and cooperative play categories). 
Nested within these 3 social participation 
categories are four measures of cognitive play 
based on the work of Smilansky ( 1968): (a) 
functional (simple repetitive play) , (b) construc
tive (learns to use materials, creates some
thing) , (c) dramatic (role taking and pretend 
play) , and (d) games with rules (child behaves 
in accordance with prearranged rules). If any 
I 0-second interval was coded as either solitary. 
parallel. or group play. then I of the 4 
cogniti ve play cate~ories was also scored. 

The 8 remaining categories consisted of the 
following: (a) unoccupied behavior (child not 
playing. (b) onlooker behavior (child watches 
other children but does not enter into play), (c) 
reading (reading , leafing through a book, or 
being read to). (d) rough and tumble (mock ant.I 
playful fighti ng, running after one another), (e) 
exploration (examining physical properties of 
objects). (f) active conversation (talking. 
questioning, and suggesting to other children 
but not playing), (g) trans itional (moving from 
one activity to another). and (h) adu lt-directed 
(any activity with an adult). More specific 
definit ions for the social participation and 
cognitive play categories can be found in 
Rubin's (1 981) manual. 1 

Individual social behaviors. Each video
tape was reviewed a second time in order to 
examine specific peer-related social behaviors. 
For this purpose, an individual social behavior 
scale was developed based on the work of 
White and Watts (1973) and adapted in a 
manner similar to the scales of Doyle et al. 
(1980) and Guralnick and Groom (1985, in 
press). Specifically, observers continuously 
recorded the occurrence of individual social 
behaviors organized within 13 major catego
ries. Ten categories were designed to record 
soc ial interactions of the foca l child as directed 
to the companion. These were as follows: (I) 
gains the attention of companion, (2) uses 
companion as a resource, (3) leads companion 
in activities-positive and neutral, (4) leads 
companion in acti vities-negative. (5) imitates 
companion, (6) expresses affection to compan
ion. (7) expresses hostility to companion, (8) 
competes for equipment. (9) shows pride in 
product or attribute to companion, and ( I 0) 
follows companion's activity without specific 
directions to do so. Two of the remaining 
categories focused on the social behaviors of 
the focal child in response to directed activities 
of the companion: (a) follows the lead of 
companion in response to verbal or nonverbal 
directions. and (b) refuses to fo llow or ignores 
companion's directions or requests. The final 

1 Coding rules and re lated modifications of this scale as 
well as the coding manual for the Individual Social 
Behavior Scale can be obtained by writing to the first 
author. The reading category was omiued as no books were 
avai lable. 
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category was one in which the focal child 
served as a model for the companion. 

Seven of these 13 major categories also 
contained subcategories that were coded sepa
rately . The category gains the attention of 
companion was coded in tenns of the form by 
which that attention was sought. Specific 
subcategories were: (a) moving toward the 
other child, (b) touching, (c) calling, (d) telling 
or showing something, and (e) showing off. 
When the focal child used the companion as a 
resource , the specific purpose of that interac
tion was coded as: (a) seeking explanation or 
information, (b) seeking help with clothes, or 
(c) seeking help with equipment. When the 
focal child followed the explicitly stated or 
indicated (nonverbal) lead of the companion, 
the event was coded as to whether the focal 
child followed in terms of (a) what to do, (b) 
how to do something, or (c) whether what was 
complied with was a modification of the 
original request by the companion. When the 
focal child followed the activities of the 
companion without any specific directions to 
do so, these spontaneous interactions were 
coded as: (a) involved observation of the 
companion, (b) verbally supporting the compan
ion's statement, (c) following the companion, 
or (d) joining companion in a specific activity . 
Expressing affection to the companion was 
coded as either (a) verbal/smile, (b) physical, 
or (c) offering help or sharing. Similarly, 
expressing hostility was coded as either (a) 
verbal or (b) physical; and competing for 
equipment was divided into (a) defending 
property or (b) ta1cing an unoffered object. 
When behaviors in subcategories occurred 
simultaneously, specific priority coding rules 
were followed. 

Accordingly , with the addition of the 
subcategories, a total of 28 individual behav
ioral events were available for coding. In 
addition, Categories I , 2, 3, 4, and 8 of the 10 
categories designed to record the social interac
tions of the focal child as directed to the 
companion, including subcategories, were judged 
as either successful or unsuccessful. Defini
tions for successful or unsuccessful social 
interactions were specific to each social 
behavior category and are included in the 
coding manual . 

Coders were free to review any segment of 
the tape as often as needed . The coding 

protocol was divided into 30-second intervals 
following the time codes superimposed on the 
tape. Although coding was continuous, these 
divisions provided a structure for the individual 
social behavior coding task and served as a 
framework for establishing reliability (see later 
discussion) within the event-based system. 

Reliability 

Prior to the coding of the data, three raters 
were trained for a period of 6 to 8 weeks on the 
two observation scales. Following the training 
program, all raters achieved the minimum 
average criterion necessary for participation of 
80% interobserver agreement for each of the 
major categories for five consecutive IO-minute 
segments on each of the two scales. Videotapes 
of pilot playgroups, rather than dyads, were 
used for training and final pre-study reliability 
assessments. The more complex playgroups 
constituted a more stringent test of reliability 
than did the dyads; however, reliability was 
obtained during the course of the study on the 
dyads themselves, based on 25% of the tapes 
selected on a random basis . 

For the social participation and cognitive 
play scale, reliability was based on percentage 
agreement obtained across each of the 10-
second observation intervals (number of agree
ments divided by the total number of observa
tions and transformed to a percentage). Cohen's 
( 1960) Kappa was also calculated where 
appropriate. For pre-study reliability , raters 
agreed on a mean of 90% (range 79 to 100%) 
of the intervals (Kappa = .88) for the 11 
categories of the social participation scale. 
Using only those instances in which observers 
agreed that a cognitive play coding was 
required , we found that interobserver agree
ment averaged 96% (range 86 to 100%) for the 
four cognitive play categories. Reliability 
assessments during the ·course of the study for 
the dyads were: social participation, 90% 
(range 87 to 94%), Kappa = .87 (range .82 to 
.93), and cognitive play, 96% (range 94 to 
98%). 

For the individual social behavior scale , 
raters were considered to be in agreement if 
codes matched exactly within a specified 
30-second interval. All 28 individual social 
behavior categories were included in addition 
to a " no-interaction" event that completed the 
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poss ible options withi n each interval. Percent
age agreement was obtained by taking the total 
number of agreements. dividing by the total 
number of observed individual social interac
tions. and transforming to a percentage. One 
unit was added if both observers agreed that no 
interaction had occurred during an entire 
30-second interval. Calculated in this manner, 
the average pre-study agreement for the 
individual social behavior scale was 86% 
(range 77 to 100%). Kappa = .85. Given 
agreement on the occurrence of a particular 
social interaction. observers further agreed on 
an average or 84% (range 69 to 100%) of the 
occasions as to whether the event could be 
classified as successful or unsuccessful. During 
the course or the study. reliabilities for the 
dyads were as fo llows: individual social 
behaviors. 88'k (range 82 to 92%), Kappa = 

.85 (range .77 to .90). and successful/unsuccess
fu l. 94'il- (range 89 to 97%). 

Results 

In the following analyses, the effects of 
companion status (mildly delayed , younger 
nonhandicapped. older nonhandicapped) on the 
social and play interactions of children repre
senting each of three groups were examined. A 
set of comparisons was selected from the 
pairings noted earl ier to address questions of 
interes1 focu sing separately on the mildly 
delayed . nonhandicapped older. and nonhandi
capped younger groups. As described later, 
depending upon the comparison selected, either 
within- or between-subject analyses of variance 
involving the companion status variable were 
carried out for measures based on each of the 
two scales. In addi tion, for each measure, data 
were summed across the fi rst two (Time I) and 
second 1wo (Time 2) observation periods, 
thereby pem1itting an assessment of any 
changes over time. According ly, time was 
added as a within factor for each analysis. In 
those instances in which multivariate analyses 
of variance were applied. Wilks' criterion was 
used (SAS. 1982). Whenever frequency data 
were 1ransformed to proportions. the arcsine 
transformation was used. To faci litate interpre
taiion of 1he resul l!.. however. data presented in 
the tables and text are untransformed scores. 
Re~ults are organ ized in terms of the analyses 
avai lable for children representing the mildly 

delayed, nonhandicapped younger, and 
nonhandicapped older groups. An additional 
comparison permitted an assessment of the 
social and play interactions of children when 
pai red with companions representing thei r own 
group. 

Mildly Delayed Children 

The effects of companion status on mildly 
delayed children's social and play interactions 
were analyzed in two separate comparisons. 
Simultaneous between-subject comparisons (see 
later discussion) for all three companion groups 
for the companion status factor were not 
possible here because only 2 mildly delayed 
children were available. ln the fi rst compari
son, one of the mildly delayed children (Mildly 
Delayed 2) from each playgroup was paired 
with the other mildly delayed child (Mildly 
Delayed l ) as well as with an older nonhandicap
ped child (Nonhandicapped Older 3). Accord
ingly , the social and play interactions of mildly 
delayed chi ldren (focal children) interacting 
with other mildly delayed ch ildren were 
contrasted with pairings with chronologically 
s imilar but developmentally more advanced 
companions. 

A 2 (companion stacus) x 2 (time) multivariate 
analysis of variance with repetition across both 
factors carried out on the frequency of intervals 
coded for the categories of the social participa
tion scale revealed a significant multivariate 
effect for companion status, F(9. 20) = 2.40, p 
< .05. Separate univariate analyses yielded 
significant find ings for sol itary play, F( I . 28) 
= 7.76, p < .01. and conversation, F( l , 28) = 

4.79, p < .05. When paired with children 
similar to themselves in both developmental 
status and CA, mildly delayed children en
gaged in more solitary play (mean = 203.50 
with mildly delayed, mean = 153.88 with 
nonhandicapped older) and in less conversation 
(mean = 14 .50 with nonhandicapped older, 
mean = 6.63 with mildly delayed) in compar
ison to chronologically similar but developmen
tally more advanced companions. Although 
group play j ust failed to reach s ignificance, p < 
.057, we note that when companions were 
other mildly delayed children , group play 
occurred in less than 3% of the intervals. In 
contrast, when companions were from the 
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nonhandicapped older group, group play oc
curred approximately 8% of the time. 

As described earlier, the cognitive level of 
children's play was coded whenever solitary , 
parallel, or group play was observed. Separate 
analyses of variance were carried out on the 
percentages of functional, constructive, and 
dramatic play (the games with rules category 
was omitted because it occurred rarely). 
Overall , constructive play was dominant, 
occurring in just under 90% of the intervals. 
No differences were obtained for any of the 
variables. 

The individual social behavior measures (see 
Table 3) were first reorganized into a negative 
interaction category (consisting of negative 
leads, takes unoffered object , defends property, 
refuses to follow. and hostility) and a positive 
interaction category (all others). A separate 
analysis of variance carried out on the number 
of positive interactions revealed a significant 
effect for companion status, F(l , 28) = 5.40, p 
< .05 . Approximately twice as many positive 
interactions were observed when the compan
ion was an older nonhandicapped child than 
when the companion represented the mildly 
de layed group (means = 129.63 and 65.88, 
respectively). No significant effects were 
obtained for the frequency of negative interac
tions. 

To evaluate whether specific individual 
social behaviors were affected, we carried out a 
2 x 2 multivariate analysis of variance on the 
frequency of their occurrence for the 13 major 
categories. No significant multivariate effects 
were obtained; however, inspection of the data 
revealed that a greater frequency of interaction 
occurred when mildly delayed children were 
paired with older nonhandicapped children in 
comparison to other mildly delayed children for 
virtually every category, especially gains atten
tion. use as resource, positive leads, imitation, 
and follows lead (see Table 3). To examine 
whether the mildly delayed children distributed 
their individual social behaviors in a similar 
pattern to each of the companions, we 
transformed the frequency distributions to a 
measure of the proportion of total interactions 
coded for each category. A multivariate 
analysis of variance revealed no significant 
effects for companion status , time, or the 
interaction term. 

Finally. as noted, 6 of the individual social 

Table 3 
Peer-Related Social lnreracrions of Mildly Delayed Chi/-
dren as a Function of Companion Sratus 

Companion status 

Nonhandi-
Mildly capped 
delayed older 

interaction Mean SD Mean SD 

Social participation 
Solitary 203.50 34.66 153.88 32.68 
Parallel 57. 13 15.87 73.25 22.63 
Group 7.75 7.30 29.63 32. 10 
Unoccupied 40.25 23.05 38.88 33. 10 
Onlooker 11.88 13.59 19.25 12.20 
Transition 19.88 7. 14 18.38 9.36 
Conversation 6.63 8.38 14.50 9. 12 
Ruff & tumble 6.13 6.77 6.38 8.07 
Exploratory 3.00 5.40 3.00 2.83 
Adult involved 3.88 3.56 2.88 3.72 

Individual social 
behaviors 

Attention 13.25 12.90 30.63 30.96 
Resource 15.25 37.55 2& .38 41.14 
Lead (positive) 16.00 22.96 23 .75 17.75 
Lead (negative) 4 .50 7.45 2.00 2.56 
Model 2.25 2.25 2.00 1.85 
Follows lead 6.63 5.21 16.63 17.86 
Follows activity 9.13 6.81 16.38 7.58 
Refuse 13.88 17.84 17 .25 13.75 
Imitation 2.38 2.50 10.88 13.98 
Affection 1.13 1.55 1.75 2.66 
Hostility 2.63 4.93 1.88 3.23 
Equipment 7.00 5.95 5.25 3.92 
Pride 0.13 0.35 0.75 1.75 

Total interactions 
Positive 65.88 68.01 129.63 8 1.8~ 
Negative 28.00 32. IO 26.38 19.62 

Nore . Data consist of mean frequencies summed over the 
two time periods. 

behavior categories were judged as successful 
or unsuccessful. The proportion of soc ial bids 
that were successful were summed across the 6 
categories for each child and a 2 (companion 
status) x 2 (time) analysis of variance was 
carried out. Overall . children were successful 
in obtaining an appropriate response to their 
social interactions on approximately 50% of the 
occasions; however, no significant effects for 
any of the variables were obtained. 

The second within-subject analysis com
pared mildly delayed children's interactions 
with other mildly delayed children in relation to 
their interactions with chronologically younger 
but developmentally matched companions. The 
appropriate dyads for this comparison consisted 
of Mildly Delayed I paired with Mildly 
Delayed 2 and with Nonhandicapped Younger 
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3. ln contrast to pairings involving older 
nonhandicapped children, the social and play 
interactions of mildly delayed chi ldren were 
unaffected by companion status or time. The 
social participation scale measures were not 
significant for any of the variables. Overall, the 
mildly delayed children engaged in social play 
to only a limited extent with either group, as 
group play occurred in less than 3% of the 
intervals. Despite the general absence of social 
interactions, the delayed children were never
theless playing with toys most of the time, and 
their play was almost always constructive 
(nearly 90%). Separate analyses of variance 
carried out on the percentages of functional, 
constructive, and dramatic play, however, were 
not significant for any of the variables. 

Statistical analyses carried out on the indi
vidual social behavior categories, the frequency 
of positive and negative interactions, and the 
percentage success measure were all nonsignif
icant. In general, interactions were positive 
(approximately 80%), and the mildly delayed 
children were successful on approximately half 
the occasions. Accordingly, the consistent 
pattern indicated that mildly delayed children 
interacted with developmentally matched but 
chronologically younger nonnal1y developing 
children in a manner similar to that of other 
mildly delayed companions. Perhaps the most 
prominent feature of these dyads, however, 
was the general absence of social play with 
peers. 

Nonhandicapped Older Children 

To evaluate the effects of companion status 
and time on the interactions of the nonhandicap
ped older children, we carried out a series of 
mixed measures analyses. The appropriate 
dyads for this comparison consisted of 
Nonhandicapped Older l paired with Nonhandi
capped Younger l , Nonhandicapped Older 2 
paired with Nonhandicapped Older l , and 
Nonhandicapped Older 3 paired with Mildly 
Delayed 2. A multivariate analysis of variance 
carried out on the 10 social participation 
categories revealed a significant multivariate 
effect for companion status only, F(l8, 24) = 

2.26, p < .05. Although none of the univariate 
tests reached conventional levels of signifi
cance, the most notable difference occurred for 
the group play measure. Nonhandicapped older 

children engaged in more group play when the 
companion was another nonhandicapped older 
child than when with nonhandicapped younger 
companions (means = 65.0 and 46.72, respec
tively). The least involvement occurred when 
the companion was mildly delayed (mean = 
27. 88). Separate analyses of variance for each 
of the three cognitive play measures were not 
significant. 

Similar analyses involving the individual 
social behavior measures, including the frequen
cies of positive and negative interactions 
(analyses of variance), the frequency and 
percentage distribution for the 13 m1tjor 
categories (multivariate analyses of variance), 
and the percentage success measure (analysis 
of variance) all fai led to reach significance. 
The only major trend noted for the individual 
social behavior measure was the observation 
that mildly delayed children were rarely used as 
a resource. In addition, interactions were 
generally positive (approximately 75%), and 
play was dominated by constructive and 
dramatic categories (over 90%). Accordingly, 
nonhandicapped older children, despite exten
sive variation in the developmental status of 
their companions, were nevertheless able to 
engage in similar levels of social interaction. 
The relative absence of group play when the 
older nonhandicapped children were paired 
with mildly delayed children and limited 
utilization of the delayed children as a resource 
were the major trends that ran counter to this 
pattern. 

Nonhandicapped Younger Children 

Mixed measures analyses involving dyads in 
which the nonhandicapped younger children 
partic ipated (Nonhandicapped Younger 
1-Nonhandicapped Older 2, Nonhandicapped 
Younger 2-Nonhandicapped Older 2, and 
Nonhandicapped Younger 3-Mildly Delayed l ) 
were carried out in a similar fashion. Statistical 
analyses revealed that the interactions of the 
nonhandicapped younger children were unaf
fected by companion status or time. Analyses 
based on the social participation and cognitive 
play scale (frequencies for the 10 categories 
and percentages of cognitive play) as well as 
the individual social behavior measures (fre
quencies and percentages of the 13 major 
categories, the number of positive and negative 
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interactions, and percentage success) were all 
nonsignificant. Following a pattern similar to 
that of the nonhandicapped older ch ildren, the 
only strong trend in the data was toward less of 
an involvement in group play when the 
companion was mildly delayed. 

Comparisons With Similar Companions 

Each of the preceding analyses focused on 
comparisons when companions varied in terms 
of developmental status. Additional informa
tion can be obtained from comparisons involv
ing dyads consisting of children from the same 
CA and developmental level group. Of special 
interest is the comparison between the dyads 
involving only the mildly delayed children in 
relation to the dyads consisting of only 
nonhandicapped younger children . This com
parison of developmentally matched children 
may provide some insight into the nature of the 
interactions that would occur in nonintegrated 
programs. 

Comparisons were available for pairs involv
ing Mildly Delayed I-Mildly Delayed 2 , 
Nonhandicapped Older l-Nonhandicapped Older 
2 , and Nonhandicapped Younger 1- Nonhandi
capped Younger 2 . One member from each 
dyad was selected randomly from each of the 
playgroups to serve as the subject in these 
comparisons. Although both subjects' scores 
cuuld have contributed to the analysis, thereby 
increasing the N, the potential interdependen
cies within dyads suggested that this more 
conservative approach be followed (Kraemer & 
Jacklin , 1979). A 3 (dyad status) x 2 (time) 
mixed measures multivariate analysis of vari
ance carried out on the frequency of occurrence 
o f each of the social participation categories 
revealed a significant multivariate effect for 
time , F(9, 12) = 4. 12, p < .05, and the Dyad 
Status x Time interaction , F(l8, 24) = 3.27, p 
< .0 I . The multivariate effect for dyad status 
approached significance, F( l8 , 24) = 1.74. p 
< . I I . Accordingly, separate univariate analy
ses were carried out for dyad status , time. and 
the interaction term. 

For dyad status. significant effects were 
obtained for solitary play , F(2. 20) = 8 .52. p < 
.01. onlooker behavior, F(2. 20) = 3. 78, p < 
.05 , and conversation, F(2 , 20) = 6 .79, p < 
.01. A strong trend was obtained also for the 
group play measure, F(2, 20) = 3.37. p < 

.055. Fo llow-up tests using the Newman-Keuls 
procedure. p < .05 , revealed that the mildly 
delayed pairing was Jess soc ially interactive 
than either of the other two dyads. Mi ldly 
delayed children engaged in more so litary play 
than either che nonhandicapped younger or the 
nonhandicapped older dyads (means = 206.38. 
120.57. and 117.50. respectively) and in Jess 
conversatio n (means = 8 .00, 27.86. and 
38.25, respectively. for the mildly delayed. 
nonhandicapped younger. and nonhandicapped 
o lder dyads). The nonhandicapped children 
participated in group play more than six times 
as frequently as did mildly delayed children in 
the dyads. Mildly delayed chi ldren also did noc 
observe their companion (onlooker behavior) as 
frequently as did nonhandicapped younger 
children (means = 10.00 and 31.00, respec
tively). The nonhandicapped older group. 
although more similar to nonhandicapped 
younger children on the onlooker behavior 
measure did noc differ significantly from either 
of the other two dyad types (see Table 4 ). 

The significant multivariate time effect was 
due to the reduction in the frequency of 
occu1Tence from Time I to Time 2 of the 
transition category. F(I. 20) = 6.38. p < .05 . 
In addition. a Dyad Status x Time interaction 
was obtained for both onlooker behavior. F(2 , 
20) = 5.43. p < .05. and conversation. F(2. 
20) = 4.03 , p < .05) . Follow-up analyses 
(Newman-Keuls) revealed that the interaction 
effect for the onlooker behavior was a result of 
substantial increases over time for pairings 
invol ving nonhandicapped children but not for 
the mildly delayed dyads. For co nversation, a 
lower frequency was obtained from Time I to 
Time 2 for the nonhandicapped younger dyads. 
with neither the nonhandicapped older or 
mildly delayed pairings showing any s ignifi
cant changes. Finally . no significant findings 
were obtained for the co~nitive play categories. 
Similar to the results for both mixed-age and 
mixed-developmental status dyads, construc
tive play was dominant. occurring nearly 90% 
of the time. 

Analyses focusing on the ind ividual social 
behavior measures revealed a number of 
important differences across dyads. An analysis 
of variance carried out on the frequency of 
positive interactions revealed a significant 
effect only for dyad status. F(2. 20) = I 0 .66. 
p < .001. No significant findings were 
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Table 4 
Peer-Related Social Interactions for Mildly Delayed, Nonhandicapped Older, and Nonhandicapped Younger Dyads 

Dyad status 

Nonhandi- Nonhandi-
Mildly capped capped 
delayed younger older 

Interaction Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Social panicipation• 
Solitary 206.38 40.71 120.57 42.99 117.50 58.77 
Parallel 56.13 17.02 48.00 22.01 68.00 43.54 
Group 8.50 9.38 54.57 47.76 62.38 60.30 
Unoccupied 37.75 20 .34 43.57 23.05 24 .88 16.44 
Onlooker 10.00 8.42 31.00 19.43 26.88 18.08 
Transition 19 .50 8 .00 18.86 1.65 14. 13 7.99 
Conversation 8.00 10.43 27.86 9.48 38.25 24.63 
Ruff & tumble 7.13 7 .28 10.86 11.67 6.63 6.82 
Exploratory 3.50 5.58 1.43 1.13 0.50 0.53 
Adult involved 3. 13 2.42 3.29 3.82 0 .88 1.25 

Individual social behaviors 
Attention 16.63 17.60 29.86 16.88 53.50 30.03 
Resource 11.00 16.94 23.86 14.36 30.25 15 .74 
Lead (positive) 18. 13 18.96 45.71 25. 16 53.25 26.00 
Lead (negative) 2.63 3.85 3.00 2 .38 2.88 3.60 
Model 2. 13 2.64 4.00 4 .16 5.50 5.68 
Follows lead 6 . 13 9 .17 24. 14 14.99 29.88 15 .68 
Follows activity 15.00 19.86 28.43 23.09 23.75 15.58 
Refuse 9.00 15.93 29. 14 21.92 26.38 10.78 
Imitation 2. 13 2.36 5.51 3.26 7. 13 7.49 
Affection · 0.50 1.07 9.00 14.19 2.75 3.62 
Hostility 1.50 2.07 5.00 6.22 4.00 3.38 
Equipment 7.25 6. 39 14.00 12.52 10.50 10 .81 
Pride 0 0 0 .29 0 .49 2.13 3.48 

Total interactions 
Positive 71.25 70.40 171.14 56.92 207.63 53.8 1 
Negative 20.38 24.30 51.14 33.78 43.75 12.93 

Nore. Data consist of mean frequencies summed over the two time periods and are based on a randomly selected 
member of a dyad for each of the eight pairings (Mildly Delayed I-Mildly Delayed 2, Nonhandicapped Older 
1- Nonhandicapped Older 2, Nonhandicapped Younger 1-Nonhandicapped Younger 2). 
• Data based on the frequency of intervals. 

obtained, however, for the frequency of 
negative interactions. Newman-Keuls tests, p < 
.05, indicated that the mildly delayed pairing 
yielded significantly fewer positive interactions 
in comparison to either the nonhandicapped 
younger or the nonhandicapped older dyads 
(means = 7 1.25, 171. 14, and 207.63 , respec
tively). The nonhandicapped dyads did net 
differ from each other. Overall , approximately 
80% of the interactions were positive. 

A 3 (dyad status) x 2 (time) multivariate anal
ysis of variance carried out on the 13 major 
individual social behavior categories did not re
veal any significant outcomes. As indicated in 
Table 4, however. the mildly delayed dyads were 
consistently the least socially interactive, par
ticularly for the gains attention. resource , and 
positive leads measures. (In fact , significant un-

ivariate effects for dyad status were obtained for 
gains attention, F(2, 20) = 5.47, p < .05, pos
itive leads, F(2 , 20) = 4.91, p < .05, and fol
lows activity of others, F(2, 20) = 6.67 , p < 
.OJ.) A 3 (dyad status) x 2 (time) multivariate 
analysis of variance carried out on the propor
tional distribution of individual social behaviors 
also was not significant for any of the variables. 
In contrast to the pattern of a lower frequency of 
interactions for the mildly delayed dyads, chil
dren tended to distribute their social interactions 
in a similar manner in all three pairings. The 
success rate also was similar for dyad status and 
time, p > .05, averaging approximately 50% for 
all pairi ngs. 

Finally, although seven of the major indi
vidual social behavior categories contained 
subcategories, one generally dominated the 
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coding. The subcategories coded most fre
quently for each were as follows: attention 
(begin an interaction, 73.00%); resource (seek 
explanation or information, 91.01 %); follow 
lead with directions (what to do, 99.04%); 
follow companion's activity without directions 
(involved observation, 83.52%); affection (ver
bal, 64.57%); hostility (physical, 75.73%); and 
competes for equipment (takes unoffered ob
ject, 51.31%). This pattern was observed 
across all the different pairings. 

Discussion 

The results of this study indicate clearly that 
the developmental status of one's companion 
can alter important characteristics of preschool 
children's peer-related social interactions in 
dyadic settings. Perhaps the most significant 
findings concerned the effects of companion 
status for mildly developmentally delayed 
children. Specifically, when paired with other 
mildly delayed companions, only limited social 
interactions were observed. Although the 
delayed children played with toys frequently 
and constructively, these pairings were not 
productive from the perspective of child-child 
social interactions. In contrast , when mildly 
delayed children were paired with nonhandicap
ped older companions (children similar in CA 
but more advanced developmentally) , the 
frequency and quality of their social play 
improved substantially. The most marked 
change was in the frequency of positive 
interactions, which nearly doubled when their 
companions were nonhandicapped older chil
dren. A decrease in solitary play, a strong trend 
toward greater involvement in group play, and 
an increase in the frequency of conversations 
also were observed . 

Although many possible explanations are 
available to account for the positive effects on 
mildly delayed children' s peer-related social 
interactions when their companion was a 
nonhandicapped child similar in CA, it is 
perhaps most likely due to the more active role 
taken by these nonhandicapped children in 
organizing and in generating social interactions 
in the dyads. This is supported by the fact that 
the analysis of dyads that focused on the 
individual social behaviors of the nonhandicap
ped older children themselves indicated that 
these children made a considerable effort to 

engage in social interactions with children from 
all three companion status groups. Although 
the nonhandicapped older children tended to be 
less successful when paired with mildly 
delayed companions, as suggested by the soc ial 
participation measures, especially when group 
play was involved, their overall level of 
individual child-child social interactions re
mained at a consistently high level. irrespective 
of the companion. Moreover. because mildly 
delayed children generally fai led to engage in 
those peer-related social interactions that have 
directive functions, a finding reported previ
ously for delayed children in specialized group 
settings (Guralnick & Groom, 1985). it is not 
surprising that dyads consisting only of delayed 
children were not productive. It may also be 
the case that because the nonhandicapped older 
children were chronologically s imilar to the 
delayed children , they were perceived by the 
delayed children as more interesting play 
partners. Despite their limited social skills. the 
delayed children may have found the play 
themes more consistent with their own inter
ests, remaining attentive to their more socially 
competent companions. 

In contrast, when mildly delayed children 
were paired with a developmentally matched 
group of nonhandicapped but younger children 
and compared to pairings with other mildly 
delayed companions, a very different pattern 
emerged. Overall, the social interactions of the 
mildly delayed children were not altered by 
these different companions. Perhaps the most 
important result was the finding that the 
primary feature of these dyads was the general 
absence of peer-related social interactions on 
the part of the mildly delayed children . 
Analyses of dyads focusing on the nonhandicap- · 
ped younger children themselves indicated that 
these children did attempt to engage in social 
interactions with. all play partners but , as did 
the nonhandicapped older children, also tended 
to have difficulty establishing sustained interac
tions (group play) with mildly delayed compan
ions . Yet despite these efforts, no influence on 
the delayed children's peer interactions was 
observed. It· is possible that. in contrast to the 
nonhandicapped older children . the nonhandicap
ped younger group did not have sufficient ski ll s 
to organize and involve mildly delayed children 
in productive social play. Nevertheless. suffi
cient play ski lls did exist for the nonhandicap-
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ped younger children to engage in extensive 
social interactions when more responsive part
ners were involved. as observed in the pairings 
with other nonhandicapped younger children. 
In fact , in many respects the peer-related social 
interactions for dyads involving only nonhandicap
ped younger children were highly similar to 
those consisting of only nonhandicapped older 
children. Finally, it is important to consider the 
possibility that the nonhandicapped younger 
children may not have been accorded the same 
level of social status by the mildly delayed 
children or engaged in as interesting a set of 
play activities as did their older nonhandicap
ped counterparts. If this was the case. it would 
have contributed to the relative lack of peer 
interactions of the mildly delayed children 
when paired with nonhandicapped younger 
companions. 

The implicacions of these findings for main
streaming must be considered in the context of 
the contrived nature of the dyad setting and the 
pairing procedures. Two issues are involved. 
The firs t concerns the extent to which interac
tion patterns in the dyads are representative of 
encounters between children that might occur in 
group settings. As discussed earlier. self
selection factors and numerous other variables 
will certainly govern the frequency of encoun
ters between children varying in tenns of devel
opmental status and even affect the circum
stances under which those interactions occur and 
the quality of the social exchanges. Moreover, 
patterns of interacting in groups and in dyads 
can differ(e.g .. Goldman, 1981). Nevertheless, 
many of the important social interaction pat
terns that bear on issues related to mainstream
ing that were observed in the dyads in this in
vestigation were also found in a component of 
the larger study related to group interactions 
(Guralnick & Groom, in press). Specifically , in 
the group setting, the mildly delayed children 
not only preferred to interact with the nonhan
dicapped older children when given a choice, 
but the quality of their social play improved 
considerably when those interactions took place. 
As noted. the pattern of improved social play 
occurred in the dyads as well. In addition, the 
fact that the nonhandicapped younger children 
were less preferred play partners than the nonhan
dicapped older group by the mildly delayed chil
dren in the group setting supports the possibility 
that the nonhandicapped younger chi ldren were 

perceived as less interesting or less competent 
players by the mildly delayed children. 

Furthennore. one can argue that in many 
respects interactions in the dyad setting may 
represent a more unbiased reflection of the 
effects of a companion's developmental status 
than do group situations. Despite the artificial 
nature of pairing children with one another and 
the fact that some of the younger children may 
have been wary of participating in the more 
isolated dyad setting. the children were un
aware that they were being observed, they were 
free from the constraints of group pressure and 
distractions from peers, and thei r social inter
actions were not subjected to the influence 
exerted by the presence of teachers in the 
room. In fact, Brody, Stoneman, and Wheatley 
(1984) observed that more directives and social 
conversation and fewer task-related verbaliza
tions occurred in dyads composed of preschool 
children in the absence of observers. Overall , 
the presence of observers tended to suppress 
interactions. 

We also note that although all children in the 
playgroups were initially unacquainted, they 
were interacting in the playgroups at the same 
time the dyads were being established. Accord
ingly, it is possible that playgroup experiences 
influenced dyad interactions. For example. 
because the mildly delayed children tended to 
prefer older nonhandicapped children as play 
partners in the playgroups. it is possible that 
this could account for the improved peer 
interactions in this pairing. If familiarity was a 
confounding factor here, however, the out
comes of this study should not have been as 
apparent during Time 1 when children were 
just becoming acquainted. This did not tum out 
to be the case, as differences as a function of 
companion status emerged early and were 
maintained throughout the study. In addition, 
despite the fact that the mildly delayed children 
preferred to play with the nonhandicapped 
older children, from the nonhandicapped older 
children's perspective, the mildly delayed 
children were the least preferred play partners 
of this group. Preference patterns were even 
less marked for the mildly delayed and 
nonhandicapped younger children. Although 
the effects of experiences in the playgroup 
cannot be discounted entirely. it is more likely 
that the interaction patterns in both the group 
and dyad settings were linked to the character-
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1sttcs of their companions rather than to 
fami liarity. 

The second issue concerns the potential 
developmental value of the dyad setting for 
promoting the peer-related social interactions 
of mildly delayed children. Clearly, interac
tions with nonhandicapped older companions 
appeared to be most productive. Compared to 
any other pairing, especially tha1 with other 
mildly delayed children, the level of involve
ment in social interactions with nonhandicap
ped older children provided more opportunities 
for peer-related social development and may be 
the ideal social context for initiating interven
tion programs to improve the peer-interaction 
ski lls of mildly delayed children. This can be 
contrasted with the lack of social interactions 
that occurred when mildly delayed children 
were paired with a developmentally s imilar 
though younger normally developing compan
ion. Although this latter pairing may have 
many egalitarian features that are of value to 
normally developing children who are s imilar 
in both developmental level and CA (Hartup, 
1983), other factors apparently govern the 
quantity and quality of social interactions when 
one of the panners of the dyad is mildly 
delayed. As noted previously , given the nature 
of the deficits exhibited by mildly delayed 
chi ldren, unless some external direction is 
provided by companions, the peer-related 
social interactions involving mildly delayed 
children are likely to be limited. As improve
ments in the social skills of mildly delayed 
children occur, however, a developmental 
match may become more appropriate and 
productive. At even later points in the 
development of their peer-related social compe
tence, systematic pairings with less develop
mentally advanced children may prove to be 
valuable for some mildly delayed children 
(Furman et al. , 1979). Moreover, although 
other ethical issues must be considered, the fact 
that the peer interactions of the nonhandicap
ped children were not affected substantially 
when paired with the delayed children should 
make interventionists more comfortable with 
techniques involving the systematic pairing of 
children varying in developmental status. 

Finally, it is important to note that even 
though nonhandicapped older children may in 
fact make skilled adjustments that result in 
more productive social interactions by mildly 

delayed companions, very limited information 
is available about the qualitative nature of those 
exchanges. Although interactions tend to be 
overwhelmingly positive. little is known about 
the content of the social exchanges, the style of 
interacting (e.g., the use of polite forms of 
speech or justifying and mitigating requests). 
or the roles assumed or assigned by the 
participants. Moreover. as noted , social inter
actions observed in the same-age and cross-age 
pairings of the normally developing children 
were highly simi lar. Apparently. accommoda
tions were being made in the play themes, 
rules, or cognitive demands of soc ial interac
tions. Little is known, however. about the 
content and other characteristics of these 
adjustments either. Fortunately. numerous tech
niques for the analysis of social/communicative 
patterns are now avai lable to help clarify the 
nature of these relationships (Guralnick. 198 1: 
Rubin & Borwick. 1984) and should be 
considered in future research . 
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