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Child maltreatment, attachment, and the
self system: Emergence of an internal state
lexicon in toddlers at high social risk

MARJORIE BEEGHLY” anp DANTE CICCHETTI?

‘Department of Pediatrics, Harvard Medical School & Child Development Unit,
Children’s Hospital, Boston; and "Mt. Hope Family Center, University of Rochester

Abstract

The ability to talk about the internal states (ISs) and feelings of self and other is an age-appropriate
developmernt of late toddlerhood hypothesized to reflect toddlers’ emergent self-other understanding and to be
fundamental to the regulation of social interaction. This study examined the effects of child maltreatment on
the emergence of low-socioeconomic status 30-month-old toddlers’ IS lexicons. Children’s lexicons were
derived both from maternal interviews and from observations of children’s spontaneous IS utterances in four
laboratory contexts. Results from both data sources indicated that maltreated toddlers produced significantly
fewer IS words, fewer IS word types, and proportionately fewer IS words denoting physiological states and
negative affect than nonmaltreated toddlers. In addition, maltreated toddlers were more context bound in 1S
language use and more restricted in their attributions of internal states to self and other, Gender differences
were also observed. Individual differences in children’s 1S language production were significantly related to
general linguistic maturity in both groups but to toddlers’ conversational skiils only in the comparison group.
In addition, a cumulative risk model describing the effects of the child’s attachment relationship with the
caregiver on early IS language was tested. Toddlers most severely at risk (maltreated/insecure) had the most
compromised IS language. Thus, secure attachment may serve as a protective mechanism against

self-dysfunction in maltreated toddlers.

The ability to talk about the feelings, emo-
tions, and other internal states (ISs) of self
and other is an age-appropriate develop-
ment of late toddlerhood hypothesized to
reflect toddlers’ emergent self-other under-
standing and to be fundamental to the regu-
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lation of social interaction (Bretherton,
1991; Cicchetti, Ganiban, & Barnett, 1991;
Dunn & Brown, 1991; Harris, 1989; Stern,
1985; see also Johnson-Laird, 1983). The
emergence of rhic ability may be viewed as
part of a larg.r developmental transforma-
tion during toddlerhood characterized not
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only by general lmgulstlc advances (c.g2.,
lexical growth, the ability to talk in serten-
ces [Bates, O’ Connell & Shore, 1987;
Bloom, 1991]), but also by spec:1f1c develop-
ments reflecting toddlers’ emerging self-
other differentiation; mcludmg an increase
in self-descriptive’ utterances (Kagan, 1981),
shifting personal pronouns (Bates, 1990), a
growing empathic concern for others (Zahn-
Waxler, Radke- Yarrow Wagner, & Chap-
man, 1992), the emergence of the ab111ty to
tease and deceive (Dunn & Brown, 1991;
Lewis, Stanger, & Sullivan, 1989), the “so-
cial” emotions such as guilt and shame (Bar-
rett & Campos, 1987; Kagan & Lamb 1987;
Lewis, Sullivan, Stanger, & Weiss, 1989),
and active agency during. symbolic play
(Beeghly, 1993; Bretherton:: ‘& Beeghly,
1989; Leslie, 1987; Piaget, 1962 Watson&
Fischer, 1977).

During the past decade, a rapldly grow-
ing body of research has focused on the ex-
tent and significance of young children’s
ability to talk about the inner states of
themselves and others in their social envi-
ronments (see recent reviews by Bretherton,
1991; Dunn & Brown, 1991; Harris, 1989;
Ridgeway, Waters, & Kuczaj, 1985; Smiley
& Huttenlocher, 1989; Wellman, 1988).
This research has demonstrated that IS
words first emerge early in the 2nd year and
increase dramatically during the 3rd. Not
only are there marked increases in the diver-
sity of toddlers’ IS lexicons, but also the
range of social agents (other persons, toys,
photographs) to whom 1Ss are imputed pro-
liferates and becomes increasingly decent-
ered, abstract, and decontextualized. More-
over, age-related changes in the content of
toddlers’ IS utterances also have been ob-
served. By age 2!, for example, words
about sensory perceptions, physiological
states, and volition are most common in
children’s IS lexicons, followed by words
for the basic emotions such as joy, anger,
sadness, fear, and disgust and words denot-
ing moral approval (“good girl”). In con-
trast, utterances about social and moral ob-
ligation (“supposed to,” “have to”)y and
cognitive processes (thought, knowledge,
_memory, etc. ) are Stlll relatlvely rare. Note
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that the latter category has been shown to
increase in frequency after 30 months
(Shatz, Wellman, & Silber, 1983; Wellman,
1988).

It is important to clarify that “IS words”
in this literature refer primarily to those
words that have explicit reference to inter-
nal states (*mad,” “happy”) rather than
words that have implicit connotations of
emotion, motivation, or intention (Brom-
ley, 1977). Moreover, toddlers’ IS words do
not yet have their full adult meaning but,
rather, appear to be based on concrete, ob-
servable aspects of experience or behavior
(see Beckwith, 1991; Bloom & Beckwith,
1989; Gopnik & Astington, 1988). Never-
theless, by 2 %4 years, toddlers appear to use
IS words in appropriate contexts and to dis-
cuss the stages of nonpresent persoens as well
as the causes and consequences of ISs for
self and other (Bretherton & Beeghly, 1982;
Bretherton, Fritz, Zahn-Waxler, & Ridge-
way, 1986; Dunn, Bretherton, & Munn,
1987).

Moreover, parental language to toddlers
about ISs has been shown to mirror their
children’s abilities and becomesincreasingly
other oriented as children grow in linguistic
and conceptual maturity (Beeghly, Brether-
ton, & Mervis, 1986; Dunn et al., 1987).
Participating in family discussions about
emotions and ISs is thought to be an impor-
tant way children acquire and refine an IS
lexicon, particularly if these discussions in-
volve the child directly (Dunn et al., 1987).
Moreover, such interchanges promote the
establishment of close relationships by en-
couraging toddlers to share their experi-
ences and feelings and to negotiate conflicts
and misunderstandings. In her longitudinal
home observations, for example, Dunn and
her colleagues (Dunn et al., 1987; Dunn,
Brown, & Beardsall, 1991a) reported that a
high proportion of families’ conversations
involved discussions about feeling and emo-
tions states. Notably, individual differences
in the amount of this talk were stable over
time and predicted children’s perspective-
taking abilities several years iater, even
when children’s language skills were con-
trolled analytically (see Denham, McKin-

'ﬂ:wm
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ley, Couchoud, & Holt, 1990, for other cor-
relates of early emotion language).

The purpose of the present study was to
examine the impact of low social status and
child maltreatment on the emergence of an
IS lexicon in 30-month-old toddlers. Be-
cause the extant IS literature has focused
primarily on low risk samples drawn from
middle-socioeconomic status (SES) back-
grounds, it was unclear whether or not mal-
treated and nonmaltreated toddlers from
extremely low-SES homes would exhibit
similar developmental progressions in their
ability to use IS language. Although low
SES is assoctated with mild developmental
delays (McLloyd & Wilson, 1991) and with
parenting styles hypothesized to interfere
with early language learning (Barnes, Gur-
greund, Satterly, & Wells, 1983; Snow,
1984), child maltreatment has been docu-
mernted to place low-SES children at even
greater jeopardy for compromised develop-
mental outcomes, particularly for aspects

of development relevant to the acquisition

of an IS lexicon (e.g., early language and
communicative development [e.g., Cic-
chetti & Beeghly, 1987: Coster & Cicchetti,
1993], affective communication during
early social interactions [Gaensbauer &
Sands, 1979], affective regulation during vi-
sual self-recognition tasks [Schneider-
Rosen & Cicchetti, 1991], infant-caregiver
attachment formation [Carlson, Cicchetti,
Barnett, & Braunwald, 1989; Crittenden &
Ainsworth, 1989; Egeland & Sroufe, 1981;
Lyons-Ruth, Connell, Zoll, & Stahl, 19871).
In addition, child maltreatment has aiso
been documented to have deleterious ef-
fects on the socioemotional and regulatory
abilities of older children (e.g., Aber & Cic-
chetti, 1984; Alessandri, 1991; Cicchetti et
al., 1991; Jaffe, Wolfe, & Wilson, 1990;
Lynch & Cicchetti, 1991; Starr & Wolfe,
1991; Vondra, Barnett, & Cicchetti, 1989).
For these reasons, we expected maltreated
toddlers from low-SES homes to show com-
promised patterns of early IS language pro-
duction, even when controlling for the ef-
fects of poverty.

For example, Coster, Gersten, Beeghly,
and Cicchetti (1989) reported significantly

7

delayed language and communicative skills
in a sample of low-SES maltreated 2 15- -year-
olds, relative to cognitively and demograph-
ically matched controls. The maltreated
children’s language was markedly impover-
ished in productivity, complexity, and con-
tent. Moreover, children were especially de-
layed in particular pragmatic skills that
serve to initiate and sustain conversation
(e.g., questions, descriptive utterances, dis-
course skilis). Similar language deficits
have also been reported for older mal-
treated children (e.g., Blager & Martin,
1976).

We also hypothesized that the quality of
children’s attachment relationships with the
caregiver might serve as a moderating fac-
tor in maltreated children’s IS language de-
velopment, because maltreated children are
significantly more likely than nonmal-
treated children to be insecurely attached.
From both a psychodynamic and an attach-
ment perspective (Bowlby, 1982;: Brether-
ton, 1987; Mahler, Pine, & Bergman, 1975),
the quality of a child’s early relationships
with the caregiver (e.g., attachment secu-
rity) should have a significant impact on
multiple domains of the emerging self Sys-
tem, including children’s ability to talk
about ISs, via its hypothesized links with
children’s budding representational devel-
opment (“internal working models”;
Bowlby, 1982; Bretherton, 1987: Critten-
den, 1990; Sroufe, 1990).

In support of this, attachment security
has been related to individual differences
in self-development such as visual self-
recognition (Schneider-Rosen & Cicchetti,
1984); executive function and mastery pride
(e.g., Matas, Arend, & Sroufe, 1978); pro-
social behavior and empathy (e.g., Kesten-
baum, Farber, & Sroufe, 1989), featural
knowledge of self and mother (Pipp, East-
erbrooks, & Harmon, 1992), and greater ac-
tion complexity for self and mother during
symbolic play (Pipp et al., 1992). In older
children, attachment also has been related
to affective regulation, use of emotion lan-
guage, emotional awareness, and interper-
sonal planning skills (Greenberg, Kusche, &

Speltz, 1991).




In addition, attachment security has
been shown to serve as a protective factor
for children’s general language abilities, but
only for high-risk children (Gersten, Cos-
ter, Schneider-Rosen, Carlson, & Cicchetti,
1986; Morisset, Barnard, Greenberg, Booth,
& Spieker, 1990). For example, in their lon-
gitudinal high-risk sample, Morissett et al.
(1990) found that children at highest risk
who were classified as secure in infancy had

significantly higher developmental quo-

tients at 24 months and more advanced lan-
guage skills as assessed by the Preschool
Language Scale at 36 months than the high-
est risk insecure children. Similarly, Gersten
et al. (1986) found that attachment security
had a significant protective effect on low-
SES, maltreated, 24-month-old toddlers’
language development, even though mal-

treatment status was unrelated to toddlers’

language at this age. _

Deficits in maltreated children’s IS lan-
guage profiles, as well as their communica-
tive development more generally, might
also be expected in the light of the negative,
disorganized affective-linguistic environ-
ments reported for maltreating families
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Prizant & Weth-
erby, 1990). In striking contrast to low-risk,
middle-class families (e.g., Dunn et al.,
1987; Mervis, 1984; Snow, 1984), maltreat-
ing families are reported to spend less time
in conversations and discussions than non-
maltreating families. For instance, Silber
(1990) reported that, during a conflict nego-
tiation task, maltreating families were less
likely to engage in sustained, task-focused
verbal interaction and had children who
were less likely to initiate conversation than
demographically matched nonmaltreating
families.

In addition, maltreating parents, who
fall at the extreme end of the continuum of
caretaking casualty (Sameroff & Chandler,
1975), are reported to provide their children
with chronically insensitive care (Crittenden
& Ainsworth, 1989; Trickett, Aber, Carl-
son, & Cicchetti, 1991) and to have less op-
timal interactive styles than nonmaltreating
caregivers. Though variable across families,
these interactive styles have been described
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as overly controlling, hostile/punitive, ne- -
glecting, and/or inconsistent (Belsky &
Vondra, 1989; Bousha & Twentyman, 1984;
Grusec & Walters, 1991; Lyons-Ruth et al.,
1987; Silber, Bermann, Henderson, & Leh-
mann, 1993; Wasserman, Green, & Allen,
1983). R :

In the present study, we assessed the pro-
ductive IS language abilities of maltreated
and nonmaltreated children from low-SES
homes when children were 2% years old, a
time when IS language is rapidly increasing
and significant effects of the social environ- - .
ment on language development have been *
demonstrated (Coster et al., 1989; Moriset
et al., 1990). To maximize validity, child
language data were derived from two
sources: structured maternal interviews and
direct observations of toddlers’ IS language
during social interaction in four laboratory
contexts. ,

Maternal interviews were included be-
cause children’s use of certain categories of
IS words such as emotion words may occur
less frequently in laboratory contexts as
compared to other situations (Bretherton et
al., 1986; Dunn et al., 1987). In addition,
considerable support for the concurrent and
predictive validity of maternal interviews -
for assessing toddlers’ early lexical develop- -
ment {e.g., Fenson et al., 1991) and early IS
vocabulary (Bretherton & Beeghly, 1982;
Bretherton et al., 1986) has recently been
generated, at least in low-risk samples.
However, less is known about the validity
of maternal interviews in extremely low-
SES samples or for families at high psycho-
logical risk, such as maltreating families.

In view of the more general language de-
lays observed for maltreated children dur-
ing the 3rd year (Coster et al., 1989), we ex-
pected to find significant negative effects of
maltreatment of the productivity, diversity,
and decontextualization of children’s IS lex- -
icons. Decontextualized language was of in-
terest because references to nonpresent per-
sons and events increase in frequency
during the 3rd year and reflect more ad-
vanced linguistic and conceptual develop-
ment (Hood & Bloom, 1979; Sachs, 1983).
Moreover, in light of the socioaffective co-
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: Subjects - -~

w22 days; range =
. months, 29 days). Subjects were partici-
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‘. morbidities associated with child maltreat-

ment, mcludmg disturbances in the self Sys-
tem (Cicchetti, 1991), we expected to find
effects of maltreatmert on the semantic con-

‘tent of their IS language as well as on their
‘ability to use IS words for self and other.
- In addition to specific effects of mal-

treatment, -we’ also were interested in
whether 1nd1v1dual dlfferences in children’s
IS language in both _groups were related to
gender dlfferences or to children’s general

” hnguistlc maturity, as has been reported for
" low-risk toddlers. Fmally, we assessed the

possible moderating effects of children’s at-

. tachment relationship with the caregiver on
. their IS language profiles, using a cumula-
tive risk- approach (Sameroff & Seifer,
~.1990). We anticipated that children at the

highest risk (maltreated insecure children)
wotuld have the most coAmpromlsed IS lan-
guage abllItICS tae

Forty toddlers (17 glrls and 23 boys) and

- their biological mothers participated in the

present study (M toddler age = 31 months,
30 months, 0 days, to 33

pants in a larger longitudinal prospective

. study of the developmental consequences of
~ child maltreatment (Cicchetti & Rizley,

1981; see also Cos{tef et al., 1989, for fur-

- ther description of the current sample). All
- toddlers were clinically normal and free of
" any physical impaifrnents or brain injury.
= All families were. from -urban, English-

speaking, low-income homes with 93% re-

. ceiving Aid to Famxhes with Dependent
~ Children (AFDC) Eighty percent of the
. study mothers were single parents,

with
no spouse or partner, living in the home.

" Thirty-four (85%). were Caucasian, four
“{10%) were African ~American, and two
- (5%) were Hlspamc

Maltreated group. Flfty percent of the

study toddlers (9 girls and 11 boys) had been
maltreated while living with one or both of

their biological parents. The mothers of
these maltreated children were indicated as
either the sole or coperpetrator in each case.
Maltreatment was documented by a legal
record filed with the Department of Social
Services (DSS) and verified by a follow-up
interview with the family’s protective ser-
vice social worker. All maltreating families
were being monitored by public or private
social service agencies. At the time this proj-
ect was conducted (1979-1985), the families
recruited in the present study were represen-
tative of the statewide population of newly
confirmed maltreatment cases reported by
the DSS (see Cicchetti & Manly, 1990).

Comparison group. An additional 20 tod-
dlers (8 girls and 12 boys) and their mothers
were recruited to serve as demographically
matched, nonmaltreated controls. Compar-
ison families were recruited by advertise-
ments in welfare offices, neighborhoods,
and newspapers. All comparison toddlers
and families were verified as having no his-
tory of abuse or neglect as documented by
legal record and corroborated by home in-
terview. Demographic and maternal char-
acteristics of the maltreated and nonmal-
treated groups are presented in Table 1.
Groups did not differ significantly on any
of the following important demographic
variables: (a) household prestige ratings
(Nock & Rossi, 1979), a 100-point rating of
SES summarizing each household member’s
ability to command cultural, social, and
economic resources; (b) ethnicity; (c) mater-
nal age; (d) marital status; (¢) maternal edu-
cational level; (f) religion; (g) family in-
come; (h) maternal employment status; and
(1) presence or absence of a spouse or part-
ner in the home. Only one significant group
difference was observed: Maltreating fami-
lies were significantly more likely to have a
larger number of children living in the home
relative to nonmaltreating families.

Types of maltreatment. To identify the
types of maltreatment documented for each
maltreated toddler and for each toddler’s
immediate family, a trained graduate-level
research associdte interviewed the social
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Table 1. Sample characteristics e
Maltreated Nonmaltreated
SN = 20) (N = 20) ]
Maternal age - k |
M L. 28.33 25.66 .
SD iy 570 5.15
Maternal ethnicity © * = RV v
Caucasian T L o-16 (80%0) 18 (90%)
African American LT 3 (15%) 1 (5%) "
Other e 1 (5%) 1 (5%) -
Maternal education level [ o L
(highest grade completed) | - ) f,'
M Ll e, 10.10 11.40 -
SD T S 207 2.04
Partner/spouse living in home - - t’f, 4 (20%) 4 (20%)
‘Number of children in home R B
M ST ooy 2,50 1.65%%
SD el A o 0.89 0.93 - R
Currently receiving Aid to Families with - -~~~ — o
Dependent Children’. 4 17(85%) 20 (100%)
Socioceconomic status .7 - : 5
(household prestige SCOre) . . e R
M e 47.03 47.89 T
SD i 5.64 2.76¢ T
Maternal employment status i . = e .
Unemployed/homemaker L 14 (70%) 15 (75%) B
Unemployed/student LA 2.(10%) 3 (15%) :
Employed part-time 4 (20%0) 2 (10%)

Note: Maltreated and nonmaltreated groups did not differ significantly on any maternal

and demographic variable, with the exception of number of ¢children in the home. &

**p < 0L

workers of each family using a modification
of Giovannoni and Becerra’s (1979) 87-item
checklist. This well-validated instrument
tallies specific incidents and conditions of
maltreatment and identifies the perpetrator
for each incident. The social workers’ inter-
views were then reviewed by two Ph.D.-
level psychologists who identified the fol-
lowing types of maltreatment in this
sample: physical abuse, physical neglect,
and emotional mistreatment. No sexual
abuse was documented in this sample. In-
terrater agreement for placement of chil-
dren and families into maltreatment catego-
ries was 100%. |

The majority of toddlers and their fami-
lies were documented with multiple types of
maltreatment; therefore, it was not feasible'
io test the impact of particular maltreat- .
ment types on children’s IS language. Over-.
all, 55% of the maltreated toddlers and‘

75% of their families were documented
with two or more types of maltreatment: 7
(35%) toddlers had been physically abused,
16 (80%) had experienced physical neglect,
and 12 (60%) had been emotionally abused.
Somewhat higher rates of maltreatment were
documented for the maltreated toddlers’
families, suggesting that some study children
may have been exposed to a greater variety
of maltreatment than documented for them
as individuals: 13 (65%) families were filed
on for physically abusing their children, 17
(85%) for physically neglecting children,
and 12 (60%) for emotional mistreatment. -

—

Procedure o

C_fhildren and mothers participated in two
laboratory sessions spaced 2 weeks apart:
when children were within approximately 1.~

‘month of their 30-month birthdays. The.

g

S
Tirin e
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first laboratory session (Visit 1) 1ncluded_
three tasks admmrstered in the following or-"
der: (a) the Strange Situation (Ainsworth,

Blehar, ‘Waters, & Wall, 1978), (b) a semi-
structured _s_tranger,‘ child play session (30
min), and (c) an Emotions Picture Book ses-
sion with mother and child (5 min). The sec-
ond laboratory session (Visit 2) included
three.contexts administered in the following
order: (a) a semistructured mother-child
play session (30 min); (b) the Peabody Pic-

ture Vocabulary Test—Rev1sed (PPVT-R;-
<Dunn ‘& Dunn;- 1981), a. measure of re-
'ceptwe single-word vocabulary and an esti-

mate of verbal IQ; and (¢) an unstructured

mother-child free- play session (20 min). In
addition, mothers. were interviewed about.

their children’s current ability to produce IS

words. All laboratory procedures at Visit 1-
and Visit 2 except the PPVT-R and mater-

nal interview were videotaped from behind

a one-way mirror. All experimenters, inter-
v1ewers .and résearch assistants were un-

aware of famxly d1agnost1c status
Maternal interview " nT TRl

e aL] t_f--v - -
Mothers were 1nterv1ewed about thetr tod-

dlers’. current use. of 1S words utilizing a
comprehenswe rinterview: adapted from
Bretherton and Beeghly (1982) From a list

Swnn

- of 50 target words ‘divided into the 10 se<
o mant1c categories descrlbed below, mothers
. were" asked to identify’ those words thelrb
“children could currently produce and to in-,
“dicate whether" they used them for self,
~other persons, toys or plctures Only words.

for which verbatlm examples and contex-
tual information could be g1ven were coun-

‘ted. Maternal mterv1ews ‘were audiotaped

_for later data reduction® Spec1f1c IS words

targeted in the 1nterv1ew were derived from-
prior rescarch detailing toddlers’ use of IS.

.words {e.g., Bretherton & Beeghly, 1982)
‘and included those words that explicitly re-
ferred to the ISs of themselves and others:
~Words denoting affective behavior (e.g.,
kiss, cry) were also included, because young

- children commonly use these terms to refer -

to affective states (Bretherton et al., 1986;:
Smiley & Huttenlocher, 1989).

The IS categorles targeted in the present
study included "the following: sensory per-
ception (sight, hearmg, smell, taste, touch,

.pain, temperature); physiology (hunger,

thirst, and states of consciousness such as.

;sleep, fatigue, and arousal); positive affect‘

(love, affection, kindness, happiness, joy,
surprise); negatlve affect (hate, disgust,

“anger, sadness, fear, distress); affective be-
‘havior (words referring to affective behav-

ior used by many language-learning tod-*
dlers to denote emotional states: kiss, hug, )
cry, laugh); moral judgement (good/bad
person, moral conformity and nonconfor-

mity); obligation (permission, compulsory
or 1mperat1ve behav1or), volition (desire,
need); ability (task ability, mastery); and
cognition (knowledge thought, memory,

1n51ght uncertamty)

Data reduction. Aud1otapes of the mater-
nal 1S language 1nterv1ews were transcribed
verbatim and scoréd to produce the follow-
1ng summary varlables
l D1vers1ty of IS words The number-of -
" different IS words reported was tallied
;\f,;across categorles

2. Semantic content. The proportion of IS _

words in each semantic category, relative 5
. to total reported IS words, was also cal-
culated L"i*;;t..z:;_;,, :

3? Self—other d1fferentlat1on Two sum-
~‘mary scores reflectmg the range and flex- o
" ibility with which toddlers use IS words
< for self and ‘other social agents were de- '/

rived: (a) the proportion of IS utterances
used to describe a single agent only (e 2.,
- self) relative to total IS utterances, and

o {b)a self—other dlfferentlatlon score, cal- ‘

"~ culated by summmg (for each IS word re-
- ported) the number of IS words for.'
- “which the child used all three categorles e

of social agents self other persons, toy/
i p1ctures bt

Laboratory observatzons

T o

‘Toddlers’ spontaneous productlon of IS ut-l
terances was also assessed during four dif-: -
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ferent laboratory contexts, yielding a total
of 80 min of videotaped interactive behav-
jor for each child. Play contexts were in-
cluded because IS language production is
reported to occur frequently during pretend
play (Beeghly et al., 1986; Dunn et al.,
1987). The Emotions Picture Book task was
included to elicit talk about emotions and
other states directly. These four contexts
are described below. o

Stranger—-child semistructured play. At
Visit 1, a 30-min stranger-child semistruc-
tured play session was administered in alab-
oratory playroom furnished with a standard
set of age-appropriate toys (e.2-, a doll-
house, puppets, trucks, story books,
blocks, a toy piano) and a bean-bag chair
for the adult situated to one side of the
room. The play session was divided into
three 10-min segments to allow an examina-
tion of the child’s communicative and self-
regulatory behavior during both structured
and unstructured conditions. During the
first and last 10-min segments, the stranger
was asked to sit on the bean-bag chair pro-

vided for her and to refrain from initiating

social interaction or directing the child’s
play. However, if the child initiated social
interaction, the adult was asked to respond
naturally. During the middle 10-min seg-
ment, the adult was asked to engage the
child in playful interaction.

Emotions Picture Book task. In this task,
the mother—child dyad was scated together
in a large easy chair with the Emotions Pic-
ture Book and instructed to talk about the
pictures together. The ensuing interchange
was videotaped for 5 min from behind a
one-way mirror. The Emotions Picture
Book contained a series of photographs of
children and adults in a variety of emotion-
arousing situations (e.g., happy children at
a birthday party; angry children struggling
over a toy; a crying child getting an injec-
tion at the doctor’s office; an adult scolding
a child for breaking a potted plant).

Mother-child semistructured play. A 30-
min semistructured mother—child play ses-

M. Beeghly and D. Cicchetti

" sion was administered at Visit 2 that was

identical in form and length to the stranger-
child play session administered at Visit 1.

Unstructured mother-child free play. A
second mother-child play session with a dif-
ferent set of age-appropriate toys was also
included at Visit 2. During this 15-min ses-
sion, mothers were given no specific direc-
tions other than “play with your child as
you.normally would at home.”

Data reduction. Trained, reliable coders
who were unaware of child diagnostic status
transcribed verbatim all spontaneous child
utterances containing IS words (see defini-
tion, earlier) from videotapes of adult-child
interaction made during each of the four
laboratory contexts. Along with each child
IS utterance, relevant contextual informa-
tion and any contingent adult utterances

‘were also transcribed. Any questions that

arose during transcription were resolved in
conference with the first author. Reliability
was assessed for 20% of the transcripts
(range 88-100%). Each transcribed utter-
ance containing a targeted IS word was fur-

‘ther coded for semantic content and attri-

butional focus (i.e., about self, other, toys,
or pictures). Semantic content and self-
other differentiation were defined and cal-
culated exactly as for the analogous vari-
ables derived from the maternal interviews,
described earlier. In addition, each ob-
served IS utterance was further scored for
decontextualization of use, that is, whether
or not the child used the term to refer to
nonpresent states (see later).

For analytic purposes, IS language vari-
ables were combined across contexts due to
low frequencies for some categories of IS
words. The following summary IS variables
were derived from transcribed utterances in
all four laboratory contexts:

1. Frequency and diversity of IS words. The
absolute frequency of IS words as well as
the number of different IS words were
tallied across contexts.
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2. Semantic categories. The proportion of
IS words classified into each semantic
category, relative to total IS words, was
also calculated.

3. Self-other differentiation. Two sum-
mary scores reflecting children’s flexibil-
ity in their attributions of ISs to self and
other social agents were derived that are
analogous to those derived from the ma-
ternal interviews: (a) the proportion of IS
utterances used to describe self only, rel-
ative to total IS utterances; and (b) a to-
tal self-other differentiation score, rela-
tive to total IS utterances, calculated in
the following way. For each different IS
word produced, a point was scored for
each different social agent that the child
was reported to describe with that word
(self, other person, toy, picture), result-
ing in a maximum self-other differentia-
tion score of 4 per word. Word scores
were then summed across lexical items
and averaged (relative to the total num-
ber of different IS words).

4. Decontextualization of use. A summary
score reflecting children’s ability to use
IS words in a decontextualized manner
(i.e., in utterances referring to the inner
states of nonpresent persons, or past, fu-
ture, conditional, or hypothetical states,
or in queries or negations about the exis-
tence of 1Ss). Each word was awarded 1
point for each instance of decontextua-
lized use observed, resulting in a maxi-
mum possible decontextualization score
of 6 per word. A score of 0 was also pos-
sible if children had not yet begun to dis-
cuss nonpresent states. Scores were then
summed across words in each category
and averaged (relative to the total num-
ber of different IS words produced). De-
contextualization of IS word use was not
included in the maternal interviews.

Table 2 provides brief definitions and
verbatim examples of the semantic catego-
ries, self/other attribution, and decontextu-
alized use scored in the present study.
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General linguistic marurity

To determine the relationship of children’s
IS word production to their general linguis-
tic maturity, indices of children’s receptive
and productive language ability were also
derived, as follows.

Receptive language. Children’s single-word
receptive vocabulary and general verbal in-
telligence were estimated using the PPVT-R,
a structured, forced-choice pictorial com-
prehensive test requiring no verbal output
from the child. To reduce possible examiner
effects on child performance, the PPVT-R
was administered by the same familiar ex-
perimenter who had greeted the family and
conducted the earlier play session. For ana-
lytic purposes, raw scores as well as stan-
dard scores (population M = 100, SD =
15) were included in the statistical analyses
to safeguard against possible basement ef-
fects in this inner-city sample (children were
at the youngest test age normed for the
PPVT-R).

Expressive language. Two estimates of chil-
dren’s expressive language maturity were
alsoincluded from data available from Cos-
ter et al. (1989). These measures were calcu-
lated from complete, reliable transcripts of
consecutive, verbatim child utterances pro-
duced during the two mother-child play
contexts described earlier.

1. Mean length of utterance (MLU; Brown,
1973). MLU in morphemes was calcu-
lated according to Brown’s specifications
as a measure of utterance complexity and
an estimate of children’s linguistic and
syntactic maturity.

2. Mean length of episode (MLE; Brown,

1980a, 1980b). Children’s ability to
maintain conversation at the discourse
level (conversational relatedness) was es-
timated using MLE. MLE refers to the
average length of children’s sustained
conversationally relevant episodes pro-
duced during playful interaction with an
adult. According to Brown, a child’s ut-
terance is judged to be conversationally
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relevant if it is appropriately tied seman-
tically and pragmatically to the adult’s
conversational act or to the context at
hand. MLE was calculated by dividing
the total number of a child’s conversa-
tionally relevant acts that were unbroken
by a nonrelevant act by the total number
of the child’s communicative acts.

Quality of attachment

To evaluate the quality of the child’s attach-
ment to the caregiver, toddlers and mothers
were videotaped in the Strange Situation
paradigm (Ainsworth et al., 1978) as the
first laboratory assessment conducted at
Visit 1. The Strange Situation is a well-
- established, standardized procedure in
which the child experiences a series of eight
increasingly stressful episodes including be-
ing left alone and interacting with a stranger

. in an unfamiliar setting. The entire proce-

dure lasts about 25 min and is videotaped.
Attachment security was of interest in the
present study because of its hypothesized
role as either a protective factor or an added
risk factor in the early language develop-
ment of maltreated children.
Strange Situation behavior at 30 months
was scored by two individuals with exten-
sive experience in coding both infant and
preschool attachment and demonstrated re-
liabilityin scoring Strange Situation behav-
ior in both high- and low-risk samples. All
discrepancies were resolved by repeated
viewing of the videotapes by the coders until
consensual agreement was reached. Video-
tapes were classified according to the Mac-
Arthur  Preschool Attachment Coding
System (Casstdy & Marvin, 1992). The fol-
lowing major classifications were analyzed:
secure (Type B), insecure-avoidant (Type
A), insecure-ambivalent (Type C), insecure
controlling-disorganized (Type D), and in-
secure-other (mixed strategy —e.g., A/C).
For analytic purposes, a dichotomous vari-
able (secure/insecure) was used in the pres-
ent study. Overall agreement for the major
classifications was 92%.

Results

The results are presented in four sections.
First, group comparisons on indices of chil-
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dren’s general expressive and receptive lin-
guistic maturity are presented as a back-
ground for interpreting the specific analyses
of IS language that follow. Next, group dif-
ferences in the diversity, semantic content,
attributional focus (self-other differentia-
tion), and decontextualization of children’s
IS word production are reported, as derived
from both the maternal interviews and lab-
oratory observations. Third, results of two
sets of correlation analyses are presented:
(a) relationships between children’s IS lan-
guage production and their general linguis-
tic maturity and (b) the degree of correspon-
dence between mothers’ reports of their
children’s current IS language production
competencies and our direct observations.
Coefficients are presented for the entire
sample as well as for each group separately.
In the fourth and final section, results are
presented that (a) demonstrate the toxic ef-
fects of maltreatment on attachment secu-
rity at 30 months and (b) compare the IS
language profiles of the highest risk chil-
dren in this sample (maltreated, insecure) to
children at moderate or low risk, using a cu-
mulative risk approach.

Unless otherwise specified, effects of
maltreatment and child gender on toddlers’
IS language were tested with a series of 2
(Group} X 2 (Gender) multiple analyses of
variance (MANOVAs). Gender was in-
cluded as an independent wvariable in the
model because, although the literature is in-
consistent, gender has been associated both
with rate of linguistic maturity (e.g., Fen-
son et al., 1991) and with individual differ-
ences in language about feelings and other
ISs in early childhood (e.g., Dunn et al.,
1987; Fivush, 1989).

General linguisiic maturity

Receptive language. No significant main ef-
fects for maltreatment were observed for
children’s receptive abilities as estimated by
the PPVT-R, using either standard scores
or raw scores. Thus, there was no indication
that the maltreated children showed greater
receptive deficits at 30 months than their
nonmaltreated counterparts. The mean

standard score for the sample as a whole
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was 92 (8D = 17,
though this average falls below the popula—
tion mean of 100, it is, nonetheless, ‘within

the normal range for this age group Chll- _

dren’s mean raw score on the PPVT-R was
15 (8D = 11, range =

gender by maltreatment 1nteract10ns for
- ' PPVT-R scores. e

- Expressive language. In contrast - mal—
treated toddlers had significantly - poorer
scores than nonmaltreated toddlers on both
measures of expressive language: linguistic
latedness (i.e., MLE); Wilks’s lambda for
overall maltreatment effects =
.002. The average MLU in the maltreated
group was 2.11 (SD = 0.48,
1.37-3.06) compared to an average of 2.77
S (SD = 0.68,
. nonmaltreated group, F(3, 36) = 10.9, p
= .002. A noteworthy finding is that the
average MLUs in both groups were lower
than that typically reported for similarly
aged children from the middle SES (see
Bates et al., 1987). For instance, Bretherton
and Beeghly (1982) reported an average
MLU of 2.77 for a sample of 30 28-month-
old, middle-class children who were nearly
3 months younger than the present sample.
Similarly, maltreated toddlers’ average
MLE scores were significantly lower than
those of their nonmaltreated counterparts
(maltreated: M = 2.19, SD = 0.48, range
= 1.41-3.44; nonmaltreated: M = 3.23,
SD = 1.09, range = 1.74-6.10), F(3, 36)
= 13.06, p = .001. Interestingly, MLE
was significantly correlated with MLU (r
= .56, p = .01) in the comparison group
but not in the maltreated group, suggesting
possible disorganization among different
language domains for maltreated children.
There were no significant main effects of
gender or maltreatment by gender interac-
tions for MLU or MLE.

IS word production: Maternal reporz‘s and

laboratory observations

Frequency and diversity of IS words
Group means, standard deviations,

range = 62— 138) N Al-' :

3-54). There were :
no significant main effects of gender or

.68, p =
range =

range = 1.43-3.73) in the -

“and -

- M. Beeghly an'd_ D. Ciccherti

e

‘ranges. for mothers’ reports of the number
of dlfferent 1S words produced by their tod-
" dlers and for the frequency and diversity of

children’s IS. words spontaneously pro-
duced in the laboratory are provided in
Table 3

S1m11ar main effects ‘of maltreatment
were observed in both the reported and ob-

served data sets. In the maternal reports,

maItreated toddlers produced fewer IS
word types than nonmaltreated toddlers,
F(3 34) = 4.18, p =".05. In the laborato-
ry-based data, as hypothesmed maltreated

- toddlers produced significantly fewer IS

maturity (i.e., MLU) and conversational re- " words overall, (F(1, 35)

: =-8.35,p = .007)
and fewer different IS words (F(1, 35) =
9.36, p = .004) than nonmaltreated tod-
dlers; Wilks’s lambda for maltreatment ef-
fects = .77, p = .03. There were no signif-
icant gender effects or maltreatment by
gender interactions for erther the reported

- or observed data.

Semantic contenr:"bf IS words. Group

means, standard deviations, and ranges for
the proportional semantic content variables -
as derived from maternal report and from
direct observations are in Table 4.
Controlling for the size of the IS lexicon,
significant group differences in semantic
content were found in the laboratory data
set; Wilks’s lambda for overall maltreat-
ment effects = .60, p = .0l, Wilks’s
lambda for gender effects = .66, p = .04,
and Wilks’s lambda for maltreatment by sex
effects = .63, p = .02. Univariate analy-
ses revealed that maltreated toddlers pro-
duced proportionately fewer IS words de-
scribing physiological states (F(3, 35) =
5.27, p = .03), negative affect (¥ (3, 35)
= 13.98, p = .0007), and moral obligation
(F(3, 35) = 4.80, p = .04) than nonmal-
treated toddlers. The main effect for nega-
tive affect was qualified by a significant in-
teraction effect with gender such that
maltreated girls used negative affect words
less often than all other groups, F(1, 35)
= 15.68, p = .0004.
i Two significant gender effects were also
found Girls used proportionately fewer
words about negative affect (¥ (1, 33) =

E
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Table 3. Frequency and diversity of toddlers’ internal state (IS) words
Maternal report and laboratory observations

Maltreated -~ + Nonmaltreated
Maternal report : .
Number of different IS words S L
M 26.00 L 32.17%
SD 9.45 S 873 ¢
Range 9.00-42.00 . 12.00-47.00. -
Laboratory observations s e
Number of different IS words e e
M 9.95 L 16.35%
SD 548 6.7 :
Range 3.00-26.00 " 7.00-28.00 - 7
Total frequency of IS words S
M 41.45 L T7.65%F -
SD 31.31 = 4390 P
Range 6.00-122.00 . 26.00-207.00 -

*p < .05.**p < .01.

'

Table 4. Semantic content of toddlers’ internal state words Lz e
% IS Words , -
Maltreated - Nonmaltreated-~ =
M% (SD) Range % 17 M% - (8D) Range -~ 9 1*
Reported ‘
Perception 28.04 (7.85) 19.00-55.00 100 26.81 (3.99) 16.67-33.33 100
Physiology 16.16 (6.20) 0.00-25.00 95 16.14 - (3.37) 12.00-25.00 100
Positive affect 15.92 (5.18) 0.00-23.81 95 17.92 (2.78) 14,29-21.74 100
Negative affect 11.26 (4.24) 4.76-20.00 100 10.89 .. {2.92) 4.35-16.22 100
Affective behavior 9.03 (3.87) 3.85-20.00 100 9.94 (4.39) 5.26-25.00 100
Moral judgment 5.89 (3.05) 0.00-11.11 95 4.70 (2.49) 0.00- 9.52 94
Obligation 2.02 (3.11) 0.00-11.11 40 1.62 “(1.785) 0.00- 4.35 50
Volition 5.99 (4.19) 0.00-14.29 80 7.00 . 7(1.96) 2.90- 2.09 100
Ability 4.07 {2.37) 0.00- 8.00 80 3.02 7(2.19) 0.00- 5.99 72
Cognition 1.03 (1.51) 0.00- 4.00 35 1.68 {(1.43) 0.00- 4.00 61
Observed T )
Perception 40.34 (23.80) 9.10-90.47 100 31.03 (13.08) 14.29-63.22 100
Physiology 2.05 (2.86) 0.00- 8.82 45 5.95%* “{6.89) 0.00-29.03 85**
Positive affect 3.83 (6.41) 0.00-25.00 55 2.32 e (2.07) 0.00- 7.69 80t
Negative affect 1.10 (1.99) 0.00- 7.00 35 3.69%*F . (2.92) 0.00-12.50 637
Affective behavior 5.92 (8.13) 0.00- 2.69 65 6.69 - (7.80)  0.00-35.71 100** :
Moral judgment 3.46 (6.36) 0.00-18.52 40 2.09 (3.10) 0.00-12.62 60 i
Obligation 3.53 (4.73) 0.00-18.18 50 6.82* (4.92) © 0.00-15.38 80* \
Volition 27.83 (19.66) 0.00-78.56 95 28.97 (14.29) - 8.69-53.85 100 i
Ability 7.24 (9.19) 0.00-36.36 65 9.64 2 (8.95) 0.00-34.69 80 ]

Cognition 471 (7.33y 0.00-26.08 50 3.26 ;(5.03) 0.00-21.43 60

Percentage of taddlers reported to use at least one word from a particular category . .
tp < .10, *p < 05.*%*p < .01. ***p < .001. S, L

3.93, p = .005) but more affective behav- fect words than boys F(1, 35) 3.07, p
ior words than boys (F(1, 35) = 4.69, p = .09.

= .04). There was also a marginally signifi- No 31gn1f1cant group dlfferences were
cant trend for girls to use more positive af- observed for the- maternal report data.
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Thus, during laboratory observations, mal-
treated toddlers were significantly less likely
to talk about physiological states, negative
affect, and moral obligation than their non-
maltreated counterparts but could not be
distinguished on other more “task-oriented”
categories of IS words (e.g., perception, vo-
lition, cognition'). In contrast, no signifi-
cant main effects of maltreatment in the se-
mantic content of children’s IS language
were found in the maternal report data.
Nonparametric (chi-square) analyses
were also performed for the semantic con-
tent data. In these analyses, the percentages
of toddlers in-each group reported to use at
least one IS word in each category were
compared. Nonparametric analyses were
included as an alternative to MANOVA in

light of the relatively low frequencies ob- .

served for some categories of IS words at 30
months. These percentages are presented in
Table 4 for both the maternal report and
laboratory data.

Chi-square results largely corroborated

the MANOV A results for both the maternal

report and the laboratory data: Whereas no’

significant group differences were observed
for the maternal report data, significantly
fewer maltreated than nonmaltreated tod-
: dlers produced at least one word about phys-
iological states (9 vs. 17, respectively, x*(1)
= 7.03, p = .008), affective behavior (13
vs. 19, respectively, x’(1) = 8.1,p = .004),
and moral obligation (10 vs. 16, respectively,
2(1) = 3.96, p = .05). Similar albeit non-
significant trends (ps < .10) were also ob-
served for positive and negative affect.

Distribution of IS word categories. Despite
group differences observed for particular
categories of IS words, roughly similar dis-
tributions in toddlers’ relative production of
IS word types were observed within each
group, as seen in Table 4. Thus, virtually
100% of toddlers produced words for per-

1. Note that toddlers’ “cognitive,” words at ‘this age
were almost exclusively rtoutines (e.g., “I don’t
know”) or used to modulate assertions (“I think it
goes there”) rather than references to abstract men-
tal states (see dlso Shatz et al., 1983).

"~ M. Beeghly and D. Cicchetti

ceptual and v011t1onal states, whereas some-
what fewer produced words about affective
and other feeling states and moral judg-
ment; only a minority used words for moral
obhgatlon and cogmtlve processes

Self- other attrtbut:ons and decontextualzza-
tion in IS word use. Group’ mea.ns standard
deviations, and ranges for maternal reports
and for laboratory observatlons of the de-
gree of self-other dlfferentlatlon 1n toddlers
use of IS words are presented in Table 5.
Toddlers’ decontextuahzat:on scores de-
rived from laboratory observatlons are also
presented in Table 5. These Varlables were
corrected for the size of toddlers IS corpora.

_ Similar findings were observed in both
the maternal report and the laboratory
data. Mothers in the maltreatment group
reported that théir toddlers used IS words in
a more restricted way, that is, were more
likely to use IS words to descr1be a single
rather than multlple social agents F(1, 34)

= 6.59, p =-.01. Slmllarly, maltreated

: toddlers were less llkely to use ‘the same IS

word to describe the mternal states of a va--
riety of social agents (self, others pictures),
F(1, 34) = 7.41, p = .01; Wilks’s lambda
for overall maltreatment ‘effects = .81, p
= .03. No significant gender or maltreat-

ment by gender effects were observed for

these variables. B :

Similarly, in the laboratory data, mal-

treated toddlers were more likely than their
cognitively-matched controls ‘to use IS

words in a restricted manner, that is, to re-

fer only to a single agent (F(1, 35) = 5.28,

p = .03), but less likely to use the same IS

word to describe the ISs of a variety of so-

cial agents (self, others, toys, pictures)

(F(1, 35) = 9.10, p = .005) and less likely

to decontextualize IS language (F(1, 35)
= 9.05, p = .005), Wilks’s lambda for

overall maltreatment effects = .70, p =
_008. As in the maternal report data, no sig-
nificant overall gender effects or interaction
effects were found,

Correlation analyses

IS language and general linguistic matu-
rity. Correlations relating children’s IS lan-
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‘Table 5. Self- other differéntiation and decontextualtzatzon in use of
mternal state (1S) words: Maternal report and laboratory observations

el Gmees 0T Maltreated Nonmaltreated
Maternal report A Iy T s
" % IS words used for self or one e
- agent only e Ful C e, e L
M j e — 4111 L. L, 21.43%=
LSO B SR wan 21,43 T 16,25
::Range 5.12-85.71 ©  0.00-57.00
: Self—other d1fferent1at1on g R
ML ,‘{ s 0.24 7 0.45
SD i k] ‘7"::‘ : 0.24 S S 0.23
‘Range i 0.00-0.84 . 0.00-0.83
+ Laboratory observations R .
~% IS words used for self only L e e
M- e o 736.17 21.4%
SD". T 1996 . 16.2
Range ~ T - 8. OO 75.00° 7 - 0.00-57.0
Self—other d1fferenuat10n £ "
- M ‘ - 4 ] 18 1.32%*
SD Do 0.14. . 0.5
~ Range , , 1.00- 140 . 1.00-1.62
. Decontextualization in u'ée of IS words® B
LM T .54 ©0.76%*
L SD e L e T e 0017 . 0.25
Range , ©"0.20-0.81 - 0.38-1.29

19

) Note Mothers were not interviewed about their toddlers’.decontextualized use of IS words,
“See text for definitions. Proportional value relative to total IS lexicon. .

Tp <.10.*p < G5, **p < 01 **¥p < 001

S T

guage productlon to thelr general expressrve :

and recept1ve language matunty are*pre-

sented in Table 6. These correlatlons dém-
- PPVT-R scores in either group. In addition,

onstrate that, for both the maternal report

and the laboratory data in both ‘the mal-

treatment  and comparison - groups Chll- )

dren’s overall IS word productlwty Was 51g« o

nificantly related to the complexrty of their
expresswe language in general as measured
by MLU. In addition, for the Iaboratory~'
based data, the children’s flex1b111ty in at-
tributing internal states to self and other_
and their’ ablhty to use IS language in de-
contextuallzed ways were also 51gn1flcantly
correlated with children’s expresswe lan-
guage maturlty Moreover the ma]orlty of
the laboratory derlved IS varlables were
also significantly correlated with chlldren S
receptive language maturity (PPVT R,
sicores). : P :

A somewhat contrastmg pattern of cor- -
reelation coefficients was observed for the
maternal report -data. ‘Although' maternal

’ reporis of children s 1 .Sj'language were corre-
"lated with children’s MLU, they were not

51gn1f1cantly correlated with children’s

a striking group difference emerged for
children’s reported flexibility in using the
same IS words for both self and other:

Whereas nonmaltreating mothers’ reports
of thelr toddlers’ _ability to use IS language
for self and other agents was significantly
correlated with their children’s MLU (r =
.50, p = .05), maltreating mothers’ reports
of the same dimensions were not.

In sum, the laboratory-derived data for
both rnaltreated and. nonmaltreated tod-
dlers and the maternal report data for the
nonmaltreating mothers (but not the mal-
treating mothers) are largely consistent with
prior research in middle-class samples docu-

- menting significant relationships between
“children’s 1S language production and their
- general expressrve and receptlve language

maturrty
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Table 6. Correlations between toddlers’ general linguistic maturity and their
production of internal state (IS) words (reported and observed)

General Linguistic Maturity

Expressive Receptive
MLU* MLE® PPVT-R® PPVT-R?
Maternal report
Number of different IS words
Whole sample LB3EEx A3E* .23 .25
‘Maltreated L55%* —.11 .03 .09
Nonmaltreated 61** 56%* .40 235
Self-other differentiation score*
Whole sample I ke L48** .10 11
Maltreated .29 .13 —.08 — .08
Nonmaltreated N 50* .49* .23 22
o 1S words used for single agent .
Whole sample — . 40** — 41%* .04 — A41**
Maltreated —.20 .06 .33 .30
Nonmaltreated -.29 — .43+ - .28 — .26
Laboratory observations ‘
Total frequency of IS words
Whole sample JISER* AQE* .42* A2
Maltreated R .04 A8+ LG5**
Nonmaltreated L59%* .45* .28 37
Number of different IS words ‘
Whole sample LTSHEx 5ExE* A41* 42% T
Maltreated JFAEEE —.002 494 H3** .
Nonmaltreated 63** B3** .35 27
Self-other differentiation®
Whole sample JBOF** ST .40* .40*
Maltreated JTSRA* —.02 47+ LE2F*
Nonmaltreated JT2¥*E SB*E .35 .27
Decontextualization score®
Whole samiple JTEHE* B0+ = 34+ 37+
Maltreated H9FEF .01 A7+ .64+
Nonmaltreated LOREH* S5** 29 .28

aMLU = mean length of utterance in morphemes. MLE = mean length of episode. ‘Peabody Pic-
ture Vocabulary Test — Revised, standard score. dRaw score. *“Raw score.

tp < .10. *p < .05.**p < .01. ***p < .001.

Validity of maternal reporis. To assess the
validity of the maternal interviews in this in-
ner-city sample and for maltreating mothers
in particular, mothers’ reports of their chil-
dren’s 1S language were correlated with di-
rect observations of toddlers’ IS language
produced in the laboratory. These correla-
tion coefficients are presented in Table 7.
Again, strikingly different patterns were
observed for the maltreated and compari-
son groups. Comparison mothers’ reports
were significantly correlated with labora-
tory observations of their toddlers’ IS word

production, attesting to the validity of
structured maternal report measures of lexi-
cal development for these extremely low-
SES mothers. In contrast, maltreating
mothers’ reports of their toddlers’ IS lan-
guage were not correlated significantly with
laboratory observations, especially tod-
dlers® ability to use IS words for self and
other agents. These findings suggest that it
is maltreatment and its comorbidities (e.g-,
family dysfunction, neglect, violence),
rather than poverty per se, that may have
deleterious effects on the accuracy of ma-. -
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- Table 7. Correlations between maternal reports of children’s
~-internal state (IS) words and laboratory observations of

children’s IS words

Maternal Report

: S No. different Self-other
Laboratory Observations IS words differentiation
Total frequency of IS words

Whole sample : A45%* L45%*
© Maltreated .23 .03
Nonmaltreated 48* S55%*
"7 Number of different IS words
Whole sample % Skt GlER*
Maltreated .40t .18
. Nonmaltreated TTHEE RS ki
Self-other differentiation
Whole sample T Skt H2HE*
Maltreated .38t .14
Nonmaltreated LTTERF BOx*x*

U tp< 10, %p < .05.%*p < .01, ***p < .001.

kS

ternal reports of their toddlers’ develop-
mental skills. : —

%

Ma]treafment attachment and IS
language productton :

The dlStrlbUtlQn of attachment classifica-
tions in the low-SES comparison group was
highly similar to that reported in the litera-
ture for low-risk samples (Spieker & Booth,
1988): 63% were secure, 16% were inse-
cure-avoidant, 10% were insecure-ambiva-
lent, and 11% were insecure controllmg—
dlsorgamzed or insecure-other. In contrast,
a significantly lower rate of security and a
higher rate of insecure controlling-disorga-
nized or insecure-other (e.g., mixed strat-
egy) classifications was observed in the mal-
treated group, x°(4) = 9.36, p = .05. Only
five maltreated toddlers (25%) were classi-
fied as secure, 40% were insecure control-
ling-disorganized or insecure=other, 25%
were insecure-avoidant, and 10% were in-
secure-ambivalent.

To examine the possible moderating role
of the quality of the child’s attachment to
the caregiver in either buffering or compro-
mising their éarly{-production of IS lan-
guage, three a priori grdups of toddlers var-

ying in cumulative risk were created: (a) low
risk (nonmaltreated/secure toddlers, n =
12), (b) moderate risk (maltreated/secure
toddlers or nonmaltreated, insecure tod-
dlers, n = 12), and (c) high risk (mal-
treated/insecure toddlers, n = 15).

For the laboratory observations, tod-
dlers in the highest risk group showed more
compromised IS language than toddlers in
either the moderate- or low-risk groups, as
follows: High-risk toddlers produced fewer
IS words (F(2, 33) = 3.44, p = .04) and
fewer IS word types (F(2, 33) = 4.39, p
= .02), Wilks’s lambda for overall mal-
treatment effects = .71, p = .02, More-
over, the high-risk toddlers were more con-
text bound in their use of IS words (F(2,
32) = 4.56, p = .02) and less likely to use
IS words for both self and other (F(2, 32)
= 6.52, p = .02) relative to the other
groups, Wilks’s lambda for overall mal-
treatment effects = .60, p = .01. Nota-
bly, the low- and moderate-risk groups did
not differ significantly. No significant gen-
der or interaction effects were seen.

Similar findings were observed for ma-
ternal reports of toddlers’ flexibility in their
attributions of internal states to self and
other, Wilks’s lambda for overall risk group

i
i
i
1
!
h




22

M. Beeghly and D. Cicchetti

Table 8. Cumulative risk: Effects of attachment quality on maltreated and
nonmaltreated toddlers’ internal state (IS) language production

Attachment/Maltreatment Risk Group®

Group 1: Group 2: Group 3:
Low Risk Moderate Risk High Risk
(N = 12) (N = 12) (N = 15)
Language Variable M (SD) M (S5D) M (SD)
General linguistic ability
Mean length of utterance 2.66 {0.70) 2.65 (0.75) 2.08 0.47)
Mean length of episode 2.83 (0.87) 3.12 (1.19) 2.16 (0.54)°
PPVT-R (standard score) 92.33 (9.66) 94.33 (25.28) 91.00 (15.94)
PPVT-R (raw score) 14.11 (5.09) 18.56 (16.50) 14.18 (8.85)
Maternal report
Number of different IS words 29.92 (8.44y 33.10 {10.83) 25.00 (8.57)
Self-other differentiation® 0.37 0.24) 0.49 (0.22) 0.20 (0.25)°

% 1S words used for single agent only®  27.85
Laboratory observation

Total frequency of IS words 77.58
Number of different IS words 14.67
o IS words about self only® 21.58
Self-other differentiation® 1.30
Decontextualization score® 0.82

(22.80) 17.46 (12.59) 46.33 (21.38)¢ .

(50.16) 71.00 (36.73) 37.87 (29.86)"
6.79) 16.42  (7.88)  9.20  (4.33)°

(19.14) 28.33 (18.49) 36.69 (18.57)
€0.17) 1.33 0.09) 1.14 (0.13)°
(0.29) 0.63 0.21)  0.54  (0.15)°

Note: PPVT-R = Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test— Revised.

aGroup 1 = secure/nonmaltreated, Group 2 = secure/malireated and insecuré/nonmaltreated, Group 3 =
insecure/maltreated toddlers. PStudent Neuman-Keuls (p < .05): Groups 1, 2 > 3. ‘Relative to size of total
IS corpus. “Student Neuman-Keuls (p < .05): Groups 1, 7 < 3. *Student Neuman-Keuls (p < .05): Groups

2,3 > 1.

effects = .69, p = .03. Specifically, tod-
dlers in the highest risk group were reported
to use proportionately more IS words to re-
fer to a single agent only (F(2, 31) = 6.70,
p = .004) and to have significantly lower
self-other differentiation scores (¥ (2, 31) =
5.04, p = .01) than toddlers in the moder-
ate- or low-risk groups.

Discussion

Summary

In this study, the impact of child maltreat-
ment on the emergence of an IS lexicon was
examined in a sample of toddlers from ex-
tremely low-SES homes (over 90% of the
study families were receiving AFDC). The
effects of child gender, general linguistic
maturity, and the quality of the child’s at-
tachment relationship with the caregiver on
characteristics of children’s IS word pro-
duction were also assessed.

Our findings are consistent with a grow-
ing pool of evidence suggesting that mal-
treatment has toxic effects on toddlers’
early self-development and sociocommuni-
cative abilities over and abovethe effects at-
tributable to poverty. Evidence from both
maternal interviews and direct observations
of children’s spontaneous language in the
laboratory confirmed our expectations that
the IS lexicons of maltreated toddlers were
significantly delayed, impoverished, and
pragmatically restricted, relative to demo-
graphically and cognitively matched, non-
maltreated controls. Thus, maltreated tod-
dlers produced fewer IS words and fewer IS
word types than their nonmaltreated coun-
terparts, were more restricted in their ability
to attribute IS to self and other agents, and
were more context bound in their IS lan-
guage use. These findings are consistent
with more general deficits reported for
maltreated toddlers” expressive language,
which were described for this sample during
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maternal play contexts by Coster et al.
(1989).

Notably, the present study, group differ-
ences in children’s IS language could not be
explained entirely on the basis of differ-
ences in children’s general linguistic matu-
rity. Although individual differences in
children’s IS language were significantly re-
lated to their overall level of language matu-
rity in both groups (a finding consistent
with those reported for middle-class chil-
dren), significant group differences in the
content, attributional flexibility, and de-
contextualization of children’s IS language
were found even when the size of children’s
IS corpora and children’s receptive abilities
were controlled. Moreover, when moderat-
ing effects of the child’s attachment rela-
tionship with the caregiver were considered,
toddlers at the highest risk (maltreated and
insecure) had the worst IS language pro-
files. Each of these aspects of IS language
will be discussed in turn below.

Semgntic content

Distributions in the IS categories used by
our low-SES toddlers were roughly similar
to those reported for middle-class children
in the literature: Perception and volition
words were used proportionately most fre-
quently by both maltreated and nonmal-
treated children, followed by words about
feelings and affective states (Bretherton
& Beeghly, 1982). In contrast, words for
cognitive processes were rarely observed,
Moreover, when cognitive terms were ob-
served, they were used primarily in routines
(“dunno”) or to modulate assertions (I
think it’ll fit”) rather than as references to
abstract mental states. These latter findings
are consistent with prior research docu-
menting the relatively late emergence of
mental state terms in middle-class samples
(e.g., Bretherton & Beeghly, 1982; Dunn et
al., 1987; Wellman, 1988).

Despite general distributional similarities
in both the observed and reported data, sig-
nificant main effects of maltreatment were
found for particular IS categories in the iab-
oratory data. Specifically, maltreated tod-
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dlers produced significantly fewer words
denoting physiological feeling states (fa-
tigue, hunger, thirst, illness, states of con-
sciousness), negative affect (anger, sadness,
disgust, fear), and obligation (permission,
social or moral obligation). In contrast, no
differences were observed for IS words
more commonly produced to direct or guide
behavior during task-oriented interactions,
such as perception and volition.

Several possible explanations may be
considered for the content differences ob-
served for maltreated children. At a prag-
matic level, maltreated children may have
been trying to keep conversations with
adults focused on the external and as “im-
personal” as possible, an avoidant strategy
that effectively minimizes intimate social in-
teraction and, presumably, opportunltles
for further maltreatment or emotional in-
jury. Characteristically, avoidant inter-
active styles during free play with mother
(Coster et al., 1989) and during stressful
conditions (e.g., separations, reunions)
have been reported for maltreated toddlers
(Carlson et al., 1989; Cicchetti et al., 1991;
Crittenden & Ainsworth, 1989).

On a more general level, differences in
the amount and content of children’s IS lan-
guage may be explained in part by charac-
teristics of the affective-linguistic environ-
ment reported for maltreating families
(e.g., Silber, 1990; Wolfe, 1985), which ap-
pear to be inconsistent with those hypothe-
sized to facilitate vocabulary growth (see
Mervis, 1990, and Snow, 1984, for reviews).
This may be particularly true for the acqui-
sition of terms for emotions and feeling
states, because these words are thought to
be acquired most readily durmg child-
focused family discussions about emotions
and negotiations of disputes and conflicting
goals (Dunn & Brown, 1991). In contrast,
the emotional climate of maltreating fami-
lies, as reported earlier, has been character-
ized as highly disorganized, dysregulated,
and noncontingent. Moreover, maltreatmg
parents are reported to engage in maladap-
tive patterns of interactive behavior with
their children that effectxvely preclude pro-
longed discussions about’ emotions (e.g.,
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Burgess & Conger,

children may have learned that it is unac-

ceptable, threatening, or even dangerous to

talk about feelmgs and Cl’l‘lOthl’lS, partlcu-
larly negative ones.
A similar tendency to repress or deny

negative feelings has been reported for -

. older maitreated children. For example, .
Crittenden and DiLalla (1988) found that

some insecurely attached/maitreated chil-- -
dren showed a worrisome degree of “com-,
pulsive compliance”; that is, they did not’

express negative feelings overtly and were
passively compliant with their mothers

Similarly, Vondra et al. (1989) found that
maltreated school-age children were more’

likely to idealize their parents by exaggerat-

ing positive qualities and denying negat1ve'_=
" . feelings or disturbances in the relatlonshlpi

(see also Lynch & Cicchetti, 1991). -

An additional, and not necessarlly mutu-\"
ally exclusive, 1nterpretat10n of the emo-
tional language data is that the use of nega-

tive emotion terms, references to the self,

and the self’s desires has provoked re-.

sponses in the mother that generate anxiety
in the child that necessitate regulation and
control. Thus, maltreated children, in an at-
tempt to control their anxiety, may modify
their language (and perhaps even their
thinking) to preclude the anxiety engen-
dered by certain aspects of language and
discourse in general.

Although possibly effective as a coping
strategy during toddlerhood, a strategy of
denying or repressing negative emotions
may lead to a restricted or disorganized
emotions lexicon and fewer dyadic ex-
changes about feeling states. Notably, these
exchanges are thought to promote the ac-
quisition of interpersonal regulatory skills
and an increasingly differentiated self—other
understanding (Bretherton, 1991; Cassidy,
1988). In support of this, Greenberg et al.
(1991) observed that the behavior problems
of deaf children, who had impoverished
communicative skills, could be minimized if
they were taught signs for emotions and
feelings. Ultimately, these communicative *

and regulatory problems could contribute

1978; Howes & Cic-
chetti, 1993). In such a climate, maltreated _

T au M. Beeghly and D. Cicchetti

to future communicative, cognitive, and
socioemotional problems (Cassidy & Ko-
bak, 1988; see also Radke-Yarrow & Sher-
man, 1990) Although direct links between
IS language and regulatory skills of mal-
treated children have not been established,
maltreatment has, in fact, been associated
""" with significant problems in emotion regu-

‘,1at10n later in childhood (Rieder & Cic-

7
_i‘L

chetti, 1989).’

Gender dtfferences

Few sngmflcant main effects of gender or
1nterac.t10n effects of gender with mal-
treatment were observed. Gender was not
related to children’s overall linguistic matu-
rlty, lexical diversity, attributional flexibil-
ity, or decontextualization of their 1S lan-
guage However, two notable exceptions
were found that deserve mention, although
fmdmgs were ‘inconsistent across the two
“data sets (no significant differences in con-
- tent were observed via maternal report).
" First, glrls produced more utterances about
affectlve ‘behavior in the laboratory than
boys, a flndmg similar to that reported by
Dunnet ai (1987) and Fivush (1989). It may
"be that greater talk about emotions by girls
reflects a greater interest or propensity for
social attunement. In support of this idea,
in their studies of early prosocial behavior,
Zahn-Waxler et al. (1992) reported that
girls showed more concern to distress pro-
duced by others than boys and were more
likely to “join in” the emotional experiences
of others through imitation.

Our second gender finding—that mal-
treated girls were least likely to produce
words about negative affect—stands in
striking contrast to these gender findings
but is consistent with reports of gender dif-
ferences in children’s coping styles under
conditions of extreme or chronic stress. In
their review of coping and resilience in high-
risk children, for instance, Masten, Best,
and Garmezy (1990) reported that an inter-

‘ nahzmg pattern of response to stressful cir-

. cumstances (i.e., being disengaged but not
dlsruptlve) was more common in girls than
‘boys. Although such a coping strategy may
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have short-term adaptiveness, Masten et al.
(1990) hypothesized that this response, if
persistent or extreme, may be associated
with vulnerability to affective or anxiety
disorders, particularly during later adoles-
cence,

Self—other differentiation

Individual differences in children’s ability
to use IS words for a variety of social
agents, as derived from both laboratory
observations and maternal reports, ‘were
positively correlated with indices of general
language maturity, a developmental associ-
ation similar to those reported for low-risk,
middle-class toddlers (Bretherton & Beegh-
Iy, 1982; Dunn et al., 1987). Nevertheless, a
significant main effect of maltreatment on
children’s ability to attribute ISs to self and
other was also observed in both laboratory
and maternal report data sets, even when
controlling for the size of children’s IS cor-
pora. Specifically, maltreated toddlers were
more restricted than MA-matched controls
in their ability to use the same IS word fora
variety of social agents, including self,
other persons, toys, and photographs. To
the extent that this linguistic ability reflects
children’s differentiating self and other un-
derstanding, this finding suggests that mal-
treated children may be more delayed in this
domain than would be expected on the basis
of their receptive language abilities.
Moreover, group differences in the cor-
relational patterns of toddlers’ linguistic
abilities with self-other differentiation
scores were also noted: Whereas nonmal-
treated toddlers’ ability to use IS words for
self and other was significantly correlated
with all general language indices (MLU,
MLE, PPVT-R), maltreated toddlers’ self-
other differentiation scores were not signifi-
cantly related to their discourse abilities
(MLE, conversational relatedness). Inter-
estingly, maltreated children’s MLE scores
were unrelated to their utterance complex-
ity (MLU)and to every IS measure, whether
observed or reported. These correlational
diifferences suggest some degree of disorga-
niization at the interface of maltreated chil-
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dren’s self and sociocommunicative systems
(Cicchetti, 1991).

Decontextualization in IS language

Verbal references to the inner states of
nonpresent persons, to past, future, condi-

tional, or hypothetical states, were rela-

tively rare at 30 months and were signifi-
cantly correlated with indices of toddlers’
general linguistic maturity. This finding is
consistent with prior research in middle-
class samples reporting an age-related in-
crease in linguistic decontextualization
(Bretherton, 1991; Hood & Bloom, 1979;
Wellman, 1988). Notably, maltreated tod-
dlers'were significantly more context bound
than nonmaltreated toddlers, controlling
for overall IS vocabulary size, suggesting an
important association between socioaffec-
tive experience and language development
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Howlin & Rutter,
1987; Prizant & Wetherby, 1990).

Moderating effects of attachment

A significantly lower rate of attachment
security and higher rate of insecure con-
trolling-disorganized and insecure-other
classifications were found for maltreated
children at 30 months, relative to demo-
graphically matched nonmaltreated chil-
dren. This finding is consistent with other
studies reported for younger toddlers in the
burgeoning maltreatment literature on at-
tachment formation (e.g., Cicchetti &
Lynch, 1993). In contrast, the distribution
of secure and insecure attachment classifi-
cations in the nonmaltreated group, despite
their SES risk, were consistent with those
reported for low-risk samples (see review by
Spieker & Booth, 1988). Notably, children
who were both maltreated and insecure
showed more compromised IS language and
conversational relatedness (MLE) that did
either a moderate-risk (insecure/nonmal-
treated or secure/maltreated) or a low-risk
(secure/nonmaltreated) group. Again, re-
sults point to the striking effects of cumula-
tive risk on the organization of socioemo-
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tional and communicative development in
this low-SES sample.

Validity of maternal reports

This study also provides at least general
support for the validity of the maternal in-
terviews in this low-SES sample, particu-
larly the nonmaltreating mothers, based on
two findings. First, similar maltreatment ef-
fects were observed for analogous IS vari-
ables in both the maternal interview and the
laboratory data sets, at least for the major
IS language variables (diversity, self-other
differentiation). Second, mothers’ reports
of the diversity of their children’s IS words

in both the maltreatment and comparison

groups were also significantly related to
their children’s concurrent expressive lan-
guage maturity (MLU), as derived during
laboratory play contexts. Thus, mothers’ re-
ports of their children’s IS language abilities
in this low-SES sample appear to be tapping
at least general aspects of their children’s
language maturity. The accuracy of the ma-
ternal interviews were undoubtedly en-
hanced by three factors: the interviews were
highly structured, information about chil-
dren’s current abilities was requested, and
concrete examples were required for every
lexical item (see Bretherton & Beeghly,
1982).

Our findings also suggest, however, that
cumulative risk factors (poverty, maltreat-
ment) within a low-SES sample may com-
promise caregivers’ ability to provide accu-
rate information about their children’s
developmental abilities. Thus, significant
autocorrelations between maternal reports
and laboratory observations were observed
only for mothers in the lower risk compari-
son group. These findings suggest that mal-
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