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According to Charles Van Riper (1972), a speech 

deviation is not a speech disorder unless it meets at least 

one of the following criteria: interfering with 

communication, calling adverse attention to the speaker, 

and/or causing the speaker to become self-conscious or 

maladjusted. Some deviations, such as dysarthria and 

stuttering obviously meet these criteria, while others are 

more questionable (Silverman, 1976). Parents of children 

with mild articulation deviations, such as frontal or 

lateral lisps, may be tempted to ask themselves if these 

deviations really warrant remediation. Though lisping 

doesn't seem to interfere with communication, it is 

questionable whether or not it calls adverse attention to 

the speaker or causes the speaker to be self-conscious or 

maladjusted. A study by Silverman (1976) showed that a 

speaker with a lateral lisp was rated more negatively on a 

49-item rating scale than a speaker with normal articulation 

of /s/. A similar study was conducted to determine whether 

or not the presence of a frontal lisp (substitution of /e/ 

for /s/) calls adverse attention to the speaker and can thus 

be labeled as a speech disorder. 

Description Of Study 

Two speech samples were recorded: one containing a 

passage spoken by a male simulating a frontal lisp and one 

spoken by the same male using normal speech, free of 

articulation errors. These samples were then presented to 

two groups of people (one listening to the lisp sample and 
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one listening to the non-lisp control sample.) These 

subjects rated the speaker on a 20-item 7-point scale 

semantic differential (Osgood, Suci, and Tannenbaum, 1957). 

If the speaker were rated lower when he lisped than when he 

didn't lisp, then it could be concluded that a frontal lisp 

does call adverse attention to the speaker. 

Preparation Of Stimu1i 

A 19-year-old male college student with normal speech 

was recorded reading "The Grandfather Passage." In one 

sample he simulated a frontal lisp on the phonemes lsi and 

Izl while in the other, he used normal articulation. These 

samples were then evaluated by a speech pathologist holding 

the Certificate of Clinical Competence-SLP, who verified 

that the only difference was the presence of the lisp and 

that the lisp sounded authentic. 

Rating Task 

These two samples were then presented to two different 

groups of people. A group of 34 college students (20 male 

and 14 female) of varying majors were presented the lisp 

sample while a similar group of 32 college students (11 

males and 21 females) was used as the control group. The 

samples were presented in classrooms under normal listening 

conditions. 

The measuring instrument consisted of a 20-item 7-point 

scale semantic differential; that is, a group of bipolar 

adjective scales, such as intelligent, unintelligent, taken 

from Osgood, et. al., with the positive attributes placed on 

the left and the negative attributes placed on the right. 
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The following scales comprised the semantic 

differential: intelligent, unintelligent; mature, immature; 

nonhandicapped, handicapped; educated, uneducated; outgoing, 

timid; good, bad; wise, foolish; happy, sad; industrious, 

lazy; agreeable, disagreeable; perfect, imperfect; kind, 

unkind; successful, unsuccessful; masculine, feminine; 

motivated, unmotivated; aggressive, passive; coordinated, 

clumsy; adjusted, maladjusted; interesting, boring; and 

sophisticated, bungling. 

Resu1ts 

The mean values were determined for this 7-point scale, 

assigning the number 1 to the most positive characteristic 

and the number 7 to the most negative characteristic. For 

example, a score of 2.1 for the nonlisp group would be more 

favorable than a score of 2.9 for the lisp category. These 

values are recorded in the table on page five. 

Of the 20 items on this semantic differential, 18 had 

less favorable results in the lisp category than in the 

nonlisp category. The tendency to rate the lisping speaker 

more negatively in this number of categories had a 

one-tailed probability of less than .001 (binomial test 

approximation for the sign test, Siegel, 1956). 

The characteristics with the greatest differences were 

outgoing, timid; interesting, boring; and handicapped, 

nonhandicapped. In other words, according to this study, 

people with lisps were considered more timid, boring, and 

handicapped than those without lisps. 
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The characteristics in which the lisp sample was rated 

more favorably were industrious, lazy and kind, unkind. 

These results indicate that a frontal lisp does call 

adverse attention to a speaker. This conclusion is based on 

the fact that the speaker was rated more negatively on 90% 

of the items presented. 

Conc1usion 

Results from this experiment indicate that a frontal 

lisp does call adverse attention to the speaker so can, 

therefore, be labeled as a speech disorder according to Van 

Riper (1972). Although these results were obtained on the 

basis of first impressions, one must keep in mind the 

importance of first impressions in our society (e.g. job 

interviews.) Therefore, if wondering whether it is worth 

time and/or money to remediate certain speech deviations, 

one should keep in mind the potential bias society has 

against people with these deviations. 
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The following table gives the mean scale values and negative 
shift for the lisp sample and the nonlisp sample. 

intelligent/unintelligent 
mature/immature 
nonhandicapped/handicapped 
educated/uneducated 
outgoing/timid 
good/bad 
wise/foolish 
happy/sad 
industrious/lazy 
agreeable/disagreeable 
perfect/imperfect 
kind/unkind 
successful/unsuccessful 
masculine/feminine 
motivated/unmotivated 
aggressive/passive 
coordinated/clumsy 
adjusted/maladjusted 
interesting/boring 
sophisticated/bungling 

Lisp 
3.32 
3.12 
3.32 
3.59 
4.59 
3.23 
3.53 
4.00 
3.47 
3.38 
4.47 
2.65 
3.91 
2.56 
3.97 
4.76 
4.38 
3.79 
4.56 
4.74 

Nonlisp 
2.66 
2.63 
2.41 
2.69 
3.63 
2.94 
3.16 
3.91 
3.56 
2.91 
4.09 
2.66 
3.50 
2.31 
3.53 
4.41 
3.59 
3.22 
3.63 
3.84 

Shift 
.66 
.44 
.91 
.90 
.96 
.29 
.37 
.09 

-.09 
.47 
.38 

-.01 
.41 
.25 
.44 
.35 
.79 
.57 
.93 
.90 



Age 

Sex 

Year in College 1 2 3 4 

Major 

intelligent 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 unintelligent 

mature 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 immature 

nonhandicapped 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 handicapped 

educated 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 uneducated 

outgoing 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 timid 

good 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 bad 

wise 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 foolish 

happy 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 sad 

industrious 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 lazy 

agreeable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 disagreeable 

perfect 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 imperfect 

kind 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 unkind 

successful 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 unsuccessful 

masculine 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 feminine 

motivated 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 unmotivated 

aggressive 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 passive 

coordinated 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 clumsy 

adjusted 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 maladjusted 

interesting 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 boring 

sophisticated 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 bungling 
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