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The Effect of Intellectual Disability on Children's Recall
of an Event Across Different Question Types
Sarah E. Agnew1 and Martine B. Powell1-2

This research examined the performance of 80 children aged 9-12 years with either a
mild and moderate intellectual disability when recalling an innocuous event that was
staged in their school. The children actively participated in a 30-min magic show, which
included 21 specific target items. The first interview (held 3 days after the magic show)
provided false and true biasing information about these 21 items. The second interview
(held the following day) was designed to elicit the children's recall of the target details
using the least number of specific prompts possible. The children's performance was
compared with that of 2 control groups; a group of mainstream children matched for
mental age and a group of mainstream children matched for chronological age. Overall,
this study showed that children with either a mild or moderate intellectual disability can
provide accurate and highly specific event-related information. However, their recall
is less complete and less clear in response to free-narrative prompts and less accurate
in response to specific questions when compared to both the mainstream age-matched
groups. The implications of the findings for legal professionals and researchers are
discussed.

KEY WORDS: children; intellectual disability; eyewitness; testimony; investigative interviewing.

The current study examined the ability of children with intellectual disabilities to re
call an event across a variety of different question types commonly used by investiga
tive interviewers. The aim of this investigation was to better understand the abilities
of these children in order to make recommendations about how their evidence can
be improved. Children with intellectual disabilities constitute a high proportion of
all child victims of abuse when considering the base rate of intellectual disability in
the general population (Conway, 1994; Goldman, 1994; Morse, Sahler, & Friedman,
1970), however offenders who commit these crimes are rarely successfully prosecuted
(Williams, 1995). Even in countries which enforce the mandatory reporting of child
abuse, an estimated three out of every four cases of sexual abuse involving children
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