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The Colloquial Proverb Test (Rakhawy, 1978) has been
introduced in order to study the process of thinking and

abstraction with an iInstrument suitable for the Egyptian culture.
The test Is designed to allow free and structured responses so
that the process of abstraction and the characteristics of thought
disorder are evaluated from different? The validity of the CPT was
tested in 30 schizophrenic patients and 20, age and education
matched, normal controls using the WAIS similarities subtest as
an Independent criterion and the full WAIS as a measure of
intelligence. Schizophrenic patlents were significantly (mpaired
in their abllity to give the abstract meaning of the stimulus
proverbs, to apply them to a real life situation, to correlate
them with suggested meaning, and to select a suitable alternative
proverb. They were also significantly {mpaired on the
similarities subtest of the WAIS. Schizophrenic subjects gave
significantly more blzarre responses, and were characterized by
poverty of speech and -thought. The differences between
schizophrenic patients and controls in total CPT scores were not
malntained when verbal, and total WAIS scores were used as

covariates. Further studies are needed In groups matched for
intelligence In order to control its effects on proverb
interpretation.

(Egypt.J. Psychiat.,1992,15: 250-260).
Introduction

The Colloquial Proverb test (CPT)
was designed, formulated and qualitative-
ly analyzed by Prof. Y Rakhawy
(Amin, 1978) in order to test the charac-
teristic levels and qualitative aspects of
the abstraction process in schizophrenic
patients. Amin (1982) and Rakhawy et
al., (1983a, 1983b) subsequently devised
a scoring method, utilized beneficially to
distinguish between schizophrenic, per-
sonality disordered, and normal subjects,
on different levels of the abstraction pro-
cess.

The present study represents a further
step aiming at a quantitative validation
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of the CPT by comparing its performance
in a sample of schizophrenic patients
with the performance of normal controls.
CPT is a valid clinical tool, it will be
able to distinguish between both groups
at different levels of abstraction.
Additional validation is sought by testing
the same subjects on the similarities sub-
test of the WALIS utilizing the latter as an
independent measure of abstraction abili-
ty.

The Colloquial Proverb Test
(Rakhawy, 1978): The full text of the
CPT is illustrated elsewhere (Amin,
1978). The detailed standard administra-
tion procedure and scoring method are
available from the author. For complete
assessment the full interview in which
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the test is applied should be tape-
recorded.

The test consists of recording re-
sponses 1o standard questions on five
popular Egyptian proverbs. The proverbs
anr: administered in a sequence of gradual-
ly increasing difficulty. The process of
abstraction is tested in steps of various
grades of complexity. After reading each
proverb slowly and clearly, the inter-
viewer should ask the following ques-
uons:

1. What is the mecaning behind this
proverb?

2. Can you give a situation from eve-
ry day life where this proverb can apply?

3. Can you find another proverb,
maxim, a popular saying, or verse that
can give a similar meaning?

4. The tesics is given a card contain-
ing the stimulus proverb and three other
proverbs and he is asked 1o choose one
proverb that has the same meaning of
the stimulus proverd. The substitute
proverbs are selected so that one gives a
contrasting meaning, while the third has
only a similar phraseology to the stimu-
lus proverb.

5. The testes is given another card
containing the stimulus proverb and 3
different interpretations for it. He is
asked to choose one out of the three in-
terpretations explaining the meaning of
the stimulus proverb. The three interpre-
tations reflect different degrees of ab-
stracting the meaning of the stimulus
proverb,

The responses to all five steps give
an indication of the abstraction ability.
The first and second steps give an indica-
tion of the ability of the subject to for-
raulate his conception of the meaning of
the proverd clearly and effectively. The
third step is presumably the most diffi-
cult since the subject is required to carry
out a comparative almost automatic
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"hyperabstraction” operation. The record-
ed overall responses are beneficial in de-
signing quantitative measurements of
other aspects, characteristic of the
thought processes of schizophrenic pa-
tients namely, the degree of personaliza-
tion in responses, bizasre qualities, and
overall poverty of speech and thought.

Subjects and Method

Thirty Egyptian male schizophrenia
inpatients at Dar El - Mokattam and
Kasr - El - Aini hospitals were included
in the study. The diagnosis of schizo-
phrenia was established by the consensus
of two psychiatrists who interviewed the
patient following the diagnostic guide-
lines of the Egyptian Diagnostic Manual
of Psychiatric Disorders (DMP - 1,
1975).

The control group comprised Egyp-
tian males who had no psychiatric con-
sultations or complaints, no family his-
tory of psychiatric disorder, and who
were regularly involved in work or study
for at least one year prior to inclusion in
the study. The characteristics of the
study sample are illustrated in table 1.

In order to control potential con-
founding variables in the responses to
the proverb test, subjects and controls
were matched on the variables of age and
years of education. Intelligence was test-
ed by application of the Wechsler Adult
intelligence Scale (WAIS).

There was no significant difference
between schizophrenic patients and con-
trols on the variables of age (t-test,
P>(.1), or years of education (i-test,
P>0.1). However, schizophrenic patients
had significantly lower 1.Q. scores than
controls so that both groups are not
matched in this respect. The mean 1.Q.
score for schizophrenics was slightly
less than 2 points short of the lower av-
erage limits, while that of the controls
was on the upper level of normal scores
{tablc 2).
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The recorded tapes of verbal respons-
es to CPT were rated conjointly by two
psychiatrists (H.S. and N.L), one of
whom was blind to the clinical condi-
tion of the subject. The rating was done
independently criterion. The recorded
tapes of verbal responses to CPT were
rated conjointly by two psychiatrists
(H.S and N.1.), one of whom was blind
10 the clinical condition of the subject.
The rating was done independently and
disagreements discussed so that a final
score was reached by consensual agree-
ment. The responses to each step were
rated for each proverb and the total score
on this step was calculated by the rat-
ings on each of the § proverbs.

Personalized responses, bizarre re-
sponses, poverty of speech and poverty
of thought were rated after the whole re-
sponses to the particular proverb were
examined.

Results

Abstraction - Concreteness

The process of abstraction in schizo-
phrenic and control subjects detected by

the CPT is illustrated in table 2. First

order abstraction signifies the ability to

give an abstract meaning to the stimu-

lus proverbs i.c. desymbolization

(Benjamin, 1944). Second order abstrac-

tion is tested by the ability of the sub-

ject to give a concrete situation from

every day life to which the proverb may

be applied (abstract application). Both
aspects of the abstraction process are
scored on a 0-4 point scale. The subject
receives a full score on abstract meaning
only when he can decode all the symbols
of the proverb correctly. Application to
life situations is scored after considera-
tion of the thematic content of the situa-
tion and its logical coherence i.c. wheth-
er it conforms to reality or not, and
whether it expresses the meaning of the
stimulus proverb or not.

Schizophrenic subjects had signifi-
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S Table 1
Characteristics of the Study Sample
Schizophrenia  Controls
NGO N

N % No %
Age 15-19years 2 67 3 150
20-2yeas 9 300 7 350
25-yearss 6 200 S5 250
30-34years 4 133 3 150
35-39years 9 300 2 100
Education Primary 3 100 2 100
Preparatory 2 67 0 00
Secondary 10 333 3 150

Univesity 9 300 8 400
Graduate 6 200 7 350
Marital state Single 2 733 18 900
Married 5 167 2 100

Divorced 3 100 0 00

Occupation  Unemployed 10 333 0 00
Student 8 27 7 350
Employed 12 400 13 650

Table 2
Mean Score of Schizophrenia Compared to Controls on WAIS

Schinphrenia  Controls (-t P

Verbal Soore U1 60 436 <00

Peformance Soore 39,0 58 482 QM

1Q 8.3 1088 493 <0001

cantly lower mean scores on the ability
Egypt. J. Psychiat 15:2, July 1992
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Table 3
Measures of Abstraction Through the Colloquial Proverb Test

Schizophrenia  Conurols U.geqt P
Desymbotization 1.56 138 1y <001*

Absiract application 420 114 g <0.01*

* Suistical significance (Mann - Whiteny U - test),

Table 4
Dimensions of Abstraction and Thought Disorder Revealed
Through the Colloquial Proverb Test (CPT).

Schizophrenia Controls
No % No % x2 P
Hyperabstraction
Absent 107 713 76 76
Incarrect 29 19.3 15 1S 088 >0.50
Correct 14 9.3 9 9
Alternate proverbs
Word association 48 320 4 4
Mean association 78 520 88 88 37.1 <0.001*
Paradoxical association 24 16.0 8 8
IProverb explanations
Abstract 74 49.3 91 91
Abstract/concrete 47 313 9 9 48.48 <0.001*
Concrete 29 193 (1] 0
Personalized Absent 16 533 5 25
responses @ Doubtf 10 333 11 55 3.97 >0.100
Present 4 133 4 20
Bizarre Absent 11 36.7 18 90
responsese Doubtful 7 233 1 s 14.06 <0.005*
Present 12 40.0 1 s
Poverty Absent 11 36.7 17 85
of Doubtful 7 233 3 15 13.42 <0.005*
speech Present 12 40.0 0 o
Poverty Absent 4 133 13 65
of Doubtful 4 13.3 4 20 17.92 <0.005*
thought Present 22 73.3 3 15

¥ Wiaustical sigmiicance.
@ absent = score 0, doubtful = score 1 - 3, present = score 4
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Table §
Relationship Between Proverb Inserpretation and Intelligence

ever, controls werc more successful
(8840) than schizophrenic subjects
(52%). The latter group gave more par-

Poerbiet WAIS Verld P+ WASTo RO
Meng SD. Meant SD. Mean# SD.

Schizopbrenia 2424109 SLI3 152 Q13¢ 9014256 0@
Controls #4187 B11130 145+ 26
F ratio 4647 1898+ Y Kiaad

adoxical and word associations. The
differences are statistically significant
(P<0.001).

Hyperabstraction (table 4)

Hyperabstraction is tested by the
ability of the subject to provide an al-
ternative proverb or maxim that con-
veys the same meaning of the stimu-
lus proverb. Inis the most difficult
aspect of the test, and presumably of
the abstraction process since it in-

* Analysis of covariance between scores on proverh fest with WAIS verba!
score 25 2 covariate (No statistical significance) (Roscoe, 1969).

@ Anlysis of covariance between scores an proverb test with WAIS total
soore 25 covariate (no statistica significance).

# Analysis of variance between soores on proverb test (P01).
4 Analysts of variance between verbe! scores oo WALS (PL.001).
&4+ Analysis of variance between total scores an WAIS (PI.001).

to give the abstract meaning of the five
index proverbs (score range 0 - 20). They
also obtained a significantly lower mean
score in the ability to apply the same
proverbs in exemplary life situations
(score range O - 20). (table 3).

Correlation with substitute
proverbs (table 4)

The 4th question was designed to ex-
plore pathological associations during
abstraction. For each stimulus proverb,
the subject is offered a choice of three al-
ternate proverbs. One proverb gives the
proper meaning, the second gives an op-
posite meaning, and the third is similar
to the stimulus proverb in one or more
words. The subject has the the choice of
making a meaning association, a para- -
doxical association, or a word associa-
tion respectively.

Both groups gave more correlations
with proverbs of similar meaning. How-
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cludes a mental activity where the sub-
ject can keep in mind and compare the
essential meaning of the stimulus pro-
verb and another proverb or maxim,
The verbal responses to this step in
the test are categorized as either
"correct”, "incorrect” or "absent”. The
subject's response is coded as absent
when he cannot give any response to
this enquiry about the proverb. Hyper-
abstraction ability was not significant-
ly different between schizophrenic and
normal subjects. Schizophrenic subjects
made more frequent incorrect responses.
The difficulty of this step is indicated by
the high frequency of failure to respond
to the question (76% in controls and 7
1.3% in schizophrenic subjects). No sig-
nificant difference was detected between
the groups (p>0.5).
Personalized responses (table 4)
The responses to the first and second
questions were re-rated for evidence of
personalization. Higher scores were as-
signed when the subject used the first
pronoun "I" or "me” rather than the more
neutral second or when referring to
meanings and situations from the sub-
ject's own life was repeat-
ed . Paradoxically, control subjects gave
more personalized responses than schizo-
phrenic patients. The difference is not
statistically significant (p>0.1).

Egypt. J. Psychiat 15:2, July 1992
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Bizarre responses (table 4)

An overall estimate of bizarreness
was assigned by the raters to the respons-
e of the first three questions for each
stimulus proverb. Bizarreness was con-
sidered present when the subject's re-
sponse was characterized by one or more
of the following.

1. Statements unrelated 1o the ques-
tion.

2. Logically inconsistent or incoher-
ent responses.

3. Gaps in associations or unshared
communication.

4. The use of irrelevant statements or
proverbs to give the meaning of the
stimulus proverb.

Schizophrenic subjects showed a
higher incidence of bizarre responses
(40%) compared to controls (5%). The
difference is statistically significant (P
<().005).

Poverty of speech and thought
(table 4)

This aspect of the evaluation was as-
sessed according to the scheme of
Andreasen (1986), illustrated in appendix
I1. Higher scores indicate a severe restric-
tion in the quantity or thematic content
of the subject's expressed thoughts. In
case of poverty of speech the replics are
brief, unelaborated, and unprompted addi-
tional information is rarely provided.
Poverty of thought is indicated by replics
that are long enough, but conveying
little information and carry few ideas.

In both dimensions schizophrenic
subjects showed more impairment than
centrols. Poverty of speech was found in
4(1%, and poverty of thought was found
in 73% of schizophrenic subjects com-
pared to 0% and 15% respectively in con-
trols. The differences are statistically sig-
nificant at the 0.005 level.
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Validation through the
"similarities" subtest of the
WAIS

The mean score on the "similarities”
subtest of the WAIS in schizophrenic
subjects is 8.9, while that of controls is
12.8. The difference between both
groups is statistically significant (P
<0.01). When the scores on the 4th and
Sth steps of the proverb test (corrclation
with substitute proverbs and correlation
with meanings) are compared with the
scores of the subjects on the similarities
test, Pearson's correlation coefficient is
0.49 in both groups. This indicates that
the two tests are similar in their ability
to differentiate between both groups and
that their scores are positively correlated.

Proverb interpretation and in-
telligence.

When hyperabstraction is excluded,
the total scores of the proverb test may
be compared with the scores of the sub-
jects on the WAIS in an attempt to ex-
plore whether the differences detected are
dependent or independent from the effects
of differences in intelligence. Analysis
of differences between schizophrenic sub-
jects and controls in proverb interpreta-
tion with intelligence (WAIS scores) as
a covariate revealed that there is no sig-
nificant difference between the two
groups indicating that they are interde-
pendent rather than independent variables
(1able 5).

Discussion

A proverb has been described as a
concrete illustration of a general princi-
ple (Payne, 1973). Several tests have
been designed to test the ability to ab-
stract the general meaning from proverbs
(e.g. Benjamin, 1944; Gorham, 1956a,
1956b, 1956¢c, 1963; Hana, 1974, Na-
guib, 1984). The ability to interpret fa-
miliar proverbs has been reportedly im-
paired in subjects with mental
subnormality, organic brain affections,
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and schizophrenia (Hanfmann and Kasa-
nin, 1942; Goldstein, 1944; Vigotsky,
1962). Proverb interpretation is a pro-
cess with a broad range of variation. Fa-
miliarity with the proverb under scru-
tiny, age, education, verbal ability,
general intellectual ability and motiva-
tion are some of the variables involved
in the process. A proverb test should

take these sources of variation in consid- -

cration. Proverb tests should be tailored
to individual cultures and languages,
since the wording of proverbs is obvi-
ously different even though the princi-
ples behind many proverbs may be simi-
lar across cultures.

The CPT consists of four proverbs.
In attempting to interpret the latter pro-
verb, the subject does not rely much on
past experience but more on his ability
to solve an abstraction problem. The
questions following each proverb allow
a quantitative and qualitative analysis of
thought processes and at the same time
minimize the probability that the subject
would know the meaning of the proverb
but does not show it through a hasty re-
sponse or lack of motivation. The meth-
od of scoring also tackles thought disor-
der from various aspects.

The ability of the CPT to distinguish
between schizophrenic and normal sub-
jects is apparent in the present study.
The differences between schizophrenic
subjects and controls were apparent on
the majority of dimensions, but not with
those that lack a clear definition e.g. per-
sonalized responses. The manner in
which personalized responses have been
defined in the present study may have
contributed to their higher preponderance
in normal controls. The use of first per-
son pronouns implies an intact sense of
identity i.c. personal rather than referring
neutral situations to the self
(personalization) (Rakhawy, Personal
communication). Scoring might have
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unevenly relied on this aspect of the defi-
nition of personalization overshadowing
the second component which requires a
judgement by the rater.

Schizophrenic subjects seem (o be at
a disadvantage in their ability to give the
direct abstract meaning of a proverb, and
1o apply it to a real life situation. It is
difficult 10 speculate whether this disa-
bility is due to an inbom characteristic
of the illness i.e. primary or is secondary
to the lack of moti\‘lalion and persis-
tence. In other words the speculation is
whether the associative mechanisms that
lead to proper abstraction are defective or
are simply not used by the schizophrenic
patient, The former possibility is sug-
gested by the uniformly poor perfor-
mance of schizophrenic subjects. The
present test tackles the ability to under-
stand a proverb from various angles ex-
tending to the steps of correlation with a
selection of offered meanings, and dif-
fered substitute proverbs. These latter
steps eliminate the need for coherent and
organized verbal expression, and require
recognition rather than definition. The
latter possibility is reinforced by the
wide range of overlap between the scores
of schizophrenic subjects and controls. It
is also supported by studies that indicate
that the poor performance of schizo-
phrenic patients on proverb tests can be
improved by training (Payne, 1973) or
by providing them with an additional
(redundant) input (Blaufarb, 1962, Hal-
min et al.,, 1966).

Not only are the abnormalities in the
abstraction process of schizophrenic sub-
jects apparent in relation to controls but
the present study illustrates that they
scem to be frequent among schizophrenic
subjects as well. Almost half the re-
sponses of schizophrenic subjects were
incorrect in respect to correlation with
substitute proverbs and to proverb mean-
ings. In its present format, the proverb
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test aims at studying the possibility that
schizophrenic subjects may be able to
make more hyperabstract responses than
control subjects. However, hyperabstract
responses were infrequent in the sample
studied, and though schizophrenic sub-
jects gave more of such responses the
overall frequency does not encourage in-
clusion of this step in future studies aim-
ing; at a quantitative measure of the ab-
straction process. Furthermore, the
process of hyperabstraction requires more
than association and abstraction since it
is dependent on knowledge of maxims
and proverbs, a faculty that varies largely
with experience among individuals.

The first two steps in the test allow
the evaluation of aspects of the thought
processes that are not directly related to
abstraction. This assessment takes the
form of an unguided flow of speech that
may be examined for verbal and logical
coherence, paucity, and poverty of con-
tent. All of these measurements were
significantly more impaired in schizo-
phrenic subjects tending to confirm the
ability of the test to serve as a yardstick
for the evaluation of thought disorder in
schizophrenic subjects. Similar findings
have been reported by Amin (1982) in
schizophrenic subjects and controls
through a free association test.

The relationship between performance
on the proverb test and general intelli-
gence is a subject of considerable debate.
In fact, proverb interpretation has been
used to measure intelligence (e.g. Ter-
man and Merill, 1973; Boscher, 1963)
Gorham concluded from his studies that
apart from a link to verbal ability pro-
verb interpretation could be separately
impaired. Shimkumas et al. (1966), stud-
ied schizophrenic inpatients and conclud-
ed that intelligence rather than the degree
of illness was the primary correlate of
abstraction and concreteness in proverb
responses. In a later publication, the
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same authors (1967) revised their conclu-
sions stating that intelligence accounts
for 35 - 45% of the accountable variance.
The present study indicates that abstrac-
tion and intelligence seem to be closely
associated so much so that no significant
difference was found between schizo-
phrenic subjects and controls when intel-
ligence scores were uscd as a covariate.
However, a number of abnormalities
have been described in the responses of
schizophrenic subjects to WAIS. These
include a wide scatter in the scores on
the different subtests giving an impres-
sion of an uneven intellectual function-
ing, a higher verbal than performance
score, and a low similarity score indicat-
ing overinclusive responses (Lehmann
and Cancro, 1985). These abnormalitics
may be responsible for lowering the
overall scores of schizophrenic subjects
on the WAIS. In the present study therc
is a notable association between perfor-
mance on the similarities subtest of the
WAIS and the proverb test scores.

In summary, the Colloquial Proverb
test provides a useful tool for the evalua-
tion of thought disorder in schizophrenia
and for a detailed evaluation of the ab-
straction process in general. A final ver-
sion and scoring norms require replica-
tion in a larger sample of subjects
matched for intelligence. The possible
exclusion of step 3, namely, hyperab-
straction should also be considered.
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Appendix 1
Scale for the Assessment of
Thought, Language, and Commu-

nication Disorder ‘'Disorders
(TLC) (Andreasen, 1986).
Proverty of speech

0 : No proverty of speech : A sub-
stantial and appropriate number of replies
of questions include additional informa-
tion.

1 : Slight proverty of “speech : Occa-
sional replies do not include elaborated
information even though this is appropi-
rate.

2 : Moderate proverty of spech :
Some replies do not include appropriate-
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lyz elaborated information, and many re-
plies are monosyllabic or very brief
(Yes, No, May be, don't Know).

3 : Severe proverty of speech :
Answers arc rarely more than few words
in length. Questions may be left unan-
swered.

4 : Extreme proverty of speech : Pa-
tiecnt is essentially mute.

Proverty of thought (Proverty of con-
tent of speech)

0 : No proverty.

1 : Mild proverty : occasional replics
are too vague to be comprehensible or
can be markedly condensed.

2 : Moderate poverty : Replies which
are vague or can be markedly condensed
make up at least quarter of the interview.

3 : Severe proverty : At least half of
the interview is composed of vague or
incomprehensible replies:

4 : Extreme poverty : Most of the in-
terview is vague, incomprehensible or
can be markedly condensed.
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Distuaction Entre des Schigophréaes et des Sugets
Normaux Etablie par le Test des Proverle Culturelle-
ment Dérivé

Le test des provelbes locoux (Rakhawy, 1978) a été intro-
duit dans le but d'étudier le processus cofnitif et l'abstraction
utilisant un instrument convenant & la culture Efyptienne.

Les schizaphrénes étaient sifnificativement ferturbés dans
leur cafauté de donner une sifnification a fstraite des proveabe
désifnés, de les applifuer sur des situatious vécues, de faire
une carrelation avec des sifnificatious suffeieés et. de sélec-
tionner un autre provebe sevappatant au premicr. Jls étaient
auni sifnificativemat défaillant dans le test de similarité du
WAIS. Les schizophrénes

Ont donné desvefauses sifaificativeweat flus bizavves,
étaieut carectevisés far la paurreté de la feuseé du discouvs.

Les diffeiences entre les schizophvénes et le froufe wtrol.
dans les scores totals du teste des provebes n'étaicut fas main-
tenues fuand les sores verbalo et totals du WAIS ielajeut util-
isés wmme covaviaute.

A'autves €luds sont nécessaives suv des graufes affesiés fu-
aud 4I' intellifence cifin ole controller son in flueuce sur
I'iuter fuetation des provebes.
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