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Procedures 

Two sessions with standardized testing and discourse tasks: 

!
  Social discourse/Conversational task (Hadley, 1998, Losh and Capps, 2003) 

!
  Fictional retelling task (Hadley, 1998) 

!
  Expository task (Nippold et al., 2005) 

SALT Analyses 
Transcriptions were segmented into C-units (between-tasks analyses) and P-units (within-
conversation analysis), coded and analyzed in SALT (Systematic Analysis of Language: Miller & Chapman, 1983-2012) 

Specific focus: 

!
  M

ean Length of Utterance 2, in C-units or P-units (M
LCU2/M

LPU2) (Johnston, 2001) 

!
  Clausal Density (Miller & Chapman 2012; Nippold et al., 2008) 

!
  Total Speech Disruptions, Fillers and Repetitions/Revisions 

      (Epstein, 2005; Thordardottir & W
eismer, 2002)    

!
  Causal Language: Independent/Contingent (Gillam & Johnston, 1992; Lahey, 1988) 

Reliability 
20%

 of the transcripts were re-transcribed and 15%
 re-coded. Reliability was 92.2-98.7%

 
for transcription, segmentation and all coded measures. 

Social Discourse: Paired-Sam
ple Com

parisons of Speech Disruptions & Causal Language 
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!
  Careful matching made it possible to capture differences that might be due to pragmatic 

difficulties rather than linguistic limitations. 

!
  Children with HFA performed at the level of children with TD in the linguistically demanding 

expository task, but differences in use of fillers and causal language were found in the more 
socially and pragmatically demanding conversational task. 

!
  Providing causal explanations in conversation (personal contexts) and using fillers as 

pragmatic markers are areas that could be targeted in intervention. 

!
 Silent pauses were analyzed but results are not presented, since acceptable reliability was not 

reached. Silent pauses might be interesting to further explore in the study of speech disruptions in 
this group. 
!
  Future: Continued study of the relationship between core language skills and pragmatic skills in 

different discourse contexts, with larger samples and across clinical categories of children 

Participants 
13 children from the same schools, grade 2, matched on 
language abilities (N=6 per group). Children with HFA were 
diagnosed with the ADOS (Lord et al, 1989) 

Indep. C
ausal language 

Task-Effects: Repeated Measures ANOVA 
         TD group,      HFA group,      significant pair-wise comparisons (p<0.05) 
     Bars show mean values and 95%

 confidence interval  

!
  No significant task-effects on speech disruptions in either group. Less difference between group 

means in the expository task compared to the other tasks, but large variability in the HFA group. 

M
LC

U
2 

C
lausal density 

n.s. 

n.s. 

!
  Significant difference in number of 

fillers/P-unit between groups (p=0.046, 
W

ilcoxon Signed Rank Test) 

!
  No significant correlation between 

fillers/P-unit and pragmatic competence 

r=0.618, p=0.057  

r=0.793, p=0.006 
C

ausal language 

S
peech disruptions/Fillers 

!
  Significant main effects of context in terms of MLCU2 (p=0.001) and clausal density (p=0.001), 

but not for independent causal language. No significant effect of group or interactions. 

!
  Significant difference in number of 

total causal statements between 
groups, controlling for clausal density 
and W

hy-prompts (p=0.028, W
ilcoxon 

Signed Rank Test) 

!
  Significant correlation with pragmatic 

competence 

Total S
peech D

isruptions 
R

evisions/R
epetitions 

Fillers 
Task-Effects in Children with Pragm

atic Difficulties 

!
  Processing demands increase from conversation to narration to expository tasks 

(Nippold et al., 2005; Thordardottir, 2008) 

!
  Task-effects on language production have been found in children with typical 

development (TD) and children with specific language impairment (Leadholm & Miller, 1992; 
Reuterskiöld-W

agner et al., 2000; Thordardottir, 2008) 

!
  Few studies have explored task effects in children with pragmatic difficulties such 

as children with high-functioning autism (HFA) (Losh & Capps, 2003) 

!
  In the present study pragmatic ability was measured by the pragmatic subscales 

of the CCC-2 (Children’s Communication Checklist-2) (Bishop, 2003; W
hitehouse et al., 2009) 

!
  Many studies analyzing discourse in children with HFA have not controlled for 

language skills making it difficult to know if differences are due to linguistic or 
pragmatic limitations (see e.g. Capps, Losh & Thurber, 2000; Goldman, 2008; Tager-Flusberg, 1995) 

!
  W

hen children with HFA are well matched to children with TD subtle differences in 
narrative performance emerge, such as ambiguous use of referential expressions 
and less causal language (D

iehl et al., 2006; Losh &
 C

apps, 2003; N
orbury &

 B
ishop, 2003) 

Speech Disruptions 

!
  Speech disruptions are often interpreted as signs of monitoring, detecting and 

repairing language and/or speech errors (Levelt,1993; Postma & Kolk 1993) 

!
  They may also serve a pragmatic function: holding the floor or signaling a problem 

to the listener  (Clark, 1994; 2002; Johnston, 2006; Starkweather, 1987) 

!
  One study indicates increased repetitions/revisions and decreased filled pauses in 

HFA compared with TD in a play context (Epstein, 2005) 

Are there different task-effects on language production in children with 
HFA com

pared to children with TD in term
s of utterance length, clausal 

density, speech disruptions and causal language, when carefully m
atched 

on structural language abilities? 
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