
Communication and Language in 
Children with ASD

An overview of what families and other team members should 
know about early indicators, ongoing challenges, & 

strategies to promote language in everyday activities

Presented by:
Lily Nalty, M.A., CCC-SLP, Technical Assistance Specialist

TECS: Team for Early Childhood Solutions
/5/Υ ά[ŜŀǊƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƎƴǎΦ !Ŏǘ ŜŀǊƭȅΦέ /w! 

Center for Disability Resources, University of South Carolina,
Dept. of Pediatrics, School of Medicine 

Special thanks to Dr. Carol 
Page, SCATP, for AAC 
information and slides



http://books.nap.edu/
openbook.php?record_
id=10017&page=R1
Educating Children 
with Autism
Committee on 
Educational 
Interventions for 
Children with Autism,
Catherine Lord and 
James P. McGee, 
Editors

http://books.nap.edu/openbook.php?record_id=10017&page=R1
http://books.nap.edu/openbook.php?record_id=10017&page=R1
http://books.nap.edu/openbook.php?record_id=10017&page=R1


Objectives

Identify:

1. communication and language skills often seen in 
children with ASD

2. common receptive language needs and facilitating 
strategies for everyday activities

3. common expressive language needs and facilitating 
strategies for every day activities

4. helpful resources 



AGENDA
Communication & Language in Children with ASD 

ÁOverview of communication & language

ÁReceptive language characteristics

ÁFacilitating comprehension ςstrategies for getting started 

ÁExpressive language characteristics 

ÁFacilitating expressive language ςstrategies for getting 
started 



OVERVIEW OF COMMUNICATION 
AND LANGUAGE



Introduction

· To  communicate, we have to:

· comprehend language

· express language

· to interact with others



Introduction

· Typical development =  learning to

R comprehend language that is verbal and nonverbal 

R express language verbally and nonverbally 

R in order to communicate with others 

· Children with ASD commonly have deficits affecting most 
aspects of communication but these vary from child to child--
no 2 children learn exactly the same way

From CDCôs  ñLearn the signs. 

Act  early.ò Campaign



From Talkability, Sussman, 2006, HanenProgram, p. 3
©Hanen Early Language Program, 2006. Adapted from: TalkAbilityϰ όSussman, 2006), a Hanen
Centre publication.No further copying or reproduction permitted without written permission 

from The HanenCentre.

Visual Learner:

ÇLikes puzzles

ÇLikes to draw

ÇEnjoys building with blocks 
or Legos

ÇRemembers what he sees 
(e.g., knows route to 
ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜ

ÇLikes to watch game shows 
that use letters

ÇLikes books

ÇCan read some words

Verbal Learner:
ÇSpeaks like an adult
ÇHas a good vocabulary
Ç[ƛƪŜǎ ǘƻ ƭƛǎǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƘŜΩǎ 

interested in (e.g.,names of 
countries, dinosaurs or 
action heroes

ÇLikes to talkŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ 
going on now or what 
happened in the past

ÇSometimes uses memorized 
phrases or sentences

ÇOften initiates 
conversations

ÇLikes conversations that he 
initiates



1. I ask my child a lot of questions yes/no       

2. I often tell my child what to do or say yes/no

3. I decide what my child and I will play or talk about yes/no

4. I let my child choose the games we play yes/no

5. I talk about what my child wants to talk about yes/no

6. I speak softly when I talk to my child yes/no

7. I speak loudly when I talk to my child yes/no

8. I am very animated when I talk to my child yes/no

9. I like to play quiet games, like board games, with my childyes/no

10. I like to play rough and tumble games with my child yes/no

From Talkability, Sussman, 2006, HanenProgram, p. 12
©Hanen Early Language Program, 2006. Adapted from: TalkAbilityϰ όSussman, 2006), a Hanen
Centre publication.No further copying or reproduction permitted without written permission 

from The HanenCentre.



When we meet children who later go on to 
have diagnoses of ASD, what might their 

communication look like?



It can be easy to miss a child with 
autism

Impairment in 
Social Interaction

Impairment in 
Communication

Repetitive 
Behaviors & 

Fixated 
Interests



Communication and language characteristics 
commonly seen include:

· Lack of or reduced joint attention - often do not 
communicate in order to share focus and interact with 
others 

· results in delays and differences in language 
development in children with ASD 

· use language most often to communicate wants and 
needs (by requesting or protesting)

Paul, 2007; ASHA, 2006



Characteristics (continued):

· Difficulty with specific language and related                  
skills, can affect other skills, like:

· understanding verbal and nonverbal communication

· using verbal and nonverbal communication

· literacy skills

· the ability to problem solve and self monitor goal-
directed behavior

· higher level or symbolic play

ASHA, 2006



Characteristics (continued):

· Differences and delays in specific components of receptive 
and expressive language, especially in:

·Semantics(content or meaning), involving:

Á knowledge of vocabulary; 

Áability to express and understand conceptsabout 
objects and events, and relationsamong these objects 
and events

Paul, 2007; ASHA, 2006



Characteristics (continued):

·Pragmatics(language understood or used for social 
communication) involving:

· using language for various purposes or communicative 
intents (e.g., to comment, ask, direct, share, take 
turns, converse)

· discourse skills (turn-taking, topic maintenance, topic 
change) and

· flexibility to modify communication for                              
different listeners and social situations 

Paul, 2007; ASHA, 2006



Characteristics (continued):

· When speech is present, a relative strength is usually 
ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛǾŜ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ άŦƻǊƳέ

· May use sentence structures and grammar at a higher 
level than understanding of words used

· Form(syntax, morphology, and phonology): 
grammar or sounds produced in words 

Paul, 2007

http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.letstalkscience.ca/main/images/stories/talking.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.squidoo.com/digitalbooks&usg=__VFitx2CBlgc9xNirdaRzG-1qLNY=&h=448&w=296&sz=12&hl=en&start=1&itbs=1&tbnid=NgamKMSrnhvLnM:&tbnh=127&tbnw=84&prev=/images?q=children+talking&hl=en&sa=G&gbv=2&tbs=isch:1


Characteristics (continued):

· Expressive language often includes immediate or 
delayed echolalia 

· Speech usually has unusual intonation, pitch, rate, 
rhythm, volume, and other differences

Paul, 2007



Characteristics (continued):

· Nonverbal children with ASD: 

· may not develop intelligible speech, or may 
develop speech at a slower rate than peers 

· typically do not spontaneously replace speech 
with communicative gestures and pointing, and

· use fewer conventional gestures and fewer 
pointing than typically developing peers 

Paul, 2007



Early or subtle communication
·Recognize how and what your child communicates  - so we can 

reinforce that!



From Wetherby (ASHA, 2009)

Impairment in Social Interaction Impairment in Communication
Inappropriate gaze Lack of showing
Lack of warm, joyful expressions Lack of pointing
Lack of sharing interests Unusual prosody
Lack of response to contextual cues Lack of Communicative consonants
Lack of response to name ¦ǎƛƴƎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ƘŀƴŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǘƻƻƭ
Lack of coordination of nonverbal 

communication
Repetitive Behavior & Fixated Interests Emotional Regulation
Repetitive movements with objects Distress over removing objects
Repetitive movements or posturing of bodyDifficulty calming when distressed
Lack of playing with variety of toys Abrupt shifts in emotional states
Unusual sensory exploration Unresponsive to interactions
Excessive interest in particular toys

Social 
Interaction

Communication

Repetitive 
Behaviors, 

Fixated 
Interests

From Wetherby (ASHA, 2009)

in the second year of life
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Educational Resources:
Print

FREE Resource Kits

·Health Professionals

·Parents

·Early Educators

·Outreach

www.cdc.gov/actearly
ŎƭƛŎƪ ƻƴ άCǊŜŜ aŀǘŜǊƛŀƭǎέ

http://www.cdc.gov/actearly
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Stand with 200 

Informational 

Cards

Health Care Professional Resource Kit

Set of 15 Fact Sheets 

(Milestones by Age; Disability 

Facts; Screening & Resources)

Small Posters (3)

Packaged in sealed white 
box (12x9x3ó box); 

approximately 4 lbs.



25

Early Educator Resource Kit

Packaged in sealed white 
9x12ó envelope

CD-ROM

Flyers for 

Parents (50)

Growth Charts 

(3)

Small Posters (3)

Å Fact sheets
Å Milestones 

checklists

Å Tips for talking 

to parents
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Spanish-Language Information
·Resource kits (all materials double-

sided with English on one side, 
Spanish on the other)

·Website ςwww.cdc.gov/pronto 

·1-800-CDC-INFO





MedlinePlus.gov


