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| NTRODUCTI ON

"Autistic children do have a fascination which lies
partly in the feeling that some where there nust be a Kkey
which will unlock hidden treasure. The skilled searcher
will indeed find treasure ... but the currency will be every
day and human, not fair gold. In return to your attention
those children may give us the key to human | anguage, which
is the key to humanity itself".

John Wing (1966)

"Autisni - Until recently the word itself was likely
to be undefinable by the general public and | arge nunbers of
health care givers. Oten msdiagnosed or not recognized at
all, autism was perneated by an era of uncertainty,
confusion and even nystery. Geat strides have been made in
recent years to provide new information about this

behavi oural di sorder.

"Autisnm was introduced into the adult psychiatric
literature by Eugen Bleuler as an adjective to describe
self-referential qualities of certain pathological thought
processes. Wien introduced into the child psychiatric
literature by Kanner (1943), it was also wused as an
adjective to characterize "autistic" di st ur bances of
affective contact. During the 1940s and 1950s the adjective
subtly metanorphosed into a noun, and "autism' becane
referred to in the literature as a disease, or specific

illness.



The common characteristics cited by Kanner were
profound wit hdrawal, an obsessive desire for preseveration
of saneness, a skillful and even affectionate relation to
objects, an intelligent and pensive physiognony and either
mutism or the kind of [|anguage that does not serve

i nt er personal comruni cati on.

Rutter and Bartak (1971) stated that autistic
children exhibited a central disorder of |anguage involving
both the conprehension of |anguage and the use of | anguage
or conceptual skills in thinking. Muti sm echol al i a,
pronom nal reversal, atypical vocabulary, norphosyntactic
and pragmated errors are sonme of these. Hence it was
suggested that these disorders constituted t he basi c
handi cap to which the other autistic behaviours were only

secondary.

Kanner (1943) regarded what he referred to as
"pronom nal reversal' as typical, alnobst pathognononic of
the condition. Earlier interpretations of this phenonenon
have been tied in with the notion of autismas a condition
of extrene social withdrawal. More recently autismis viewed
as a disorder of devel opnent involving severe cognitive and

linguistic deficits.

Despite these facts, there are only very few

systematic studies conducted to investigate the speech and



| anguage deficits in autistic children, especially the
pronoun difficulties. Such studies in the Indian context are
extrenmely few (Shyamala, 1989). The present study is aimng
at investigating the use of pronouns in Ml ayal am speaking
autistic children. An investigation into the origin of
pronoun reversal is hoped to give us clues about its origin
in autism and nay shed sonme light on the semantic and or
pragmati c di sturbances underlying autism This in turn is

hoped to contribute to nanagenent of autistic child.



REVI EW OF LI TERATURE

Definition:

Autism is a severely I ncapaci tating l'ife-1ong
devel opnental disability that typically appears during the
first three years of [|ife. The result of neurologica
di sorder that affects functioning of the brain, autism and
its behavioural synptons occur in approximtely 15 out of
every 10,000 births. Autismis four times nore commopn in
boys than girls. It has been found throughout the world in
famlies of all racial, ethnic and social backgrounds. No
known factors in the psychol ogical environnent of a child
have been shown to cause autism

- Autism Society of Anerica (1977)

General characteristics

Problems in social relatedness, i nsi stence on
perseveration of sanmeness and severe limtations in |anguage
and conmmunication were the three cardinal features of the
autistic syndrone as originally described by Kanner (1943).
These synptom conplex identified by Kanner is extrenely

significant and highly valid even today.

Primarily autism is identified by behavi our a

mani f estati ons which can be categorised as:



a. Deficit or inpairment in social behaviour
b. Inpairnment of speech and | anguage

c. Denmand for "sameness" in the environment
d. Disturbances of sensory input

e. Disturbances of notility

(Rutter, 1978)

a. Deficits or inpairnment in social behaviour

Deficits or difficulty in devel opi ng and nai ntai ni ng
i nterpersonal relationships is the primary inpairnent in
autism Several studies (WIf and Chess, 1964; Hutt and
Vai zey, 1966; Sorosky et al., 1968, Wng, 1969; Churchil
and Bryson, 1972; Bartak et al. , 1975) have shown that
autistic children's social developnent has a nunber of
di stinctive features. The relationship of the child to the
world around himand his being penned up in an inner life
whi ch Kanner terns 'extrene autistic solitude' which in his

opinion originates from an enotional disturbance.

Devi ant patterns of reciprocal gaze and eye content
are anong the nost striking manifestation of the autistic
social dysfunction (Rutter, Schopler, 1987). Vol kmar (1987)
reported that eventhough patterns of gaze deviance in autism
change over the course of developnent, even the highest

functioning autistic individuals typically exhibit gaze



avoi dance and or a failure to use gaze in regulation of

soci al interaction.

For the younger autistic <child, the human face
seens to hold little specific meaning (Vol kmar, 1987). Tim
Langdel | (1978) reported that in contrast to normals who
consider eye area as an inportant source of nmeaning in
facial expression, the younger autistic children tend to pay

nmore attention to the lower half of the face.

In the words of an autistic girl

"I know people talk with their eyes, but | don't
know what they are saying"”. Research has denonstrated that
autistic children rarely show behaviours indicative of
shared attention and inter-subjectivity. Kanner (1943)
initially recognized a social and enotional deficits in
autism and proposed that the autistic individuals, "have
come into the world with innate inability to formthe usua
biologically provided affective contact with peopl e".
Autistic children tend to smle less often and lack the coy
of self conscious and affect expressed by other children in
studi es enploying the self recognition paradigm (Dawson and
McKi ssick, 1984). Yirmya, N, Sigman, M and Mndy, R
(1989) suggested that autistic individuals display fewer
facial and gestural expression of enoti on especi al ly

expressions of the affect. The expressions of autistic



children are idiosyneratic and therefore |less readable by
other individuals. Several authors (De Mer et al. , 1972,
Rutter, 1978; Hamer and Langdell, 1981) reported an
i mpai red devel opnent in social imtation in autistic which
may be related to their deficient use of synbolic play and
social comruni cation. They also have an inability to engage
in interactive or cooperative play where there is nutua
turntaking fromvery early infancy. Prelinguistic behaviour
such as pointing, showing or taking turns are nornmally not
present (Bartak and Rutter, 1975). In short, autistic
i ndividuals suffer typically fromnmarked deficits in their

capacity to engage in reciprocal social interaction.

b. Inpairment of speech and | anguage

The | anguage of the autistic children ordinarily is
severally delayed, and in nany cases, |anguage do not
develop at all. Even if |language develops it 1is often
characterised as rigid and stereotyped being narked by

schol alia, atypical vocabul ary, pronom nal reversals, etc.

c. Denmand for saneness in the environnent

These children show marked resistance to any kind of
change in their inmrediate environnent. He does not
understand the significance of any change and so insists

often very enmotionally, that the environnent return to its



original and presumably safer condition. They are very
sensitive to specific arrangenents of objects, furniture and
even the people around, and becone extrenely distressed as a

consequence to any change.

d. Disturbances of sensory i nput

Many of the autistic children are very frequently
m st aken for being deaf or blind because of their |ack of
response to auditory or visual stimuli. Cenerally you could
see hyposensitivity where the |oudest of sound may not evoke
any response fromthe child. There are reports where they
may not see danger in terns of big vehicles approaching
them They might be totally oblivious to that. There could
al so be hyper/over sensitivity, to the auditory or visua
stimuli which is highly selective in nature. Eg. certain
children do not respond to vehicle horns, but there could be
an inmmedi ate response to sonething |ife soft nusic, foot
steps, etc. which is total contrast to the hyposensitivity
to highly intense sounds. There would also be stinulus over
selectivity where there is a very narrow limted aspect of

the available information gaining a heightened reaction.

e. Disturbances of notility

Though these children are usually normal in notor

devel opnment, they do show abnormalities of novenent and



posture in ternms of stereotyped repetitive novenents of body
parts. At the gross |level they could have junping, clapping,
fl oppi ng of hands, shaking of head, etc., and at the finer
| evel they could have twitching of fingers, shaking of
certain parts of the body such as |I|ip twitching or very
frequent extension of the tongue. These nobvenents serve no
other function and these are t he sel f stinulatory
behavi ours. Along with this they may also exhibit self
i njurious behaviours such as banging head against hard

surface, hitting thenselves, bi ting their own body

parts, etc.

The <child 1is wusually exceptionally healthy and
attractive, quite often precocious and alert in appearance.
Kanner enphasizes that the children sinply do not |ook
retarded. They appear always to be concentrating on
sonething coupled with the elaborate insistance that no
change take place in the novenent, extraordinary nenory,
seens alnmost the rule wth these children. Astonishing
nmusi cal ability is found in these children, quite frequently
in sone cases acconpanied by perfect pitch (Kanner, 1943;
Scheerer, Rothmann and Gol dstein, 1945). Despite these signs
of what Kanner <calls "good cognitive potential”, many
autistic children do eventually becone institutionalised as

mental ly deficient.
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Assessnment and di agnosi s

Assessnent

The very nature of the autistic child, who by
definition is limted in attention, response and interest in
| anguage and communi cation presents form dable obstacles to
any diagnostician. It is primarily diagnosed based on the
behavi ours which according to DSMII1IR should be nanifested

before the age of 36 nonths.

Assessnent and rehabilitation is a team work wth
paedi atri ci an, neur opaedi atrician, psychiatrist, psychol ogi st
and speech | anguage pathol ogi st. Each infant has to be
assessed on the basis of the history, physi cal and

devel opnental exam nati on.

Behavi oural assessnent

Behavi oural conponents are identified by parenta

reports, direct observation and behavi our checkli sts.

The history defines the parental concern about the
child, it delineates how the child differs fromthe siblings
or other children of conparable age. It gives valuable
i nformation about child's devel opnent, hi s soci al
interaction, comunication, play interests, daily habits,

self control.
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Wth autistic chil dren, responsibility for
determ ning capacity and potential rests with the exam ner.

Therefore, the evaluation is mainly through observation.

A behaviour-rating i nstrunent for eval uati ng
autistic children BRIAC (Ruttenberg, B.A, WIf, E G, 1967)
is found useful in the areas of relationship, conmmunication
vocal i zati on and expressive speech. This profile can be used
to conpare children, to measure change, and to suggest the
next level of stinmulation required. A few other assessnent
tools being currently wused include: Autism screening
instrument for educational planning (Kruget al. , 1980).
| ndi vi dual assessnent and treatnent for autistic and
devel opnmental di sabl ed children or psycho- educat i onal
profile (Schopler and Reichler, 1979), autism checkli st
(Anita M Reily).

Psychonetric assessnent

Psychonmetric assessnent reveals the functions |ike
perception, cognition and speech. Tests of early nenta
devel opnent assess | oconotor devel opnent, personal socia
adj ustment, hearing and speech, hand and eye coordination
and performance. Al pern (1967) used a nodified infant test
for young autists because of the low social and cognitive

| evels and extrene attentional disorder.
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Assessnent of comruni cation

A clear description of conmmunicative neans and
conmbi nations of neans is the primary structural data that
will be wused in identifying acts that may function
conmmuni catively or <cognitively for a child. The actua
signals used by the child should be described as to whether
they are nonverbal (gestures, gaze), verbal (use of words,
signs) or vocal. Furthernore any conbination of verbal,
vocal or gestural should be identified. Specific information
should also be included as to the conplexity and content of
verbal acts, the quality and nature of vocalizations (vowel
i ke vocalizations, consonant |ike verbalizations) and types
of gestures (pointing, open or closed reaching, extending
object from body, &etc.). Tests Ilike pea body picture
vocabul ary test. Illinois test of psycholinguistic abilities

are used to assess the verbal skills.
Di agnosi s

In international collaboration, experts have agreat
the use of certain behavioural «criteria for diagnosis of
autism The nost detailed and recent schene is the one
described in DSMIIIR  of t he Aneri can Psychiatric
Association. A very simlar diagnostic schenme is available
in the international classification of disease (ICD 10)

issued by the Wrld Health Organisation.
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The essential criteria are specified as,

* Qualitative inpairnment in reci procal soci a
i nteraction

* Quantitative inpairnment in verbal and nonverba
communi cation and in inmaginative activity

* Markedly restricted repetoric of activities and

i nterests.

Speech and | anguage characteristics

Autistic children have peculiar problenms of speech
and language and this has attracted the attention of
linguists and psychol ogists alike. As a result there is now
an inpressive nunber of investigations. Al the specific
problens related to |anguage use are fornulated by Rutter
and Schopler in their 1987 update. According to this the
defining features of autismare as follows:

1. Delay or total l|ack of the devel opnent of spoken
| anguage, not conpensated for by gesture or unuse

2. Failure to respond to the comunication of
ot hers

3. Rel ative failure to initiate or sustain
conversational interchange

4. Stereotyped and repetitive use of |anguage

5. Use of 'you' when 'I' is neant

6. ldiosyncratic use of words
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7. Abnormalities of prosody

8. Semantic/conceptual difficulties

9. Abnormalities of non-verbal conmunication.
Aspects of speech

a. Delay of spoken |anguage

Achieving full control of the mechanics of speech
production is not precluded by autism Howis it then that a
| arge proportion of autistic children never speak at all ?
The proportion of non-speaking children has not yet been
reliably estimated. But a recent Canadi an study showed that
the incidence is strongly related to the presence of severe

mental handicap (Bryson, Cark and Smth, 1988).

Mut eness or nutismincludes a range of behaviour
from total silence to the em ssi on of inarticul ate

vocal i zations bearing little resenblance to human speech.

If the autistic child hears, does he babble ?
Rutter, Bartak and Newman (1971) in a study of the autistic
children, noted that the parents reported either dimnition
in anmpbunt or duration in the quality of babble in about half
the children. Ricks (1975) reported that the parents he
interviewed recalled no normal conversational babble in
their autistic children's first year. However, Ricks did

record vocalization of sone babbling autistic children ages



-15-

3 to 5 years. He observed that their babble was nonotonous
somewhat simlar to normal child falling asleep. Ricks also
found that whereas normal babies and preverbal babies wth
Down's syndrone paid little attention to their own babble
recorded and played back to them autistic children behaved
differently. If the autistic child responded, he did so by
precisely imtating his own vocalizations. However autistic
children ignored recordings of other autistic children and
taped imtations of their own babble made by a normal child.
Sedl akova, E. and Nesnidalova, R (1975) reported that in
2/3rd of the autistic children investigated speech devel oped
|ate, the first words being uttered between the ages of 2

and 5 and the first sentence between 2 and 6.

In short, quantity and quality of babbling may
effect a cause or effect relationship to the period of

ext ended nut eness.

b. Voice quality and intonation

The voice quality, that is the permanent background
vocal invariable of the autistic child has been recognized
as "bizarre" for as long as the synptom has been recogni zed.
One frequently noted vocal <characteristic 1is that of
consistent high pitch, often described as "bird-Iike".
Detailed investigations (Coldfarb, Brauntein and Lorge,
1956; Pronovost and  \Wakstein, 1966) have reported

excessively high pitch levels wth insufficient pitch
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changes. Pronovost and his associates analysed a child's
hi gh pitched vocalization and noted a fundanental frequency

of 2500 Hz.

O her vocal idiosyncracies that have been noted

i ncl ude hoarseness, harshness, and hypernasality (Pronovost

et al. , 1966). Again it has been noted that |oudness |evels
fluctuate as reflected by  whispering, muttering and
occassional loud ejaculations (CGoldfarbet al. , 1956).

Anong the intonational peculiarities attributable to
autism nonotony seens to be nost wdely recognized. The
l[iterature abounds with such description as "nechanical”
“hol l ow', "dull","wooden", "arythmc" and so on. In apparent
contrast to this large group are those who reportedly speak
in a sing-song manner. These nore nelodic children may be

those to whom nusical abilities are often attri buted.

c. Articulation

One of the nost striking features is the relative
high quality of articulation as contrasted with other verba
abilities. But sonme of these children do nake articulation
errors. However, as a group they do not seem to deviate

mar kedly from the devel opnental patterns of non-autistic.

In their study on the developnment of autistic
children with special regard to their neans of verba
expressi on Sedl akova and Nesnidalova (1975) reported the

foll ow ng.
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Di sorder of articulation is manifested nore markedly
at an early age than in adol escence, but it is never regular
and systematic. On the other hand, sone children articul ated
very precisely to the point of exaggeration. In sone cases,
dyslalia, i.e., disorders in articulation connected with the
devel opnent of speech sounds conbined with the |ogica
devel opnent of distinctive features is observed such as
those found in the developnent of speech in physically
healthy children. Changes in articulation which do not
follow the rules for the devel opnent of speech sounds and
cannot be explained froma devel opnental point of view and
thus are quite illogical, are also observed. For instance,
there is a striking enphasis on sone phonol ogi cal features,
various nodifications and deformation of speech sounds,
increased nasality in unusual places, unusual substitutions

of sounds, bizarre articulation nechanism etc.

Aspects of |anguage

a. Echolalia

Most typically, autistic children begin to speak by
repeating utterances spoken to them in an imediate or
del ayed manner (R cks and Wng, 1975) and often with Iimted
evi dence of conprehension or even communicative intent

(Prizant, 1983).
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Types of echolalia

i. Immediate echol ali a: It refers to expetitions
that are produced either followng imediately or a brief
time after the production of a nodel wutterance. The
i mmedi ate comuni cative echolalia is at the level of signal
behavi our and seldom reflects linguistic processing beyond
the sinple interpretation of a label. Fay (1967, 1969); Fay
and Butler (1968) reported that echolalia rarely occurs in
conjunction wth nessage conprehension. Although under-
standi ng of individual conponents of triggering stimulus
may be denonstrated, the nessage has failed to register if
the echo is forthcom ng. Therefore an echoer's capabilities
to process |language may be nore |likely revealed by the
stimuli be does not echo. Thus conprehension difficulties
leading to an echo reaction nmay enconpass problens involving

many |evels of cognitive and linguistic interaction.

ii. Delayed echolalia: Del ayed echolalia is the
repetition of stored, usually echoic, utterances in new and
usual l'y i nappropriate contexts. Del ayed echoing is often
viewed as a sign of processing an internalized, albeit,
rigid nodel. The delay in production from tine of
regi stration suggests at least the fidelity of long term
verbal storage and retrieval. However, unusual associations

these children nake between the word and random aspects of
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the original context are often reflected in the irrelevant
context in which the phrase is later produced. Roberts and
Fish (1970) suggested that the exam ner and the child seem
to be attending to 'different rel evancies’ as denonstrated
by a child who responded to his nother's farewell by saying
good-bye five mnutes after her departure. A simlar
behavi our can be observed anong reading autistics who repeat
seem ngly wi t hout provocati on, roadsi de nmessages,
advertisenents fromthe tel ephone book's vyellow pages and
so on. Delayed echoes can be and are used as a communicative
devi ce by sone children who associate a phrase and situation
instrunmentally and then "recreate" the forward situation by
repeating the stored verbal signal. Furneaux (1966) wote
of an autistic girl who asked "Do you want to go in the
garden ?" as an indication of her imediate desires to do
so. These communicative efforts together with instances of
"met aphorical |anguage” seemto be a product of children's
typically excellent associative nenory |inking sound pattern
to condition or object. Only when the behaviour 1is seen
consistently, you can attribute communication to these.
St udi es have shown that these children nmay wuse |inguistic
strategies only mnimally enployed by normal children.
Al though the imediate and delayed echolalia share a few
common features, they differ in several inportant respects.

In terns of |anguage function both seemto operate on a very
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low level of repetition without nuch or any conprehension.
In terms of comunicative intent and the ability to signa
such intentions, delayed echolalia offers greater potential
event hough nuch of it seens totally void of comunicative

efforts.

iii. Mtigated echolalia: A variation of echolalia
in which language clearly does intervene is mtigated
echolalia. The term was introduced by Pick (1924), to
describe the slight nodifications he noted in the echolalia
of sone of the aphasic patients. He interpreted mtigation
as an indication of the -echoer's conflict between the
compul sion to imtate and the breaking through of the power
of gradually returning voluntary speech. St engel (1947)
noted two characteristic nodifications: (i) introducing the
first person singular into the repeated utterance, and
(i1) appending an intelligent response to an echoed question
or order.

Eg: | guess you are — | guess I'm are.

At sone point mtigated echolalia graduated into
pl agi ari sm echo answer or spontaneous speech and in the
process leaves its nmmjor echoic conponent behind. Mtigation
was interpreted as evidence of the gradual convergence of
t he audi ovocal systemwi th an inproving syntactic semantic

system
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b. Vocabul ary

Autistic children seem to have very pat chy
vocabul ary acquisition; in matters t hat evoke their
interests they nmay rapidly acquire a set of technical terns
(names of different col ours, shapes, flowers, etc.). However
at the sane tine they my lack words for very commobn
concepts. The study of semantic abilities can be approached
fromthe point of view of categorization skills (Tager-
Fl usberg, 1985). The ability to classify objects and verbs
has been consistently found to be nental age appropriate for

autistic children.

c. Morphosyntactic and pragmatic errors

Bartak, Rutter and Cox (1975) and Cantwell, Baker
and Rutter (1978) reported from their inportant investi-
gations of high ability autistic children and |anguage
di sordered non-autistic children that there was relatively
hi gh conpet ence on norphol ogical rules and on a w de range
of sentence types. The understanding of active and passive
sentences (Paul, Dykens, Leckman, Watson, Breg and Cohen,
1982), the conprehension and production of wmany different
grammatical forms including word order, past tense and
negation (Tager-Flusberg, 1989) are all within the capacity

of autistic children. I nvestigation of fluent autistic
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readers by Frith and Showling (1983) have shown that the
autistic children tended to substitute a mssing word of the
correct syntactic class rather than of the wong class.
Tager - Fl usberg (1981) has shown that the autistic children
were less influenced by high probabilities of events which
are normally taken into account when we listen to speech and
work out its content. For eg: It is easy to understand that
"the girl is holding the baby' but harder to understand that
"the baby is holding the girl'. This difference in case of
conprehension is less pronounced in autistic children.
Kanner (1946), Tubbs (1966) and Prior (1977) have reported
that autistic children have considerable difficulty in
identifying word conbinations, I.e., in conpr ehendi ng
rel ati onshi ps between agents, actions and objects. MNeil

(1966) has reported that at the telegraphic stage nost
frequent sentence patterns are verb-noun and verb noun-noun

fromwhich the subjects are m ssing.

Several researchers (Ball,1978; Baltare and Sinmons,
1983) reported deficits in the wuse of rules for dyadic
conversation, the managenent of topic-content relation and
the use of other rules for governing the speaker-hearer
relationships. Pilot studies of conversational skills in
autistic individuals (Paul and Fel dman, 1984) suggested that
one aspect of the pragmatic difficulties seen in autistic
individuals is an inability to infer what information the

interlocutor has in m nd. Mbst ver bal autistics do not
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denonstrate usage of |angauge to satisfy their needs
(instrunental function) to exert control over the behaviour
of others (regulatory function) or to share information wth
a conmuni cative partner (informative function). They also
show difficulties in understanding of rel ati ons and
activities, while the substantive and denom native functions

appear to be better devel oped.

From the wide ranging array of studies on production
and reception of grammar reviewed by Tager-Flusberg (1989)
we obtain a consistent answer: far from being specific
probl em areas, grammar and phonology can be remarkably
intact in autistic children, possibly representing islets of

ability.

d. Use of pronouns

"Every human | anguage has a stock, of
elenments that shift their denot at i ons
depending on elenentary features of the
speech situation. That is every |anguage
has deictic elenments ... Anmong the deictic
el ements of every human |angauge is one
that denotes the speaker and one that
denotes the addressee. The first and the

second person pronouns are universal”

Hockett (1963)
(List of 10 grammatical universals)
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Non-auti stic pronom nal devel opnent

Boyed (1914) stated that "the dimnishing 'I' and
the growing use of other pronouns, especially 'we' and
"you', is a significant reveal ation of the process by which

the self centered child is transformed into a social being.
Pronom nal errors were noted in the literature at |east as
early as 1908 in the normal children (Cooley, 1908). Severa

case studies have reported that normal children make
pronom nal errors in the course of acquisition (Cooley,
1908; Bain, 1936; R Clark, 1974; E. Clark, 1978; Chiat,
1982; Schiff-Mayers, 1983; Macnamara, 1986; Gshi na- Takane, .
1991). However, only a small proportion of them exhibit such
errors suggesting that pronom nal errors are not a conmmbn
phenonenon anong normal children (Sharpless, 1974; Strayer

1977; Charney, 1980; Chiat, 1981; Oshi ma Takane, 1985).

Bl oom Lightbown and Hood (1975) reported that
nornmal | y devel oping children use correct first and second
pronouns given an nean length of utterance of 2.5. Silberg

(1978) found that normal children use '"ny', '"mne' and the

"I'" consistently before 'you' and that 'he' and she are

acquired last. Merk (1977) and dark (1978) observed that

normal ly developing children use ne before "I'. "I

appears initially in imtated or 'fornmula' phrases such as

| can do it !'' or 'l want it !’
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Charney (1980) examned the under st andi ng and
production of first and second person pronouns in 18-30
nmonths old normally developing children. She found that
young normal children used 'ny' correctly to refer to self
at a very early stage but did not understand its use by
others to refer to thenselves. Simlarly, the children only
understand 'your' as applying to them when they were
addressed, not its use to apply to other people. Inspite of
the difficulties with shifting pronoun reference and the
differentiation of the pronoun from its context, t he
normally developing <children in this st udy did not

‘reverse' pronouns.

Sonewhat different findings were obtained by dark
(1978). She studied the acquisition of the "I'/'you' person
deictic contrast in normally developing two year old. She
found three stages in the acquisition of this contrast. In
the first stage, 'I' is used without a contrasting pronoun,
then (for sonme children only) is a stage when both '"I' and
"you' are used but with the wong contrast, i.e., there is
pronoun reversal. The final stage is the <correct deictic
contrast. Only a few children show the second stage of
"pronoun reversal' and nost studies report that this seldom

occurs (Shipley and Shipley, 1969; Charney, 1980; Chiat,
1982) .
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These findings were questioned by Chiat. Chi at
(1986) concluded that normally devel oping children have no
difficulty with the shifting reference of pronouns and do
not normally adopt the hypothesis that 'pronouns equals
name' as a stage in their understanding of the pronom nal
system A summary on the order of acquisition of persona
pronouns are also given. First person singular (I, nme, ny,
m ne) occur first (but not necessarily as or differentiated
unit) along with inanimate third person (it); second person
(you, your, yours) follows. The order of acquisition of the

remai ni ng pronouns appear to be variable.

A note on pronouns in Ml ayal am

Pronouns in Malayalam are grouped into first,
second, third person and interrogative pronouns (Syanala
Kumari, 1995) as in the categorization in English. The third
person pronouns in Ml ayalam belong to the denonstrative

class. But the use of these vary wdely from English

There has been no systematic st udy in t he
devel opnent of pronouns in Mlayalam However, children
begin to use pronouns by the age of two, and if at all used
earlier only of the first person pronouns. In Ml ayalam the
second and third person pronouns are seldom used. To
i ndicate intinacy, respect, and formality t he native

speakers of Malayalamtry to avoid the second person pronoun
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and instead use the kinship or address termitself. In some
context, instead of the third person pronoun to indicate
respect they wuse Kkinship or address term Hence these
pronouns are often absent in the speech of the young
chil dren.

First person

n i si ngul ar

Nonet plural exclusive to the speakers

n amm 34 inclusive plural (speaker and hearer)
A honor ofi c

Second person

Qi si ngul ar
tain singular indicating intinmacy
a1k singular with respect/plural

tatngef only with respect
al o

svtdaunn 2 though cone under the class of
31”3 pronouns, these are seldomused. In

Lamburain the present day these find usage only
LT umeng in dramatics

Third person (Denonstrative pronouns)

fvan  van mascul i ne singul ar

svad  avel fem ni ne singular

Ivoy  ovar pl ural

T v av3 i nani mate objects plural
rd3 ad, 3 i nani mat e obj ects singul ar

Tdiham adssham only with respect

gjo: 4 .'_'1:‘-“-3_ refer to persons but w thout respect
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| nt errogative pronouns

personal interrogative
£:43 adjectival interrogative
Lnie noun interrogative

cbra quantity

¢vids | ocati on

“qeng manner

Expl anations for pronom nal errors

a. Teaching strategies

The wuse of proper nanes by children pr obabl y
reflects the teaching strategies they are exposed to.
Because of problens in correct assignnent of pronouns, nany
adul ts use proper nanes, both to refer to the child and in
self-reference while talking to the child. This is also a
strategy used by many people in talking to young nornally
devel oping children (Weir, 1962), except that it 1is often
the parent who will therefore wuse a parental nane (i.e.
mummy or daddy) in self-reference. Sonme nornmally devel oping
children also cope with the problens of shifting reference
by use of these proper nanes but the fact remains that they
do not wait for resolution of the speaker principles before

correctly using the first person pronoun.
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b. Psychosoci al disorder

The infrequency of pronomnal errors in norma
children has led sone investigators and pathol ogists to view
this phenonenon as a reflection of psychosocial disorders:
the inability to distinguish the 'self from ' ot her'

(Bettel heim 1967; Bosch, 1970; Charney, 1980).

c. Echolalia or imtation

Sone authors (Bartak and Rutter, 1974; Sinon, 1975)
view pronomnal errors as a result of echolalia or sinple
imtation, which, in turn reflects a lack of conprehension
Children repeat what they hear wthout analyzing its
internal structure. As a result, they nake pronom na
errors. Thus pronouns in such utterances do not function as

differentiated neaningful units.

d. Semantic confusion

Cark (1978) and Oshi ma- Takane (1989) suggested that
phenomenon of pronominal errors are associ at ed with
psychol i ngui stic probl ens and t hey refl ect semantic
confusion. dark proposed that children who nake errors nay
devel op an incorrect hypothesis that pronouns are type of
nane. They treat pronouns as non-shifting ternms such as

proper nanes and therefore make pronominal errors. Oshim-
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Takane gives an alternate view and argues that a nmgjor
difficulty in learning personal pronouns cones from the fact
that the nodel for correct usage of these pronouns is not
directly provided in speech addressed to children. That 1is,
when a not her speaks to a child, she uses 'I' or 'ne' to
refer to herself and you to refer to the child. But when the
child speaks, the «child nust reverse the pronouns.
Therefore, children who fail to observe how pronouns are
used in speech addressed to another person, or those wth
[imted opportunities to do so, are nore likely to nake
incorrect generalizations about the neaning of t hese

pronouns.

e. Person hypothesis

Charney (1980) proposed that a child who reverses
pronouns has "person-referring” pronouns. That 1is, the

child s pronouns refer to specific individuals 1in contrast

to the pronouns which refer to speech roles.

f. The semantic conplexity hypothesis

Children's pronoun devel opnment can be explained in
ternms of the semantic conplexity of pronouns (Deutsch,
1978). According to the semantic analysis advanced by this
theory, the order of conplexity is first person, followed by
second person, followed by third person and the order of

energence should be the sane.
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g. Processing conplexity hypothesis

Dal e and Thoreson (1992) suggested that deictic
shifting presents a substantial processing |l|oad throughout
the period of developnment. It is at risk ir. certain
contexts: semantically reversible predicates with two noun
phrase, eg. |'wl help you, and in imtations. In the forner
the conplexity of the sentence may tax the processing system
and the presence of the pronouns in the immedi ate nenory may
be so salient as to preclude shifting. Thus while senantic
confusion my be part of the explanation for pronoun

reversal, discourse factors are also inportant.

Autistic pronouns and deixis

Language, stress, conmunicative intent, non-verbal
comuni cation and cognition - all likely areas of autistic
weakness - converge in an apparent conspiracy against
pronom nal resolution. Kanner (1943) regarded what he
referred to as 'pronomnal reversal' as typical, alnost
pat hognonmoni ¢, of the condition. The issue of pronom na
reversal has been one of the central pillars of the debate
on whether autism is a social behavioural or cognitive

linguistic deficit.

Soci al behavioural deficit

Earlier interpretations of t he phenomenon of

pronom nal reversal including that of Kanner hinself and
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others such as Arieti and Freud have been tied in with the

notion of autism as a condition of extremne soci a
wthdrawal. Arieti, for instance, explained that the autist
refers to 'you rather than '’ because of refusal to

i ncorporate feelings about hinself which cone from ot hers.

Freud equated the personal pronoun 'I' wth ego.
Failure of the autistic child to utilize 'I' according to
Freud is either denial or unawareness of selfhood, while use
of the word 'you' indicates awareness of selfhood in others.
Interestingly, the autistic child, according to Freud nmay
cone to use both 'I' and 'ny’ with a synboitic person who
does not induce anxiety but resorts to psychic distance in
the presence of antagonists. R mand (1964) also supported
Freud and proposed deficient ego in the autistic child as an

expl anation for the pronomnal difficulties.

Bettel heim (1967) and Bosch (1970) assuned that
there was deliberate avoidance of the wuse of 'I' and
attached nuch significance to it wthin a psychodynamc
interpretation of autism According to them "it is not easy
to talk constantly in opposites, to do quite well in getting
across wanted, and never neke the m stake of using pronoun
correctly". Those who view childhood autism as a form of
psychopat hol ogy see pronom nal difficulties as a result of

confusion of personal identity and its consequential psychic
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def ense mechani sms. Bettel heinm s observati ons wer e
chall enged by Cunninghan (1968) who found no greater
avoi dance anong his psychotic group than anmong his equally

retarded non-psychotic group.

But considering the grammati cal chal | enge of
personal pronouns, it is clear that pronomnal learning is a
conplex and very difficult wundertaking even if the self
beconmes identified as separate. The problem seens to be
defined by attentional and deictic Ilimtations in the
real m of encounter with others. The net result 1is ngjor
difficulties wth | anguage, in general, together with a host
of behaviours that Hernelin and O Conner (1970) have termned

"social obliviousness'.

Burner (1975) found that the autistic child lack the
intonational qualities in his babble - if he babbles - and
in his later echoing and speaking efforts. Hence he suggests
that the problemof "reversed" pronouns is only a synptom
and perhaps pat hognononic of nore conmplex difficulties wth

interpersonal and attentional behaviours of infancy.

Love-land and Landy (1988) al so st udi ed t he
conmuni cati on behaviour and a correlation was found between
correct pronoun wuse and the degree of joint attention

behavi our. This rel ationship suggest s t hat autistic
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children's difficulties in pronoun use are not specific but
have the sane root as their other difficulties 1in socia
interaction. This root could well be a poor conceptual-

isation of their own and others nental state.

Cognitive linguistic disorder

The nore recent past has w tnessed a nove from being
autism as a condition involving social and enoti ona
withdrawal to a view of autism as a disorder of devel opnent

i nvol ving severe cognitive and linguistic deficits.

Fay (1971) suggests that it is unfortunate that the
term nol ogy 'pronomnal reversal' is now w dely accepted to
specify the behaviour. Rather than deliberately exchanging
pronouns as the termnology inplies, the children actually
do not hing but repeat what they hear. The problemis one of
inaction rather than comm ssion and reflects their inability
to cope with shifting reference of person dexis. Bartak and
Rutter (1974) also criticized the ego based approach because
of its failure to recognize the |anguage conponent in
general and the echoic etiology of pronomnal 'reversal'’ in

particul ar.

Studies on elicited imtation conducted by Menyuk
(1969) and Menyuk and Looney (1972) have shown that children

will not repeat beyond their own grammatical conpetence.
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Bosch (1970) also did extensive studies and found

that there is del ayed appearance of 'I"'.

Later, Bartak and Rutter (1974) denonstrated that
there was infact no 'avoi dance' of the pronoun 'I1'. The
children only appeared to avoid 'I' in their speech because
of their tendency to echo stressed words and the end of
phrases. 'I|' wusually occurs unstressed and in the initia
position in utterances. Wen the two factors were controlled
experinmentally 'I' was not '"avoided in echoed utterances.

They concluded that the tendency to echo alone can explain

the use of 'you' in self reference. For instance, the echoed
query 'Do you want a drink ?' is used by the autistic child
as a request for a drink. This 1is inconsistent wth the

notion of pronomnal reversal, at Jleast for the one way

reversal of 'you' for 'ne'.

In the sane year Albers and Bartol ucci (1974)
reported a pilot study with autistic children on an aspect
of deixis, specifically the inflection-ed. They had taken
autistics, nentally retarded and norrmal children. The norna
children proved to be 80% correct and nentally retarded were
60% The autistic children gave correct responses 8% of the
time. The investigators interpreted these results to nean
that a problem for autistic children existed at the |evel of
the relationship between the norphological and semantic

aspects of |anguage in the past tense.
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Bartak, Rutter and Cox (1975) also observed that the
autistic child s biggest problemis wth words describing
rel ati onships rather than with Iabels of concrete objects

or events.

Aark (1977) and Curcio (1978) were of the opinion
that the autistic child' s difficulties in coding deixis are
due to undevel oped or under devel oped gestural behavi our.
These children have particular difficulty in ' prot o-
declarative pointing'. This problenms wth gestural deixis
may well be a precursor of later problens 1in linguistic
deixis. Dfficulty with personal pronouns may sinply be the

nost salient exanple of a nore general deficit.

Silber (1978) analysed the speech of autistic
children and found that the sequence of developnent of
pronouns in autistic children parallelled that of nornal
devel opnent, in that 'I' was wused nost, then 'you and
finally 'he'. However, nmean Ilength of wutterance was a
crucial neasure in dividing the group into those who showed
a cluster of errors (including pronoun reversals, use of
neutral pronouns, use of proper nanes and echolalia) and
those wth very few errors and no use of proper nanes or
echolalia. She found that the first person pronoun was
produced correctly by her autistic subjects as long as they

had a nean length of utterance above three, but that the
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second person pronoun did not appear that until a nean
l ength of utterance of 4. This represents a nmarked lag in
autistic children in the production of personal pronouns

relative to M.U.

Fay (1980) has denonstrated that when echolalia
occurs as a part of normal |anguage devel opnment the echoed
phrase shows a typical pattern of mtigation of deictic
terms. Exanple of such mtigation, shown by Fay, were
speaker - addr essee pronouns and the denonstratives 'this' and
"that' which were transposed to give the appropriate
reference; eg. "Do you want a drink ?" would be echoed as
"Do | want a drink ?". This changes the question from one of
why 'I' is apparently avoided to one of why it is that
autistic children wunmtigated producti on of per sona

pronouns in their echoed utterances.

Charney (1980) has also discussed the difficulties
reported for autistic children, with first and second person
pronoun production, in the light of her work wth normally

devel opi ng chil dren.

Rees (1984) has reviewed the evidence for a genera
production with deixis in autistic children and finds there

is evidence of difficulty over a range of deictic contrasts.

Recently, Jordan (1989) conpar ed 11 autistic

children to nornmally developing and nentally handi capped
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children, matched by receptive vocabulary age, on their

under standi ng and the use of the personal pronouns 'you' and

me'. There were no significant differences between the
groups in their conprehension of these ternms, where the
terns could be wunderstood sinply as referential |abels.

There was, however, a nmarked difference in the production of

me' and 'you'. The autistic children showed no 'pronoun
reversal'. Instead, they used in correct case pronouns of

proper nanes for self or other reference.

| ndi an studi es

There has been very few Indian studies «carried out

in the autistic popul ation.

Shyamal a (1989) conducted a detailed study of speech
and | anguage characteristics in a cross linguistic autistic
group. First, second and third person prononminal forns were
very rarely seen in these children's speech except as
echol alia or perseveratory utterances. It was also observed
that there was a reversal in the pronouns use. However, the

PNG markers were found correctly used occassionally.

Karanth (1989) 1in the sane year, based on her
observation on chil dhood schi zophrenics, normal children and
autistic children, <claimed that the prononminal reversa

seen in autismis the synptomof an underlying cognitive-
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linguistic disorder as against that of a social-behavioura

di sorder.

Except for the above two studies, focussed study of
pronom nal i zation/deixis in autistic |anguage is conspicuous

for its absence. Hence the present study.

Need for the study

Autismis a confusing disorder because it presents
itself in unique ways in each affected individual. It has
t aken decades for the professionals to recognize and begin

to understand the nature of autism

Difficulties in the use of first and second person
pronouns are well established as a feature of those autistic
children who devel op speech. Despite this abnormality in
the speech of autistic children, there has been little
systematic study of its nature. There are studies of thin
nature in the recent past reported in western literature.
Such studies in the Indian context are yet to take roots. As
a beginning venture in this arena, the present study was
undertaken to investigate the use of pronouns in Malayal am

speaking autistic children.

It seens inportant to examine this phenonenon

further to see how far it is a feature of autism rather
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than a function of being at a <certain stage in |anguage
devel opnent. The study was carried out in Ml ayalamwhich is
one of the Dravidian group of |anguages where second and
third person pronouns find m nimal usage. Hence the aim of
the study was to investigate the atypical behaviour of this
children in understanding and producing the pronouns. The
answers to the questions about pronom nal wusage may shed
[ight on the underlying deficit in autism the know edge of

whi ch may be used for the nmanagenent of these problens.



-41-

MVETHODOLOGY

The aimof the study was to investigate the use of

pronouns in Ml ayal am speaki ng autistic children.

Subj ect s

The study was conducted on 10 verbal autistic
children within the age group of 7-12 years. This included
4 ferrales and 6 males. Al the children had Ml ayalam as
their nother tongue. But were exposed to English as well.
They had been diagnosed as DSL wth autism based on
Rutter/DSM 111 R criteria. Extensive speech and |anguage

rehabilitative prograns are being followed for each of them

Five of them are attending normal school at present. These
details are presented in Table |I in a later section
Materi al s

In Ml ayal am pronouns fall into t hree maj or

categories of first person, second person and third person
and an additional group of interrogative pronouns (Syanala
Kumari, 1995). This study was centered around the use of
first three classes, and anpongst these only those that are
comonly used by normal children were assessed. The use of
t hese pronouns were tested in three areas of [linguistic

abilities, nanmely - conprehension, expression an repetition.
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a. Repetition task: Sentences consisting of common
nouns and verbs with each pronouns selected for the study
served as the material for repetition task. Six sentences of
varying length from 2-5 words were chosen. On the whole
there were 42 sentences for repetition. The pronouns
selected were wan , wanad ¢ ninsd r avan ,

JvaY y IV , and the possessive pronouns <nts and

b. Conprehension: Simlarly 10 sent ences wer e
prepared for the conprehension of | and Il person possessive

pronouns 'ny and 'your' and a pointing task was enpl oyed.

c. Expression: For expression sinple questions |ike
"whose pencil is that ? etc. were chosen to elicit a

response of "your/ny" fromthe subjects.

d. Spontaneous speech: The use of pronouns was also
anal ysed in spontaneous speech which was elicited by story

narration, picture description and conversati on.

Tape recorder and cassettes were used to record the

utt er ances.
Data coll ection

The sentences prepared for the repetition task were
read out one by one and the expected response was the

repetition of the same by the subjects.
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In the conprehension task, instructions wusing the
first person and second person pronouns referring to either
the subject or the tester were given. The subject's ability
to carry out the task, was taken as an indicator of his/her
conpr ehensi on.

Eg: Touch ny nose

Keep the pencil on your book

For expression interrogative sentences were presented
and the responses were elicited. In these the wuse of

appropriate pronouns were | ooked into.

Data description and anal ysis

The recorded sanple was transcribed in IPA and
anal ysed for various speech and |anguage characteristics,

and descriptive statistics was enpl oyed.

Speech characteristics included articulation, voice
(pitch, loudness, quality) and i ntonati on. Li ngui stic
characteristics included pronouns (in detail), echolalia,
and ot her aspects of spontaneous speech. MU was cal cul ated
using the formula
Total nunber of words

Total nunber of utterances

Anal ysi s of pronouns
a. Repetition task.: The overall percentage of
pronouns produced in the repetition task was calculated and

the pronouns were conpared in ternms of frequency of wusage.
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| ndi vi dual scores for each pronoun as produced by the 10

subjects were also calculated and each subject was conpared

on this.

b. Conprehensi on: conprehensi on of the two possessive
pronouns 'my' and 'your' were calcul ated separately and both
these pronouns as well as each subject's ability to

conprehend the two pronouns were conpared.

c. Expression: Expression was analysed on the basis
of their ability to use the 'ny/your' pronouns appropriately.
The 10 subjects were ranked on this task according to their

proficiency.

Spont aneous speech sanple elicited by various tasks
were analysed for the presence of pronouns and their

relative frequency of occurance.

The scores obtained from each of these anal ysis have
been represented in graphs and tables for the purpose of

di scussion in the section on results and di scussi on.
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RESULTS AND DI SCUSSI ON

This chapter includes the follow ng subtopics:
A. Subject description
B. Speech characteristics
C. Language characteristics
D. Use of pronouns
A. Subj ect description
Table 1

Subj ect description

SN Age Sex Mot her OLET DSLI U ovC EANSN
(yrs) t ongue (yrs) (yrs)

S 12 F  Mal ayalam English 6 before 5 Nornal
school

S, 11 M " " 6 " "

s, 10 M 4

S 10 F 4

S 10 F 4

S 12 F 2

S, 12 M 5

S, 8 M 4 after 5

S 8 M 2

S 7 M 2

Note: 1. Subjects are nunbered 1-10 based on their verbal
functioning |evel.

2. SN - Subject nunber; OLET - O her |anguages exposed
to; DLSIU - Duration of speech and | anguage
i ntervention undergone; OVC - Onset of verbal
communi cation; EANSN - Education attendi ng normnal
school or not
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Al the subjects were wthin the age group of
7-12 years with Malayalam as their nmother tongue. This
included four females and six males. Al of them have been
attendi ng speech and | anguage intervention prograns for a
m ni mum of two years. This has been nentioned specifically
for each of the subjects in the table. Fromthese, five are

at present integrated into normal academ c curricul um

B. Speech characteristics
Table 2

Speech characteristics

Speech s s S s s s s S S S
characteristic 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Articul ation N N N N N N N MSD N N

Pi tch N N N N N N N HP N N

Voi ce Loudness N N N N N N N 03 S S
Quality N N N N N N N N N N

| nt onati on N N N N M N SS SS N M

MSD - Most of the sounds distorted; HP - Hi gh pitched; OS -
Cccassionally soft; S - Soft;SS - Sing song; M- Monotonous;
N - Norna

Articul ation

O the 10 subjects 8 had normal articulation in
accordance wth Schuler's (1980) study who f ound no
articulatory abnormalities in the autistic popul ati on

studi ed. However, subject 7 showed poor articulatory skills
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i n spontaneous speech when conpared to echoed utterance.
This has been reported by Pronovost, Wakstein and Wakstein
(1966); Ricks and Wng (1975). On the other hand subject 8
showed articulatory errors with all speech sounds except the

bilabials in both spontaneous and echoic utterances. 5 was

one of the youngest children included in the study, and his
performance is in accordance with Shyamala (1989) who found

abnormality in ten year old autistic also.

Voi ce quality and intonation

One frequently noted vocal characteristic in studies
of autistic population is that of consistent high pitch
often described as bird-like. Qher vocal idiosyncracies
t hat have been noted included hoarseness, harshness and

hypernasal ity (Pronovost, 1966). One of the subjects 53 had

a high pitched voice and was occassionally soft in |oudness.

Sy and S;; showed a consistent soft voice.

Among the intonational peculiarities attributable to
auti sm nonotony seens to be npbst wdely recognised. In
contrast are those who reportedly speak in sing-song nanner.
Two of the 10 children (Ss and S;9) has nonotonous speech

patterns while S; and Sg exhibited sing-song pattern. This

result also supports the previous study in Indian context

(Shyamal a, 1989).
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c. Language characteristics

Functional |evel of the subjects

S, - Conprehends and expresses personal needs and

daily activities. Aso answers appropriately to genera
interrogative questions. Expresses in 2-3 word sentences and
can nmaintain conversation to a fair extent.

S, - Functions at the sane level as$S

S; - Functions at the same level as>S;

S, - Conprehension of sinple conmmands, per sona
needs and questions regarding daily activities 1is good.
Expresses known activities in sentences, but cannot nmaintain

conversation if asked about things which are not being

t aught .

S; - Functions at the sane level asS,

S5 - Functions at the sanme level as5S,

S, - Conprehends very limted sinple conmands and
guestions regarding activities. Spont aneous speech S

limted to single word utterances, and requires pronpting.

Most of the speech is echolalic in nature.

S; - Conprehension is the sane as 5. But expresses

spont aneously those activities known and requires pronpting

for others.

S; - Functions at a lower level than other subjects

in both conprehension and expression. Pronpting is alnost
al ways required for expression.

S, - Functions at the same level as5S
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M_U
Table 3
MU
S1 S2 SS S4 S5 S6 S7 S8 S9 S10
MU 4.3 44 39 38 33 36 17 1.9 1.1 1

Functioning level of the subjects with reference to
their verbal comunication was determ ned by calculating the
nmean |ength of utterance and also by observation of their
ability to maintain conversation. As noted from the table,
subjects % -5 performed at a higher level than subjects
.10 in terms of nean length of utterance and other verbal

abilities.
Echol al i a

| medi ate echolalia was present in both spontaneous
speech and elicited imtation. This was noticed nore for
unfam liar questions and utterances. Subjects 1 and 2 who
are functioning at a higher level in verbal conmmunication
than others showed only mninmal echolalia. Delayed and
mtigated echolalia was noticed occassionally in S,. These
observations are in agreenent wth a nunber of studies
reported in the literature (Pronovost, 1966; Froschels,

1932; MKkl ebust, 1957; Shyanala, 1989).
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Pr onouns

Conpr ehensi on

Conpr ehensi on of the possesssive pronouns ny and

"your' was assessed by their ability to carry out action

followi ng the appropriate comand.

As the graph shows there was near 100% conprehensi on

(94% of the pronomnal form 'your' (with reference to the

subj ect). The conprehension of the pronomnal form 'ny

(with reference to the tester) was 100% for the first five

subjects. Ss to S showed poor conprehension of 'ny' wth

S¢ and S; showing an overall percentage of 60% and 80%

respectively, and Sg, Sg and S;;, had 0 scores. The errors

in the conprehension of ny were consistent across all

cases, making the action refer to thenselves rather than

speaker.

Exanpl e of 'ny' task Exanpl e of 'your' task
Touch ny eyes Touch your eyes

Correct response - Correct response -
touched tester's eyes touched subject own eyes
| ncorrect response that I ncorrect response -

was consistently seen touched tester's eyes

across the subjects -
t ouched subject's eyes
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Table - 1V Percentage of comprehension of pronouns.

#Your|

amy |

S1

1
g
|

2 u
2
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s2 s3 sS4 S§ S6 s7 s8
Subjects
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Expr essi on

Table 4

Expr essi on

"your' task ‘ny' task

Responses obt ai ned % of Responses obt ai ned % of
usage usage

Your 0 ny 67.5

tfleztft (kinship 52 proper nane 22.5

termused to refer

to fem ni ne gender echoed utterance/ NR 10.0

of ol der age, i.e.

in the present
context, the tester)

nmy/ subj ect' s nane 28
(reversed pronoun)

echoed utterance 20

" your' task

The overall usage of the pronoun 'your' was found to

be 0% But 52% scores was obtained for the correct reference
ettt ' which is a kinship term to refer to femnine
gender of old age. Subjects 1, 2, 3 and 5 consistently gave
e 4 response, and subjects 4, 7 and 8 occassionally

did the sane for the 'your' task

The interesting finding of the expression task was

that the "your" pronoun was replaced by either "ny pronoun
or subject's nanme by nost of the subjects, i.e. around 28%
Subjects 4, 6, 7 and 8 gave these kind of response.

Responses of subjects 9 and 10 was mainly echoic.
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Eg: \Whose pencil is that ? (tester's pencil)
Correct response - This is 'your' penci
Equi val ent response - This is &(e:t(c"'s pencil

Reversed responses - This is 'ny' penci
This is (subject's nane) pencil

Echoed response observed - pencil

‘ny' task

The pronoun 'ny' got a score of 67.5% Subjects 1 tc
6 used 'ny' alnost consistently. Proper nanme was placed next
to 'ny' (22.5% in the percentage of usage and 5 andS;

consistently used their nanes instead of the pronoun ny'.
Subjects 9 and 10 gave a mxed response where all the
patterns were seen,nanely - ny/proper nane/echoed utterance/

no response. These type of responses had a score of 10%

Repetition task

Repetition task included the subjects repeating the
test itens after the examner. This had six sentences of

varying length in each pronoun category.
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Table 6

Scores on repetition task

Subjects Ms=6 M5=6 MS=6 M5=6 M5 = 6 M5=6 MB=6

(1) (we)  (you) (he)  (she) (they) (they)

Sl 6 2 6 5 4 4 4
82 6 4 6 4 5 6 5
s, 3 0 0 0 0 0 0
34 2 2 0 1 1 0 <
85 2 0 0 0 0 0 0
36 2 0 0 1 0 0 0
S7 1 1 0 1 0 1 0
88 3 0 0 0 0 0 0
39 6 0 0 0 0 0 0
S 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
10
First person singular pronoun | ¢ ) got a maximm

score of 51.66% The second person and the third person
pronouns had scores around 15-20% In this task, it was
found that as the length of the utterance increased, the
subj ects started omtting the pronouns and repeated only the
| ast words. Subjects 1 and 2 repeated all the pronouns
irrespective of the nean length of utterance. On the other
hand, subject 3 to 9 showed a consistent pattern in that

they tended to drop the pronoun'l' (»©awn ) as the MU of
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Table - VII Percentage of repetition of pronouns

51.66%

16.66%

Pronouns tested
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the test material exceeded 2 to 3 words and the other
pronouns were also seldom repeated by these subjects except
only in the two word sentences. Subject 10 failed to repeat
any of the pronouns. Subjects 3, 5 8 and 9 repeated only |
(nan ) and always omtted the other pronouns irrespective

of the length of the test material.
Spont aneous speech

Hundred spontaneous speech utterances elicited by
picture description and story narration were analysed for
t he occurrence of various pronouns. It was observed that the
first eight subjects used the first person singular pronoun
‘ny' appropriately in the spontaneous speech, although the
frequency of occurance of this found to be less in the |ow
functioning autistic children. The occurrence of all the
ot her second and third person pronouns was found to be very
rare even in the highly functioning autistic children. None
of the ten subjects used the second person pronoun 'you' in

t heir spontaneous utterance in Ml ayal am

The deixis term .. (this) was found to be
occassionally used by subjects 1 to 5. On the other hand,
the deixis pronoun : (that) was rarely used in
spont aneous speech, but was found to be present in the

echol alic utterances.
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No true pronoun reversal was observed in the
spont aneous speech of any of the 10 subjects. The nost
interesting finding was the substitution of proper nar.es or

ki nship terns for the personal pronouns.
Conparison of the three tasks

On an average all the subjects perforned better on
conprehension task than expression task. \When pronouns of
the study were conpared, the first person pronouns found
rel atively higher percentage of usage in the two tasks and
spont aneous speech. Though second and third person pronouns
were absent in the expression and spontaneous speech of all
the subjects, few of the high functioning subjects produced
these in the repetition task. The high functioning subjects
performed better than the |low functioning subjects in all

the three tasks and spontaneous speech considered in the

st udy.

Another finding of the study was the difference in
pronom nal usage wth reference to age and gender
differences. Wth increase in age the subjects showed an
increase in the usage of pronouns. Wth reference to gender
the femal e subjects of the study perforned at a higher |eve

in pronom nal usage than the mal e subjects.
Di scussi on

Literature suggests that autistic children are

differentially inpaired in their ability to conprehend and
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use speaker-addressee pronouns. This has been supported by
the present study. Froma listner perspective the autistic
children in the study showed conplete understanding of
"your' as applying to thenselves. Five of the autistic
children studied also showed full understanding of 'ny' as
applying to the speaker- in the situation. In other words,
these autistic children had no difficulty understanding
these terms as referential labels, nor were there any
problens in distinguishing the "self from "other'. However

the other five autistic children showed difficulty in the
conprehension of 'ny' pronoun with reference to the speaker.
The first five subjects performed better on all |anguage
t asks when conpared to the Jlast five subjects which was
i ndi cative of higher |anguage functioning ability than the
latter group. This could be one possible reason why they got
near 100% scores in the conprehension of both persona

pronouns.

Fromthe results of the repetition task it was found
that the percentage of scores varied across the subjects and
al so across the first person and second and third person
pronouns as a group. The pronoun 'Il' was repeated by al nost
all the subjects in the two word utterances. Wen this
pronoun occurred in sentences of three words, the |ower

functioning autistic subjects omtted these except 55 who



-59-

got 100% score on 'I" pronoun. However, the high functioning
autistics 5 and 5 who had a nean length of utterance
greater than 4 showed an om ssion of pronouns only when the
sentence length exceeded 4 to 5 words. Studies on elicited
imtation have shown that children will not repeat beyond
their own grammatical conpetence (Menyuk, 1969; Menyuk and
Looney, 1972). Perhaps the constraint to imtate the
pronouns anong | ess conpetent autistic children can thus be

expl ai ned.

Majority of the subjects, however failed tc repeat
t he ot her pronouns of second and third person nore than 20%
of the tinme, even for two word test stinmulus. This nmay be a
| anguage specific finding. As nentioned in the review, in
Mal ayal am t he second and third person pronouns find mninal

usage even by the normal popul ation.

| nstead of the production of the personal pronouns

ny' and 'your' in response to experinmental elicitation, the
autistic children tended to wuse proper names or Kkinship
terms. Anong the 'ny' and 'your' pronouns the latter was not
at all used even by the high functioning autistics conpared
to the 67% usage of 'ny', both in elicited responses and
spont aneous speech. This could be accounted for by both the

| anguage specificity and teaching strategies. By this, it

nmeans that because of the problens in correct assignment of
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pronouns, many adults use proper nanes, both to refer to the
child and in self reference when talking to the child. Al
t hese findings are supported by Jordan's report (1989) on
the use of personal pronouns in 11 autistic children which

was carried out on simlar |ines.

Inspite of these <clear difficulties wth pronoun
production fromthe speaker's perspective, there were very
few i nstances of actual 'pronoun reversal' by the autistic
subj ects, nor any avoidance of 'ny'. One way reversal of
‘ny’ for 'you' was seen in a few |low functioning subjects to
around 28% These subjects far from avoiding 'ny' as

Bettel heim (1967) suggested, seem to have a preference

for '"ny'.

Jordan (1989) has suggested that difficulty with the
deictic wuse of pronouns can explain why the autistic
children have such a high rate of error in the production
and why majority fail to produce any pronoun at all, while

showing relatively better conprehension.

One possible explanation for the consistent reversal

! for 'your' with reference to the addressee seen in

of 'ny
°> Ss, S; and Sg can be through the ‘'theory of mind'
hypot hesis. This suggests that autistic children do not

attribute nmental states to other people, and that this
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inpairs their ability to wunderstand and predi ct t he
behavi ours of others. Neither this theory explain the [lack
of spontaneous and original activity, not does it seem
likely that the inpaired netarepresentational ability could
be the fundanental cause of the autistic behaviour. However,
it does have the power to explain the linguistic deficits in
autismand it provides a new and illumnating way of

conceptual i sing and thinking about autistic behaviour.

This study has reaffirmed the problens of autistic

children with personal deixis.
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SUMVARY AND CONCLUSI ON

The present study was ainmed at investigating the use
of pronouns in Ml ayal am speaking autistic children. Ten
autistic children in the age range of 7 to 12 years wth
Mal ayal am as their nother tongue and sone exposure to
English served as subjects for the study. The wuse of
pronouns were tested in three areas of linguistic abilities,
nanely - conprehension, expression and repetition. The tape
recorded sanple was transcribed and descriptive statistics
was appl i ed.

Fol | owi ng concl usions were drawn from the results:

1. The results of the study were in close agreenent
with studies on wuse of pronouns by autistics cited in
literature, in that they had specific difficulties wth

pronouns.

2. These difficulties with pronouns were observed
across all three tasks of conprehension, expression and
repetition in terms of lack of wuse of pronouns, use of

proper nanes in place of pronouns, etc.

3. The conprehension of pronouns was found to be

better than expression of the sane.

4. However true pr onoun rever sal whi ch was
considered as pathognononic of autistic speech was not

observed to a significant level in the study.
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5. Another interesting finding was the use of proper
nanes and kinship terns to refer to persons rather thar. the
use of pronouns, which could be to sone extent the influence
of | anguage in which pronouns find relatively mninmal usage

and to sone extent the teaching strategi es adopted.

6. The high functioning autistic subjects were
superior to the low functioning in terns of t he

conpr ehensi on and expression of pronouns al so.

7. The anmount of pronouns used showed an increase in

the pattern with increase in the age of the subjects.

8. The four fenale subjects of the study perforned
at a higher level in terms of the wuse of pronouns when

conpared to mal e subjects.

9. Msarticul ations,voice and prosodi c abnornalities
were sone of the other features noticed in the autistic

children included in the study.
Signi ficance of the study

The study is significant because of the fact that it
is the first attenpt of its kind in Indian context. The
study did indicate an abnormality in the use of pronouns by
autistics in general. Language specificity and teaching

strategies adopted were found to play a role in the
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acqui sition of these pronouns and it suggests nodification
in the teaching strategies while dealing with t hese

concepts.

Limtations of the study

The study suffered from the follow ng methodol ogi cal
[imtations.

1. Sanple size was small.

2. Al the pronouns of WMl ayal am were not incl uded.

3. Only those utterances in the nother tongue were
taken up for analysis from their bilingual autistics
utterances. Bilingual performance can be evaluated in |ater
st udi es.

4. Follow up of subjects were not done. This
probably could have given a better picture.

5. Although a difference in the pattern of use of
pronouns was seen wth reference to gender and age
differences in the study, these were not concl usive, because
ot her variables which could contribute to these differences
among subjects were not controlled. These may be taken up in
future studies.

6. The duration of therapy could be a significant
variable. Children with no therapy could be conpared wth
those with different durations of therapy. These my be

taken up in future studies.
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MATERI AL  USED FOR TESTI NG COVPREHENSI ON

1. Keep the pencil on ny book
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3. G ve Mamma your pen
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6. Take ny box
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MATERI AL  USED FOR ELI CI TI NG EXPRESSI ON

VWhose pencil is that ? (subject's pencil)
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