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Abstract 

Background. Difficulties in social communication functioning and more specifically 

in pragmatic skills such as social conversation is considered as a core deficit for children 

with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), beyond intellectual functioning (high-functioning-

HFASD IQ>75 and classical ASD, IQ<75) (Eigsti et al., 2011; Nadig, Lee, Singh, Bosshart, 

& Ozonoff, 2010; Stefanatos & Sue- Baron, 2011; Volden, et al., 2009). Discourse among 

children provides the "double opportunity space"; it offers them a chance to create their 

childhood cultural world and allows them to acquire discourse competence (Blum- Kulka, & 

Hamo, 2010, p. 362). Despite its importance, spontaneous peer conversation among children 

with typical development and those with HFASD in particular was rarely explored. 

Preschoolers with typical development display a broad range of conversational capabilities, 

compared to the HFASD population. They maintain conversation continuity, including 

regular turn taking and modify their replies to different participants in the conversation. 

The use of speech acts in conversation is important indication of pragmatic skills. 

Speech acts are associated with the speaker's intentions, performed during conversation, 

such as asking and answering a question, utter a request, and report. Preschoolers with  

typical development use a broad array of speech acts (Adams, 2002(.While children with 

HFASD display multiple deficiencies in conversation, including  limited use of speech acts 

(Bauminger- Zviely, Karin, Kimhi, & Agam Ben- Artzi, 2014; Paul, Landa, & Simmons, 

2014; Paul, Miles- Orlovski, Marcinko, & Volkmar, 2009; Ziatas, Durkin, & Pratt, 2003). 

The acquisition of speech acts is different in children with ASD versus children with 

typical development. Children with typical development acquire few kinds of speech acts 

simultaneously, while children with ASD acquire speech acts at a sequential manner (Miller-

Wetherby, 1986). Moreover, former studies revealed correlations between developmental 

parameters (deficit severity, child's chronological age and IQ) and the use of different 

speech acts in classical ASD and HFASD. Older children with high IQ with mild severity 

used more complex speech acts, such as comment or providing information (Chiang, & Lin, 

2008; Stone, & Caro- Martinez, 1990(. Differences between typical development and ASD 

were found, by using some speech acts, but not all of them. For instance, no difference was 

found in the number of requests and answers to questions in a conversation (Adams, Green, 

Gilchrist, & Cox, 2002; Miller Wetherby, & Prutting, 1984). However, children with typical 

development, tend to use more speech acts like comments, description, and complaints than 

children with ASD (Jones & Schwartz, 2009; Ziatas, Durkin, & Pratt, 2003).  



 

Pragmatic abilities are required for the development of long-term interactions that 

lead to friendships. Researches acknowledge the importance of friendships for children's 

development. Typical preschoolers displayed a higher quality of interaction among friends 

versus non-friend partner (Bukowski, Motzoi & Meyer, 2009; Dunn & Cutting, 1999; 

Newcomb & Bagwell, 1995). As previously mentioned, HFASD population exhibits deficit 

in social conversational capabilities. Therefore, the literature reports that friendships in 

children with HFASD are characterized by lower quality, compared to typical peers 

(Bauminger, et al., 2008). Nevertheless, similarly to typical peers, the findings of studies 

conducted among HFASD indicate a higher level of interactions and conversational-

pragmatic capabilities between friends than non-friend partners (Bauminger-Zviely, et al., 

2014; Bauminger-Zviely & Agam-Ben-Artzi, 2014).Inconsistent findings were found when 

examining mixed friendships (comprising a child with HFASD and a typical peer) versus 

non-mixed ones (two children with HFASD). Some show a tendency towards high qualities 

in mixed interaction (Bauminger, et al. 2008), whereas others do not display any difference 

(Bauminger Zviely, et al., 2014). 

So far, very limited research has been undertaken on the pragmatics of discourse, and 

specifically on the use of speech acts among young children with HFASD and their peers. 

Furthermore, there is lack of information on the impact of friendships on these 

characteristics. 

Objectives. The pragmatic deficit and the difficulty of using different speech acts in 

conversation significantly affect the daily social participation of children with HFASD. 

Thus, it is highly important to further study this area. Despite its importance, preschoolers’ 

spontaneous peer talk among young children with HFASD has almost not been explored. In 

addition, the importance of examining the friendship characteristics of HFASD versus 

typical development and their effect on the functioning of speech acts also becomes evident. 

Most studies discussing these issues focus on school – age children and child-adult 

conversations only. Therefore, the research aim is to examine speech acts characteristics 

during spontaneous peer talk in young children with HFASD comparing to children with 

typical development. In addition we also examined the use of speech acts in conversation 

with a friend versus a non-friend partner. A comparison between mixed and non-mixed 

interaction were also carried out. Moreover, correlations between speech acts and various 

developmental parameters (age, verbal IQ, and deficit severity) were also examined. 

Research hypotheses. It was assumed that children with typical development will 

use a more frequent and varied speech acts than children with HFASD. It was also 



 

hypothesized that differences would be found in the different speech acts parameters 

according to the discourse participants, in favor of conversation with a friend-partner versus 

a non-friend partner. A research question has been asked about the differences between the 

use of speech acts in mixed and non-mixed conversations. It was expected that correlations 

between speech acts and developmental criteria (age, verbal IQ, and deficiency severity) 

would be found; namely, the older the child, the higher verbal IQ and a milder deficit, will 

be linked with a greater speech acts capabilities in conversation. 

Method. We conducted a comparative study of the use of speech acts among  

preschoolers with HFASD and children with typical development. The participants were part 

of a broader sample of a study conducted at Bar Ilan University. This study group comprised 

21 children with HFASD and 30 children with typical development (age 3 to 6 years). The 

two groups were matched according to their chronological age, IQ, and socioeconomic 

status (mother's education). Two partners – a target child's friend and a non-friend – were 

also paired with each child in the study and control groups. Each child, in both control and 

study group, was videotaped interacting with a friend and a non-friend partner. 

Approximately half of the HFASD children participated in the mixed conversation, while 

the other half participated in non-mixed conversation. The interaction between the pairs of 

children was videotaped for 10 minutes to study the characteristics of speech acts in 

conversation. During this time, the children were offered snacks and different games. Their 

expressions were recorded and encoded. Two different encoders, speech therapists who were 

not informed of the children's diagnosis to improve the reliability of the encoding, encoded 

25% of the expressions. The children's expressions were encoded according to Dore's (1986, 

1979) speech acts classification scale. This scale was designed to address the purpose of 

expression in conversation. The instrument comprises four main groups of speech acts 

distinguished by their intentions, such as: 

Assertives, This group comprises speech acts portraying "reality"; in other words, 

determining facts and assessment of situations. This topic is divided into three sub-

categories: evaluation, declarations, and report. Requestives, This group includes speech 

acts that asks for information or calls for action. It consists of two sub-categories: questions 

and requests. Responsives, It contains speech acts that provide information as a react to the 

conversation partner's utterance. It also comprises two sub-categories: answers and replies. 

Organizational Devices, These speech acts are concerned with the discourse flow control.  

Several new categories were added to the original scale during this study. Two 

additional categories are associated with pretend play - incorporating convention while 



 

symbolic play: pretend play, pretending that one is a character in a pretend play, talking as 

if he was the character itself.  Meta- communication pretend play, utterances that suppose 

to plan and refer to the pretend play. Another new category is idiosyncratic speech, 

including a pattern, repetitive utterance which is uncommunicative in conversation. Two 

general speech acts parameters were added to evaluate the use of speech acts as a whole. 

Total Number of Speech Acts, The sum of speech acts used in the discourse was 

calculated for each participant. Range of Speech Acts, The number of types of speech acts 

used during the conversation was calculated for each participant. 

Results. A higher quantity and quality of speech acts functioning was exhibited 

among preschoolers with typical development versus the HFASD group, in accordance with 

the research hypothesis. The speech acts parameters (total number and range of speech acts) 

and some categories (assertive, organizational devices, pretend play and Meta- 

communication pretend play) reflected this. Moreover, idiosyncratic speech was more 

common among the HFASD group compared to typical peers. It should be mentioned that 

no significant differences were observed between the groups in the requestive and 

responsive categories. 

A tendency in favor of a conversation with a friend was revealed to be more 

prominent for both groups in most parameters, following the research hypothesis discussing 

the differences between the conversation partners (a friend versus non-friend partner). This 

direction was also observed in the general criteria (the total speech acts and range of speech 

acts) and in few specific categories of speech acts (assertives, requestives and organizational 

devices).  

The range of speech acts employed in conversation with a friend was the only 

difference observed between mixed and non-mixed conversation; namely, a wider range of 

speech acts was displayed in conversation of a HFASD child with a typical peer versus a 

conversation with a HFASD partner. Furthermore, no other significant differences were 

found in mixed and non-mixed conversation.  

Examining the correlations between the research variables and developmental 

parameters revealed a positive correlation between chronological age, general speech acts 

parameters (total speech acts and their range), and some of the specific speech acts 

categories (assertives, responsive, and organizational devices). These correlations were 

observed only among typical peers. Regression analyses also showed improvement in 

speech acts parameters of typical peers growing up, while no such change was noticed 

among HFASD children. Correlations between the verbal IQ and some speech acts 



 

categories were found in the HFASD group. The higher the verbal IQ, the more extensive 

use of all speech acts was observed, including the pretend play conversation (with a non-

friend partner only). Moreover, the HFASD population demonstrated correlations between 

the deficiency severity and only two speech acts specific categories. A broader use of speech 

acts, such as organizational devices was associated with disability severity; mild disability 

was linked with a greater degree of organizational devices while severe disability was linked 

with a greater degree of idiosyncratic speech.  

Conclusions. Prior studies concerned with children with HFASD conversation 

mainly examined child-adult conversation, not conversations between two children. The 

innovation of this study lies in examining the conversational characteristics of spontaneous 

conversation of young children with HFASD, while employing the speech acts analysis 

scale. Furthermore, the quality of discourse while considering friendship between the 

participants with HFASD was barely researched. Research findings demonstrated deficient 

functioning of the HFASD population in many speech acts parameters in conversation, in 

comparison with typical peers. However, it needs to be mentioned that few speech acts did 

not appear to be significantly deficient among HFASD population. The importance of these 

findings regarding the mapping of the capabilities and difficulties of this population; 

specifically, in speech acts and conversation in general, in order to create intervention 

programs in the future. The efficiency of intervention for preschoolers with HFASD is well-

documented. Therefore, studying young children provides important information on this 

issue (Landa, 2007). Research findings also demonstrated a wider use of speech acts while a 

conversation with friend partner versus non friend. This finding occurred not only among 

children with typical development, but also among children with HFASD. Therefore the 

great importance of interacting with friends for children with typical development and 

children with HFASD in particular. Friends interactions can allow the opportunity for better 

interaction and conversation quality and therefore may be helpful for learning and improving 

conversation skills.  

 It is worthwhile to examine speech acts of a larger number of participants further on 

to also enable an in-depth analysis of speech acts' sub categories. Moreover, discussing 

additional conversational properties concerned with a wide range of non-verbal pragmatic 

characteristics, such as intonation, eye contact, and gestures can be considered for further 

research to improve the understanding of the quality of the different speech acts use. 

 


