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Abstract

Language and communication differences are among the most clinically significant features observed in
autistic children. However, the language profile of autism is highly heterogeneous. Some children
develop fluent spoken language with age-appropriate vocabulary and grammar, others show significant
receptive and expressive language difficulties, and some remain minimally speaking and communicate
more effectively through gestures or augmentative and alternative communication (AAC). Difficulties
may involve pragmatics, vocabulary and semantics, grammar and syntax, narrative skills, prosody,
receptive language and the flexible use of language in social situations. Echolalia, repetitive language,
unusual prosody and highly focused vocabulary may also occur. This brief narrative review examines
major language issues associated with autism, their functional consequences, assessment principles, and
evidence-informed intervention. Current evidence supports individualized, functional and family-centred
approaches that consider both spoken and nonspoken communication. Early assessment by speech-
language professionals, evaluation of hearing, attention to social communication, and provision of AAC
when indicated may improve participation and communication outcomes.
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1. Introduction

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a neurodevelopmental condition associated with differences in social
communication and patterns of restricted or repetitive behaviour and interests. Communication
development among autistic children varies substantially. A child may have little functional speech,
another may use sentences but struggle to understand spoken instructions, while another may possess an
extensive vocabulary yet experience difficulty maintaining reciprocal conversation or interpreting
another person's intended meaning. NIDCD describes differences in language development, repetitive or
rigid language, conversational interaction and nonverbal communication among autistic children.
Contemporary research therefore discourages viewing autism as producing a single language profile. A
review of language in autism identified at least three broad patterns: autistic individuals without major
structural-language impairment, those with accompanying structural-language impairment, and
minimally verbal individuals. A 2026 systematic review similarly found considerable heterogeneity in
phonology, morphology, syntax and semantics among autistic children, particularly when autism occurs
with a co-existing language impairment.

IJFMR260588690 Volume 8, Issue 5, September-October 2026 1



http://www.ijfmr.com/

m International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR)

IJFMR E-ISSN: 2582-2160 e Website: www.ijfmr.com e Email: editor@ijfmr.com

2. Major Language Issues in Autistic Children

2.1 Receptive and Expressive Language

Receptive language refers to understanding words, sentences, questions and instructions, whereas
expressive language refers to communicating ideas through words, sentences or other modes. In autistic
children, these abilities may develop unevenly. Some children can label many objects or recite familiar
material but have difficulty understanding abstract questions, complex instructions or language
presented outside a familiar context.

Expressive difficulties may include delayed first words, restricted vocabulary, short utterances,
grammatical difficulties or limited spontaneous language. Importantly, the apparent amount of speech
should not automatically be considered equivalent to the child's level of language comprehension.

2.2 Pragmatic and Social-Communication Difficulties

Pragmatics concerns how language is used socially and appropriately in context. It is frequently an
important area of difficulty in autism. Children may experience difficulty initiating interaction, taking
conversational turns, maintaining a shared topic, modifying information according to the listener,
interpreting indirect requests or understanding humour, sarcasm and figurative expressions. Systematic-
review evidence indicates that pragmatic-language difficulties are particularly prominent in autism,
although substantial individual variation exists.

ASHA recommends considering joint attention, communicative initiation, social reciprocity, gestures,
facial expression, prosody, topic management and conversational turn-taking when evaluating social
communication.

2.3 Echolalia and Repetitive Language

Some autistic children repeat words, phrases or longer utterances previously heard. Immediate
echolalia occurs soon after hearing an utterance, whereas delayed echolalia may reproduce language
heard much earlier from family members, media or familiar situations. Repetitive expressions and
scripts should not automatically be considered meaningless. Their communicative function should be
examined because a repeated phrase may serve purposes such as requesting, protesting, regulating
emotion, participating in interaction or recalling a familiar routine.

2.4 Vocabulary, Grammar and Narrative Skills

Structural language is also variable. Some autistic children demonstrate relatively strong vocabulary
while experiencing difficulties with grammatical morphology, complex sentence structures or
comprehension. The latest systematic evidence indicates overlap between autistic children with language
impairment and children with developmental language disorder in areas such as receptive and expressive
language, morphosyntax and complex sentence processing.

Narrative language can also be challenging. A child may identify facts or events but have difficulty
organising them into a coherent story, identifying the listener's informational needs, explaining cause-
and-effect relationships or describing characters' intentions and emotions.

Table 1. Common Language Issues and Possible Functional Effects

Language domain Possible characteristics Functional effect

Difficulty understanding questions, | Problems following classroom

Receptive language . . . .
P guag instructions or abstract language and daily routines

Limited spontaneous vocabulary, short | Difficulty explaining  needs,

Expressive language . . . .
or grammatically immature sentences experiences and ideas

IJFMR260588690 Volume 8, Issue 5, September-October 2026 2



http://www.ijfmr.com/

m International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR)

IJFMR E-ISSN: 2582-2160 e Website: www.ijfmr.com e Email: editor@ijfmr.com
. Difficulty with  turn-taking, topic | Reduced effectiveness of social
Pragmatics

maintenance and implied meaning

conversation

Echolalia/scripts

Repetition of previously heard language

May function as communication
but be misunderstood by others

. Literal interpretation or difficulty with | Difficulty with
Semantics . i i . .
flexible word meanings figurative/ambiguous language
. Reduced coherence or organisation of | Academic and social
Narrative . e 1
events communication difficulties
Differences in rhythm, stress, pitch or | Listener ~ may  misinterpret
Prosody . . T
intonation communicative intent
Nonverbal Differences in gesture, joint attention or | Spoken communication may be

communication

facial expression

harder for partners to interpret

3. Assessment

Language assessment in autism should be comprehensive rather than based only on the number of words
spoken. The speech-language pathologist should examine receptive and expressive language, semantics,
morphology and syntax, narrative ability, pragmatic communication, speech sound production, prosody
and functional communication across different environments.

Naturalistic observation and language sampling are particularly valuable because standardized tests
alone may not demonstrate how effectively a child communicates at home, school or during interaction
with peers. Information from parents and teachers should therefore complement formal testing. Hearing
evaluation is also important because reduced responses to spoken communication can occur in both
hearing difficulties and autism, and the two may coexist.

For multilingual children, autism should not be attributed simply to exposure to more than one language.
Assessment should consider the languages actually used within the child's family, school and
community.

4. Language Intervention

Intervention should aim primarily to improve functional communication and participation, rather
than simply increasing the number of spoken words. Goals may include requesting, commenting,
refusing appropriately, sharing information, answering and asking questions, understanding instructions,
expanding vocabulary and grammar, developing narratives and improving conversational reciprocity.
Naturalistic language teaching, shared activities, visual supports, explicit vocabulary instruction and
intervention within meaningful routines may be used according to the child's profile. ASHA notes that
language intervention for autistic individuals may range from structured clinician-directed approaches to
naturalistic developmental approaches and should reflect individual communication needs and strengths.
Children who have little or unreliable functional speech should also have access to augmentative and
alternative communication (AAC) when appropriate. AAC may include gestures, communication
boards, picture-based systems, tablets or speech-generating devices. Evidence from a systematic review
and meta-analysis indicates that naturalistic developmental behavioural interventions and aided AAC
can support language development in autistic children with minimal speech. Intervention is generally
most useful when parents, teachers and other regular communication partners are involved so that skills
are practised across everyday settings.
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5. Conclusion

Language difficulties in autistic children cannot be described by a single pattern. They may involve
receptive or expressive language, pragmatics, semantics, grammar, narrative organisation, prosody,
echolalia or nonverbal communication, with considerable variation between children. A child with
sophisticated vocabulary may still experience substantial functional communication difficulties, while a
minimally speaking child may have meaningful communicative abilities that are underestimated when
assessment focuses exclusively on speech. Effective management therefore requires individualized and
multidisciplinary assessment, including hearing evaluation and detailed speech-language assessment.
Intervention should focus on meaningful communication, participation and the child's individual
strengths and needs. Appropriate speech-language therapy, communication-partner training, family
involvement and AAC can provide autistic children with more effective ways to express choices, ideas,
emotions and needs.
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