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Interactional Contrasts Between Typically Developing 
Children and Those with Autism, Asperger's Syndrome, 
and Pragmatic Impairment 

Anthony J. Wootton 
University of York, UK 

This paper begins by identifying certain features of sequential understandings 
which are oriented to within the interaction of typically developing young children 
from about the age of2;0 onwards. It then examines literature bearing on the in
teraction of children with autism, Asperger's syndrome, and pragmatic impairment 
which suggests a diminished regard on their part to local, on-line details of their 
interaction and a heightened involvement with bodies of knowledge which they bring 
with them to any occasion. These themes are explored in the context of the ways in 
which these children initiate interaction, ways through which they make conver
sational contributions, and with regard to interactional features which generate 
distress. The paper draws out how the contrasting interaction profiles of typically 
developing children and those with pragmatic disabilities can have implications 
for our ways of understanding both the development of children with autism and 
the acquisition of cultural knowledge by typically developing children. 

Among those children who display disabilities which set them apart from 
others, there are some whose development shows such marked contrasts with that of 
typically developing children that they have been viewed as having developmental 
disorders. The most obvious case in this respect is that of autism. Children with 
this condition display a variety of unusual forms of behaviour, these usually being 
grouped under three headings: impaired social interaction, impaired communica
tion, and restricted, stereotyped interests (American Psychiatric Association, 1994, 
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 4th ed. [DSM-IV); for 
discussi01 see Volkmar, Klin, & Cohen, 1997). In each of these areas there is a 
checklist of potential "impairments" which can be used to identify such children. 
"Impaired social interaction" covers things such as a failure to develop appropriate 
peer relationships and a lack of spontaneous sharing of interests with other people. 
In the sphere of communication, delay in the development of spoken language is 
normal, though mutism can sometimes occur. Among those who learn to speak, the 
mastery of syntax, though usually slow, is claimed not to be abnormal. Phonologi
cal development and some aspects of semantic development also seem intact. It is 
pragmatics and prosody which are the principal areas of deviation. Further aspects 
of communication which mark out children with autism include impairments in the 
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pretend play. The third domain of anomalous behaviour, restricted and stereotyped 
interests, includes such things as repetitive motor mannerisms, a persistent preoc
cupation with certain objects, and an inflexible adherence to routines and rituals 
(for an overview of many of these features, see Lord & Paul, 1997). 

Increasingly, it seems likely that children with autism form the extreme 
end of a spectrum of conditions containing somewhat parallel features to those 
described above. This would include those with Asperger's syndrome, though for 
various reasons we know less about the development of children with this condition. 
Whereas autism is now routinely identified at the age of about three, in Asperger's, 
where language development often does not show signs of delay, diagnosis is usu
ally not made until age eleven (Howlin & Moore, 1997). Consequently, there is 
a dearth of studies exploring these children's early development. Also within this 
spectrum of conditions there is a numerically larger group of children sometimes 
known as having a semantic-pragmatic impairment, who I shall refer to as prag
matically impaired (Bishop & Rosenbloom, 1987; Rapin & Allen, 1983). These 
children form a sub-group of children who are deemed to have a specific language 
impairment (SLI), this broader class including children with speech production 
or comprehension problems that are not related to a recognised clinical condi
tion (such as autism), nor to features like hearing loss, low intelligence, physical 
speech production problems, bilingualism, etc. The pragmatically impaired are 
usually held to be a distinctive sub-group of those with SLI because in their case 
their delay in the development of language is especially associated with forms of 
behaviour suggesting impairments in the pragmatic dimensions of language skills. 
There is still a good deal of debate about the clinical and theoretical status of this 
pragmatically impaired group of children; for example, some think pragmatic im
pairment to be a sub-type of autism rather than a sub-type of SLI (for debate, see 
Gagnon, Mottron, & Joanette, 1997; Boucher, 1998). But there is little doubt that 
they display a profile of skills which in certain respects is analogous to that which 
finds more extreme expression in autism. Such children make up about 10% of 
7 -year-olds attending special language classes in the UK (Conti-Ramsden, Crutch
ley, & Botting, 1997). This spectrum of children, those with autism, Asperger's, 
and pragmatic impairment, probably make up about 60 children in every 10,000 
(Baird et aI., 2000). Within this paper they will be collectively referred to as the 
pragmatically unusual. 

Because the distinctiveness of the pragmatically unusual hinges around as
pects of their manner of conduct and language use, these matters have received a 
good deal of investigation. Some features seem to characterize the discourse of all 
three subgroups. For example, there is a tendency within all three groups for these 
children to arrive at literal understandings of what people say and to have difficulties 
in judging the type and amount of information which it is socially appropriate to 
provide (e.g., Attwood, 1998, chap. 3; Bishop & Adams, 1989; Loveland & Tunali, 
1993). Other features may be more restricted to one or other of the subgroups. For 
example, the forms of repetition referred to under the heading of echolalia (which 
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I sometimes referto as echoes or echoing) are more widely reported in the speech 
of children with autism (Fay, 1988), whereas a certain type of pedantic speaking 
style seems more characteristic of those with Asperger's (Ghazziudin & Gerstein, 
1996). Tager-Flusberg notes that during the 1990s "there has been a move towards 
providing a unifying theoretical account to explain the specific pattern of language 
and communicative functioning in autism" (1996, p. 169). One way this has become 
evident is through research focusing especially on those parameters of communica
tion which have a particular significance for the various theoretical accounts under 
consideration. One such parameter in the case of autism is the emergence of gestures 
and talk through which the child displays an interest in sharing her experiences 
with other people, for example by showing things to them. Claims concerning the 
relative absence of this kind of orientation among young children with autism have 
figured as part of the empirical warrant sustaining the theory of mind account of 
autism (Baron-Cohen, 1989). Consequently, detailed accounts of the early vocal 
and gestural repertoire of children with autism have revealed much concerning this 
facet of the communicative process (Charman, 1998). I shall come back to discuss 
this theory of mind perspective at the end of this article. 

Within this varied research, one useful strategy has been to consider in detail 
the functions of those unusual forms of behaviour found among the pragmatically 
unusual through examining the talk of the child in the context of the details of the 
sequence in which it takes place. In this way, for example, Prizant demonstrated 
that both the immediate and delayed echoes of children with autism were often 
vehicles through which the child was attempting to engage in different kinds 
of communicative acts (Prizant & Duchan, 1981; Prizant & Rydell, 1984). As
sembling analyses from local sequential detail, rather than through reliance on 
traditional coding practices, is a research strategy that has been highly developed 
within conversation analysis (CA), and it is therefore no surprise that CA research 
has played an increasing role in the analysis of communication practices among 
various "disordered" groups (e.g., Dobbinson, Perkins, & Boucher, 1998; Local 
& Wootton, 1995; Radford & Tarplee, 2000). In the present paper I try to bring 
together some of such studies which bear on the pragmatically unusual, in conjunc
tion with the results of other research which touches on relevant aspects of these 
children's behaviour. The aim here is not to provide an overview of all such research 
but rather to suggest the potential significance of certain interactional parameters 
which become accessible once actual instances of interaction are subjected to 
detailed examination, and to indicate the potential value of this level of analysis 
to various debates both within and outside studies of those who are pragmatically 
unusual. In the latter respect this also involves drawing out parameters of contrast 
between pragmatically unusual and typically developing children; indeed, I shall 
argue that our thinking about the mechanisms involved in standard processes of 
culture acquisition can be significantly enhanced through comparison with the 
pragmatically unusual. In addition, I also argue that such an interactional perspec
tive has the potential to open up lines of thinking about the pragmatically unusual 
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themselves which may have a bearing on understanding how it comes about that 
these children's development proceeds in the way it does. 

I begin by examining a conversation extract from a typically developing child, 
one who is not pragmatically unusual. This permits the identification and illustration 
of certain competences which are germane to understanding many aspects of the 
child's conduct in her third year of life. In the second section I review various bits 
of evidence from research on the pragmatically unusual which suggest that such 
competences are much less prominent, that these children lean on different ways 
of trying to bring orderliness to their interactional world. And finally, I'll draw out 
various implications of the points that have been made. 

THE TYPICALLY DEVELOPING CHILD 

My initial focus is on an incident, shown below as Extract 1, which took place 
in the home of a typically developing child when she was aged 2;9, and which is 
drawn from a broader study that has explored this child's interaction between the 
ages of 18-36 months (Wootton, 1997). The bare bones of this extract are as fol
lows. Amy, the child in question, is preparing to play shopkeepers with her mother 
and father. In the course of this her mother is told to sit on a chair-" You sit on this 
chair mister shopkeeper" (line 3). Then, between lines 11-20, there is a passage 
of interaction between Amy and her father about the disposition of a further chair 
and a bag that the father is to hold. At line 22 Amy turns again to her mother and 
then exhibits distraught forms of reaction to what she can see. Her several versions 
of "No" become increasingly tearful, and as she says them she stamps around the 
room (lines 23-25); she then pulls her mother up from where she is sitting and 
directs her towards another room (lines 26-36). After putting her mother in the 
room Amy shuts the door on her and rejoins her father. 

Extract 1 
Father (F), mother (M), and Amy (A) are close to the dining table. There has already 
been discussion about playing shops, and Amy carries a bag that she has fetched 
for this purpose. F has just suggested to A that M be the shopkeeper. (For a list of 
transcription conventions, see Appendix.) 

1 A: 
2 M: 
3 A: 
4 F: 
5 F: 
6 M: 
7 
8 F: 
9 
10 

C-c-c-come o:n? «to M, as A moves across room)) 
((laughs))= 

=You sit o:n- o:n this: chair ( mis[ter) shopkeeper «to M)) 
[Ye:::s 

Ye:s «then chuckles)) 
I'm going [to sit the:re am I, «then M gets up to move 
towards [the chair)) 

[Yes «then laughs)) 
(5.7) 

«during this pause M goes to the chair and F moves other chairs about)) 
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11 F: Ye::s the shopkeeper should sit ( way) 
12 (1.7) 
13 A: No no: you ca::nt sit 'ere «to F as he picks up a bag off 
14 the floor: A infers that F was about to sit down 
15 somewhere here» 
16 F: We:lIl'm just putting this:-, «as he moves a chair under the 
17 table» 
18 (4.2) 
19 F: «A passes a shopping bag to F» Ye:s I know I've got to hold 
20 tha:t 
21 (2.1) 
22 «A turns for the first time to see where M is seated» 
23 A: NO: NO: NO::::::::::::::: NO:::::::::::::::= «to M; 
24 intonations becoming more tearful in the course of the tum; 
25 stamping and moving around room as words are said; 
26 then, at end of tum, takes M's hand» 
27 M: =Whe:re do I sit the:n «smiley voice» 
28 A: NO::::::, «pulling at M's arm to get her up, M laughing» 
29 (.) 
30 A: (GE::T U::P), «though by now M is up» 
31 M: Whe:re do I si:t? «being pulled across the room, out of 
32 camera shot from here on» 
33 A: GQ; AWA;:;;;.Y, 
34 M: Oh: dea::r I sat on the wrong seat I think 
35 «A has now taken M into an adjacent room, all out of 
36 camera shot» 

In this sequence I focus on those features which appear to make it possible 
for the turmoil after line 22 to take place, features which date back to what occurs 
earlier on. At line 3 Amy tells her mother to sit on a specific chair. Although the 
extract is available as a video recording, the chair in question cannot be seen by 
us. But in fact there are two chairs in that vicinity, one a small child's chair and 
one that of an adult. At lines 6-7 Amy's mother gives every indication that she 
is willing to comply with Amy's directive to sit in the chair. But when Amy next 
turns to look at her mother, at line 22, after being engaged in preparatory discussion 
with her father, what she witnesses is her mother sitting in a different chair to the 
one Amy felt she had agreed to, the small chair instead of the big chair. At least, 
this order of offence is what seems to be implicated by Amy's distraught reactions 
from line 23 onwards; and it is also consistent both with the analysis displayed by 
Amy's mother at line 34, "Oh dear I sat on the wrong seat I think," and also by Amy 
herself when eventually there is some resumption of this activity, at a later time not 
shown in the transcript. So, one of the things that underpins this turmoil is that the 
child treats an earlier agreement, an understanding that her mother would sit in a 
particular chair, as binding, as constituting a basis for later finding a parental action 
to amount to an offence. Such earlier-in-the-sequence understandings are routinely 
oriented to by children of this age, and they have three important properties: first, 
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they are local, second, they are public, and third, they are moral. 
By local it is meant that the understanding which the child appears to take 

into account is one that is particular to the occasion in question. In this home, for 
example, there was no general expectation that Amy's mother would always sit 
on any particular chair when playing games of this kind. Everything hinges on the 
particular nature, the local nature, of that which had been established, or which 
Amy thought had been established, earlier in this sequence. This locally established 
character of the understanding brings us to its second property, namely its public 
nature. It would be theoretically possible for the child to have some private sense 
as to how matters should proceed on such occasions, some idiosyncratic expecta
tion as to where someone should sit or how some action should be done. Indeed, 
parents can sometimes treat such behaviour as bound up with childist whim, see
ing in it symptoms of irrational states which in the vernacular can be referred to 
by such terms as "spoiltness." But close inspection of my data always reveals an 
orderly sequential basis for the child's distraught behaviour (for fuller support see 
Wootton, 1997, chap. 4). In every case there is, as in Extract 1, an earlier overt, 
public agreement regarding what should take place, an agreement the breach of 
which is recognisably connected to the child's later distraught behaviour. It is in 
this sense, then, that the understandings which inform such behaviour are public. 
The third property of these understandings is their moral nature, by which it is 
meant that the child, as in Extract 1, appears able to draw on them so as to identify 
shortcomings in the conduct of her recipient. They appear to be usable as a basis 
for claiming what ought or ought not to have taken place. What has been agreed 
at some earlier point in interaction can now be invoked as a basis for finding fault 
in other people's actions. It is in this sense that these understandings also have a 
moral parameter, and, of course, by the same token, a potential connectedness to 
the child's emerging moral sensibility. 

From about the age of two onwards there is ample evidence, both in this study 
and elsewhere (e.g., Gerhardt, 1990, 1991; Tarplee, 1996), that children track with 
great care the sequential details of interaction. Being able to take account of such 
local understandings affords the typically developing child a greater measure of 
predictability and control over what takes place in interaction. When she can take 
account of what has happened earlier, the way is open for her to select an action 
which is consistent with what occurred, or to act in a way that knowingly subverts 
such expectations. All this relies on her tracking the details of discourse so as to 
be aware of, and to hold in short term memory, that which could later come to be 
relevant to subsequent lines of conduct. Furthermore, it relies on her giving these 
understandings a privileged status. Prior stances within interaction come to be mat
ters that cannot just be disregarded; around the age of two the child is developing 
the capacity to give them due regard. Among the pragmatically unusual, however, 
such an interactional orientation is much less evident. I now want to address a 
number of facets which have been investigated in studies of these children, so as 
to highlight certain features of their interactional skills. Three such parameters will 
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be addressed: the first concerns the ways in which these children initiate contact 
with other people; the second, how their talk is shaped by what has taken place in 
other settings; and the third concerns emotional turbulence. 

THE PRAGMATICALLY UNUSUAL 

Initiations 
Among the pragmatically unusual there are usually important differences 

between developmentally younger and older children with regard to the extent to 
which they initiate interaction with others. Whereas the speech oftypically develop
ing children aged between 12-24 months is replete with requests and other kinds 
of initiation, a pattern that is evident in the form of protowords combined with 
gestures even prior to the acquisition of conventional vocabulary (Carter, 1978), 
younger pragmatically unusual children verbally initiate to only a very limited 
extent. Reports of pragmatically unusual children (especially those with autism, 
in the early stages of their language development) suggest that this is true across 
the range of initiation types found in the speech of young children - even though 
the reduced level of initiations is especially pronounced for acts involving declara
tive pointing rather than for certain other acts, such as requests for objects (Lord 
& Paul, 1997). For example, in the speech of a boy with autism who we called 
Kevin, John Local and I (1995) estimated that about 5% of his speech amounted to 
initiations based on several hours of recording made in both his home and school. 
Kevin was aged II, but his productive language age was probably that of a child 
aged between about 2;0-2;5. Even this figure of 5% does not mean that 5% of all 
his talk was made up of initiations. The base total excluded the large amount of 
non-communicative delayed echoing that was to be found in his talk, a phenom
enon to be discussed later. So in practice, initiations made up a very small fraction 
of his overall speech output, and his overall communicative speech profile was 
slanted overwhelmingly towards answering questions that adults asked of him. In 
an account of the development of a child with pragmatic impairment, that of a boy 
called Tony reported by Conti-Ramsden and Gunn (1986), it is noted that when 
this boy was aged 4;4 he had a comprehension age of about a child of two and that 
he initiated no conversation. 

Although these low levels of initiation among developmentally young 
pragmatically unusual children are evident from a wide variety of studies, full 
consideration has yet to be given to their sequential corollaries and implications. 
What seems to be entailed is a reduced opportunity and incentive for the pragmati
cally unusual child to engage in certain kinds of on-line scarming of conversation 
sequences. For example, there are two ways in which such a pattern of initiation 
can have consequences for the child's development of repair techniques. One 
property of initiations is that they seek some sort of fitted response on the part of 
the recipient; they have some or all of the properties of what conversation analysts 
have called the first part of an adjacency pair (Schegloff & Sacks, 1973). One major 
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sequential position in which the typically developing young child is called upon to 
engage in repair is shortly after the child herself has produced a first pair part: After 
the child has made, for example, a request, parents often say things like "You want 
what?" or "What is it you want?", forms oftalk which seek some clarification of the 
child's communicative intent. Studies suggest that these forms of clarification occur 
frequently in the child's second year oflife (Golinkoff, 1986) and that in the course 
of producing a reply to such queries the typically developing child gains practice 
in enacting relevant forms of repair. This mode of involvement in repair seems 
to be the first kind of systematic repair experience engaged in by the child; other 
modes, such as seeking repair from the parent regarding something the parent has 
said, are later developments. The point here, then, is that if a child does not engage 
in much initiation, as in the case of the young pragmatically unusual, then she or 
he does not gain practice in responding to queries which relate to those initiations, 
practice in producing types of response designed to remedy the problem that the 
person seeking clarification has had with the child's prior initiation - a matter that 
may also have connections with the restricted ways of responding to requests for 
clarification exhibited by older children with autism (Paul & Cohen, 1984). 

The second aspect of repair which is affected by a low level of initiation 
relates to the child's opportunity to engage in remedial work upon finding that 
the parent has in some way misunderstood what the child has initially said. If the 
young pragmatically unusual child is employing the first parts of adjacency pairs 
infrequently, then the child is not gaining experience and practice in assessing 
the adequacy of the interpretations placed on those first pair parts, interpretations 
which are revealed through the nature of the recipient response. The position in 
which the child has both the interactional incentive and the opportunity to exhibit 
such an analysis is immediately after the recipient's reply; during their second year 
of life typically developing children develop various ways of exhibiting that they 
have detected different orders of inadequacy in these replies (Wootton, 1994). If 
child first pair parts are relatively absent, then sequences cannot emerge in which 
there is a subsequent incentive or opportunity for the child to develop an orientation 
towards assessing the adequacy of parental understandings. In this respect there 
are obvious connections with the achievement of intersubjectivity in talk if this is 
viewed, as conversation analysts suggest (Heritage, 1984, chap. 8), as a process 
which involves accepting or rectifying the interpretations placed on talk by others, 
a process that clearly requires these participants to have the means and incentive 
to engage in such rectification. 

Among developmentally older children who are pragmatically unusual, pat
terns of initiation can often be quite different. In his original descriptions of older 
people with autism, Kanner (1943) noted that questions sometimes had a high 
frequency of occurrence, that their content was unusual, and that they often lacked 
any relation to the immediate context. One 9-year-old autistic boy called Bryan 
with an expressive language age of about 2;5, studied by Coggins and Frederickson 
(1988), produced the same question, "Can I talk," 618 times in the space of three 
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hours! Although research has shed some light on the functions perfonned by such 
repetitions-in Bryan's case they were often used to curtail lines of talk and action 
directed towards him by adults-there is little in the way of detailed sequential 
analysis bearing on this kind of phenomenon. Clinical symptom descriptions of 
pragmatic impainnent suggest parallel patterns-here we often find phraseology 
such as "the continual asking of questions with no notice taken of replies." Fortu
nately, in the case of pragmatic impainnent there is one study which enters more 
closely into the interactional detail surrounding the child's questions. 

Radford and Tarplee (2000) have examined the topic management skills of a 
boy they call David (aged 10;6) when talking with non-pragmatically unusual boys 
of similar age. They focus particularly on the ways in which he initiates new topics. 
He does not seem to initiate new topics by employing news announcements, that 
is, announcements about, for example, events which have recently happened in his 
own life. Rather he relies on questions of the kind that can be found in Extract 2: 

Extract 2 
David, 10;.6 (from Radford & Tarplee, 2000) 

1 David: 
2 Adam: 
3 David: 
4 Adam: 
5 David: 
6 Adam: 
7 David: 

and em and and do you have any brothers or sisters 
no 
no 
no 
and what's your mum's name 
that'd be telling 
and what did you do over the week-end 

"And what's your mum's name" (line 5), takes the fonn of what Button and 
Casey (1984) have called an itemised news inquiry; while line 7, "and what did you 
do over tt e weekend, " looks like a topic initial elicitor, again in the tenninology of 
Button and Casey drawn on by Radford and Tarplee (2000). So, the first possibility 
raised by their analysis is that particular utterance designs for broaching new topics 
may characterize the talk of children such as David. A second point relates to the 
fact that questions make up much of what David has to say to the other children 
of similar age on the recordings, so frequently we find strings of questions akin 
to what we see in Extract 2. One way through which such strings are produced is 
through the questioner not displaying an orientation to a use for the reply which 
a question has elicited. At line 3 David simply repeats back Adam's prior reply, 
the word "no"; his final tum in the extract does not address Adam's prior reply, 
"that'd be telling." A third feature hinges around Radford and Tarplee's claim that 
David's style of involvement in this kind of questioning sustains the impression 
of an event in which he is taking the role of a teacher; indeed they suggest that on 
these occasions with other children David may be transplanting into this occasion 
the conversational style of teachers and therapists that he has experienced over the 
years. The initial ands being employed by David in Extract 2 are of special interest 
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in this regard. The questions they preface do not seem to arise out of the content 
of the immediately preceding talk-there is no obvious connection, for example, 
between knowing his mother's name and the question which he asks next, "and what 
did you do over the weekend." Here the analysis of the use of alld by Heritage and 
Sorjonen (1994) is pertinent. They suggest that through the marking of a question 
with an and-preface a speaker can mark that question as a next move within an 
overall activity unit that in some way links this question with prior talk. So, even 
where the and-prefaced question is topically disjunctive with immediately preced
ing material, the use of alld can serve to make visible the fact that such a broader 
activity shapes the nature of what is taking place. On the face of it, it is difficult to 
discern any broader activity unit which David could be orienting to within his talk, 
so much so that his use of alld here could attract the conjecture that it is something 
like an idiosyncratic stylistic device. But here we need to note that one context in 
which a child such as David will have been regularly exposed to the e.se of such a 
device is in the talk of teachers and speech therapists-for example, on occasions 
such as morning news rounds-"What did you get for Xmas Adam? And what did 
you get Betty?" The possibility arises, therefore, that the form of the child's ques
tions, in part revealed through their alld-prefaced design, is modelled on those they 
have heard employed by adults on other occasions. Note also how the substance of 
some of the questions in Extract 2 also seems compatible with this: "What's your 
mother's name" hardly looks like the standard peer talk of a I O-year-old boy. Such 
features, taken together, are also loosely compatible with another impression that 
such children foster, namely that they act like adults and are old before their time. 
In general, the argument that a child is mapping the speech use pattern of one type 
of occasion onto another type of occasion is a complex one to sustain. but if true 
it is of potential importance for understanding the organization of these children's 
interactional practices. 

Radford and Tarplee (2000) also mention a further intriguing feature of 
David's initiations, the fact that he sometimes repeats questions verbatim where 
the question repetition appears to disattend the fact that a reply to the question 
has already been given. This phenomenon is also reported by other researchers, 
especially in studies of autism. Extract 3, taken from Capps, Kehres, and Sigman 
(1998) contains an example of the phenomenon, involving an II-year-old boy with 
autism who has a language age of about 6;0. 

Extract 3 
From Capps et al. (1998): an excerpt from "informal, semi-structured conversa
tion" between a psychological assessor (the examiner) and the child, in which, 
over the course of about six minutes, the examiner engages the child in talk 
about vacation, friends, and school: 

Examiner: Do you like cracker jacks? 
(3 second pause) 
I like cracker jacks 



Child: 

Examiner: 
Child: 
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I like cracker jacks. 
Do you like cracker jacks? 
What's your name? 
Cindy. 
I like cracker jacks. 
What's your name? 

At one point the child asks the examiner "What's yourname?", but even after 
being given what looks like an adequate reply, he repeats the question in the final 
turn of the extract. Here I take it that the way in which the child says the second 
"What's yourname" does not display an orientation to the fact that the infonnation 
has already been provided; in other words, it's not something like "What's? your 
name," as though needing a further voice sample of something that has already 
been provided. One possible basis for the question repetition could be that it is an 
outcome of short tenn memory loss of the kind that afflicts some elderly people. 
However, there is no suggestion of weakness in short term memory in relevant 
research into those with autism, so another possibility which suggests itself is that 
among children who exhibit such repetitions there is. at least on some occasions, 
a somewhat different way of tracking and monitoring the ongoing stream of talk, 
one which has as its outcome that the child appears less constrained by the earlier 
particulars of the sequence in which their talk is housed. Whatever the procedures 
involved in this, the impression it sustains is that the child is just using questions 
to maintain contact, that they do not have the wherewithal to extend the trajectories 
oftalk much beyond the production of question-answer pairs. Careful examination 
of both the child's verbal and non-verbal behaviour within such sequences could 
well pennit a more detailed specification of the procedures involved. 

In discussing the initiations of older pragmatically unusual children I have 
especially dwelt on observations which suggest that their positioning and shape 
reveal the initiations to be oriented in unusual ways to the specifics of the se
quences in which they occur, tendencies which are consistent with themes touched 
on in the next section. Much remains to be explored in these areas. For example, 
whether and in what ways such children exhibit recognitions of the constraints 
that operate in adjacency pairs is not at all clear, as most analysis has simply been 
concerned with assigning functional descriptions to first pair parts and counting 
their frequency. The intricacies involved in the management of sequences hold 
important clues as to the kinds of sequential trajectory that, for these children, are 
activated through initiations. Uruavelling these clues will be particularly difficult 
in the developmentally young because oftheir disinclination to engage in initiatory 
activity with other people. 

Echoing and Inapposite Conversational Contributions 
Echolalia is the tenn often used in the literature to refer to a common fonn 

of behaviour found among autistic children. Sometimes this involves the child im
mediately repeating something that has just been said to him or her, which is known 
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as immediate echoing, but the type which is of relevance to us here is known as 
delayed eciloing. This refers to fonns of talk which are recognisable as having their 
home in some other speech use context. For example, the lO-year-old autistic boy 
referred to earlier called Kevin often says things like "That's a naughty boy" and 
"That's a bad boy" (Wootton, 1999). The apparent unrelatedness of these utterances 
to what is taking place at the time at which they are uttered, and their intonation, 
usually make them recognisable as having some connection with talk that he has 
had some order of involvement in elsewhere, most likely in the special school 
that he attends, where such castigation is not infrequent. In Kevin's case, most of 
these fonns of talk, even when constructed in the presence of other people, have 
features which make them difficult to connect to the current state of interaction 
with the co-present person. Two examples of such echoes from Kevin's recordings 
are contained in Extract 4, at lines 5 and 17. 

Extract 4 
Kevin is at home, sitting on the floor with his back against a sofa, writing words 
for his father. Lisa, his younger sister, is also sitting in the room out of camera 
shot; she plays no apparent role within this sequence. The paper on which he 
writes is laid on the surface of a low stool; Kevin's legs extend underneath the 
stool, straight out on the floor. His father also sits on the floor, leaning against 
the settee, by his side. Kevin's leaning back and raising his pen from the paper 
prompts his father to treat this bout of writing as completed. He says, "That's a 
good boy" and then "Good boy" before going on to say: 

I F: 
2 
3 K: 
4 

5 K: 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13K: 
14 
15 F: 
16 
17K: 
18 
19 
20 
21 

Shall we draw something [now? «as he starts to say this F begins to lift some 
[ of the paper from the surface of the stool)) 
[ (To-) 

(0.7) 

l-
tS: rna: : :ck.= J,.To: dora::n re-, «during the word "smack," and 
synchronized with its production, K raises his LH in a semi-circular 
motion to head level, forming a point; the point decomposes 
on the downward trajectory as the palm prepares to take the pen from his 
own RH. During the remaining words he takes his clenched hands, and 
also his face, down close to the page; by the end of the tum both head 
and hands are returned to their original position)) 

(.) 
Ah «rubs his own chin with RH)) 

(.6) 
Lei's draw [something. «(F is stillleaflng through papers that are on the stool, 

[I- both prior to this tum and after it)) 
[ S : rna: : ck .J.lodododo «both hands kept up by chest; slight hint 
of them both being opened a little at the start of ''todo'' and also 
lowered; also a hint of the head being lowered, i.e., a diminished 
version of those actions which took place in the second part of 
line 5 above )) 
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22 (1.3) «here K looks at the end of the pen and then starts to chew it)) 
23 F: See you draw an elephant. « by the end of the tum the papers are almost in 
24 final/ drawing position on the stool)) 

«after this, K takes his left foreann to his nose, in a gesture which 
may imitate the trunk of an elephant. The words accompanying this 
are "I kill him"-another favourite echo-and this echo is repeated 
several times before Kevin's father re-opens the possibility of K 
drawing)) 

The possibility that these turns of Kevin are in certain ways decoupled from 
his father's line of talk is suggested by a number of features. First, it is difficult 
to identify any connection between these turns and the father's turns which pre
cede them at lines 1 and 15, a difficulty which is further evidenced by the father's 
behaviour in that he displays no analysis of their being connected, thus in effect 
disattending their presence. Second, his father's disattending of these turns does not 
appear to be treated by Kevin as a noticeable absence. Although what he says and 
what he does at line 17 is similar in several ways to line 5, there is no sense of line 
17 being composed for a recipient who misanalyzed line 5, or who failed to attempt 
uptake. Kevin's hand actions transcribed at lines 17-21, for example, represent a 
diminished version of those in lines 5-11; but they have no design feature other 
than their similarity to what has taken place before which recommends them being 
viewed as a further attempt on his part to secure uptake. Third, line 17 contains 
design features which, among others (see Wootton, 1999), are quite uncharacter
istic of the parts of Kevin's talk in interaction which are recognisable as built to be 
coupled into immediately prior talk. The playful exploitation of word sounds, as 
in "todododo" (line 17), is never found in utterances by Kevin that are clearly built 
so as to display that they arise from an analysis of his interlocutor's prior tum of 
talk. To view, on these grounds, Kevin's turns at lines 5 and 17 as being decoupled 
from the surrounding talk, and to suspect that the production of the word smack is 
linked to some other activity context, does not mean that a description like delayed 
echoes amounts to an appropriate characterization ofthe job that the saying of these 
words is perfonning for the child. That task awaits further analytic attention. In 
the meantime a more neutral description such as favoured turn construction unit 
might be more apt, as it would not imply that in producing such words the child 
was specifically trying to reproduce words that he had heard elsewhere, as though 
that were the point in saying them-when that remains just one possibility. But for 
the time being, whilst recognising these limitations, I continue to use the phrase 
delayed echoes to index turns of this kind. 

The discussion so far may suggest that for a boy like Kevin, delayed echoes 
function as would something like pretence for the nonnal child, that is as a kind 
of pastime that is separate from and secondary to on-line transactions with other 
people. This would be misleading because a variety of evidence suggests that for 
Kevin the reverse is true, that for him such echoes fonn at least part of the main
stream of his life. These delayed echoes make up virtually all his spontaneous 
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talk, that is, talk which is not a direct response to something like a question from 
another person. And even where he is being questioned, the construction of such 
echoes can often take priority over the production of fitted responses to a question, 
as is the case in Extract 4. Furthermore, it is also clear that a preoccupation with 
particular echoes can endure across various on-line interactional involvements 
with other people. For example, Kevin's preoccupation with the word smack in 
Extract 4 is in fact the second in a series of such episodes over a 12 minute period, 
the word smack consistently being reproduced with similar prosodic features. In 
these kinds of ways, then, Kevin's delayed echoes and his talk in interaction are 
non-equivalent. Among normal children of his expressive verbal age, that is chil
dren aged about 2;5, a primary commitment is displayed, in a variety of ways, to 
interaction with other people. But this is much less clear for children like Kevin. 
The features I've described enable us to glimpse the living of a life in which there 
is a diminished interest in certain parameters of face-ta-face interaction and a 
heightened involvement in matters expressed in memorised phrases transposed 
from other interactional occasions. 

An unusual and extensive reliance on such memorised phrases continues to 
be found in autistic children in their later stages of development. Ricks and Wing 
(1975, p. 207) note how words originally heard in one context, such as "Do you 
want a biscuit?", said by a parent as a way of making an offer to the child, can 
be reused by the child on subsequent occasions, in this case as a way of making 
requests to the parent for biscuits. In later research the various ways in which such 
echoes can be drawn on to engage in a variety of communicative activities by 
the child have been amply and systematically documented by Prizant and Rydell 
(1984). Evidence of a continuing reliance on a stock of memorised formulas in 
later life can be found in other kinds of research bearing on autism, notably the 
autobiographical writings of people with this condition. Donna Williams, one such 
person who holds a university degree and who has written widely on this subject, 
describes a variety of ways in which she continues to rely on stored memories in 
dealing with communication difficulties that she experiences. Here she describes 
the part that memories of commercials can play: 

I still use many of their phrases to make my speech more fluent at times. An 
example of this is the line of a commercial for a cleaning fluid, "lif Micro 
Liquid, where are you?". This has the useful phrase "where are you" in it. If I 
want to know where someone is and want them to appear (like the detergent 
does on the TV commercial in response to the question) it is sometimes difficult 
to recall what I need to say or to regulate volume or intonation to get someone 
to respond, or remember how to connect physically in forming those words 
at the moment. If the need for someone to appear triggers this line from the 
commercial it can be much easier to call out the tail end of that commercial 
and the words, volume and intonation are all there without effort (Williams, 
1996, p. 149) 
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Apart from the role that can be played by ads here, notice also the way she formulates 
the situation where she wants to find someone as one in which she has "to recall 
what I need to say or do." Identifying relevant parallel occasions from her past has 
an ongoing salience to her mental life which may be quite unlike our own. These 
what she calls "serial memories" are sometimes usable in constructive ways, as here, 
but at other times they are experienced as interfering with and complicating her life 
in a manner that she and other autistic people try to find ways of resisting. 

In this section I have focused on ways in which phraseology and sentence 
structures deployed on other occasions have a particular and distinctive relevance 
to the conduct of children with autism. The phenomenon of delayed echoing ap
pears to figure less prominently in the speech of the other kinds of children who are 
pragmatically unusual, but in the design of both their talk and that of children with 
autism there are further ways through which they display an attachment to stores 
of memorised knowledge and a diminished orientation to the pragmatic require
ments of the interaction in which talk actually takes place. This is most obviously 
so with regard to how they tell other people information that they may have about 
some particular subject. Attwood describes a typical manifestation of this in the 
case of the child with Asperger's: 

For example, the child may approach a stranger in the supennarket, their first 
utterance being 'Do you have a cylinder mower?', and then proceed to give 
a monologue demonstrating encyclopaedic knowledge of garden machinery. 
Once the conversation has begun there seems to be no 'off switch' and only 
ends when the child's predetermined and practiced 'script' is completed. 
Sometimes the parents can predict exactly what the child is going to say next 
(Attwood, 1998, p. 68). 

Similar observations have been made about developmentally more advanced chil
dren with autism (e.g., Ricks & Wing, 1975) and such features are included within 
the modes of assessment devised for children with pragmatic impairment (Bishop, 
1998). Recent research, especially on autism, has identified further properties of 
such narratives, both in experimental and non-experimental contexts (Capps, Losh, 
& Sigman, 2000; Capps, Yirmiya, & Sigman, 1992; Solomon, 2001; Tager-Flusberg, 
1995; Tager-Flusberg & Sullivan, 1995). 

Emotional Turbulence 
This third and final parameter of interaction, the nature and distribution of 

emotional turbulence, connects back to my earlier discussion of Extract 1. There 
it seemed that the distraught behaviour of the typically developing, non pragmati
cally unusual child, Amy, was bound up with a local understanding, the matter of 
where her mother was to sit, an understanding whose source lay within the im
mediately preceding sequence. By contrast with this there are various suggestions 
within the literature on the pragmatically unusual which suggest a different picture. 
The special attachment of these children to known routines is well established and 
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usually recognised within the diagnostic instruments for these conditions (Bishop, 
1998; DSM-IV). One index of this attachment is the reported degree of upset 
generated when routines are ruptured. For example, Howlin and Rutter write that 
many children with autism 

become very distressed by minor changes in their environment, such as a door 
left in a slightly different position, or an ashtray moved a few inches out of 
its normal place or any redecorating in the house. A typical example of this 
was Stevie's distress when his parents removed a large fitted cabinet from the 
kitchen while he was away at school. On his return he screamed incessantly for 
two days, but finally. on the third night, much to his parent's relief he settled 
quietly. Only on waking the next morning did they discover their new paintwork 
completely ruined by a life size drawing of the original cupboard in indelible 
ink on the kitchen wall. (Howlin & Rutter, 1987, p. 83) 

Conti-Ramsden and'Gunn (1986) found similar events when studying the behavior 
of the pragmatically impaired boy called Tony. When he was 6 he found difficulty 
in hOOdling.changes in situations. They give the example of school trips when·a 
teacher went to the same place twice within quite a short period of time. Tony was 
apparently distressed that she wore different clothes the second time. 

These kinds of preoccupation are also evident in the final data extract, Extract 
5, which involves a fluent and articulate 12-year-old boy with autism, who will 
be called James, speaking with one of his teachers, Fred, 'who, with the camera 
operator, is visiting James's home. The matter they are talking about is the fact 
that another of James's teachers, Miss Chalmers, is going to be away from school 
the following day. Within the available videorecorded data, made earlier the same 
day, this issue is touched on twice prior to Extract 5, the most recent occasion 
being one in which he gets very distressed about it. There is also evidence within 
these prior sections that the matter has been gone over on at least one additional 
prior occasion. In the available earlier material the rationale for Miss Chalmers's 
absence that James has been provided with is simply that she has to be away but 
that he will see her soon. At the beginning of the data fragment, which also occurs 
immediately after an edited cut in the film, James is sitting at the top of the stairs 
in his home, looking down towards Fred and the person with the camera. 

ExtractS 
There is a'cut in the tape and we switch to a new location in the house, with James 
(J) sitting at the top of some stairs, elbows on his knees, hands by his ears. Fred 
(F) stands at the bottom of the stairs; the transcript below begins at the beginning 
of this filmed section: 

J: «his hands move to cover ears fractionally prior to turn beginning)) We'll see 
2 Miss Chalmers tomorrow;::.hsh':::::::::: ((latter is·later~lized bilabial fricative 
3 on long single inbreath + coordinated harder pressing of 
4 hands over ears + strained, tight closing of eyes)) 



5 
6 F: 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 F: 
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(1.6) 
«quiet and brief clearing of his throat)) 

(4.6) 
«J continues to hold his posture, though in this pause he opens 
his eyes and then closes them; timing of F's next tum may be 
sensitive to a brief movement of 1's hands away from, and back 
to his ears, as though checking whether there is any sound)) 

James I kno:w [you're upset 
12 [«(J's hands tighten on his ears + opens his eyes, gazing at F: 
13 then twice takes his hands quickly away from his ears, as 
14 (2.5) though trying to time their return to the ear when F shows signs 
15 of speaking; when F next speaks the hands do briefly flick back 
16 towards the ears, but the full movement is stalled, and his 
17 hands are away from the ears when F is speaking)) 
18 F: Why you keep plugging your ears up «l's gaze shifts away from F after 
19 end oftum; hand position changed in the later part of 
20 this tum, so that both are now brought together in 
21 
22 
23 F: 
24 
25 J: 
26 
27 
28 J: 
29 
30 F: 
31 
32 F: 
33 J: 
34 
35 
36 F: 
37 
38 F: 
39 J: 
40 
41 

front of his mouth)) 
(.8) 

You don't want to hear what I'm saying? «J's gaze returns to F at turn 
beginning)) 

Yea: ::h «then takes his hands to his ears, where his hands are held 
momentarily in position before he moves them to a front of mouth position)) 

(.9) 
[«as F begins to speak J moves his hands about half way to ears; at F's repair 
[ they are then moved to cover the ears)) 
[ Well you have to~ you're gonDa have to-

(1.4) 
[Accept it Jamie 
[ «(J's hands begin to move from his ears; in front of his face again 

by F's next turn)) 
(.7) 

That's the way things go sometimes 
(2.7) 

You'll see Miss Chalmers [soo::o 
[«l's hands go fast to his ears; held there for 1.8 
seconds; then moved to a side of face position + 
he looks intently at F)) 

42 (3.4) 
43 J: Tomorrow «as he says this he puts his hands back over his ears, and 
44 keeps them there + stil1100ks at F)) 
«then some non-verbal signal from F in response, probably a headshake, prompts J to 
start crying again)) 

In general, it seems that both here and in the earlier sections of the videore
cording it is, as in the more anecdotal cases mentioned above, a change in some 
standard pattern of events, Miss Chalmers'S normal presence at his school, that is 
the focus of the child's distress. By the beginning of this extract James is aware, 
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of course, that Miss Chalmers is going to be away, so when he says "We'll see 
Miss Chalmers tomorrow", at lines 1-2, he has ample basis for recognising that 
this will be received by those present in a climate of scepticism. Indeed, such an 
analysis is conveyed through other details of his behavior here. It is this that forms 
the obvious basis for him to be closing his eyes and ears in lines 1-4, techniques 
designed to exclude ail signals of recipiency from those other people present that 
might serve to reveal such scepticism. For James, and any child who adopts such a 
strategy, an issue that then has to be handled is how the return to standard "open" 
communication is managed. In the subsequent parts of Extract 5 he attempts that 
initially by trying to time the removal of his hands from his ears for moments 
when Fred is not speaking (lines 7-15); subsequently he allows his ears to receive 
talk but keeps his hands in a state of readiness so as to be able, rapidly, to prevent 
himselffrom hearing what is being said to him. The precise timings of his resump
tions of ear covering, at lines 28-29 and 39-40, suggest that they are sensitive to 
the possibility of Fred going on to imply or state some further disconfirmation 
of James's obviously preferred scenario, one in which Miss Chalmers will be 
at school on the following day-at line 39, for example, he tries to stop himself 
hearing any words following "Chalmers." Finally, with "Tomorrow" (line 43), he 
returns to his strategy oflines 1-2 by seeking some corroboration for his preferred 
outcome-the following day-and again his accompanying actions reveal worry 
about the reaction he is likely to get from Fred. In effect he constructs an action 
which while seeking such corroboration also attempts to preempt its recipient's 
capacity to deliver it, a predicament that Fred solves through selecting a nonverbal 
signal, probably a headshake. 

Such materials leave little doubt that a boy like James has the ability to take 
into account stances and alignments that have been taken up by other people in 
prior interaction. There is every suggestion, though, that information which brings 
into question the operation of standard patterns and practices comes to have a 
particular salience in this regard, and a particular capacity to generate distress, 
especially when contrasted with the properties of sequences which incur distress 
on the part of the typically developing child, as in Extract 1. To some extent this 
salience is documented by the frequency with which these carers have obviously 
had to go over Miss Chalmers's absence with James in the recent past, but his man
ner of dealing with this breach of practice in Extract 5 further displays a singular 
attachment to the practice in question. His various actions seem geared towards 
the restoration of the practice, towards acti,:g as though Miss Chalmers will, after 
all, be there at the school as normal-as though the teacher's forthcoming absence 
has the potential to be talked back into her presence. This resolves the problem of 
disorder by attempting to reinstate the earlier order. Alternative angles and solu
tions are not countenanced, such as asking when she is coming back, asking who 
is going to teach his class instead of her, not going to school the days she is away, 
or talking about the problems created by her absence and possible solutions. The 
attempted reinstatement of the status quo here is reminiscent of Stevie's solution 



Interaction of the Pragmatically Unusual 151 

with his indelible ink. It may then be the case that within the interaction of the 
pragmatically unusual it is not just the issues which generate distress which may 
be distinctive; the strategies and solutions designed to deal with such contingencies 
may also reveal distinctive ways of approaching and analysing such occasions by 
these children. More detailed examination of these kinds of sequence, at different 
developmental ages, both among pragmatically unusual and typically developing 
children, would clearly be rewarding. 

DISCUSSION 

Some parameters of interaction have been highlighted which characterise the 
behaviour of those I have called pragmatically unusual. Whereas typically develop
ing children, from the age of about 2, give a privileged regard to matters which are 
specific to the interaction sequence in question, a process that entails ongoingly and 
incessantly monitoring talk for the state of play in relation to such matters, such an 
orientation is less evident among the pragmatically unusual. Children with autism, 
Asperger's and pragmatic impairment appear to have modes of involvement in 
interaction which accord a diminished regard to certain matters embedded within 
the local specifics of any given occasion, and they lean more heavily on forms of 
knowledge which they bring with them to the event.' In the remainder of the paper 
two themes are addressed which have connections with the prior discussion: the 
first concerns autism and research by psychologists on the distinctive psychological 
profile that is associated with this condition; the second concerns typically develop
ing children and what is involved in their acquisition of culture. 

Implications for Autism 
Research on autism has expanded rapidly over the last 20 years. Psycholin

guists came to recognise that many of the language abnormalities found in autism 
were not so much specifically linguistic as grounded in limited ways of understand
ing the immediate social world. Subsequently much effort has gone into specifying 
both the nature of these limitations, some of which have been touched on above, 
and their origins. A great deal of evidence now suggests that autistic people have 
difficulties with regard to making inferences ahaut other people's beliefs and mental 
states. For example, whereas4-year-old typically developing children can recognize 
that other people can believe something which they, the 4-year-old, knows not to be 
true, such inferencing skills do not seem to be within the capacity of most children 
with autism even in the developmental equivalent of early adolescence (Baron
Cohen, Leslie, & Frith, 1985; Mitchell, 1997). Limitations in these respects have 
been connected to the absence of further skills usually found at earlier stages of 
development. For example, in autism we do not find children engaging in pretence 
involving role play of a kind that most children engage in from ahaut the age of 2 
(Lewis & Boucher, 1988). Nor, as noted at the beginning of the article, do we find 
young autistic children engaged in the referential pointing found among typically 
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developing children when aged ahout 12 months, pointing which may be predicated 
on the assumption that a recipient might find it of interest to have something drawn 
to their attention (Baron-Cohen, 1989). 

Within recent psychological theorising, this profile of divergence from 
the normal trajectory of development is commonly held to be fundamental for 
understanding many of the well-known characteristics of autism. A failure to un
derstand the beliefs of others, for example, may account for both the excessively 
literal interpretations of speech and at least some of the other problems which are 
exhibited in the domain of pragmatics (for an overview see Baron-Cohen, 1995). 
Explanations of this profile of divergence have mainly focused on faulty cognitive 
mechanisms, the principal suspects here being either modules of the mind which 
orient the child towards the possibility of shared attention or a more generic ex
ecutive function deficit (see Waterhouse & Fein, 1997, for a useful overview). In 
various ways these deficits are seen as having the capacity to generate abnormal 
features of development such as those mentioned in my discussion. 

It is, of course, difficult to anticipate the ways in which detailed investiga
tion of the interactions of children with autism, along the kinds of lines suggested 
in the main body of this article, will add to or modify our knowledge about this 
condition. Within the investigation of other disorders in which more interactional 
research has been carried out, notably aphasia, it seems clearthat the examination of 
behaviour within its sequential context, with due regard for the details of its design 
and placement, can shed light on a variety of issues (e.g., assessment, remediation 
strategies) which tum on claims made about the communicative competences of 
people (see, e.g., Wilkinson, 1999; Wilkinson et aI., 1998). There seems no reason 
to doubt that parallel contributions can arise from similar forms of inquiry into the 
pragmatically unusual. Whether such a perspective has the capacity to yield its own 
explanatory frameworks with regard to such conditions is as yet less clear. In my 
earlier discussion of the pragmatically unusual, especially of children with autism, I 
hope to have suggested how their interactional profile carries with it certain tenden
cies, preferences, and consequences. Their low level of initiation when young can 
carry with it a reduced incentive for developing those procedures used by typically 
developing children, between the ages of 1-2, to rectify misunderstanding by their 
recipient and to bring about an orientation towards the achievement of intersubjec
tive awareness. Their preoccupation with standard, routine patterns in a variety 
of ways leads to a diminished involvement in tracking the alignments and stances 
of those conversing with them in the here and now. Such a system of interaction, 
when set in motion along a particular path, has its own kind of momentum and set 
of entailments, and, by virtue of this, may also come to have an order of explana
tory power with regard to the emergence, or nonemergence, of certain skills. The 
reduced attention to tracking the alignments of other people in an on-line way 
entails a reduction in opportunity and practice for partiCipating in those kinds of 
occasion in which the young typically developing child seems likely to develop 
a working proficiency in taking account of people's likes, wants, beliefs and so 
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on, the domain which has been of special interest in recent psychological work. It 
is not difficult to imagine, then, that an interactionally grounded form of analysis 
might be able to offer accounts for how at least some of the distinctive limitations 
so far found to characterise children with autism may come about-to demonstrate 
that systems of interaction have the capacity to generate "deficit" just as much as 
faulty cognition. This may not account for how these children set out along such 
a path, but it may contribute to understanding how it is that the path takes some of 
the particular directions that it does. 

The kind of programme implied in the above would be more straightforward 
if we had available to us some compelling account of how the interactional practices 
of typically developing children assist, for example, in them coming to be able 
to take into account, and make inferences about, what is in the mind of another 
person. But most developmental work is more focused on tracking the changing 
properties of modules which house relevant batches of cognitive equipment associ
ated with such skills, and with developing explanatory frameworks which either 
marginalise the significance of the child's interactional environment or trivialise 
it through a selective attention to certain measurable dimensions of talk which are 
usually conceptualised in terms of environmental "input." The exploration of the 
interactional laminations that we have highlighted requires both a different ori
entation and different methodologies from those extant within much research on 
children; without this, a full appreciation of the skills which are embodied within 
the design of children's practices will go largely unnoticed. But perhaps of even 
more concern is that several of those approaches which do place more weight on 
the role played by interaction processes in shaping the more typical child's cog
nition lean on ways of conceptualising the shared social component which have 
limitations attached to them. In this respect, as we shall see, consideration of the 
pragmatically unusual can be instructive. 

Typically Developing Children 
Within the literature which grapples with the question of how the cultural 

shaping of human beings works, one influential strand of thought stresses the role 
played by the transmission of cultural models or scripts. These ideas playa signifi
cant role across a variety of disciplines, including artificial intelligence (Schank & 
Abelson, 1977), psychology (Mandler, 1984), and anthropology (Holland & Quinn, 
1987). Of most immediate relevance are attempts to incorporate such thinking into 
the investigation of how children gain their initial access to culture during the early 
years of their life. Here it is psychologists such as Nelson (1993), Bruner (1983), 
and Valsiner (1987) who have most clearly articulated such a perspective, figures 
who, in the course of this, try to take further the Vygotskyan programme of charting 
the role of social practices in shaping human development. Within Bruner's (1983) 
work, for example, the young child comes to be social through what he calls a lan
guage acquisition support system, one in which cultural presuppositions become 
transmitted to the child by his/her carers in the course of conversations revolving 
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around the perfonnance of speech acts, the meeting of felicity conditions and so on. 
In effect, this kind of account leans heavily towards being an empiricist, transmis
sion model of culture acquisition, one which lays emphasis on the transplantation 
of knowledge held by parents into the minds of their offspring, this knowledge 
being accumulated in memory by the child in a script-like way, in a fonn which 
shapes and constrains the child's course of action selection on subsequent occasions 
(for critical discussion see Forrester, 1992; Wootton, 1997. For wider critique of 
script-type analysis see, e.g., Lave, 1993, and Suchman, 1987). 

The strands of research on the pragmatically unusual which have been 
discussed in this article suggest that the nonnative/script-like model of culture 
fits these children quite well. In the variety of ways that has been outlined, their 
conduct displays a faithful regard to various kinds of social patterning in life. From 
what Donna Williams said in the earlier quotation it may even be possible that they 
literally approach decisions about what to say by recalling a fittedly analogous situ
ation or script from the past, using that as a template rather in the manner that G. 
H. Mead (1913/1964) imagined mental life to work. In these ways it seems clear 
that in such children certain kinds of script-like knowledge can be well developed, 
and thus a certain kind of cultural competence. But the possession of this order of 
competence still sets them apart; the ways in which they conduct themselves in 
relation to this knowledge in any specific interaction, especially among those with 
autism and Asperger's, can continue to strike most of us as decidedly odd. This in 
tum yields characteristic paradoxes and problems of the kind noted by Rutter and 
Bailey, who say that "it is a commonplace observation in the social skills training 
of autistic adults that often they are quite adept at saying what they should do in 
particular social circumstances, but are quite hopeless in doing what is needed 
when they actually encounter such circumstances" (1993, p. 493). 

All this serves to put into relief what we have argued to be important dif
ferences between typically developing children and the pragmatically unusual. A 
key ingredient for the construction of nonnallines of human action among young 
children is the availability of a set of procedures through which they display analyses 
which are linked in accountable ways to what is taking place in the here and now, 
the local spate of action in which they are in some way engaged. It is these local 
understandings which demonstrably constitute what, for the child, is the relevant 
context that infonns the design of his /her subsequent actions, and it is through their 
participation in the shaping of these understandings that those involved with children 
can, in these initial stages of socialization, exercise a degree of influence over the 
shape of the culture that the child comes to reinvent. The significance ofthe child's 
capacity to engage with this local order of detail is also in part suggested by the 
strange profile of competences displayed by the pragmatically unusual, children 
who display, as we have seen, different tendencies in their on-line management of 
interaction with others. 
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AUTHOR NOTE 

Earlier versions of this paper were presented to the International Conference on 
Disorder and Order in Talk, held at the School of Oriental and African Stud-
ies, London, in June 1997, and at the Conference on Language, Interaction, and 
Culture held at UCLA, Los Angeles, in May 2000. Helpful comments have been 
given by Emmy Goldknopf and two of the referees for this journal. Correspond
ence should be addressed to Dr. A. Wootton, Department of Sociology, Univer
sity of York, YorkYOIO 500, United Kingdom. Tel: 01904 433041; fax: 01904 
433043; e-mail correspondence should be addressed to ajwoott@ajwoott.plus. 
com. 
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APPENDIX 

Transcription Conventions 
arrows indicate large upward or downward pitch shifts relative to the 
speaker's preceding talk or in relation to the speaker's usual range 
mark the pitch contour on last beat of the preceding words 
indicates rising pitch; "," indicates level pitch. The absence of a pitch 
marker indicates falling pitch 

stepped pitch drops 
extension of preceding sound 
underlining indicates stress on the underlined symbols 
capital letters indicate high amplitude 
as in "jus-" indicates a sound cut-off 
marks points of overlap, usually speech overlap; it may also denote a 
simultaneous start by two speakers 
denotes no gap between speech on either side of the symbol 
single parentheses either indicate untranscribed words or enclose words 
about which the transcriber is uncertain 
double parentheses enclose infonnation which is not fonnally 
incorporated into the transcript 
short but noticeable pauses of under half a second; longer pauses are 
timed, e. g., (1.3) 
right hand/left hand 
audible inbreathlaudible outbreath 

NOTE 

1. It needs to be stressed that my argument is not meant to exclude the possibility that ill certain 
respects pragmatically unusual children display close and detailed attention to their immediate 
interactional environment. In the context of data such as that provided in Extract 5, and the anecdotal 
evidence presented in that section, it is clear that these children can display, if anything, a heightened 
awareness as to whether the specifics of some event match parallel types of event which have taken 
place in the past. And there is a variety of evidence suggesting that the activities of these children 
can be very precisely coordinated with the current state of talk. Note, for example, how in Extract 4 
Kevin's entry at line 3 takes place at a potential tum transition place in the prior talk at line I-at the 
end of a tum construction unit, in the tenninoiogy of Sacks. Schegloff, and Jefferson (1974), thus 
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disqualifying itself from being what one might call an "interruption" of the prior speaker; and note 
how on finding himself to be in overlap with the prior speaker in line 3 Kevin aborts his tum at talk, 
only to resume when ensured of a position which is in the clear, at line 5. Whether or not these and 
other patterns are sufficient to warrant the claim that tum taking among children with autism does 
not display unusual features (Tager-Flusberg, 1996) seems questionable, as several of the potential 
parameters involved in tum taking have never been the subject of empirical analysis in the case 
of autism (for an outline of the normal parameters involved in just one such aspect. overlap, see 
SchegJoff, 2000). If it is the case that tum taking among the pragmatically unusual does not display 
unusual features. then the interesting corollary would be that forms of talk can occur which, though 
orderly in this respect, can be recognized as routinely shaped in ways which make them strange, at 
the margins of human competences. 
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