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Objectives 

(1) To determine what cues, social or linguistic, children with low language or low 
social skills use to facilitate word learning. 

(2) To use eye-tracking methods to measure how and when children use these cues in 
a word learning task 

 
Participants 
Thirty-nine children from Study 1 were seen again at Time 3 for this experimental study 
of word learning. They were divided into three groups of 13: a ‘low language’ (LL) 
group; an autism spectrum disorders (AD) group; and a typically developing (TD) group. 
Children in the LS group met criteria for pervasive developmental disorders on a parent 
checklist and direct observation of the child’s behaviour. All three groups were matched 
for age (average age 7yrs11mths) and non-verbal ability. However, both the LL and the 
AD had lower scores on measures of language ability than the TD group; on average 
these groups scored one standard deviation below the TD mean on measures of 
vocabulary and sentence processing. However, there was no difference in language 
ability between the LL and AD groups. 
 
Tests and Procedures 
Experimental paradigm: 
Each child participated in four blocks of the experiment. In each block, the child was 
required to learn two novel words; in two blocks social cues were provided to the word’s 
referent, and in the other two blocks a language cue was provided either by the verb or 
the noun in the sentence referring to the novel object (examples are provided below). 
Thus over the course of the experiment, they learned a total of eight new words. 
 
On each trial, the child viewed three photographs of either novel objects, high frequency 
familiar objects or low frequency familiar objects. In the social blocks, a woman stood 
behind the objects and either looked straight ahead (neutral condition) or looked at the 
target object (social cue condition). Through headphones, the child heard the sentence 
‘Look, look at the dentip’. In the language blocks, only the three objects were visible on 
the screen. Through headphones, the child either heard a sentence that did not cue word 
meaning such as ‘Billy saw the akidit’ (neutral condition) or the child heard a sentence 
where the verb or the noun gave a clue to word meaning, ‘Billy stirred the akidit’ where 



only one of the three items is stirrable (language cue condition). Children were required 
to use a mouse click to select the picture mentioned in the sentence. Children heard each 
novel word eight times; four times in neutral conditions and four times in biased 
conditions.  
In addition, the child’s eye movements were recorded as they completed the task. In the 
social condition, if children are sensitive to the eye gaze cue, then we should see (a) 
children looking at the target picture earlier in the social cue condition relative to the 
neutral condition; (b) children should look at the face of the woman in the photo and look 
from her face to the object at which she is gazing. In the language condition, if children 
are sensitive to the meaning cues provided by nouns and verbs, then we should see (a) 
children looking at the target object immediately following the noun or verb in the 
language cue condition; (b) no preferential looking at target in the neutral condition (at 
least in the earliest trials. 
     
 

                    
 
 
 
 
 
 
We assessed word learning immediately after each block and at a second visit, 
approximately 4 weeks later. Three measures of word learning were obtained: matching 
novel word to picture (from a choice of four), naming the novel picture, and providing a 

escription of the novel object from a verbal label. 

Figure 2a: Social block, Neutral condition. Child 
hears ‘Show me the kellow’ and is required to 
click on object that corresponds to kellow. There 
is an equal probability of choosing each item. 

Figure 2b: Social block, Biased condition. This 
time we expect child to choose object woman is 
gazing at. Eye-tracking records amount of time 
spent looking at her face and target object. 
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Results 
Behavioural findings 
All groups benefited from learning words in a supportive context. Accuracy was better 
and response times were faster when words were presented in a cued context and there 
were no group differences in trial by trial learning or word to picture matching. 
Performance across all groups was better in the social cues condition. With respect to 
naming, AD children recalled more phonological information about the new words than 
the other two groups; this especially true in the social cues condition. All groups found it 
easier to encode semantic information in the social condition relative to the linguistic 
condition, even though semantic information was explicitly stated in the latter. These 



findings highlight the complex interplay between social, conceptual and phonological 
skills as young children learn new words. Furthermore, they suggest that children with 
AD might succeed in acquiring a superficial vocabulary by relying on intact phonological 
skills; however, learning word names at the expense of social and conceptual meaning is 
likely to result in a qualitatively different vocabulary with limited connections between 
words.  
 


