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Individuals with Autism spectrum disorders and Asperger syndrome are 
often described as having pronounced abnormalities associated with the 
prosody of speech. This was already reported as a marked feature of 
impaired communication in Kanner’s early description of autism 
(Kanner, 1943). Reports are inconsistent with regard to the description of 
disrupted prosody in Autism and its dispersion but it is commonly 
established that expressive prosodic deficits are one of the major 
inhibiting factors obstructing successful social communication and social 
integration. However not enough is known about the perception of 
prosody in Autism and about the possible influence of a prosodic 
receptive impairment on expressive prosody and on other cognitive and 
lingual abilities such as pragmatic competence and Theory of Mind.    
My study focuses on receptive prosody, aiming to assess whether 
individuals with Asperger syndrome perceive and comprehend prosodic 
information differently from typically individuals. Furthermore, the study 
compares the Asperger groups' performance in processing prosody of 
several domains of speech - grammatical prosody and pragmatic prosody. 
Although contradictory to some extent, former research of Autistic 
spectrum disorders and of prosody in Autism laid the ground to 
hypothesize that deficits will emerge in those aspects of prosody that 
associated with pragmatics and emotive speech, generally sparing the 
grammatical functions of prosody. 
A group of 10 participants with Asperger syndrome (mean age 30;4) and 
a control group of 31 typically developed individuals (mean age 26;7) 
participated in the present study. The experiment consisted of a battery of 
prosodic tests designed to assess the participants' accuracy and response 
time in prosodic discrimination and comprehension tasks.  
 
Results are compatible with the predictions, generally indicating that 
pragmatic aspects of prosody such as focus, and emotional speech are 
more prone to be affected than grammatical functions of prosody such as 
lexical word stress and syntactic phrasing. In the talk I will present my 
experiments and refer to some unresolved issues that emerge from 
previous studies. I will also discuss the preliminary analysis of the results 
and address its possible theoretical and clinical implications. 

 	  


