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Abstract 

This article addresses a unique language-learning journey of a special child, ‘Fatima’ who is 

diagnosed with mild autism or Level One Autism Spectrum Disorder. Taking a qualitative 

perspective, research based on a series of observations and interviews was conducted on Fatima 

and her caregivers, namely her mother and her two elder siblings. Fatima was primarily diagnosed 

as having a learning delay, Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) and hyperactivity 

but not speech development. This study aims to look at the English language learning difficulties 

of a child with mild autism who has been diagnosed with no speech development issues. Findings 

revealed that communicative pragmatic deficits are an obvious limitation displayed by Fatima as 

she develops in age. Though Fatima exhibits quite proficient use of the English language, she 

shoulders pragmatic challenges in communication and still has a long way to be communicatively 

competent as other teenagers her age. In addition, the commitment and support shown by her 

family members are also key in aiding both her linguistic and social development.  It is believed 

the findings could add to what is already known about second language learning among children 

with autism as perspectives from a ‘home’ as an informal learning institution were observed and 

analyzed. Family members could benefit the most, as the salient findings could be a source of 

reference in strategizing their roles in facilitating the language development of a child in the family 

diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)  through an understanding of pragmatic deficits 

among children with ASD. 
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Introduction 

            Literature has confirmed that Second Language Learners have various challenges when 

learning a language. Among the challenges include affective factors such as anxiety and 

motivation, and cognitive factors such as lack of learning strategies and poor information 

processing due to a lack of schemata (Brown, 2001; Harmer, 2009). More recent studies have 

confirmed the challenges and provided various learning strategies for facing the identified 

challenges (Rao, 2019; Condrat, 2020; Suryaningsih, 2021;). Nonetheless, the challenges of 

second language learning may seem a bigger issue when dealing with children with special needs 

such as those with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD henceforth). Children with ASD have specific 

challenges in learning, let alone acquiring a second language. Unfortunately, it is admitted that 

there is a lack of research on how children with ASD acquire a language (Drysdale, van der Meer 

& Kagohara, 2014; Hashim, Yunus & Norman, 2021)). 

This paper highlights second language experiences among children with ASD by 

documenting qualitative research focusing on a child’s journey as a second language user. A 

similar study was done earlier by Barletta (2018) in which she conducted a study focusing on the 

development features of a child with ASD. This study aims to provide further empirical data that 

adds to the little that is known regarding the difficulties faced by children with autism in 

communicating in English as a second language. Barletta (2018) stated: 

 

…high-functioning autistic children should be integrated in the regular classroom, making 

adequate progress in the foreign or second language classroom is part of this integration 

process and it is essential that these children receive appropriate support to develop their 

communicative competence as part of the school curriculum goals. That is why it is 

important to document and examine cases when autistic children go through this process in 

order to draw some implications that may help teachers, parents and school administrators 

in general. (p. 184) 

 

The arguments put forth by Drysdale, van der Meer and Kagohara (2014) and Hashim, Yunus and 

Norman (2021) provide the research gap that leads to the conduct of the present study. 

            The significance of this study is in providing first-hand insights involving difficulties in 

communicating in the English language involving a child who was diagnosed with ADHD but not 

speech development. Apart from that, input regarding the role of the family unit/ family members 

as an important element in the child’s language communication development will also be 

discussed.  Henceforth, this may provide crucial information to parents who may be experiencing 

the same situation.  

The research objective of the research is to investigate the learning of English as a Second 

language in an autistic child diagnosed with mild autism or Level One of the autism spectrum 

disorders. The research questions, which serve as the blueprint of this research, include:  

RQ1) What are the roles of the family members in facilitating the participant’s communication in 

English? 

RQ2) What are the pragmatic challenges faced by the participant? 

This paper will begin with a write-up of the literature review, followed by a section on 

methods/methodology, findings and finally, the conclusion. The present study hopes to identify 

specific learning episodes that signify the language communication of a child with ASD, 

specifically in identifying the pragmatics deficits the child has and the roles of her caregivers in 
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facilitating her language communication development. The findings may shed some light on how 

autism caregivers and instructors alike could better cater to the language learning needs of their 

children and students with ASD respectively. 

 

Literature Review  

Children with ASD 

            It is an interesting fact to note that to date, an increasing number of children across the 

globe are being diagnosed with autism. The World Health Organisation (WHO) estimates that one 

in 160 children would have ASD. In Malaysia, National Autism Society of Malaysia (NASOM) 

chairman Muhammad Feisol reported that around 8000 to 9000 newborns are diagnosed with ASD 

following our national gross birth rate per year (as reported by Murad, 2019 in The Star). If the 

trend were to continue, the rise of children with autism would bring great consequences to 

education. As more and more children with autism were born, there is a serious need to provide 

quality education and learning opportunities for them. Yet, providing education let alone teaching 

children with autism present a daunting task as not much of the current education system caters to 

their specific learning needs. According to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons 

with Disabilities (CRPD) (2016), Article 12 states that, 

 

An adequate number of qualified and committed school staff is a key asset in the 

introduction and sustainability of inclusive education. The lack of understanding and 

capacity remain significant barriers to inclusion. States parties must ensure that all teachers 

are trained in inclusive education based on the human rights model of disability. (p. 12) 

 

ASD must not be taken for granted by both teachers and parents as this neurological development 

disorder hinders the children to be socially and communicatively competent. Keen (2009) stated 

that children with autism often display a low level of social engagement. This, in turn, limits their 

learning opportunities. Baren-Cohen (2009) claims that autism is often associated with “social and 

communication difficulties as well as with narrow interests and stereotyped behaviours” (in 

Barletta 2018, p. 184).  

            On top of that, Lim, O’Reilly, Sigafoos, and Lancioni (2018) asserted that children with 

ASD also suffer from communication impairment. Ibrahim and Alias (2018) and Keen (2009) 

concluded that while communication impairment is an issue among children with autism, their 

language difficulties seem to be a major barrier to learning and communicating. It has been 

documented in various literature that children with autism have language learning challenges that 

included auditory processing, vocabulary production, higher-order semantics, syntax and 

pragmatics (Lim et al., 2018). On top of their language and communication impairment, children 

with autism are also described to have restricted and repetitive patterns of behaviour as well as 

hypersensitivity towards sensory processing.  

 

Teaching Children with Autism 

Children with autism may present a range of difficulties with attention making them quite 

a challenging group of students to teach. They often have difficulty attending to relevant cues or 

information in their environment. They may also have difficulties disengaging and shifting 

attention from one stimulus to the next, which may contribute to some of the observed rigidity and 

resistance to change. Another feature of autism as learners is their impairment in the capacity to 
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share attention. Also known as joint attention, this aspect causes children with autism short 

attention spans. Likewise, besides the challenges they face in communication and interaction as 

discussed earlier, the challenges the children with autism face due to their behaviour may suggest 

a dire need for an instructor or a caregiver who could manage these challenges.  

Autism instructors play an important role in the learning process of their students. 

Generally, teachers' roles include managing their classes and lessons, catering to their students’ 

needs and conducting lessons based on the syllabus while being ready to make relevant 

adjustments to suit their students’ learning abilities. Interestingly, those who teach children with 

ASD would definitely need vast experience in personalized learning because of the unique 

characteristics of their students.  Billingsley, Bettini and Jones (2019) state that a high standard of 

teacher preparation is required when preparing future autism teachers. Unfortunately, as claimed 

by Low, Lee and Che Ahmad (2018) and Ravet (2018), teachers generally have limited knowledge 

about autism. 

 

Teaching Strategies for Children with Autism 

To effectively teach children with autism, Simpson, de Boer-Ott, and Smith-Myles (2003) 

recommended that each task should be decomposed into smaller parts and taught incrementally, 

and words should be easy to read, understand, and learn. Recent discoveries Khowaja, Robins, and 

Adomson (2018), Omar and Biddin (2015), O’Mahony (2015), Lucas, Hugo, and Daniel (2014) 

found that visuals may greatly aid the acquisition of vocabulary learning in children with autism. 

To illustrate, Omar and Biddin (2015) discovered that multimedia graphics and text facilitate the 

reading process of children with autism thus increasing their vocabulary acquisition. This is 

because they are considered visual learners. This explains why instructional prompts are crucial 

but their usage should gradually fade away to encourage independent learning (Khowaja, Robins, 

& Adamson, 2018). 

Besides considerations for the types of materials and activities for children with autism, 

there are also conclusions made on the factors to be considered for their curriculum and teaching 

delivery. Iovannone, Dunlap, Huber, and Kincaid (2003) have also suggested a few points to 

provide effective instructions, which include; specialised curriculum for children, lessons that are 

properly structured and material that is systematically delivered to meet the requirements of every 

individual. Gun and Delafield-Butt (2015) have discussed a few techniques that allow these 

children to stay focused on their tasks, practise often, and learn constantly. These techniques 

include a visual schedule, allowing children to spend more time on tasks and specially modified 

material for these children.  

 

Teaching English to Children with Autism 

In English language learning, language impairment is said to be a challenge among children 

with autism. This may include auditory processing, vocabulary production, perception of 

phonemes (the building blocks of words), higher-order semantics, syntax, pragmatics, or prosody 

(Lim, 2018). According to Gernsbacher (2016), there is a greater impairment in comprehension 

and vocabulary.  

A study by Kjelgaard and Tager-Flusberg (2001) concluded interesting findings related to 

language learning among children with autism. They commented that although the children would 

have a high Intelligence Quotient (IQ), it might not necessarily enable them to be capable of 

language learning. More importantly, Kjelgaard and Tager-Flusberg (2001) stated that the children 
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with autism in their study even showed greater language impairment compared to those with lower 

IQ. This empirical finding adds further challenges when teaching language to children with autism. 

Nonetheless, language learning among people with autism helps to shape their social 

experiences (Lim, 2018). As children with high-functioning autism are known to have challenges 

in their social development, learning the English language may be the first step to enable them to 

communicate verbally more. The following are some of the strategies for teaching the English 

language to children with autism as proposed by several researchers (Khowaja, Robins & 

Adamson, 2018). 

1. Provide rewards in language games to strengthen their skills, and as an incentive to 

motivate them to continue using it.  

2. Give feedback at the end of every activity performed by the children to improve their 

performance and perform well in future activities.  

3. Focus on practice and drill by repeatedly practicing tasks a few times in a row.  

4. Ensure opportunities for repeating the tasks. 

5. Provide various choices to enable the children to perform tasks based on their current 

progress and performance.  

6. Ensure learning materials and activities are provided on a progressive basis. 

7. Most importantly, an introduction to all the materials and activities must be done repeatedly 

before expecting the children to be able to initiate the learning activities.  

 

Overview of Pragmatic Development in Children  

            Pragmatic development in children involves children’s acquisition of communicative 

competence which includes the ability to use language for communication and to comprehend 

people appropriately and successfully in a wide range of social contexts and activities while 

adopting increasingly complicated social roles (Hymes, 1972). The basic pragmatic abilities of a 

child learning his/her first language start to develop at a fairly young age but are refined and 

expanded throughout preadolescence and adolescence, gradually enabling the child to participate 

in an ever-expanding spectrum of social activities and to fully integrate into the culture and society 

(Cekaite, 2013). Similarly, this phenomenon is also observed in children who speak more than one 

language. Studies have shown that L2 learners before the age of 3, also begin to exhibit sensitivity 

involving communicative acts which are directly influenced by individuals they are 

communicating with (Fantini, 1985). 

Pragmatic Deficits in Autism: The Affective Theory and Meta-Representation (Cognitive ) 

Theory 

 

            Though pragmatic development is often observed as a naturally occurring phenomenon in 

children, the case is not so concerning children with autism (Humphries, Koltun, Malone, & 

Roberts, 1994; Bishop & Baird, 2001; Bignell & Cain, 2007). The Affective Theory proposes that 

the social and communication deficits in autism are primarily affective. It further explains that in 

autism, there is an innate inability to enter into emotional touch with other people. This theory was 

first proposed by Kanner (1943). In his writing ‘Autistic Disturbances of Affective Contact’, he 

highlighted the affective inability to enter into emotional touch with others, as being the root cause 

of pragmatic deficit among children with autism. On the other hand, the Meta-Representation 

(Cognitive) Theory proposes a primarily cognitive explanation for the social impairment in autism 

(Baron-Cohen et al., 1985). Similar to the Affective Theory, the Cognitive theory also considers 
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the lack of ability in understanding other people's mental states as central to the autistic child's 

difficulty in communication. However, unlike the Affective theory, this view starts from the 

premise that mental states are not directly observable but have to be inferred. Making inferences 

require complex cognitive mechanism which can be a very demanding task for children with 

autism. 

 

Pragmatic Deficits and Children with ASD 

Within the language-learning domain, difficulties with pragmatics are consistently reported 

in children with ASD. Pragmatic ability is typically defined as the skill to use language 

appropriately for social and situational contexts (Geurts & Embrechts, 2008). In other words, 

pragmatic ability depends on the linguistic capacity to create and comprehend speech as well as 

the cognitive and social abilities required to be aware of and respond to the various context-specific 

characteristics, such as the speakers' social status, mental states, or interests (Eigsti, de Marchena, 

Schuh, & Kelley, 2011). Pragmatics can be divided into separate domains including discourse 

management (skills to initiate, maintain, and end a conversation), presupposition (assumptions 

about the conversational partner and the specific social context, theory of mind), and narrative 

discourse (ability to generate a successful narrative) (Adams, 2002; Landa, 2005).  

            Given that communication requires the ability to initiate, respond, and maintain attention, 

it is not surprising that several symptoms of ADHD are associated with pragmatic deficits (Bruce, 

Thernlund, & Nettelbladt, 2006). Pragmatic deficits in children with ADHD have been reported 

by parents and teachers (Humphries, Koltun, Malone, & Roberts, 1994; Bishop & Baird, 2001; 

Bignell & Cain, 2007). Bishop and Baird (2001) found that not only were children with ADHD 

rated as having more pragmatic deficits and social difficulties compared to typically developing 

children, but also ratings of their pragmatic skills were only marginally different from children 

with ASD. Similar to ASD, children with ADHD were rated as having relatively more difficulties 

with pragmatics than with structural language (Geurts et al., 2004; Geurts, & Embrechts, 2008).  

            With regards to pragmatic deficits and social impairment, a study by Staikova et al. (2013) 

revealed that children with ASD with characteristics of ADHD have less developed skills 

compared to their typically developing peers across multiple aspects of pragmatic language. This 

would mean that the children with this impairment will have problems involving the social use of 

language which in hand would affect their social skills.  These findings have important clinical 

implications and suggest that for many children with ADHD/ASD, it might be advantageous to 

have social skills interventions to address the pragmatic deficits, which would eventually 

contribute to the enhancement of their social skills. Hence, on top of formal exposure in schools 

or learning institutions, home and family could also lend a hand to the social growth of the child 

through informal tailored interventions.   

 

Home as an Informal Learning Institution and the Roles of Autism Caregivers 

Besides schools and other formal learning institutions, home is the informal learning 

institution that could attend to the learning needs of children with ASD. The limited hours children 

with ASD have at school or other formal learning institutions may not be able to support the 

learning and language development phases of children with ASD. The roles played by home and 

family members in supporting learning development among children with autism are further 

emphasized by Mendoza, McKeithan, and Griswold (2019) and Boskuz-Genc and Sani-Bozkurt 

(2022). 
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            The pandemic has brought with it a new norm that challenges how education was delivered 

in the past. As total lockdown became the new order in an attempt to curb the spread of the virus, 

schools among other institutions and industries were closed. This scenario led to learning from 

home and children with ASD were no exception. Parents and family members became more 

prominent in playing their role as the sole instructors to ensure continuity in the children with 

ASD’s learning development. Various research has been conducted to capture the experiences, 

challenges and strategies of parents and family members in facilitating learning development of 

the child with autism in the family (Boskuz-Genc & Sani-Bozkurt, 2022; Heyworth et al, 2021; 

Hill, Keville & Ludlow, 2021). 

            The increasing awareness of the potential of ‘home’ as the informal learning institution for 

children with ASD is highlighted by Mendoza, McKeithan & Griswold (2019) as stating; “…Thus, 

the decision to remove these children from public school and provide services through 

homeschools has become increasingly more prevalent as parent educators can provide more 

individualized and structured routines and curriculum options” (p. 1). Their statement supports the 

notion that home could serve as an alternative learning institution as parents realize their 

participation as educators. 

            It is also noted that the roles played by family members as caregivers to children with ASD 

in facilitating the children’s learning and development are equally highlighted. The experiences 

parents had while attending to their children with ASD’s learning needs during the pandemic 

Covid-19 further confirm the potential of ‘homes’ as informal learning institutions. Relevant best 

practices employed by the family members have been identified and proposed for teaching 

strategies adaptation by the schools and learning centers. As stated by Hill et al. (2021): 

 

…parents found ways to provide positive home-learning environments which could be 

used and/or transferred back into school environments. These results hold real-world 

implications where educators could treat sensory and ASD friendly environments as 

standard and include genuine adjustments for children with ASD and additional needs.  (p. 

1) 

 

Hill et al. (2021) emphasized that some of the relevant teaching strategies include, providing a 

‘home-learning environment’ as it excludes the distractions from a formal learning environment 

such as a one-on-one approach. They also proposed the potential of ‘Academic Engaged Time’ 

(AET) for children with ASD as the children seem to prefer remote learning. In a way, this finding 

suggests prominent roles played by family members as caregivers who also participate in the 

children’s learning development.  

            Echoing similar assertions on the potential of home as an informal learning institution and 

the roles played by family members, as the caregivers are Heyworth et al. (2021) who maintained 

that: 

 

many autistic children reported flourishing at home both educationally and personally. For 

these children and families, we identified three key ingredients essential to this flourishing, 

including: (i) the importance of connected, trusting relationships (‘people’); (ii) the sensory 

and social safety of home (‘place’); and (iii) the flexibility to pace and structure learning to 

suit the individual child (‘time’). (p.1) 
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Their argument proposes clear guidelines as parents strive to provide home as an alternative 

learning institution for their children. 

 

Methods  

The present study was conducted based on a qualitative research design. A positivist 

epistemological approach was seen as appropriate in the study as it aimed at finding out the existing 

truths behind the language-learning journey of a chosen participant with autism known as Fatima. 

In the present study, Fatima was treated as a single case, which was the focus of the study. 

According to positivists, there is true and objective knowledge, which transcends time and 

cultural location. To positivists, researchers are outsiders who do not affect the outcome of the 

research. In other words, researchers become objective analysts who are independent of the 

research and distant from personal values during the data collection and analysis (Park, Konge, & 

Artino, 2020). Hence, taking this stance, the researchers became instrumental in the study. Keeping 

close contact with the child, her mother and two elder sibling, the researchers conducted the study 

while at the same time keeping a neutral and objective mind (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Kaya, 2013). 

Hence, taking this stance, the present study was conducted following a case study approach. 

 

Participants 

The focus of the study was a single case, Fatima (a pseudonym). Fatima is a child with 

High Functioning Autism (HFA), was first diagnosed with Mild-Autism, ADHD and 

Hyperactivity at the age of four. Her diagnosis was considered quite late particularly because her 

caregivers were not aware that she was autistic, to begin with, and attributed her hyperactivity, 

lack of eye contact when speaking and hand flapping (steaming) as being characteristics of just an 

abnormally active child. It was when she was sent to a kindergarten at the age of four, that the 

teacher picked up her early signs and suggested that the family get a proper medical diagnosis. 

Between the ages of four to fifteen, Fatima attended seven different schools and learning 

centers. Such a move was taken because her caregivers realized that she had problems adapting to 

a few of the schools she attended. It was during her stint in Tadika Daya Bestari (Kota Damansara) 

a privately run kindergarten, where she progressed beyond the expectations of her family members. 

The ‘one-on-one’ approach used in this school gave her a big push to excel especially in her speech 

and language. The teaching strategy, emphasizes on ‘one-on-one’ approach following the 

suggestions brought up by Heyworth et al. (2021) and Boskuz-Genc and Sani-Bozkurt (2022). 

Though the kindergarten was not specifically catering to Special Education students, the 

pedagogical approach employed which centered on carrying out activities where students had to 

engage in a lot of speaking and performing activities was very effective for Fatima. This unique 

approach in the school is the brainchild of its own Head Teacher and is not aligned with any famous 

approaches like EIP, Montessori or some other established pedagogy. However, according to her 

caregivers, the outcome observed from attending this kindergarten was far better than the ASD/EIP 

(Early Intervention Program) that she attended before that.  

Fatima was not diagnosed as having a speech delay or speech impairment but rather she 

was diagnosed with a learning delay/disability. Growing up in a bilingual family, she can speak 

both Bahasa Malaysia and English, but the English language became her core strength, perhaps 

due to the exposure, especially from the media. According to her caregivers, she developed her 

English language proficiency through screens (media exposure), particularly YouTube and the 

World Wide Web (WWW). She grew up watching a lot of UK-based television shows, to the point 
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where she even developed a British accent thanks to the Peppa Pig influence on TV. Fatima is very 

artistic, she loves to sing, and dance and her latest craze is vlogging. However, she has difficulty 

with mathematics, reading and writing, probably because of the nature and complexity of those 

areas mentioned. These findings on the influence of digital technology in facilitating children with 

ASD’s language learning development have been confirmed by past studies such as Mendoza et 

al. (2019) and Boskuz-Genc and Sani-Bozkurt (2022).  

Besides Fatima, her mother and two elder siblings (a brother and a sister) were also 

involved as the participants. They were participants for the retrospective interviews. All of them 

were identified as Fatima’s caregivers. The elder siblings were between ten and fifteen years older 

than Fatima. While her sister and mother were working and could only be with Fatima after work, 

her brother was the one who was constantly with Fatima as he was not working in order to take 

care of Fatima since birth. 

 

Research Instruments 

Data was collected through a series of non-participant observation conducted on Fatima, 

the child with ASD, followed by retrospective interviews with her mother, and her two elder 

siblings (caregivers, hereafter). The observations were guided by an open checklist of a set of 

pragmatic deficits identified through a literature review while the interview protocol was mainly 

developed using questions that seek to confirm the researchers’ interpretation of the observed 

learning episodes.  

 

Analysis 

Data were analyzed thematically according to the categories of pragmatic deficits identified 

at the onset of the research. Procedures in data analysis and measures in ensuring the 

trustworthiness of the case study were observed based on Yin’s (2014) case study approach. 

 

Research Procedures 

            The study began with the consent given by the Fatima’s parent and caregivers. Upon being 

briefed the purpose of the study and how the study would be conducted, it was clear from the 

beginning that Fatima’s caregivers were aware of the type of participation they and Fatima would 

involve in. Series of visits to Fatima’s home were conducted and each visit took place in between 

two and three weeks. There were a total of five visits and between one and two hours were spent 

in each visit. The researchers conducted the non-participant observations followed with interviews 

with the caregivers in each visit. Data in the form of field notes and interview transcripts was 

collected and later analysed. 

 

Findings 

Discussions on the findings are guided by the research questions. 

1) What are the roles of the family members in facilitating the participant’s communication in 

English? 

 

Fatima’s Home 

In the present study, Fatima’s home is referred to as a family-based, informal learning 

institution that observes and facilitates Fatima’s development. Though through the years, she had 

the privilege of trying out various schools and intervention programs associated with ASD, it was 
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at home that she received the much-needed support and help, not only from her mother but also 

from her elder caregivers. Observations revealed that outstanding teamwork and commitment at 

home in providing constant care and guidance for their youngest sibling is one of the strong factors 

that contributed to Fatima’s developmental growth. This main finding from the series of 

observations is consistent with the research conducted by Boskuz-Genc and Sani-Bozkurt (2022) 

and Hill et al. (2021). 

She is fortunate to have a family who is all committed to helping her to develop to her best 

ability in coping with ASD. Each member actively participates in not only taking care of her well-

being but also in searching for the right schools and Early Intervention Programs (EIP) available. 

Among the strategies that they partake in is to flood her with conversations throughout the day.  

To the question a day, on average, how many hours they spend talking to her, this was her sister’s 

reply; 

…a lot … we spend a lot of time – but sekarang tak banyak dah (not as much now) because 

she also spends time with her i-pad and phone, but basically from the moment she wakes 

up until she goes to sleep at night.  She loves to talk – to a point where we can get really 

tired entertaining her conversation – and that does not stop - unless she sleeps. 

 

Having constant and consistent communication through verbal interactions with a child with ASD 

has been identified as one of the roles played by family members in facilitating the child’s language 

development (Mendoza et al. (2019); Boskuz-Genc and Sani-Bozkurt (2022). 

Fatima loves language and she will spend hours watching cartoons in various languages 

(i.e. Blue’s Clues) – in English Malay, Spanish, Tagalog and Japanese– because nowadays one can 

change the language on TV. According to her sister, she will spend time watching those shows on 

TV and then question her caregivers after; “…Kak Yaya – do you know what is hello is Spanish, in 

Greek?  What is I love you in this … in that? “ 

According to her caregivers, she also loves singing, acting and dancing.  Her caregivers 

will make it a point to have ‘TV show-like sessions’ where Fatima will be encouraged to sing and 

dance to whatever song of her choice over the years, she has gotten quite good at this, and with 

technology, she now puts up her ‘shows’ on her own Instagram account, TikTok account and 

Facebook account with the help of her caregivers. 

This finding from the observation series also indicates the role played by the caregivers in 

participating by talking about what the child has learned from the visual learning materials such 

as TV programmes or social media such as TikTok and Facebook. Reinforcement in the child’s 

language learning is provided through the support of the caregivers and has been claimed to 

facilitate the child with ASD’s language development (Barletta, 2018). 

Based on the interview sessions and observations, it is obvious that there is so much care 

and attention given to this child, which is reflected in the development of her communicative 

ability and confidence in communicating and interacting with others. 

 

RQ2) What are the pragmatic challenges faced by the participant? 

 

Pragmatic Challenges 

Though from one angle, Fatima seems to be quite well developed in terms of 

communicative language ability, being able to do Vlogs and post self-recorded videos on her 

Instagram account, there are quite some concerns voiced by her caregivers.  Among other things, 
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they highlighted that behind their ability to be able to talk and sing, she has hidden pragmatic 

issues in communication. According to her elder sister, most of her communicative acts tend to 

gravitate around her and what she wants to say or express only. In other words, it is more of a one-

way communication between them and Fatima. Her caregivers further explained that behind the 

fluency and ease of communication, Fatima has difficulty reciprocating the needs of her audience. 

Landa (2005) and Adams (2002) categorize this domain of pragmatics as ‘presupposition 

(assumptions about the conversational partner and the specific social context, theory of mind)’. In 

other words, Fatima exhibits a lack of ‘presupposition’ in her communicative ability. 

Apart from that, holding and sustaining a conversation is also a huge challenge for Fatima 

as she has difficulty holding her ground for a substantial amount of time. Though she can voice 

what she wants, starting and maintaining a conversation, especially with strangers, can be quite an 

arduous task for Fatima. This pragmatic deficit is reflective of what is labeled as a problem 

involving discourse management (skills to initiate, maintain and end a conversation) (Landa, 2005; 

Adams, 2002). According to her caregivers, though Fatimah may be able to memorize and re-enact 

scenes from her favorite cartoon and movie shows, being able to sing whole songs – with very 

little effort, initiating and maintaining a conversation, especially with strangers, has always been 

problematic for her.    

On top of that, it is also observed that though Fatima can speak very well, she goes through 

difficulty understanding other people’s conversations with her, especially if it involves 

comprehension and references made to some form of chronological flow. This difficulty in 

handling ‘narrative discourse’ (Adams, 2002; Landa, 2005) is one of her major weaknesses, as she 

finds it difficult to follow through conversations involving any form of narrative, especially those 

with obvious chronological order. This pragmatic deficit is largely a problem with ADHD/ASD   

That is why, her elder brother keeps reiterating that even though she can have small talk, for 

entertainment etc., she still has a long way to go where normal language ability is concerned. 

Apart from oral communication, Fatima can read but is not able to re-explain what she has 

read.  The same goes for an understanding of instructions, where most of the time she has difficulty 

comprehending instructions given by those around her.  

All these pragmatic deficits highlighted clearly show that there remains a gap in language 

ability between normal children and those with ASD. Even though they may not be diagnosed as 

having language impairment, there exist pragmatic challenges that are quite dominant in the 

language development of children with ASD. 

 

Discussion  

This case study involving Fatima and her caregivers has yielded very interesting input, 

especially in relation to language learning in children with Mild Autism and ASD.  Among other 

things, findings revealed that though she was never diagnosed as having speech impairment or 

delay in speech and language, Fatimah exhibits difficulty in applying pragmatic skills in her 

everyday communication. Apart from that, issues relating to logical thinking, comprehension and 

social skills are also essentially problematic for Fatima. Though she seems to be quite proficient 

in the language, holding and maintaining conversations with others remains a problem.  In other 

words, most of her communicative acts are very personal, whereby much of the language used 

usually centers on ‘one-way’ communication, involving her, putting forth her thoughts, idea and 

requests to her audience. However, she has difficulties carrying out ‘two-way’ conversations, 

especially when it involves complex comprehension processes, references to chronological order 
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information and other related higher-order thinking skills. These findings confirm the earlier 

findings as reported by Humphries, Koltun, Malone, and Roberts (1994), Bishop and Baird (2001) 

and Bignell and Cain (2007). 

            On top of all that, this case study also highlights the importance of home and family support 

in providing the much-needed helping hand for the communication development of children with 

ASD. Based on the observation conducted, it was obvious that parents and family members who 

are heavily involved in the child’s everyday activities would be able to witness and experience a 

lot of progress in the child compared to those who do not.  This observation was voiced by Fatima’s 

elder brother, based on his personal experience of being a member of one of the ASD parent-

support chat groups. He explained that a lot of success stories came from parents who are heavily 

involved in their children’s everyday development, whilst a lot of complaints and disheartened 

comments tend to come from parents who only rely on EIP (Early Intervention Programs) attended 

by their children.  The finding on the importance of caregivers’ participation in ASD children’s 

communication development is supported by past researchers such as Barletta (2018), Boskuz-

Genc and Sani-Bozkurt (2022), Heyworth et al (2021) and Hill, Keville and Ludlow (2021). 

  Also, in developing language competency, the use of technology and media is seen as 

being helpful especially for children with ASD, who at most times, are at ease being alone with 

their gadgets in their ‘own private world’. However, though technology has some basis in helping 

children with ASD, especially in their language and cognitive development, there needs to also be 

a balance of social interaction with family and friends to ensure that these children are given 

adequate exposure to be able to assimilate and eventually assimilate with the rest of the society. 

The relevance of media and technology in facilitating language development among children with 

autism was also reported by Mendoza et al. (2019) and Boskuz-Genc and Sani-Bozkurt (2022).  

All in all, the present study has confirmed salient findings of past studies on the language 

impairment of children with ASD. Additionally, the present study has confirmed the roles played 

by family members as caregivers to a child with ASD in facilitating the child’s language 

communication development. However, most importantly the present study has identified the 

pragmatic deficits facing children with ASD.  

 

 

Conclusion 

To conclude, several implications could be proposed especially the ones that relate to the 

function of ‘home’ and the roles played by the family members as caregivers to children with ASD. 

Constant and consistent communication through verbal interaction and reinforcing their language 

learning development through participating in discussions on what the children with ASD learned 

from visual learning materials such as TV programmes and social media are among other strategies 

that family members could employ in facilitating the children’s language development. In playing 

these roles, it is expected that caregivers could provide relevant interventions in overcoming the 

pragmatic deficits identified. Further research could be conducted to ascertain relevant strategies 

for overcoming pragmatic deficits. 
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