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Of those diagnosed with autism, approximately one-third is non or minimally
verbal (NMVA). Severe impairments are reported in this population for syntax,
morphology, and vocabulary in both production (Chenausky et al., 2019) and
comprehension (Slusna et al., 2021). One unexplored domain is prosody. Crucially,
prosody can be independent of words. Although those with NMVA lack phrase
speech and a functional vocabulary, they still vocalize. In the current study, we use
existing datasets to ask how prosody is used in the vocalisations of children and
adolescents with NMVA from different language environments (American English:
Thorson et al., 2016 and Catalan/Spanish: Slusna et al., 2021). American English
has a wider pitch range than Catalan and Spanish (Astruc-Aguilera et al., 2009), as
well as different syllable structures and rhythmic properties. It was hypothesized
that effects of ambient language would be found, implying acquisition of prosodic
abilities.

Datasets (English: N =5, mean age = 12;3, SD = 4,9, Catalan/Spanish: N = 23, mean
age = 11,4, SD = 4,0) consisted of the Autism Diagnostic Observation Schedule
sessions. All nonvegetative vocalizations were segmented and labelled as ‘verbal’
or ‘nonverbal’. FO median and span and utterance duration were extracted from
each vocalization using Praat (Boersma & Weenink, 2024). Linear mixed modelling
was used to look at the effect of ambient language, vocalization type (verbal,
nonverbal) and autism severity on prosodic features.

Preliminary results show that verbal vocalizations have lower median FO than
nonverbal vocalizations and that this difference is larger for Catalan/Spanish.
Vocalization duration was longer as autism severity increased in English but not
Catalan/Spanish, which may be related to the consonant-to-vowel ratio
differences between the languages. More analysis is needed to confirm language-
specificity in prosody in NMVA. Future work will focus on the communicative
function of prosody in NMVA.
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