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The present study aimed to clarify whether comprehension of ambiguous
sentences in Japanese children with high-functioning autism spectrum
disorder (HFASD) varies depending on the degree to which the use of
these sentences is conventional. We examined the relationship between
comprehension by children with HFASD and college freshmen’s assess-
ment of conventionality of usage of these sentences in contexts encourag-
ing literal or nonliteral interpretation. One hundred ninety-four freshmen
participated. Children’s interpretation preferences were correlated with
freshmen’s assessments of 9 ambiguous sentences for which previous da-
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ta showed a significant intergroup difference in interpretation between 45
2nd to 6th graders with HFASD and 45 typically developing (TD) children
matched for grade and gender. All the HFASD children fulfilled the crite-
ria for pervasive developmental disorder of DSM-IV-TR, and they ranged in
full-scale 1Q from 79 to 129 (mean = 97.56, SD = 17.54) and in verbal-IQ
from 80 to 136 (mean = 98.87, SD = 17.81). In 6 of these 9 sentences, the
interpretation preferred more strongly by children with HFASD than TD
children was rated by the freshmen as significantly less strange than the
nonpreferred interpretation, regardless of whether it was literal or non-
literal. These results suggest that children with HFASD comprehend am-
biguous sentences in accordance with their conventionality as assessed
by freshmen. Even when TD children choose a literal interpretation, chil-
dren with HFASD select the nonliteral one judged more conventional than
its literal counterpart. This conformity of children with HFASD to conven-
tional interpretation of ambiguous language seems to account for overlit-

eralness and overnonliteralness.
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Introduction

Literalness has been highlighted repeat-
edly by researchers to be one of the most
prominent characteristics of language in au-
tism since the first clinical descriptions of au-
tism by Kanner (1943) and Asperger (1944).
The notion has been strongly believed
among researchers even in the past decade
(Frith, 2003; Perkins, 2007). Empirical stud-
ies conducted on this issue by researchers
from English-speaking countries have con-
centrated on comprehension of metaphor
and similar constructs (Happé, 1993; MacK-
ay & Shaw, 2004; Rundblad & Annaz, 2010);
however, linguistic ambiguity applies to a
far wider range of language (Kess & Nish-
mitsu, 1989). The results of these studies
have uniformly indicated deficits in individ-
uals with autism in this respect.

Few studies have challenged the as-
sumption that people with autism demon-
strate literalness. As an exception, a study by
Ozonoff and Miller (1996) suggested a kind
of “overnonliteralness” glimpsed in adults
with high-functioning autism spectrum dis-
order (HFASD), despite their pervasive ten-

dency for literalness in understanding hu-
mor, drawing inferences, and appreciating
indirect requests. These adults were more
likely than controls to choose a nonliter-
al response to indirect requests in contexts
where a literal interpretation was encour-
aged. In addition, the autistic group was
significantly more likely to choose indirect
than direct responses, regardless of the di-
rections of contextual encouragement. In
interpreting their findings, Ozonoff and Mill-
er argued that individuals with autism have
overlearned the rule by which questions be-
ginning with “Can you . . . ” should be inter-
preted in a nonliteral way, as in everyday sit-
uations such syntactic forms are more likely
to be polite requests for action than inqui-
ries about ability. Ozonoff and Miller regard
individuals with autism to be less able to use
context to determine when this rule should
not be applied. They argue that such a par-
adoxic difficulty on indirect requests seen
in these adults originates from their inabil-
ity to inhibit an overlearned and proponent
response (Ozonoff, Strayer, McMahon, & Fil-
loux, 1994).

This exceptional glimpse of “overnonlit-
eralness” from individuals with autism was
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regarded by Ozonoff and Miller as the result
of a specific underlying impairment in using
context to understand details. They did not
believe it might stem from a generic effect
of an overly concrete communication style
(Dewey & Everard, 1974). We doubt, how-
ever, whether Ozonoff and Miller’s inter-
pretation is valid in this regard. A concrete
communication style might cause an overly
nonliteral interpretation as well as an inap-
propriately literal one. Dewey and Everard,
although intending to explain how words
and sentences are processed literally in in-
dividuals with autism, have tacitly provid-
ed a possible basis for overnonliteralness
in autism by saying that someone with au-
tism “tends to persevere in his first impres-
sion rather than discarding it to test other
meanings” (p. 349). We think this way of
language learning could lead to both over-
literalness and overnonliteralness. A person
with autism would comprehend ambiguous
language such as indirect requests, exactly
in the same way as she or he has learned
it. Nonliteral response to questions begin-
ning with, “Can you . . . ” might be learned
this way when they are asked indirectly as
is done conventionally. In putting forward
this explanation, however, we do not de-
ny the difficulty experienced by individuals
with autism in using contextual information
to respond to indirect requests when the
context encourages a literal response. Rath-
er, an overly concrete communication style
and impairment in using contextual infor-
mation in comprehending language could
be regarded as two sides of the same coin.
In other words, both might be regarded
not as discrete entities but as an emergent
phenomenon (Perkins, 1998). Literal com-
prehension of humor and the overnonliter-
al comprehension of indirect requests ob-
served by Ozonoff and Miller in adults with
autism could have emerged out of some
common underlying mechanism.

Thus, we need to take the first steps
in elucidating such a common underlying
mechanism. The first step is re-examining
findings indicating the co-occurrence of
overliteralness and overnonliteralness in in-

dividuals with autism. Oi and Tanaka (2010)
have coincidentally shown this co-occur-
rence in elementary school children with
HFASD. They asked 53 2nd to 6th graders
with HFASD and 50 without HFASD to rate
ambiguous sentences on a 5-point scale be-
tween two cartoons representing literal and
nonliteral interpretation of the sentences.
Fifty sentences varying in types of ambigu-
ity were given. These were devised by Oi
and Tanaka on the basis of a cross-linguistic
investigation by Kess and Nishimitu (1989)
on ambiguity in Japanese and English. The
types consisted of lexical ambiguity, gram-
matical ambiguity, and ambiguity in dis-
course acts including indirect requests and
irony. Metaphors, idioms, humor, and puns
also were included. The results of Oi and
Tanaka, contrary to the belief about literal-
ness in autism, showed that most (40/50)
of the ambiguous sentences were compre-
hended in a similar way between children
with and without HFASD; those with HFASD
did not demonstrate more literalness. In 4
sentences, on the other hand, children with
HFASD showed a stronger preference for
the literal meaning, and in 6 sentences, con-
versely, they showed stronger preference
for the nonliteral meaning than 50 typically
developing (TD) children. Of the 4 sentenc-
es responded to “overliterally” in children
with HFASD, 2 were grammatically ambig-
uous, one consisted of an indirect speech
act, and the other was a metaphor. Of the 6
responded to “overnonliterally,” 3 involved
ambiguous discourse acts (with the excep-
tion of indirect requests) and 3 were gram-
matically ambiguous. Out of 2 indirect re-
quests given to the children, one showed no
group difference.

These results, first, dismiss the idea that
children with HFASD tend to comprehend
any ambiguous language literally, and sec-
ond, add another piece of evidence that
“overnonliteralness” occurs in individu-
als with autism, replicating the results of
Ozonoff and Miller in terms of co-occur-
rence of “overnonliteralness” and “overliter-
alness” and broadening these results to dif-
ferent types of language ambiguity. These
findings warrant re-examination as a possi-
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ble key to understanding why this co-occur-
rence happens.

In addition, we anticipate that re-ex-
amining “literalness” in autistic language
could explain why pragmatic deficits in au-
tism are so pervasive. These defects are in-
deed incredibly diverse and occur in almost
all pragmatic aspects of language (Oi, 20006;
Ozonoff & Miller, 1996; Perkins, 2002,
2007). Some have attempted to explain this
generality of the disability using the concept
of a single cognitive dysfunction such as
lack of theory of mind (Happé, 1993, 1995),
impairment of executive function (Bishop
& Nuburry, 2005), and weak central coher-
ence (Joliife & Baron-Cohen, 1999a, 1999b;
Noens & van Berckelaer-Onnes, 2004). Per-
kins (2007) insists any pragmatic disability,
regardless of differences in underlying brain
pathology, such as specific language impair-
ment (SLD), dementia, right hemisphere dys-
function (RHD), aphasia, traumatic brain
injury (TBD), and autism, could not be attrib-
uted solely to a certain single cognitive dys-
function mentioned above. Rather, he sees
many different cognitive processes as being
engaged simultaneously and interactively in
any communicative behavior. For Perkins,
“each cognitive process which merits a sin-
gle individuating label is itself the complex
product of subsidiary interactions” (Perkins
2007, p. 106). While paying respect to his
considerations, we seek “a more pervasive
(and perhaps ultimately even more maladap-
tive) deficit in general cognitive function-
ing” (Bruner & Feldman 1993, p. 286) spe-
cific to autism.

Lawson (2003) proposed a promising
conceptualization of autism that could ex-
plain the generality of the pragmatic disabil-
ity by bringing together all cognitive defi-
cits believed to cause it. He puts forward the
depth accessibility difficulty (DAD) model as
a way of embracing distinct theories of au-
tism. The DAD model proposes that individ-
uals with autism reduce the world “to closed
systems of atomistic (essentially unconnect-
ed) actualities” (Lawson, 2003, p. 197).

Another possibility of a pervasive defi-
cit causing the generality arises (Ohigashi,

2009) when we consider revolutionary neu-
rologic insights into human consciousness
and (Edelman, 2004) together with mod-
ern philosophical concepts about the rela-
tionship between language and experience
(Agamben, 2001). Taken together, these in-
sights suggest that language in autism can be
regarded to emerge just for the individual,
not for others, in fragmental “primary con-
sciousness” without connection to integra-
tive “higher consciousness.” According to
this view, any pragmatic deficit seen in indi-
viduals with autism is due to the lack of lan-
guage for others and a result of having frag-
mentary language by nature. A person with
autism would produce or comprehend lan-
guage fragmentally in a similar manner to
which she or he has learned it. Hence, lan-
guage production and comprehension may
be based on what individuals have memo-
rized fragmentally in the context they per-
ceived it to be directly related to words from
others heard at the time (Oi, 2010).

Thus, we can hypothesize that the co-oc-
currence of overliteralness and overnonliter-
alness in individuals with autism comes from
their fragmental or atomistic language. An
ambiguous sentence would be comprehend-
ed appropriately when used in a context
(presumably conventional) that is almost
identical to that in which the person learned
it. Inappropriate comprehension would arise
when the context (presumably less conven-
tional) is considerably different from the one
where the language was learned. Such learn-
ing seems to be influenced by conventional-
ity of the usage of a sentence, as Ozonoff and
Miller (1996) indicated in referring to “Can
you . .. ” type questions.

Here we have the question of whether
comprehension of an ambiguous sentence
in individuals with autism, regardless of liter-
alness or nonliteralness, varies depending on
the degree of conventionality of the usage
of the sentence in certain context. Another
question that arises is what causes the dif-
ference between the cases where compre-
hension is overliteral and those in which it
is overnonliteral in individuals with autism.
Based on the assumption given by Ozonoff
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and Miller (1996), an ambiguous sentence
would be comprehended overliterally when
the context encourages nonliteral interpre-
tation, and overnonliterally when the con-
text encourages literal interpretation. How-
ever, we predict that this theory would not
hold true because the conventionality of a
sentence would play a key role in this differ-
ence in comprehension.

The purpose of the present study was
to answer the above two questions by ex-
amining the relationship between compre-
hension of ambiguous sentences in chil-
dren with HFASD and the opinion of college
freshmen regarding conventionality of us-
age of these sentences in contexts contras-
tive in the direction of encouragement.

Methods

Participants

University freshmen were randomly re-
cruited to rate the degree of strangeness
(unconventionality) of the combination of
a sentence and a cartoon picture represent-
ing the nonliteral or literal interpretation
of the sentence. These sentences and pic-
tures were the same as those used for chil-
dren with HFASD and TD children. Partici-
pants were 98 male freshmen (mean age =
19.50 years, SD = 0.74) and 96 female fresh-
men (mean age = 19.19 years, SD = 0.64).
The group was bisected into two gender-
matched subgroups. One subgroup (fresh-
men A) was asked to rate the strangeness

of 25 sentences in combination with their
literal interpretations and a further 25 sen-
tences in combination with their nonliter-
al interpretations. In rating, the order of the
type of sentence-interpretation combina-
tion was randomized. The other subgroup
(freshmen B) was asked to do the same but
with the opposite interpretation in combi-
nation with the same sentences. Hence,
when a sentence was rated in combination
with its literal interpretation by half of the
freshmen, the other half rated that sentence
in combination with its nonliteral meaning.
Thus, each of the 50 sentences was rated, in
terms of strangeness of interpretation, twice
separately in combination with its literal or
nonliteral interpretation by 97 freshmen as
shown in Table 1.

The freshmen were asked to rate the
strangeness of the combination of these am-
biguous sentences and their literal or non-
literal interpretation on a 5-point scale.
The strangest was assigned 5 and the least
strange 1.

We next examined the relationship be-
tween these freshmen’s ratings of strange-
ness and children’s interpretation of 100
combinations of a sentence and its interpre-
tation. To do this, we used the data of Oi
and Tanaka (2010) concerning 45 2nd to
6th graders with HFASD (40 boys and 5 girls,
mean grade = 4.29, SD = 1.27) and 45 TD
children extracted randomly from 666 2nd-
to-6th graders in an elementary school (ex-
actly matched for grade and gender). The
TD children all attended regular classes, re-
ceived no special educational services, and
had no sensory or motor impairments. All

Table 1. Allocation of Sentence-Literal (Nonliteral) Meaning Combination in

Rating by the Two Groups of Freshmen

Freshmen A (n = 97)

Freshmen B (z = 97)

25 sentences

combination
The other 25 rated sentence-nonliteral
Sentences meaning combination

rated sentence-literal meaning

rated sentence-nonliteral meaning
combination

rated sentence-literal meaning
combination
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the HFASD children were assessed by psy-
chiatrists or paediatricians as fulfilling the
criteria for any of the pervasive developmen-
tal disorders of DSM-IV-TR. All were assessed
using the third edition of the Wechsler Intel-
ligence Scale within a year before the data
were collected. They also all attended reg-
ular classes. HFASD children ranged in full-
scale 1IQ from 79 to 129 (M = 97.56, SD =
17.54), and in verbalIQ from 80 to 136 (M
= 98.87, SD = 17.81). No standardized intel-
ligence scale was administered to TD chil-
dren, because it is general practice among
typical council elementary schools in Japan
not to assess pupils’ intelligence.

Procedures

First, the correlation » was calculated
between the children’s mean magnitude of
preference between literal interpretation
and nonliteral interpretation of sentenc-
es and the mean strangeness-rating of sen-
tence-interpretation combinations by fresh-
men (described above). The magnitude of
preference between the literal interpreta-
tion and nonliteral interpretation was de-
fined as the distance between the mean val-
ue of children’s rating and either the most
literal or the most nonliteral interpretation
of the sentence on the 5-point scale. The
most literal interpretation was assigned 1
and the most nonliteral 5.

Calculations of » were conducted as fol-
lows: (1) in calculating » between children’s
mean preference magnitude and freshmen’s
mean strangeness rating of the combination
of a sentence and its literal meaning, the dis-
tance between children’s mean rating value
and the most nonliteral interpretation (5 on
the scale) was adopted and (2) in calculating
r between children’s mean preference mag-
nitude and freshmen’s mean strangeness rat-
ing of the combination of a sentence and its
nonliteral meaning, the distance between
children’s mean rating value and the most
literal interpretation (1 on the scale) was ad-
opted. This calculation method is shown by
a figure in the Appendix.

Second, we examined how the strange-
ness ratings by the freshmen of the two
combinations, the sentence-literal and the
sentence-nonliteral interpretations, relate to
the difference seen in the sentence-interpre-
tation preference between the two groups
of children, for the 9 sentences in which sig-
nificant intergroup difference was shown. In
10 sentences Oi and Tanaka (2010) showed
intergroup differences in sentence-interpre-
tation preference between children with
and without HFASD, although matching be-
tween the 2 groups was not perfect in terms
of grade and gender. In the present study we
ensured perfect matching of these variables,
and as a result, one sentence in which an
intergroup difference was seen in the pre-
vious study did not attain statistical signifi-
cance. This sentence was excluded from the
examination. The strangeness ratings by the
freshmen were compared between the sen-
tence-literal interpretation combination and
the sentence-nonliteral interpretation com-
bination using the Mann-Whitney U-test.

Results

The correlation » between children’s
mean preference magnitude and freshmen’s
mean strangeness rating was —.65 (p <.001)
for children with HFASD, and —.67 (p <.001)
for TD children. The two r values did not dif-
fer significantly from each other.

In 6 sentences (#1 to 6 in Table 2) of the
9 in which the intergroup difference was re-
confirmed in terms of sentence interpreta-
tion preference by children, the interpre-
tation preferred more strongly by children
with HFASD than by TD children was rated
by the freshmen as significantly less strange
in its combination with the sentence than
the nonpreferred interpretation, regard-
less of whether the interpretation was lit-
eral or nonliteral. In 5 (#1 to 5) sentences
for which the children with HFASD showed
stronger preference for the nonliteral in-
terpretation than did the TD children, the
freshmen rated the sentence-nonliteral in-
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terpretation combinations as significantly
less strange compared with the literal mean-
ing (Mann-Whitney U-test, = scores were
applied to calculate p and shown in Table
2, all p-values <.001). In one sentence (¥6)
where literal interpretation was preferred
significantly more strongly by the children
with HFASD than the TD children, the fresh-
men rated the sentence-literal interpretation
as significantly less strange (Mann-Whitney
U, z score was applied to calculate p and
shown in Table 2, p <.001).

On the other hand, there were 3 sen-
tences (#7 to 9) for which the above-men-
tioned relationship was not seen. The chil-
dren with HFASD preferred the nonliteral
interpretation more strongly than TD chil-
dren for these sentences. In 2 sentences
(#7, 8) of these 3, the freshmen did not rate
the sentence-literal interpretation combina-
tion and the sentence-nonliteral interpreta-
tion combination differently (Mann-Whitney
U-test, =z scores were applied to calculate p
and shown in Table 2, both p-values N.S.).
Finally, in 1 sentence (#9), the freshmen rat-
ed the combination of the sentence and its
literal interpretation less strange than that
with its nonliteral interpretation.

Discussion

The present study addressed two ques-
tions. The first asked whether the appropri-
ateness of comprehending an ambiguous
sentence by individuals with autism varies
depending on the degree of convention-
ality of the context in which the sentence
is used. The second asked whether an am-
biguous sentence would be comprehended
overliterally when the context encourages
nonliteral interpretation and vice versa.

The answer to the first question was
“yes.” The more strangely the combination
of an ambiguous sentence and its context
was rated by freshmen, the more literally
the sentence was comprehended by chil-
dren with HFASD. We presupposed that this
would occur only in children with HFASD

or, at least, that it would occur more explic-
itly in these children than in TD children.
Contrary to our presupposition, however, it
occurred to the same degree in TD children;
the significant correlation 7 was almost iden-
tical between the two groups of children.

When considering the notion that the
younger the child the more literal the com-
prehension of ambiguous language such as
indirect requests (Kelly, 2001) and meta-
phor (Happé, 1993), before withdrawing
the abovementioned presupposition, we
have to test the possibility of a high depen-
dence on conventionality in comprehend-
ing these sentences that is specific to old-
er individuals with autism. We need to ask
whether the correlation between strange-
ness rating by freshmen and literalness in
sentence comprehension in children with
HFASD is replicated in adolescents or adults
with autism; specifically, whether r for this
correlation would differ from that in typical-
ly developing individuals.

In regard to the second question, the
present findings seem to favor our predic-
tion rather than the assumption of Ozonoff
and Miller (1996). They assumed that non-
literal interpretations of language such as
responses to “Can you . . . ” questions had
been overlearned by adults with autism to
be comprehended nonliterally even when
the context encourages literal interpreta-
tion. On the contrary, the present results
showed that, regardless of whether they
were literal or nonliteral, interpretations of
ambiguous language preferred by children
with HFASD more strongly than by TD chil-
dren were ones which freshmen rated less
strange. This means the co-occurrence of
“overliteralness” and “overnonliteralness”
in individuals with autism could not be ex-
plained simply as failure to use context or
inability to inhibit an overlearned and pro-
ponent response. Rather, the results suggest
seemingly high conformity of children with
HFASD with conventional language usage
in adults. This reminds us of formulaic lan-
guage often seen in second language learn-
ers (Weinert, 1995) as well as in people with
autism and patients with Alzheimer’s dis-
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ease (Wray & Perkins, 2000), although this
was discussed not from the viewpoint of re-
ceptive language but from that of produc-
tive language. Formulaic language in autism
is considered by Prizant (1983) as the prod-
uct of “an inability to segment others’ utter-
ances and realise their internal structure”
(p. 303). This might also apply to recep-
tive language, as production and reception
are closely related to each other. The co-oc-
currence of overliteralness and overnonlit-
eralness in children with HFASD has to be
investigated as a part of language formulai-
city which can be regarded as a ““Hobson’s
choice’ solution to processing constraints”
(Wray & Perkins, 2000, p. 23).

We cannot shift away immediately, how-
ever, from the assumption of overnonliteral-
ness in autism by Ozonoff and Miller (1996).
This is because we found a relatively small
number of sentences where a stronger sen-
tence-interpretation preference in children
with HFASD than in TD children coincided
with freshmen’s lower rating of strangeness
of the interpretation. Although these sen-
tences accounted for 6 of the 9 sentences
with an intergroup difference, this propor-
tion could not attain statistical significance
with binomial distribution.

Contradictory to our prediction, some
of the present results supported the belief
that autistic language is literal by nature. Lit-
eralness in children with HFASD was seen
in 2 sentences when literal and nonliteral
interpretations were not rated differently
in terms of strangeness. This suggests that
literalness in autism is a potential tenden-
cy that could be activated when interpreta-
tions of an ambiguous sentence are equally
conventional.

In addition, children with HFASD
showed significantly stronger literalness
than TD children in one metaphor for which
the literal interpretation was rated by fresh-
men as significantly stranger than the non-
literal interpretation. This supports the idea
that literalness in autism is the result of fail-
ure to use context, as Ozonoff and Miller
(1996) assumed. This, however, must not
be overemphasized because this was the

case only in 1 of 5 metaphors investigated
by Oi and Tanaka (2010), with the rest not
comprehended differently between the two
groups of children.

For further investigation that moves us
toward an underlying mechanism of the co-
occurrence of overliteralness and overnon-
literalness in autism, we first need to clarify
why the results of the present study varied
in terms of the relationship between chil-
dren’s preference and adults’ rating of the
sentence-meaning combination. A larger
number of sentences is required for accurate
multivariate analysis in these circumstances.

Finally, taking presumable cross-cultur-
al/linguistic differences between Japanese
and English (Hinds, 1987) into account may
enrich further investigation on literalness in
autism seen in comprehending ambiguous
language. Hinds (1987, p. 143) suggested
that in “a typology that is based on speak-
er and/or writer responsibility as opposed to
listener and/or reader responsibility . . . in
English, the person primarily responsible for
effective communication is the speaker . . .
in Japanese, the person primarily responsi-
ble for effective communication is the listen-
er.” Theoretically, a language imposing re-
sponsibility on the listener is considered to
allow a speaker to be more ambiguous than
a speaker-responsible language, and accord-
ingly members of a community with listener-
responsible language are exposed to more
ambiguous language than those whose lan-
guage is speaker-responsible. How autism
interacts with the language type in this re-
gard is worth investigating. Japanese individ-
uals with autism might be more knowledge-
able about nonliteral and literal meanings
of ambiguous language than their English-
speaking counterparts. The study by Oi
and Tanaka (2010) was not the only one to
show that sentences where no difference
between children with and without HFASD
was seen in terms of comprehending ambig-
uous language far outnumbered sentences
with intergroup difference. This finding has
been replicated in other studies on compre-
hension of indirect speech acts in Japanese
(Taguchi, Oi, & Takahashi, 2010; Yata & Oi,
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2009). The difference between findings on
literalness in autism from studies conduct-
ed in English-speaking countries and from
those in Japan might be based on this pre-
sumable cross-cultural/linguistic difference
between the two languages. The former
studies indicate a uniform deficit in individ-
uals with autism, whereas the latter ones de-
pict a different and more complicated pic-
ture in this respect.

Conclusion

The results of the present study, as ex-
pected, suggest that children with HFASD
comprehend ambiguous language in accor-
dance with its conventionality as assessed
by college freshmen, regardless of whether
this involves literal or nonliteral comprehen-
sion. This could be the basis of the co-oc-
currence of overliteralness and overnonlit-
eralness in these children. Even when TD
children choose a literal interpretation of a
sentence, children with HFASD select the
nonliteral one assessed less strange by col-
lege freshmen than the literal one. This con-
formity of children with HFASD to conven-
tional interpretation of ambiguous language
seems to account for the co-occurrence of
overliteralness and overnonliteralness. Re-
peating the present study using a larger
number of sentences may help in the grad-
ual examination of our hypothesis that this
co-occurrence stems from the fragmental or
atomistic nature of language in autism.

The present results have a clinical impli-
cation for assessing comprehension of am-
biguous language such as metaphor, irony,
indirect speech acts, and the like in individ-
uals with autism. In taking into account to
what extent adults with autism regard inter-
pretations of ambiguous sentences as con-
ventional, we can avoid mistaking their
seemingly high conformity to conventional
language use for a lack of knowledge of non-
literal meaning or a failure to use context.
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Appendix

Correlation r was calculated between the mean preference
magnitude in children and the mean value of strangeness-rating

by adults.
Magnitude of child preference
literal |_ -| nonliteral
;‘W} ] Strange

Adults’
rating
value

=7
(o —— Not-strange

After looking carefully in

both directions, he did not both directions before
cross the street crossing the street
Sayuu  wo yoku mite watara nai

both sides carefully look crossing the street  not



