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Abstract 
The study of syntactic and lexical-semantic relationships is an important area of 
psycholinguistics. Based on a review of research on syntactic competence and its 
relationship with lexical semantics in children with autism, various views have been found 
among academic researches. Regarding the research on syntactic ability of autistic 
children, there are three main views: normal, impaired and within-group differences; 
meanwhile, regarding the research on the relationship between syntactic ability and 
lexical semantics of children with autism, there are two main views: positive and 
uncorrelated. On this basis, the shortcomings and further research trends of the research 
on syntactic ability and lexical semantics of children with autism are proposed. 
Keywords: children with autism, syntax, lexical semantics, review 

 
1. Introduction 

Autism, with social interaction, verbal and 
nonverbal communication and behavioural deficits 
(ritualistic or compulsive stereotyped activities) as 
the main clinical features, is a type of pervasive 
neurodevelopmental disorder (APA, 1994) that 
generally includes classic autism (Kanner's autism), 
Asperger's syndrome and to-be- Pervasive 
developmental disorder (PDD-NOS) to be classified, 
among others. In contrast to the studies on the 
pragmatics, vocabulary and phonology of children 
with autism, the national and international studies 
on the syntactic abilities of children with autism are 
scarce and have different perspectives. Even the 
studies that have suggested impairments in the 
syntactic abilities of children with autism rarely 
analyse the factors that influence the syntactic 
abilities of children with autism, but only attribute 
them to the "perfective acquisition style". In light of 
the theoretical debate on the relationship between 
syntax and semantics in psycholinguistics and trend 
of research on the integration of language abilities 
in children with autism, some studies have begun to 
focus on the relationship between syntactic and 
lexical-semantic abilities in children with autism. 
 
2. The study of syntactic competence in children 
with autism 

Studies on syntactic competence of children  
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with autism have mainly examined the syntactic 
production ability of children with autism with a 
few studies analysing the syntactic comprehension 
ability of children with autism. There are three 
academic views on the syntactic production ability 
of children with autism: one believes that the 
syntactic ability of children with autism is as intact 
as that of normal children mainly because of 
delayed development and no impairment; another 
believes that there is impairment in the syntactic 
ability of children with autism, often omitting 
syntactic morphology and low syntactic complexity; 
whereas another believes that a proportion of 
children with autism spectrum disorders have no 
impairments in syntactic ability, but have a slower 
developmental process than normal children, and 
that some children with autism have impairments 
in syntax with most studies using children with 
specific language impairment (SLI) as a matched 
reference. 
 
2.1 Normal syntactic ability in children with autism 

In the 1970s and 1980s, numerous foreign 
studies on the abilities of autistic populations in 
various domains of language found that syntactic 
abilities of autistic children were relatively normal 
and not impaired (Bartolucci & Pierce, 1977; 
Bartolucci et al., 1976; Pierce & Bartolucci, 1977). In 
terms of episodic studies, follow-up studies of 
children with autism have shown that the syntactic 
development process of children with autism is 
similar to that of normal children, and that specific 
syntactic structures are acquired in the same order 
as in normal children, only in a slower process  
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(Tager-Flusberg, 1990; 1994). In terms of 
cooccurrence studies, it was also found that 
children with autism performed the same syntactic 
abilities such as morphological use and syntactic 
complexity as the control group of normal children. 
 
2.1.1 Normal syntactic morphology use 

Syntactic morphology reflects the syntactic 
relations between sentence constituents and 
belongs to the syntactic functional morphemes. 
The acquisition and correct use of syntactic 
morphology are an important part of the 
acquisition of syntactic competence. To learn the 
grammatical structure of a language, one must 
learn to use grammatical elements such as 
morphology that carry grammatical meaning 
(Brown, 1973; de Villiers and de Villiers, 1973). 
Brown (1973) through his study of English outlined 
13 grammatical morphologies as the criteria for 
judging the morphological use of children with 
autism in specific task situations. In the story-telling 
and story-comprehension tasks, Fein and 
Waterhouse (1979) specifically examined the 
acquisition of grammatical morphology in autistic, 
mentally retarded and normal children, which then 
found no significant differences in the amount of 
morphology used and correctness between the 
autistic and the other two groups with normal 
acquisition of grammatical morphology. 
Furthermore, in a natural scenario, Bartolucci, 
Pierce and Streiner (1980) built on Bartolucci and 
Albers' (1974) earlier findings examined the order 
of morphological emergence in autistic and 
mentally retarded children, demonstrating no 
differences in the order of grammatical morphology 
use between autistic and mentally retarded 
children. No differences were also found when 
further compared with data from De Villiers' 
sample of normal children. Thus, it can be 
concluded that there are no differences between 
children with autism and the control group of 
normal children in terms of the amount and 
correctness of grammatical morphology use or the 
order of grammatical morphology use. 
 
2.1.2 Normal syntactic complexity 

Syntactic complexity increases with the increase 
and expansion of sentence constituents and 
syntactic structure. The average sentence length 
and syntactic complexity of children's discourse 
increase with age as the number of sentence 
constituents increases, while syntactic structure 
expands from simple to complex. Therefore, the 
average sentence length and syntactic complexity 
are important indicators of syntactic ability. A  

 
review of research on the syntactic abilities of 
children with autism has also focused on the 
average discourse length and syntactic complexity 
of discourse produced by children with autism on 
standardised tests or specific tasks. 

Scarborough (1990) used the Index of 
Productive Syntax (IPSyn, proposed in 
Scarborough's 1985 study) to examine the syntactic 
complexity of discourse produced by children with 
autism, children with Down syndrome and normal 
children. The study discovered that children with 
autism and children in the control group did not 
differ in overall score for the Syntactic Generation 
Index in which children with autism had normal 
syntactic complexity. However, the study did not 
analyse the specific scores of the IPSyn subscales 
for children with autism, and it was likely that 
children with autism scored differently on a 
subscale from the control group of normal children, 
but there were no statistical differences in overall 
performance, which therefore could not account 
for the specific performance of syntactic 
competence in children with autism. Tager-
Flusberg et al. (1990) remedied this deficiency in 
their study. They followed the language acquisition 
of six children with autism and six children with 
Down syndrome from 12 to 26 months of age. In 
terms of syntax, the study found that most children 
with autism and children with Down syndrome did 
not differ significantly in MLU and syntactic 
production index scores and had a similar sequence 
of syntactic development, confirming the authors' 
previous studies (1981, 1985), which concluded 
that children with autism do not involve 
impairments in syntactic competence. The study 
further analysed the scores of autistic children in 
each subscale of the Syntactic Production Index and 
discovered that autistic children scored low in the 
question negation subscale, but the authors 
interpreted this as an effect of pragmatic 
impairment without analysing the reasons in depth. 

To further examine the language abilities of 
children with autism within the normal intelligence 
range, Kelley et al. (2006) used a series of 
standardised language tests to compare the 
language abilities of 14 children with autism with 
those of six normal children matched for 
physiological age. In terms of syntax, it was found 
that the syntactic abilities of children with autism 
did not differ from those of normal children where 
there was no impairment in the syntactic abilities of 
children with autism. In addition, Shulman and 
Guberman (2007) examined the ability of 13 
children with autism, 13 children with SLI and 13 
normal children matched on physical age, language  
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level and gender to learn new word tasks with 
syntactic cues in sentences and found that all 
children with autism and normal children were able 
to learn all new words successfully, while only 4 
children with SLI were able to learn them 
successfully. This suggests that children with autism 
may be acquiring new words based on relatively 
intact syntactic abilities, providing inverse evidence 
that children with autism have relatively intact 
syntactic abilities and are not impaired. 

In summary, the studies concluding that 
children with autism have normal syntactic abilities 
were focused on the 1970s and 1980s. These 
studies, based on either natural corpus or 
standardised tests, analysed the syntactic 
performance of subjects in terms of morphology, 
MLU and syntactic complexity with consistent 
conclusion that there was no syntactic impairment 
in autism. However, subjects in studies from the 
1970s and 1980s were not diagnosed by 
standardised autism diagnostic scales, but by a 
combination of semi-standardised interview tests 
and psychological tests with a broader diagnosis 
(Michael Rutter, 2005 ). In addition, the subjects 
likely included non-autistic children with better 
syntactic abilities, which had a greater impact on 
the experimental results. As a result, a growing 
number of people have questioned the normal 
syntactic ability of children with autism. 
 
2.2 Abnormal syntactic ability in children with 
autism 

Since the syntactic abilities of children with 
autism have been studied in depth, many 
researchers have found significant impairments in 
the syntactic development of children with autism. 
There is a large amount of omission of grammatical 
morphology in discourse, especially prepositions 
and tenses. Generated words are short, average 
discourse length is generally lower than that of 
normal children and only simple syntactic 
structures can be used with complex syntactic 
structures rarely occurring. 
 
2.2.1 Syntactic morphology using omission 

In contrast to the normal view of discourse 
morphology use in autistic children, several studies 
have found that children with autism frequently 
omit some syntactic morphologies in discourse 
communication, especially prepositions, pronouns 
and tenses, which are omitted and misused more 
severely. Bartolucci (1980) compared, in general, 
the occurrence of function words in the discourse 
of autistic children with oral language skills and 
children with developmental delay matched to  

 
their intellectual age in a given situation and the 
percentage of correct use of function words in a 
given situation. The study discovered that the 
autistic group omitted function words more 
frequently and used them less correctly. As early as 
the 1960s, Cunningham (1966) tracked the 
language development of autistic children from the 
age of 6 to 11 and found frequent omission of 
syntactic morphemes or function words such as 
auxiliaries, plural nouns, pronouns and prepositions 
in the subjects' discourse use. This omission was 
similar to the use of early normal children's 
discourse morphology that Brown later studied. 
This suggests a significant lag and impairment in the 
development of syntactic morphology in children 
with autism. The same finding has been also 
observed in Churchill's (1972) case study on 
preposition use where autistic children did not 
understand the meaning of prepositions such as in, 
on, under, beside and only used some given 
prepositions during training based on objects. Ricks 
and Wing (1976) noted that children with autism 
are slower than normal in learning small words such 
as prepositions, conjunctions and pronouns; even 
when they do learn them, they often omit them 
from their speech. These studies suggest that 
children with autism have difficulty acquiring and 
using syntactic morphological function words such 
as prepositions and pronouns. In terms of tense 
use, studies have concluded that autistic children 
also have some impairments. Bartolucci and Albers 
(1974) found that autistic children produce less 
syntactic morphology, especially verb tense, when 
producing discourse than retarded, normal 
children. Bartolucci (1982), using Brown's (1973) 14 
syntactic morphology, found that children with 
autism generated and used few past tenses 
compared to the control group. From the above, it 
is clear that autistic children have a greater 
omission or misuse of morphology in everyday or 
specific discourse, and that morphology reflects the 
syntactic relations between sentence components; 
therefore, difficulties in the acquisition and use of 
morphology in autistic children indicate some 
degree of impairment in the syntactic abilities of 
autistic children. 
 
2.2.2 Low syntactic complexity 

When MLU is used as a syntactic measure, 
children with autism have lower MLU scores than 
normal children (Condouris et al., 2003; Rapin & 
Dunn, 2003; Kjelgaard & Tager-Flusberg, 2001; 
Capps et al., 1998; Seal & Bonvillian, 1997). MLU 
scores tend to overestimate the syntactic 
development of children with autism compared to  
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syntactic structure scores (Scarborough et al., 
1991); thus, the research on syntactic competence 
of children with autism tends to use other syntactic 
measures that are more systematic. It was found 
that children with autism generated sentences with 
lower syntactic complexity than normal children in 
natural discourse or in specific discourse using 
mainly simple syntactic structures with a narrow 
range. Pierce and Bartolucciet (1977) examined 
syntactic use in natural discourse in matched 
groups of autistic, mentally retarded and normal 
children with oral language skills and found that in 
Lee's Developmental Sentence Analysis (Lee's 
Developmental Sentence Analysis, 1974), children 
with autism scored lower than other groups, while 
in Chomsky's Transformational Analysis (Chomsky's 
Transformational Analysis, 1955), children with 
autism had higher error rate, mainly omission, and 
low sentence complexity. This suggests that the 
syntactic system of children with autism differs 
from that of normal children or even mentally 
retarded children, and that they have more severe 
impairments in syntactic ability. Eigsti et al. (2007) 
attempted to address the controversy of whether 
or not children with autism have syntactic 
impairments by exploring whether children with 
autism have syntactic ability appropriate to their 
age. Sixteen children with autism, 16 non-verbal IQ 
and gender-matched mentally retarded children as 
well as 16 normal children were selected after 
controlling for factors such as intelligence, 
vocabulary level as well as the subjects' educational 
background and family economic conditions. The 
MLU and syntactic production index were used to 
score the sentences extracted from the 
spontaneous discourse, and the results showed 
that the autistic group had lower overall scores in 
MLU and syntactic production index than the 
matched group. To further examine the 
performance of syntactic impairment in children 
with autism, Eigsti analysed the scores of four 
additional sub-items of the Syntactic Generation 
Index and found that children with autism scored 
significantly lower than normal children on two 
items: verb phrase and sentence structure. There 
was no significant difference in the scores for noun 
phrases and question negation. This indicates that 
children with autism use relatively simple and 
narrow syntactic structures. 

There are fewer studies done on syntactic 
competence of children with autism in China. Zhang 
Qin and Zan Fei (2007), through a case tracking 
survey of a child with autism, found that the 
average discourse length of autistic children was 
3.6 words in their daily discourse with monotonous  

 
syntactic structure; 98% of them were single 
sentences and basically the simplest monotonous 
sentence structure with low sentence complexity. 
In her doctoral dissertation, Li (2008) used the MLU, 
MLU5 (Mean Length of the Longest 5 Sentences) 
grammar measure to quantify the grammar 
acquisition rate of four Chinese-speaking children 
with autism and found that the grammar 
acquisition rate of the two pairs with MLU true 
values less than 2 was lower than that of the control 
group of normal children, whereas the 
development of MLU5 showed similar results. The 
rate of grammar acquisition was similar to that of 
the control group of normal children. This may 
indicate that the syntactic ability of autistic children 
gradually improves with age. However, using MLU 
or MLU5 alone as a syntactic measure has 
significant shortcomings, especially for older 
children, where the validity of the MLU measure 
would be greatly reduced since utterance length 
reflects specific interactions rather than the 
acquisition of new linguistic knowledge, and where 
the increase in syntactic complexity is a 
reorganisation within the discourse form and no 
longer reflects the addition of new structures 
(Eisenberg et al., 2001; Parker & Brorson, 2005). 
Therefore, the research on syntactic ability of 
autistic children in China is yet to be deepened, 
while syntactic evaluation index is a key issue that 
needs to be addressed urgently. 

Researchers have generally attributed the 
impairment of syntactic ability in children with 
autism to the "perfect imitation" syntactic 
acquisition style of autistic children. Tager-Flusberg 
(1990) found a great deal of imitation in the syntax 
produced by children with autism through 
observations. This imitation was due to the fact that 
children with autism learn differently from ordinary 
children who rely on information processing; they 
do not learn syntax through comprehension, which 
gives a rigid and narrow character to the syntactic 
use of children with autism (Li, 2008), and unable to 
use output syntactic structures rationally according 
to context (Li, 2009). Dalgleish (1975) argued that 
this is due to deficits in the ability of autistic 
children to align syntactic stimuli or learn rules for 
aligning stimuli. This explanation prompts an 
answer as to why autistic children lack the ability to 
align syntactic stimuli. Is it because of a deficit in 
semantic understanding or a lack of knowledge of 
syntactic rules that leads to incomprehension of the 
discourse and inability to flexibly change 
utterances? This remains to be further explored. 

In summary, based on avoiding the problem of 
varying criteria for subject selection in the 1970s  
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and 1980s studies, researchers have used 
standardised tests to select subjects, which has 
contributed to the accuracy of the experimental 
results, but still has its shortcomings. First, as Eigsti 
stated in his own study, the subjects were unified 
as children with autism and therefore could not yet 
show that the subjects were homogeneous. 
Second, in terms of the experimental paradigm, the 
researchers mainly used the naturalistic play 
method, which collects subjects' naturalistic 
discourse in free situations. This helps to exclude 
the influence of subjects, especially autistic 
children, on the experimental results due to the 
unfamiliarity of the experimental setting and the 
experimenter, but the length of the sentences 
contained in natural discourse and complexity of 
the sentences are variable. Moreover, Wren's 
(1985) study with impaired children as well as 
Southwood and Russell's (2004) study with normal 
children showed that the lowest syntactic 
complexity was produced in the free play task. 
Thus, the use of studies that collect natural 
discourse may have a greater impact on the 
experimental results. 
 
2.3 within-group differences in syntactic ability of 
children with autism 

Recent study suggested that there are within-
group differences in the syntactic abilities of 
children with autism. Some children with autism 
have impaired syntactic abilities, while others have 
relatively intact syntactic abilities (Condouris, 
Meyer & Tager-Flusberg, 2003; Rapin & Dunn, 
2003; Kjelgaard & Tager-Flusberg, 2001). Since the 
syntactic performance of children with autism in 
the presence of syntactic impairment is similar to 
that of children with SLI, most of these studies have 
used children with SLI as a matched reference 
group. 

Kjelgaard and Tager-Flusberg (2001) used the 
syntactic subtests of the Clinical Evaluation of 
Language Fundamentals (CELF) to study the 
syntactic abilities of children with autism in various 
language domains. Formulated Sentences and 
Recalling Sentences tests were used to study the 
syntactic abilities of children with autism. Some 
children with autism were found to produce 
sentences with low complexity and some syntactic 
impairments, while others with autism had normal 
syntactic ability. The same phenomenon of within-
group variation in morphological use was also 
found for children with autism. Tager-Flushberg 
(2004) used an experimental task to explore the use 
of third person singular and past tense (regular and 
irregular) tense markers in children with autism and  

 
found that some children with autism had a large 
amount of omission of these two syntactic 
morphologies while other children with autism had 
less omission of these two syntactic morphologies. 
This further supports the idea of group differences 
in the syntactic abilities of children with autism. 
Since children with autism who have syntactic 
impairments mainly show syntactic omission of 
both syntactic morphologies especially verb tense 
and low syntactic complexity, which are also the 
main manifestations of syntactic impairments in 
individuals with specific language impairment (SLI), 
there has been an increasing number of studies 
examining the relationship between syntactic 
competence of children with autism and syntactic 
competence of children with SLI in recent years, 
such as that by Leyfer and Tager-Flusberg (2008), 
Lindgren et al. (2009), Simonoff (2009), Rice et al. 
(2005), Whitehouse (2008), Williams (2008) and 
Groen (2008). In terms of morphological use, Jenny 
(2004) specifically examined the performance of 
children with SLI and a large heterogeneity of 
children with autism on the third person singular 
and verb tense, one of the typical features of SLI 
syntactic impairment. Children with autism with 
language impairment were found to have many 
omissions of tense forms in the verb tense task 
similar to children with SLI, while children with 
autism without language impairment performed 
higher than children with SLI in both tasks. Thus, it 
was further established that there were within-
group differences in the syntactic abilities of 
children with autism. In terms of syntactic 
complexity, McConnell (2010) compared the 
performance of children with high-functioning 
autism, children with SLI, children with autism with 
language impairment (ASDLI) and normal children 
in terms of sentence length and syntactic 
complexity generated when completing a word-
generating task and found that children with SLI 
and ASDLI had lower mean sentence length and 
sentence complexity than the other groups besides 
the simple sentence structure generated. In 
contrast, children with high-functioning autism 
performed comparably to normal children on both 
tests. McGregor et al. (2011) found the same result 
when examining the sentence abilities of children 
with SLI, children with ASD without syntactic 
impairment, children with ASDLI with syntactic 
impairment, children with developmental delay 
and matched normal children. This view can be 
seen as a neutralisation of the first two views and 
seems more reasonable, but there is no formal 
clinical medical identification regarding the 
presence of a child with autism with impaired  
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syntactic ability within the group of children with 
autism, nor there is a specific diagnostic scale. The 
identification of children with autism who have 
been described as having syntactic impairment in 
research has also been based on scores on relevant 
syntactic tests such as in the study by McGregor 
(2011) who used the CELF4 syntactic subtest. This is 
a simple syntactic test score that classifies children 
with autism as having impaired syntactic abilities, 
which is simpler and less analytical than studies 
focusing on the syntactic abilities of children with 
autism. This approach appears to be too simplistic 
and does not analyse the factors influencing the 
presence of syntactic impairment in children with 
autism. 
 
3. The study of syntactic-semantic relations in 
children with autism 

There are three theoretical controversies in 
psycholinguistics concerning the relationship 
between syntactic and semantic processing. The 
first is the modularity theory or autonomy theory, 
which holds that semantic processing and syntactic 
processing are independent at the beginning of 
sentence processing and only interact later to 
jointly complete the comprehension of sentences; 
the second is the interaction theory, which states 
that syntactic processing and semantic processing 
interact and constrain each other in sentence 
processing, and that lexical information plays a 
decisive role in various possible syntactic structures 
that are activated. The third is the simultaneous 
action theory proposed by Bolland (1997) et al. who 
combined the first two theories and argued that 
syntactic processing and semantic processing have 
no primary or secondary role. Under the influence 
of these theoretical controversies and the move 
towards unification of language research in children 
with autism, a research on syntactic and semantic 
relations in children with autism has emerged. 
Looking at the studies related to syntactic and 
semantic relations in children with autism, most of 
them support the interaction theory, which states 
that syntactic and semantic abilities of children with 
autism are closely related, while some studies 
support the modularity theory, which finds that 
syntactic and semantic abilities of children with 
autism are unrelated. 
 
3.1 Positive correlation between syntactic and 
semantic abilities in children with autism 

Most studies on the relationship between 
syntactic and lexical-semantic abilities in children 
with autism found that syntactic and lexical-
semantic abilities in children with autism are  

 
positively correlated, both are impaired or both are 
normal. This view supports the interaction theory 
of syntactic and semantic relationships in which 
syntactic and semantic processing interact and 
constrain each other. 

Jarrold et al. (1997) investigated the 
performance of 120 children with autism aged 5 to 
19 years on various components of language ability. 
The study used the British Word Finding Vocabulary 
Scale (BWFS) and the Test for Reception of 
Grammar (TRG) to examine the lexical and 
grammatical abilities of children with autism and 
found that the subjects' lexical and grammatical 
abilities were similar and neither had impairment. 
Norbury (2005) as well as Brock et al. (2008) both 
found impairments in syntactic ability in children 
with autism who had low lexical-semantic abilities, 
could not distinguish well between the secondary 
semantics of words and could not use word 
meanings flexibly; nevertheless, children with 
autism who had age-appropriate and relatively 
normal syntactic comprehension abilities did not 
have impairments. However, most of these studies 
assessed scores based on independent syntactic 
and lexical-semantic tests and did not delve into the 
effects of lexical semantics on syntax. To this end, 
McConnell (2010) examined the complexity of 
sentences generated by children with autism 
through a task of sentence construction given 
words. The study found that word class influenced 
the complexity of sentences generated by children 
with autism to some extent, while word meaning 
had a critically important effect on sentence 
complexity, and word frequency had a very small 
effect. This suggests a significant role of vocabulary, 
especially abstract and concrete word meanings, on 
syntactic ability in children with autism. The study 
suggested that the lexical-semantic competence of 
children with autism has an impact on syntactic 
competence. Building on McConnell's study, Karla 
(2011) specifically delved into the relationship 
between lexical semantics and syntactic 
competence in children with autism and later found 
that children with autism who had impairments in 
syntactic ability scored low on both tasks of 
vocabulary, while children with autism without 
syntactic impairments scored significantly higher 
on both tasks of vocabulary. Similar finding has 
been also found in the early stages of language 
acquisition. Susan et al. (2011) observed a positive 
correlation between syntactic and lexical abilities in 
young children with autism at 30 months of age. 
Even in the case of children with autism whose 
subjects spanned a wide age range and differed 
widely in intelligence, Condouris et al. (2003) found  
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a significant positive correlation between syntactic 
structure scores on clinical assessments of basic 
language skills and vocabulary scores on the 
Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test in children with 
autism. This is the same relationship as that 
between vocabulary and syntactic ability in normal 
children's early language development. The above 
studies suggest that syntactic and lexical-semantic 
abilities of children with autism influence and 
interact with each other. Thus, the influence of 
lexical semantics on syntactic ability should be 
explored when examining the syntactic ability of 
children with autism. 
 
3.2 Separation of syntactic and semantic abilities 
in children with autism 

Some studies have found that syntactic and 
semantic abilities of children with autism are not 
consistent. The modularity theory, which supports 
syntactic and semantic relationships, suggested 
that the human brain has specialised independent 
syntactic processing mechanisms and advocates 
syntactic autonomy. Tager-Flusberg (2001) found 
that older children with autism had the most severe 
impairments in syntactic ability and lower 
impairments in lexical ability than in syntactic 
ability. Kelley et al. (2006) used 10 language tests to 
compare the language abilities of 14 (2 female 12 
males) with autism between the ages of 5 and 9 
years old compared to 6 age-matched normal 
children showing that children with autism did not 
differ from normal children in their syntactic 
abilities, but had difficulties with semantics. Eigsti 
et al. (2007) still observed impairments in syntactic 
ability in children with autism after controlling for 
lexical ability-matched subjects. These studies 
suggest that there are some distinctions between 
the syntactic and lexical-semantic abilities of 
children with autism, which do not correlate 
positively, hence indicating that the intrinsic factors 
affecting syntactic competence of children with 
autism need to be further investigated. 
 
4. Shortcomings and trends of previous studies 
4.1 The shortcomings 

Through the above studies on syntactic ability 
and syntactic-semantic relations of autistic 
children, it was still controversial whether or not 
the syntactic ability of autistic children is impaired 
and whether or not it is influenced by lexical-
semantic ability; therefore, further research is 
needed regarding the syntactic ability of autistic 
children and whether or not syntax is influenced by 
lexical-semantic. While drawing on the previous 
research results, it was also found in this study that  

 
there are still some shortcomings in the previous 
studies that need to be improved.  

One of them is the problem of homogeneity of 
subjects. Subjects are the objects of study, while 
the homogeneity of the subjects directly affects 
experimental results. Previous studies on the 
syntactic ability of children with autism had some 
shortcomings in subject selection, such as that the 
subjects were not selected based on standardised 
tests for autism in the 1970s and 1980s, and later 
studies also unified the subjects as children with 
autism while there are some subcategories of 
children with autism including high-functioning 
autism, Asperger's autism and typical autism with 
different syntactic ability, which is likely to be the 
reason why the relevant studies found group 
differences in the syntactic abilities of children with 
autism. Therefore, it is important to try identifying 
the homogeneity of the subjects in future 
experiments. 

Second, the selection of the experimental 
paradigm is a problem. Most of the studies on 
syntactic ability of children with autism have used 
the experimental paradigm of free play and 
collection of natural discourse, which are highly 
influenced by contextual factors such as pragmatics 
besides having an impact on the experimental 
results. Therefore, the present experiments 
excluded the influence of pragmatic factors to 
better reflect the syntactic ability of children with 
autism. 

Third, the lack of comprehension task. Studies 
on syntactic competence of children with autism 
have mainly used syntactic generation tasks such as 
natural discourse production and sentence 
expression. These do not provide a comprehensive 
picture of the syntactic abilities of children with 
autism. As Chomsky (1957) argued, the discourse 
produced at any given time cannot be used as a 
judgmental indicator of linguistic syntactic 
competence. Errors in the daily discourse do not 
indicate that the speaker has not mastered syntax, 
but only that there are anomalies in the generated 
discourse. Conversely, even if the generated syntax 
is correct, it cannot be judged as intact syntactic 
competence and is likely to be influenced by other 
factors in the process of syntactic storage to 
representation. Therefore, the syntactic generation 
task and the syntactic comprehension task can be 
used to examine the syntactic competence of 
Chinese-speaking autistic children more 
comprehensively. 
 
4.2 The trends 

As for the content of study, previous studies on  
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syntactic competence of children with autism have 
mainly examined the syntactic competence 
performance of children with autism and explored 
the presence of impairments, while few studies 
have analysed the factors influencing the syntactic 
competence of children with autism. Since syntactic 
competence has been found to be very closely 
related to the development of lexical-semantic 
competence during the developmental relationship 
of language in general children (Rollins, 1994), the 
issue of syntactic and lexical-semantic 
independence becomes one of the focal points of 
research in psycholinguistics. Therefore, it should 
be a trend to investigate the influence of lexical-
semantic factors on syntactic ability and infer the 
relationship between the two while examining 
whether or not there is impairment in syntactic 
ability in children with autism. 

In terms of experimental design, previous 
studies on the syntactic ability of children with 
autism have mainly used naturalistic discourse or 
standardised tests to examine the syntactic 
production ability of children with autism, but have 
neither excluded the influence of pragmatic factors 
nor examined the syntactic comprehension ability 
of children with autism in depth. Therefore, the 
syntactic production ability and syntactic 
comprehension ability should be investigated 
together with better control of pragmatic factors as 
an experimental paradigm for studying the 
syntactic ability of autistic children. 
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