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Abstract: The main aim of this thesis was to investigate literacy, ‘theory of mind” (ToM) and narrative
ability in children who had screened positive for autism spectrum disorders (ASD) (comprehensively
assessed for neuropsychiatric problems), and relate the findings to their structural linguistic capacity,
as measured by language tests at the word and sentence levels. Considering the important roles of
families in shaping children’s language socialisation, another aim was to explore the parental
experiences of having a child go through the neuropsychiatric and language diagnostic process. The
thesis includes four substudies. Almost 200 children participated in one or several of the substudies.
Children with ASD were recruited after general population screening and non-ASD comparison
children were recruited from schools. Eleven parents of the children with ASD were also included.

Study I, aimed to investigate early and concurrent predictors of reading ability in children who had
screened positive for ASD. Children were grouped into three types of reading profiles at 8 years of age:
approximately one third were skilled readers, half had difficulties with both word reading and reading
comprehension and one fifth were ‘hyperlexic’ (i.e. strong word decoding but poor comprehension).
Children who showed poor reading comprehension also displayed oral language difficulties
concurrently and already at age 3 years. In Study Il, a computer application, manipulated in three
conditions, was used to investigate the influence of verbal support in ToM. Neither verbal support
during the ToM conditions nor higher language ability in the children with ASD was obviously linked
to a better outcome on the ToM task. As expected, the ASD group performed poorer than age-matched
peers without ASD on the ToM task. Study I11, aimed to describe oral narrative ability in children with
ASD and determine how it is related to structural language ability) and non-verbal cognitive abilities
in children with and without ASD. The results for the ASD group were compared with those for both
an age-matched and a younger language-matched group of children without ASD. The ASD group used
shorter sentences and fewer subordinate clauses in their retold narratives. Further analyses showed that
nonverbal sequential reasoning and language ability explained unique variance in their narrative
performance. In Study IV, in-depth interviews were conducted with parents of 11 children with ASD
included in the thesis. Following a qualitative phenomenological hermeneutic method, the essence that
emerged was ‘negotiating knowledge’ and three main themes were: ‘seeking knowledge’, ‘trusting and
challenging experts’, and ‘empowered but alone’.

To conclude, a clear influence of language was shown for both literacy and narrative ability in
children with ASD, implicating a need for a comprehensive assessment of language abilities, in order
to better clinically and educationally support children and families. However, the current study also
provides evidence that structural language alone cannot explain all aspects of communicative
difficulties in ASD. Future studies should continue to focus on structural language ability and other
possible predictors of communication development in ASD, and also place more emphasis on the
families’ experiences, by involving them in developing future research.
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