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This study investigates the hypothesis that mental-state reasoning in young schoolchildren with 
autism benefits from linguistic support, in the sense that children learn more from experiences with 
divergent perspectives if these perspectives are highlighted verbally than if they are not. 

Specifically, previous studies (de Villiers & de Villiers 2003, Lind & Bowler 2009, Lohmann & 
Tomasello 2003, Tager-Flusberg & Joseph 2005) have suggested a causal role for complementation 

syntax with its embedding structure (She thinks [he forgot it]), and the present investigation 
evaluates the effect of complement clauses as opposed to simpler linguistic viewpoint marking by 
means of a training study. 44 high-functioning 6-9-year-old children diagnosed with ASD 

participated in the study where they were assigned to three conditions: 
1) Complement clauses (incl. contrasting nouns, mental verbs and deceptive experience) 

2) Simple clauses (incl. contrasting nouns, mental verbs and deceptive experience) 
3) Minimal language (incl. deceptive experience) 

Children’s mental-state-reasoning skills before and after training were evaluated with false-belief 

tests and a test measuring understanding of lies and irony. Results show significantly improved 
mental-state reasoning in both linguistic training conditions, but only marginal improvement in the 

non-linguistic training condition. These findings support a conclusion that linguistic mediation of 
events enhances perspective-taking in high-functioning children with ASD over and above 
experience of situations with divergent mental states on its own. However, the unique role of 

complement-clause constructions with embedding syntax suggested by previous studies could not 
be confirmed for this age and level of ability as simpler linguistic viewpoint-marking appeared to be 

equally beneficial. 
 
de Villiers, J.G. & P.A. de Villiers. 2003. Language for thought: Coming to understand false 

beliefs. In Language in mind, ed. D. Gentner & S. Goldin-Meadow, 335-384. Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: The MIT Press. 

Lind, S.E. & D.M. Bowler. 2009. Language and theory of mind in autism spectrum disorder: The 
relationship between complement syntax and false belief task performance. Journal of Autism 
and Developmental Disorders 39,6: 929-937. 

Lohmann, H. & M. Tomasello. 2003. The role of language in the development of false belief 
understanding: A training study. Child Development 74,4: 1130-1144. 

Tager-Flusberg, H, & R.M. Joseph. 2005. How language facilitates the acquisition of false beliefs in 
children with autism. In Why language matters for theory of mind, ed. J. W. Astington & J. A. 
Baird, 298-318. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 


