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Being selective about the source of information is essential for both adults and children
to achieve optimal knowledge acquisition. In order to be selective, the learner is
required to attend to and understand relevant social cues provided by the informant.
Sensitivity to such social cues is observed in infancy and becomes highly sophisticated
during preschool years (Harris & Lane 2013; Konig & Sabbagh 2013).

Little is known, however, about whether selective learning is possible for
children who have difficulty in attending to and understanding relevant social cues in
learning. Children with autistic spectrum disorder (ASD) are known to have great
difficulty in social communication and social learning (Vivanti & Rogers 2014). Many
children with ASD are capable of learning new words, but their word learning typically
involves neither joint attention nor understanding of the informant’s intentions (Parish
et al. 2007; Preissler & Carey, 2005).

In this talk, I report the results of our recent studies investigating whether
preschool children with ASD are selective about from whom to learn a novel word. To
explore this question, in the first study (Matsui & Imai 2015), we examined if children
with ASD prefer to learn a novel word from a speaker who introduces it in a confident
manner rather than a speaker who seems clearly uncertain about it. We manipulated the
contrastive intonation patterns (falling vs. rising) to differentiate the speaker’s degree of
confidence. The results strongly indicate (a) that preschool children with ASD are
sensitive to prosodic indication of the speaker’s level of confidence and (b) that they
were capable of using this sensitivity to avoid learning from less confident informant.

In the second study (Matsui et al. submitted), we tested if children with ASD
prefer to learn a novel word from an informant who is knowledgeable about the known
words rather than an informant who is ignorant about them. We found that children with
ASD as well as the normally developing children prefer to learn a novel word from the
knowledgeable informant.

Future research is required to explore whether children with ASD can benefit
equally from other social cues that indicate the informant’s level of confidence and
trustworthiness.
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