
Categorical perception of speech in neurotypical children and children with Autism Spectrum 

Disorder 

 

Neurotypical (NT) children usually acquire the phonological distinctions of their native tongue before 

the age of twelve months; as a result, they generally lose the capacity to discriminate two acoustically 

different sounds if these belong to the same phonological category [1]. It is well known that most 

children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) acquire language later than their NT peers [2]. It is 

also often reported that individuals with ASD exhibit enhanced perception relative to NT peers when 

it comes to discriminating nonspeech sounds such as tones [3]. Accordingly, enhanced perception of 

irrelevant acoustic differences could hinder the early development of robust phonological categories. 

The aim of this study is to investigate whether children with ASD (age 3 to 5) exhibit the same patterns 

of categorical perception of the speech sounds of their language as age-matched NT children or 

whether they do not do so due to enhanced perception of irrelevant acoustic differences. We built an 

eye-tracking task based on the more classic conditioned head-turn [4] and anticipatory looking 

paradigms [5]. Participants were presented stop consonant–vowel syllables and were trained to look 

away from a fixation animation when hearing a syllable different from the one previously presented. 

Critical stimuli were either allophones of the baseline stimulus or syllables belonging to a different 

phonological category. Preliminary findings suggest that children with ASD do not exhibit enhanced 

perception when it comes to discriminating the phonemes of their language. In other words, it seems 

like children with ASD perceive speech sounds in the same categorical manner as their neurotypical 

peers. Both groups of children are better at discriminating speech sounds that belong to different 

phonological categories than speech sounds that belong to the same phonological category. 
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