
   
 

   
 

Mutual Exclusivity in Toddlers with Autism Spectrum Disorder 

Infants and toddlers typically map novel labels to unfamiliar objects instead of to familiar objects with a known name; 
this tendency is referred to as mutual exclusivity (ME).1  ME is thought to be one of the mechanisms that enables young 
children to efficiently learn meanings of new words.4,5 There is wide variation in language abilities of children with 
autism spectrum disorder (ASD),2,3 with many having delays in early vocabulary development. This variation may be a 
function of individual differences in underlying language learning mechanisms such as ME. School-age children with ASD 
have been shown to demonstrate ME during initial word learning, though retention and generalization appear to be 
impaired.6,7   The present study investigated use of ME during word processing (referent selection) in toddlers with ASD 
and typically developing (TD) toddlers, using an eye-gaze paradigm. Twenty-six TD toddlers and 32 toddlers with ASD 
matched on nonverbal cognition (mean ages of 20-30 mo) participated in a looking-while-listening task in which pairs of 
familiar and novel object images were presented while the child heard either a real word or nonword (“Find the 
shoe/jick”). Growth curve analysis was used to model the probability of looking to the target image over the course of 
the trial; language comprehension scores were entered as a covariate in the model to control for group differences in 
that variable. Significant group x condition interactions indicated that the ASD group was less accurate and efficient in 
referent selection than the TD group, after accounting for language comprehension ability. These findings suggest that 
toddlers with ASD are less proficient than TD children in their ability to utilize ME to infer that a novel label maps to a 
novel object during word processing, which may contribute to their vocabulary delays. 
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Figure 1. Proportion of looks to nonword (red) and real word (green) targets across the trial by the ASD and TD groups; 
zero marks onset of the target noun.

 

Example trials:  

Real word condition: “Find the shoe”   Nonword condition: “Find the jick” 
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