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Play and language in children
with autism

V I C K Y  L E W I S Open University, Milton Keynes, UK

A B S T R AC T It is well established that the play and language skills of
children with autism  are impaired. The article considers the relation-
ship between these developments in typically developing children and
children with autism . First, the evidence for a relationship between
these two areas in typically developing children is reviewed. Despite
many methodological differences between studies, this evidence
supports a relationship, with specific developments emerging first in
play and subsequently in language. Second, evidence for a relationship
between play and language in children with autism  is reviewed. From
published and some previously unpublished data it is concluded that if
there is a relationship between play and language in children with
autism  it is weak, if it exists at all. Finally, the implications of these
findings are discussed and it is suggested that any relationship between
play and language may be mediated by how children and their parents
interact when they are playing.
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The previous three articles in this special issue provide convincing evidence
that the play skills of children with autism  are impaired. But does this
matter? To answer this question it is necessary to consider whether play
influences other areas of development. If play is simply a behaviour which
fills the time and is of no direct benefit developmentally then we would
have to conclude that lim ited play skills are of little consequence. However,
such a position seems highly improbable. Play, particularly when other
people are involved, provides many opportunities for developing social,
cognitive and communicative skills. Conversely, play is dependent upon
adequate social, cognitive and communicative skills and it is well estab-
lished that these are also areas of impairment in children with autism
(Lewis, 2003). In this article I shall focus on the relationship between play
and language. First, I shall outline how these behaviours m ight be related.
Then, I shall review the evidence for their relationship in typically develop-
ing children. After this I will exam ine the few studies which have addressed
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this question in children with autism  and report a reanalysis of previously
published data (Lewis and Boucher, 1988). Finally, I shall consider some
implications of the findings.

How might play and language be related?
There are a number of different ways in which we m ight expect play and
language to be related. Play and language could be related because they both
depend upon the ability to let one thing stand for something else, or
symbolic representation. For example, a child will use a word to refer to a
particular object, person or event and will use objects in place of other
objects as when ‘feeding’ teddy a wooden brick ‘as if’ the brick was a
biscuit. In both situations one thing, either a word or an object, is being
used to stand for something else and in this sense both depend upon
symbolic ability. It could also be argued that play and language are related
in terms of levels of organizational complexity. Thus, children initially
produce single words and manipulate one object at a time and subsequently
produce increasingly longer utterances while their play incorporates a
number of different objects. Language and play could also be related con-
ceptually. For example, to utter the sentence ‘teddy is eating a biscuit’ and
to act this out using play materials, the child needs to have the concepts of
teddy, eating and biscuit. It is also possible that play and language are related
through some third factor, such as the ability to attend to what another
person is doing or saying.

In discussing the relationship between play and language it is import-
ant to be clear about the different types of play involved. The crucial dis-
tinction is between functional play and symbolic play. Functional play is
play with objects, including m iniature versions of real objects, in ways
appropriate to the conventional functions of the objects. Symbolic play is
said to have occurred if a child (1) uses an object as if it was another object
or person, (2) attributes properties to an object or a person which it does
not have, (3) refers to an absent object, person or substance as if it was
present.

Evidence for a relationship between play and language in
typically developing children
Over the years many studies have explored the language–play relationship
in typically developing children. However, although these studies provide
general support for a relationship between language and play, the exact
nature of the relationship is not clear. One of the reasons for this stems from
the fact that both play and language can be looked at in a number of
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different ways. Thus, some studies have exam ined levels of play from  simple
manipulation through to sequences of symbolic and functional play (e.g.
Ungerer and Sigman, 1984), others have identified increasingly sophisti-
cated levels of symbolic play (e.g. McCune, 1995), others have distin-
guished particular sorts of play (Lewis et al., 2000) and so on. Sim ilarly,
studies have differed in terms of the measures taken of language ability. For
example, Tam is-LeMonda and Bornstein (1994) assessed vocabulary size,
utterance length and semantic diversity; McCune (1995) recorded single
words and word combinations; others have reported language age equiva-
lents (e.g. Lewis et al., 2000; O’Reilly et al., 1997; Ungerer and Sigman,
1984).

In addition to the different sorts of measures which have been taken of
play and language, studies have also differed with respect to the situations
in which the behaviours have been recorded. Thus, some studies have
observed children playing alone with a set of toys (e.g. Ungerer and
Sigman, 1984), others have observed children playing with toys in the
presence of their mothers (e.g. McCune, 1995; Tam is-LeMonda and Born-
stein, 1994), others have given instructions or modelled play actions (e.g.
O’Reilly et al., 1997), and others have adm inistered standardized tests of
play (e.g. Lewis et al., 2000). Likewise, assessments of language have been
based on parental report (e.g. Tam is-LeMonda and Bornstein, 1994), spon-
taneous utterances produced during the play session (e.g. McCune, 1995;
Tam is-LeMonda and Bornstein, 1994), and standardized tests (e.g. Lewis et
al., 2000; Ungerer and Sigman, 1984).

Given the methodological differences evident in studies of play and
language in typically developing children, the fact that a number of studies
have reported significant correlations between aspects of the two behav-
iours is supportive of some sort of relationship. Several studies have looked
at the relationship across a wide age range. For example, using standard-
ized assessments with a group of children aged between 1 and 6 years Lewis
et al. (2000) reported that symbolic play was correlated with both language
production and comprehension. This finding replicated Doswell et al.
(1994) with children aged between 1 and 5 years and Clift et al. (1988)
with 3- to 5-year-olds. All these studies used the same standardized measure
of symbolic play (Lewis and Boucher, 1997) but different language assess-
ments. Lewis et al. (2000) further found that functional play was only cor-
related with language production.

Specific age groups have been exam ined in other studies. Tam is-
LeMonda and Bornstein (1994) reported that the level of play of 13-
month-old typically developing children when filmed with their mothers
was correlated with their language comprehension but not their language
production. When the infants were 20 months old they were observed
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again although this time their language comprehension was not assessed.
In agreement with the finding at 13 months, no relationship was found
between level of play and productive vocabulary. In addition, there was no
relationship between play and mean length of longest utterance. However,
play at 20 months did relate to the semantic diversity of the children’s utter-
ances. In contrast, Charman et al. (2000) reported a significant relationship
between language production and whether or not 20-month-old typically
developing children spontaneously engaged in functional and symbolic
play, whereas the relationship between play and language comprehension
was not significant.

The evidence from  Tam is-LeMonda and Bornstein suggests that the
nature of the relationship between play and language may change with age.
Support for this comes from  McCune (1995) who studied children
between 8 and 24 months. McCune reported significant relationships
between onset of symbolic play and beginning of word production,
between sequences of symbolic play and word combinations and between
planned symbolic play and multi-word utterances.

While significant correlations between concurrent language ability and
play skills indicate that the two areas of development may be related,
evidence of a longitudinal relationship between the two aspects of develop-
ment would support a much stronger claim . Several studies of typically
developing children provide such evidence. The study by Ungerer and
Sigman (1984) provided the opportunity to do this since the same children
were observed at 13 and 22 months of age. These authors reported that
several play measures at 13 months were correlated with aspects of
language at 22 months. Importantly, they reported fewer correlations
between language at 13 months and play at 22 months, suggesting that play
may facilitate language development rather than vice versa.

This directional influence receives further support from  Tam is-LeMonda
and Bornstein (1994) who also studied children at two age points. They
reported that level of play observed at 13 months correlated significantly
with semantic diversity of utterances at 20 months, though not with either
language production or mean length of longest utterance. On the other
hand, neither productive vocabulary nor language comprehension at 13
months were related to the child’s level of play at 20 months, independent
of any contribution made by the mother.

McCune’s (1995) findings also support the idea of play facilitating
language development. In addition to the children studied cross-sectionally,
the play and language skills of a small group of children were assessed every
month between 8 and 24 months. When the ages at which these children
achieved particular language and play landmarks were exam ined it was clear
that the beginning of symbolic play preceded the production of early words
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by a couple of months: sequences of symbolic play occurred several months
before word combinations, and planned symbolic play was followed by
multi-word utterances. Thus, there is evidence of a relationship between
play and language in the first couple of years of life such that developments
which appear first in play are m irrored in language a few months later.

There is also some evidence that aspects of play may continue to be
related to language at older ages (O’Reilly et al., 1997). O’Reilly et al.
reported two studies. In the first they assessed the language comprehension
of a group of children at 2 and 3 years of age and their comprehension of
pretend actions at both ages and again when they were 4 years old. At both
2 and 3 years of age language comprehension and comprehension of
pretence were correlated. In addition, language comprehension at 2 years
correlated with comprehension of pretence at 3 years and vice versa.
However, comprehension of pretence at 4 years did not correlate with
language comprehension at either 2 or 3 years. This latter result is perhaps
not very surprising given the findings of McCune and of Tam is-LeMonda
and Bornstein noted above.

Unfortunately O’Reilly et al. did not include an assessment of language
comprehension at 4 years. However, in their second study of language com-
prehension and pretend comprehension in 4- and 5-year-olds they found
a significant relationship, independent of age, between pretend compre-
hension and comprehension of word meaning and semantic relations but
not with comprehension of grammatical morphemes such as prepositions
or with comprehension of complex sentences.

The balance of evidence reviewed so far indicates that language and play
skills are related in typically developing young children and it seems likely
that developments are first evident in play and subsequently emerge in
language. I shall now consider the evidence for a relationship between play
and language in children with autism .

Evidence for a relationship between play and language in
children with autism
Although many studies have confirmed that the play and language skills of
children with autism  are impaired, surprisingly few have exam ined the
relationship between these two areas of development. Interestingly, most
studies of the play skills of children with autism  have compared their play
with that of either children with learning difficulties or typically develop-
ing children matched for receptive and/or expressive language (for a
review see Jarrold, this issue). These studies have demonstrated that despite
being of sim ilar language age the play skills of children with autism  are
generally inferior.
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What can this tell us about the relationship between language and play
in children with autism? Clearly, if the relationship between play and
language was the same in the children with autism  as in the comparison
groups then we would predict no difference in the play skills of the groups
when they are matched for language ability. The fact that a difference is
obtained suggests that the play–language relationship in children with
autism  does differ from  that found in children without autism . Alterna-
tively, it could be that the processes underlying the development of
language and play are independent of each other. The observed relation-
ship in typically developing children could be an artifact of developments
in the two areas simply emerging at a sim ilar rate. In contrast, in autism  the
processes underlying the development of play skills could be impaired to a
greater extent than the processes underlying the development of language
skills.

In an early study exam ining the relationship between play and language
in children with autism , Ungerer and Sigman (1981) divided a group of
16 children with autism  aged 3 to 6 into two groups on the basis of
language comprehension determ ined by their ability to correctly identify
which of two pictures was named. The children with poor language com-
prehension spontaneously produced less object-directed and self-directed
functional play than children with better comprehension. In this study only
a quarter of the children produced any spontaneous symbolic play, making
it impossible to compare this across groups. However, the children with
better language comprehension produced more symbolic play following
instructions and modelling.

A subsequent study by the same authors and two colleagues involving
a group of 16 children with autism  of sim ilar chronological and develop-
mental ages to those in the earlier article reported that three-quarters of
these children produced at least one symbolic play act (Mundy et al., 1987).
In this article Mundy et al. reported significant correlations between the
number of symbolic play acts and both expressive and receptive language
assessed using the Reynell Developmental Language Scales. However, they
found no relationship between the number of functional play acts and
either measure of language, although a relationship was found between the
number of functional acts involving a doll and language comprehension, a
finding which had approached significance in the earlier article. Neverthe-
less, it is important to note that half of the children received the lowest
possible scores for both language production and comprehension.

The earlier findings by Ungerer and Sigman and by Mundy et al. were
brought together with other findings in a monograph by Sigman and
Ruskin (1999) reporting data from  69 children with autism  aged between
3 and 6 years. Significant correlations were reported between mean
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language age, based on receptive and expressive language ages, and the
number of both functional and symbolic play acts produced when pre-
sented with sets of related toys.

It is possible that the relationships between play and language reported
by Sigman and Ruskin could be accounted for by age. What is necessary is
to exam ine the relationship between the critical measures while taking
account of age. In order to explore this, some data from  an earlier study
were reanalysed for the purposes of the present article. These data came
from  a study reported by Lewis and Boucher in 1988. Fifteen children and
young people with autism  aged 6 to 16 years took part in this study, part
of which exam ined their spontaneous play with representational toys and
non-representational materials. In addition, a measure of language com-
prehension (British Picture Vocabulary Scale, BPVS) and two measures of
language production (Renfrew Action Picture Test, APT: information
content and grammaticalness of answers to questions) were obtained. The
proportion of time spent playing symbolically was significantly correlated
with BPVS and APT grammar raw scores (r = 0.63, p < 0.05; r = 0.53, p <
0.05, respectively). However, when age was partialled out these correlations
became non-significant (partial r = 0.46, p > 0.1; partial r = 0.43, p > 0.1,
respectively). In comparison, although the correlations between the
language raw scores and play complexity were non-significant, when age
was partialled out the partial correlations were significant (with BPVS,
partial r = 0.63, p < 0.001; with APT information, partial r = 0.77, p <
0.001; with APT grammar, partial r = 0.70, p < 0.01).

Taken together, these studies indicate that if there is a relationship
between play and language in children with autism  it is not very strong, if
it exists at all. Further support for this conclusion comes from  Sigman and
Ruskin’s longitudinal study. They exam ined the relationship between
language and play over time in their group of children with autism  and
reported that the number of functional and symbolic play acts did not
predict gains in language 1 year later when both initial chronological age
and language age were partialled out.

Sim ilar findings were reported by Stone and Yoder (2001) for a group
of 24 children with autism  and 11 children with pervasive developmental
disorders not otherwise specified. Although these authors reported a
significant correlation between level of play at 2 to 3 years and language
production 2 years later, this relationship became non-significant when
language production at 2 to 3 years was partialled out.

Despite these findings, however, it is possible that there is a relationship
between early play and later language provided that the number of intervening
years is large enough. Thus, Sigman and Ruskin (1999), although not
finding a relationship over 1 year, reported that the number of functional,
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though not symbolic, play acts did predict gains in language production,
but not in language comprehension, 8 or 9 years later.

Implications
The findings discussed in this article have a number of implications for
understanding the nature of the relationship between play and language in
children with autism . The evidence that advances in certain aspects of the
play of typically developing children precede intuitively sim ilar develop-
ments in language suggests that play and language are related. However, the
evidence that the play skills of children with autism  are inferior to those of
children without autism  but of sim ilar language age suggests that the
relationship is not straightforward, if it exists at all. It may be that play and
language development are independent and the relationships which have
been reported are coincidental. However, it is also possible that the relation-
ship between play and language is mediated through some third factor.

One possible contender for this role is how parents interact with their
children during play episodes. For example, Carpenter et al. (1998) found
that the extent to which parents synchronized their behaviour with that of
their infants was predictive of the children’s subsequent language develop-
ment. Recently, the same relationship has been demonstrated with children
and young people with autism  over a much longer time span (Siller and
Sigman, 2002). In this study children with autism  were observed playing
with their mothers at a mean age of 4 years. Their language was assessed
at this age, and also 1, 10 and 16 years later. The children’s gains in language
at the three time points were significantly correlated with the extent to
which the mothers synchronized their verbalizations to their children’s
behaviour when the children were 4 years old.

While Siller and Sigman’s findings are encouraging it is clear that more
research is needed to clarify the relationship between play and language in
children with autism . Further careful longitudinal research is required with
children and young people with autism  which assesses a number of aspects
of early interaction including play, language and attentional behaviours as
well as maternal behaviours and relates these behaviours to subsequent
developments, taking account of individual differences at the outset.
However, another way of assessing the nature of the relationship between
play and language in children with autism  is to study the effectiveness of
different intervention strategies. If an intervention focusing on a particular
aspect of development, such as play, has a long-term  impact on other
aspects of development, such as language, this would provide further
support for a relationship between language and play in children and young
people with autism .
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