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“As soon as I met Malcolm I was struck by his characterisations. Most of what
Malcolm appeared to be was a façade of triggered responses: constant, almost
manic anticipation of expectations; the most extensive store of copied gestures,
accents, facial expressions, and standard verbal anecdotes I have ever seen outside
myself.

Malcolm had such great skill in accumulating repertoires that his ability to function
distracted people from the depth of his difficulties. That he probably experienced
little of what he did or that his true emotions were absent paled in the shadow of
his manic facades. He played life like an endless series of chess moves.”

Donna Williams, 1999
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Fails to use language well for 
social purposes

Actively talks, but not 
interactively

Questions, often overly,  to gain 
info or knowledge but not feeling 
or thoughts  

Mistimes when to engage and 
disengage socially

Anna’s 
Expression

Written language lacks 
flexibility, cohesion & purpose 

Autistic Spectrum Disorder

Sophisticated echolalia, strong 
rote skills

Issues with  contingent turn-talking 

Influencing Factors Temperament/Personality 

Unusual prosody – rate, 
volume, rise & fall

Honest & true use of words

Highly developed vocabulary for specialist 
areas, under-developed descriptive 
vocabulary Non-verbal communication lacks range 

and conveys unintended meanings
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Anna’s
Comprehension

Autistic Spectrum DisorderInfluencing Factors Temperament/Personality

Struggles to summarise written 
texts, extracting the core details 
from the peripheral details

Synthesizing new information with 
previously-held knowledge is confusing 

Literal & concrete comprehension

Underdeveloped metacognition 
(thinking about her thinking)

Processing language at a 
typical  conversational speech 
rate is unrealistic

Would mimic the voices, actions 
and interactive style of others  

Difficulties ‘reading’ accurate  
meaning from  others’ non-
verbal communication

Formulating an hypothesis or 
conclusion from heard or read info 
is difficult 
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Assessing Below the Surface for Anna
Halliday’s 7 Functions Observations

Instrumental 
(to express needs/wants)

Saying what she needs or wants 
verbally is very difficult

Regulatory (to instruct) Will not / cannot direct others 

Interactional
(to connect)

Can connect with others through a 
special interest game or book

Personal 
(to express views, feelings)

Mainly expresses her disapproval or 
indifference; rarely verbalises her 
pleasure  

Imaginative
(to tell jokes, stories )

Repetitive with her ‘What if..’ 
conversations; rarely uses problem-
solving language

Representational (to 
exchange knowledge)

Enjoys offering knowledge to others 

Heuristic (to question) Will seek out new info but will not ask
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