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Adolescents and Adults 
 with ASD: 

What do we Know? 
• Adult outcomes have been shown to be 

heavily dependent upon whether the 
individual developed useful and sufficient 
speech and language 
   Lotter (1978); Mawhood, Howlin, & Rutter (2000) 
 

• 40-50 % of adults with autism do not develop 
sufficient language to meet their daily 
communication needs 
   Wing & Attwood (1987) 



Adolescents and Adults 
 with ASD: 

What do we Know? 
• Speech and language skills do continue to improve in 

adolescence and adults with autism 
     Williams (2001); Mawhood, Howlin, & Rutter (2000) 
 

• Despite improvements in speech and language, 
levels of communication competence remain severely 
compromised 
      Mawhood, Howlin, & Rutter (2000) 
 

• As many as 12-20 % of adults with ASD demonstrate 
little or no speech 
      Howlin, Goode, Hutton, & Rutter (2004) 
 
          



Adolescents and Adults 
 with ASD: 

What do we Know? 
• A follow up study of over 68 individuals with autism (with a non-

verbal IQ of 50 or higher) found: 
 
– The majority of individuals remained highly dependent in work and 

home settings 
 
– 50 % remained socially isolated 

 
– Many continued to demonstrate autistic like behaviors including 

rituals, stereotypies and obsessions 
 

– The higher the linguistic scores as adults, the more likely the 
individual did well on other outcome measures 
 
     Howlin, Goode, Hutton, & Rutter(2004) 
 

  



Adolescents and Adults 
 with ASD: 

What do we Know? 
• Historically, parents of adults with 

autism comment on the fact that most 
day programs do not emphasize the 
acquisition and use of language and 
communication skills.   Unfortunately, 
for many, the skills learned in school 
may be lost. 
      Van Bourgondien & Schopler, E. (1996) 



Issues and Concerns Regarding 
 Speech, Language, and Communication  

Skills of Adults with Autism 

• Many adult and residential programs do 
not provide access to an SLP or speech-
language services 

• Yet the research tells us that: 
– 20-50 % of adults with autism may not have 

sufficient speech and language to meet their 
needs in their daily lives 



Issues and Concerns Regarding 
 Speech, Language, and Communication  

Skills of Adults with Autism 

• Need for speech-language services in adult and 
residential settings to address: 
– AAC issues 

• Ongoing assessment, support, management and training 
• Generalization to different environments 
• Updating and upgrading systems 

– Lack of initiation skills and on-going communication 
deficits 

– New language and communication  
requirements in work settings and  
adult social environment 



Issues and Concerns Regarding  
Speech, Language, and Communication  

Skills of Adults with Autism 

• There is a lack of training for SLP’s in autism 
spectrum disorders 
 

• Gidden & Obee (1996) point out that if progress 
is expected in adults with ASD, practitioners 
must become familiar with the features of autism 
that interfere with learning 



Issues and Concerns Regarding 
 Speech, Language, and Communication  

Skills of Adults with Autism 

• Gidden & Obee (1996) highlight the following 
areas: 
– Abstract language deficits 

• Persist into adulthood, even for those with good verbal skills 
• Staff must be aware of these deficits when interacting with 

them in the day programs, work settings and residences 
• Examples of impact include difficulty 

 with time concepts, making  
judgments, matching clothing  
to the weather, etc. 
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