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1. Introduction 

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) brings countless challenges in communication, social 

interaction, and behavior, with echolalia emerging as a prominent communication pattern 

within this population. While echolalia has been extensively studied in Western contexts, there 

is a notable gap in research focusing on non-Western populations, particularly in countries like 

Sri Lanka. By narrowing the effort to this demographic, it is considered to research deeply into 

the refined experiences and expressions of delayed echolalia within a specific cultural and 

socioeconomic context. Understanding how delayed echolalia displays and functions within 

this demographic area can provide valuable insights into the communication challenges faced 

by English-speaking autistic children in Sri Lanka, as well as informing culturally sensitive 

interventions and support strategies addressed to their unique requirements. Through in-depth 

interviews and behavioral observations, this study seeks to highlight the triggers, patterns, and 

advantages and adversities of delayed echolalia, ultimately contributing to a comprehensive 

understanding of communication dynamics in autism within the Sri Lankan context. 

 

2. Materials and methods 

This qualitative study focused on four children aged 2-5 years diagnosed with autism spectrum 

disorder (ASD). Participants were selected from upper-middle-class families in the Colombo 

District, where English language is used as the first language of the children. Families were 

included based on their willingness to participate the study and to share internal information 

on their children. 

To explore delayed echolalia comprehensively, the study has used two primary methods: semi-

structured interviews with parents and direct behavioral observations of the children. 

Observations were conducted in naturalistic settings to minimize external influences and 

capture authentic communication behaviors. Specific attention was given to gestures, body 

language, eye contact, and repetitive verbal patterns that occurred independently of 

conversational prompts. 

Semi-structured interviews with parents focused on giving detailed narratives about the 

children's communication habits, apparent triggers for echolalia, and its impact on daily 

interactions. Interviews were documented, and analyzed using thematic analysis to identify 

recurring patterns and themes. 

Ethical clearance was obtained and informed consent was obtained from all parents before data 

collection. Though the sample size was small, this supports with the qualitative research 

objective of gaining deep, contextual insights. 

3. Results and Discussion 

The study examines the patterns and causes of delayed echolalia in children with autism, 

emphasizing the importance of understanding their communication practices. Delayed 

echolalia, involving the repetition of previously heard phrases, can serve various functions such 

as communication, coping mechanisms, and social interaction. 

Triggers identified include routine events, stressful situations, strong emotions, sensory 

overload, scripted language, associative triggers, and language processing difficulties. These 
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triggers help children navigate transitions, manage emotions, and engage in social interactions 

using familiar phrases. 

Delayed echolalia aids in expanding vocabulary, practicing pronunciation, and developing 

language comprehension. However, it can also hinder spontaneous speech development and 

cause contextual misunderstandings. Children may repeat phrases out of context, limiting their 

ability to generate original sentences and understand abstract concepts. 

Mothers of autistic children view echolalia positively for language learning but acknowledge 

its challenges. They note that while echolalia helps in vocabulary expansion and 

communication, it also creates difficulties in spontaneous language generation and appropriate 

responses. 

The study highlights the dual nature of delayed echolalia, presenting both opportunities and 

challenges in language development. Recognizing and supporting the adaptive functions of 

echolalia can help caregivers and educators assist autistic children in building effective 

communication strategies. Encouraging spontaneous speech and contextual language use can 

enhance their language skills and social interactions. 

In conclusion, delayed echolalia has significant potential benefits in aiding language 

development despite its challenges. Targeted support can help autistic children leverage 

echolalia towards more effective communication, fostering their ability to engage with and 

understand their environment. This balanced approach acknowledges both strengths and 

difficulties associated with delayed echolalia, providing a comprehensive framework for 

supporting autistic children's communication development. 

4. Conclusion  

The research highlights the dual role of delayed echolalia in autistic children's language 

development. While it poses challenges like limiting spontaneous speech and causing 

contextual misunderstandings, it also offers significant opportunities for language growth. 

Mothers of autistic children view echolalia positively, noting its benefits in vocabulary 

acquisition, pronunciation practice, and language comprehension. Children use familiar 

phrases to interact with language, aiding their communication skills. 

However, reliance on repeated phrases can hinder the generation of original sentences and 

appropriate responses, especially with abstract concepts and complex emotions. Recognizing 

the adaptive functions of echolalia is crucial. Caregivers and educators should foster 

environments that encourage spontaneous speech and contextual language use, balancing the 

strengths and limitations of echolalia. This comprehensive approach enhances autistic 

children's ability to communicate effectively and understand their surroundings. 
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