
Echolalia as a Sign of Joint Focus of Attention  

in Korean-speaking Toddlers with Autistic Spectrum Disorder 

 

Echolalia refers to the repetition of other’s speech, a characteristic linguistic behavior of 

children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). Earlier studies considered this phenomenon 

as an automatic reflection of the model utterance that lacks communicative intents and thus to 

be removed through behavior modification (Lovaas, 1971). However, since Prizant & Duchan 

(1981) and others later revealed interactive functions of echolalia, now it is widely analyzed in 

terms of its communicative usage. One point being missed is the significance of joint focus of 

attention (JFA) as a critical evidence for communicative competence; Only a few studies have 

reviewed the link between echoes and JFA (Wetherby & Prizant, 2000), and language for 

analysis has been limited to English so far. The aim of this study is to investigate the relation 

between echoic utterances of Korean-speaking ASD children and the distribution of JFA. For 

the purpose of this research, the term JFA is defined to cover both dyadic JFA and triadic JFA. 

Participants were in total thirteen Korean-speaking children with ASD (13 males, M=32.4 

months, CA range=25-38 months, SD=4.2 months). 

Each of 13 mother-child dyads was observed during a 10-minute videotaped free-play 

session in a sound-proof lab designed for child study provided with a standardized set of toys 

such as a doll, cars, trucks, a spinner, books, and stuffed animals. The parent was instructed to 

respond naturally when the child was seeking an interaction. The video segments of mother-

child interactions were transcribed and coded verbatim in CHAT modes by trained students and 

coders for three main categories of utterances (verbal, non-verbal, and vocative), two types of 

interactions (joint-focused attention and non-jointly focused attention), and echoic utterances. 

CLAN was performed for final results to be obtained. 

Data analysis showed that in 13 participants of the study, total number of verbal or non-

verbal behavior was 1723, verbal behaviors 683, echoic utterances 149. For each, ratio of NJF 

to JFA was 68.6% (701:1022), 37.8% (172:455), and 20.1% (25: 124), which indicates that 

verbal utterances are more likely to occur in jointly-focused situation and echoic utterances are 

even more likely. Overall, JFA echolalia takes up 10.1% of all JFA behaviors (SD=7, p<.01) 

whereas echoes uttered in NJF are 3.5% of all NJF behaviors (SD=4, p<.01). Standard 

deviation varied more due to the wide spectrum of individuality of the target group.   

     This finding suggests an important aspect of echoic language: echoes are prone to be 

uttered in interactional context and thus carry out certain communicative purpose, at least to 

express the echoic speaker’s involvement in the jointly-focused interaction. This not only 

refutes the earlier view on echolalia which regarded it as a meaningless parroting (Fay & 

Schuler, 1980) but also supports the possibility of wider-range of its pragmatic use, adjoining 

previously observed interactive functions into the actual discourse level of communication.    
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