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Summarized by Carol Westby

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is characterized by
restricted and repetitive behaviors and social communi-
cation difficulties, which are associated with theory of
mind (ToM) impairment that interferes with develop-
ing, maintaining, and understanding social relation-
ships. Atypical behaviors in social contexts, as well as
problems making friends and initiating a conversation
or keeping one going impact the ability of persons with
ASD to construct a social identity and define their per-
sonal identity relative to social groups (social identity
theory; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Typically developing
(TD) children and adolescents construct their social
identities through validating social interactions. The
social communication difficulties of persons with ASD
may interfere with their development of social identi-
ties through social interaction. Persons with ASD are
likely to have difficulties sharing their personal experi-
ences with others in ways that enable them to feel part
of a group. Having a coherent social identity is related
to mental health (Cooper et al., 2017). Autobiographi-
cal memory (AM) may provide a means of investigat-
ing social identity markers that are closely related to
ToM and social skills (Perner & Ruffman, 1995;
Welch-Ross, 1997). Analyzing personal narratives pro-
duction may yield information on social positioning
within a specific group, and within and outside the fam-
ily, with reference to social identities.

In recent years, I have summarized and written a
number of articles in Word of Mouth on the topic of
personal narratives and AM. Autobiographical memory
includes long-term memory of general personal knowl-
edge or facts (semantic AM) and specific events related
to individuals’ own lives (episodic AM). Episodic AM
allows individuals to remember past experiences (epi-
sodic autobiographical memories) and also to imagine
possible future experiences (episodic future thinking)

(Tulving, 1985). AM serves three functions: directive,
social, and self or identity. The ability of AM to link
memory for past experiences with the ability to visual-
ize future experiences is critical for self-regulation or
the directive function of AM. Both episodic memories
and future thinking involve autonoetic consciousness,
the ability to project states of self into time. When serv-
ing a social function, AM makes it easier for persons
to initiate, develop, and maintain social relationships
through conversations because many conversations in-
volve sharing of personal narratives that are dependent
on AM. Autobiographical information about the past
and the projection into the future allow individuals to
retain a sense of being a coherent person throughout
their lifetime—to develop a sense of self or identity.

A number of studies have shown that persons with
ASD exhibit deficits in AM, with greater impairment
in episodic memory than in semantic memory. They
produce personal narratives with reduced retrieval,
specificity, elaboration, and episodic coherence and a
decrease in details, particularly narrative, perceptual,
emotional, and cognitive ones (Anger et al., 2019;
Brown et al., 2012; Lind et al., 2014), affecting both
past memories and projections into the future (Lind &
Bowler, 2010; Marini et al., 2019; Terrett et al., 2013).
The lack of contextual details and access to informa-
tion also contributes to the atypical formation of a
sense of identity. Authors of this summarized article
conducted two studies of social identity in ASD. Study
1 investigated social identity through the autobio-
graphical narratives of adolescents with ASD without
intellectual disabilities (ages 10-19 years), compared
with those of TD adolescents. Study 2 reinvestigated
results of a cognitive remediation program targeting
AM in three adolescents with ASD without intellec-

tual disabilities.


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F10483950221075404a&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-02-22
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Study 1: Autobiographical Memory
and Self-ldentity

Participants

Participants were 13 adolescents (11 males) with
ASD and 13 TD participants (11 males) ages 10 to 19
years, matched on age and intelligence (verbal compre-
hension, perceptual reasoning, and working memory).
Participants who had a diagnosis of attention-deficit
disorder with or without hyperactivity, schizophrenia, a
neurological disorder, or a history of head trauma or
drug use were excluded.

Procedure

The authors used the “From Past to Future Task,”
which explores specific past personal events and future
thinking for the day before (recent past), last vacation
(remote past), next day (near future), and upcoming
vacation (distant future). Each participant was asked to
produce descriptions of memories with as many details
as possible:

e Focusing on the past (i.e., one event that happened
yesterday and one last summer vacation): “Can you
remember something that happened to you yester-
day/last summer vacation? I want you to recall it
with plenty of details as if you were reliving this
event, and your description has to allow me to imag-
ine this event t0o.”

e Focusing on the future (i.e., one event that could
happen tomorrow and one next summer vacation):
“Can you imagine what you might do tomorrow/
next summer vacation, either something planned or
something completely new, but I want you to imag-
ine what could happen with plenty of details as if
you were living this event, and your description has
to allow me to imagine this event.”

All productions were recorded and transcribed. Social
identity in the autobiographical narratives was investi-
gated using the self-categorization theory of Turner and
Reynolds (2011):

1. The personal self (lowest level, intrapersonal level;
individual and personal characteristics with no ref-
erence to others).

The social self, at an interpersonal level (i.e., “I am
a unique individual compared with others™) or

>

intergroup (i.e., “I define myself as the member of
one group relative to another group”) level.

3. Highest level corresponds to the notion of “we are
humans versus animals or other non-humans.”

The social-self level can be divided into three catego-
ries:

e Egocentric—the speaker is present but not included
in a social group (self-reference; for example, “I
went to the beach with my friend”).

e Intracentric—the speaker is included in a social
group (inclusive reference; for example, “We went
to the beach with my friend”).

e Allocentric—the speaker is not present and not
included in a social group (reference to others; for
example, “My friend went to the beach”).

Free recalls were divided into clauses; each clause was
segmented into functional elements. A functional ele-
ment is a set of words articulated around a verbal core
that has a particular function in the sentence. The ele-
ments were coded to allow the researchers to investi-
gate social position in an autobiographical narrative.
For social position, each clause was assigned to one of
the three categories:

e Personal—relating solely to the participant;
e Social—relating to other people, with or without the
participant:

o For social context, clauses were assigned to either
the family circle (references to parents, siblings,
etc.) or extended circle (references to close
friends, acquaintances, neighbors, etc.).

o For social inclusion, clauses were assigned to (a)
self-references (participant present but not
included in the social group, for example, “me
and her,” (b) inclusive references (participant
present and included in the social group, for
example, “we,” or (c) references to others (par-
ticipant not present and not included in the group,
for example, “him™).

e Neutral—relating to no one; description of the envi-
ronment, general knowledge about the world

After each event, the researchers asked for details about
the event, including who was present, to assign the cor-
rect social category. For example: “Last night/, I
watched/ a movie/ on the couch/ with my cousin”
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would be scored 5 (five segments or functional ele-
ments) and classified as social (event related to other
people), family circle (cousin), and self-reference (“I”
and “my cousin”). Some sentences might fall into more
than one category, in which case the total score would
have to be divided between these categories. For exam-
ple, “Last night/, I watched/ a movie/ on the couch/
with my cousin and my friend” refers both to the family
circle (“cousin”) and to the extended circle (“friend”).

Results

e The ASD group produced more autobiographical

narratives than the TD group did.

There was a predominance of social references in

the narratives of the TD group but not in the ASD

group.

o Participants with ASD associated themselves less
with others in their narratives and made more
references to others only, compared with TD ado-
lescents.

o Narratives produced by the ASD group focused
more on family and less on the extended social
circle (e.g., friends, acquaintances) than TD narra-
tives did.

o The narratives of students with ASD focused less
on inclusive references and self-references than
TD narratives did; that is, they produced fewer
references in which they associated themselves
with someone else when they reported extended
circle memories.

o The decrease in self-references and inclusive ref-
erences, especially in the extended circle, was
associated with high autistic traits.

No significant difference was found between the TD

and ASD groups on the distribution of content (neu-

tral, personal, or social). However, the distribution
varied across groups, with more social references

(allocentric) in the TD group. Participants with ASD

seemed to have no preference for social content in

their narratives.

Narratives produced by the ASD group contained

fewer self-references (egocentric) and more refer-

ences to others (allocentric) than those produced by
the TD group. References to others predominated
over other positions involving oneself in the ASD
group (self-reference and inclusive reference). The
opposite pattern was observed among TD partici-
pants, as they produced more inclusive references
(intracentric).

Study 2: Autobiographical Memory
Rehabilitation

AM events are produced in the context of social
relationships, within the family, where communication
may be facilitated by shared memories, and also in
social contexts including people with whom the child
has regular contact. AM is essential in social interac-
tions by supporting conversation that facilitates the
development of social bonds. Persons improve empa-
thy and understanding of others by relying on AM to
share life experiences. Collaborative construction of
personal narratives contributes to development of iden-
tity. Persons with ASD exhibit less of a social self-
identity. The authors of this study developed an
intervention program focusing on social interactions
through AM (SIAM).

Participants/Method

Six participants with ASD from Study 1 were par-
ticipants in Study 2—three students (one 13 years of
age and two 16 years of age) received the SIAM inter-
vention program and three matched students served as
controls. The SIAM intervention consisted of 8 weekly
90-min sessions (30-min individual sessions and 60-min
group sessions). Individual sessions featured teaching
about AM and personal exercises; group sessions
allowed for sharing of personal memories with the view
of improving social conversational skills and creating
social interaction bonds. Participants underwent pre-
(T1) and post-(T2) assessments of AM, together with a
general cognitive evaluation. The pre-assessment was
the Study 1 assessment. The SIAM program aimed to
improve conversational skills and, consequently, social
interactions and social identity in autism. It featured the
following:

1. Therapeutic education on the nature of semantic
and episodic AM and episodic future thinking.

2. Induction of episodic specificity by creating an
image or a mental video of the memory and
remembering a maximum of details. Using an
induction methodology, the researchers asked the
students to recall details about the setting, people,
and actions in the video they had seen using mental
imagery probing; they were also asked to report
everything they could remember and to be as
detailed as possible. For example, for the setting
probe, students were asked to report about the envi-
ronment, the objects in it, and how they were
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arranged; for the people probe, participants were
asked to report about what the people looked like
and what they were wearing; and for the actions
probe, participants were asked to report about what
the people had done in the video and how they did
these things, starting with the first action and end-
ing with the last action (Madore & Schacter, 2014).

3. Arecollection procedure ranging from general per-
sonal knowledge to more specific and detailed
memories.

4. Collective training on sharing memories and assess-

ment of the richness of memories by a peer.

5. Cued recall. The authors created visual icons to cue
semantic and episodic memory—icons to cue
place, time, people involved, activities, sequence of
events, sensory experiences, and emotional
responses (Anger et al., 2019; see a summary of
Anger article in 2020 Word of Mouth 32:2).

Results

All three adolescents improved their social recall of
memories, reporting more detailed and appropriate
events. The intervention facilitated the adolescents’
social interactions; they spontaneously asked for more
details about a memory recounted by a peer. Families
reported that the students enjoyed sharing memories.

Implications

During adolescence, students are developing a stable
self-identity. The ability to exhibit this self-identity in
coherent personal narratives, which are dependent on
AM, is linked to well-being. Speech-language patholo-
gists (SLPs) routinely assess and seek to develop the
narrative skills of students with a variety of communi-
cation impairments, including ASD. The focus of much
narrative intervention has been the development of
structural elements of narratives (story grammar struc-
tures, for example, setting, initiating event, reaction,
plan, attempts, consequences). And more attention has
been given to fictional narratives than personal narra-
tives. The ability to generate fictional narratives is
associated with academic performance. Less attention
has been given to facilitating children’s personal narra-
tives, which depend on AM and are associated with
social-emotional development, executive function, and
mental health.

Study 1 in this article provides a framework that
an SLP could use in eliciting personal narratives from

students and evaluating aspects of students’ identity.
They can note whether the students tell social personal
stories, that is, are their stories about the family circle or
about the extended circle of friends and acquaintances?
Are their stories egocentric (they talk about themselves
being present in the experience but do not include them-
selves in the group), intracentric (the student talks about
being present and included in the group), or allocen-
tric (the student is not present in the story—the student
refers only to others)? TD persons nearly always tell
their stories from a first-person perspective. Although
persons with ASD may tell their stories from a first-
person perspective, they are more likely than persons
without ASD to tell their stories from a third-person
observer perspective—as though they are standing on
the sidelines watching what is happening. SLPs could
use the information gathered from such an assessment
to facilitate development of AM skills to promote the
development of social skills and identity.

REFERENCES

Anger, M., Wantzen, P., Le Vaillant, J., Malvy, J., Bon, L., Gué-
nolé, F., Moussaoui, E., Barthelemy, C., Bonnet-Brilhault, F.,
Eustache, F., Baleyte, J., & Guillery-Girard, B. (2019). Posi-
tive effect of visual cuing in episodic memory and episodic
future thinking in adolescents with autism spectrum disorder.
Frontiers in Psychology, 10, Article 1513. https://doi
.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.01513

Brown, B. T., Morris, G., Nida, R. E., & Baker-Ward, L. (2012).
Brief report: Making experience personal: internal states
language in the memory narratives of children with and with-
out Asperger’s disorder. Journal of Autism and Developmen-
tal Disorders, 42, 441-446. doi: 10.1007/s10803-011-1246-5

Cooper, K., Smith, L. G. E., & Russell, A. (2017). Social iden-
tity, self-esteem, and mental health in autism. European
Journal of Social Psychology, 47, 844—854. https://doi
.org/10.1002/ejsp.2297

Lind, S. E., & Bowler, D. M. (2010). Episodic memory and epi-
sodic future thinking in adults with autism. Journal of Abnormal
Psychology, 119, 896-905. https://doi.org/10.1037/a002063 1

Lind, S. E., Williams, D. M., Bowler, D. M., & Peel, A. (2014).
Episodic memory and episodic future thinking impairments
in high-functioning autism spectrum disorder: An underlying
difficulty with scene construction or self-projection? Neuro-
psychology, 28, 55—67. https://doi.org/10.1037/neu0000005

Madore, K. P., & Schacter, D. L. (2014). An episodic specificity
induction enhances means-end problem solving in young and
older adults. Psychological Aging, 29, 913-924. https://doi
.0rg/10.1037/a0038209

Marini, A., Ferretti, F., Chiera, A., Magni, R., Adornetti, I., Nic-
chiarelli, S., Vicari, S., & Valeri, G. (2019). Episodic future
thinking and narrative discourse generation in children with
autism spectrum disorders. Journal of Neurolinguistics, 49,
178-188. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jneuroling.2018.07.003




\Xord of Mouth 33:4 March/April 2022

Perner, J., & Ruffman, T. (1995). Episodic memory and
autonoetic consciousness: Developmental evidence and a
theory of childhood amnesia. Journal of Experimental
Child Psychology, 59, 516-548. https://doi.org/10.1006/
jecp.1995.1024

Tajfel, H., & Turner, J. (1979). An integrative theory of inter-
group conflict. In W.G. Austin & S. Worchel (Eds.), The
social psychology of intergroup relations (pp. 33-47).
Brooks/Cole.

Terrett, G., Rendell, P. G., Raponi-Saunders, S., Henry, J. D.,
Bailey, P. E., & Altgassen, M. (2013). Episodic future think-
ing in children with autism spectrum disorder. Journal of

Autism and Developmental Disorders, 43, 2558-2568.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-013-1806-y

Tulving, E. (1985). Memory and consciousness. Canadian Psy-
chology, 26, 1-12.

Turner, J. C., & Reynolds, K. J. (2011). Self-categorization
theory. In P. A. M. Lange, A. W. Kruglanski, & E. T. Higgins
(Eds.), Handbook of theories of social psychology: Vol. 2
(pp- 399-417). https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446249222.n46.

Welch-Ross, M. K. (1997). Mother-child participation in con-
versation about the past: Relationships to preschoolers’ the-
ory of mind. Developmental Psychology, 33, 618—-629.
https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.33.4.618

Comprehending Multiple Texts

Florit, E., De Carli, P., Giunti, G., & Mason, L. (2020). Advanced theory of mind uniquely contributes
to children’s multiple-text comprehension. Journal of Experimental Child Psychology, 189, 104708.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jecp.2019.104708.

Summarized by Carol Westby

From late elementary school, students are expected
to understand information from multiple texts. Students
are required to understand the ideas and perspectives
presented in different texts by comparing and reasoning
about the information used to support a claim and to
express them in written tasks (Barzilai et al., 2018).
Understanding single coherent texts relies on individ-
ual characteristics that are linguistic, cognitive, and
metacognitive in nature. There are few studies on chil-
dren’s multiple-text comprehension. This study by
Florit and colleagues dealt with the role played by a
metacognitive individual characteristic and advanced
theory of mind (AToM) in fourth and fifth graders.
AToM skills are second- or higher-order forms of men-
tal reasoning that involve the ability to reason about
what a person believes or thinks about mental states
held by a second person (second-order ToM) or to com-
prehend lies/double bluffs, sarcasm, or figurative lan-
guage (higher-order ToM). First-order ToM, involving
the ability to think about beliefs of another, has been
traditionally investigated in preschool. Second-order
ToM develops between 5 and 7 years of age, and
higher-order ToM develops after age 7. These forms of
reasoning are relevant for everyday social understand-
ing, learning, and school achievement (Lecce et al.,
2010, 2014) and are likely to play a crucial role in
multiple-text comprehension. With advancing ToM
skills, children and adolescents not only develop more
complex interpersonal ToM (ability to take the perspec-
tive of the thoughts and feelings of others), but they
also develop more complex intrapersonal ToM (ability

to reflect on their own thoughts and feelings, what they
know, and how to gain information). Intrapersonal ToM
is an aspect of metacognition. Both interpersonal and
intrapersonal ToM are critical for text comprehension.

Multiple-text comprehension involves constructing
meaning from texts that present the same topic or issue
from different perspectives and, therefore, may contain
partly overlapping and partly conflicting information.
Three levels of representation should be constructed
through the involvement of readers’ linguistic, cognitive,
and metacognitive characteristics (Rouet & Britt, 2011):

o First level: the situation model that allows the process-
ing of information from each single text and is essen-
tial for both single- and multiple-text comprehension.

e Second level: the intertext model that allows an
understanding of the existence of different perspec-
tives through the representation of text sources and
relations to text content.

e Third level: the integrated mental model that allows
the integration of the content of texts into a coherent
representation by comparing consistencies and rec-
onciling discrepancies among them. The authors of
this study focused on the third level or integration.

AToM has been shown to be related to measures of
single-text comprehension performance (Lecce et al.,
2014) and children’s metaknowledge about reading
(Lecce et al., 2010). Different explanations have been
proposed for this relationship:

1. A higher ability to understand mental states
accounts for a higher ability to represent and moni-




