
Dear Caregivers and Friends,

Thank you so much for participating in the Little Listeners Project at the University of 
Wisconsin – Madison! 

With your help, we have been able to ask important questions about language 
development in children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). Answering these 
questions will help us better understand how children with ASD process and learn 
language, and this knowledge will provide insight for interventions that support 
children with ASD. 

This newsletter is intended to highlight our progress, share some of the findings, and 
most importantly, express our gratitude to you and your family for partnering with us 
to make this research possible. 

We hope that you and your child had a positive experience during your visits, and we 
wish you the best in the future. If you have any questions or comments, please feel free 
to give us a call. Our contact information can be found on the last page of this 
newsletter. 

Best wishes to you and your family for a happy and healthy summer! 

Sincerely, 

Susan Ellis Weismer, Ph.D. 
Jenny Saffran, Ph.D. 
Jan Edwards, Ph.D. 
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What have we 
accomplished? 

Participant Enrollment 

You are part of a study that has enrolled 
over 160 kids, including 90 children with 
ASD. Families have come from all over 
the state of Wisconsin, and some have 
traveled from neighboring states like 
Iowa and Illinois. Thank you for 
partnering with us in this research! 

Hundreds of ‘Movies’ 

As you know, during visits children take 
part in multiple experiments that we call 
‘looking-while-listening’ movies.  These 
experiments are short videos that pair 
sentences with pictures. For example, the 
movie might show an apple and a book 
and ask, “Where’s the apple?” We then 
use the child’s eye-gaze during the movies 
to help us understand how children 
process language as they hear it. So far, 
participants have watched over 1,000 of 
these movies! 

Sharing the Results 

We have been able to share what we have 
learned at several conferences, including: 

• The International Meeting for Autism
Research, a meeting for scientists from
all over the world who study many
aspects of autism, including language
development, intervention, genetics,
and the structure and function of the
brain

• The Annual Conference of the
American Speech-Language-Hearing
Association, a meeting for speech-
language pathologists and audiologists
from across the country

• The Symposium for Research in Child
Language Development, a conference
here in Madison for scientists focused
on understanding and treating
language delays
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What have we 
learned so far? 

Hidden Knowledge 

We learned that young children's eye  
gaze (where they are looking) during 
our 'looking-while-listening' movies can 
reveal new and developing word 
knowledge that may otherwise be 
overlooked. Specifically, children showed 
understanding of certain words during 
the movie tasks that they did not appear 
to understand using other types of tests.

Best Research Practices 

We have learned that two different eye-
gaze systems—automatic eye tracking
(where the child's eye movements were 
determined automatically by a machine) 
and hand coding of eye gaze (where our 
student helpers had to track second-by-
second where the child was looking using 
the videos we recorded)—are both useful 
and produce very similar results. This 
work will help develop best practices for 
using eye-gaze methods in studies of 
children.  

Thinking Ahead 

We learned that young children, including 
those with ASD, are ‘thinking ahead’ as 
they listen to spoken language. Children 
use information in verbs (like “drink”) to 
make guesses about which noun they are
going to hear next (for example, “juice” 
instead of “bike”). 

“Drink the…juice!” 

We learned that children with ASD who 
scored well on our developmental test were 
able to understand the difference between 
a mispronounced word (saying "foo" 
instead of "shoe") and a made-up word (like 
"blork"). They looked at the correct picture 
(for example a picture of a shoe) when the 
word was pronounced correctly and when it 
was mispronounced but looked at a 
different picture when they heard a made-
up word.  

Say What??? 
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What’s next for  
Little Listeners? 

Recruitment Update 

We have met our goal and do not need any
more new kids with ASD to participate in
our research project. However, we are in 
need of local Madison-area families who 
have children without ASD between 18 
and 23 months of age to participate in a
comparison group. 

Follow Up Visits 

During the next year, we will continue to 
bring back some children with ASD for 
follow-up visits. These follow-up sessions
allow us to ask questions about how 
language processing changes over time as 
children develop. We hope to see many of 
you back at the Waisman Center! If you are 
contacted and do not wish to come back just 
let us know so we can take you off the list.

Be sure to connect with the Autism 
Society of Wisconsin. To find your local 
chapter visit http://www.asw4autism.org/
local_chapter_support.html

Interested in learning about other studies 
at the Waisman Center for children with 
ASD? We invite you to enroll in the 
research registry online at https://
ctc.waisman.wisc.edu/registry/enrollment/
dd/consent/en/

 Stay in touch! 

Please contact us if 
you have moved or if 
your email address or 

phone number has 
changed.

Contact Information: 
Phone: 

(608) 263-3123 
Email: 

littlelisteners@mailplus.wisc.edu 
Website: 

littlelisteners.waisman.wisc.edu

Family Resources 




