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How do Individuals
with Autism Respond [gig° * 41,.
to Their Own Name “"
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in a Noisy Setting?

This article is a review of the following research: Schwartz, S., Wang, L., Shinn-Cunningham, B.G., Tager-Flusberg, H.: Neural Evidence for Speech Processing
Deficits During a Cocktail Party Scenario in Minimally and Low Verbal Adolescents and Young Adults with Autism. Autism Research. 2020 Aug 22. Epub
ahead of print. PMID: 32827357.

The Cocktail Party Effect refers to the brain’s ability to focus on one auditory stimulus while filtering out other noises and stimuli.
For example, when at a party, one can focus on a single conversation in a noisy room. Related to this phenomenon is selective
auditory attention, which occurs when people are engaged in an auditory focus (i.e., a conversation) and their attention switches
when they hear an important and familiar (salient) sound, such as their name.

Research has shown that some individuals with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) often feel overwhelmed in loud, multisource settings,

such as school, a birthday party or a large family gathering.” These challenges could be due to difficulties filtering out background
noise (The Cocktail Party Effect), or to deficits in identifying important information.

Itis important for professionals to understand the challenges that individuals with autism face in auditory processing, which is how
sound information is received in the brain. The way people receive information will affect their ability to learn and to understand
the world around them.

A team of researchers from Boston University, led by Dr. Sophie Schwartz, investigated the relationship between autism spectrum
disorder, background noise, and neural response to salient sounds. They sought to answer the following questions:

Do individuals with ASD respond to their name (more than a stranger's name) in a quiet environment?

Do individuals with ASD respond to their name (more than a stranger's name) when in a noisy environment?

For individuals with autism, do the neural responses to their own name change if they are verbal (ASD-V) or minimally/low
verbal (ASD-MLV)?

Study
+ Dr. Schwartz and her team used an electroencephalogram (EEG) to test the participants. An EEG is a test that detects electrical
brain activity using small electrodes attached to the scalp.

All participants were between the ages of 13 and 22.

Participants with autism were categorized as verbal (ASD-V) or minimally/low verbal (ASD-MLYV).

Participants listened to a recording of a female voice randomly reciting their own name and the name of two strangers. In the
first experiment, only the female voice could be heard. In a second experiment, a male voice speaks in the background without
saying any names in order to create the cocktail party effect.
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Results

Verbal
The response time for individuals with ASD hearing their own name was delayed when

- compared to the control group of neurotypical individuals. The response time for hearing
u Ie their own name and a stranger’s name was equal.
- Minimally/Low Verbal
The results were the same as for the verbal participants. The response time for individuals
settl ng with ASD hearing their own name was delayed when compared to the control group of
neurotypical individuals. The response time for hearing their own name and a stranger’s
name was equal.

]
Verbal
o Isy These participants showed typical automatic response to their own name in a noisy setting.
They responded more quickly to their own name than to a stranger's name.

— Minimally/Low Verbal
e I n These participants did not show early, automatic response to their own name. They responded
equally to their own name as to a stranger’s name.

Conclusions
Past research has shown that adults whose brains have been affected by autism respond differently to hearing their names than

do those of neurotypical individuals.?? This research also highlights such differences, as seen in the quiet setting results. However,
this study went one step further and explored the differences between verbal and minimally verbal individuals with ASD.

The team found that minimally/low verbal individuals with autism may have difficulty detecting important words or stimuli, even
their own name, in a noisy setting. They may not be able to determine the sounds on which they need to focus. It is important for
parents and clinicians to understand this information. Since auditory processing may be compromised in those with autism, other
means, such as visual cues, can be used to give information and focus attention.

The extent of auditory sensitivities for a child with autism spectrum disorder varies. Dr. Schwartz's future research will look at
whether these over-sensitivities impede minimally verbal children from learning language, and if these children are minimally/low
verbal because of their deficits in auditory processing.

Work by researchers continues to uncover many of the complexities of autism. By understanding how individuals with autism
process audible information, parents and professionals can provide more appropriate and effective strategies to help a child thrive.

Written by Autism Advocate Parenting Magazine

References
1. Alcantara, J.I., Weisblatt, E.J., Moore, B.C., Bolton, P.F. Speech-in-noise perception in high-functioning individuals with autism or Asperger’s syndrome.
Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry. 2004 Sep;45(6):1107-14. doi: 10.1111/j.1469-7610.2004.t01-1-00303.x. PMID: 15257667.

2. Nijhof, A.D., Dhar, M., Goris, J., Brass, M., Wiersema, J.R. Atypical neural responding to hearing one's own name in adults with ASD. Journal of
Abnormal Psychology. 2018 Jan;127(1):129-138. doi: 10.1037/abn0000329. PMID: 29369670.

3. Otto-Meyer, S., Krizman, J., White-Schwoch, T., Kraus, N. Children with autism spectrum disorder have unstable neural responses to sound.
Experimental Brain Research. 2018 Mar;236(3):733-743. doi: 10.1007/s00221-017-5164-4. Epub 2018 Jan 6. PMID: 29306985.

For information only. This is our review of a third party publication and we have no affiliation with the original author or publication. Please read
the original publication for more information. Findings and recommendations are those of the original author and do not necessarily reflect the
opinion of Autism Advocate Parenting Magazine Inc. or anyone otherwise involved in the magazine (“we”). We are not responsible for any errors,
inaccuracies or omissions in this content. We provide no guarantees, warranties, conditions or representations, and will not be liable with respect
to this content. See full terms here.
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