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Multi modal child-to-child interaction 
 
Intro 
(slide 1) 
In this presentation I would like to present to you a multi modal perspective on interaction. The 
interaction I’ll talk specifically about is interaction among several high-functioning children with 
autism. (slide 2) I’ll show you a video clip of three boys, who play with LEGO bricks, and I’ll then 
spend the remaining presentation time analyzing this clip from a multi modal perspective. 
 
The video clip / data 
The video clip is part of the observation material collected as part of my ph.d. project (slide 3), 
which bears the title “Mental space in child language”. In this project I investigate the interaction of 
children with autism using multi modal analysis. The empirical material of the project is 60 hours of 
video recordings in Danish day care centers.  
For this presentation I’ve chosen to focus on a very small video sequence, which I’ll use to 
demonstrate what a multi modal approach to interaction can reveal about the interaction. 
 
Large amounts of research have been investigating the communication of individuals with autism, 
but very little work has been done specifically on all-autistic interaction, and hereby I mean 
interaction conducted by individuals with autism, directed to and responded to by other individuals 
with autism. This is the definition of what I’ll call peer interaction in this context. 
(slide 4) 
In the following video clip you’ll see three boys aged 5-6, who all have a diagnosis within the 
autistic spectrum. They attend an all-autistic day care in Denmark, which means a day care 
exclusively for children with autism, and with specially trained care takers. In this clip the three 
boys sit by a table and play with lego bricks. The care taker and the researcher are also present in 
the room talking, and not paying much attention to the boys. 
 
The first video clip is three minutes long, and I haven’t translated it, as the point of showing it, is to 
give you an idea of the context, and I’ll then go deeper into a small part of this clip afterwards. 
I will tell you though, that in this sequence the boys are singing, which they do in Danish, sort of. 
 
What I’ll like you to focus on is the way in which the boy in the middle, Carl, (slide 5), facing the 
camera is singing, seemingly to himself. But he’s really choosing call-response songs, which urge 
the other boys to answer. (slide 6) A call-response song is a song which is supposed to be song by 
two singers, typically one asking questions and the other one answering them. 
So please notice this and the way he is responded to by the other boys. 
He switches between two songs: the first song is really in English, but since he doesn’t speak 
English he’s making the text up and sings: “hoo like dooz ej”. One year after these recordings I 
accidentally watched a cartoon and recognized the melody. So the text in English really is: “who let 
the dogs out?” And a choir of dogs respond by barking. 
The second song is a Danish song called “Otto is a rhino”. This is also a call-response song and the 
idea is that the first singer asks questions about Otto: “is Otto a… something” (you can put in any 
word) and the second singer respons “no” until the question is “is Otto a Rhino” and then the right 
answer is “yes, yes, yes”. 
 
Video 1st time (3 min) (slide 7) 
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(slide 8) 
 
Points 
What you see here is what I call a co-constructed interaction occurring between these boys. The 
reason why I find this interesting is that the interaction is very complex, and they work closely 
together to make it work. At first it seems that nothing in particular is going on, but if we start to 
analyze this sequence using multi modal analysis, we’ll see a remarkable communicative 
complexity where the boys use a variety of communicative modes to co-construct meaning in 
interaction. What I’m asking is therefore (slide 9): is it possible that interaction among these boys 
could be running on along different lines, than the ones where we normally grasp interaction and 
meaning?  
 
Intro: Communicative impairments 
As all of you know of course, children with autism often have different communicative 
impairments. When we talk about high-functioning children with autism (slide 10) the problems 
often appear more on a pragmatic level than on a semantic, grammatical or phonetical level. This 
means that problems are often apparent in real interaction with other people, more than “just” 
present in the language as such. “Real” interaction involves other elements than words in verbal 
language; (slide 11) elements of language, such as tone of voice, turn taking, pauses, rhythm and a 
sense of contextual appropriateness and relevance are part of pragmatic success. Furthermore 
meaning in interaction is mediated by other non-verbal elements such as body position, body 
movements, proxemics (how close you sit or stand to one another), head movements, gesture, facial 
expressions and gaze, just to mention a few which I’ll focus on in this presentation. For the rest of 
the presentation I’ll define these elements as different communicative modes, and these different 
modes and a coordinated use of them are exactly what a multi modal analysis is able to reveal. 
 
Multi modal analysis 
From a multi modal point of view non-verbal interaction is as important as verbal interaction. 
Verbal interaction, spoken language, has no primary function in communication. Verbal interaction 
is one mode out of many, and is on the same hierarchical level as any bodily modes. 
Every body movement, facial expression, tone of voice are as important in communicative 
interaction as the spoken word; they are all modes which convey meaning in the interaction. All of 
these aspects can be very difficult indeed to capture in normal daily observation, but with the aid of 
a video camera it becomes possible to go through interactional sequences again and again, and 
thoroughly analyze every significant aspect of the interaction.  
 
Analysis 
I’ll now show you a very small part of this clip again and then go deeper into the analysis 
afterwards. 
 
Video 2nd time (15 sek)(slide 12) 
 
What happens here is that Carl is trying to involve Mik in the song. He has given up on Kim a while 
ago. The song is “Otto is a rhino” which I introduced to you before, and is goes like this (slide 13). 
In this small sequence something new happens (slide 14): Kim thinks that Carl calls him and Mik 
Rhinos, and says: “we’re no rhinos, you’re a rhino” after which Mik sings (in the right tune) “Carl 
is an arsehole” (sorry about the language, we have a Danish word which is not as bad as the English 
one). 
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The care taker then intervenes, saying “oops Mik”, after which Carl first says “no”, then rethinks 
and sings, very happily, “yes yes yes”. 
Carl clearly takes this as in initiative from Mik to engage in his song. The words are not important 
to Carl; it is the singing and the melody he notices.  
 
 If we then go deeper into a multi modal analysis the first thing to be noticed is the density by which 
the modes are used and coordinated. The more modes you apply at the same time, the more intense 
is the impact on the listener.  
 
(slide 15) 
The first action is Kim leaning to the table saying “we’re no rhinos”, then moving towards Carl 
(using proxemics), pointing at him (using gesture), looking at him (using gaze) and saying “you’re a 
rhino” (using words, pause and tone of voice). 
At the same time Mik starts to sing: “Carl is a arsehole” (using song/rythm).  
This action is really a complex double stringed communicative action: When Mik sings “Carl is a 
arsehole” he directs a tease towards Carl, and in doing so he forms an alliance with Kim, who just 
said “you’re a rhino” to Carl. (slide 16) Right after this Mik looks up at Kim and laughs double 
checking their agreement about teasing Carl.  
BUT the song Mik sings is also in line with the song Carl has been trying to get him engaged in, so 
he really BOTH forms an alliance with Kim in teasing Carl AND goes along with Carl using the 
melody of the call-response song. 
 
What then happens (slide 17) is that the care taker intervenes by saying “oops Mik”, and Mik 
confirms the alliance with Kim by looking at him (using gaze), laughing silently with open mouth 
(using facial expression) and moving his head up and down as in great laughter (using head 
movement). By using 3 modes he increases the modal density to stress the union with Kim. 
 
(slide 18) Right after this Kim acknowledges the alliance by smiling, while Mik continues to laugh 
silently looking at Kim. Carl then reacts to Miks song by first singing, smilingly “no” (perhaps 
directed towards the words) then changes his mind and sings “yes yes yes” in acknowledgement of 
Miks contribution to the call-response song. So (slide 19) Carl is responding (appropriately) to the 
melody AND Kim is responding (also appropriately) to the meaning of the words, that is forming a 
teasing alliance, directed against Carl.  
 
Conclusion 
Mik is performing a very complex act of double stringed communication in interacting with two 
other participants simultaneously, and they are both responding appropriately to the right part of his 
communicative act, decoding the intention of the act. (slide 20) 
What I see here is three boys co-constructing an interaction in a very complex, and to me 
unexpected, way, which lead me to conclude that sometimes interaction might be going on, on 
various levels which can be difficult to capture, as unexpected modes such as rhythm and song for 
instance can play a significant role in the communication.  
I find that more research needs to be done using a multi modal perspective to investigate the use of 
unexpected modes in interaction among children with autism. Perhaps this way of looking at 
interaction could open new perspectives in understanding the complexity of communication. 


