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The internet has spurned a revolution in the way we live our lives. People are in touch with others through email; other people spend their time doing detailed, daily research without ever leaving their homes; still others use chat rooms on the net for support and/or entertainment. In fact, there is no end to the effect of the world wide web on our daily lives. 

Beyond the expected and understood uses of the internet, there are other less obvious positive effects: many people who were previously cut off from social communication are now able to connect to the outside world through the use of a home computer. 

Many people with neurological conditions such as autism, or those on the autism spectrum (associated problems), which manifest themselves in social isolation and little or no positive contact with the outside world, have reaped a multitude of benefits from the world wide web.

In autism, a severe neurological effect, there is an almost total cutoff from traditional communication with others, specifically due to language impairment and social misinterpretation. There are several factors that researchers claim to be specific markers for autism. In order to clearly see how the web and its connections have positively affected the lives of those with autism, we must first see how autism affects people diagnosed. 

Firstly, there are severe issues with normal language. People with autism do not communicate with others in appropriate ways: they speak differently. For example, they use language in echolalic form, i.e., they repeat a sentence that they've just heard. In response to “How are you?” an autistic person might say “How are you?” instead of the more appropriate responses, or mundane, but expected responses. It is thought that these echolalic responses are ways for an autistic person to gather and assimilate information; when they repeat the information in their own voice, it somehow circumvents the language reception centres in the human brain, (which are affected in autism), and gives the person a way to receive and understand information. Given that autistic people seem to need to absorb vast amounts of factual information, this method of receiving information works. In normal circumstances, however, this form of information assimilation is considered odd and rather obvious. 

Secondly, people who have autism generally do not understand figurative or representative language; they see clearly only literal language, which means that idioms and the like are not comprehended. 

Thirdly, in autism, there is a fundamental misunderstanding with the hidden language portions of our communication: body language, non-language verbal cues, and other subtle messages. 

These three main areas of language misunderstanding are huge obstacles for communication between people in the traditional way. However, communication over the internet reduces, or in some cases, completely eliminates the need for understanding in these areas, paving the way for autistic people to finally interrelate without impediments. As noted on a website specifically related to autism, computers afford an easy way of joining [in]...circumventing some of the most disabling features of autistic spectrum disorders. 1   If these three language areas are integral to face-to-face communication, and are missing in internet communication either in intensity or in fact, then conversely, they are not vital to communication through cyberspace. 

On web sites where there is no ear, an autistic person can reiterate as much information as he or she wants: there will be no negative response from echolalic output. According to Dinah Murray and Mike Lesser, notable persons in the autism community, “computers offer [many things] in a safe environment which makes no verbal demand” 2   Since the internet also does not require that a person actually requests information verbally, (as is the case at a library), in the standard ways, an autistic person is actually able to get facts they need by simply searching on topic. The absorption of those facts through echolalia is not curbed in any way because of course, audio conferencing is rarely used.In chat rooms, where an autistic person can communicate without the normal conventions of language, there is little or no requirement for figurative language. 

Because people generally shorten their words in keyboard communication, and are 'allowed' to reduce the language structure to the bare minimum, people with abnormalities in language are not easily visible behind the keyboard. In chat room communication, prepositions are not necessary, full sentences are not always used, complex verb tenses are missing, and literal language is drastically reduced. As one autistic person explained on #autism, “talk on web is easy” and “people don't see”.   Notice the missing personal pronouns, missing articles, and lack of figurative language. Someone else might have typed, “It's easier for me to communicate on the internet”  and “It's easier for me to communicate with you if I don't have to see you.”  Since both parallels mean the same thing, and the first two are clearly equal to the second two, it must be easier in fact for someone with autism to communicate via the web. The first statements might sound odd if used in a face-to-face interaction, but they are generally accepted on the web, and commonplace in non-autistic internet communities. 

It is also 'easier' to avoid the understanding of nonliteral phrases like 'beating around the bush' and 'hit the nail on the head', since in our canvassing of autism chat rooms (4.5 hours) (#autfriends, and #autism), these were not used at all, and in our canvassing of non-autism chat room (2.25 hours), they were rarely used: “I feel like I'm in a house where the nail boards aren't nailed down.”  (#adoption).  If these normal language conventions are missing on the web, then in this way, the autistic person can communicate without the added requirement of understanding of those same conventions. 

The third and final difference between non-autistic and autistic people lies in the missing non-language conventions of communication. It has been suggested by researchers that in face-to-face interactions, body language represents at least one third of the message being expressed. For example, it is said that eye contact, body position, and head tilts are all better indicators of a person's interest level than the actual words he or she uses. For people with autism, this is a huge problem; with little or no understanding of the nonverbal cues, they find conversations confusing. They depend on the language, and see none of the cues. In this way, their interpretation of the conversation is completely different from someone else's. Obviously, this area of communication is completely and totally eliminated with internet communication. Until video conferencing becomes a day-to-day reality, body language is never a part of computer conversations, which makes communication easier on the internet. 

In addition to body language, there are other cues in face-to-face interactions. Non-language verbal cues such as sighing, underhanded chuckles, or positive sounding exclamations are all insurmountable obstacles for a person with autism. Since these areas of communication are absent in internet communications, it is again much easier for people with autism. It is not only simply because these segments of communication are missing, but it is also because without these aids to communication, as on the internet, people generally tend to use more concrete, direct language to express their message, making it even clearer for people with autism or spectrum related problems. 

As well, the subtle, behind the scene's meaning of many interactions is also reduced in chat rooms. Sarcasm is one example of something that is said in a way that implies some other meaning.  Since voice inflection also adds meaning to words, perhaps more meaning than even the words, it is another source of confusion for people with autism. Sarcasm is difficult to reproduce via the keyboard; people tend again to be more direct. For example, saying “Okay, I agree with you” while coupling it with sarcastic underpinnings would be easily understood verbally in a face-to-face conversation as “I totally don't agree with you and you're wrong, but it's not worth continuing the conversation.”  In keyboard communications, the typed message cannot contain sarcastic undertones, so it would be written directly, as in: “I don't agree”. The tendency to be direct without depending upon other non-language verbal cues confuses an autistic mind. However, more direct language, less nonverbal information, less dependence on body language and other cues, (the standard in chat rooms), makes communication much less problematic for people on the autism spectrum. 

The absence of these hidden portions of language makes the internet an agreeable mode of communication for people on the autism spectrum.  Disabilities on the autism spectrum, especially in their severest form, effectively cut off normal methods of communication, especially given the language impairments and social misunderstandings of these disorders. The use of the internet, as related to communication, has effectively lessened the obstacles for people on the autism spectrum. 

Echolalia, a common method but abnormal method of communication for autistics is completely ignored in its negativity, and on the other hand, completely allowed in internet communication, since it is virtually not seen. They are free do absorb information without curbing their intrinsic need to echo the facts, since there is no auditory transmission of their comments. People with autism are also not harboured by the inability to understand figurative or representative language on the web, since internet communication spurs people to type literally. In addition, the hidden segments of communication do not play a vital role in cyber communication. The understanding of body language, non-language verbal cues, and subtlety is not required in chat room communication. In fact, these are completely absent with a computer intermediary. 

Since chat rooms and other forms of internet communication like bulletin boards and email, do not depend on traditional forms of communication, they have been a godsend to people who cannot communicate the traditional way. As Janet Norman-Bain tells us, “like many sub-cultures in the world, the autistic culture is alive and well through the wonder of the internet.” 3  KidTalk is a chat room especially designed for kids with asperger's, a higher functioning version of the full-blow autism diagnosis. On a reference note for KidTalk, the reader is told “children who suffer from Aspergers face social isolation and improving social skills are a primary intervention target. Current treatment includes supervised text chat.” 4   

The internet revolution has allowed people to be in touch with others through email. It has also allowed people to spend their time doing detailed daily research without ever leaving their homes. It has also allowed others to 'talk' on the net for support and for entertainment. These seemingly benign methods of communicating have become vital for most people in the 21st century. For people on the autism spectrum, who were in effect cut off from social communication, the ability to connect to the outside world through the use of a home computer has jumped tenfold. 

Even Temple Grandin, a guru in the world of autism, who in fact has the diagnosis herself says: “computers are...great...because being weird is okay.” 5  Being able to communicate finally in a forum that allows them the freedom to be themselves with their severe language problems in tow has not only widened their life experiences, but has also enabled them to partake in the most fundamental part of being human: the ability to communicate, in short, the ability to reach out to someone else. They are no longer destined to live on an island of social isolation; they have found a mode of communicating which does not depend on those very parts of their brains which are taxed to the limit when they are expected to communicate the traditional way. 

The years of frustration borne by individuals who could not communicate have whittled away via the home computer and world wide typewritten, nonverbal communication.

1 www.shifth.mistral.co.uk/autism/NAS
2 Murray, Dinah. “Autism and Computing” Undated.

3 Norman-Bain, Janet. “Oops...Wrong Planet Syndrome.”

4 Http://research.microsoft.com/scg
5 Grandin, Temple. “Social Problems: Understanding Emotion and Developing Talents”
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