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Abstract: The purpose of this study is to recognize what kind of language disorder experienced by 

Sam as an autistic in ‘Atypical’ series 2017-2021, to describe what factors of language disorder 

experienced by Sam, and to describe what therapy of language disorder for Sam. The researcher 

uses qualitative method for doing this research. The data was taken from the utterances of autistic, 

Sam Gardner as the main character. There were 60 phenomenon of language disorder, 58 receptive 

language disorder and 2 expressive language disorder. The most common symptom of receptive 

language disorder experienced by Sam is difficulty following verbal directions 21 data, followed by 

interpreting words or phrases 19 data, not appearing to listen 12 data, limited vocabulary 3 data, 

difficulty understanding complex sentence 2 data, and demonstrating lack of interest 1 data. 

Meanwhile, Sam just experienced two symptoms of expressive language disorder, word-finding 

difficulties 1 data and over-reliance on stock phrases 1 data. This phenomenon occurs caused by 

many factors, whether difficulty in joint attention, failed in integrated the information with semantic 

attributes, autism symptoms such as echolalia, deficits in ToM, trouble in retrieval words, etc. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

As social beings, human beings use 

language to interact with each other for a 

purpose in social life. In addition, language 

plays an important role in our daily life such 

as expressing thoughts, feelings, ideas, etc. 

As Harley (2005:10) says, language is a form 

of social activity. In addition, people use 

language as an act of social activity that 

involves communicating their ideas, 

thoughts, perspectives, or feelings and 

building relationships by using language. 

That is to say that the main function of 

language is for communication, and also as 

a fundamental aspect in human life, 

therefore the human being must be able to 

generate what he wants to talk about and 

understand what others say to him. 

According to Harley (2001:21), language 

expresses many processes, both in 

speaking, listening, etc. Moreover, to be 

able to generate and understand language, 

people have to go through several 

processes. 

Language perception is the process of 

interpreting speech in conversation. People 

will be able to interact with each other if 

they have succeeded in speech perception. 

The perception of language goes through 

several processes involving our brain and 

memory. Based on Trieman et al (2003: p. 6-

17), humans perceive language through 

several processes, starting from trying to 

recognize words when the signal comes, 

they will try to recognize whether the signal 

is sequential as a consonant or a vowel. . 

Then, create a visual representation for 

printed word recognition. The brain will 

access the meaning of words and integrate 

all the information corresponding to the 

words in the mental lexicon. Then, make 

distant considerations for the sentences we 

hear, including considering the exact 

grammatical aspects, and whether there is 

a possibility of using metaphors or 

nonliteral meanings in that utterance. In 

addition, the ability to understand 

language is key in social interaction. 

In addition, the production of 

language also has an important role in 

social interaction. People will face some 

problems in their lives, so they must be able 

to produce language. The production of 

language occurs through several processes, 

starting from accessing a single word in our 

mental lexicon. Our brain will conceptualize 

for the topic being discussed, so that we 

will decide what ideas to express and fit the 

concept. The idea we choose must be 

considered in its reference, so that we can 

take the right decision in choosing one 

word, according to the context. After 

successfully selecting the appropriate 

words, we consider the morpho-

phonological coding that we will take and 

generate with the correct phonological 

aspect through sound. For example, if the 

chosen word is infant, there is only one 

morpheme taken, but for grandchildren or 

walking, there are two morphemes taken. 

The next step is to create a phonological 

concept of the word, for example for the 

word baby, there are segments /b/, /a/, /b/, 

/y/ to be taken back. Furthermore, in this 

case the speaker must know the rules of 

language applied to those segments when 

generating words, many words have 

pressure according to their rules, usually 

English words have pressure on the first 

syllable. The rule of which word segments 

to emphasize is stored in the lexicon, 
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furthermore, in phonological coding, 

segments and word emphasis should be 

combined for successful production (Levelt 

et al. 1999). In addition, it can be concluded 

that language production consists of three 

main stages of the conceptual process, the 

process of searching for words, and the 

phonological or articulatory process. Three 

main stages must be completed for the 

successful production of the language. 

In addition, people must be able to 

understand and produce language to 

communicate well. But in this case not 

everyone in the world can understand and 

produce language well, this phenomenon is 

called language disorder (Leutuang, 2008, 

p. 2). According to the American Speech-

Language-Hearing Association (1982, p. 

949-950), language disorders are the 

inability to understand and produce 

language. Therefore, a person who has 

difficulty in using the language, is usually 

caused by a failure in processing the 

language. As Carroll, D. W. (2008, p. 46) 

states the way in which humans understand 

and produce language is the result of 

information processing systems. 

People with language disorders are 

usually sufferers in communicating their 

ideas, or interpreting beliefs and ideas that 

come from others. As Varley (2008:10) says 

that people with language disorders have 

difficulty in expressing their thoughts and 

interpreting their beliefs and ideas to 

others. Language disorders can be divided 

into two types, namely receptive and 

expressive language disorders (Carroll, J. B., 

1985: 282). Receptive language disorder is 

the inability to understand and process 

what others say to them, while expressive 

language disorder is the inability to 

communicate what they want to say. This 

means that people with language disorders 

will have difficulties in daily conversation, 

fail in building relationships and experience 

failures in understanding the topic being 

discussed, etc. 

Language disorders are usually 

experienced by children with 

neurodevelopmental disorders (American 

Psychiatric Association, 2013). According to 

the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 

Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition (DSM-5, 

2013, pp. 31-86), there are several types of 

neurodevelopmental disorders, including 

intellectual disability, communication 

disorders, Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), 

Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder 

(ADHD), specific learning disorders, motor 

disorders, etc. But this study focused only 

on language disorders experienced by 

autistic people. 

Autism is a neurodevelopmental 

disorder that has an impact on behavioral 

disorders and social interactions. According 

to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 

Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition (DSM-5, 

2013: 50), Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) 

includes a wide range of presentations that 

can be traced to a triad of symptoms such 

as reciprocal social interaction disorder, 

disorganized verbal and nonverbal 

communication, and limited and repetitive 

behaviors or limited interests. This means 

people with autism have difficulty getting 

involved with social life, and in simple terms 

autistic people usually see, hear, and feel 

the world differently than normal people. In 

addition, people with autism will find it 

difficult to establish relationships in their 

environment, since the symptoms of autism 

will make them strange from the point of 
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view of others. 

Autism can occur by prenatal risk 

factors, christmas risk factors, and postnatal 

risk factors. On prenatal risk factors, 

including parental age (maternal and 

paternal age more than or equal to 34 years 

have been approved as one of the factors 

that increase the risk of autism), maternal 

physical health (maternal physical diseases 

such as metabolic syndrome, bleeding and 

Infection during pregnancy are also 

associated with autistic children), maternal 

mental health (psychiatric history of 

parents such as Schizophrenia,  depression, 

anxiety and personality disorders, also 

increase the risk of autism), maternal 

prenatal drug use (drug use in pregnancy 

increases the risk by up to 46% for autism, 

the use of various types of drugs also 

increases the risk of autism by 68%), the 

socioeconomic status of the family 

(economic, social, educational, and 

psychological aspects of family life are also 

associated with the risk of autism). Risk 

factors for Christmas, such as fetal 

complications (fetal nuchal cord and 

cesarean delivery) increase the risk of 

autism by 26%. Postnatal risk factors, 

including low birth weight, jaundice, and 

postnatal infections also increase the risk of 

autism (Karimi, P., Kamali, E., Mousavi, S. M., 

& Karahmadi, M. 2017, vol 22, p. 27). 

Autism rates are rising due to a lack of 

public awareness of the symptoms of 

autism, and not being detected early. 

According to the World Health 

Organization (2021) on World Autism 

Awareness Day, there is about one in 160 

children in the world experiencing ASD but 

it may be higher than expected. This 

condition needs special treatment because 

people with autism are usually the subject 

of stigma, discrimination, and human rights 

violations depicted in the 'Atypical' series. 

The series depicts a teenager who faces 

autism syndrome in social interactions. He 

has difficulty in social interaction and is 

bullied, ostracized by others or 

underestimated. 

Furthermore, people with autism need 

intervention in the face of their social life 

because autism is characterized by social 

interaction disorder. Based on Shenoy, D. 

M., et al (2017) states that therapy for 

people with autism will improve their skills 

in functional independence and quality of 

life, as well as minimize the traits of autism. 

Therefore, people with autism need to be 

facilitated with therapy, both therapy for 

oneself and the elderly to provide a natural 

setting environment to facilitate autism for 

social skills intervention. 

This study aims to identify the 

language disorders experienced by Sam 

Gardner in the 'Atypical' series. This study 

also aims to describe what factors cause 

language disorders and what is the therapy 

of language disorders in the Atypical series. 

The 'Atypical' series tells the story of a 

teenager with autism named Sam Gardner. 

Autism affects her communication with her 

family and everyone around her. Sam was 

diagnosed with ASD at the age of four, and 

the series focuses solely on portrayal of 

Sam when he was 18. Sam has difficulty in 

social interaction, stereotypical behavior, 

and limited interests. Sam experiences the 

challenge of making a friend or girlfriend 

for his age, when he falls into stress, he 

hums many times, reads the four penguin 

names 'Adelie, Chinstrap, Emperor, Gentoo' 

and knocks with rubber, it makes Sam look 
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weird. 

Based on the depiction in season 2 

episode 5, Sam was born with autism 

because he was genetically inherited by his 

father. His father, Doug, was stressed for a 

long time and sometimes he had panic 

attacks, which diagnosed him with stress. In 

this case, Sam's father had a mental 

disorder, which made Sam born with 

autism, often tantrums as a child. Sam 

experiences tantrums when he feels 

stressed, for example when he is in a crowd, 

hearing music too loud, etc. Any symptoms 

that continued until Sam grew up, 

sometimes he cried and screamed when 

stressed. It is known that Autism Spectrum 

Disorders (ASD) are highly inherited from a 

genetic aspect, about 70% of cases, even 

the underlying genetics are still unknown 

(O'Roak, B. J. et al., 2012, p. 1). 

Researchers are concerned about this 

phenomenon and want to apply and 

improve linguistic knowledge, specifically 

psycholinguistics, to analyze the types of 

language disorders and to describe what 

factors influence language disorders in 

autism. It is important to know the types of 

language disorders and the factors that 

follow them, to increase knowledge and 

awareness about the symptoms of autism 

and the early detection of symptoms of 

autism. Thus it will be one of the ways to 

increase the knowledge of the mother in 

helping her child with ASD. In addition, it 

can build affection between the child and 

the parent to be patient in the face of the 

ASD child. Researchers also hope the study 

can help an autistic person who is living a 

life with autism. 

 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

 

This study aims to analyze what kind of 

language disorders are experienced by the 

main character of the 'Atypical' series 

(2017-2021) named Sam Gardner and 

describe what factors follow, therefore this 

study uses qualitative studies. As Creswell 

(2016:287) says that qualitative research 

aims to collect data from sites, where the 

object of study experiences a problem or 

problem based on the research topic 

(Hatch, 2002; Marshall & Rossman 2016). 

This study uses a qualitative method 

because the data in this study are words or 

sayings from the main character of the 

'Atypical' series. As Miles and Huberman 

(1984) state qualitative data usually 

describe words rather than numbers. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 

The 'Atypical' series tells the story of a 

teenager named Sam Gardner who is 

diagnosed with Autism. The series also tells 

the story of an teen, 18-year-old with 

autism who is involved in social life, and 

how their family, friends, or neighborhood 

provide support for Sam. Sam has difficulty 

building relationships such as making 

friends, having a girlfriend, etc. She also has 

trouble understanding what others are 

saying to them as she communicates with 

her parents, her friends, her boyfriend, etc. 

Therefore, his family gave him a therapist to 

help him engage with social life. 

In this passage, researchers recognize 

the language disorder experienced by Sam. 

The data are taken from the series 'Atypical' 

(2017-2021) and its subheadings, and 

categorized into expressive or receptive 

language disorders according to John 
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Carrol's theory. The data consists of several 

cases, according to the series of scenes in 

which the data was taken. Researchers use 

the numbers [S1E1] meaning the data is 

taken from Season 1 Episode 1, [S2E1] 

means the data is taken from Season 2 

Episode 1, etc. The researcher also compiles 

all the data based on the ordinal of the time 

the phenomenon occurs, such as data 1, 

data 2, data 3, etc. 

After analyzing the data, researchers 

found 60 language disorder phenomena 

experienced by Samuel Gardner in the 

2017-2021 'Atypical' series. Such 

phenomena include receptive language 

disorder 58 data, and expressive language 

disorder 2 data. The most common 

symptoms of receptive language disorder 

Sam experienced were difficulty following 

verbal directions 21 data, followed by 

interpreting words or phrases 19 data, not 

appearing to listen to 12 data, limited 

vocabulary 3 data, difficulty understanding 

complex sentences 2 data, and showing 

deficiencies in pulling 1 data. Meanwhile, 

Sam experiences only two symptoms of 

expressive language disorder, having 

trouble finding the word 1 data and relying 

too much on stock phrases 1 data. 

Therefore, researchers concluded that Sam 

had receptive language disorder more 

often than expressive language disorder. 

 

Language disorder therapy 

After exposing the phenomenon of 

language disorders that Sam experienced 

in the 'Atypical' series (2017-2021), 

researchers concluded that autistics need 

therapy to engage with social life, just like 

Sam as an autistic who gets into trouble 

when engaging with social life. Therefore, 

his family facilitated him for therapy to help 

him engage with social life. In addition, 

there are many types of therapies that can 

help for autism, such as occupational 

therapy (to help live as independently as 

possible), speech pathology (to help the 

child speak), behavioral therapy (to treat 

the challenging behaviors that come with 

autism), Sensory-Integration therapy (to 

help the autistic when processing sounds, 

sounds, lights, and others), social skills 

therapy (to develop and practice social 

skills),  cognitive behavioral therapy 

(speech therapy to help children or adults). 

with autism), etc. 

Samuel Gardner is autistic and he 

needs Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) 

to assist him in developing and maintaining 

social interactions with others. In addition, 

there is also a 'peer mediated' for autistic 

help which is considered as High-

Functioning-Autism to improve their social 

behaviors such as how to talk to new 

friends, how to get the attention of friends, 

start a conversation or request, and 

continue a conversation. In addition, in an 

effort to support autistics, parental or 

family mediation is important to teach 

social skills in the home environment. As 

explained earlier that autism is a 

developmental deviation of the nervous 

system that affects disorders of behavior 

and social interaction. In addition, to 

support people with autism, therapy can 

help them. 

 

1. Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) 

         Cognitive-Behavioural Therapy (CBT) 

is a therapy to assist clients in managing 

their problems by changing the way they 

think and behave through speaking 
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sessions. Cognitive Behavioral Therapy is 

also defined as the integration of cognitive 

and behavioral approaches to making 

specifically targeted changes in thoughts, 

feelings, or behaviors (Scarpa, A., Attwood, 

T. 2013, p. 27). This therapy is commonly 

used to treat people with anxiety and 

depression problems, but it is also useful 

for other mental and physical health 

problems. As we know that a child or 

adolescent with ASD usually has a very 

logical thing, then an adaptive CBT 

program will help them to identify and 

measure emotions, as well as explore 

strategies for communicating and 

managing emotions. In addition, children 

or adolescents with ASD may experience 

difficulties with socioemotional processing, 

memory for sequential information and 

information processing based on context. 

Therefore, through the CBT program, the 

therapist will teach them how to make 

negative feelings, such as fear, anxiety, 

stress into a positive perspective. This is 

important for them, because the symptoms 

of autism are usually followed by feelings of 

anxiety, hence helping them with strategies 

to manage their emotions and negative 

feelings will make them better. Cognitive-

Behavioural Therapy (CBT) can be 

performed one-on-one (therapist & client), 

or in a formatting group, and is usually 

scheduled once or twice a week, with a 

duration of 60 minutes or 1 hour in each 

session. 

 

One-on-one 

In this one-on-one format of ASD 

therapy, the therapist will conduct sessions 

by asking the client's problems and how 

they feel to recognize and understand how 

their problems, behaviors and thoughts 

affect each other. This corresponds to the 

characteristics of autism deficits, lack of 

flexibility in thinking and problem solving 

(Hill, 2008 in Scarpa, A., Attwood, T. 2013, p. 

27). In such cases, Sam as an autistic 

teenager, he often experiences negative 

feelings such as anxiety, stress, fear when 

facing problems. Those problems that 

usually make him have negative feelings 

such as facing changes, fear when it comes 

to crowds, or noise, etc. Then, he came to 

his therapist and told him about their 

problems and feelings, then his therapist 

would give Sam his way of thinking or 

behaving, and make some strategies for the 

next time he got into trouble and negative 

feelings. 

 

Group format 

In this group format, the therapist will 

conduct a session with one topic, and 

participants will share their feelings or 

emotions based on the topic, then the 

therapist will make conclusions and provide 

some problem-solving strategies that will 

be beneficial for them to face their problem 

next time. The group therapy format will be 

very effective because all participants can 

reduce negative feelings such as shyness, 

isolation and autism-related stigma. For 

such cases, Sam as an autistic teenager, he 

has joined a 'peer group' program at his 

school to assist autistics in preparing for 

their future. The therapist will hear about all 

of Sam's problems and make problem 

solving, and prepare the group for a plan 

after graduation, whether they want to go 

to college or work. This therapy made Sam 

a confident and successful person to get 

into college, because college is a big 
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problem for autism. In addition, this 

therapy will provide positive changes for 

autistics in social interactions. 

 

2. Parents or Family mediated 

This therapy is aimed at parents who 

help him facilitate naturalistic settings for 

social skills interventions for autistic 

children in the home environment. In this 

program, the therapy will teach parents 

how to deal with autistic children when they 

face difficult social problems in various 

settings. According to Gutstein & whitney 

(2002, as quoted in Catherine, S., 2011), this 

therapy is designed to promote the 

different experiences of some parents, and 

share their strategies, it will help parents to 

understand the needs of their child. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

a. Findings of the phenomenon of 

language disorders 

After analyzing the data, researchers 

found 60 language disorder phenomena 

experienced by Samuel Gardner in the 

2017-2021 'Atypical' series. Such 

phenomena include receptive language 

disorder 58 data and expressive language 

disorder 2 data. The most common 

symptoms of receptive language disorder 

Sam experienced were difficulty following 

verbal directions 21 data, followed by 

interpreting words or phrases 19 data, not 

appearing to listen to 12 data, limited 

vocabulary 3 data, difficulty understanding 

complex sentences 2 data and showing 

shortcomings of pulling 1 data. Meanwhile, 

Sam experiences only two symptoms of 

expressive language disorder, having 

trouble finding the word 1 data and relying 

too much on stock phrases 1 data. 

Therefore, researchers concluded that Sam 

had receptive language disorder more 

often than expressive language disorder. 

b. Findings of the type of therapy for 

Samuel Gardner.  

After finding data on language 

disorders experienced by Samuel Gardner, 

researchers concluded that an autistic 

person needs therapy to engage with social 

life, including Sam. Therefore, his family 

facilitated him to prepare and support him 

in social life. In addition, there are many 

types of therapies that can help for autism, 

such as occupational therapy (to help live 

as independently as possible), speech 

pathology (to help the child speak), 

behavioral therapy (to treat the challenging 

behaviors that come with autism), Sensory-

Integration therapy (to help the autistic 

when processing sounds, sounds, lights, 

and others), social skills therapy (to develop 

and practice social skills),  cognitive 

behavioral therapy (speech therapy to help 

children or adults). with autism), etc. 

Samuel Gardner is autistic and he 

especially needs Cognitive Behavioral 

Therapy (CBT) to help him develop and 

maintain social interactions with others. 

Samuel Gardner attends Cognitive 

Behavioral Therapy (CBT) in either one-on-

one sessions or peer group sessions to 

optimize his ability to interact with others. 

In addition, her parents also join 'parent or 

family mediated', this therapy is aimed at 

parents who help her facilitate naturalistic 

arrangements for social skills interventions 

for autistic children in the home 

environment. In addition, this therapy can 

help autistics to minimize the appearance 

of autistic symptoms that interfere with 



806 | Language Disorder of Autism In ‘Atypical’ Series (2017-2021): A Psycholinguistics Study 
 

their social life. 
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