
Background: Everyday communication is encumbered by ambiguous language, from idioms to metaphors, 
paradoxes to multiple-meaning words. The complexity of the English language is not limited to spelling and 
grammar but stretches beyond into word and phrase meaning in everyday use. Ambiguous language is 
ubiquitous. It can be used deliberately to gain attention, enhance creativity and express higher-order 
language (Nippold, 2007); however, due to the inherent ambiguity of natural language and a continuum of 
development (Akerman,1982), even neurotypical adults can be confronted with situations in which they 
experience confusion and miscommunication due to the use of some form of ambiguous language (Illinska, 
Platonova & Smirnova, 2016). One cannot participate in a conversation for more than a few minutes without 
encountering at least one form of ambiguous language (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). Ambiguity is so engrained 
in the foundations of language that often speaker and listener are both completely unaware of its use (Lakoff 
& Johnson, 1980). Ambiguous language often goes unnoticed for extended periods of time until it causes a 
breakdown in communication. Often, it is only then that the speaker and listener are made aware of the 
presence of such uses of language. Indeed, even neurotypical adults often have difficulty recognizing 
ambiguity even when it is pointed out to them, and overestimate the degree to which they have 
disambiguated their own utterances (Keysar and Henly 2002). 

Purpose: The following study aimed to analyze the use of ambiguous language in two 5-minute speaking tasks 
from two participants, a speech language pathologist and a non-professional. The study was designed to 
compare the presence of ambiguous language use in a conversation intended for an adult and an alternate 
conversation intended for a child with a language disorder.  

Materials & Methods: Two participants were recruited to take part in this study, one speech language 
pathologist (SLP) and one participant who has no training in the speech or language field (non-SLP). 
Participants were each presented with a list of 10 different conversation topics (i.e. the perfect vacation) and 
instructed to choose one topic. First, they were asked to speak for five minutes on that topic. Upon 
completion of that task the participants were instructed to re-tell the story as if they were speaking to a young 
child with a language disorder. They were asked to use the least amount of ambiguous language as possible. 

Data Analysis: There were a total of four transcriptions (two from each participant). A licensed speech 
language pathologist (E1), the principal investigator (E2) and an undergraduate student (E3) served as the 
evaluators for the transcriptions. Only the first 500 words of each transcription were analyzed. Each evaluator 
was given a protocol to follow in order to identify the uses of metaphors, slang, jargon, idiom, homonyms and 
homophones in each each of the transcriptions.  

Results: The evaluation team agreed on the number of different homonyms used (100) and the number of 
different homophones used (58). The evaluation team did not agree on the number of different metaphors, 
idioms, slang or jargon. Regarding the use of homonyms and homophones, the SLP demonstrated a higher 
usage of each in both speaking tasks. Both participants had fewer occurrences of each in their second 
conversation; however the non-SLP demonstrated a greater difference in reduction of usage. Different types 
of ambiguity present different challenges to SLPs who would seek to avoid them. 

 

 

★ Ambiguous language is used on a daily basis to express higher-order thinking about abstractions like 
creativity, time and faith (Lakoff, 2014). 

★ It is a multifarious form of communication that has interpretations that fluctuate depending on both the 
speaker and the listener, individually (Spector, 1997).  

★The learning of ambiguous language is not limited to childhood but rather takes place over the course of a 
lifetime (Nippold, 2007).  

 

 

★  The following study was approved by the CWRU IRB.  

★ Subjects were recruited via posted fliers and word of mouth.  

★ A list of ten conversation topics was chosen by the PI. Participants were presented with the entire list in order 
to choose which conversation topic they would like to discuss.  

★ Conversations were audio recorded and transcribed by the PI.  

★ Transcriptions were analyzed using the protocol designed by the PI.  

★ Analysis was done in order to identify the following:  

  -Metaphors   -Slang/Idioms/Jargon   -Homonyms   -Homophones  

★ The evaluation team analyzed each transcription individually and then came together to compare and 
contrast results in order to attempt to come to an agreement on the various forms of ambiguous language 
being used.   

★ Inclusion Criteria 
 -One licensed speech language pathologist over the age of 25 

  -One adult over the age of 25 not in a field related to speech or language   

★ Exclusion Criteria  
 -Under the age of 25  

Finding The Coconut Of Communication:  
A Case Study of Ambiguous Language Use   

★ The evaluation team consisted of three evaluators. One evaluator in her 20’s, one in her 30’s 
and one in her 40’s. It is hypothesized that this age gap served as a factor in the inability for 
the team to agree on the uses of slang/idioms/jargon.  

  
★ Metaphors are pervasive in our daily language and they go unidentified most of the time. It is 

hypothesized that the wide variety of metaphors in language added to the difficulty in the 
ability to identify the presence of metaphorical use.  

 
★ Future projects aim to use the gained knowledge about the difficulty of identifying expressive 

ambiguities to design a study that will present a group of SLPs with sentences illustrating 
targeted “hard” ambiguities, and ask them to attempt to produce the sentences in a manner 
that disambiguates the sentences.  
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INTRODUCTION  

RESULTS  
★ After individually evaluating each transcription the evaluation team gave their analyses to the 

PI for comparison across all evaluators. The PI compared all categories and then presented 
the team with the differences.  

  
★ The evaluation team was in agreement concerning the usage of homonyms and homophones 

but did not agree on the usage of metaphors, slang, jargon and idioms.  
 
★ There were a total of 100 different homonyms used and a total of 58 different homophones 

used across all four conversations. In the event that a word qualified as both a homonym and 
a homophone, the word was placed only in the homophone category.  

 
★ These results indicated that regardless of training and presentation of a protocol, the 

evaluators were not able to have complete inter-rater reliability, particularly for “ambiguous” or 
hard ambiguities.  

 
★ It is hypothesized that the “curse of knowledge” (a bias related to Theory of Mind in even 

neurotypical adults) plays a major role in the evaluators’ inability to identify some forms of 
ambiguous language.  

 
★ While both speakers produced uses of all categories of ambiguous language use, the non-

SLP produced fewer across almost all categories and raters.  
 
★ While both speakers demonstrated a decrease in the use of ambiguous language in the 

second conversation, it is noteworthy that the non-SLP demonstrated a more significant 
decrease of ambiguous language use.  
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