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The cognitive development and pretend play of autistic children:

Relevance of the Theory of Mind Mechanism, and a symbol function

TATSUTA Sayoko®

Abstract: The purpose of this article is to verify the obstacle hypothesis of autism, the “Theory
of Mind Mechanism: ToMM?”, by the development of pretend play. In research on cognitive devel-
opment of autism, the research on the “Theory of Mind” has become too popular since the 1980s.
Through the research, it is pointed that autistic children have difficulty in forming the structure
of “Shared Attention Mechanism: SAM”, and that the malfunction of ToOMM was further aggra-
vated by the difficulty of SAM. Recently, the role of pretend play in that development has been
observed, in the process of TOMM. In order to clarify the obstacle of ToOMM in the background, it
is necessary to focus on the generation and development of the symbolic function, which pro-
duces the pretend play, by Piaget's observation. Therefore, in this paper, three points have been
selected for considerations:
1. Autistic children might have the characteristic that generating of the symbolic function is
overdue, by an obstacle of SAM.
2. Formation of ToOMM might become difficult for autistic children, since the development of the
symbolic function is overdue.
3. It is important to introduce the early intervention program according to the developmental
stage of pretend play, which is produced from the symbollic function, in an improvement of the

core obstacle of autism.

Keywords: autistic children, theory of mind, symbolic function, Shared Attention Mechanism

(SAM), Theory of Mind Mechanism (ToMM), pretend play, a early intervention program
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