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Cognitive Approach to Theory of 

Mind

Å Pretend play, or the ability to act as if something is the case when it 

really is not, develops in children around the age of 2 (Piaget, 1962)

Å Leslie (1987) states in his article on the origins of Theory of Mind (ToM) 

that:

òPretending oneself is thus a special case of the ability to 

understand pretense in others (someone elseõs attitude to information).  

In short, pretense is an early manifestation of what has been called 

theory of mind.ó (p. 415)

Å Theory of Mind was first described by Premack and Woodruff (1978) 

as the ability of a person to impute mental states to self and to others 

and to predict behavior on the basis of such states
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Cognitive Approach to Theory of 

Mind Conõt

ÅThrough further research this definition has broadened to 
include ones understanding of social interaction by 
attributing beliefs, desires, intentions, and emotions to 
people

ÅBaren-Cohen and Julie Hadwin (1999) describe in their 
book, Teaching Children with Autism to Mind-Read,five 
stages for understanding informational states which range 
from simple perspective taking to understanding false 
beliefs.  These five stages, according to Baren-Cohen and 
Hawdin,  are the component skills for developing a ToM.

Behavioral Approach to Perspective 

Taking

Å Relational Frame Theory (RFT), a behavioral approach to language 

and cognition, is one way to apply a behavioral account of perspective 

taking (McHugh, Barnes-Holmes, & Barnes-Holmes, 2004)

Å In their paper, McHugh et al. (2004) review cognitive and behavior 

analytic approaches to perspective taking and find that RFT may 

provide a useful functional analytic account of perspective taking

Å RFT, in relation to perspective taking, describe three frames that 

appear to be involved in perspective taking: I and YOU, HERE and 

THERE, and NOW and THEN (McHugh et al. 2004) 
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Perspective Taking and Autism

Å Large portion of children with autism have specific deficits with ToM, or 

perspective taking (Baren-Cohen, 1985)

Å Astington & Jenkins (1999) completed a longitudinal study on the 

relation between language and ToM development and found linguistic 

ability was necessary for successful performance of ToM tasks.

Å Individuals with autism have specific deficits with language 

development and understanding.

Brian

Å Diagnosed with autism in April 
2005, he was 2 years-8 mo. old

Å High functioning autism

Å Began intensive ABA intervention in 
May 2005

Å Received approximately 25-
30/week of ABA intervention

Å Specific deficit in perspective 
taking skills and pragmatic 
language identified 

Å Emphasis on teaching perspective 
taking and pragmatic language 
began approximately Jan 2007.
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Brianõs Deficits

Å Outside SLP assessment using the Test of Pragmatic Language and the 

Test of Problem Solving identified specific target areas where a deficit 

was seen

Å Ability to identify other people could have a different perspective than 

his own, changing perspective when interpreting a social situation, 

identifying problem situations and whose problem was it, and using 

appropriate perspective when describing a social situation

Å Up to this point in Brianõs intervention, emphasis was being placed on 

pretend play, language development, direct instruction of language 

curricula, and peer play.

Programs to support Brianõs 

perspective taking development

Å See picture/say main idea about it

Å See picture/identify if a problem existed or not and generate a 
solution

Å See picture/give clues for another person to guess

Å Read word silently/give clues for another person to guess

Å Hear a situation and a reaction/say if reaction was probable-possible-
unlikely

Å Hear a reaction/say a probable-possible-unlikely situation to match 
that reaction

Å Hear a situation/say what people could say

Å Hear a person and-or a situation/say what that person knows or does 
not know

Å CBM measure on false-belief tasks
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Using pictures of 

people in common 

situations.  

Switch from 

saying salient 

details to what 

people could 

say


