Critically discuss how one of the psychological theories discussed in your class debate can inform our understanding of the development of autism spectrum disorder across the lifespan in comparison to typical development.

As part of the individual differences across the lifespan module we were tasked with critically discussing one psychological theory that can inform our understanding of the development of autism spectrum disorder across the lifespan compared to typical development. We were also tasked with drawing apron information gathered from a class debate around this topic of autism spectrum discord which I will be sporadically referring to thoughout this essay. The remainder of this essay will be critically discussing the theory of mind which was one of the theories that has been mentioned within the class debate and how it can inform our understanding of the development of autism spectrum disorder across the lifespan in comparison to typical development.  
The developmental impairment known as autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is caused by abnormalities in the brain (Lord et al., 2020). Individuals with autism spectrum disorder often suffer with impairments in their ability to react to social information (Courchesne et al., 2020). For an individual to meet the diagnostic criteria for autism spectrum disorder accruing to the DSM-5 they need to have five of these deficits in their early developmental period (Mahjouri et al., 2012). These can be categories into A and B. There are three elements to category A which have to be seen to meet diagnostic criteria. These are deficits in social interaction, communication, and understanding, developing, and maintaining relationships. As for category B, only two of the four need to be present to align with the diagnostic criteria. These are the insistence of routine, repetitive motor movements, hyperactivity to sensory input from the environment, and restricted interests (Regier et al., 2013).
The triad of impairment refers to impairments in social interaction, communication, and repetitive behavior/ restricted interests, and this it attributed to individuals seen as autistic (Ennis-Cole, 2019).  
[bookmark: _Hlk159773011][bookmark: _Hlk160031033]As previously mentioned, the theory this essay will focus on is the theory of mind which was mentioned during the class debate. Theory of mind was proposed by Baron-Cohen et al. (1985, as cited in Fisch, 2013) who brought about the paradigm to explain some of the social impairments in children with autism spectrum disorder. The theory of mind suggests that individuals with autism spectrum disorder have great difficulty in the ability to understand the minds of other people such as understanding their thoughts, feelings, beliefs, and emotions. This theory holds a good explanation in attempting to explain some of the characteristics, social and communication behaviors that are displayed by individuals with autism spectrum disorder, which have led to a significant impact on the application and research relating to autism spectrum disorder (Fletcher-Watson et al., 2014).
One of the tasks that were used to test the theory of mind is the Sally-Anne task. The Sally-Anne task is a false belief task created by Simon Baron-Cogen (1985, as cited in Durrleman et al., 2015) to investigate whether children with autism could understand false belief. The task involved a sequence of pictures which tell a story using two dolls called Sally and Anne. These pictures portrayed a story of Sally placing a marble into her basket and walking away, then Anne getting up and removing the marble from the basket and putting it inside a box. Then Sally comes back into the frame and wants to play with her marble. Following the story the ‘belief’ question would be asked which is “where will Sally look for her marble”. For the question to be answered correctly the children would need to have a concept of mind to allow them to separate belief from reality (Schneider et al., 2014). This task also included two control questions to insure that the children were following the story, one memory and reality question was asked. For the memory question the children were asked “where was the marble in the beginning?” and for the reality question they were asked “where is the marble really” (Durrleman et al., 2015).
This study was initially done using 27 typically developed preschool children, 14 children with Down’s Syndrome and 20 autism children. The result from the study aligned with the theory of mind as it was found that 20% of the individuals with autism successfully answered the belief question compared to both typical developed and Down Syndrome children who scored above 80%. From these findings it can also be argued that the results are not due to learning difficulties as the children with Down Syndrome were able to successfully answer the belief question. Therefore, supporting the theory that children with autism have deficits with understanding the minds of others (Durrleman et al., 2015).
Another study which tested the theory of mind was done using the Wimmer and Perner’s puppet play paradigm. This test used autistic children and both normal and Down Syndrome children as the control group similar to the Sally-Anne test. The results were also similar as it was found that a large amount of autistic children failed the belief test compared to the control groups (Baron-Cohen et al., 1985).
However, a criticism can be made which is that research done to test the theory of mind was only done using children and didn’t take into account others such as adults with autism which was one of the points made during the class debate. From this a suggestion can be made that maybe the theory of mind may not be applicable to adults with autism spectrum disorder. Furthermore, another criticism of this theory that can be made is that it also doesn’t consider the fact that autism is a spectrum disorder and that not all autistic individuals have the same characteristics. This can be seen in regard to the DSM-5 there are three aspects or categories of autism that are applied to all autistic individuals however there are an additional four aspects or categories that are not always present in all artistic individuals which align with the criticism being made that the theory of mind doesn’t consider the differences in autistic individuals which may affect the findings from the theory of mind. 
Research done by Scheeren et al. (2012) can support the criticisms being made above as they conducted a study looking at a large sample of adolescents with high functioning autism spectrum disorder and school aged children compared to typically developed groups for comparison. They used five social stories to assess their theory of mind; this included double bluff, faux pas, display rules, sarcasm, and false beliefs. The results from this study found that the participants with high functioning autism carried out the task as well as the typically developed participants. Furthermore, it was found that the adolescent participants outperformed the children. From this it can be inferred that individuals with high functioning autism are able to have a theory or mind, however it can also be argued that this may be inapplicable to everyday social interactions as these where essentially lab-based tests.   
However, although individuals with high functioning autism score just as well on the false belief test as others with normal controls research done by Mathersul et al. (2013) using the awareness of social inference test to assess the comprehension of lies, deception, and sarcasm within conversation for adults with high functioning autism it was found that there where specific deficits in the comprehension of intentions, meanings, and beliefs behind non-literal expressions. It was also found that they had significantly lower cognitive empathy which is well associated with the theory of mind. From this it can be suggested that although individuals with high functioning autism can pass the theory of mind test there are still some deficits with the comprehension of subtle conversational inferences. This gives us a good Insight into how individuals with autism may respond this this type of conversation compared to individuals with normal controls. 
Furthermore, there are other theories that align with the theory of mind, one of them being the central coherence theory or also known as the weak central coherence which was mentioned during the class debate. The weak central coherence theory suggests that individuals with autism have a deficit in the ability to see the bigger picture or have tunnel vision resulting in them being hyper fixated on the smaller details or unable to understand the whole meaning behind context. In comparison to individuals with normal controls who are able to piece together and process information into context which results in them being able to see the bigger picture (Happe, 2021). Both the theory of mind and weak central coherence theory both discuss cognition and how there are cognitive deficits shown in individuals with autism spectrum disorder (Alamdari et al., 2022). 
However, research conducted by Frith & Happe (1994a, as cited in Happe. 2011) has implied that although both studies have looked at deficits in cognition in autistic individuals the theory of mind doesn’t take into account the non-social impairments. Research done by Happe, (2011) looked at the correlation between different scores on the theory of mind test and weak central coherence and the results found that all of the participants regardless of their scores on the theory of mind test all scored poorly on being able to process the contextual meaning being information. However, these findings can potentially further relate to the theory of mind in the context that this further demonstrates that autistic individuals have a wide range of cognitive impairment. 
Another aspect to consider is gender, culture, and quality of life. Within the class debate the topic of gender, culture, and quality of life was mentioned heavily in relation to autism. The empathising systemising theory was also mentioned, and this was said to be an extension to the theory of mind. The empathising systemising theory was created by Baron-Cohen, (2003, 2009, as cited in Greenberg et a., 2020) who was also involved in the creation of the theory of mind. This theory of empathising and systemising was proposed to have a good insight into the explanation of sex differences in human cognition for individuals with autism. Furthermore, evidence has recently suggested that this theory can also explain individual differences in everyday human behaviour.  There are two components to this theory: empathy and systemising. It has been suggested that males and females have different brain structures which result in females being more empathising while males are more systemising (Kidron et al., 2018). Empathising is the ability to identify and understand someone’s mental state and respond with an appropriate emotion, this can be assessed by using an empathising quotient (Wheelwright et al., 2006). As for systemising it is the driving construct and analyse systems and can be assessed by using a systemising quotient (Manson et al., 2011). Although the theory of mind itself didn’t look into the effects of gender it can be seen that from the development of theory of mind and findings from it, it has furthered our knowledge and research into autism and how it can affect different genders which in turn gives us a better understanding of autism as a whole.
Additionally, the topic of the extreme male brain theory of autism also came up in the class debate which is an extension to the empathising systemising theory. The extreme male brain theory suggests that on average individuals with autism steer towards having a more “masculine” brain type which suggests that individuals with autism are more systemising than empathising (Greenberg et al., 2018).  Furthermore, it has been argued that autism is more common in males than females (Baron-Cohen et al., 2011). The extreme male brain theory was tested by Van Eijk et al. (2021) and results found that compared to the control group the autism group had a higher mean brain maleness score, moreover there was a positive association between brain maleness and autism symptoms. This further shows the importance of considering gender within research on autism which can be seen as a criticism of the theory of mind as the topic of gender was not mentioned within their findings. 
Furthermore, culture is not something the theory of mind takes into consideration when examining autistic individuals. Research has shown that culture has an effect on social cognition (Koelkebeck et al., 2016). Furthermore, it has been suggested by De Leeuw et al. (2020) that the research conducted on autism is mainly done in western high-income countries. This can lead to information that could potentially identify and diagnose individuals with autism in more detail being overlooked. Additionally, although there isn’t much current research on the effects of culture and autism, research by Perepa (2014) found that parents from four different ethnic backgrounds living in the UK adopted vastly different ways of teaching their children social skills which were based on their cultural backgrounds. Taking culture into consideration and how they differ in social skills can support individuals with autism and provide appropriate service for their needs. During the class debate a very good point was made about how eastern cultures or Asian cultures are seen to be more accommodating to their society and their people while western cultures are more free spirited. From this perspective the need for culture included research on autism is that much more needed for a better understanding on autism which is something that the theory of mind does not give us. 
Penultimately, the topic of quality of life was discussed in the debate. The theory of mind gives us a very good understanding on the social cognition of individuals with autism however it doesn’t provide a way of improving the lives of autistic individuals or help in their deficits in social cognition. It has been found that compared to normal development the quality of life an autistic person experiences is much lower which shows why there needs to be more research done on how to resolve this matter which is something the theory of mind does not provide (Van Heijst et al., 2015).  Research done by Holmes et al. (2020) wanted to develop a test that would be able to measure the quality of life of people with autism and they did this by using the Patient reported outcomes measurement information system (PROMIS) to identify PROMIS scales that are applicable to autism. They were able to come up with the PROMIS Autism Battery-Lifespan (PAB-L) and this was tested on a wide range of age groups with autism to test the quality of life compared to the general population. The results found that not only was the quality of life reduced in people with autism compared to the general public regardless of age, but females faced more challenges in some areas compared to males. From these results it appears that the PAB-L is an appropriate test to assess the quality of life of autistic individuals across the lifespan. The theory of mind doesn’t provide information on how to better the lives of people suffering with autism so this can be seen as a weakness of the theory as this is an important aspect to consider for the development of autism. 
The theory of mind has contributed heavily to our development and understanding of autism and explaining some of the characteristics, social and communication behaviours that are displayed by individuals with autism spectrum disorder, which have led to other research being developed and further contributing to our understanding of autism. However, there are also many aspects this theory doesn’t take into consideration which would further the development of autism as there are many factors that could affect social cognition such as the different levels of autism and culture. Furthermore, there was no suggestion on how to improve the quality of life of individuals suffering with autism. 
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