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.
Your essay answer must refer directly to the content of the debate.
Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is considered to be a collective of biologically caused disorders which negatively impact an individual’s cognitive abilities within social interactions (Courchesne et al., (2020). From research undertaken as well as being the subject of a debate undertaken, it is apparent that these biological factors are linked to prenatal circumstances which inextricably connect to the heritability of the disorder. From what we understand of ASD, it can be garnered that the disorder is heavily considered to be an affective disorder for children. However, it is apparent that Autism is something that individuals cannot simply grow out of it, and still affects them even in later stages of life, (Rejandren & Mitchell, 2007). It is with this in mind, that a plethora of research has been undertaken to greater understand it and accommodate those who experience ASD. During this research it is clear that a number of theories have arisen in order to explain the effective functions of autism. One of them is the Theory of Mind by Baron-Cohen (2000), and acts as the focal point of this essay.
The focus of this theory is that we all have the ability to infer our own mental state and those of others, (Salehinejad et al., (2021) and that autism causes an inability to ascertain this knowledge due to a biological disconnection. From this perspective, a popular test has been designed by Winner and Perner (1983) in order to corroborate our understanding how autism affects one’s cognition. In this test, children were required to transfer their beliefs into dolls after watching a series of events. What the researchers found, was that eighty percent of children with autism were unable to succeed in the task, thus suggesting that these children possessed a deficit within their theory of mind, which can be further supported by the broad replication of these results (Rejandren & Mitchell, 2007). It is with this idea in mind that we can infer that children with ASD may seriously struggle adapting to social situations and may thus be victim to social rejection as inferred by one of the speakers during the debate. 
In addition to this, Baron-Cohen (2000) suggested that the Theory of Mind was universal within children with ASD. In which, he transformed his theory of a deficit into that of a delay. By doing so, the researcher examined a sample of autistic children taking part in a more severe second-order task, similar to Winner and Perner’s (1983) study. The conclusion was that compared to regular children and those with down - syndrome, autistic children were completely unable to pass the test thus insinuating that whilst they may be able to achieve a passable score in a first order design, their theory of mind is unable to completely represent the necessary components of the social world. But how accurate is this? Rejandran and Mitchell (2007) argue that the theory of universality within Baron-Cohen’s (2000) theory of mind is unattributable as they found that within a sample group of young adults with Aspergers, a majority were able to pass the second – order test, thus implying that the theory of mind cannot be universal due to a number of individual’s possessing an autistic background as well as the capability to successfully attribute beliefs. However, it should be mentioned the stark contrast between the two samples, that being their ages. As Baron-Cohen’s (2000) study was primarily aimed towards children, whilst Rejandran and Mitchell’s (2007) utilised the aid of adults. Therefore, an argument can be made that due to the disparity in development of the different group’s brains, Baron-Cohen’s (2000) theory of mind may hold some weight in earlier stages of life.
Although it should be mentioned that there are other issues within this debate that are worth considering, such as what about the other twenty percent of the participant pool therein the original study? As stated, four of the twenty children that took part in the original study were able to pass the test, thus suggesting that the Theory of Mind was not universal as it was once implied to be (Happe, 1994). The reason for this, as explained by the researcher, is that the test required multiple skills in order to succeed and that these children who passed did so in a manner considered unorthodox to the test. Moreover, it could be argued that Baron-Cohen’s (2000) Theory of Mind may be incomplete as it is able to explain some aspects of ASD, but ultimately not all of it (Happe, 1994). Therefore, it is worth discussing the plausibility that the theory of mind may be significantly incomplete as a considerable percentage of the target population in the study were able to achieve a positive result within the first – order task. However the fact remains, that these participants achieved their score via an unconventional way, and therefore it is clear that whilst incomplete the theory of mind does hold some sway in our understanding of autism (Baron-Cohen, 2000).
In regards to more recent research, it is apparent that the Theory of Mind still possesses a significant portion of understanding towards autism. With the increasing availability of brain scanning equipment, Salehinejad et al. (2021) was able to find that both the ventromedial prefrontal cortex and temporoparietal junction played a significant role in the theory of mind and were severely impaired by autism. During their research they found by increasing utilisation of these two regions in the brain via non-invasive methods, the participants’ theory of mind abilities – those being the inferencing of mental states – were significantly improved. This is important to mention as it clearly demonstrates the theory of mind’s (Baron-Cohen’s 2000) usefulness in understanding autism, as we are able to more efficiently treat individuals with ASD who may suffer in social situations. This can be further supported by the debate therein the lecture, in which it was cited that those with autistic backgrounds reported having a lower quality of life compared to those without.  
In addition to this Baron-Cohen (2000) found that with the inclusion of the theory of mentalising, children between the ages of three and four are aware that the brain has a designated number of functions both physical such as sight and movement, as well as mental factors including dreaming and keeping secrets. As implied, the researchers theorise that children with ASD are only able to be consciously aware of the physical functions. Whilst filling the role of participants in an experiment, Baron-Cohen (2000) found that children with Autism were more likely to struggle at deceiving others as well as being less receptive to identifying lies from peers. It is with this information in mind that the researchers concluded that children with ASD display clear signs of mentalising adversities unalike those with learning difficulties. This therefore gives strength to the theory of mind as the researchers found a deficit in high functioning people upon the ASD spectrum thus removing the notion that general comprehension is at fault for these tantalising results (Baron-Cohen, 2000). Furthermore, in support of the theory of mind’s focus of mentalising, Hamilton (2009) adds that in regards to children with ASD struggling in social situations, the researcher theorises that their ability to recognise people’s goals and understanding them may be a key contributor to one’s social struggle, and therefore provides us with an opportunity to better aid them in social situations. In contrast to this line of thought, Lecheler et al., (2021) claimed that discovering interventions for ASD in terms of the theory of mind, is difficult at best. Although, they did not dispute that a significant correlation between ASD and social skills existed, unlike Zivrali et al. (2021) and Happe (1994), who have both claimed that whilst autism may have some connection to social function, it is far from concrete.
Regarding the lifespan, it is worth considering that whilst Autism is generally considered to be an affective disorder targeted primarily towards children, it can also affect adults as well. When considering the theory of mind, Zivrali et al. (2021) investigated the differences between older adults and younger adults both with and without ASD. In this study, the researchers measured levels of empathy and alexithymia in just under a hundred participants belonging to each group. What they found was that within the ninety-seven participants which made up the four separate groups, a hierarchy of development could be identified. In which typically developed participants belonging to the younger category were found to perform better at theory of mind and tasks compared to elderly adults belonging to the same mental group. In comparison, Zivrali et al. (2021) found that in the ASD groups, both younger and elderly participants scored equivocally in Theory of mind scores. As well as this, both elderly groups performed similarly to each other as well. This is important to mention as it can be suggested that the ratings in theory of mind has less of a correspondence with ASD the older we become, as referenced by the results.
Even further, the researchers theorise that in correlation with the results, differing empathy scores in younger adults in both mental groups is more so due to levels of alexithymia instead of the presence of autism (Zivrali et al. 2021). Therefore, the question arises, in regard to mentalising perspectives and emotions from oneself and their peers, how much sway does ASD possess over us? In regards to this study, it is implied that while there is certainly some divergence between groups, it is less attributed to autism itself, but instead to the severity of alexithymia symptoms, thus challenging the notion that the theory of mind is largely afflicted by autism, as presented by Baron-Cohen (2000) and Salehinejad et al. (2021).
As shown above, it is apparent that research on autism is largely divisive and inconclusive. In it, we can clearly see that two major factions have arisen from the present research both from the past and in recent years. It is therefore worth asking how well informed are we truly, in regards to autism. For instance, with the theory of mind (Baron-Cohen, 2000) it is clear that while many researchers share beliefs that the primary factors which make up the theory is the ability for individuals to attribute thoughts and beliefs onto themselves and others (Lecheler et al., 2021; Rejandren & Mitchell, 2007; Salehinejad et al., 2021). However, that being said, it is also clear that these researchers cannot agree where the bounds of the theory of mind ends. For instance, Lecheler et al., (2021) claims that individuals with ASD experience a delay or an impairment towards their mentalising abilities, whilst Rejandren and Mitchell (2007) state that autism causes a complete failure in these tasks, thus illustrating the disparity in understanding.
Although, with that being said, it is apparent that the theory of mind possesses some notable information which can be applied to our understanding of Autism spectrum disorder throughout the lifespan. For instance, as mentioned by Baron-Cohen (2000) primarily focuses on the development of children and how ASD affects their social abilities, which coincides with Russel’s (2020) meta-analysis, in which they found that between the years 1998 to 2018, the ages of people receiving diagnoses were reduced as interest grew, thus illuminating the idea that the opinion of autism has transitioned into a developmental disorder which can be treated whilst the human brain is still young and realising plasticity (Russel, 2020). Whilst on the topic of treatment, it is clear that some interventions have arisen in recent years, with the use of targeted behavioural interventions can aid in improving social health and reduce anxiety if applied at an early age (Lai et al., 2014). Even further, it is believed that the cultivation of an ASD friendly environment that is accepting of one’s differences can be an imperative measure in ensuring a healthy development. 
Ultimately, it is widely apparent that the Theory of Mind (Baron-Cohen, 2000) plays an important role in our understanding of Autism. Throughout the years, we have garnered an informative understanding of the disorder, in which we have deciphered that whilst it is a heritable developmental disorder targeted at children which possess negative effects towards one’s social comprehensions and sometimes their physical/motor abilities, it can also affect people in later life as well (Courchesne et al., 2021). It strongly shows that there is indeed a difference between individuals with autistic profiles and those without, in the way they process and attribute belief of others as well as themselves (Rejandren & Mitchell, 2007). Although, despite this, it is clear that the theory is not entirely complete, as it’s initial hypothesis that it is universal, was ultimately shown to be false, as researchers found that small percentages of autistic individuals were able to pass both first and second order tasks (Happe, 1994). Moreover, within the original study (Wimmer & Perner, 1983), the researchers discovered that while a majority of participants with ASD were unable to pass the unexpected transfer test of false belief, a small fraction of the participant pool were able to accomplish the task (Rejandren & Mitchell, 2007). Thus, it is clear that the theory of mind is not entirely concrete in its informative point of view and can benefit from further development.
Despite that however, it does provide a solid framework for our comprehension to branch outwards in regard of the disorder. For instance, with the publishing of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manuals of Mental Disorders, we can see that with the third instalment, ASD became a unique diagnosis, contrasting the prior idea of it being a schizophrenia exclusive to children. Therefore, we can highlight the notion that with the passing of time and research, our understanding of ASD has developed in a progressive manner. Furthermore, in regards to the lifespan, it has grown more ostensible that autism is less of a child focused disorder and more of an issue affecting individuals belonging to different age ranges (Russel 2020).
The theory of mind has proven to helpful beyond the research of children, as these mentalising tasks which significantly influence our socialising capabilities, have been linked to social abilities within both adults and elders alike (Zivrali et al., 2021). Research has shown that whilst in traditionally developed individuals, theory of mind tasks typically decreases with age progression, adults with ASD, usually possess a disadvantage on these tasks compared to their traditionally developed counterparts, thus suggesting that the theory of mind (Baron-Cohen 2000), holds sway over our comprehension of autism in all stages of the lifespan. 
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