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ABSTRACT

Autism spectrum disorder is one of the neurodevelopmental disorders. The main
symptoms of this disorder are problems in communication and social interactions, and having repetitive
and limited patterns of behaviors. Considering the importance of the theory of mind (TOM) and pretend
play in cognitive and social development of children and the existence of mentioned problems in chil-
dren with autism, this study aims to compare the effects of pretend play and the TOM between normal
children and children with high-functioning autism (HFA).

[VETELE In this analytical-comparative study, 45 normal children and 18 children with HFA were select-
ed. They underwent TOM test and child initiated pretend play assessment (CHIPPA). Then, the collected
data were analyzed.

[{EETE The mean total score of TOM test was 9.94 in autistic children and 28.96 in normal children. The
mean percentages of elaborated pretend actions in total were 87.96 and 43.45 in normal children and
children with HFA, respectively. The mean number of object substitutions was 16.47 in normal children
and 2.81 in children with HFA. Also, the mean number of imitated actions in total was 2.02 in normal
children and 3.06 in children with HFA.

Autistic children have poorer performance in the TOM test and pretend play compared to

Received: 17 Dec 2020 normal peers. They have poorer elaborated pretend actions and object substitutions; however, the
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Introduction

utism spectrum disorder is one of the neu-

rodevelopmental disorders. This disorder

begins in early childhood and is generally

diagnosed at the age of 3. The main symp-

toms of this disorder are problems in com-

munication and social interactions and re-
petitive and limited patterns of behavior. It also negatively
affects job performance, sleep quality, activities of daily
living, education, functional patterns, executive functions,
and performance skills. Problem in social participation is
the main symptom of this disorder. Children with this dis-
order have problems in imitation, theory of mind, pretend
play, and sharing interests with friends. Playing is one of
the important areas of occupational performance in child-
hood; deficits in this area can cause problems in children’s
physical, cognitive, and social development. Due to the
importance of the theory of mind and pretend play in cog-
nitive and social development of children and the exis-
tence of problems in the mentioned areas in those with
autism, this study aims to compare the theory of mind
level and pretend play (elaborated actions, object substi-
tution, imitated actions) in healthy children and children
with high-functioning autism (HFA) .

Materials and methods

In this analytical-comparative study, 45 normal chil-
dren and 18 children with HFA participated. The theory
of mind test (TOM test) and child initiated pretend play
assessment (CHIPPA) were used for data collection. The
TOM test is used for children between 5-12 years. In this
study, its Persian version was used which was conducted

Table 1. Mean scores of CHIPPA in two study groups
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by an interview for 20 minutes. The CHIPPA is a stan-
dard test designed for children aged 3-7 years. In this test,
the child is assessed while playing for 30 minutes in two
15-minute sessions.

Results

The mean age of participants was 5.98+0.81 years, in
overall, ranged 5-7 years, of whom 21 (33.3%) were girls
and 42 (66.7%) were boys. There was no significant dif-
ference between the two groups in age, mothers’ age,
fathers’ age, and number of children in the family. The
mean total score of TOM test was 9.94 in children with
HFA and 28.96 in controls. The mean score of TOM test
level 1 was 8.78 in children with HFA and 18.22 in healthy
children. The mean score of TOM test level 2 was 1.17 in
children with HFA and 8.80 in healthy children. The mean
score of TOM test level 3 was 1.67 in healthy children,
and zero in children with HFA. The mean percentage of
elaborated actions in total (two plays) in healthy children
and children with HFA was 87.96 and 43.45, respective-
ly. The mean number of object substitutions was 16.47
in healthy children and 2.81 in children with HFA. The
mean number of imitated actions in total (two plays) was
2.02 in healthy children and 3.06 in children with HFA
(Table 1).

Conclusion

Children with HFA seem to have lower performance
in TOM test compared to normal peers and only achieve
basic level of theory of mind. In addition, the develop-
ment of the theory of mind in healthy children naturally
follows the pattern of age such that it increases as with the
increase of age, while the theory of mind in children with
HFA is not related to age. Children with HFA obtained

95% Confidence Interval

Variables Groups MeantSD  Minimum Maximum P
Upper Bound Lower Bound
+
Number of object substitutions in Case 2.89£2.52 0 9 4.14 164 50,001
symbolic and conventional plays Control 17.1848.27 4 35 19.66 14.69
+
Number of imitated actions in Case 3.06£2.75 0 / 443 169 023
symbolic and conventional plays Control 2.02+1.90 0 8 2.59 145
Percentage of elaborated actions Case 43.45+10.53 219 62.7 48.68 38.22
in symbolic and conventional >0.001
plays Control 87.9619.04 53 99 90.67 85.24
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have percentage of elaborated actions and lower num-
ber of object substitutions in pretend play. In addition,
they spent less time playing compared to normal peers.
In healthy children, the number of object substitutions in
symbolic play increased with age, where older children
had a better ability to substitute objects, but no difference
was observed among HFA children with different ages.
The percentage of elaborated actions in pretend play was
not related to age any groups. The number of imitated ac-
tions in pretend play was low in both groups. The low
number of imitated actions in healthy children may be
due to the fact that they rely more on their own ideas and
follow their play chain, but in children with HFA it was
due to the lack of attention to the patterns presented by the
examiner during the play and tendency to repeat the play.
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