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The Development of Symbolic Function and Play in Children with

Autism Spectrum Disorders

ARAI Yoko and ARAKI Hozumi

(Graduate School of Sociology, Ritsumeikan University/
College of Social Sciences, Ritsumeikan University)

In this study we examined the development of symbolic function and play in a child diagnosed
with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), focusing on the developmental process from pretend play
to sociodramatic play in late childhood. Based on a longitudinal observation of an ASD child from
the age of 4 years and 11 months to 6 years and 8 months, an analysis was made on the forms
of play observed, and the tendency for play to appear. The results were as follows: (1) The child
with ASD showed the same developmental process, from pretend play to sociodramatic play,
as that seen in typically developing children; (2) it was suggested that, in the process in which
pretend play developed into sociodramatic play, the child with ASD increased his/her activities
to mention the framework of play and how it unfolds; (3) it was revealed that the child with ASD
showed relatively more self-initiated types of play than partner-initiative types of play; and (4) it
also became clear that, even after sociodramatic play appeared, the child with ASD continued to
mention the framework of play and how it unfolds, an activity that a typically developing child
rarely shows. As seen in this study, we were able to examine the dynamics of the development
process from pretend play to sociodramatic play. There is a need, however, to further study the

characteristics of symbolic play, which children with ASD reportedly have difficulty with.
Key Words : Autism Spectrum Disorders, symbolic function, pretend play, sociodramatic play, late
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