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Rationale
Upon reflection, the key learning I have developed from this course is an
understanding of the multifaceted approaches that can be used to unravel complex
issues. In this portfolio, I will explore how some of these approaches can be
implemented through systems thinking to help me – and, hopefully, others – better
understand an area of research in my field of psychology: autism. Through my studies
as an undergraduate psychology student, in my profession as a therapist for children
with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), and in my personal life, I have developed my
own perspective in this area. Through undertaking this portfolio, I have learned the
value of widening my views to consider perspectives and strategies I have not
previously considered.
NB: Whilst I have utilised APA guidelines for this essay, margins have been widened
to allow me to make asides about some of the key approaches and considerations
brought forward by this course, which I have highlighted and elaborated upon to
show how they shaped my exploration of this topic, both broadening and deepening
my understanding of ASD.
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A Systems Thinking Approach to Understanding Autism Spectrum Disorder
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) cannot be comprehensively understood as
the outcome of a single mitigating factor. It is not poor parenting or a vaccination
‘gone wrong’. It is only through understanding ASD as part of a larger set of
influences that we can begin to address it. Whilst this notion is echoed in much of the
literature surrounding ASD, it is also more broadly the central insight of systems
thinking. When we examine the linkages and interactions between the components of
an issue, we understand its system. By applying a systems thinking approach to
understanding autism, this essay will explore the potential of a systems model that
incorporates dominant pre-existing psychological models and interdisciplinary
perspectives. The practical implications of a systems thinking approach, including
integrated intervention strategies for individuals with ASD, will be discussed.
Whilst systems thinkers suggest systems theory to be applicable across a
variety of intellectual disciplines and societal, environmental, economic, and
Systems Thinking
I was first introduced to the concept of
systems thinking through this course.
What sparked my interest in this area
was its potential as a strategy for

scientific areas, from biological food webs to the poverty cycle, it
has had relatively limited use in the discipline of psychology. Thus
far, systems psychology – the theoretical and applied study of
human behaviour and experience in complex systems – has

solving complex issues in psychology
that does not rely upon silo-based

primarily been considered within the context of organisational

approaches (which lack a nuanced

psychology and family systems psychology (Brown, 2001). In these

consideration of the interaction
between smaller parts of an issue) or,
conversely, holistic approaches (which
have the opposite issue of offering so
much information that it becomes
overwhelming), but instead offers a
targeted approach that considers key

instances, the bulk of systems psychology literature focuses on the
concept of the company unit and the family unit respectively as
systems, where any problem that arises is considered an emergent
property of systemic interactions between employees or between
family members.
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Developmental and clinical child psychology do not explicitly reference
systems thinking. However, much of the theoretical and empirical research in
developmental psychology can be clearly linked to thinking in systems. Indeed, a
critical theory in this area considers “development in context” through the lens of
ecological systems. Bronfenbrenner (1979) formulated this theory to explain how
social roles and norms exist within the context of systems that interact with an
individual to shape their development.
Clearly, there is a precedent for systems thinking within developmental
psychology. This essay will argue that a systems thinking approach can offer insight
into an important area in developmental psychology: autism. By considering the
connections between core features of ASD through different perspectives both within
psychology and in other related disciplinary fields, leverage points for current
strategies in managing ASD can be found and new strategies considered. The
particular systems model adopted here is based upon the work by Newell and Proust
(2012) in Collaborative Conceptual Modelling.
Autism is a developmental disorder characterised by difficulties with social
interaction and language development, and restricted or repetitive patterns of
behaviour or interest (Hill, 2004). The prevalence of ASD both in Australia and
internationally has continually risen in the last few decades (Hertz-Picciotto &
Delwiche, 2009). In 2014, one in every 200 Australians was diagnosed with ASD
(Australian Bureau of Statistics). With the prevalence of ASD growing at an
increasingly rapid pace, research into the nature of the disorder and the most effective
means of managing its features to improve the quality of life of those affected is
critical. This is where systems thinking can help.
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In the field of psychology, the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders, Fifth Edition (DSM-V, 2013) is used as the
Spectrums and Dimensions
In the context of our coursework, the
themes of spectrums and dimensions
were discussed as crucial

authoritative guide to the diagnosis of mental disorders,
including ASD. Essentially, the DSM-V converts the spectrum
of features associated with ASD into succinct categories, which

considerations when unravelling a
complex issue. I immediately

are useful for the development of targeted management

connected this idea to the challenge

strategies based on this categorical diagnosis. One of the main

currently faced in the issue of
psychology of categorical versus

challenges of the DSM-V is how it uses a categorical system to
approach a dimensional disorder. In ASD, as in many complex

areas of research, an understanding of the wide spectrum of associated features is
necessary.
This understanding of autism is further developed through the use of models,
which seek to explain the core features of ASD. Two of the dominant developmental
models of ASD within psychology focus on two apparent ‘deficits’ present in the
condition: a theory of mind deficit (referred to as the ‘mindblindness’ model) and
executive dysfunction. Whilst neither of the approaches is perfect, a systems analysis
of these models - and the relationship between the models - facilitates a greater
understanding of ASD.
The ‘mindblindness’ model of autism, first introduced by Baron-Cohen,
Leslie, and Frith in 1985, helps to explain the primary socio-communicative
difficulties present in those with ASD. ‘Theory of mind’ refers to the ability to
attribute mental states, including beliefs and emotions, to oneself and others
(Premack & Woodruff, 1978). In other words, theory of mind involves an
understanding of how your own perspective on the world around you is different to
others’ perspectives. Baron et al. (1985) suggested that it is a deficit in this theory of
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mind that lead to issues with social interaction and communication for those
diagnosed with ASD. Recently, theoretical and empirical research has developed this
model to suggest that individuals with ASD exhibit atypical neural mechanisms that
arise when mentalising themselves in the context of social interaction (see: Lombardo
& Baron-Cohen, 2011; Chiu et al., 2008). Whilst this ‘mindblindness’ model has
furthered psychologists’ understanding of autism, many individuals with ASD have
passed tests associated with a developed theory of mind, indicating that it may not be
a model that works across the spectrum (Gallagher, 2004). Furthermore, the model
does not account for other features that characterise ASD, including a restricted range
of interest, a need for routine, oversensitivity to stimuli, and repetitious physical
movements.
These non-social features of autism are better explained through the executive
dysfunction model. This theory suggests that those with ASD have a limited ability to
perform ‘executive functions’, an umbrella term in cognitive psychology referring to
skills that involve disengaging from an immediate context to attain a future goal
(Hughes, Russell, & Robbins, 1994). These skills, which are associated with
prefrontal structures in the brain, include impulse control, flexible thinking, and
planning ahead (Hill, 2004). A number of studies suggest that individuals with ASD
show difficulties in implementing these skills, suggesting a deficit of executive
functioning which has lead to the developing of this model (see: Rumsey &
Hamburger, 1988, Oznoff, Pennington, & Rogers, 1991; Ozonoff & Jensen, 1999).
However, much like the ‘mindblindness’ model, this theory is limited in that it does
not account for all individuals with autism. Those with normal to high IQ levels who
also present with ASD often do not exhibit an executive function deficit (Hill &
Russell, 2002). Furthermore, there is a lack of consensus about which executive
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functions are most typically affected in those with autism across the spectrum (Hill,
2004).
A primary challenge of these psychological models of autism - and indeed the
DSM-V approach to diagnosing not only ASD but also all other mental disorders - is
an uncertainty in how to approach dimensions and spectrums. These two models
alone are made more effective when the interactions between them are explored. For
example, findings by Ozonoff et al. (1991) and Putko (2009) suggest that the
development of theory of mind may only be possible through executive functioning,
whilst Perner and Lang (2002) suggest a opposite direction to the relationship,
whereby the ability to represent mental states (a theory of mind) is required for the
development of executive functions to occur. The interaction of theory of mind and
executive functioning may be due to the anatomical proximity of the areas of the
brain associated with these abilities (Hill, 2004). Through considering these models
collectively, a better understanding of the anomalies present in ASD is reached,
revealing how a consideration of the bigger picture facilitates deeper understanding.
This ‘bigger picture’ is improved through a consideration of
Interdisciplinary Approaches
The very nature of this course - with
staff and students from a variety of
disciplines coming together to discuss

interdisciplinary approaches. Whilst the bulk of literature
regarding ASD originates from the field of psychology,
perspectives from other relevant areas of academia including

issues of complexity - highlighted to
me the value in considering

medicine, sociology, and education offer further insight into the

perspectives from outside of your own

disorder.

The medical model of disability views disability as an issue belonging to the
disabled individual. In contrast, the social model of disability views society as the
force that restricts those with physically diverse or neurodiverse functioning. A
typical example considers a wheelchair-using person who cannot access a building
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because of its stairs-only entrance. The medical model would view the person’s
disability as the barrier to accessible entrance, whereas the social model would see
the stairs as the disabling barrier.
In ASD research and ‘treatment’, the medical model is criticised due to its
apparent over-conceptualisation of autism as pathological. Taking on a social model
perspective, Shyman (2016) argues against management strategies for ASD such as
Applied Behaviour Analysis (ABA), a commonly used early intervention for children
with ASD that uses the principles of learning theory to encourage adaptive behaviour.
The techniques of ABA have been shown to effectively alter the developmental
trajectory of some children with autism, which “enables a significant number of
children to enter the educational mainstream and achieve normal intellectual
functioning.” (Harris & Delmolino, 2002, p. 11). Shyman (2016) criticises this
apparent goal within intervention research of reaching normality. Kephart (1998, p.
11) shares this view:
“Is normal possible? Can it be defined? Is it best achieved by holding up in
the offices of therapists, in special classrooms, in isolated exercises, in simulating
living, while everyday ''normal'' happens casually on the other side of the wall? AND
is normal superior to what the child inherently is, to what he aspires to, fights to
become, every second of his day?”
Matthews (2009) offers insight into how the social model of disability can be
implemented in the classroom to promote inclusion. This perspective suggests that
through instituting a diversity of teaching strategies as part of everyday practice
promotes an inclusive education. Matthews (2009) argues against the use of medical
labels given to students with ‘hidden’ impairments, as this may result in further
segregation and stigma for the affected students.
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However, there are flaws in this social model that are difficult to overcome
from a purely society-based perspective. In order for educators to understand the
additional needs of neurodiverse students, the difficulties and impairments that these
students face need to be disclosed, which is most easily achieved through a medical
diagnosis such as the characterisation of ASD based on the DSM-V. Furthermore, for
students with ASD to be at a level of developmental functioning that allows them to
benefit from mainstream schooling, their language and social skills will first often
require improvements, which studies have shown are generally best achieved through
early intervention strategies such as ABA (Harris & Delmolino, 2002).
However, the social perspective does make the valid point that if
neurodiversities such as autism are constantly viewed as limitations and inferior to
‘normality’, this can increase the stigma (including self-stigma) surrounding mental
Strengths-Based Approaches
In the context of our course, we
discussed the effectiveness of focusing
on strengths and utilising these areas of
ability as tools to develop other weaker
areas in an individual’s skillset. In my

disorders. For this reason, strengths-based approaches, which
emphasise the value of special skills an individual may
possess, can be extremely effective (Moraine, 2015). In ASD,
this includes a consideration of how heightened sensory
experiences can be used as a strength to facilitate the

work as an ABA therapist, I have
learned the benefits of a strengths-

development of other foundational skills such as attention

based approach in building a child’s

building (Moraine, 2015).

confidence in their abilities.

The issue here does not lie entirely with the medical model or
the social model, but rather the dichotomous thinking that views these perspectives as
a binary. An interdisciplinary approach recognises the insights offered by both
perspectives.
Using these insights of dimensional thinking, specific models within the
psychology domain, and an interdisciplinary integration of the adaptive elements of
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the social and the medical model of disability, the following systems model of ASD
has been developed to reveal how key variables can be identified to show current
feedback loops that may affect the developmental course of the disorder and to
identify leverage points that act as opportunities for effective adaptation.
Limited access to social situations
(eg. Mainstream schooling)

Limited understanding of social
cues

KEY VARIABLE:
DIFFICULTIES
WITH SOCIAL
INTERACTION

DIFFICULTIES WITH
COMMUNICATION

Focus on internal interests rather
than external social forces

ATYPICAL
DEVELOPMENT
OF LANGAUAGE
SKILLS

Stigma
surrounding ASD

RESTRICTED
BEHAVIOURS &
INTERESTS
Figure 1: Example systems model of ASD that shows how 1 key variable
(communication) influences the 3 core features of ASD (language, social interaction, and
behaviour).

Scenario Planning, Stock-and-Flow
Structures, and Leverage Points

In a systems thinking aproach, these opportunities for effective
adaptation can be found through the practice of scenario planning

As outlined by Newell and Proust
(2012), these features of systems
thinking have developed my
understanding of how one can approach
an issue to identify areas where change
can be effectively implemented.

(Newell & Proust, 2012). The above model is just one example of
how a stock-and-flow structure may function in ASD. In this
example, difficulties with verbal communication skills influence
the three core groups of features in ASD: language development,
social interaction, and restricted interests/behaviours. Difficulties

with communication are associated with limited language skills, which restrict access
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to mainstream learning environments at a young age. In turn, this limits the
opportunities available for child with ASD to learn social cues and thus reinforces
difficulties with communication, whilst increasing the stigma surrounding ASD as
typically developing children have less opportunities for interaction with
neurodiverse children.
In this example, a potential leverage point that could be explored through
scenario planning is the targeting of language skills in preschool-aged children with
ASD. If diagnosis is provided in very early childhood, early intervention strategies
such as ABA can be implemented to improve access to mainstream schooling when
the child reaches school age. In particular, early intervention that uses a strengthsbased approach to highlight diverse adaptive features present in the spectrum of
autism, such as the ability to focus intensely on a special area of interest, can be used
to build up these core language skills. In this example, developing early language
abilities to improve access to a mainstream education system could benefit a child
with ASD not only in the language domain, but also in social and behavioural areas.
It is important to note that other key variables, such as heightened stimulation
from sensory stimuli, could also be used to create entirely new systems models within
ASD. At this stage, this model is also purely theoretical and would require empirical
testing to verify its veracity.
The model presented here offers just one example of how approaching a
complex area such as autism with an approach that considers interdisciplinary
perspectives, spectrums, strengths, and the interaction of key features provides a
deeper understanding of the issue, which facilitates strategies for effective adaptation.
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