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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

The attractiveness of studying the relationship between language and thinking has always
been the source of many researches in different fields (Papafragou & Li, 2001). One of the
important dimensions of cognition that has a special effect on knowledge about the world,
social activity, how to judge oneself and others and on control behaviors and emotions, is
social cognition (Billeke et al., 2013). This aspect of cognition examines how to represent
and conceptualize the mind of oneself and others and how to understand the thoughts,
feelings, intentions and views of others. The development of the Theory of Mind ability is
considered the most important development in social cognition. This ability is the
foundation of social cognition and the basis of human understanding (San Juan &
Astington, 2013). Theory of mind is the cognitive ability to represent the mental states of
oneself and others and the ability to understand the thoughts and feelings of others based
on the inference of mental states (Best & Miller, 2010).

Acquisition of words and specific language structures is essential for the development
of Mentalizing abilities (Milligan et al., 2007), Because language basically provides the
background for representing the minds of others, access to abstract concepts, and
reasoning about the truthfulness and falsity of mental states (de Villiers, 2007). The child's
experiences in meaningful social interactive contexts, for example in the form of
conversation, storytelling and pretend play, facilitate the development of the theory of
mind (Ilgaz & Allen, 2020). Language can be considered a two-way system that provides
both the possibility of voluntary expression of thoughts in the form of symbols and the
possibility of understanding and interpreting thoughts in the same form. The development
of the child's understanding of mental states coincides with the acquisition of language.
Language is important as the main means of communication and gaining knowledge about
the world of the mind. Through language learning, the child achieves the ability of
symbolic representation, which forms the basis of understanding the mind, and this ability
improves with the complexity of the language level and leads to better reasoning about the
truthfulness or falsity of other people's mentalities, because language is a complex
multifaceted system that is used to establish social interactions and represent people's
minds (Astington & Baird, 2005).

De Villiers and De Villiers (2014) investigated various theories about the relationship
between language and the theory of mind. These investigations indicated that the
development of language and the development of the theory of mind are strongly
interdependent. Children will be able to learn words and their meaning during social
communication with peers and other people.

The review of the literature in this field shows that although valuable researches have
been conducted in this field, there is no particular coherence between these researches and
the findings are scattered. Various researches have examined the relationship between
language and the theory of mind from a specific angle. Therefore, it is necessary to
conduct a research with a systematic approach that examines the studies done in this
relation, Compare, analyze and combine their results, provide a comprehensive
framework of the importance of language in acquiring the ability of the theory of mind
and identify and categorize its components in relation to this ability. The present study is
an attempt to achieve this goal.

2. Materials and Methods

The type of research was descriptive, the method of conducting it was qualitative and
based on library citation research that was done using systematic review and meta-study



Language Components and Theory of Mind... Saeedietal. 69

(meta-synthesis) methods. In the meta-synthesis technique, Sandelowski and Barroso's
model (2007), which includes seven stages, was used. The target population included all
the researches and studies available in foreign and domestic databases that were
conducted from 1990 to 2021 in the field of the relationship between language and theory
of mind. By applying the theoretical and targeted sampling method and selecting a sample
of related studies and researches, the required data were collected. The sampling process
continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. Finally, 123 articles were selected.
Data validity and quality of articles were evaluated by "Critical Appraisal Skills Program
(CASP)". An in-depth review of the found sources was done. The data was analyzed by
content analysis method.

3. Results

In the open coding stage, 143 component codes were identified. Based on the concept of
the identified codes and their classification in a similar component, in the axial coding
stage, 5 main components and 2 secondary components were obtained. The findings
indicated that the relationship between language and theory of mind can be theoretically
explained based on 5 main linguistic components in the order of priority: pragmatics,
semantics, syntax, vocabulary and phonology and 2 sub-linguistic components: meta-
linguistic and whole. These findings were presented in the form of one conceptual model.
The reliability of research model was evaluated by calculating Cohen's kappa index in
SPSS software. The index value calculated for the model showed a valid agreement
between the experts' opinion and the presented model.

4. Discussion and Conclusion

The results indicated that language with its main components in the order of priority:
pragmatics, semantics, syntax, vocabulary, phonology and secondary components: whole
and metalanguage, has an important role in the development and acquisition of children's
theory of mind cognitive ability.

Language plays an important role in the acquisition of theory of mind ability by
providing the child with access to the social world, experiencing dialogue about the states
of mind and creating opportunities to learn about the mental states of others. Language is
an important tool for expressing the theory of mind and its application in the social
context, for this reason the pragmatic aspect of language is very important.

Semantic knowledge facilitates the representation of mental concepts and provides
children with more opportunities to participate in social discussions. Through the
knowledge of syntax, it is possible to understand and express goals and objectives in the
form of propositions and sentences. Therefore, knowledge of syntax is very effective in
understanding false belief, theory of mind and its complexities. The growth of vocabulary
knowledge affects the understanding of the meaning of mental titles, emotions and their
differentiation, and provides the possibility of sharing and correct use of these titles in
social interactions.

Aspects of the phonological component may be important for the ability of theory of
mind, for example, the tone of speech will help to recognize the tone and goals of others
in social communication in order to understand theory of mind. Also, metalinguistic skills
are related to the theory of mind due to the ability to perceive the representational nature
of the mind. Due to the fact that metalinguistic processing is much more complex than
general linguistic processing and processing at the level of linguistic components,
therefore, it requires high-level meta-representational abilities, and as a result, it enables
and facilitates high-level processing of theory of mind.



70 Cognit Strateg Learn, Vol. 12, No. 22, 2024

Each linguistic component has a considerable effect on having the ability of theory of
mind, but the acquisition of an advanced theory of mind is possible with the totality of
linguistic components.

The results of this study led to obtaining an integrated perspective to understand
linguistic dimensions and linguistic components related to the cognitive ability of theory
of mind. Presenting a conceptual model of the relationship between language and theory
of mind, in addition to providing a detailed and comprehensive picture of the role of
language in the acquisition of theory of mind, can be a basis for developing educational
programs and interventions to promote the development of children's theory of mind by
considering the role of language and its components.
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