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What is the intervention? 
Children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) appear to be motivated by the use of devices 
with screens such as iPads and these are now common in homes and schools. The 
effectiveness of tablets as devices for augmentative and alternative communication is well 
established (Wong et al., 2015) and will not be considered in this research summary. Tablets 
can be used for instruction in a variety of ways. They may:  provide a different form of 
delivery for teaching strategies such as video or pictorial modelling and prompting or 
schedule use; present information or play videos; deliver an app as part of a larger 
intervention or to teach skills or provide a means of independent practice. Teachers often use 
access to a tablet, perhaps with access to gaming apps, as a reward. Tablets may also be used 
to teach the use of general purpose apps such as Word or Powerpoint. Many app developers 
promote their apps as being “educational”.  Therefore, teachers will be interested in research 
that evaluates the effectiveness of apps in teaching academic skills to students with ASD. 
 
What is the evidence? 
There have been many studies exploring tablet use specifically in children with ASD and 
several reviews are available of both group studies and single case research. Unfortunately, 
there is not a lot of research on the use of tablets in school settings and even less on specific 
apps. However, much of this research is of poor quality.  
 
Hong et al. (2017) carried out a meta-analysis of 33 single case studies with participants with 
ASD. Many of the studies that they located were of poor quality and were not included in the 
analysis. All 33 studies that were included met design standards for quality research. Of these, 
18 were carried out in schools but only one involved an academic intervention and only four 
measured an academic outcome. The researchers concluded that although device use was 
promising, particularly for social and communication skills, there was insufficient research 
regarding academic outcomes.  
 
Ledbetter-Cho, O’Reilly, Lang, Watkins and Lim (2018) conducted a meta-analysis of 19 
single case studies of tablet-mediated interventions for people with ASD that showed overall 
moderate to large effects.  Eight of the interventions reviewed targeted academics, but only 
five were carried out in classrooms and none was implemented by a teacher. Four involved 
video models or prompts and one a slideshow presentation using Apple’s Keynote with 
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multiple choice questions. Most were one component of an interventions, in which other 
effective instructional strategies were also employed.  
 
Larwin and Aspiranti (2019) located seven single case studies of academic use with 
participants with ASD and reported generally positive results. Five of these studies used 
iPads only to present videos as models or prompts. One used the app Phonics Genius to teach 
sight words (Emerson, 2013) and one (Browder, Root, Wood, & Allison, 2017) used the 
SMART notebook app to teach story mapping as an intervention component of effective 
explicit instruction. 
 
There are also two meta-analyses of group studies but both are too small to give definitive 
results.  Moon et al. (2020) provided a meta-analysis of randomised controlled trials of 
mobile devices for people with ASD. Only seven studies met their criteria for inclusion in the 
meta-analysis and none was an academic intervention.  Aspiranti, Larwin and Schade (2020) 
located four experimental group studies and reported that, overall, interventions that used 
iPads were more effective than those that used texts or worksheets or computer-assisted 
instruction, with very variable effects within individual studies. One study was not academic-
related, two examined engagement or task completion and one looked at use of the Maths 
Racer and Matching Game My First Numbers apps to build basic maths fluency.  They 
concluded that iPads may be effective for supplemental instruction but this conclusion is 
based on very limited data, with only one study having a focus on academics. 
 
Some recent research published in 2020, and not included in these reviews, provides mixed 
results. Wainwright, Allen and Cain (2020) found no benefit to comprehension for stories 
presented as an e-book on an iPad over reading of a paper book, although students paid more 
visual attention to the iPad. They warned of the dangers of engagement with the iPad without 
meaningful content. Bouck, Park, Levy, Cwiakala, and Whorley (2020) used an app that 
provided virtual manipulatives (Cuisennaire rods app from Braintraining Camp) with explicit 
instruction to successfully teach division of whole numbers with remainders to students with 
disabilities, including one with ASD. 
 
King, Brady and Voreis (2017) summarised some potential difficulties of using tablets with 
students with ASD. Some apps may encourage repetitive behaviour such as tapping or 
swiping to access graphics or sounds and students may need supervision to use the app as 
intended. For example, they may enter incorrect responses to view the response to errors if 
this involves interesting graphics or sounds. In addition, teacher time needed to manage 
storage and maintenance of the tablets and the installation of apps should be considered. 
 
Summary of findings 
Overall, it would seem that where iPads are used within interventions to present videos or 
pictures, such as in video-modelling, video-prompting, self-monitoring or schedule use, the 
results are likely to be positive. Teachers can produce their own videos or pictures and these 
interventions have been shown to be effective for traditional materials; the tablet only 
provides an alternate means of delivery. When it comes to apps designed to teach or to 
provide practice in academic skills, there is insufficient research to use as a basis for 
confident decision-making. There is certainly not enough research to allow recommendations 
about any particular app. Most interventions were researcher-implemented with very little 
research involving tablet use implemented by a teacher within a classroom. 
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Judgement of level of confidence in findings 
Research indicates that the use of tablets for instructing students with ASD is promising. The 
advice is that appropriate engagement and specific skill acquisition is monitored.  
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