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What is the intervention? 
Cognitive-behavioural approaches (CBA) are intervention approaches based on the 
integration of traditional behaviourism and cognitive psychology. They are intended to 
facilitate changes in behaviours or emotions through changes in cognition. CBA interventions 
are used for a range of purposes, such as addressing social cognition; coping with difficult 
social circumstances; enhancing understanding; regulating emotion; or developing self-
management. CBA interventions are usually composed of multiple components and include 
both training to directly address cognitive deficits or distortion and strategies to address skill 
and behaviour deficits, whereas an intervention adapting a traditional behavioural approach 
generally targets and addresses one specific behaviour or skill. This is the major difference 
between traditional behavioural approaches and CBA (Dobson & Dozois, 2010). Some 
intervention components do not address the intervention goals directly, but are thought to 
facilitate the achievement of goals. An important element in CBA is to develop narrative 
mediated concepts or beliefs (e.g., use of self-statement in problem solving) relating to life 
situations, which would then promote adaptive behavioural or emotional responses. The 
emphasis on the development of self-control and coping skills in CBA is claimed to lead to 
greater generalisation and maintenance of interventions using CBA (Feindler & Ecton, 1986).  
Children with ASD exhibit a wide range of heterogeneity with various needs and their 
cognition, behaviour and emotion issues may be interlinked. They also experience difficulties 
in generalising or maintaining skills learned. Interventions using CBA may have significant 
potential for supporting children with ASD because, according to the theoretical model, they 
provide versatility for addressing a range of issues, and generalisation and maintenance of 
treatment effect might be enhanced (Sofronoff et al. 2007). CBA interventions designed to 
improve academic learning skills, problem solving skills, social skills, and management of 
anxiety would be of particular relevance to students with ASD in school settings. 
 
What is the evidence? 
There are a number of reviews and analyses of research evidence regarding the effectiveness 
and efficacy of CBA interventions with children with ASD. Three literature reviews have 
provided a summary of the extant research in this field.  
In an earlier meta-analysis synthesising intervention effects across ten relevant randomised 
controlled trials, Ho, Stephenson, and Carter (2014) reported large, statistically significant 
effect sizes. However, the studies included in the analysis varied widely in their quality, 
which was moderate in most cases.  These studies were all conducted in clinical settings by 
psychologists or therapists, included participants with typical to above average intellectual 
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ability, and mostly addressed anxiety. Further, their outcomes were measured mainly with 
informant or self-report rating scales, not observation of changed behaviours, and with only 
some data on maintenance and very few data on generalisation. Subsequent meta-analyses 
reported similar findings.    
In a systematic review including 39 interventions studies, more detailed examination was 
conducted regarding the intervention aims, intervention content/skills addressed, and 
intervention outcome measures, as well as the relationships between these elements (Ho, 
Stephenson, & Carter, 2015). This review found that more cognitively oriented CBA 
components were less often included in interventions than behaviourally oriented CBA 
components. More importantly, a notable lack of correspondence was found among these 
examined elements (e.g., relaxation or calming behaviours are often addressed but seldom 
measured as intervention outcomes). Also, learning of intermediate knowledge and skills, 
presumed to support goal achievement, was not typically measured in these multi-component 
interventions. Evidence regarding mastery of specific knowledge/skills taught as part of the 
CBA interventions and presumed to result in changes in the targeted outcomes was not 
provided. The lack of correspondence between intervention elements and failure to measure 
intermediate knowledge/skills in the studies included in the analysis makes it difficult to 
evaluate how the intended effects for the children with ASD were achieved by the different 
components of the CBA interventions.  
The quality and characteristics of the relevant research were further examined in a recent 
trend analysis (Ho, Stephenson, & Carter, 2018) which included 103 research reports. 
Managing anxiety and related problems were the dominating primary aims in the majority of 
the studies and social skills were targeted consistently. Also, the majority of participants 
included were those with typical or above average intellectual ability while children with 
below average intellectual disability were seldom included. Some important participant 
demographic information (e.g., IQ scores, instruments for making ASD diagnoses, ASD 
symptom severity) were often missing from the research reports. A wide range of different 
programs were used, and most recent studies used manualised programs. Consistent with the 
earlier meta-analysis, the majority of studies were conducted in clinical settings by 
psychologists and most researchers used rating scales, mostly by parents, followed by 
participant self-rating. Overall, CBA was much less often investigated in school settings or 
with teachers delivering the intervention and observed behaviour was rarely used as an 
outcome measure. Maintenance was measured in some studies but generalisation was much 
less often reported. 
 
Summary of findings 
The reported effectiveness of interventions using CBA with children with ASD are mainly 
found in studies including participants with typical or above average intellectual ability. 
Further, the procedures for achieving and measuring the targeted outcomes are not clearly 
and objectively demonstrated.  Although some manualised programs (e.g., Coping Cat, 
Facing Your Fears) appear to be effective when delivered by psychologists, there is little to 
guide teachers implementing programs in schools. 
 

Advice for special educators 
Given the potential of CBA to support students with ASD in achieving higher levels of 
learning (e.g., generalisation and maintenance) and cognitive functioning (e.g., Kenworthy et 
al., 2014), it may be worthwhile to explore interventions with CBA. However, solid evidence 
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to establish the effectiveness of CBA for students with ASD delivered by teachers in school 
settings is yet to be established.  
 
• Betty Ho has a Master of Special Education and a PhD (Special Education). She was a research officer at Macquarie 

University Special Education Centre for ten years and is currently working as a Special Education teacher at Clarke Road 
School for Specific Purposes. Betty was awarded the 2009 AASE Lee Mills Teacher Education award for her research in 
special education. 

 
References 
Dobson, K. S., & Dozois, D. J. A. (2010). Historical and philosophical bases of the cognitive-

behavioral therapies. In K. S. Dobson (Ed.), Handbook of cognitive behavioral therapies 
(3rd ed., pp. 3-38). New York, NY: The Guilford Press. 

Feindler, E. L., & Ecton, R. B. (1986). Adolescent anger control: Cognitive-behavioral 
techniques. New York, NY: Pergamon Press 

Ho, B. P. V., Stephenson, J., & Carter, M. (2014). Cognitive-behavioral approach for 
children with autism spectrum disorders: A meta-analysis. Review Journal of Autism & 
Developmental Disorders, 1, 18-33. doi:10.1007/s40489-013-0002-5  

Ho, B. P. V., Stephenson, J., & Carter, M. (2015). Cognitive-behavioural approach for 
children with autism spectrum disorder: A literature review. Journal of Intellectual and 
Developmental Disability, 40, 213-229. doi:10.3109/13668250.2015.1023181 

Ho, B. P. V., Stephenson, J., & Carter, M. (2018). Cognitive-behavioral approaches for 
children with autism spectrum disorder: A trend analysis. Research in Autism Spectrum 
Disorders, 45, 27-41. doi:10.1016/j.rasd.2017.10.003  

Kenworthy, L., Anthony, L. G., Naiman, D. Q., Cannon, L., Wills, M. C., Luong-Tran, C., . . . 
Wallace, G. L. (2014). Randomized controlled effectiveness trial of executive function 
intervention for children on the autism spectrum. Journal of Child Psychology and 
Psychiatry, 55, 374-383. doi:10.1111/jcpp.12161 

Sofronoff, K., Attwood, T., Hinton, S., & Levin, I. (2007). A randomized controlled trial of a 
cognitive behavioural intervention for anger management in children diagnosed with 
Asperger syndrome. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 37, 1203–1214. 
doi:10.1007/s10803-006-0262-3. 

 
Major References 
 
Aspiranti, K.B., Larwin, K.H., & Schade, B.P. (2020) iPads/ tablets and students with autism: 

A meta-analysis of academic effects, Assistive Technology, 32, 23-30, 
doi:10.1080/10400435.2018.1463575 (Available at 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/324431188_iPadstablets_and_students_with_a
utism_A_meta-analysis_of_academic_effects ).  

Bouck, E.C., Park, J., Levy, K., Cwiakala, K., & Whorley, A. (2020) App-based 
manipulatives and explicit instruction to support division with remainders. 
Exceptionality, 28, 45-59. doi:10.1080/09362835.2019.1586709  

Browder, D.M., Root, J.R., Wood, L., & Allison, C. (2017). Effects of a story-mapping 
procedures using the iPad on the comprehension of narrative texts by students with 
autism spectrum disorder. Focus on Autism and Other Developmental Disabilities, 32, 
243–255. doi: 10.1177/1088357615611387(Available at 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/273133924_Effects_of_a_Story-
Mapping_Procedure_Using_the_iPad_on_the_Comprehension_of_Narrative_Texts_by_
Students_With_Autism_Spectrum_Disorder ) 



	 July	2020	 4	

Emerson, J. (2013). The effect of using the iPad to enhance sight word acquisition of students 
with autism. (Doctoral Dissertations) Retrieved from https://rdw.rowan.edu/etd/107 

Hong, E. R., Gong.  L., Ninci, J., Morin, K., Davis, J. L., Kawaminami, S., … Noro. F. 
(2017). A meta-analysis of single-case research on the use of tablet-mediated 
interventions for persons with ASD. Research in Developmental Disabilities, 70, 198-
214. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ridd.2017.09.013 (Available at 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/320104230_A_meta-analysis_of_single-
case_research_on_the_use_of_tablet-mediated_interventions_for_persons_with_ASD ) 

King, A.M., Brady, K.W., & Voreis, G. (2017). “It’s a blessing and a curse”: Perspectives on 
tablet use in children with autism spectrum disorder. Review Journal of Autism and 
Developmental Disorders, 6, 2, 1-12. DOI: 10.1177/2396941516683183  

Larwin, K.H. & Aspiranti, K.B. (2019). Measuring academic outcomes of iPads for students 
with autism: A meta-analysis. Review Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 6, 
233–241. https://doi.org/10.1007/s40489-019-00165-y  

Ledbetter-Cho, K., O’Reilly, M., Lang, R., Watkins, L., & Lim, N. (2018). Meta-analysis of 
tablet-mediated interventions for teaching academic skills to individuals with autism, 
Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 48, 3021-3026. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-018-3573-2  (Available at 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/324457652_Meta-analysis_of_Tablet 
Mediated_Interventions_for_Teaching_Academic_Skills_to_Individuals_with_Autism )
Moon, S.J., Hwang, J., Hill, H.S., Kervin, R., Birtwell, K.B., Torous, J., … Kim, J.W. 
(2020). Mobile device applications and treatment of autism spectrum disorder: A 
systematic review and meta-analysis of effectiveness. Archives of Disease in Childhood, 
105, 458-462. doi:10.1136/archdischild-2019-318258  

Wainwright, B.R., Allen, M.L., & Cain, K. (2020). Narrative comprehension and engagement 
with e-books vs paper-books in autism spectrum condition. Autism and Developmental 
Language Impairments, 5, 1-18. doi:10.1177/2396941520917943  

Wong, C., Odom, S. L., Hume, K. A., Cox, A. W., Fettig, A., Kucharczyk, S., ... Schultz, T. 
R. (2015). Evidence-based practices for children, youth, and young adults with autism 
spectrum disorder: A comprehensive review. Journal of Autism and Developmental 
Disorders, 45, 1951–1966. doi:10.1007/s10803-014- 2351-z (Available at 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/266080964_Evidence-
Based_Practices_for_Children_Youth_and_Young_Adults_with_Autism_Spectrum_Dis
order_A_Comprehensive_Review ). 

 
 
 

 
 
	


