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Abstract This review evaluated a total of 22 research papers
on observational learning as it applies to individuals diag-
nosed with autism spectrum disorders. The researchers divid-
ed the papers into three domains. The first domain was com-
paring the observational learning behavior of individuals di-
agnosed with autism spectrum disorders to typically develop-
ing and non-typically developing individuals. The second do-
main was how observational learning was taught to individ-
uals diagnosed with autism spectrum disorders. The third do-
main was the reported levels of observational learning as an
ancillary measure. The results of this review have both impli-
cations for clinicians as well as future areas of research which
should be investigated.
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Observational learning

Research has indicated that humans are capable of learning
simply by observing others come into contact with response-
stimulus contingencies (Catania, 2007). According to Catania

(2007), one must demonstrate a variety of prerequisite behav-
iors in order to successfully acquire skills through observation.
These behaviors include, but are not limited to, generalized
imitation, self-awareness, verbal behavior, and the ability to
discriminate behavior (Catania, 2007). However, individuals
with autism demonstrate delays across these prerequisite skill
sets (Lovaas 2003), which could explain why individuals with
autism may not learn through observation as readily as peers
that are typically developing.

The significance of observational learning for children who
are typically developing has been widely investigated. In a
seminal study on observational learning, Bandura et al.
(1961) found that children who are typically developing imi-
tated an adult model after observing the adult engage in a
discrimination task. The children not only imitated the
model’s correct response, but the “extra” responses the model
made while engaging in the correct response. For example, if
the adult knocked over a doll in order to complete the task, the
child knocked over the doll. If the adult set the doll on the
ground in order to complete the task, the child set the doll on
the ground. In a later study, Bandura, Ross, and Ross (1963)
further evaluated observational learning by evaluating the be-
havior toward a bobo doll of children who are typically de-
veloping following an observational period of a peer’s inter-
action with the same doll. In this study, the typically develop-
ing peer aggressed toward the doll; half of the children ob-
served the model receive treats following the aggressive be-
havior toward the doll and the other half observed the model
receive harassment from another peer following their aggres-
sive behavior toward the doll. The results indicated that the
children who observed the rewarding consequences were
more likely to engage in aggressive behaviors than the chil-
dren who observed the punitive consequences following the
aggression. In a similar investigation, Bandura (1965) demon-
strated that children not only had to observe the modeling
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response, but had to also observe the consequence for the
modeling response for imitation to occur.

More recently, in an effort to streamline the defini-
tion of observational learning for future investigators
within the context of learning and skill acquisition,
Greer, Singer-Dudek, and Gautreaux (2006) defined ob-
servational learning as the process of acquiring a skill,
or set of skills, as a result of observing others come in
contact with contingencies of reinforcement or punish-
ment. Throughout the remainder of this paper, observa-
tional learning will be referred to as the observation of
others coming in contact with consequences and the
subsequent acquisition of new responses or conditioning
of reinforcers as a result of these observations.

When it comes to acquiring new skills, children who
are typically developing demonstrate high rates of learn-
ing, as well as rapid expansion of a core repertoire that
can serve as a foundation for the occurrence of obser-
vational learning. For individuals with autism, however,
intervention typically involves teaching skills in a one-
to-one instructional format (Smith 2001). As a result,
opportunities for learning through observation are signif-
icantly reduced, subsequently limiting the number of
learning opportunities the individual is exposed to. Fur-
thermore, specific and sometimes extensive programmat-
ic efforts are required to ensure that skills taught in
one-to-one instruction will generalize to naturally occur-
ring settings (Stokes and Baer 1977). Even when in-
structors employ techniques to foster generalization,
many times individuals with autism only acquire a few
skills over the course of several days or even weeks of
instruction. For example, Williams, Carnerero, and
Perez-Gonzales (2006) taught children to generalize la-
beling of two different actions, sleeping and playing
ball, in the presence of a live model. For sleeping, the
three participants required 63, 25, and 32 trials to reach
criterion-level responding. For playing ball, two partici-
pants required 105 trials, and one required 42 trials to
reach criterion-level responding. In an analysis of learn-
ing curves, Erdodi, Lajiness-O’Neill, and Schmitt (2013)
discovered that individuals with autism, in comparison
to peers who are typically developing and children with
other disabilities, did not perform as well on a visual
learning task requiring the participant to point to the
same dots on a card as was previously demonstrated
by the instructor. In fact, the authors suggest that indi-
viduals with autism may not benefit merely from expo-
sure to novel or complex visual stimuli. In an effort to
address this skill deficit, it would be a tremendous dis-
advantage to require formal one-to-one instructional for-
mats and extensive instruction for the majority of new
learning. Many facilities do not have the financial re-
sources to accommodate one-to-one direct instruction

(Plavnick and Hume 2014). Therefore, it is highly rec-
ommended that clinicians identify and employ strategies
to ensure observational learning will occur (Leaf and
McEachin 1999; Lovaas 1981).

In an effort to provide clinicians with strategies to increase
observational learning skills in individuals with autism, some
curriculum guides offer support (Leaf and McEachin 1999;
Lovaas 1981; 2003; Maurice et al. 2001; Taubman et al.
2011). For example, in one of the earliest curriculum books
for individuals with autism, Lovaas (1981) provides six
activities to practice and acquire skills that make
observational learning more likely to occur. Leaf and
McEachin (1999) also provide goals of observational
learning and a sequence of phases to build skills that
could lead to individuals increasing their ability to learn
through observation. Other curriculum guides do not
explicitly discuss observational learning, but provide
programs that target skills that have been identified as
foundational skills (Taubman et al. 2011; Taylor and
DeQuinzio 2012) that allow individuals to learn through
observation. These skills include building a generalized
imitative repertoire (including imitating peers) (Lovaas
2003; Maurice et al. 2001) and discrimination learning
(Lovaas 2003).

In addition to clinicians’ work with observational learning,
over the last several decades, various reviews have identified
that there has been a growing body of empirical literature with
respect to observational learning and individuals with autism
(Plavnick and Hume 2014; Robertson and Biederman 1989;
Taylor and DeQuinzio 2012).

Some researchers have conducted reviews exploring
the literature of observational learning with individuals
with autism (Plavnick and Hume 2014; Robertson and
Biederman 1989; Taylor and DeQuinzio 2012).
Robertson and Biederman (1989) recommended that
more research should be conducted using valid experi-
mental designs. Taylor and DeQuinzio (2012) outlined
the foundational skills required for individuals to learn
through observation, as well as suggestions for ways to
increase the probability that observational learning
would occur in a teaching environment. Most recently,
Plavnick and Hume (2014) offered a review of a sample
of literature covering observational learning with indi-
viduals with autism. The authors recommended that a
systematic review of the literature be conducted. To de-
termine how the research literature has addressed these
areas of future direction, as well as identify additional
areas, a systematic review of the literature is in fact
necessary. The purpose of this review is to systematical-
ly review and identify the existing literature with re-
spect to observational learning to provide both re-
searchers and clinicians with areas that require future
focus for individuals with autism.
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Method

Article Selection

In order to identify articles pertaining to observational learn-
ing for individuals with autism, researchers conducted two
types of searches through electronic sources: a general search
utilizing PsycInfo and a focused search utilizing eight peer-
reviewed journals. These eight journals were selected based
on their reputation of publishing studies of topics involving
individuals with autism. Table 1 lists the specific information
researchers used for article selection including the electronic
source, the web address at which the source can be found, the
years searched, the search terms used, the number of search
results, and number of articles selected for further review from
each electronic source. Specific years searched and search
terms varied depending on the electronic source, but were
restricted to including articles published between the years
1960 and 2013. Search terms included observational learning
and autism, with the exception of one journal (behavior anal-
ysis in practice) in which the researcher conducted a manual
electronic search through archives. The number of search re-
sults varied depending on the source, ranging from 0 to 297. In
order to be selected for review, the study obtained from the
search results had to include two components in the title, key-
words, or abstract. These two components were (1) inclusion
of a term, phrase or description of observational learning, and
(2) indication that the study was targeted for individuals with
autism. Terms also accepted when describing the population
included autistic, autistic-like, pervasive developmental disor-
der (PDD), or developmental disabilities; terms such asmental
retardation and intellectual disabilities were excluded from
review. A total of 30 articles from the general search and 6
from the focused search met this criterion and were further
reviewed.

Article Review

The first step of the review process was to identify if the study
would be applicable to the autism population, as well as that
they collected and provided measurable data. As such, the
researchers reviewed each article to determine that at least
one individual with autism (described as autistic, autistic-
like, or PDD) participated in the study. In addition, the study
was reviewed to determine if it reported direct measures for
the skills in which learning through observation could have
occurred. If the study included both components, the re-
searchers continued to review the article. If the study did not
have any participants with autism, or did not provide direct
measures of skills in which learning through observation
could have occurred, that article was excluded from further
review and coding. After this portion of the review, 24 out of
the 36 articles selected met these criteria.

The next step of the review process involved identifying if
participants were able to learn through observation in an
in vivo situation. Articles that utilized video modeling (unless
the article also included in vivo opportunities) were excluded.
Articles that allowed in vivo opportunities for learning
through observation were further reviewed. Articles that did
not utilize in vivo opportunities were excluded from subse-
quent coding. After this portion of the review, 18 of the 24
articles met criteria.

While reviewing 36 the articles, 2 additional articles fre-
quently referenced were identified that met criteria used during
the review process (Charlop et al. 1983; Coleman and Stedman
1974).With the addition of these 2 articles, a total of 20 articles
met review criteria and proceeded to the coding process.

Coding

During the coding process, researchers read each article to
determine the number of participants and age range, history
of imitation and learning through observation, skill(s) mea-
sured, how observational learning targets were taught, charac-
teristics of the model, when the skill was probed, and the
outcome of each article.

Number of Participants and Age Range The number of
participants was defined as the number of individuals the
article reported with autism, PDD or described as autistic or
autistic-like. Participants within the same study without this
description (e.g., participants diagnosed with mild mental
retardation) were excluded from this count. In order to better
understand the ages for which observational learning has
been studied, researchers identified the age range of the
participants.

His tory of Imi ta t ion and Learn ing Through
Observation Researchers sought to determine if participants
demonstrated pre-requisites or had a history of learning
through observation, as this could influence responding. As
such, information was collected to determine participants’
ability to engage in imitation and/or learn through observation
prior to the start of the study.

Skill(s) Measured To identify one aspect of generality of the
skills potentially learned through observation, the skill(s) po-
tentially acquired through observation were identified.

How Observational Learning Targets Were Taught The
exposure to learning through observation can vary with re-
spect to how the skills are acquired. Strategies can be used
to teach a skill that would subsequently increase the likelihood
that observational learning would occur; this was identified as
direct instruction. Another way in which individuals can learn
through observation is by indirect instruction. Studies
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identified as teaching targets through indirect instruction set
up an opportunity in which the participant observed a model
come in contact with the relevant contingencies and an oppor-
tunity was subsequently provided for the participant to dem-
onstrate the desired response.

Model and Format For each article, the type of model, adult
or peer, was identified. To determine the specific teaching
format, the type of teaching format was also identified. The
teaching format was labeled one-to-one if there was an in-
structor, model, and participant present. The teaching format
was labeled as group instruction if at least two models and the
participant were present during opportunities to learn through
observation.

When Observational Learning Targets Were Probed To
determine how researchers measured progress with respect
to the acquisition of skills exposed to opportunities to learn
through observation, when probes were conducted was
identified.

Outcome To assess the ability of individuals with autism to
learn through observation, general results were identified for
each article.

Results

In total, 20 articles were coded. Table 2 depicts the results of
the coding process.

Number of Participants and Age Range

Across 20 articles, a total of 73 individuals with autism or
PDD or described as autistic or autistic-like participated in a
research study in which they were exposed to opportunities
for learning through observation. The age range of these 73
individuals was 3 to 16 years.

History of Imitation and Learning Through Observation

Out of the 20 articles, only six reported that all participants
engaged in imitative responding, while one study reported
imitative responding for three of the four participants. This
equals 46 individuals for which information was not provided
to determine their ability to engage in imitative responding.
Only one study (Pereira-Delgado and Greer 2009) reported
that the participants did not previously learn through observa-
tion; no other study reported participants’ history of learning
through observation.

Skill(s) Measured

Overall, 21 different skills were targeted across all 20 studies.
These skills included receptive labels (Charlop et al. 1983;
Rehfeldt et al. 2003), expressive labels (Coleman and
Stedman 1974; Leaf et al. 2013), voice volume (Coleman
and Stedman 1974), play (Colozzi et al. 2008; Tyron and
Keane 1986), various discriminations (Egel et al. 1981; Varni
et al. 1979), imitation (Ganz et al. 2008), general knowledge
skills (Ihrig and Wolchik 1988), conditioning preferences/
reinforcers (Leaf et al. 2012; Singer-Dudek and Oblak
2013), job functions (Leaf et al. 2013), inferences (Leaf
et al. 2013), sight words (Ledford et al. 2008), monitoring
response (Pereira-Delgado and Greer 2009; Taylor et al.
2012), reading (Rehfeldt et al. 2003), picture to word/word
to picture matching (Rehfeldt et al. 2003), eating (Sira and
Fryling 2012), food and drink prep (Tekin-Iftar and Birkan
2010), sign language (Venn et al. 1996), spelling (Werts
et al. 1996), playing an audiotape (Werts et al. 1996), using
a calculator (Werts et al. 1996), and social communication
(Wilson 2013).

How Observational Learning Targets Were Taught

Three studies used direct instruction to set up opportunities to
learn through observation (Ganz et al. 2008; Pereira-Delgado
and Greer 2009; Taylor et al. 2012). Seventeen targeted ob-
servational learning indirectly (Charlop et al. 1983; Coleman
and Stedman 1974; Colozzi et al. 2008; Egel et al. 1981; Ihrig
andWolchik 1988; Leaf et al. 2012, 2013; Ledford et al. 2008;
Rehfeldt et al. 2003; Singer-Dudek and Oblak 2013; Sira and
Fryling 2012; Tekin-Iftar and Birkan 2010; Tyron and Keane
1986; Varni et al. 1979); of those 17, only one specifically
sought to compare learning through observation of individuals
with autism compared to peers who are typically devel-
oping (Varni et al. 1979).

Across the three studies that used direct instruction, each
study utilized a different procedure to teach skills to increase
the likelihood that observational learning would occur.
Through a series of prompting techniques, one study
attempted to teach four participants with autism to imitate
peers (Ganz et al. 2008). During each session, the participants
sat together in a group. Out of the group of participants, the
teacher identified a “leader,” placing a necklace around this
person. The leader remained the same throughout the entire 4-
min session, and was rotated over the following days to allow
each participant an opportunity to be the leader. The leader
was provided with several items for playing. The remaining
participants were not instructed to imitate the peer, but the text
“do what the leader is doing,” was placed on the corner of the
participants’ desks. If the children did not imitate the leader,
the trainer progressed through the following prompting levels:
(1) when the next interval started, the teacher gave the
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participant 5 s to imitate; (2) the teacher provided the verbal
instruction “look at what the leader is doing,” and prompted
the child to point to the text on the desk; (3) the teacher de-
scribed what the leader was doing and instructed the other
children to imitate; (4) the teacher placed the child’s hands
on the materials; and (5) the teacher provided a physical
prompt to help the child imitate the leader.

Two studies taught children to engage in a monitoring re-
sponse (Pereira-Delgado and Greer 2009; Taylor et al. 2012).
Pereira-Delgado and Greer (2009) taught a monitoring re-
sponse in three stages to three participants, all children with
autism. The first stage required participants to select colored
cubes based on a peer model’s correct or incorrect response to
a task. In stage one, the task was in the participant’s repertoire,
but was unknown to the peer model. The peer model engaged
in a response and received feedback indicating they were ei-
ther correct or incorrect. The participants were then instructed
to engage in a monitoring response by selecting a certain color
cube to indicate whether the peer model engaged in a
correct or incorrect response. At that point, the partici-
pants received feedback based on their monitoring re-
sponse. The second stage involved the participants indi-
cating whether the peer model engaged in a correct or
incorrect response before the model received feedback.
Again, the response was still in the participant’s reper-
toire, but not in the peer model’s repertoire. The final
stage involved the teacher presenting a task to the peer
model that was novel to both the peer model and the
participant. Before the model received feedback for their
responding, the participants engaged in the monitoring
response, indicating whether the peer model engaged in
a correct or incorrect response.

Taylor et al. (2012) taught a monitoring response to three
children diagnosed with autism. The trainers presented a word
to the participant and a peer model (the peer model had mas-
tered these responses, but they were not in the participants’
repertoire). The peer model was instructed to read the word.
When the peer model read the word correctly, the trainer pro-
vided the peer model with praise and a token. Then, the trainer
asked the participant what the peer model said. If the partici-
pant was correct, the trainer provided praise, and presented the
written word to the participant and instructed him to match a
chip to the same word on a matching board. If the participant
engaged in a correct response, the trainer provided reinforce-
ment. If the participant did not correctly identify the peer
model’s response, the trainer re-presented the word to the peer
model and asked the peer model to read the word. If the par-
ticipant still did not engage in a correct matching response, the
trainer used least-to-most physical guidance to prompt the
correct response, but did not provide a token. The experi-
menters also conducted an exposure condition in which the
participants were not required to engage in the monitoring
response. Probes were conducted 10 min following eitherT
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training session or exposure session. During probe sessions,
participants did not receive reinforcement or prompts.

Model and Format

A majority of the studies, 16 (80 %), utilized peer models
(Charlop et al. 1983; Coleman and Stedman 1974; Colozzi
et al. 2008; Egel et al. 1981; Ganz et al. 2008; Leaf et al.
2013; Ledford et al. 2008; Pereira-Delgado and Greer 2009;
Rehfeldt et al. 2003; Singer-Dudek and Oblak 2013; Sira and
Fryling 2012; Taylor et al. 2012; Tekin-Iftar and Birkan 2010;
Tyron and Keane 1986; Venn et al. 1996; Werts et al. 1996),
while 3 studies utilized adult models (Leaf et al. 2012; Varni
et al. 1979; Wilson 2013). One study utilized both adult and
peer models in an effort to compare the effectiveness of the
two different types of models (Ihrig and Wolchik 1988). In
addition, 14 of the 20 studies set up opportunities to learn
through observation in a one-to-one teaching format (Charlop
et al. 1983; Coleman and Stedman 1974; Egel et al. 1981;
Ganz et al. 2008; Ihrig and Wolchik 1988; Leaf et al. 2012;
Ledford et al. 2008; Pereira-Delgado and Greer 2009;
Rehfeldt et al. 2003; Singer-Dudek and Oblak 2013; Sira
and Fryling 2012; Taylor et al. 2012; Tyron and Keane
1986; Varni et al. 1979; Wilson 2013) versus six studies that
instead used a group-teaching format (Colozzi et al. 2008;
Leaf et al. 2013; Tekin-Iftar and Birkan 2010; Venn et al.
1996; Werts et al. 1996).

How Observational Learning Targets Were Probed

Out of the 20 articles, only 12 measured skill acquisition mul-
tiple times throughout baseline, intervention, and maintenance
or generalization if applicable (Colozzi et al. 2008; Egel et al.
1981; Ganz et al. 2008; Ihrig and Wolchik 1988; Leaf et al.
2012; Ledford et al. 2008; Pereira-Delgado and Greer 2009;
Singer-Dudek and Oblak 2013; Taylor et al. 2012; Tyron and
Keane 1986; Werts et al. 1996; Wilson 2013). Six studies
determined progress utilizing only pre and post probes (Leaf
et al. 2013; Rehfeldt et al. 2003; Sira and Fryling 2012; Tekin-
Iftar and Birkan 2010; Varni et al. 1979; Venn et al. 1996). In
one study, while pretests were included in the text of the arti-
cle, the researchers only reported data for post probe
responding (Charlop et al. 1983). Lastly, one study utilized a
cumulative record to measure progress (Coleman and
Stedman 1974).

Outcome

One study identified that when compared to peers that are
typically developing, individuals with autism acquire less re-
sponses when presented with an opportunity to learn through
observation. However, a majority of the studies reported op-
timistic results, demonstrating that children with autism have

the capability of learning through observation. Three studies,
through direct instruction, taught skills to ensure observational
learningwould occur. Of the remaining 17 articles that utilized
indirect instruction, one study found that individuals with au-
tism switched preferences (Leaf et al. 2012), another found
that previously neutral stimuli could be conditioned as rein-
forcers (Singer-Dudek and Oblak (2013)), and 14 studies re-
ported either the occurrence of learning through observation
(Charlop et al. 1983; Varni et al. 1979) or an increase in correct
responding (Coleman and Stedman 1974; Colozzi et al. 2008;
Egel et al. 1981; Ihrig and Wolchik 1988; Leaf et al. 2013;
Ledford et al. 2008; Rehfeldt et al. 2003; Sira and Fryling
2012; Tekin-Iftar and Birkan 2010; Tyron and Keane 1986;
Werts et al. 1996; Wilson 2013). Only one study (Venn et al.
1996) identified that limited learning through observation
occurred.

Discussion

The purpose of this review was to first evaluate the existing
literature on observational learning with individuals with au-
tism to provide recommendations for future directions for both
researchers and clinicians. Over a span of 54 years, re-
searchers were only able to identify a limited number of stud-
ies that provided opportunities for learning through observa-
tion for individuals with autism. The results of the search
further confirm that learning through observation is a signifi-
cant area of deficit for individuals with autism. The results
additionally indicate that a few number of studies specifically
target teaching a skill to ensure observational learning. As
such, behavioral interventions should focus on systematically
teaching skills that will ensure observational learning.

Individuals with autism lack the skills necessary to benefit
from observational learning (Varni et al. 1979), which high-
lights the importance of teaching skills to increase the likeli-
hood of observational learning occurring (Plavnick and Hume
2014; Robertson and Biederman 1989; Taylor et al. 2012).
Currently, there are explicit procedures and strategies to teach
skills to foster learning through observation for individuals
with autism in curriculum books (Leaf and McEachin 1999;
Lovaas 1981). Given these two pieces of information, one
would have expected that there would be numerous studies
on teaching the skills necessary for individuals with autism to
learn through observation. However, our review only found
three studies where skills were directly targeted to increase
observational learning. These three studies had only 4, 3,
and 3 participants, respectively, and each study utilized differ-
ent procedures. The outcomes of each study suggested that a
systematic intervention can allow individuals with autism to
learn through observation (Ganz et al. 2008; Pereira-Delgado
and Greer 2009; Taylor and DeQuinzio 2012).
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Of the 20 studies reviewed in this paper, 17 (85%) reported
the indirect instruction of skills acquired through observation.
Across these 17 studies, a variety of observational tasks were
measured, a majority of studies utilized peer models, and
teaching was conducted primarily in one-to-one teaching for-
mats. Pre and post or multiple probe measures were reported
for 15 of the 17 studies. Overall, this field of research tends to
show that learning through observation can occur for individ-
uals with autism. However, these 17 studies may leave us with
more questions than answers. For one, 10 of the 17 studies
(59 %) do not report participants’ history of imitative
responding or learning through observation; it is not known
if the participants had generalized imitation prior to interven-
tion. Second, none of the studies stated whether the partici-
pants had a previous history of training that provided oppor-
tunities for learning through observation. It is possible that the
participants had a previous history of training within a teach-
ing format that provided opportunities for learning through
observation, which may have led to the higher rates of correct
responding; if the participants did not have a previous history
with learning through observation, then these results bring up
the question of whether direct instruction is necessary for ob-
servational learning to occur.

Recommendations

Based upon the findings in this review, general recommenda-
tions for both research and for clinical practice are provided.

Research First, it is clear that learning through observation is
a deficit for individuals with autism; however, there are few
studies that have evaluated teaching skills to increase the like-
lihood that observational learning will occur. More research
needs to be conducted on methods to teach skills to individ-
uals with autism that would increase the likelihood that obser-
vational learning would occur. Researchers can start by eval-
uating the procedures described in curriculum books (Leaf
and McEachin 1999; Lovaas 1981) or by creating their own
procedures to identify additional techniques to teach skills to
foster observational learning in individuals with autism. Re-
searchers must evaluate the procedure across a wide variety of
participants (e.g., variety of ages, functioning levels, gender)
and across a wide variety of skills (e.g., receptive identifica-
tion, labeling, non-verbal imitation, play). Future researchers
should also evaluate teaching skills to ensure observational
learning will occur in different instructional formats (e.g.,
one-to-one versus group instructional formats) and in different
settings (e.g., university, home, clinic, school, and community).
To provide stronger empirical evidence, researchers should
evaluate participants’ skill levels both prior to and following
intervention in order to provide sufficient evidence of effective
interventions. If further research confirms that learning through
observation can be taught successfully, then researchers should

proceed to compare the different methods of teaching to iden-
tify not only the most effective, but the most efficient methods.

Second, there needs to be more studies comparing the rate
at which individuals learn through observation across several
different parameters. Researchers should continue to compare
individuals with autism to other populations to assess each
population’s ability to learn through observation; to date, only
one study has done so (Varni et al. 1979). Future researchers
should also compare the rate of learning through observation
on new tasks for individuals who have been explicitly taught
skills to promote observational learning to those who have not
been explicitly taught those skills. This area of research would
require researchers to more thoroughly describe their partici-
pants’ history of learning through observation when publish-
ing effective interventions. Researchers should also conduct
evaluations in a more systematic manner to assess how the
acquisition of proposed prerequisite responses (Taylor and
DeQuinzio 2012) affects the development of learning through
observation. In doing so, this would make it easier for re-
searchers to identify and describe relevant and meaningful
prerequisite skills when outlining participants’ history of
learning through observation.

Finally, future researchers should evaluate whether learn-
ing through observation truly does produce higher rates of
overall learning. It is presumed that when an individual is able
to learn through observation, their overall rate of learning will
increase; however, this has not been proven for individuals
with autism. Future researchers could compare a group of
children who have received training on target skills to increase
the likelihood of observational learning to a group of children
who have not received training and evaluate whether overall
rates of learning (e.g., language development, social develop-
ment, and academic development) are higher for the children
who have received explicit training. The researchers could
simultaneously track which skills are directly targeted to the
child and which are not directly targeted, as this would show
which skills are learned along the way without explicit
training.

Clinical Recommendations While the above recommenda-
tions have been geared toward researchers, it is important that
clinicians understand that they play a key role in the develop-
ment of the applied literature in this field. Taylor and
Dequinzio (2012) recommend that clinicians provide children
with as many opportunities as possible for learning through
observation to occur. Because research investigations have not
kept pace with development of clinical interventions, it makes
sense for clinicians to pursue or continue to pursue their efforts
to expand teaching skills to ensure observational learning will
occur and not wait for the research to catch up to the clinical
practice. Clinicians may wish to start with presenting activities
suggested within various curriculum guides that outline the
development of skills that increase the likelihood that
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observational learning will occur (Lovaas 1981; Leaf and
McEachin 1999). Overtime, clinicians should modify and
adapt these procedures to target specific individuals. When
this does occur, it is crucial for clinicians and researchers to
indicate how the techniques derived from various curriculum
guides influenced their current intervention technique. Clini-
cians should be encouraged to report their findings as case
studies in empirical journals to help disseminate their efforts
and help other consumers understand the procedures, as well
as aid researchers in formulating more specific and productive
research hypotheses. When clinicians are able to produce
gains in observational learning, they have the ability to pro-
mote future applied research.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this review systematically evaluated the emerg-
ing observational learning literature with individuals with au-
tism. The current body of literature provides individuals with
autism the opportunity to learn through observation, provides
techniques for individuals with autism to engage in skills to
ensure observational learning will occur, and one study com-
pares individuals with autism to individuals that are typically
developing. While individuals with autism demonstrate defi-
cits within this area, there was only one study that compared
individuals with autism to other populations. In addition, there
are a limited number of studies that have actually taught skills
to guarantee observational learning will occur. If the goal of
intervention for individuals is to not only treat areas of deficit,
but to establish a rate of learning that is similar to typically
developing peers for certain individuals, learning through ob-
servation is a vital for these individuals. Based on the findings
of this review, several recommendations were made for re-
searchers to extend the observational learning literature, as
well as for clinicians to pursue or continue to pursue teaching
skills to ensure observational learning will occur, and facili-
tating opportunities for individuals to learn through observa-
tion. The collaborative effort between researchers and clini-
cians should spark future growth and development within the
literature to promote new and empirically based strategies to
allow individuals with autism to learn through observation.
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