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The Power Card Strategy: Strength- 
Based Intervention to Increase  
Direction Following of Children  
With Autism Spectrum Disorder

Abbi Campbell1 and Matt Tincani1

Abstract

The Power Card strategy is a strength-based intervention to promote social skills of children with autism spectrum disorders 
(ASD) by capitalizing on their special interests. Although preliminary studies have shown that the Power Card strategy is 
a promising approach to teach social skills, additional research is needed. The purpose of this study was to evaluate the 
Power Card strategy in teaching direction following to three first-grade students with ASD within a multiple-baseline across 
participants design. The Power Card strategy was implemented as prescribed by Gagnon (2001), including functional behav-
ioral assessment of students’ problem responses, determination of students’ special interests, reading of the Power Card 
scenario, and implementation of the Power Card reminder. The Power Card strategy effectively increased two students’ 
direction following above baseline levels; these gains maintained 8 weeks following withdrawal of the Power Card reminder. 
For the third student, the Power Card strategy increased direction following; however, the target behavior returned to 
baseline levels until the Power Card reminder was reintroduced in the last phase of the study. Classroom staff reported 
that the Power Card strategy was reasonable to implement and effective in promoting social skills. Limitations of the study 
and suggestions for future research are described.
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Qualitative impairments in social interaction and restricted 
patterns of interest are characteristics of children with autism 
spectrum disorders (ASD; American Psychiatric Association, 
2000; Lord & Spence, 2006); therefore, social skills interven-
tions have become an important component of educational 
programs for this population. Teaching behavior-specific 
expectations, prompting, and explicit reinforcement proce-
dures are often included in these interventions, which rely on 
teacher-established rules to specify behavioral contingencies 
in various settings (Gonzalez-Lopez & Kamps, 1997; Spencer, 
Simpson, & Lynch, 2008; Boutot, 2009).

Two specific strategies, Social Stories™ (Gray & Gerand, 
1993) and Power Cards (Gagnon, 2001), have shown promise 
for teaching social skills to children with ASD. Social Stories 
teach children how to behave appropriately in specific situ-
ations by establishing guidelines for students to follow in a 
format that is “meaningful” to the child (Gray, 1994). The 
social story, which describes what will happen in the social 
situation and how the child should behave, is written from 
the child’s perspective and follows a specifically defined 
structure. Social Stories have been used to increase appropriate 
social interactions (Scattone, Tingstrom, & Wilczynski, 2006), 

decrease tantrum behavior (Kuttler, Myles, & Carlson, 1998), 
decrease disruptive behavior (Ozdemir, 2008), and increase 
prosocial behavior (Crozier & Tincani, 2007) in children 
with ASD.

Like Social Stories, Power Cards (Gagnon, 2001) explic-
itly teach students what to do in targeted social situations. 
Unlike Social Stories, Power Cards use the child’s special 
interest as a motivator to teach desired social behavior. 
Research supports incorporating special-interest items, activi-
ties, or obsessions into interventions for students with ASD. 
For instance, Baker, Koegel, and Koegel (1998) used obses-
sive interests to increase the social interactions of three stu-
dents with autism during age-appropriate games. 
Charlop-Christy and Haymes (1998) successfully employed 
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objects of obsession as token reinforcers to increase correct 
responding and decrease inappropriate behaviors of three 
students with autism during work sessions. Vismara and 
Lyons (2007) incorporated perseverative items into the moti-
vational techniques of Pivotal Response Treatment to increase 
joint attention initiations in three young children with autism.

Gagnon’s (2001) Power Card strategy combines the rein-
forcing quality of a child’s special interest with individualized 
rules to define appropriate behavior in a situation that is prob-
lematic for the child. For instance, if a student regularly refuses 
to clean up at the end of recess, a Power Card could be devel-
oped to teach how to clean up and why it is necessary. The 
Power Card incorporates a character from the child’s special 
interest to provide an example of someone who is important 
to the child engaging in the appropriate behavior.

The Power Card strategy is composed of four specific steps 
(Gagnon, 2001). First, the child’s special interest and problem 
behaviors are determined through a combination of teacher/
parent/student interview and direct observation. Next, a func-
tional behavioral assessment is conducted to determine the 
contingencies underlying the child’s social skills deficits and/
or problem behavior. Baseline data are also collected at this 
time. The Power Card scenario and card are then developed 
in accordance with the child’s reading level and comprehen-
sion skills. The scenario is written in the first person, relates 
to the child’s hero or special interest, and describes solutions 
to the problem(s) that have presented difficulty for the child. 
The Power Card summarizes the guidelines set forth in the 
scenario and includes a picture of the special interest/hero. 
The intervention can then be implemented by introducing the 
materials to the child, discussing how and when the materials 
will be reviewed, and encouraging the child to read/review 
the scenario or card with other adults. The Power Card is then 
reviewed with the student prior to targeted situations, and 
intervention data are collected. Lastly, the intervention must 
be evaluated for effectiveness and modified or faded as needed.

Although not explicitly described by Gagnon, rule-governed 
behavior is a key element of the Power Card strategy. A rule 
is a verbal description of a behavioral contingency, or the 
antecedents and consequences that occasion and reinforce a 
specific behavior. Behavior is rule-governed when the rule is 
in place, no immediate consequence for the behavior is appar-
ent, and the response changes without reinforcement (Cooper, 
Heron, & Heward, 2007). Skinner (1989) described rules as 
helping members of a group behave in ways most likely to 
be commended and least likely to be censured. For students 
with ASD, social consequences, such as praise, acceptance, 
or rejection, may not be reinforcing and may subsequently 
be ineffective in teaching appropriate communicative and 
social behavior (Tincani, Bondy, & Crozier, in press). None-
theless, behaving in accordance with social rules and expecta-
tions is vital to success in school and society for these students. 
Therefore, rule-based interventions such as the Power Card 

strategy are potentially useful as they bypass ineffective social 
consequences and evoke appropriate social responses.

To date, two studies have explored the Power Card strategy 
as a tool to increase appropriate social skills or reduce problem 
behavior of students with ASD. Keeling, Myles, Gagnon, and 
Simpson (2003) used the Power Card strategy to teach sports-
manship skills to a 10-year-old girl diagnosed with autism. 
They reported decreases in the student’s whining and scream-
ing during game play with implementation of the Power Card 
strategy. In a systematic replication, Spencer, Simpson, Day, 
and Buster (2008) used the Power Card strategy to increase 
time playing on the playground of a 5-year-old boy with 
autism. They observed an increase in minutes spent on the 
playground following introduction of the Power Card script.

Although initial studies have yielded promising results, 
further research is needed to determine the effectiveness of 
the Power Card strategy in teaching appropriate social skills 
to students with ASD. Two issues bear consideration. First, 
although preliminary evidence suggests that desirable effects 
of the Power Card maintain after withdrawal of intervention 
(Spencer et al., 2008), it remains unclear if social skills gains 
continue after removal of the Power Card reminder. Second, 
the Power Card strategy is promoted as a practical, positive 
behavior intervention for school settings (Gagnon, 2001), yet 
further research is needed to demonstrate if typical interven-
tion agents (e.g., teachers, paraprofessionals) can successfully 
implement the strategy with students in typical settings.

The purpose of the current study was to evaluate the effec-
tiveness of the Power Card strategy for three students with 
ASD in a public school classroom setting. Three research 
questions were addressed by the study: (a) Is the Power Card 
strategy effective for teaching direction following to students 
with ASD? (b) Are desirable effects maintained after the 
Power Card is withdrawn? (c) Are classroom staff members 
able to implement the Power Card strategy and are they satis-
fied with the procedures and outcomes of the intervention?

Method
Participants and Setting

Three children with ASD participated in this study. All par-
ticipants were first-grade students who attended a public 
elementary school and were placed in a partially self-contained 
special education class. Each student in the class had begun 
to transition into general education placements within the 
elementary school for nonacademic lessons such as art, music, 
physical education, world language, library, and technology. 
Participants were recruited for the study using guidelines 
based on Gagnon’s (2001) descriptions of child characteristics, 
which indicate that the use of Power Cards may be appropri-
ate. These guidelines require that participants (a) are reading 
within one grade level of child’s placement, (b) demonstrate 
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a special interest that is potentially reinforcing for that child, 
and (c) display behaviors that are problematic for the child’s 
success in the targeted setting. Recruitment for the study 
consisted of a teacher interview and classroom observation 
to confirm that each student met the inclusion criteria, includ-
ing demonstration of noncompliance with adult directions 
during a daily morning playtime. Following recruitment, the 
first author sent informational letters to each child’s parents 
to describe the research and to provide a rationale for the 
child’s participation in the study as prescribed by the univer-
sity’s institutional review board (IRB).

Lori was a 6-year-old girl who was diagnosed with “mild” 
Pervasive Developmental Disorder–Not Otherwise Specified 
(PDD-NOS) by a developmental pediatrician at the age of 
3 years 4 months. She had a score of 36 on the Childhood Autism 
Rating Scale (CARS; Schopler, Reichler, & Renner, 1988), 
indicating mild–moderate autism. At the time of the study, Lori 
was reading on a preprimary level as determined by the Place-
ment Test of the Reading Milestones curriculum (Quigley, 
McAnally, Rose, & King, 2002). Although Lori was making 
progress in all academic areas for which instruction was deliv-
ered in a highly structured, one-on-one format, she demonstrated 
noncompliant behaviors during less structured playtimes.

James was a 6-year-old boy who was diagnosed with 
autism at the age of 3 years 10 months by a neurologist who 
determined that he had a Gilliam Autism Rating Scale–2 
(GARS-2) (Gilliam, 2006) score of 91, which indicates a high 
probability of autism. At the time of the study, James was 
reading on a preprimary level as indicated by the Reading 
Milestones Placement Test. He received one-on-one instruc-
tion for academic skills and was included with his general 
education peers for all specialty area subjects. Like Lori, 
James had the most difficulty during playtimes, when he often 
refused to follow adult-provided directions if he was otherwise 
engaged in preferred activities.

Shawn was a 6-year-old boy who was diagnosed with “high-
functioning” Pervasive Developmental Disorder–Not Otherwise 
Specified at the age of 2 years 10 months by a developmental 
pediatrician who reported a CARS score of 33.5, indicating 
mild autism. Shawn had an IQ score of 90 as indicated by the 
Wechsler Preschool and Primary Scale of Intelligence–3rd 
Edition (Wechsler, 2002). At the time of the study, Shawn was 
reading on a second-grade level, as indicated by the Reading 
Milestones Placement Test. He was included with nondisabled 
peers for all nonacademic instruction. Shawn displayed non-
compliant behaviors in response to adult directions during play-
times. Ignoring and refusing to comply with directions were 
the most common problem behaviors, although Shawn also had 
a history of aggression, property destruction, and disruption.

The study took place in the students’ self-contained first-
grade classroom during a daily 20-min morning playtime 
sessions. The classroom consisted of six students, one teacher, 
and three paraprofessionals and was arranged into three 

sections: one-on-one intensive teaching centers, desk and 
small group area, and a rug and computers area. Playtime 
took place in the rug area every day.

Materials
As described by Gagnon (2001), the Power Card strategy is 
a visual aid that incorporates the child’s special interest in 
teaching appropriate social interactions, including routines, 
behavioral expectations, and the hidden social curriculum. 
This strategy requires only two material components: a short, 
story-like scenario and a Power Card. Both items are visually 
displayed on paper or cardstock.

The scenario is written in the first person and describes 
the child’s special interest, hero, or role model in a social 
situation that presents difficulty for the student, and it then 
describes how the figure behaves appropriately in the situa-
tion or solves the problem. The scenario includes (a) a ratio-
nale for why the hero/model should use the appropriate 
behavior, (b) a brief three- to five-step strategy describing 
how the hero behaves appropriately or solves the problem, 
(c) a description of how the hero is successful with the strat-
egy, and (d) encouragement for the child to apply the new 
behavior used by the hero/role model in the strategy (Keeling 
et al., 2003). The Power Card is a condensed version of the 
scenario and presents rules outlining how to behave in the 
target situation. Both the scenario and Power Card include 
graphic depictions of the child’s hero, role model, or special 
interest. Figure 1 shows the scenario and Figure 2 shows the 
Power Card developed for James.

Although the target behaviors for each participant in the 
study were similar, the participants had individualized sce-
narios and Power Cards incorporating their special interests. 
Based on student and teacher interview and student observa-
tion, it was determined that Lori’s special interest figure was 
Carla, a character from the Starfall educational website. Carla 
was frequently the topic of Lori’s discussion and had served 
as a reinforcer for Lori during instructional periods. Because 
James frequently talked about trains, played with toy trains, 
and chose train books and games during free time, a train 
conductor was used as the special interest figure for his sce-
nario and Power Card. Carl and Russell, two characters from 
Disney’s animated movie Up, served as the heroes for Shawn, 
who often referred to the movie and the characters when he 
interacted with others, drew pictures from the movie, and 
acted out specific scenes from the film. Following adult-
provided directions during playtime was the primary skill 
addressed in each child’s scenario and Power Card.

Procedure
The classroom teacher completed indirect functional behav-
ioral assessments using the Functional Analysis Screening 
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Tool (FAST; Iwata & DeLeon, 1996). The first author used 
information from the FAST to determine the function of each 
child’s problem behavior and the contingencies that were 
maintaining the unwanted responses. This information was 
then used to develop each child’s scenario and Power Card. 
For example, Lori’s and James’s FAST results indicated that 
verbal protests and noncompliance (not following teacher’s 
directions) were maintained by access to preferred activities, 
and Shawn’s FAST results suggested that task refusal and 

noncompliance were dually maintained by avoidance and 
access to preferred activities. As a result, each student’s sce-
nario and Power Card described appropriate responses that 
were functionally equivalent to the problem behaviors.

Although direction following, or compliance, was the gen-
eral behavior of concern, social skills were more specifically 
targeted in the study through interaction-specific directions. 
For instance, Lori’s refusal to clean up often resulted in 
extended time with her preferred activities so she was taught 

Train conductors work hard to keep the train running. 

Sometimes they have to follow directions from other people so that the train stays on track.The 
conductor also likes to have fun during play time. He likes to be the boss, but he follows 
instructions so that everyone can have fun at play time. When it is time to clean up, the 
conductor might say, “Can we play later?” or offer to help his friends. These are his rules for 
play time:

1. Play time is fun for everyone!
2. If someone asks to play with your toys, you can say, “Maybe later,” or you can give 

them a turn. 
3.  Follow your teachers’ directions.  

When you follow these rules at play time, you can have fun like the train conductor does!

Figure 1. James’s Power Card scenario

The train conductor’s rules for play time:

1. When someone wants to play with you, you can say, 

“OK, let’s play,” or, “No, maybe later.”

2. If you want someone’s toy, you can say, “May I play 

with that?”  You may have to wait for a turn. This is 

okay.

3. Follow your teacher’s directions during play time and 

when it is time to clean up.

Figure 2. James’s Power Card
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to ask, “When can I have another turn?” This response allowed 
her to gain information about when she would next have access 
to preferred items and was a reasonable replacement for task 
refusal. Teacher instructions, and corresponding Power Card 
materials, primarily targeted turn taking, sharing, accepting 
“no,” politely declining invitations, and other social skills 
because these responses were functional alternatives to prob-
lem behaviors that typically occurred during social interac-
tions in baseline. Thus, although the focus of the study was 
on direction following, improving social skills was intrinsic 
to increasing students’ compliance with teacher directions.

Research Design
A multiple-baseline across participants design (Cooper et al., 
2007), consisting of a baseline phase, an intervention phase 
with the scenario, an intervention phase with the Power Card, 
and a maintenance phase, was used to assess the effectiveness 
of the strategy. After intervention began, students were required 
to follow directions for 80% of opportunities across at least 
3 consecutive days in order to progress to the next phase of 
the intervention. To determine extended maintenance effects, 
follow-up data were collected for James and Shawn approxi-
mately 8 weeks after the study concluded. At this time, the 
Power Card condition was reimplemented for Lori because 
her initial maintenance data suggested that direction following 
decreased when the intervention was not in place.

Dependent Variables
Because the problem behaviors defined by the teacher were 
noncompliance with adult directions and task refusal/verbal 
protests, direction following was selected as the target behavior 
for each child. A direction was defined as any verbal instruc-
tion given to a student by an adult. To maintain consistency 
in the delivery of directions across conditions, teaching staff 
members were instructed by the first author to use direct, con-
cise instructions, such as “James, put your truck on the shelf,” 
rather than questions that allowed for students to reply “No.” 
For example, teachers were encouraged to say, “Lori, give the 
toy to Shawn,” rather than, “Can you share with your friend?” 
Because the targeted sessions were classroom playtimes, staff 
members typically aimed directions at cleaning up toys, shar-
ing items with peers, interacting with peers, and playing with 
toys appropriately (e.g., playing with cars on the race track 
instead of tapping them on the bookshelves).

Observations and Recording
Based on the classroom schedule, the study took place during 
playtime from 8:45 to 9:05 every morning for 8 weeks. During 
playtime, students were allowed to play with preferred toys 
or activities before instruction began for the day. The follow-
up sessions occurred approximately 8 weeks later. Prior to 

baseline, the researcher trained the teacher and a classroom 
assistant on each element of the study, including procedures 
for data collection. The classroom assistant was then respon-
sible for collecting data on the number of directives given to 
each child, the children’s responses (+/–), implementation of 
the Power Card strategy, and ensuring that each child received 
5 to 10 directions from a teacher or classroom assistant during 
the daily 20-min session across all phases of the study, includ-
ing baseline. The first author and classroom assistant then 
practiced the data collection procedure until they achieved 
100% interobserver agreement (IOA) for each child during 
one session. For data collection across all phases, a “+” was 
recorded when a student followed an adult-provided direction 
within 3 s of the statement. A “–” was recorded for any other 
response, including not following the direction, doing so after 
a latency of more than 3 s, or verbally protesting the direction. 
The adult who provided the direction also provided verbal 
praise when a child responded appropriately.

Baseline and Power Card Intervention
The first phase of the study was baseline to assess the degree 
to which problem behaviors occurred under typical classroom 
conditions. Following baseline, the Power Card intervention 
was implemented in two phases according to Gagnon’s 
(2001) recommendations: a scenario condition and a Power 
Card condition. These were followed by a maintenance con-
dition in which the Power Card was withdrawn, and follow-up 
probes at 8 weeks.

Baseline. During baseline, students participated in daily 
20-min free-play sessions. The teacher or classroom assistant 
provided each student with 5 to 10 directions per session 
during baseline, and continued to provide 5 to 10 directions 
per session during both intervention phases to ensure consis-
tency in the level of staff member-to-student interactions across 
all the conditions of the study.

Scenario condition. During the first intervention phase, the 
classroom assistant read the Power Card scenario with the 
student and allowed him or her to ask questions or discuss 
the information after reading the material. This occurred 
immediately before the playtime session.

Card condition. During the second intervention phase, the 
scenario was withdrawn, and the Power Card was introduced. 
Again, the classroom assistant read the card with the student 
and allowed him or her to ask questions or discuss the rules 
after reading the card. The card was then placed on a table in 
the play area so that it was accessible to the student for review. 
The children did not carry the card with them during the 
playtime, nor were they prompted to refer to the card after 
the initial review.

Maintenance and follow-up. During the maintenance phase, 
the card was withdrawn. Staff members continued to provide 
5 to 10 directions to students, and they continued to collect 
data without the strategy in place. For follow-up, these 
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conditions remained in place for James and Shawn, and the 
Card condition was reimplemented for Lori.

IOA and Treatment Integrity
IOA data were collected for 32% the baseline sessions, 42% 
of the scenario sessions, 40% of the card-only sessions, 33.3% 
of the maintenance sessions, and 50% of follow-up sessions. 
The first author served as the second observer for IOA data 
collection. IOA for following directions was calculated by 
dividing the number of agreements by the total number of 
agreements plus disagreements, and then multiplying by 100%. 
The average IOA for following directions across phases was 
93% (range, 56–100), 96% (range, 77–100), and 97% (range, 
85–100) for Lori, James, and Shawn, respectively.

To assess treatment integrity, a checklist was included on 
the student data sheets for the classroom assistant to complete 
every day. The staff member indicated whether or not she 
(a) reviewed the scenario or Power Card with each student, 
(b) provided 5 to 10 clearly stated directions to each child, and 
(c) recorded data on response opportunities and student responses 
on the data sheet. The researcher also completed the checklist 
during the sessions when IOA data were collected. Treatment 
integrity was calculated by dividing the number of checks for 
each component of the checklist by the total number of possible 
checks and then multiplying by 100. Treatment integrity was 
100%, and IOA on treatment integrity was also 100%.

Results
The purpose of the study was to determine the effectiveness 
of the Power Card strategy in increasing appropriate direction 
following of first grade students with ASD. The target behav-
ior for each child was following teacher directions during an 
unstructured play situation. Importantly, this study was also 
designed to determine the feasibility of implementation of 
the Power Card strategy for teaching staff members in a public 
elementary school. Results are displayed in Figure 3.

Baseline
Lori, James, and Shawn averaged 48% (range, 0%–75%), 
58% (range, 44%–83%), and 35% (range, 0%–75%) respec-
tively, for following adult-provided directions during the 
morning play period, indicating a clear need for intervention 
to increase direction following.

Scenario Condition
After the addition of the Power Card scenario, Lori followed 
an average of 72% of directions (range, 43%–86%). She met 
criterion (80% across 3 consecutive days) on the sixth ses-
sion. James’s percentage of following directions increased 

substantially with the implementation of the scenario inter-
vention phase. He followed teacher/staff directions for 88% 
of opportunities (range, 62%–100%) during the seven play-
time sessions of the phase. Although James met criterion by 
the 5th day of the condition, classroom staff kept the scenario 
in place through the end of the school week. With the imple-
mentation of Shawn’s scenario, his percentage of direction 
following immediately increased as he reached criterion 
within three sessions, averaging 97% (range, 94%–100%). 
Again, the classroom staff kept the condition in place for an 
extra day until the end of the week.

Card Condition
The second intervention phase consisted of the Power Card 
only. In this condition, Lori continued to follow a high per-
centage of directions, averaging 80% (range, 50%–90%). 

Figure 3. Percentage of opportunities engaged in direction 
following across baseline, intervention, and maintenance phases
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She again met criterion on the sixth session of the phase. 
James’s percentage of direction following remained high 
through the Power Card phase. He followed an average of 98% 
of directions (range, 90%–100%) and reached criterion within 
three days. Shawn also continued to follow a high percentage 
of directions, averaging 99% (range, 95%–100%) during the 
card-only condition. He met criterion within three days.

Maintenance
During the maintenance phase in which neither the scenario 
nor the Power Card were in place, Lori’s percentages of fol-
lowing directions decreased gradually to her baseline levels. 
During this phase, Lori followed an average of 66% of direc-
tions (range, 31%–90%). James continued to respond appro-
priately to directions during the maintenance phase, averaging 
94% (range, 85%–100%) across eight sessions. Shawn dis-
played a minimal decrease in compliant behaviors, respond-
ing to 95% (range, 93%–100%) of directions during the final 
3-day phase.

Follow-Up Sessions
To determine if the beneficial effects of the intervention 
continued for James and Shawn, data were collected 8 weeks 
after the study period concluded. Maintenance conditions 
remained in place. During these sessions, James responded 
appropriately to 100% of adult directions, and Shawn followed 
directions during 93% (range, 77%–100%) of opportunities. 
The Power Card condition was reimplemented for Lori to 
determine if the intervention would again result in increased 
direction following. In the four sessions, Lori responded to 
86% (range, 73%–100%) of adult-provided instructions.

Social Validity

Social validity was assessed using a survey adapted from the 
Treatment Acceptability Rating Form–Revised (Reimers & 
Wacker, 1988) to evaluate staff members’ acceptance of the 
intervention, opinions on the ease of its use and its effect, 
and whether or not they would use the intervention on their 
own. The classroom teacher and the classroom assistant 
responsible for implementing the Power Card procedures 
completed the 10 questions, which were presented on a 
7-point Likert-type scale. The classroom teacher and the 
assistant gave the Power Card strategy an average score of 
6.9 and 6.8 across all survey questions, respectively, indicat-
ing that they were very satisfied with the intervention. 
Responses to each item are shown in Table 1.

Discussion
This study evaluated the effects of the Power Card strategy 
on direction following for three first-grade students with 
ASD. Three research questions were addressed by the study: 
(a) Is the Power Card strategy effective for teaching direction 
following to students with ASD? (b) Are desirable effects 
maintained after the Power Card is withdrawn? (c) Are class-
room staff members able to implement the Power Card strat-
egy and are they satisfied with the procedures and outcomes 
of the intervention?

With respect to the first research question about the effec-
tiveness of the Power Card Strategy in teaching direction 
following to students with ASD, the data suggest that direction 
following increased for each student during the intervention 
phases, with more effect apparent for James and Shawn. These 
results are consistent with those of Keeling et al. (2003) and 

Table 1. Teacher and Paraprofessional Responses to the Social Validity Survey

Survey question

Responses

Teacher Paraprofessional

How clear was your understanding of the Power Card procedures? 7 7
How acceptable did you find the Power Card strategy to be regarding your concerns 
about the identified student(s)?

7 7

How willing were you to implement the Power Card procedures as they were described? 7 7
Given the students’ behaviors of concern, how reasonable did you find the Power Card 
procedures?

7 7

How costly was it to implement the Power Card strategy? 7 7
How disruptive to your classroom was the Power Card strategy? 7 7
How much did you like the Power Card strategy? 7 6
How difficult was it to incorporate the Power Card procedures into your classroom’s 
daily routine?

7 7

How effective did you find the Power Card strategy to be in teaching direction following 
to the students?

6 7

How likely are you to use the Power Card strategy on your own in the future? 7 6
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Spencer et al. (2008), who found that the Power Card strategy 
was effective in teaching appropriate social behavior to stu-
dents with ASD. Although Lori’s direction following showed 
more variability and less magnitude of effect with interven-
tion, visual inspection of Figure 2 indicates that her direction 
following also increased during the Scenario Script and Card-
Only phases of the study. During these two conditions, Lori’s 
percentage of nonoverlapping data (PND) was 100 and 83.3, 
respectively, suggesting that the Power Card strategy was an 
effective intervention (Scruggs & Mastropieri, 1998).

The second research question addressed whether desirable 
effects are maintained after the Power Card reminder is with-
drawn. James and Shawn continued to follow high percentages 
of directions during their respective maintenance phases; 
however, Lori reverted to her baseline performance during 
maintenance (PND = 21.4). Although the data do not permit 
a functional analysis of why Lori’s direction following gradu-
ally decreased during the maintenance phase, a potential rea-
son is that the natural contingencies in place during the play 
session were not sufficient to maintain her direction following, 
and thus it was necessary to keep the Power Card in the play 
area as a stimulus cue for appropriate behavior. The results 
from the last condition of the study support this suggestion.

The third research question explored whether staff members 
could implement the Power Card strategy, as well as their sat-
isfaction with the procedures and outcomes of the intervention. 
The procedural fidelity data indicated that staff members were 
able to implement the strategy successfully and their responses 
to the social validity questionnaire indicated that they felt the 
strategy was useful, easy to implement, and effective.

The Power Card strategy is a multicomponent intervention 
in which the teacher reads a Power Card scenario involving 
the student’s special interest and the expected behavior, and 
then gives the student the Power Card as a “reminder” (i.e., 
prompt) to engage in the prescribed behavior (Gagnon, 2001; 
Keeling et al., 2003). Results of the study suggest that this 
specific sequence—reading of the scenario followed by the 
Power Card reminder—is effective in promoting acquisition 
of appropriate social responses.

As with any applied research, treatment integrity and 
social validity were important components of the current 
study. Although the first author was available for IOA data 
collection and consultation, the classroom teacher and assis-
tant were primarily responsible for following the guidelines 
of the Power Card procedures. The classroom staff members 
followed all guidelines outlined by the treatment integrity 
checklist, although they opted to extend several intervention 
phases after a child met criterion (see Figure 3). When asked 
about these decisions, staff members reported practical rea-
sons that are common to the school setting, such as a change 
in schedule, an extended weekend, or child absences. The 
teaching staff members gave the Power Card strategy excel-
lent reviews on the Intervention Survey. This information, 

combined with the students’ data, suggests that the Power Card 
strategy and procedures (a) are relatively easy for classroom 
staff to implement and (b) can be effective in teaching specific 
skills to children with ASD.

Results support the incorporation of special interests or 
obsessions into teaching strategies for students with ASD. 
Using obsessions as reinforcers for children with autism has 
been shown to be effective (Baker et al., 1998; Charlop-Christy 
& Haymes, 1998), and others have supported the inclusion 
of special interests into curricular materials and units for 
students with ASD as an approach to strength-based program-
ming (Bianco, Carothers, & Smiley, 2009; Winter-Messiers, 
2007; Winter-Messiers et al., 2007). Although this study tar-
geted following directions in one specific setting, it certainly 
has implications that special interests could be effective tools 
in teaching behaviors that are otherwise of little interest or 
importance to students.

Limitations
Maintenance occurs when the target behavior continues after part 
or all of the intervention has been withdrawn, whereas generaliza-
tion occurs when the target behavior happens in the presence of 
different people, settings, or times of day (Cooper et al., 2007). 
One limitation of the current study is the absence of generalization 
data, particularly across settings. This is a fairly serious limitation 
given the focus of positive behavior interventions on behavior 
change across all of the focus person’s relevant environments 
(Carr et al., 2002). Because this is a relatively new intervention 
for which few studies have been published, future research should 
focus on generalized behavior change with the Power Card strat-
egy. It should also be noted that the targeted behaviors in this 
study were only occurring during the daily play period. Each of 
the three students was reported to follow teacher directions in 
other school settings, indicating that instructional control was 
strong or at least adequate for structured activities. Thus, although 
for experimental purposes stimulus generalization data would 
have been useful, there was little practical need to account for 
generalization of the Power Card strategies across settings.

Related, a second limitation pertains to the response selected 
for intervention, direction following. Students with ASD are 
reported to have a variety of social and communicative deficits, 
thus direction following represents a relatively narrow range 
of potential target behaviors. This particular behavior was 
identified as important and in need of intervention by school 
staff. Therefore, in the interest of maintaining the contextual 
fit and social validity of the intervention, direction following 
was selected as the target behavior for this research.

As with most single-case studies, this study used a relatively 
small number of participants, three. Therefore, additional rep-
lication studies are needed to confirm the beneficial effects of 
the Power Card Strategy and other strength-based interventions 
on challenging and prosocial behaviors of students with ASD.
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Future Research
Further investigation could address how the special interest 
is selected. For this study, the special interests were chosen 
after informal teacher interview and student observation, but 
it may be helpful to develop a checklist or rating scale to 
more systematically determine the degree of motivating or 
reinforcing qualities of potential interest areas. Such a guide 
could also be useful to select or eliminate students as candi-
dates for the Power Card strategy.

There is also need for further research on the characteristics 
of students who may benefit from Power Cards. Although 
Gagnon (2001) describes the procedures as appropriate for 
students with high-functioning autism or Asperger syndrome, 
current literature on the strategy has targeted students who 
were diagnosed with autism or PDD-NOS. Characteristics that 
could be analyzed include reading and comprehension levels; 
IQ scores; comparison of children with specific diagnosis, 
such as Pervasive Developmental Disorder–Not Otherwise 
Specified, Asperger Syndrome, autism, or high-functioning 
autism and the criteria used to determine these diagnoses. 
Results from such analyses could assist teachers and parents 
in selecting the Power Card strategy for their child.
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