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REHABILITATION RESEARCH WITH THS MENTALLY
RETARDED: A CONSIDERATION FOR THEORY 1

Philip Browning

University of Oregon

Cne of the popular areas of research with the adult mentally
retarded has been the prediction of personal, social and vocational
adjustment. More specifically, interest has focused on the identifi-
cation and quantification of the relationship between input and process
variables and nabilitation-rehabilitation outcome variables. However,
the voluminous accumulation of research results from the literally
hundreds of studies which have addressed themselves to this area are
considered to be essentially unusable {Cobb, 1969),

This distressing note can be attributed, in part, to the fact
that most of the investigations lack sophistication regarding important
research considerations, e.g., population parameters, sacple selectios,
research design, identification and quantification of predictor and
criterion varisbles, etc. (Windle, 1962; Kolstoe & Shafter, 1961; Cobdd
& Epir, 1966; Wolfensburger, 196T; Cobd, 1969; Butler & Browning, in
preparation). The problems of research methodology have been brought to
our attention; hovever, it is surprising to note the paucity of recog~-
nition given to the importance of the role of theory in predictive
investigations with the adult retarded, especially since practicaily
all the studies have been theory free,

The purpose of this papef is to discuss theoretical considerations

as they relate to prognostic rehadilitation research with the menzally
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Browning 2

retarded. It is based on the premise that unt.l serious attention is
given to such things as an attenpt to develop a coherent body of know-
ledge, systematize independent and debendent variables, and fit
predictive investigations to coherent developmental theory, there will
be little real progress in the development of useful predictive methods

for the rehabilitation of the retarded (Cobb, 1969).
THEORY

Philosophers and scientists have provided us with many and varied
vays to view theory; nevertheless, for the intent of this paper the
following definition will suffice:

A theory is a set of interrelnted constructs (concepts), defini- |
tions, and propeositions that presents a systematic view of phenomena

by specifying relations among variables, with the purpose of explaining

and predicting the phenomena [Kerlinger, 1964, p. 11].

According to this definition, a theory is a system or model characterized
by a collection of assumptions, statements, or propositions consisting

of defined parameters, constructs, or variables which are systematically
interrelated to operate within a coherent framework.

Hall and Lindzey (1957), in discussing what theories do, state that
they cean serve to: (1) lead to the collection of relevant empirical
relations not yet observed, (2) permit the incorporation of known
empirical findings within a logically consistent and reasonably simple
framework, and (3) prevent tle observer from bdeing dazzled by the full-
blowvn complexity of natural or concrete events [pp. 13-1k]. These three
functions are germane 10 the rehabilitation prognosis of the retarded.

0




Browning 3

First, ve are a long way from having investigaoived all the factors or
evznts related 10 their adjuatment. In fact, one possible explanation
Tor the lack of stable empirical relationships between predictive and
eriterin variables is that we have yet to obaerve what the relevant
variables are. A theory then mayv lead us to discover the critical
independent and dependent variables which have been previously overlooked.
Secondly, there is alresdy an abundent amount of empirical data collected
from predictive studies with the retarded. What is needed is a frame-
work for the incorporation of the more sound empirical findings--if there
are any. The channeling of such data into a system may lead to theory-
building. Finally, the rehabilitation of the retarded is certainly a
highly complex phenomena. Consequently, there is a need for a theory
which will serve to specify a limited number of interrelated events and
thus enable the rcauction of this complex phenomena to more manageable
proportions.

A theory also serves a deductive and inductive function, both of
which are approaches to theory formulation and development [see Figure 1

{Carkhuff et al., 1967)]. The first approach concerns already existing
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theory from which systematic hypothetical deductions are made and tested
by experirent. The inductive approach differs in that thé hypotheses

or propositiong which are generated and tested are derived from relatively
stable empirical data which was originslly collected in a heuristic and
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Browning h

If ve are ever going to make "sense" out «f the phenomena, the
rehabilitation of the mentally retarded, it scems necessary for
researchers to begin to make & comprehensive attempt in theory-building
by drawing both inductively from bodies of astable data, if there eare any,
and deauctively from already existing formulations. The remaindexr of
the paper is devoted to a brief discussion of these two approaches as

they relate to prognostic rehabilitation research with the retarded.
PROGNOSIS i

Practically all of the studies on the prediction of persoral,
social and vocational adjustment with the mentally retarded can be -
Characterized as atheoretical in nature. As wvell, only sparse attention
has been given to either of the mentioned approaches for systematic

theory-building.
Deductive

One reason thet such limited attention Las been given to theory
development via the deductive approach is that there is no logically
coneistent unifying theory of rehabilitation (MeDaniel, 1965; Matlin &
Albizu-Miranda, 1969; Malikin & Rusalem, 1969) from which to systemati-
cally derive predictors and outcome criteria, McDaniel (1965) states
that this is one of the major obstacles to rehabilitation research in
é:neral and that until there is a basic theory which can serve as a
pattern or paradigm and a productive source of hypotheses to be tested,

we vill be unable to approach certain rehabilitation goals.

o (2]




Browning 5

However, the lack of any vell formulated theory of rehabilitation
does not excuse investigators from having given so little consideration
to theory development via this approach. For example, a najor concen~
tration of predictive studies with tha retarded . been with vocational
success, yet to this writer's awareness, no reference has been made from
this body of literature to the field of vocational psychology in which
considerable vocational longitudinal research and theory-building have
been underway for the past several decades (2.g., Borow, 1964; Holland,
1964; Roth et al., 1970). |

It seems imperative that we begin to give more consideration to
already existing theory when engeging in rehabilitation research with
the retarded. It would certainly assist the researcher in making one
of hi: post important decisions, which is the determination of the
factors to be investigated. Cobd (1969) discusses the importance of
theory as it relates to this problem of variable selection:

l ..predictors are in the nature of independent variables and
lthererore may logically be any measures vhatsoever which can show

s statistical relationship to a criterion variable. The investigator
con choose to explore anything that suits his fancy, and many a test

has no better rationale than it "works" in the sense that a relationship
vith a criterion or dependent variable can be shown at some acceptable
l.vel of probability. However, it is hardly econcmical research to
explore any and every possible variadble at randox, without some
theoretical basis for a reasonadble hypothesis. What wve are really

searching for in the end is » systematic account of the determiners of the

behavioral outcomes that we are interested in, Consequently, out of

8
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Browning 6

the wide universe of all possible measures we [should) select those
{which are consistent with already known [empirical) relationships or

| those which are selected by or derivative from a theoretical orientation

I to the problem at hand (p. 11].

One of the few groups of investigators to look at the vocational
aspects of thc*mentally‘retarded within the context of theory is associated
with the Work Adjustment Project at the University of Minnesota. The
major feature that has evolved from this longitudinal research project,
vhich began in 1957, has beer the development of a theory of work
adjustnent, particularly as it relates to the fisld of vocational
rehabilitation (see Figure 2 (Dawis et al., 1964; Dawis et al., 1968;
Lofquist & Dawis, 1969)]. It is possible to state a number of formal
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Ingert Figure 2 About Here

propositions from this theory about work adjustment as a basis for
research. For example, Proposition II :s:

Satisfactoriness is a function of the correspondence between
on individual's abilities and the ability requirements of the vork

|environmeat, provided that the individual's needs correspond with the

reinforcer system of the work environment [Lofquist & Dawis, 1969, p. 50].

Recent effort has been expended toward operationalizing the major
theoretical constructs., As vell, research attention is being given to
the usefulness of these measures with the mentally retarded (Davis et al.,
. 1967).

o
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The work adjustment theory has a nuzber oi' implications for the
practitioner and researcher who is in the general field of vocational
rehabilitation and interested in the vocational aspects of the retarded
in particular (Dawis et al., 1959; Betz et al., 1966; Dauppi & Weiss,
1967; Davis, 196T; Browning, 1969; Lofquist & Dawis, 1969), However,
probably its greatest utility at this time is that it provides the
user with a systematic "conceptual” framework for viewing the vocational
aspects of the mentally retarded.

As & summary to the deductive approach to theory-dbuilding, let us
address ourselves to the words of Barnhardt (1963):

Theories pursued as ends are verbalisms, dbut theories used as
technigues for the discovering and measurement of the variables relevant

and effective in the pursuit of worthy substantive gosls are indispensable

to common practice [p. Lb], .
Inductive

In looking at the other end of the continuum there are th.se who
take the position that scientific discovery should proceed on the baais of
a precise description of what is rather than theoretical speculation
about what mignht he (e.g., Skinner, 1953). Those who adhere to this line
of thinking begin their scientific exploration by direct observation
and collection of raw data which is 3subjected to systematic analyses
for the testing of useful uniformities or lawful relations among the
events. It is through this process of,discoverins a fundamental tody
of empirical knowledge that the theoretician will be given scmething

abtout which to theori:ze. ,

10




Browning &

As for rebadilitation research with Tle DEotaLLy Detarded, CUossois
(1969) study is one of the fev LHvastigasiont Samed 55 S51s sodustive
approach., In essencs, he stulied the <t 37 slaging, cperast Cissrinmizs-
tion, and chaining as teghnigues Tor trassisg retavded youth o perfoT:
vork., These are principles dhased of operast Telavils wilick Das bees
formulated via the inductive approash.

There e An overvhelmingly large DRx of data w2isl tas Seun
collected from proghnostic studies (2 redsdilizatiac. 2 fadt, LiteTa.ly
hundreds of predictive and criteria varialies Zxve Deel [ovestigniel;
congequently, the prodiem i3 2Ot Ledessarily the 1alik 57 aata Wt

rather, "

veedies in the nees fOr & SYETEXRtis Sraszilatice o7 Iata...
|Cobb, 1969, p. 12]}."

Meyers (1965} in discussing proghostil TededlTR Ln Telalilitatics
atates:

«oo8 1lBCK Of systemasic thelry a3 dees Z.aTisg, T Jaltlvs o
be investigated have been selected on 1o empiriial and srwomAtic tasts.
Consequently, there exist a hodge-poige of R -gR SE-L % LA -5 A e~
between prognosis anc other factors .t Litt.2 yylematis o7 tleclelical
knowledge...[p. k1].

DiRenzo (1966) indicates thaz ATISAL LTITmASICS SAnSCT sTeaX

for itself and thus needs interpretation wiilis e Icotext o7 &

ne tALes tre Lnduotive anTroach

%

taeoretical orientation. The empiricis
in searching for knowledge does not TESesSATLLY 23T .ie the evesliss
importance of theory. Rather, fe merely sAys 24T thecTeltiial Cobstl
tion is premature without an existing Doly of falts »niil TenTesent Laws

and principles. Orly when a sulffilient Tmber o7 CRgervaticzns asi Talts

L]
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rowning 9

exiat in Trelation to s phenopena does theory come into play., It is at
this point, howvever, that theorizing takea on A role since acience seeks
o reduce the cestription and explanation of the phenomenon to the fawvest
esibie principles and lawy,

whether the raw data, vhich has been collected from predictive
stiudies with the mentally retarded, is ready for such interpretation is
opet o guesticn since readiness for theory-building via the inductive
apzroacsh Degins when the data represents some stability regarding
ecpirical relsationships hetween events. What seems to be needed at this
point i3 a systematic analysis of this mass of empirical information in
erder to deternmine its level of readiness or the degree of stability

tetweern independent (predictor) and dependent {criteria) variables.

SUMMARY

The writer attempted to convey the fact that only minimal consid-
ersticn has been given to the role of theory in progunostic research vith
e aduwlt retarded. This is especially surprising since the ultimate

;=y7Cse 27 theory is "explapation,” which implies the phenomenon at hand.

Seccndly, TWO approazhes to theory dbuilding were discussed and
resesarch exaxples provided for each., An attempt was made to stress the
need fer doth the inductive und deductive appruarh in rehabilitation
research with the retarded,

Since the goal of both celentific exploratory avenues is 10 eipleip
phenomena, it is hoped that favoratism was not given to one or the other.
Az Underwcod {1957) states:

!l
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Important discoveries nave been made and will continue to be made
by asking simple questions about the functioning of nature. Likewise,
important contributions have been made and will continue to be made by
theoreticians as they organize apparently diverse facts. The history of
sclence gives no basis for the disparsgement of either the systematic

empiricist or the theoretician at any stage in the development of a

‘gscience [p. 191).
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FCOTNOTES

1Prepuration of this paper was supported in part by Rehabilitation
Research and Training Center Grant RT-16 (C-L4) from the Social and
Rehabilitation Service, Department of Health, Education, and Welfare,

Washington, D. C., 20201.
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Figure 1

Figure 2

FIGURE CAPTIONS

A Schematic Representation of the Inductive and

Deductive Functions of Theory

Theory of Work Adjustment
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Figure 1. A Schematic Representation of the
Inductive and Deductive Functions
of Theory®

\ \ //

Theory Theory (improved)

Laws and ra:::\\‘

Theorems and Lawvs and facts
hypotheses (improved)
Raw data ﬁaw data

*Based on Carkhuff et al. (1967T).
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