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RRHABILITATION RESEARCH WITH THE ALLY

RETARDED: A CONSIDERATION FOR THEORY 1

Philip Browning

University of Oregon

One 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, sample selection,

research design, identification and quantification of predictor and

criterion variables, etc. (Hindle, 1962; Kolstoe & Shatter, 1961; Cobb

& Epir, 1966; Wolfensburger, 1967; Cobb, 1969; Butler & Brovning, in

preparation). The problems of research methodology have been brought to

our attention; however, 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 practically

all the studies have been theory free.

The purpose of this paper is to discuss theoretical considerations

as they relate to prognostic rehabilitation research with the mentally
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Browning 2

retarded. It is based on the premise that unt;1 serious attention is

given to such things as an attempt to develop a coherent body of know-

ledge, systematize independent and dependent 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

ways to view theory; nevertheless, for the intent of this paper the

following definition will suffice:

A theory is a set of interrelated constructs (concepts), defini-

tions, and propositions 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 can 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 the observer from being dazzled by the full-

blown complexity of natural or concrete events (pp. 13-14]. These three

functions are germane to the rehabilitation prognosis of the retarded.

5
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First, we are a long way from having investignAmd all the factors or

events related to their adjustment. In fact, one possible explanation

for the lack of stable empirical relationships between predictive and

criteria variables is that we have yet to observe what the relevant

variables are. A theory then may lead us to discover the critical

independent and dependent variables which have been previously overlooked.

Secondly, there is already 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 reauction 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

Insert Figure 1 About Here

theory from which systematic hypothetical deductions are made and tested

by experiment. The inductive approach differs in that the hypotheses

or propositions which are generated and tested are derived from relatively

stable empirical data which was originally collected in a heuristic and

exploratory fashion. tr
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If we are evz.r going to make "sense" ,)11,t cif the phenomena, the

rehabilitation of the mentally retarded, it seems necessary for

researchers to begin to make a comprehensive attempt in theory-building

by drawing both inductively from bodies of stable data, if there are any,

and deuucttvely from already existing formulations. The remainder of

the paper is devoted to a brief discussion of these two approaches as

they relate to prognostic rehabilitation research with the retarded.

PROGNOSIS /

Practically all of the studies on the prediction of personal,

social and vocational adjustment with the mentally retarded can be

characterized as atheoretical in nature. As well, only sparse attention

has been given to either of the mentioned approaches for systematic

theory-building.

Deductive

One reason that such limited attention has been given to theory

development via the deductive approach is that there is no logically

consistent unifying theory of rehabilitation (McDaniel, 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

general 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 will be unable to approach certain rehabilitation goals.
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However, the lack of any well formulatea theory of rehabilitation

does not excuse investigators from having given so little consideration

to theory development via this approach. For example, a major concen-

tration of predictive studies with the 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 (e.g., Borow, 1964; Holland,

1964; Roth et al., 1970) .

It seems imperative that we begin to give more consideration to

already existing theory when engaging in rehabilitation research with

the retarded. It would certainly assist the researcher in making one

or hl most important decisions, which is the determination of the

Factors to be investigated. Cobb (1969) discusses the importance of

theory as it relates to this problem of variable selection:

...predictors are in the nature of independent variables and

therefore may logically be any measures whatsoever which can show

a statistical relationship to a criterion variable. The investigator

can choose to explore anything that suits his fancy, and mar a test

has no better rationale than it "works" in the sense that a relationship

with a criterion or dependent variable can be shown at some acceptable

1,irel of probability. However, it is hardly economical research to

explore any and every possible variable at random, without some

theoretical basis for a reasonable hypothesis. What we are really

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

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

1'
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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

to the problem at hand (p. 11).

One of the few groups of investigators to look at the vocational

aspects of the 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,

which began in 1957, has beer the development of a theory of work

adjustment, particularly as it relates to the field of vocational

rehabilitation (see Figure 2 (Davie et al., 1964; Davis et al., 1968;

Laquist & Davis, 1969)). It is possible to state a number of formal

...
Insert Figure 2 About Here

propositions from this theory about work adjustment as a basis for

research. For example, Proposition II

Gatisfactoriness is a function of the correspondence between

an individual's abilities and the ability requirements of the work

environment, provided that the individual's needs correspond with the

reinforcer system of the work environment (Lofquist & Davis, 1969, p. 50).

Recent effort has been expended toward operationalising the major

theoretical constructs. As well, research attention is being given to

the usefulness of these measures with the mentally retarded (Davis et al.,

1967).
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The work adjustment theory has number of 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 (Davis at al., 1959; Betz et al., 1966; Dauppi & Weiss,

1967; Davis, 1967; Browning, 1969; Lofquist & Davis, 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 a summary to the deductive approach to theory-building, let us

address ourselves to the words of Barnhardt (1963):

Theories pursued as ends are verbalisms, but theories used as

techniques for the discovering and measurement of the variables relevant

and effective in the pursuit of worthy substantive goals are indispensable

to common practice (p. 44).

Inductive

In looking at the other end of the continuum there are tt:ise who

take the position that scientific discovery should proceed on the basis of

a precise description of what is rather than theoretical speculation

about what might be (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 subjected to systematic analyses

for the testing of useful uniformities or lawful relations among the

events. It is through this process of discovering a fundamental body

of empirical knowledge that the theoretician will be given something

about which to theorize.

10
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vast in relation to a phenamera does theory come into play. It is at

this point, however, that theorizing takes on a role since science seeks

to rtduce the ies,ription and explanation of the phenomenon to the fewest

polselble principles and laws.

Whether the raw data, which has been collected from predictive

studies with the mentally retarded, is ready for such interpretation is

open to rei.estion since readiness for theory-building via the inductive

roach begins when the data represents some stability regarding

ecv rical relet4ouships between events. What seems to be needed at this

point s a systematic analysis of this mass of empirical information in

order t: determine its level of readiness or the degree of stability

between 4ndependent (predictor) and dependent (criteria) variables.

SUMMARY

The writer attempted to convey the fact that only minimal consid-

emticn has been given to the role of theory in progmostic research with

the adult retarded. This is especially surprising since the ultimate

p...rpcse of theory is "explanation," which implies the phenomenon at hand.

Secondly, two approaches to theory building were discussed and

research examples provided for each. An attempt was made to stress the

need for both the inductive kInd deductive appruftrh in rehabilitation

researzn with the retarded.

'iince the goal of both scientific exploratory avenues is to ext.loin

peecomena, it is hoped that favoratism was not given to one or the other.

As Underwood (1.157) states:

12
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Important discoveries rove 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

science gives no basis for the disparagement of either the systematic

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

science [p. 191].



Browning

PCOTNOTES

11

1Preparation of this paper was supported in part by Rehabilitation

Research and Training Center Grant RT-16 (C-4) from the Social and

Rehabilitation Service, Department of Health, Education, and Welfare,

Washington, D. C., 20201.



Browning 12

n'FERENCES

Barnhart, G. R. Advances in rehabilitation research. Journal of

Rehabilitation, 1963, 24 (2), 42=44.

Betz, E., Weiss, D. J., Davis, R. V., England, G. W., & Lofquist, L. H.

Seven years of research on work adjustment. Minnesota studies in

vocational rehabilitation: XX, 1966.

Borow, H. An integral view of occupational theory and research. In

R. Borov (Ed.), Man in a world at work. Boston: Houghton Mifflin

Company, 1964.

Browning, P. Vocational evaluatioa for the mentally retarded. In

R. F. Heber, P. J. Flanigan, & W. S. Rybak (Eds.), Changing concepts

in mental retardation: Pre-vocational evaluation of the mentall

retarded. Madison, Wisconsin: Rehabilitation Research and Training

Center in Mental Retardation, Monograph II, 1969.

Butler, A. J., & Browning, P. Methodological issues in the prediction

of rehabilitation outcome of the mentally retarded. In H. J. Prelim

(Ed.), Strate ies for rehabilitation research with the retarded.

Eugene, Oregon: Rehabilitation Research and Training Center in

Mental Retardation, Monograph in progress.

Carkhuff, R. R., Alexik, M., & Anderson, S. Do we have a theory of

vocational choice? Personnel and Guidance Journal, 1967, 46, 335-345.

Cobb, H. V. The predictive assessment of the adult retarded for social

and vocational adjustment: Analysis of the literature. Vermillion,

South Dakota: Department of Psychology, University of South Dakota,

15



Browning 13

Final Report, Research Project RD-1624-F of the Social and Rehab-

ilitation Service, Department of Health, Education and Welfare,

Washington, D. C., 1969.

Cobb, H. V., & Epir, S. Predictive studies of vocational adjustment.

In S. G. DiMichael (Ed.), New vocational pathways for the mentall

retarded. Washington, D. C.: American Rehabilitation Counseling

Association Division of the American Personnel and Guidance

Association, 1966.

Crosson, J. E. A technicrie for programming sheltered workshop environ-

ments for traiutng severely retarded workers. American Journal of

Mental Deficiency, 1969, /2, 814-818.

Davis, R. V., England, G. W., & Lofquist, L. H. The application of

research results. Minnesota studies in vocational rehabilitation: IX,

1959.

Davis, R. V., England, G. W., & Lofquist, L. H. A theory of work adjust -

vent. Minnesota studies in vocational rehabilitation: XV, 1964.

Davis, R. V. The Minnesota studies in vocational rehabilitation.

Rehabilitation Counseling Bulletin,, 1967, 11, 1-10.

Davis, R. V., Logquist, L. H., & Weiss, D. J. Assessing the work person-

alities of mentally retarded adults. Research Project RD-2568-P

of the Social and Rehabilitation Service, Department of Health,

Education and Welfare, Washington, D. C.: July, 1967.

ramie, R. V., Lofquist, L. Ho, & Weiss, D. J. A theory of work adjust-

ment: A revision. Minnesota studies in vocational rehabilitation:

XXIII, 1968.

Jr

16



Browning 14

DiRenso, G. J. (Ed.), ConceT)ts theory, and e.xplanation in the behavioral

sciences. New York: Random House, 1966.

Hall, C. S., & Lindzey, G. Theories of personality. New York: John

Wiley & Sons, Inc., 1957.

Holland, J. L. Major programs of research on vocational behavior. In

H. Boron (Ed.), Man in a world at work. Boston! Houghton Mifflin

Company, .964.

Kauppi, D. R., & Weiss, D. J. The utility of the classification

"mentally retarded" in vocational psychology. Proceedings from the

75th Convention, American Psychological Association, 1967, 347-348.

Kerlinger, F. N. Foundations of behavioral research. New York: Holt,

Rinehart and Winston, Inc., 1964.

Kolatoe, 0. P., & 3:latter, A. J. Employability prediction for mentally

retarded adults: A methodological note. American Journal of Mental

Deficiency, 1961, 66, 287.289.

Lofquist, L. H., & Davis, R. V. Adjustment to work: A psychological

view of man's problems in a work-oriented society. New York:

Appleton-Century-Crofts, Educational Division, Meredith Corpora-

tion, 1969.

McDaniel, J. W. Rehabilitation research in state agencies. Rehabili-

tation Literature, 1965, a (3), 6640.

Malikin, D., & Rusalem, H. (Eds.), Vocational rehabilitation of the

disabled. New York: New York University Press, 1969.

Matlin, N., & Albizu-Miranda, C. The role of theory in vocational

rehabilitation. Journal of Rehabilitation, 1969,2i (6), 22-39.



Browning 15

Meyers, J. K. Consequences and prognoses of disability. In M. B.

Sussman (Ed.), galelogx,and rehabilitation. Washington, D. C.:

American Sociological Association, 1965.

Roth, H. M., Hershenson, D. B., is Hilliard, T. (Eds.), The psychology

of vocational development. Boston: Allyn and Bacon, Inc. 1970.

Skinner, B. F. Science and human behavior. New York: The The Press,

1953.

Underwood, B. J. Psychological research. New York: Appleton-Century-

Crofts, Inc., 1957.

Windle, C. Prognosis of mental subnormals. American Journal of Mental

Deficiency, Monograph Supplement, 1962, 66 (5).

Wolfensburger, W. Vocational preparation and occupation. In A. A.

Baumeister (Ed.), Mental retardation: Appraisal. education,

rehabilitation. Chicago: Aldine Publishing Company, 1967.



Browning

FIGURE CAPTIONS

Figure 1 A Schematic Representation of the Inductive and

Deductive Functions of Theory

Figure 2 Theory of Work Adjustment
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Figure 1. A Schematic Representation of the
Inductive and Deductive Functions
of Theory*

J
Theory Theory (improved)

Laws and facts Theorems and Laws and facts
hypotheses (improved)

Raw data

*Based on Carkhuff et al. (1967).

Raw data
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