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Article Summary: Evaluation of a Sexual Abuse Prevention Program For Adults with Mental Retardation (JABA, 1998)
Purpose of Study and Methods
      Some types of assessment may fail to give accurate results on training effectiveness;  the authors in this article  specifically examine the difficulties of assessing generalization of skills.  They maintain that in past, studies assessing effectiveness of programs teaching sexual abuse prevention may have not taken into account failure to generalize.  They therefore designed a study similar to other behavioral studies done in the past which taught and evaluated abuse prevention skills.  In the current  study  four types of measure (knowledge, verbal report, role play and naturalistic probes) were used, the authors hypothesis being that the four types of measures would yield different results, specifically that failure to generalize would be demostrated in  "role play" and "naturalistic probes."

    The underlying premise in the  article is that failure to assess properly can  give slanted and\or incomplete feedback.  The particular example chosen for  study, is assessment in sexual abuse prevention training.  The authors chose this particular subject because  rates of sexual abuse are very high, retarded people are particularly vulnerable, and in the past there have been very few programs attempting to teach retarded individuals to protect themselves  (and the authors suspect that the few programs which have been attempted  did not properly assess for generalization.)  The program itself  relies heavily on behavioral methods of training and data organization. 

    The program, training and assessment was carried out as follows: six adult women, functioning in the mild-moderate range of retardation were chosen to participate.  The goal of the the training (target response) was that in response to an abusive lure by caregivers, participants  would  demonstrate the following three-part response ; they would verbally refuse the lure, would leave the area, and would report the incident.  This response was the criteria during assessments.  Zero to four points were awarded; zero for verbally agreeing to engage in sexual  behavior, one point for not actively refusing but also not complying, two for either saying no or leaving, three for saying no and leaving, and four points for meeting all three parts - saying no, leaving, and reporting the incident.  

    The study was designed with a pretest (providing a baseline score), followed by intervention training and then a post test.  Behavior was scored according to the system described above.  Assessment was done in four areas: knowlege (of what constitues appropriate/inappropiate behavior), verbal report (what-if scenarios were described and the subject was asked how she ought to respond), role playing ( imaginary scenarios were played out with a male trainer presenting a lure) , and naturalistic probes (as opposed to the role playing, here the subject did not know she was being evaluated.  She was approached by an unknown male in a natural setting. The mail trainer would present a lure and the response would be recorded).

    The training itself was broken down into five sessions, (including both  verbal instruction and role-play practice), and employed behavioral devices.  Participants would rehearse the  three-component target response (refuse, leave, report) and receive either praise or corrective feedback on their performance.  After responding to a role-play lure, participants would receive a card  reading "no," "get away," and "tell."  She would put a checkmark under which ever of the componants she had successfully demonstrated.  Positive reinforcement was used in other areas of the training as well.  The subjects were asked to view role-play scenarios and to describe the situation as ok behavior or sexual behavior.  The subjects checked off on handouts their correct responses and could then trade in every five handouts for a McDonalds gift certificate.  Sometimes prompts were used to help a subject reach the targeted responce.  One participant for instance learned to say "no" but then failed to leave the area.  In this situation the staff would intervene with a time-delay procedure, giving the prompt "go" if  five seconds after responding "no" the participant hadn't left the room.  Another subject, with limited verbal skills, learned to say "no" and to leave the area, but had difficulty reporting the incident.  She was given a visual prompt, in the form of a statement on a piece of paper which she could then read in order to report the incident.  Use of this prompt was gradually faded.

Results
    The results show an overall improvement in scores measuring sexual abuse prevention knowledge and skills. Mean baseline scores were 1.6 on verbal report, 1.2 on role-play, and 1.2 on naturalistic probe (these measures were taken on a four point scale) The highest overall score for any one participant was 2.0.  The knowlege section was measured differently, in terms of a total of correct or incorrect response.  Average pretest score was 67%.

    Immediate post-testing showed a rise in scores.  Average posttest on the knowledge section rose to 84%.  All participants except one reached criterion performance (four points) on verbal report and role-play measurements.  As suspected by the authors, none reached criterion performance on the naturalistic probes and only three showed partial improvement.  

    Measures were also taken at a one month follow-up.  At this point some of the scores dropped.  As in the first posttest, five out of six participants showed criterion performance on roleplay assessment, but only one participant maintained the criterion response on the verbal report score. The authors attribute this difference in scores to a discrepancy between the types of scenarios used during "verbal report" and "roleplay."  Low performance on the naturalistic probes remained constant .   

Conclusions and Implications        

    Conclusions can be drawn from several  areas of the article, from the evalauation of assessment methods , from the particular subject chosen to be taught - sexual abuse prevention, and from the behavioral methods used in the training.

Assessment   

     In the beginning of the article, the authors raise suspicions as to the nature of some  assessments and the feedback they give.  And indeed the results show that naturalistic probes  reveal failure in generalization, while other  other types of assessments do not; they simply reveal whether or not  a skill was mastered in  a particular context.  Here, the implications are two-fold, first programs may sometimes be evaluated as more effective then they really are,  and  second, there is a  need to improve the types of training methods employed in order to reach the goal of generalization.  The authors suggest that the multiple-assessment model be used in assessing the validity of future training programs for abuse prevention.  They also examine some of the causes of generalization failure, and make suggestions for improving future programs.  Using a variety of adults in the role-play situations, the authors contend, might increase the possibility that in a naturalistic setting  the target response will also be demonstrated.  In the current study, they believe that use of the learned skills was under the stimulus-control of the presence of the few  familiar male trainers who participated in the training sessions. These are important points  for teachers in a variety of  fields; assessment needs to cover all the relevent bases.  The wider the context in which the skill must be demonstrated, the wider the assessment should be, and of course the skill itself should be taught is as many situations as possible in order to enhance the possibility of generalization.  

Behavioral Methods

     This article demonstrates that there are a  variety of situations in which behavioral devices  can be effectively used.  Many teachers use reinforcements when dealing with behavioral problems.  This article provides an example of  the use of positive reinforcements as well as rehearsal, modeling and prompts, as devices for teaching a new skill - in this case a very complex one.  Another  aspect of the devices chosen, is that they were all "positive;" only positive reinforcements and corrective feedback were used.  Overall, the participants -who after the program were asked to give feedback - said that they liked the program very much and were glad they had participated.   This study showed that behavioral methods can help increase learning and enjoyment.     

Teaching Sexual Abuse Prevention Skills to Retarded Individuals    

   Another important topic in this article is the subject itself.  Can sexual abuse prevention skills be taught to retarded individuals?  Should they be?  In the introduction to the article the authors emphasized the acuteness of the  problem of sexual abuse and the particular vulnerability of retarded persons.  The results of the study demonstrate at least a start in the successful  teaching of self-protection skills.  Throughout the article many ethical dilemnas are also raised.  Would the training program raise the level of fear in the participants?  Was it correct that in the course of the naturalistic probes and role play,  the subjects would actually be approached, the trainer would attempt to lure her and even initiate bribes or threats?  The authors obviously wrestled with these questions, and decided that with the abstraction and generalization problems common to the population of retarded individuals, making the training any less concrete and realistic would render it ineffective.  The results showed that they were correct; despite their efforts in fact,  the subjects had difficulty with generalization. It is important to note that the authors did not rely soly upon their  own thoughts and opinions.  In  the "social validity" section of the article they describe the procedures they went through to make sure their program was safe and not causing unexpected problems. Staff members who worked with the participants filled out questionaires before and after the program in order to compare levels of fear or concern relating to sexual abuse, and to record any changes is behavior.  No significant changes due to the program were noted. One change  noted was in relation to an incident that had coincidentally occured during the time period of the training.  One participant who became more fearful had actually been assaulted   - and had successfully reported the incident.  This anecdote serves to underline the importance of abuse prevention programs, and their potential for success.

