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Abstract Dixon and colleagues (this issue), who support fac-
ulty research productivity as one measure of quality for grad-
uate training programs in applied behavior analysis, show that
the faculty members of many programs have limited research
track records. I provide some context for their findings by
discussing some of the many unanswered questions about
the role of research training for ABA practitioners.

Keywords Scientist-practitioner . Translation . Graduate
program evaluation

Professionals have long sought to prescribe the experiences
that novices must complete in order to participate in the pro-
fession. This tradition traces back at least to ancient Egypt,
where some of the first recorded craft guilds arose based on an
apprenticeship model (Brentano 1969). Using specialized
training as a mechanism of professional quality control thus
is a matter of long-standing custom that few readers will view
as controversial.

It is another thing entirely, however, to try to specify the
type of training that is (or should be) foundational to a given
profession, and such efforts can illuminate lines of disciplin-
ary fracture. In particular, there is a long history of friction
between sub-communities of scientists and practitioners with-
in various disciplines (e.g., Critchfield 2011a), and these
groups may have very different ideas about what counts as
foundational knowledge. In the 19th century Britain, for ex-
ample, the precursors of today’s fundamental chemists and
chemical engineers hotly debated the proper academic

curriculum for those whose work focused on chemical pro-
cesses (Bud and Roberts 1984). A similar debate, while hardly
new in applied behavior analysis (ABA), has been brought
into sharp focus by the rapid growth of certification in ABA
(e.g., Shook 1993) and public demand for professionals with
this credential.

The theme of the debate is as follows: Creating knowledge
through scientific investigation requires a distinct skill set. So
too does applying knowledge through practical interventions.
Intelligent people simply disagree about the relative impor-
tance of these skills in professional training. For example,
some behavior analysts believe that basic researchers need
learn only about basic science (leaving to others the process
of translation, in which scientific knowledge is applied to
advance clinical practice). Others assert that basic science of-
ten is better served by considering which fundamental pro-
cesses operate most profoundly in everyday circumstances
(e.g., Critchfield 2011b). More pertinent to the present discus-
sion, some behavior analysts believe that practitioners need to
master only a limited set of empirically vetted techniques in
order to create meaningful changes in the everyday world.
Others assert that practitioners should know about science
because it is a major driver of clinical innovation (e.g., see
Dixon et al. 2015).

Onto this proverbial hornet’s nest step Dixon and col-
leagues (Dixon et al. 2015, this issue) with an assessment of
the research climate in ABA graduate programs. Dixon and
colleagues advance two arguments. First, and more generally,
they assert that existing mechanisms of external graduate pro-
gram review, in particular the approval of course sequences by
the Behavior Analyst Certification Board® (BACB), may pro-
vide insufficient guidance to consumers who wish to distin-
guish among exemplary, adequate, and possibly inadequate
programs. Second, and more specifically, they maintain that
as a scientist-practitioner enterprise ABA depends on research
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to provide new ideas and on research-savvy practitioners to
translate these ideas into practical applications. According to
this logic, future practitioners require exposure to research
and, thus, assessments of research output by program faculty
may serve as one means by which consumers can distinguish
among the many existing ABA training programs.

The findings of Dixon and colleagues bear close inspection
because they paint a rather uninspiring picture of the research
culture in many ABA training programs. In evaluating this
outcome, it is tempting to quibble about levels of analysis.
For example, Dixon and colleagues focused on career-total
counts of publications, which reflect scholarly productivity,
rather than, say, citation impact, which is thought to reflect
scholarly influence. Even if productivity is the correct empha-
sis, however, no single measure of it tells all. Consider that
cumulative article counts conflate productivity with time spent
in the field (for those who do research, publication counts tend
to increase across years). Because many ABA graduate pro-
grams were established fairly recently, some of their faculty
may be relative newcomers whose low publication counts
speak more to youth rather than lack of engagement with
research. For such individuals, a more informative measure
might be publication rate (e.g., articles published per year).

Debating the best way tomeasure research productivity has
become a popular sport in academia (e.g., Nazaroff 2005;
Radicchi and Castellano 2011; Wootton 2013), but readers
of the Dixon and colleagues article who focus exclusively
on this issue will risk missing a crucial and obvious point:
No measure of research productivity can transform a person
who has not published into one who has. Regardless of how
one slices the data, therefore, it appears that students who
enter an ABA graduate program may be mentored by individ-
uals with little to no track record of publishing scholarly
research . This conclusion is straightforward and
unambiguous.

Genuine Ambiguities

Far less definitive are the potential implications of this finding,
entangled as they are with a host of mostly unanswered ques-
tions that our field ought to be discussing more systematically
than seems to be the case. For starters, on an objective basis,
just how important is research training to practitioners? Dixon
and colleagues appear to take as a given that the answer is
Bvery,^ but if they are wrong their findings have little bearing
on the process of identifying high-quality practitioner training
programs. Many opinions have been expressed about the role
of research experience in practitioner training, but presumably
our field can do more than simply opine. Studies can be con-
ducted on how research training influences ABA practitioner
performance, but unfortunately such investigations currently
are in short supply.

Also typically missing from discussions about ABA train-
ing is reference to the experiences of other fields with con-
cerns similar to ours. For example, since approximately the
1960s, many medical care responsibilities have been trans-
ferred from physicians, who possess advanced academic cre-
dentials, to nurse practitioners and physician assistants, who
receive considerably less training (Jones 2007). Howmuch do
these individuals learn about the process of conducting re-
search? How often are they taught by individuals with active
research programs? Do these factors affect their performance
in practice settings? It seems only reasonable that our field
should learn from the successes and failures of other
disciplines.

When we suggest that research training is valuable to prac-
titioners, exactly what benefits do we expect it to promote? As
Dixon and colleagues indicate, possibilities include
conducting independent research, critically consuming re-
search literature with an eye toward deriving clinical insights,
and applying critical thinking and data-based decision making
to practical problems. These are all valid goals, but experi-
ences of other fields suggest that at least some of them may
be unrealistic in part because contingencies of survival in
practice settings tend not to maintain research repertoires de-
veloped during graduate training (e.g., Critchfield 2011a; Par-
ker and Detterman 1988). Here, the field of clinical psychol-
ogy provides a cautionary tale that behavior analysts should
not ignore. In 1949, at a conference in Boulder, CO, leaders of
that field laid out a training model in which practitioners
would be steeped in the process of science, which in turn
would allow them to critically evaluate others’ research for
translational insights and to conduct their own clinical re-
search. The resulting BBoulder Model^ of scientist-
practitioner graduate training greatly influenced the American
Psychological Association’s standards for accreditation of
clinical doctoral programs (Barlow et al. 1984; Cautin and
Baker 2014). Yet after decades of this form of accountability,
many contemporary observers regard the BoulderModel as an
unrealized ideal because most practicing clinicians do not
conduct independent research (e.g., Parker and Detterman
1988; Zachar and Leong 2000) and large numbers of clini-
cians endorse practices that research does not support (e.g.,
Patihis et al. 2014). If other fields have struggled to establish
durable science-related repertoires through doctoral training,
what are the odds that this can be accomplished in ABA at the
masters level where most graduate training is concentrated?
The answer may depend in part on the specific professional
repertoires under discussion, but we currently know little
about which repertoires are affected by which graduate train-
ing experiences.

Assuming that practitioners really need to know about re-
search, to what extent does faculty productivity influence the
quality of student research training? For example, how much
faculty research output is Benough^ to assure that students
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receive a valid training experience? I am aware of no objective
standards for this, although common sense applies to some
degree. For example, a faculty member who conducts no re-
search may find it difficult to provide students with credible
research experiences. But is there any reason to distinguish
between faculty members who produce research at modest
versus exceptional paces? A guiding assumption of faculty
productivity rankings would appear to be that more publishing
always is better, although Dixon and colleagues responsibly
acknowledge that other relationships are possible—for in-
stance, perhaps the most productive researchers are too busy
with research to invest much in student development. It re-
mains unclear, therefore, precisely how faculty research pro-
ductivity ought to be applied as a metric of graduate program
quality.

Even if practitioner research training matters, it is unclear
whether this training is by itself sufficient to promote the clin-
ical innovation that we may hope practitioners will exhibit. As
generations of basic researchers have demonstrated, simply
conducting research does not assure that research findings will
be connected with relevant practical problems (e.g.,
Critchfield 2011b; Mace and Critchfield 2010; Poling 2010).
It is possible, therefore, that deriving research-based clinical
insights may require three separately acquired repertoires rath-
er than two: one concerning science, one concerning practice,
and one concerning the process of deriving science-practice
connections (e.g., Dixon et al. 2015; Critchfield and Reed
2005). How should graduate training be structured to develop
this third, translational repertoire?

Perhaps most importantly, if faculty research productivity
matters in practitioner training, and if many faculty members
conduct little research, what is to be done about this? As the
old saying goes, the first step toward change is admitting that
that one has a problem, and the data of Dixon and colleagues
indeed suggest that ABA may have a problem. Yet the data
only define this problem. They do not indicate why it occurs
or how it should be solved, and simple solutions are unlikely
to be forthcoming.

One possibility is that external agencies like BACB and
Association for Behavior Analysis International (ABAI) can
hold training programs to a higher standard by linking their
endorsements to research productivity. The plausibility of this
making any difference depends on how much institutions val-
ue external endorsement in the first place, and what resources
are required to obtain it (e.g., research requires time, money,
and other forms of support that not all institutions offering
ABA graduate training may be willing or able to provide). It
remains unclear, therefore, just how much leverage agencies
like BACB and ABAI actually have in promoting research
productivity, although I suspect Dixon and colleagues would
argue that we will never know for sure until research produc-
tivity becomes a more central part of the external endorsement
process.

A Continuing Conversation

As should now be evident, the report by Dixon and colleagues
raises more questions than it answers, and for this reason, peer
reviewers disagreed about its suitability for publication. As
action editor, I chose to accept the article because of its poten-
tial to stimulate a thoughtful discussion about what we, as a
discipline, expect from external program-review mechanisms,
particularly with respect to the role of science training for
practitioners. If the published article seems light on discussion
of implications, that is because during the revision process, I
counseled Dixon and colleagues to present their data with
minimal commentary in order to allow readers to draw inde-
pendent conclusions.

Some of those reader reactions, in the form of invited ex-
pert commentaries, will be published in a future issue of Be-
havior Analysis in Practice; Dixon and colleagues will also
have the opportunity to respond. In the meantime, I encourage
interested stakeholders to use organization publications, pro-
fessional meetings, and discussions with each other and with
representatives of evaluating agencies to take up the important
conversation about what constitutes high-quality training in
ABA.Most particularly, I encourage readers to follow the lead
of Dixon and colleagues by submitting to Behavior Analysis
in Practice their own manuscripts that provide a scholarly
appraisal of issues relevant to the training of ABA
practitioners.
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