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GROUP PARENT TRAINING USING REFLECTIVE
COUNSELLING AND BEHAVIOURAL TRAINING
PROCEDURES

Garry Hornby

introduction

Parents of mentally handicapped
children are widely acknowledged to
benefit from counselling and guidance
(Hornby, 1991; Seligman, 1991). Counsel-
ling is considered to facilitate parents'
adaptation to their handicapped children
and guidance is considered to assist them
to cope with the learning and behavioural
difficulties exhibited by their children.
Professionals have attempted to meet
these parents' needs through the provi-
sion of individual counselling (Stewart,
1986; Webster, 1977), group counseiling
{Seligman, 1990), individual parent train-
ing (Barna et al., 1980) and group parent
training (Homby and Singh, 1984).
____In group training with other parents
of mentally handicapped children it is
often easier for a parent to reveal prob-
lems and concerns than in individual
counselling sessions. According to Kroth
(1985) the sharing of problems and feel-
ings with others in a similar situation
decreases parents' feelings of isolation.
The group also provides models for, and
the opportunity to practice, the expres-
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sion of feelings and the ability to listen
empathically to others. Parents experi-
ence mutual support from group mem-
bers which increases their self-confidence
and makes them more responsive to
changing their attitudes and learning new
skills. In a group parents are exposed to
a wider range of learning and manage-
ment problems, and procedures used to
deal with them, than they would experi-
ence in individual parent training. In
addition, the group is a source of ideas
for potential reinforcers and of motiva-
tion for parents to implement suggested
treatment programmes (Seligman, 1990).

Group work with parents of men-
tally handicapped children has generally
employed approaches similar to those
used with other groups of parents, that is,
either reflective or behavioural training
approaches (Tavormina, 1974}. The re-
flective approach focuses on the parents'
emotional needs. Parents are encouraged
to express and resolve their feelings
towards their children and improve the
parent-child relationship. In contrast, the
behavioural approach focuses on teach-
ing parents more effective ways of
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handling their children's behavioural
and learning difficulties through using
behaviour management techniques.

Reviews of studies with parents of
mentally handicapped children suggest
that both reflective and behavioural
approaches have proved beneficial
(Hornby and Singh, 1982; 1983). In a
study which compared the effectiveness
of the two approaches with such parents,
Tavormina (1975) reported positive out-
comes for both reflective and behavioural
training groups and suggested that a
combination of both approaches may
provide the most useful format. Subse-
quent studies with parents of mentally
handicapped children have reported
positive outcomes when aspects of the
two approaches have been combined
(Attwood, 1977, 1979; Tavormina ef al,
1976). However, these studies did not
experimentally evaluate the effectiveness
of the combined approach.

The present study extends previous
research by evaluating the effectiveness
of a parent training programme which
included reflective counselling and be-
havioural training procedures. A pre and
post test research design with a
no-treatment control group was em-
ployed. Effects of training were assessed
using a battery of measures.

Method
Subjects

Subjects were 30 parents (24 moth-
ers and 6 fathers) of mentally handi-
capped children attending one of two
special schools in Auckland, New Zea-
land. The parents' ages ranged from 27 to
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54 years, with a mean of 40 years. The
length of formal education (including
primary and secondary schooling) which
they had undertaken ranged from 10 to
18 years, with a mean of 12 years. The
children's ages ranged from 5 to 18 years
with a mean of 10.6 years. Their I scores
(on the Stanford-Binet Scale) ranged from
30 to 55 with a mean of 40. All children
lived at home with their parents.

Subjects were recruited by means of
newsletters sent home by the school
headteachers. Each school had a roll of
approximately 50 children at the time of
the study. Twenty-three parents of chil-
dren attending one school and 20 parents
of children attending another school
responded, expressing an interest in at-
tending a parent training programme.
The final sample of 30 parents consisted
of the 17 parents from the first school and
the 13 parents from the second school
who completed all of the measures used
at both pre and post assessments.

Procedure

All subjects were mailed copies of
three gquestionnaires (Behaviour Check-
list, Vignette Test and Hereford Parent
Attitude Survey) together with a
stamped addressed envelope approxi-
mately one month before the parent
training programme began. Parents from
one special school were assigned to the
treatment group with parents from the
other special school assigned to a wait-
ing-list contro] group. A statistical com-
parison of the treatment and control
groups indicated that there were no sig-
nificant differences between the two




groups with regard to parents' ages,
length of education or their children’s
ages and [Qs.

The treatment group parents then
received a series of eight, weekly, two-
hour, group training sessions, held in the
evening at the special school concerned.
During the course of the sessions, exist-
ing services continued as before. That is,
the children continued with their day-to-
day school programme and with any
‘medication they were taking, Also, par-
ents continued to draw on other profes-
sional services as they saw fit. No home
visits were made by either the group
leaders or the staff of the special school,
apart from those which would have been
made in the normal functioning of the
school.

At the end of the eighth session
the treatment group parents were
given copies of the Behaviour Checklist,
Vignette Test, Hereford Parent Attitude
Survey and a Post-Programme Question-
naire to complete and return by mail.
Separate envelopes were used for the
Port-Programme Questionnaires so that
they could be returned anonymously.

_Control group parents were mailed cop-
ies of the Behaviour Checklist, Vignette
Test and Hereford Parent Attitude Sur-
vey along with stamped addressed enve-
lopes for their return. At the completion
of the study parents in the control group
were offered the opportunity of attending
a similar parent training programme.

Measures

A range of outcome measures were
employed. These were selected to assess

81

the changes expected to occur following
a programme including aspects of both
reflective counselling and behavioural
training,

Knowledge of behavioural principles.
The Vignette Test was designed to meas-
ure parents' knowledge of behavioural
principles, The instrument used was
adapted from that developed by Heifetz
(1977) in order to be more suitable for
parents of school-aged mentally handi-
capped children. The Vignette Test pro-
vides a measure of parents' ability to
apply behavioural principles and tech-
niques to written problems involving
menttally handicapped children. The 20,
five-option, multi-choice questions cover
a range of behavioural principles and
techniques, including: positive reinforce-
ment, punishment, shaping, extinction,
time-out, satiation, overcorrection and
stimulus control.

© Behaviour change. A behavioural
checklist was developed specifically for
this study in order to measure parents'
perceptions of their mentally handi-
capped children's behaviour in the fol-
lowing areas: problem behaviours, learn-
ing difficulties and difficult situations.
Thirty-four items are rated on a three
point scale: no problem, slight problem or
serious problem.

Attitude change. The Hereford Par-
ent Attitude Survey (Hereford, 1963) was
used to measure changes in attitude to
child rearing. [t consists of 77 items
which are rated on a five point scale from
strongly agree to strongly disagree. The
five subscales are considered to measure
confidence, acceptance, causation, mu-
tual understanding and mutual trust. The



overall score is reported to provide a
measure of parents' attitudes toward
child rearing in general.

Parents' own evaluation. A post-
programme questionnaire was included
to provide a measure of parents’ evalu-
ation of the programme in meeting their
needs. A modified version of the ques-
tionnaire developed by Palterson and
Reid (1973) was used. The questionnaire
consisted of six open-ended questions
and three multi-choice questions.

Attendance. A check of parents' at-
tendance was made at the end of each
sessjon.

The Training Programme

The parent training programme
consisted of a series of eight, two-hour
group sessions held weekly. The content
ot the sessions was a combinationt of a
lecture and discussion format (see
Hornby and Murray, 1983). Brief lectures
were used to teach parents behavioural
principles and techniques. Small group
discussions were used to encourage
parents to express concerns regarding
their mentally handicapped children and
to teach them the application of behav-
ioural techniques to specific problems
which their children presented.

The content of the brief lectures
included techniques to increase
appropriate behaviour such as positive
reinforcement, modelling, shaping,
stimulus control, Premack’s principle,
negative reinforcement and contingency
contracting. Also included were tech-
niques to decrease inappropriate behav-
jour such as extinction, time out,
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punishment, overcorrection, satiation
and differential reinforcement.

The small group discussions in-
volved approximately ten parents, a
leader, a co-leader and two teachers from
the special school concerned. The ap-
proach used by leaders to guide the dis-
cussions involved a combination of re-
flective and behavioural techniques.
Reflective techniques were employed to
facilitate open discussion of parents'
problems, concerns and feelings. Behav-
ioural techniques were used to teach
parents to apply behavioural principles to
the specific management problems and
learning difficulties which their children
presented. The reflective techniques in-
cluded reflection, universalising, linking,
self-disclosure, summarising and struc-
turing. The behavioural techniques
included problem specification, task set-
tihg, feedback, role-playing and home-
work assignments on behavioural obser-
vations and modification (see Hornby
and Murray, 1983, for further elaboration
of these techniques).

Leaders

The group counselling sessions
were led by two educational psycholo-
gists. Both had completed masters level
courses in counselling, behaviour
analysis and atypical children, and had
previous experience in leading groups
with parents of mentally handicapped
children. In addition, two other educa-
tional psychologists attended most ses-
sions. When present, they acted as
co-leaders when parents were divided
into small groups for discussion. The co-
leaders concerned themselves with the



TABLE |
Results on the Guestionnaire Measures

MEASURES TREATMENT GROUP CONTROL GROUP
(n=17) n=13)

Pre- Post- Pre- Post-
{Mean Scores) test test t test test t
Hereford Parent
Allitude Survey 36.94 4423 2.01 28.36 33,33 1.77
Behaviour Chechlist 49.58 46,64 1.91 46.76 48.53 0.68
Vignette Test 10.23 12.41 3.22¢ 10.00 9.92 0.20
* p<0.01

group dynamics and parents' non-verbal
behaviour. They brought to the leaders
attention any points which were missed
or parents who wanted to express some-
thing but had been overlooked. The co-
leaders met with the leaders once a week
and discussed issues arising from the
previous session and planned for the next
session.

On average, four teachers from the
special school attended each session.
During smail-group discussions they
were able to contribute from their know!-
edge of the children's behaviour at
school. In addition, they were responsible
for follow-up activities at the completion
of the training programme. In the month
before the parent training programme
began, the leaders conducted three one-
hour sessions with all the teachers during
which they explained the rationale and
objectives of the programme and the
format of the training sessions.
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Results

TABLE I presents the results from
the Hereford Parent Attitude Survey, Be-
haviour Checklist and the Vignette Test.
On the Hereford Parent Attitude Survey,
the change in overall score of the treat-
ment group between pre-training and
post-training was not statistically signifi-
cant. On the behaviour checklist, there
was a decrease hetween pre-training and
post-training in the overall mean score of
the treatment group, but this was not sta-
tistically significant. However, there was
a statistically significant increase in the
Vignette Test scores of the treatment
group from pre-training to post-training.
No significant changes were found, be-
tween pre-training and post-training, in
the scores of the control group parents on
all three measures.

Parents' responses on the post-
programme questionnaire showed that



91 percent considered the training pro-
gramme to be helpful, 54 percent consid-
ered their children's behaviour had
improved, and 63 percent reported feel-
ing more able to cope with their children
as a consequence of attending the pro-
gramme.

Several common themes emerged
from the parents' responses to the open-
ended questions on the post-programme
questionnaire. A majority (83%) made
statemnents related to the beneficial effects
of being in the group, 75 percent stated
that they had found it helpful to talk with
other parents who had similar problems
and concerns, and 42 percent reported
that they appreciated the opportunity to
express their feelings and discuss their
problems. A small number (33%) also
appreciated the empathic understanding
from the other parents. The mean overall
attendance at the training programme
wads 78 percent.

Piscussion

The results showed that following
the parent training programme treatment
group parents had significantly increased
their scores on the Vignette Test indicat-
ing that they had improved in their abil-
ity to apply behavioural principles to
written problems involving mentally
handicapped children. There had been no
change on this measure for control group
parents. An analysis of results on the
Behaviour Checklist and Hereford Parent
Attitude Survey indicated that there were
no significant changes on these measures
for either treatment or control group
parents.

Within the constraints of the
present study, it was not possible to
assess whether parents had actually used
their newly-acquired knowledge of
behavioural principles in their home
environment, or whether their children's
behaviour had actually improved. In
order to investigate these changes it
would be necessary te conduct a series of
home observations before, during and
after implementing a parent training
programme. Such observations would
need to be repeated at regular intervals
following the parent training programme
to assess maintenance of changed parent
and child behaviour. Ideally, future
research should incorporate such
procedures.

With regard to consumer satisfac-
tion, a majority of parents rated the pro-
gramme highly and found it of value in
caring for their mentally handicapped
child. In addition, the attendance rate for
the programme compared favourably
with that obtained in other studies (e.g.,
Attwood, 1979). This suggests that par-
ents had found the programme to be
useful enough to keep attending.

It is interesting that, while 54% of
parents reported, on the post-programme
questionnaire, that their children's behav-
iour had improved, the overall decrease
in scores on the behaviour checklist was
not statistically significant. There are two
possible explanations for this apparently.
contradictory finding. First, that although
the children's behaviour had not
changed, parents' perceptions of this had
changed. Perhaps parents had become
more tolerant or less concerned about
certain behaviours. The second possible



explanation is that the behaviour check-
list was not sufficiently sensitive to
changes in the children's behaviour. It is
therefore suggested that future studies
should focus on specific behaviours of
concern to parents rather than the general
measure of problem behaviours which
was used in this study.

The fact that there was no
change in parents' attitudes is perhaps
not surprising given that the intervention
was carried out over a period of only
eight weeks. However, it is considered
that a greater likelihood of detecting
changes in parents' attitudes would be
achieved in future studies through the
use of an attitude scale which focused
more specifically on parents' attitudes to
their handicapped children such as that
devised by Judson and Burden (1980).

Finally, it is suggested that this
project should be considered to be a pilot
study which demonstrates the feasibility
of combining reflective counselling and
behavioural training procedures within a
group programme to meet some of the
needs of parents with mentally handi-
capped children. This approach appears
to provide professionals with the frame-
work of a group parent programme
which could usefully complement exist-
ing services providing individual coun-
selling or parent training. The findings of
this study suggest that further research
and development of such parent pro-
grammes is justified.

Summary

Seventeen parents of mentally
handicapped children patticipated in an
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eight-week parent training programme
designed to teach them behavioural prin-
ciples in order to change the behaviour of
their children. A pre and post test control
group research design was used to evalu-
ate the outcome of the programme which
involved a combination of reflective and
behavioural procedures. Assessment
batteries were administered prior to and
at completion of the programme. Results
indicate that the parents improved their
knowledge of behavioural principles but
did not perceive any improvement in
their children's behaviour or change their
attitudes to child rearing. Responses to
the post-programme questionnaire indi-
cated that a majority of the parents con-
sidered the programme to have been
helpful. Areas for further research and
implications for practitioners are dis-
cussed.

Acknowledgements

The author would like to thank
Hans Everts, Dorothy Howie, Ray Mur-
ray, Georgia Jensen-Procter and Tony
White for their assistance.

References

Attwaod, T. {1977). The Priory parents workshop.
Child: Care, Health and Development, 3, 81-91.

Attwood, T. (1979). The Croydon workshop for
the parents of severely handicapped school
age children. Child: Care, Health and Develop-
ment, 5, 177-188.

Batna, S, Bidder, R. T., Gray, O. P., Clements, J.
and Gardner, S. (1980). The progress of devel-
opmentally delayed pre-school children in a
home training scheme. Child: Care, Health and
Developnient, 6, 157-164.



Judson, S. L. and Burden, R. L. (1980). Towards a
tailored measure of parental attitudes: An ap-
proach to the evaluation of one aspect of inter-
vention projects with parents of handicapped
children. Child: Care, Health and Development, 6,
47-55.

Heifetz, L. ]. (1977). Behavioural training for par-
enls of retarded children: Alternative formats
based on lraining manuals. American Journal of
Mental Deficiency, 82, 194-203.

Hereford, C. F. (1963). Changing parental attitudes
through group discussion. Austin: University of
Texas Press.

Homby, G. (1991). Counselling family members
of people with disabilities. In R, Brown and 5,
Robertson (eds.) Rehabilitation Counselling.
London: Chapman and Hall.

Hornby, G. and Murray, R. {1983). Group pro-
grammes for parents of children with various
handicaps. Child: Care, Health and Development,
9, 185-198.

Homby, G, and Singh, N. N. (1982), Reflective
group counselling for parents of mentally re-
tarded children. British Journal of Mental Sub-
normalily, 28, 71-76.

Horby, G. and Bingh, N. N. (1984). Behavioural
group lraining with parents of mentally re-
tarded children. Journal of Menial Deficiency Re-
search, 28, 43-52.

Homby, G. and Singh, N. N. (1983). Group train-
ing for parents of mentally retarded children:
A review and methodological analysis. Child:
Care, Henlth and Development, 9, 199-213.

Kroth, R. L. {1985). Communication with Parents of
Exceptionnl Children (Second Edition). Denver:

Love.

Patterson, G. R. and Reid, J. B. (1973), Interven-
tion for families of aggressive boys: A replica-
tion sludy. Behaviour Research and Therapy, 11,
383-394.

Seligman, M. (1990). Group approaches for par-
ents of children with disabilities. In M. Selig-
man and L. E. Marshak (eds.) Group Psycho-
therapy. Boston: Allyn and Bacon.

Seligman, M. (1991). The Family with a Handi-
capped Child (Second Edition). Boston: Allyn and
Bacon.

86

Stewart, J. (1986). Counselling Parents of Exceptional
Children (Second Edition). Columbus, OH:
Charles E. Merrill.

Tavormina, J. B. (1974). Basic models of parent
counselling: A critical review. Psychological
Builetin, 8. 827-835.

Tavormina, J. B. (1975). Relative effectiveness of
behavioural and reflective group counselling
with parents of mentally retarded children.
Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 43,
22-31.

Tavormina, J. B., Hampson, R. B. and Luscomb,
R. (1976). Participant evaluations of the effec-

tiveness of their parent counselling groups.
Mental Retardation, 14, 8-9.




