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A Rapid Method. of Teaching Profoundly Retarded
Persons to Dress by a Reinforcement • Guidance Method 1
ABSTRACl". Dressing and undressing is a major problem for the. adult profoundly retarded person. A new program was developed that included lengthy and intensive
training sessions, a forward sequence of steps rather than
backward chaining, graduated and intermittent manual
guidance, continuous tlllldng and praising, graduated sized
clothing. and an emphasis on reinforcers natural to dresslDg. The seven profoundly retarded adults who received
the dressing training learned to dress "and undress themselves in an average of 12 hours distributed over 3 or 4
training days.

Introduction
Normal non-retarded children learn to dress
with no special training, but profoundly retarded
persons often have not learned the minimal dressing skills even as adults.
Behavior modification programs, such as
Bensberg's {1965} early efforts, had offered hope
that profoundly retarded persons could ~e taught
to dress. Although these new procedures appeared
effective for higher level persons, the evidence has
been that little or no success occurs for the profoundly retarded. Minge and Ball (1967), in training six profoundly re~arded girls for 30 training
hours, found some improvement In undressing but
virtually no improvement in dressing. Horner
{1970) provided dressing training to 83 severely
and profoundly retarded persons and fo•md that
about one~third could not be trained The •lthers
required an average of 70 sessions. Ball, Seri, · and
Payne {1971} found only slight improvement in
the dressing skills of retarded boys after 90 days of
training. Watson {1972) estimated that 8 to 12
months would be required to teach the profoundly
retarded. ln summary, the evidence indicates that
the new behavior modification procedures have
been of value, but have not been substantially suc·
cessful in teaching dressing to the profoundly retarded, even after many months of training.
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Several reinforcement procedures for teaching
dressing skills have been described in detail and in
overall rationale (Bensberg, Colwell & Cassell,
1965; Breland, 1965;. Minge & Ball, 1967;
Bensberg & Slominski, 1965; Ball, Serle & Payne,
1971; Homer, 1970; Watson, 1972). Almost all of
these reports have the following procedures in
common: Food snacks or praise serve as the reinforcers; reinforcement is given at the completion
of the act of taking off or putting on a specific
garment; an instruction is given to start each trial
for a given garment; ..backward chaining" is used
for each garment whereby the Instructor himself
puts on or takes off the garment almost entirely,
allowing the student to complete only the final
portion; the student learns to deal with one article
of clothing before proceeding to the next; finally,
the instructor fades out the instructions and the
reinforcers. Brief training sessions of about 1S
minutes duration are used over a period of many
weeks or months.
The present study designed and evaluated a new
program for teaching dressing and undressing and
incorporated the following principal characteristics:
I. Instead of backward chaining, the method
used a forward sequence in which the student participated fully in the initial, as well as in the final,
components of the dressing actions.
2. Instead of trials involving only one article of
clothing, the entire dressing or undressing sequence was used.
3. Instead of a single sized garment, the program used larger sizes initially.
4. Instead of using snacks and praise exclusively, the program used reinforcers intrinsic to dressing and undressing, and also used praise and stroking on a near-continuous basis rather than only at
response. completion.
S. At the start of training, instructions were
given nearly continuously rather than only at the
beginnin_g of a trial.
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6. Manual guidance, which has been noted only
incidentally as a teaching method, was used as a
major component.
7. The program incorporated provisions for
fading out this assistance by a Graduated Guidance
and Intermittent Guidance feature.
8. Training was made more intensive by in·
•creasing the duration of each session of two to
three hours and providing two sessions per day.
9. To reduce confusion of the student, dressing
was taught separately from undressing.
10. To increase initial success, the undressing,
which was easier, was taught before dressing.
Jl. The objective was to teach dressing to the
profoundly retarded within a few days and in a
very enjoyable atmosphere.

Method
Students. All residents in a state residential cen·
ter ·for retarded persons were considered for train·
ing. Of th~ 20 residents who were unable to dress,
even after -instruction and slight assistance, seven
were selected for traiqing. Twelve residents were
not included because they had physical problems
which prevented them from dressing entirely with·
out assistance. One other resident was excluded
who was so passive as to require total feeding by
the employees. The seven students had an average
age of 31 years of which an average of 25 years
was spent institutionalized. Three were male and
four female. None had functional speech. They
had an average Social Age of 1.6 years as measured
by the Vineland Social Maturity Scale (1965) and
an average Mental Age of less than 1.5 years as
·measured by the Merrill-Palmer Scale of Mental
Tests (1965). Four students exhibited substantial
behavioral stereotypy.
Dressing-Undressing T,est. Prior to training, each
student was given a standard test on at least two
occasions to assure that the student could not
dress. This same test was readministered at the
start of each training day and at the end of train·
ing to provide a standardized llJ.easure of progress.
Identification and use of reinforcers. The at·
tendants were interviewed to determine what was
reinforcing for each student. To the extent possible, all of the reinforcers for a student were given
for correct responses during training. The rein·
forcers which required substantial time, such as
going for a walk, playing, being with a preferred
employee, showering, napping, etc., were given
only at the completion of each dressing-undressing
sequence. The more discrete, short-duration rein·
forcers, such as snack items, were given after each
garment was put on or removed. The non·
interrupting types of reinforcers, such as praise
and back· stroking were given virtually continually
while the student was engaged in garment removal
or dressing.
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Positioning. The student was seated in ·a chair
with a back support to eliminate unsteadiness
while standing.
Both hands used. The student was taught to use
both hands in handling each garment thereby re·
ducing inter~rlng actions by an unutilized hand.
Type of garment. Five types of gluments were
used: underpants, shoes, socks, pants, and shirt.
All were the slip-on type with no laces, buttons,
zippers, belts or snaps to make success more attainable.
Gothing size approximation. For each garment,
the student began with a garment which was two
sizes too large. When the student required no more
than touch as!istance, the trainer used the next
smaller size, thereby making success.more likely at
the start.
Entire Sequence. The student first learned to
undress, removing the shoes, then the socks, pants,
underpants, and finally, the more difficult shirt.
The trainers themselves dressed the student for the
next undressing trial. The student then undressed
himself. After the student learned to undress,
dressing training began, and the' student dressed as
well as undressed.
Forward sequence of steps. The student Jearn·
ed to put on (or take off) a garment using the
normal forward sequence whereby one usually
dresses rather than the interrupted and step-bystep backward chaining procedure.
Session length. The intensive reinforcement
procedure permitted sessions of 3 hours duration
in spite of the otherwise short attention span.
Use of student's name. If the student was not
paying attention, the instruction was preceded by
calling his name and if necessary directing his head
•
toward the task.
Reason for reinforcement. The student was
given an explanation each time he received rein·
forcement and regularly shown a mirror and praised for his appearance.
.General :-:. specific instTUction. Instruction proceeded from th~ most general, i.e., "Get dressed,"
to more :itructu. ed and specific, i.e., "Pull up your
socks," to allow the student the opportunity to
follow the more general instruction if he could do
so.
Nature of the prompts and sequence. The first
instruction for each garment was simply verbal. If
a few seconds passed with no action, the triiner
pointed at or touched the garment. After a few
seconds, the instruction was repeated and the
trainer molded the student's hands around the garment. If the student: till was not participating, the
trainer then de$ ~ribed each movement the student
was to make as ~e E;llided the hands through the
necessary motion. The instructions were very spe·
cific. This procedure provided multisensory in·
formation: verbal, visual, auditory and tactual.
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Delayed manual guidance for passive learners.
Once a student demonstrated that he could deal
with a particular garment without manual guid·
ance, further guidance was delayed on subsequent
trials. The instruction and pointing was repeated
about every 10 seconds for one minute before
manual guidance was used again. This procedure
was needed for passive students who otherwise
awaited the instructor's guidance.
Multiple trainers. Two trainers were present
during the first training session and thereafter until
the student could be easily managed by one. Both
trainers provided praise, stroking and manual guid·
ance, but only one trainer provided verbal instructions.
Graduated guidance. Gentle manual guidance
was used with all students in the early stages of
training. The trainer's hands were molded around
the student's hands but not touching the article of
clothing. A student who resisted guidance was
never forced and guidance began again when the
student was relaxed. The trainer's touch was lightened as the student began to respond more on his
own. An instruction was never given unless the
trainer was close enough to manually guide if necessary.
Intermittent guidance. Near the end of training,
the trainer did not maintain touch contact all the
time, rather he lightly and momentarily touched
the student's hands only when he was not respond·
ing on his own or when he had difficulty.
Verbal praise and stroking. Whenever the student followed an instruction, the trainers provided
praise and stroking but discontinued when the student resisted guidance (when graduated guidance
was employed) or made no effort to follow the
instructions (when intermittent guidance was employed). Priise and stroking began again when the
student made an effort.
Intensive training on one garment. If a 10tudent·
experienced difficulty with only on1· or l·11o gar·
ments, intensive training OIJ. only tl ose ga ·ments
began. Several trials of this intensive trainin~ were
alternated with the complete sequence in order to
keep the intensive training within the context of
total dressing-undressing.

both required 20 training hours (equal to four
training days). The average time required was 12
hours. The median time (indicated by the 50%
value of the ordin:i'te in the Figure) was about 10
training hours, equivalent to two training days for
the average student.
•
Prior to training, the students averaged only 7%
successful attempts at handling each garment on
the standard test and 10% success on the second
test prior to training. At the end of training the
students averaged 90% success on the same test.

lllustmtive Case Study
Sid was nonverbal, 27 years old, and had been
institutionalized since he was 5 Years old. He was
not toilet·trained. He could feed himself with a
spoon but was messy. ·During his free time Sid
normally sat on his bed with his legs drawn under
his body. He was withdrawn and resistive and did
not respond to ongoing activities. Tite attendants
indicated that Sid liked sweet snacks, resting in
bed, walking and playing outside.
At first it was necessary for the trainer to mold
his hands around Sid's in order for him to undress,
and Sid frequently became rigid during guidance.
For example. one trainer said, "Sid, take off
your pants." No response. The trainer repeated the
instruction and touched Sid's pants. No response.
The trainer repeated the instruction and placed
Sid's hands around the waistband of the pants. No

FIGURE 1
Per cent of students trained to criterion as a
function of training time.
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All seven students learned to dress and undress ~
themselves. The criterion for learning was that the ::>
student put on each of the five garments withOl t ...
assistance upon an initial instrur.tion to 1ut th· 0
garment on and, when instructed to take tt e gar· i5u
ment off, remove each of five garments also with·
out assistance. Figure 1 shows the .Percentage of 0.
students who reached· this learning criterion as a
function of training time. The fastest learner required only four training hours (less than one
training day) whereas the two slowest learners
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response. The trainer said, "Take off your rants",
then, with his hands inolded around Sid s, said
"Push them down to your knees." "Good, you're
pushing them down!" "Now push them to your
feet," "G.ood you're pushing them!" "Get your
foot out." When Sid became relaxed the trainer
again molded his hands around Sid's and the back
stroking began. When Sid had taken his foot out of
the pants leg, the trainer praised him. While Sid
was eating his snack, the trainers stroked his back
and praised him.
When Sid was completely undressed, he enjoyed resting in bed for S minutes after which the
trainers dressed hfm. Gradually, Sid b.egan to do
more of the undressing inder_endently, and the
trainer needed only touch Sid s hands lightly. Sid
never resisted this touch guidance.
After Sid was removing all of his clothing in his
normal size, dressing training began. When Sid had
put on his clothes, the trainers told him "Sid,
you're all dressed; now you can go outside and
play." Whlle Sid and the trainers were walking
through Sid's living area they stopped an attendant
and said, "Fred, doesn't Sid look great? He's all
dres~d and he did it practically all by himself!"
Fred agreed and said, "Sid, you look so nice!
You've put all your clothes on!" while he patted
Sid on the back.
After Sid had been playing for a few minutes,
he and the trainers went back to his room where
he undressed and rested for a few minutes. Each
time the sequence was repeated, Sid dressed and
undressed more independently.
After a total of 10 hours of training, Sid had
put on his pants and underpants with the trainer
instructing and pointing at the pants. Consequently, instead of molding Sid's hands, the trainer repeated the instruction and pointed at the pants
every 10 seconds. After the instructions had been
repeated 3 times, Sid 1picked them up without
guidance and put them on.
Sid needed only a touch occasionally to dress.
When the trainer said, ''Sid, put on your shirt,"
Sid began to pick up his shirt and the trainers
praised Sid. After Sid had put the shirt ov,er his
head, he stopped. The trainer said "Put your arm
in," then pointed at the sleeve and stopped praising. After 2 seconds, the trainer lightly touched
Sid's elbow, wher~upon Sid pushed his arm
through the sleeve and the trainers praised him.
After 12 hours of training, Sid, for the first
time in his life, took off all of his clothes when
· asked to undress and put on aU of his clothes when
asked to dress. Other staff members were under·
· standably surprised and praised him a great deal
when he got undressed and dressed himself again
to go outside for a walk. In order to maintain Sid's
skills, the attendants needed only to touch his
hands occasionally when he was dressing or un·
dressing and to praise him when he was finished.
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Discussion
The dressing program achieved the objective of
rapidly teaching all of the profoundly retarded
adults to dress and undress themselves in simple
garments without the need for assistance. All seven
students achieved mastery. The average time required for mastery was about two training days,
each day including five hours of training. A standard test of dressing skills showed less than 10%
mastery when administered before training. These
results show that mastery was not attributable to
simple testing and retesting. The same test showed
almost total mastery after training. The applicability of the program to retarded persons with very
low levels of development is evidenced by the ex·
tremely low level of functioning possessed by the
present study: The students had an average mental
age equivalenc y of one and one-Jialf years
and yet averaged 31 years of age in actuality. The
present method taught retarded persons who had
an IQ as low as 10, long institutionalization up to
41 years, had failed previous efforts, had extensive
behavioral stereotypies, had no speech, and no
other set£- care skills.
The applicability of the present method to
children cannot be estimated directly from the results presented thus far, since only adults were in·
eluded in this formal study. An informal attempt
to use this method with two profoundly retarded
children was most encouraging but indicated that
some slight changes in procedure would be desirable. First, the snack treats may not be as useful as
reinforcers for children as they are for adults becaus'e ef the greater prevalence of "food·
fmikiness" of children. On the other hand, praise,
hugging, a,nd back-stroking seemed more effective
with the children. A second difference is the greater
likelihood of temper tantrums among children.
The solution for this problem was to provide the
child with a brief period of required relaxation on
a chair ur.iaJ tin child had become calm. A third
differenct was tl e greater desire for activity by the
children. This pwblem was solved by using various
play activities as the reinforcer for the child at the
end of each dressing sequence, and by reducing or
eliminating the bed rest that had been scheduled as
a reinforcer for most adults at the end of the undressing sequence. With additional simp!e changes
of the same ty~, the present methods seem potentially as applicable to young retarded children
as has been found true for adults.
Physical disability ~ems to present the major
obstacle to gen !Cal a ,pJicability of the present
method to the FOfo\•,tdly retarded person since
physical disabilitie:i are so frequently associated
with this extreme degree of retardation. In the pre·
sent study, 12 persons had a physical limitation
that made it impossible for them to put on, or
take off, the garments without assistance. They
MENTAL RETARDATION
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were excluded from the study since the results
would have had to be re_ported in a manner that
was individually related to the ~cific na·
ture of each physical disability. Yet, fo-r many o(
these profoundly retarded persons with physical
disability, some degree of mastery of learning to
dress and undress many of the garments could
have been achieved, especially if some assistance
were given.
ln preVious stu(1ies, rapi(1 success has been
achieved in teaching profoundly retarded persons
to toilet themselves {Azrin & Foxx, 1971; Foxx &
Azrin, 1973), to stop bedwetting (Azrin, Sneed &
Foxx, 1973), to stop self-stimulation (Azrin,
Kaplin & Foxx, 1973), to stop self-injury (Azrin,
Gottlieb, Hughart, Wesolowski, & Rahn, 1975), to
discontinue aggressive disruptive behaviors (Foxx
& Azrin, 1972; Webster & Azrin, 1973) and to eat
properly {Azrin & Armstrong, 1973). The present
method provides a similarly rapid and effective
training program to teach profoundly retarded per·
sons to dress themselves.
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