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The number of graduate training programs in applied behavior analysis 
(ABA) is on the rise. Since 2005, worldwide there has been nearly a six-fold 
increase (5.81) in the number of institutions with a verified course sequence 
(VCS).  The exponential increase in new ABA training programs with a VCS 
suggests that one of the main factors influencing the proliferation of new ABA 
programs is the recent exponential increase in demand for behavior-analytic 
service providers (see Burning Glass, 2015). The sheer number of new ABA 
training programs suggests that numerous behavior analysts are engaging in the 
challenging task of making program-related decisions that have far reaching 
implication for the field of behavior analysis.

Design of a graduate training program involves many critical decisions, such 
as the model, modality, enrollment capacity, and overall feasibility of the 
program. Institutional bureaucracy, competing contingencies, incongruent 
mission statements across programs and other governing bodies, allocation of 
resources, and other factors may create barriers for program developers. Despite 
the huge importance of the decisions involved with the development of an ABA 
training program, there has been little data or guidance made available to inform 
program developers. 

Collectively, program ranking websites, first-hand accounts from successful 
program developers, and guidance from the field’s credentialing and governing 
bodies offer information on which metrics are of importance to program 
development. These metrics include enrollment, student funding, completion 
rates, job placement post-graduation, student and employer satisfaction surveys, 
cost, faculty lines, faculty productivity, faculty workload, faculty to student ratio, 
accreditation status, program funding, growth of new programs, awards, VCS 
pass rates, program longevity, and ethical violations reported. However, without 
further analysis these metrics only inform program development goals. 
Therefore, the present study offers an analysis of available data related to the 
some of the identified metrics to provide ABA training program developers with 
preliminary data to inform their decision-making process.  

Metrics and Encoding

Analysis
For each variable, a Spearman correlation was calculated using Python 3.7, and 

the SciPy and Pandas libraries. Pairs of variables in isolation were examined to 
determine which correlations were statistically significant. For variables that were 
highly correlated with VCS pass rate or enrollment, a two-tailed t-test was 
calculated to determine if the correlation coefficient observed was due to chance. 

Methods
Data Collection

The 2019 Behavior Analysis Certification Board’s ® pass rate data for Board 
Certified Behavior Analysts ® by VCS and official websites for each individual 
VCS program were used to collect data on 10 variables that were suspected to be 
correlated with VCS pass rate and enrollment. 

Official program websites were used to gather information about the variables 
of interests (see Table).

The BACB pass rate data by VCS was used to identify the VCS pass rate for 
each program, to rank the age of program, and to estimate enrollment. 

Program Sample
The sample of programs consisted of 10% (47) of all VCS BCBA programs. 

Coder Reliability
Intercoder reliability was assessed by having two independent coders code 

each variable. Agreements were scored when both coders coded the variable the 
same. A mean agreement score was calculated by dividing the number of 
agreements by the total number of agreements plus disagreements. The mean 
agreement score was greater than 80%.

Results

The present sought to analyze relevant data to inform the decision-making 
process involved with ABA program development. Analyses of available data 
indicated modality of the program, thesis requirement, GRE requirement, and 
enrollment frequency to be moderately correlated with VCS pass rates and 
enrollment frequency, modality of the program, thesis or project requirement, 
and credit hour requirement to be moderately correlated with program 
enrollment. 

These data support the decision to offer courses face-to-face, include or 
thesis or project in the curriculum, not to restrict the courses in the curriculum to 
reduce credit-hour requirement, accept new students once per academic year, 
and suggest that the program’s admission requirements include the GRE. 
Conversely, for programs that are interested in high enrollment the findings 
support the decision to offer courses online, not include a thesis or project in the 
curriculum, restrict the courses offered to reduce credit-hour requirement, offer 
open enrollment, and suggest that the program’s admission requirements not 
include the GRE. 

It is of concern that many of the variables that are positively correlated with 
high VCS pass rates are also negatively correlated with enrollment rate. There 
are numerous variables that may influence this inverse relationship. For 
example, it is possible that low enrollment allows faculty to provide better 
training. Alternatively, VCS pass rate data may not be a factor that students take 
into consideration when selecting a graduate training program. Yet another 
variable could be that online programs may be more attractive to students. 

The positive correlation identified between high pass rates and inclusion of a 
thesis or project requirement is noteworthy. This relationship provides support 
for the adoption of a scientist-practitioner graduate training model. The 
scientist-practitioner approach to graduate training emphasizes training in 
research and reliance on the literature to direct practice-related problem solving. 
Not surprisingly, the scientist-practitioner model has been described as one of 
the defining features of ABA (e.g., Baer, Wolfe, & Risley, 1968), and it has been 
suggested that training in research during the graduate experience can impact 
the quality of services provided by a practitioner (e.g., Dixon, et al., 2015). 

Although the present findings offer some valuable information to guide the 
ABA program developers in the program development process, there are some 
limitations that should be considered when interpreting these findings. One, as 
with all correlations, problems with directionality and the possibility of 
unknown variables influence on the identified relationships exist. Two, the 
sample used was purposely biased and data collection was restricted to 
programs for which the BACB had reported VCS pass rates. Additionally, some 
assumptions were made in during the data coding process, such as the number of 
test-takers reflect enrollment rates. 

The present study provides program developers with a framework to analyze 
variables of interest to their specific program and provides fertile grounds for 
future researchers to evaluate other program elements in order to better direct 
the decision-making process involved with ABA program development.  

 

Variable Determined Coded 
Cohort Size # of test takers Value
Mean Pass 
Rate

Added BACB reported percentage pass rates for last 5 years and divided by 
number of years reported

Value

Age of 
Program

# of years for which test taker data was reported by the BACB Value (1 to 5+ 
years)

ABAI 
Accredited 

Assigned “1” if accredited, and “0” if not accredited by the Association for 
Behavior Analysis International ®

Categorical

No. of Course 
Required 

Determined from official Program website Value

No. of Credit 
Hours 

Determined from official Program website Value

Type of 
Program

Assigned a ‘1’ if it was a campus-based program, a ‘2’ if the program offered 
both campus and online programs, a ‘3’ if it was a hybrid program, and a ‘4’ if 
courses were offered online only

Categorical 

GRE 
Requirement

GRE requirements were encoded as ‘1’ if it was required and ‘0’ if it was not. The 
thesis or project variable was encoded as ‘0’ if the program offered neither option, 
‘1’ if the program offered a project, ‘2’ if the program offered a thesis, and ‘3’ if 
the program offered both options. 

Categorical

ABA 
Embedded

if the program was a separate stand-alone ABA program assigned, the variable 
was encoded as a ‘0’, and as a ‘1’ if the program was a part of a psychology or 
special education graduate degree program.

Categorical

Enrollment 
Frequency

a number 1 through 4 was assigned based on the number of enrollment periods 
the program had throughout the year. 

Categorical

Graduate 
Certificate

assigned a code of ‘1’ if the program offered a graduate certificate option and ‘0’ 
if it did not. 

Categorical
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