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BENEFITS OF A FLEXIBLE MCBT 
CURRICULUM

The MCBT curriculum modality differs from alternative 
group therapies in essential ways. First, it allows for the 
use of prosocial mentors rather than group settings. 
Working with these prosocial companions rather than 
other justice-involved individuals has proven beneficial in 
reducing recidivism.

This aligns with the results of a study sponsored by 
the National Institute of Justice. In his paper, “The Use 
and Impact of Correctional Programming for Inmates 
on Pre- and Post-Release Outcomes,” Duwe (2017) 
stated: “Programming that increases prosocial sources 
of support warrants greater attention as a correctional 
intervention, not only because of its demonstrated efficacy 
in reducing recidivism, but also because of its potential 
cost effectiveness” (p. 21).

As discussed by the study’s authors, a prosocial 
approach is both effective (because of the positive 
coaching and external support it provides) and cost-
effective. In the sample curriculum’s methodology, any 
at-risk individual can participate, and there is reduced 
need to train supervision officers or counselors to lead 
group classes. This modality is also highly scalable, 
widely available, and can be used during incarceration, 
after incarceration, or as an alternative to incarceration. 
It can also be used among historically difficult-to-serve 
populations, including those in rural settings (Timko et 
al., 2017). In that study, researchers found that “services 
adapted to rural settings that target [criminogenic need] 
factors, such as telehealth and other technology-based 
resources, may hasten improvement on both [substance 
use and criminal activity] outcomes among drug users” 
(paragraph 1).
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It should be noted that while the sample curriculum 
focuses primarily on individual courses completed with the 
help of prosocial mentors, MCBT curriculum has also been 
utilized successfully in group settings, particularly for high-
risk populations.

The next essential way an MCBT curriculum differs from 
other modalities is its reliance on self-directed learning. 
The system gives justice-involved individuals more control 
over their own learning, challenging them to complete 
the material on their own. This motivates them to think of 
their own solutions for both the stories about others as well 
as their own life challenges. Moreover, justice-involved 
individuals appreciate this approach. As one participant in 
a study using the sample program shared, “this workbook 
should be given to every criminal, every drug user, every 
person stuck in neutral in life” (McGrath, 2018, p. 4).

The third essential way this MCBT modality differs is 
the opportunity it provides to use a storytelling approach, 
which disarms participants’ objections to help them change 
the way they think. In “Utilizing Traditional Storytelling 
to Promote Wellness in American Indian Communities,” 
(Hodge, Pasqua, Marquez, & Geishirt-Cantrell, 2002), 
researchers found that: “The individual needs this type of 
introspection to assess, understand, and change his or her 
behavior. Thus, storytelling becomes a powerful adjunct to 
health education.”

Finally, MCBT curriculum differs in the opportunities it 
provides to incorporate technology to enhance treatment 
effectiveness. “Technology-based assessments and 
interventions are important therapeutic tools that clinicians 
can integrate into their work with clients” (Substance 
Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, 2015, 
p. 3). Technology facilitates ongoing collaboration between 
referring professionals, justice-involved individuals, and 
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other members of the support team. In the 
case of our sample curriculum, whether 
participants choose to take a course 
online or with a traditional workbook, 
the curriculum’s publisher provides 
specific feedback about the participation 
and completion of each referred client. 
This type of collaboration with referring 
professionals provides a platform for 
targeted feedback, follow-up, and skill 
training. It also improves the efficiency 
and effectiveness of supervision meetings 
and interactions.

LITERATURE REVIEW

In general, numerous studies and 
meta-analyses have shown the efficacy 
of CBT treatment in reducing recidivism, 
and researchers with the National 
Institute of Justice (Feucht & Holt, 2016) 
found that, “an analysis of programs and 
practices in CrimeSolutions.gov finds 
that cognitive behavioral therapy can 
deter crime, assist victims, and prevent 
recidivism” (paragraph 1). Researchers 
from the University of North Dakota had 
similar findings, stating that, “Cognitive 
behavioral therapy (CBT) has been gaining 
popularity as a treatment modality used 
by probation agencies. This is so much the 
case that CBT is specifically recommended 
within the EBP philosophy” (Gottschalk & 
Mayzer, 2009, p. 5).

The NIC and the Crime and Justice 
Institute (Bogue, Woodward, Campbell, 
Clawson, & Faust, 2004) advocate for 

the following eight principles of effective 
intervention: assess actuarial risk/needs, 
enhance intrinsic motivation, target 
interventions, skill train with directed 
practice, increase positive reinforcement, 
engage ongoing support in natural 
communities, measure relevant processes/
practices, and provide measurement 
feedback. The sample MCBT courses 
address each of these principles. For 
example, they assess actuarial risk/
needs by providing free onsite training 
to help staffers connect the curriculum 
with their agency’s risk assessment tools. 
They enhance intrinsic motivation using 
prosocial mentors and storytelling, which 
elicit internal values clarification. They 
target interventions by addressing the 
most important criminogenic risks first, 
including criminal thinking and pro-
criminal networks. They also focus on 
skill training: each unit in each course 
concludes with a skill training and 
application section. Participant responses 
are sent directly to referring professionals, 
who can then target areas in which further 
skill building is needed. They increase 
positive reinforcement with prosocial 
mentoring, certificates of completion, and, 
in many cases, incentives from supervising 
agencies, such as shortening the length 
of supervision. They engage ongoing 
support in natural communities because 
learning and changing takes place in the 
context of positive relationships in the 
home; instead of connecting participants 
to the system, this curriculum connects 
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them to their communities, which is a 
much more sustainable approach. They 
measure relevant processes and practices 
with ongoing reports on both completion 
and recidivism rates in addition to random 
internal reviews of completed courses 
to ensure program fidelity and inform 
content development. Finally, they provide 
measurement feedback by sharing reports 
and studies with referring agencies, 
providing monthly reports to program 
supervisors and providing instant digital 
access to participant status.

In addition to reviewing research 
about CBT in justice-involved populations 
and principles of effective intervention in 
recidivism prevention, several studies have 
examined self-directed interventions to 
treat mental health problems. In a 2007 
meta-analysis (Gellatly et al., 2007), 
researchers compared 34 studies to 
“determine whether the content of self-
help interventions, the study populations, 
or aspects of study design were the most 
important moderators.” They found 
that “only guided self-help remained 
significant in the multivariate analysis” (p. 
1217).

In conclusion, research to date points 
toward cognitive behavioral therapeutic 
techniques, guided self-help, prosocial 
mentors, and adherence to well-defined 
principles of effective intervention as 
evidence-based practices that reduce 
recidivism.

RECIDIVISM AND COMPLETION 
RATES OF THE SAMPLE 
CURRICULUM

The sample MCBT curriculum was 
built by the American Community 
Corrections Institute (ACCI) on these 
evidence-based practices, and outcomes 
from its implementation in locations 
throughout the United States uphold its 
veracity. In a six-year period, a total of 
1,137 participants in eight U.S. Probation 
Districts were referred to the sample 
curriculum, a total of 1,137 participants 
were referred to the sample curriculum. 
Nearly 80% of participants completed the 
curriculum, and the overall revocation rate 
was 17.8%. The authors cite the following: 
“Through reviewing the handwritten 
and eLearning evaluations of those 
that completed, we have learned that 
approximately 82% of probationers gave 
a positive evaluation of their assigned 
cognitive [sample] course and appreciated 
an opportunity to learn and implement 
the cognitive life skills they learned with 
the help of a ‘coach’ they chose” (p. 2).

Over a three-year period in Ohio 
(ACCI, 2018c), a total of 649 participants 
were referred to the sample curriculum, 
with an average 73% completion rate 
in three counties. The recidivism rate 
averaged 19%, but only 5% and 6%, 
respectively, in two of the referring 
counties. In the Arizona program, Wise 
Choice Alternatives, 1,336 participants 
were referred to the sample curriculum 
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over a 14-month period. A total of 92% 
completed the courses. Of those, the 
recidivism rate averaged 13%, with 100 
participants being reported non-compliant 
and 150 being convicted of re-offense 
(ACCI, n.d.-c).

In a 21-month period, 781 
probationers under the jurisdiction of 
community supervision and corrections 
departments in Texas were referred to 
a correspondence course version of 
the curriculum (ACCI, 2018b). A total 
of 81.3% of participants completed 
the course, and researchers studied 
rates of completion and revocation. 
Revocation was found to be approximately 
15% or less, depending on the year. 
“Overall results of the [sample] program 
administered in 15 counties in the state of 
Texas indicate that results are positive,” (p. 
22) according to researchers.

San Diego County Probation referred 
60 probationers over a 12-month period 
to the sample MCBT curriculum, and 51 
completed it (ACCI, 2018a). Four were 
convicted of re-offenses and seven were 
found to be noncompliant with parole, 
resulting in a recidivism rate of 8%. 
Among the four who re-violated, only one 
returned to incarceration. A much larger 
group (747 probationers) was referred to 
the sample curriculum by the Oklahoma 
Department of Corrections Probation 
and Parole Services during a 28-month 
period, with a completion rate of 86% and 

a recidivism rate of 5% (ACCI, 2018d). In 
a 30-month period Arizona State Parole 
referred a total of 2,859 probationers to 
the curriculum (ACCI, n.d.-b). A total of 
70% completed the course, and of those 
the recidivism rate was 10%. 

In an eight-year period in Bastrop 
County, Texas (ACCI, n.d.-a), the district 
attorney required all offenders to take the 
sample MCBT course. Of 1,778 referrals, 
77% completed the course and 3.2% 
repeated the course (after having been 
reconvicted). This 3.2% recidivism rate was 
lower than the department’s projected 
6-8% recidivism rate. “Together, all results 
directly indicate that this form of cognitive 
restructuring can drastically reduce 
recidivism rates,” researchers stated (p. 1).

UNIVERSITY OF NORTH 
DAKOTA MCBT RESEARCH 
EXPERIMENT

As described in a comprehensive 
report by University of North Dakota 
researchers (Gottschalk & Mayzer, 
2009), the sample MCBT curriculum 
was to study evidence-based practices 
in federal probation. Researchers used 
the following outcome measures: sum 
of revocations, sum of non-compliance 
counts (technical violations), sum of 
new arrests, and sum of positive drug 
tests during supervision. Of the 346 
offenders in a United States Probation 
and Pretrial Services for the District of 
North Dakota (USPPS-ND) database over 
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a four-year period, 101 began the MCBT 
treatment and 89 completed the course. 
A total of 245 offenders received no 
treatment. On average, participants had 
moderately high or high-risk scores and 
were predominantly male and of Native 
American descent. A subset of participants 
was analyzed using additional outcome 
measures—specifically, the Texas Christian 
University Criminal Thinking Scales 
(TCU-CTS) (TCU Institute of Behavioral 
Research, 2011). These outcomes focused 
on six cognitive domains: entitlement, 
justification, power orientation, cold-
heartedness, criminal rationalization, 
and personal irresponsibility. Initially, 
many of the outcome measures found no 
statistical significance between the general 
population and the group that completed 
the sample MCBT course, but after 
correcting for certain variables, the “MCBT 
program was significantly associated with 
fewer noncompliance reports per year 
of supervision” (Gottschalk & Mayzer, 
2009, p. 19). “Among Native Americans 
who completed the program, there were 
significantly fewer revocations (.27 versus 
.96), significantly fewer noncompliance 
counts (2.77 versus 5.54), and significantly 
fewer positive drug tests (.20 versus .37) 
per year of supervision” (p. 17).

Outcomes using the TCU-CTS showed 
improvement among participants who 
completed the course. Researchers 
reported that, “significant reductions 
in criminal thinking were found for 

three of the six TCU-CTS subscales: 
entitlement, justification, and personal 
irresponsibility. Although changes on the 
other three scales (power orientation, cold 
heartedness, and criminal rationalization) 
did not reach statistical significance, they 
followed the same general trend—with 
average post-test scores lower than 
average pre-test scores” (Gottschalk & 
Mayzer, 2009, p. 28).

Overall, the researchers drew broad 
conclusions: “The analyses conducted 
herein provide some reason to believe 
that the MCBT program used by the 
North Dakota District may hold promise 
for reducing criminal thought patterns 
among offenders as well as improving 
their consequent behavior” (Gottschalk & 
Mayzer, 2009, p. 30).

FURTHER RESEARCH NEEDED

Much of the research on the sample 
MCBT curriculum focused on simple 
program completion and recidivism 
reduction, and it consequently lacked 
rigorous scientific controls, including 
comparisons to recidivism rates 
experienced by non-program participants. 
As stated by the authors of the North 
Dakota study (Gottschalk & Mayzer, 2009), 
larger sample sizes, a comprehensive plan 
that integrates curriculum implementation, 
random assignment, the use of subgroups 
and evaluation, thorough pre- and 
post-analyses of intervention behaviors, 
and a database created specifically 
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for evaluation purposes would also be 
tremendously valuable.

CONCLUSIONS AND 
PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS 
OF SELF-DIRECTED CBT 
CURRICULUM

The success of the MCBT curriculum 
shows statistically and substantively 
significant effects following program 
completion in regard to recidivism 
reduction. The research also shows 
improvement in the cognitive-behavioral 
realm, including statistically significant 
improvements in criminal thinking on 
the Texas Christian University Criminal 
Thinking Scales.

Looking forward, the MCBT curriculum 
has many practical applications, 
particularly for justice-involved 
individuals determined to be at low 
risk, for individuals who do not perform 
well in groups, and for those who have 
transportation or scheduling conflicts. 
Another ideal application for this 
curriculum is as an after-care approach 
for clients who have been through an 
intensive CBT group course and could 
benefit from additional reinforcement. 
This curriculum has additionally proven 
successful in group settings, particularly 
for high-risk incarcerated individuals.

Self-directed CBT curriculum is also 
effective outside a classroom setting, 
particularly for populations that can 

otherwise be difficult to reach, such as 
rural populations, day reporting centers, 
after-care populations, and populations 
supervised by parole officers. Caseloads 
managed by these officers can be 
enormous, and departments usually lack 
the time and resources to offer group 
courses. In addition, given the sample 
MCBT’s prosocial companion aspect, 
justice-involved individuals can take 
responsibility for the coursework on their 
own time and at their own expense.
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The second day of APPA’s Winter 
Training Institute was winding 
down. A few hundred people 
remained in the once bustling 

exhibit hall. Prizes from the raffle had all 
met their owners. Vendors were waving 
farewell to new friends and potential 
clients. After two days of workshops, 
educational sessions and committee 
meetings, everyone’s energy was waning 
ever so slightly. It was then, from the back 
of the hall, horns and drums rang out.

The once tired attendees found new 
life as a “second-line” parade marched 
through the doors and began to circle the 
hall. As the band two-stepped confidently 
through the Corporate Village, they picked 
up dozens of training institute guests. The 
group bounded down escalators, through 
the lobby of the New Orleans Marriott, 
and out into the bustling French Quarter.

APPA’S 2020 WINTER TRAINING INSTITUTE 
CELEBRATED SUCCESS AND KEPT AN EYE 
TOWARDS THE FUTURE BY AARON BURCH
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It was the first day of Mardi 
Gras season and a fitting cap 
to the successful multifaceted 
training institute then in 
full swing. As 2020 began, 
more than 1,000 community 
corrections professionals 
visited the Big Easy to network 
and learn about the future of 
probation and parole. Many 
were fresh faces. Some were 
long time veterans. All visited as 
an act of dedication to their field.

The four-day event began 
in earnest on Sunday, January 
5th. APPA Executive Director 
(and Louisiana State University 
alumni) Veronica Ballard 
Cunningham gave the new faces 
a warm welcome as they settled 
into the Mardi Gras Ballroom for 
the Opening Session.

“I can’t think of a better 
place to spend the beginning 
of this new year than here 
with my colleagues and friends 
in the profession, here in my 
hometown of New Orleans,” 
she said, taking a few brief 
moments to acquaint attendees 
with the local volunteers, board 
members, staff and sponsors 
which made the training event 
possible. Ms. Cunningham 
brought it home with a reminder 

WHAT THEY SAID...
Throughout the New Orleans Marriott, you 
could find countless attendees discussing 
their favorite sessions and sharing what 
they learned. 

“I really liked the session I went to this 
morning, ‘Project Rise’ out of Minnesota 
regarding juvenile justice,” said Joanna 
Mitchell of Rapid City, South Dakota.

“This morning, I attended a domestic 
violence workshop. Yesterday, there was 
an informative workshop on child sex 
trafficking. Both were really good and full of 
useful information,” said Clarice Robinson of 
New York City.

“We went to ‘#BeTheKoi’ this morning: 
awesome,” said Lauren Withiem from 
Adams County, Illinois.

Kilee Willson and Alison Lobb were visiting 
from the Sonoma County Probation Office 
in California to share their new support 
program through a workshop titled, “Work 
Stress? Vicarious Trauma? Peer Support to 
the Rescue!”

“This is pretty new for us,” Willson said, 
speaking in the exhibit hall just before her 
workshop was set to begin. “Our workshop 
identifies the areas of our peer support 
program in which we were successful, but 
also the challenges we faced that might 
help others avoid those bumps in the road. 
People understand there is trauma in this 
field, so we want to talk about how to 
identify the different types of trauma and 
how peer support can help.”
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for all in attendance to soak in the lovely 
and historic New Orleans atmosphere, 
saying “For those new to the city, you can 
expect great hospitality, delicious food and 
amazing culture.”

Angela Whitaker, Executive 
Management Adviser of the Louisiana 
Department of Public Safety and 
Corrections spoke next, thanking local 
community corrections volunteers and 
expounding on the theme of the training 
institute. “Belief is the Foundation of 
Success’ is a theme that’s right on 
target,” she said. “When we believe 
in an individual’s capability, we build 
employability. When we believe in an 
individual’s potential, we build education. 
And when we believe in evidence, we 
build success.”

The Opening Session featured 
a steady procession of passionate 
community corrections officials and 
local leaders before concluding with the 
formerly incarcerated advocate for self-
transformation, the talented Chef Jeff 
Henderson. 

Henderson led the audience through 
his journey from reluctant drug dealer to 
indicted felon, from prison chef to multi-
talented success story in a presentation 
titled ‘If You Can See It, You Can Be It.’ 

“Nothing happens without vision. A 
dream never happens unless you put 

an action behind it,” Henderson said, 
speaking directly to the probation and 
parole officers whose responsibilities he 
was all too familiar with. “You’re here 
because you want to make a difference 
and make positive changes. You have an 
opportunity to create legacy. Everyone 
deserves a second chance. We’re all 
flawed human beings. You are the lifeline 
from prison to community corrections. You 
are life coaches. What’s your legacy going 
to say about you?”

After Henderson’s inspiring 
presentation, hundreds visited the exhibit 
hall to learn from vendors and celebrate 
the end of the first day. In the Corporate 
Village, long time members engaged 
with companies presenting the newest 
advances in analytics, surveillance, testing 
and advocacy. 

“APPA’s training institutes are a great 
opportunity to not only catch up with 
everyone in the industry, but to see new 
trends and the thought processes behind 
everyone’s products,” said Christopher 
Elton of the electronic monitoring 
company, Attenti, who was attending his 
fourth training institute.

The general sessions and exhibit 
halls were just a portion of what the 
four-day event had to offer. For many, 
the most substantial aspect of each 
training institute are the workshops. 
These smaller sessions offer snapshots 
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of unique talents, perspectives and 
progress in community corrections offices 
across the country. Topics are extremely 
diverse. In a single timeslot on Tuesday 
afternoon, attendees could choose from 
such topics as “Breaking Down Barriers to 
Success in a Rural Community,” “Emerging 
Technologies in Community Corrections,” 
“Understanding Antisocial Personality 
Disorder,” and “Transforming Juvenile 
Probation.”

As the majority of attendees bounced 
from session to session, APPA leadership 
was meeting behind the scenes to 
discuss new ways to engage community 
corrections agencies nationwide. 
Committees on strategic planning, 
standards for the field, technology, tribal 
issues and many more convened, all with 
the purpose of continuing to push APPA 
into the future with new ideas and fresh 
faces.

Holly Dorman, a seven-year veteran of 
APPA and its training institutes, attended 
several of those committee meetings. She 
shared her perspective on why the training 
Institutes are so vital to the world of 
probation and parole. “It’s an opportunity 
for each of us to see that we aren’t alone 
in this profession. There are a lot of 
people out there who do the job with the 
same passion we do. They want to make 
a difference in the lives of the people 
they serve. To be able to rub elbows 
with our peers and find out what they’re 

doing across the country has tremendous 
benefit,” Dorman said.

Jack McGrimley, an APPA regional 
representative and member for 30 years, 
spoke about why he believes the training 
institutes are such a vital tool for the field. 
“The trainings APPA provide are always 
different, always cutting edge. They excel 
at bringing new information to probation 
and parole that we all can use, and often 
its before our own states get it,” he said. 
“Plus, the people that you meet may 
become lifelong friends.”

After three and a half days of 
training, the training event neared its 
end. Attendees were full to the brim 
with fresh knowledge and ideas to take 
back to their offices. They’d been in 
the audience for exciting presentations 
by Chef Jeff Henderson, by renowned 
political strategist James Carville and 
by Rick Miller, the founder and CEO of 
Kids at Hope, an international youth 
development organization. Last, but 
certainly not least, was a general session 
titled “STRAIGHT TALK with Formerly 
Incarcerated Individuals and Justice 
System Professionals.”

STRAIGHT TALK was a 90-minute panel 
discussion, hosted by Chef Jeff, which 
featured Orleans Parish Juvenile Court 
Judge Desiree Cook-Calvin, U.S. Chief 
Probation Officer for the Eastern District of 
Louisiana Veronica Ramirez, and several 
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inspiring formerly incarcerated individuals 
including Shakur Abdullah, who served 41 
years in the Nebraska State Prison.

“Sometimes, the folks closest to the 
problem are the ones closest to the 
solution,” Henderson said. “It only makes 
sense to pair those who have been 
through the prison system with those who 
are supporting the evolution of reentry 
from the other side. By working together, 
we can arrive at solutions we didn’t even 
know were possible.” STRAIGHT TALK was 
an inspiring conversation, and a success 
that APPA plans to build on in the months 
and years to come.

Thank you to everyone who attended 
the 2020 Winter Training Institute in 
New Orleans, as well as every sponsor, 
every volunteer and workshop presenter. 
You were all an integral part of the 
event’s success, and we appreciate your 
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involvement tremendously. We hope 
you’ll join us in New York City for our 
45th Annual Training Institute taking 
place August 23-26, as we continue the 
tremendous efforts championed by our 
membership to better the profession we 
all care for so deeply.

AARON BURCH serves as APPA Communications Specialist. 
Aaron graduated from Western Kentucky University with a degree in 
Journalism. He recently served as editor and beat writer for Louisville 
Medicine magazine for more than five years.
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juvenile justice committee update

The Juvenile Justice Committee 
continues to meet its goal of 
collaborating with national 
partners who can provide resources 

and technical assistance to promote new 
and innovative programs and results-
driven best practices.  We hope to keep 
making progress in promoting juvenile 
services across juvenile justice systems.   

In keeping with our commitment, 
various committee members have 
participated in some major data-
gathering opportunities to advance the 
knowledge of juvenile probation and 
services. We helped complete the work 
goals of the Model Data Project from 
the National Center of Juvenile Justice 
(NCJJ).  Committee members and staff 
from various jurisdictions have supported 
projects from the APPA research team 
and Annie E. Casey Foundation as well 
as NCJJ efforts to update its Desktop 
Guide to Good Probation Practices. 
In addition, the committee worked 
with the Office of Juvenile Justice and 
Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) on its 
Bridging Research and Practice Project, 
an endeavor focused on gathering 
information on current practices in 
juvenile probation. The results of that 
research were disseminated in October 
2019 in the OJJDP’s Bridging Research 
and Practice in Juvenile Probation 
handbook https://ojjdp.ojp.gov/sites/g/
files/xyckuh176/files/pubs/252234.pdf, 

which includes guidance for implementing 
research-informed practices.

Committee members are proceeding 
diligently on revising our latest position 
paper.  Once approved, the paper will act 
as a guide to practitioners, agencies, and 
partners within the juvenile justice field. The 
committee is also in the beginning phases 
of developing two additional papers on 
current trends within the juvenile probation 
and services.  We are not lacking in work!
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