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Course Learning Objectives

At the end of this course, students should be able to:

1. Define and differentiate theories, models, and frameworks, and articulate how each informs
research questions, design, measurement, and interpretation in rehabilitation science.

2.Critically evaluate a range of theoretical perspectives (biomedical, behavioral, social,
ecological) and justify their applicability to specific rehabilitation contexts.

3. Analyze how theory-guided approaches influence study design, data collection, analysis, and
interpretation, including considerations of validity, reliability, and ethical implications.

4. Apply relevant theories or frameworks to real-world rehabilitation problems, developing
research questions, hypotheses, and interventions that are culturally responsive and

contextually appropriate.
5.Demonstrate proficiency in critiquing the strengths, limitations, and potential biases of

theory-based methods, including issues of transferability and implementation in diverse
populations.



Assignment

Course Schedule (A)

Date

Week 1-Jan 9

Week 2 - Jan 14
2-4

Foundations of Theory,
Models, and Frameworks in
Rehabilitation Research

Articulate on the differences between theory, model and
framework (5%)

Week 3 - Jan 21
5-7

Biopsychosocial model and
beyond

Discuss ethical considerations, potential biases and
cultural relevance of week 2 frameworks (5%)

Week 4 - Jan 28
2-4

Ecological/System theories and
Place-Based Approaches

Discuss ethical considerations, potential biases and
cultural relevance of week 3 frameworks (5%)

Week 5 - Feb 4
5-7

Ecological/System theories and
Place-Based Approaches

Articulate key insights gained about applying these
theories in rehabilitation research in week 4 (5%)

Week 6 - Feb 11
2-4

Knowledge Translation,
Implementation Science, and
Change Management

Articulate how each of these KT frameworks would guide
your KT component of your thesis (5%)

Week 8 - Feb. 25
5-7

Critiquing Rehabilitation
Frameworks — Methods,
Tools, and Evidence




Course Schedule (B)

Week 9 Assignment 1 Discussion of ideas
2-4

Week 10 Mar 11 Assignment 1 -Presentation
5-7

Week 11 Mar 18 Assignment 2 — Discussion of 1deas
2-4

Week 12 Mar25 Assignment 2 — Presentation

5-7

Week 13 April 1 Writing

2-4

Week 14 April 8 Submission of final paper




Course Evaluation

Evaluaton  Percentage __Datedue

Reflection Assignments— A page written reflection P&y Every
and oral presentation for weeks 2 - 6 week
Assignment 1 — Critiquing Rehabilitation 20%

Frameworks (Presentation) Mar 11
Assignment 2 — Presentation on framework 25% Mar 25
application to thesis

Assignment 3 — A final report on how framework 30% April 8
could be applied to your thesis




Evaluations Summary: Reflection Assignments (25%0)

* Two-part format each week: one-page, single-spaced APA written reflection
(before class) and brief oral reflection at the start of class
* References must be different from those used 1n class
* Weekly prompts progress from conceptual distinction — ethical critique —
application — knowledge translation
* Reflections focus on:
o distinguishing theories, models, and frameworks
o analyzing ethics, bias, and cultural relevance
o applying theory to rehabilitation research practice

o articulating how KT frameworks guide the thesis



Evaluations Summary: Critiquing Rehabilitation Frameworks (20%o)

 30-minute presentation introducing thesis topic, background, research
question, and hypothesis

 [dentify at least three theories, models, or frameworks relevant to the
proposed thesis

 Critically evaluate each framework 1n terms of:

 relevance to the topic, coherence and scope, completeness and
operationalization, empirical support, and ethical and equity implications

* Compare strengths and limitations across frameworks and indicate which
one(s) are most suitable for the thesis

 Scholarly 1n-text citations and reference list required



Evaluations Summary: Framework Application to Thesis
Presenttaion (25%o)

 30-minute presentation focused on one or two selected theories or
frameworks

* Demonstrate how the chosen framework(s) guide the full research process,
including: research questions and objectives, key constructs and variables,
study design and sampling, data collection instruments, data analysis and
interpretation, and knowledge translation strategies

» Explicitly address ethical considerations, reflexivity, and potential sources
of bias as informed by the framework(s)

* Scholarly 1in-text citations and reference list required



Evaluations Summary: Framework Application to Thesis (Written) — 30%

» 3-4 page, single-spaced APA-formatted paper integrating theory with the
thesis plan

* Apply one or two frameworks (from Evaluation 2) to all stages of the
study:

 research questions or hypotheses, constructs and variables, study design,
sampling strategy, data collection methods, data analysis and
interpretation, and dissemination

* Provide a focused discussion of ethical considerations, reflexivity, and
potential biases

* Scholarly in-text citations and reference list required g




Foundations of Theory,
Models, and Frameworks
in Rehabilitation
Research




Todays Lecture Learning Objectives

By the end of this lecture, participants will be able to:

1. Differentiate models, theories, and frameworks based on their epistemic function, not
labels.

2.Select appropriate conceptual tools by aligning their use with specific research aims
(organization, representation, or explanation).

3.Identify and evaluate common misuses of models, theories, and frameworks in published
research.

4. Distinguish between conceptual frameworks and theoretical frameworks based on the
source of organizing logic.

5.Interpret research critically by reconstructing the functional role of conceptual tools
rather than relying on authorial terminology.

6. Apply disciplined alignment when combining or separating models, theories, and
frameworks within a study.



Core premise

« Research aims to produce structured, interpretable
knowledge, not just observations

Limits of data alone

* Data show what happened
* Data do not explain why, how, or under what conditions

Central problem

* The same outcome can support multiple plausible interpretations
* Without structure, conclusions rest on implicit assumptions

Consequence

Why Research Needs Conceptual Tools

* Findings become difficult to evaluate, compare, or build upon

(Per Nilsen, 2015/2020)
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What Conceptual Tools Do for Science

Make reasoning explicit Manage complexity Enable transferability
» Specify what is examined * Delimit analytic boundaries « Conceptual structure
 Clarify which elements matter * Prevent oversimplification allows findings to
« Articulate how relationships or incoherence travel beyond local
are understood (Per Nilsen, 2015/2020) contexts
Support methodological rigor Align design with purpose

» Enable principled * Description, explanation, and action

comparison across studies require different conceptual support

) AHOW disagreements tO be ¢ Mlsallgnment leads tO “tl‘ial-and-

929
evaluated, not asserted error” research
(Martin Eccles et al., 2005)

(John Fletcher, 1984; John T. Cacioppo, 2004) 11



Framework - Theory - Model

Ostrom and her colleagues adopted specfic conceptual definitions for the terms framework, theory & model and they are used to
describe a range of the most general to the most precise assumptions by a scholar. Though the concepts are nested, this does not
preclude the idea that a theory may fit within multiple frameworks, or that 3 model may be informed by multiple theories.

a framework identifies universal ™ 3 theory specifies which part of 3
elements that any theory related to framework are useful to explain 2
the same class of phenomena would & X range of outcomes and relationships
need 1o include to help analysisg# and makes general working
oenerate the questions thal need \ assumptions towards this. These are

to be addressed. _ analytical tools used to diagnose a

| phenomenon,  explain  its
MOde‘ processes, and predict
'specific variables )\ outcomes.

elationships defined (eg: game theory, micro-economic

F ra m ewo rk geonsequences examined theory, common-pool resource theory)

~Many genﬂal"?ﬂ?b'esn = ol 2 model uses some precise
potential relationships identified bt acrribaaly assumptions about a few variables
P (such as motivations of actors and

structure of situations) within 2




« A model 1s a deliberately simplified, abstract representation of a

phenomenon
(Paul Cairney, 2012)

* Its defining feature 1s selectivity, not completeness
(foregrounds some elements, sets others aside)

What Is a
Model?

* Models reduce complexity to make structure, sequence,

or relationships intelligible
(Stephen Carpiano, 2006)

* Epistemically, models organize and describe phenomena rather than

explain them
(Per Nilsen, 2015/2020)

* A model shows what i1s happening or how elements are arranged, not why
(Chava Frankfort-Nachmias & David Nachmias, 1996)
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What Models Do Not Do

Because of this, models should not be
treated as exhaustive representations

Models are not neutral Models do not specify causal

: : mechanisms or generate
mirrors of reality; they are

explanations on their own

analytic instruments ,
(Per Nilsen, 2015/2020)

shaped by choices

Simplification always Treating a model’s

involves trade-offs: clarity descriptive structure as a

is gained at the expense of causal explanation is a

methodological mistake
13

completeness
(Paul Cairney, 2012)




Types of Models (Functional Classification)

A<—O

e

O«—A

(Per Nilsen, 2015/2020)
Models are differentiated by what they

are used to do, not by discipline or form

a Descriptive models organize structure and
components without explaining change

'Process models impose sequence or stages
on phenomena unfolding over time

(Stephen Carpiano, 2006)

Heuristic models guide inquiry and sensitize
analysis rather than represent reality exhaustively

14



When to Use Each Type (Methodological Fit)

Descriptive
models suit
questions about
mapping,
domains, or
structure

Process models Heuristic models No model type 1s
suit questions suit exploratory inherently superior;
about progression,  work 1n complex misuse arises from
stages, or or under- misalignment, not
implementation theorized areas model choice

over time (Per Nilsen, 2015/2020)

Model selection 1s
a methodological
decision,
inseparable from
the research
question

15



Example of a Model in Rehabilitation Research

Engel treated psychological and
social factors as candidates 1n
disease causation, interacting

with biological processes
(George L. Engel, 1977)

This reflects explanatory
ambition, not merely
descriptive domain mapping

The Biopsychosocial (BPS)
model 1s a boundary case: its
epistemic role depends on
how 1t 1s used, not what 1t 1s

called

In 1ts original formulation, BPS
was proposed as a research
blueprint, not just a reminder

that multiple domains matter
(George L. Engel, 1977)

16



How BPS Functions in Rehabilitation Research

N1

In practice, BPS i1s often
underspecified and insufficient as

a standalone explanatory model
(Albert Farre et al., 2017)

In rehabilitation research, BPS is
typically used descriptively: as a

high-level organizer across domains
(Derick Wade & Peter Halligan, 2017)

N3%

f:\
O

This descriptive use supports domain

coverage, variable selection, and construct

mapping, not mechanism specification
(Joanne van Dijk et al., 2023)

Ecq

Treating descriptive organization
as explanation 1s a methodological
inflation

Nns

/N

Used this way, BPS prevents domain
omission but does not explain

outcomes or causal interactions

(Albert Farre et al., 2017; Matthew Roberts, 2023) 17



©)

A theory 1s a structured

set of concepts and
propositions designed
to explain phenomena,
not merely describe

them
(Mario Bunge, 1967)

What Is a Theory?

The defining feature of
theory 1s explanation

through causal logic, 1t
specifies why observed

relationships occur
(Nachmias, 1996)

Theories propose
relationships among
variables that reflect
underlying mechanisms
rather than surface

associations

(Robert Dubin, 1969; John
Wacker, 1998)

Empirical data are
interpreted through
theory, which 1s
subject to testing,
refinement, or

rejection
(John Wacker, 1998)

Theories differ from
models by epistemic
function: models
organize observations;
theories explain causal

mechanisms
(Per Nilsen, 2015/2020)

18



Types of Theories
O & When to Use
Them

Theories differ by scope
and level of abstraction,
which determine their

appropriate use
(Allan Bluedorn & Roger Evered, 1980)

Grand theories: highly abstract,
broad explanatory scope, limited

empirical specificity
(John Wacker, 1998) . .
Middle-range theories:

domain-specific
explanations balancing

abstraction and testability
(Per Nilsen, 2015/2020)

No hierarchy: theory
choice must match the
research question

@ (Robert Dubin, 1969)

Low-level theories: narrow,
context-bound explanations

with high precision
(John Wacker, 1998)

19



Example of a Theory in Rehabilitation Research: NPT

7

@

Normalization Process NPT explains how Its explanatory NPT operates at

Theory (NPT) 1s used complex target 1s intermediate abstraction:
here as a middle-range interventions become implementation, generalizable across
explanatory theory routinely embedded not effectiveness or settings but empirically

(Carl May & Tracy Finch, 2009;

In practice outcomes interpretable
Per Nilsen, 2015/2020)

(Allan Bluedorn & Roger Evered,
1980)

&S

Normalization is
explained through
generative social
mechanisms, not
descriptive categories

20



>

NPT explains
outcomes by
linking them to
underlying
processes of social
action

(Carl May & Tracy Finch,

2009)

How NPT Is Used (and Not Used)

Empirical NPT does not NPT does not
variation 1s prescribe evaluate
interpreted as interventions, effectiveness or
mechanism strategies, or predict clinical
success or action plans outcomes

breakdown, not

1solated barriers
(Per Nilsen, 2015/2020)

avd L

Treating NPT as a
checklist or
planning tool
collapses
explanatory theory
into description or
prescription

21



A framework 1s a structured arrangement of concepts or categories used to

organize and classify a phenomenon
(Paul Sabatier, 1999; Per Nilsen, 2015/2020)

Its methodological purpose 1s orientation, not explanation

O (1t specifies what to consider, not what causes what)
What Is a Frameworks delineate the analytic field by identifying
& relevant domains or dimensions

Framework?

(Per Nilsen, 2015/2020)

They support systematic coverage of complex, multi-domain phenomena

ﬁ without causal commitments
(Jo Rycroft-Malone & Tracey Bucknall, 2010)

Frameworks are intentionally non-explanatory;treating them as theories is a

category error
(Per Nilsen, 2015/2020)
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Descriptive frameworks organize domains to

o)
@ 01 support mapping, scoping, and synthesis
(Paul Sabatier, 1999; Per Nilsen, 2015/2020)

Analytical frameworks structure data examination

02 and comparison without causal explanation
(Jo Rycroft-Malone & Tracey Bucknall, 2010)

Types of

Determinant frameworks classify factors believed to

FramGWOI‘kS and influence outcomes without specifying mechanisms
(Per Nilsen, 2015/2020)
When to Use
Frameworks do not explain outcomes; attributin
Them P .

causal power to them 1s a category error
(Per Nilsen, 2015/2020)

No hierarchy: framework choice must align with the

05 analytic aim, not perceived rigor
(Paul Sabatier, 1999)
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Conceptual Frameworks vs Theoretical Frameworks

The distinction concerns the source of organizing

concepts, not the function of frameworks

(Joseph A. Maxwell, 2012; Patricia Shields & Nandhini Rangarajan,
2013)

Theoretical frameworks are Conceptual frameworks are

derived from established constructed by the researcher,

theories, reflecting their drawing on diverse sources to

map a specific study
(Joseph A. Maxwell, 2012)

conceptual architecture
(Patricia Shields & Nandhini Rangarajan, 2013)

Both types organize inquiry The distinction 1s non-hierarchical;

without explaining phenomena; choice depends on research aim and

neither specifies causal mechanisms theoretical maturity of the field
(Sharon Ravitch & Matthew Riggan, 2017) (Joseph A. Maxwell, 2012)
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Limitations and Common Misuses of Models, Theories, and Frameworks

Models are limited by simplification; treating
descriptive or heuristic models as

explanatory overextends their epistemic role
(Per Nilsen, 2015/2020)

Theories are scope-bound; misuses include

overextension and non-integrated citation

(Robert Dubin, 1969; John Wacker, 1998)
Treating theory as validated explanation without

empirical interrogation collapses explanation into

assertion

i ' Per Nilsen, 2015/2020
Frameworks are intentionally non- (Per Nilsen )

explanatory; attributing causal power to

them conflates classification with causation

(Tonette S. Rocco & Maria S. Plakhotnik, 2009) o . S .
The central principle 1s disciplined alignment:

conceptual tools must match research aims,

epistemic role, and level of abstraction
(Per Nilsen, 2015/2020)

25



Limitations and Common Misuses of Models, Theories, and Frameworks

Labels (model, theory, framework) If 1t represents structure or influence
are unreliable; terms are often used 04 within a bounded context, it
inconsistently across fields / functions as a model

(David Passey, 2020; Lara Varpio et al., 2020)

If 1t specifies causal or mechanistic

Identify the tool by what it d . . .
STy TR TOOR DY WHAL T TOR8 05 explanations beyond the immediate

in the study, not what 1t 1s called , ,
context, 1t functions as a theory

, , , . Misreading function leads to false
If it organizes domains or categories,

Oy 1t functions as a framework

causal inference, overgeneralization,

and unstable synthesis
(David Passey, 2020; Lara Varpio et al., 2020)
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How Models, Theories, and Frameworks Can Relate in Practice

A common (but optional) configuration:
. o frameworks define analytic scope
- _ O'I o theories explain mechanisms
' within that scope

This configuration i1s pragmatic,

|

| "0, . .

" | o models represent or operationalize
not required; no tool must be O 2 !

specific components

nested within another

Methodological rigor lies in disciplined

il O 3 alignment, not in combining tools

David P 2020
Each tool can be used (David Passey, 2020)

independently, depending on O 4

the analytic task
(Sharon Ravitch & Matthew Riggan, 2017)
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