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Basic Consideratfions
|
Some Basic Conbidotifions and Conctﬁts

In 1961, Sid Bijou and Don Baer (hijoq & Baer, 1961) proposed extending
the concepts, ueihods, and principles~of behavior analysis‘to the area of
child-development, ‘a field that alreaéy“encomﬁassed a Qariety of approaches, .
among them Jormative-maturation theory (Gesell, 1954; Ilg § Améi, {955),
psyc¢hoanalytic theory (Brikson, 19505 Freud, 1949), and dfnamic social learning
th?ory (Bandura § Walters, 1963; Dollaxrd § Miller, 1950; Sears, Maccoby, -

§ Le“}n, 1957). Becau;e dev;lopmental psychology was young and theoretiéally
ﬂdventurosoﬁe and because of the clo;e historical and conceptual gies behavior
anafysis &d wit‘h social }Jearning ﬁhogry, a tl;en dominant 'approach‘ to the
study of development, Bijou and Baer's propdsal was accepied.

But that acceptance was tentafi;;} Behavior analysts w;rp considered
radical, challenged traditional research protocol, appeared to offer only.
superficial explanations, and~were,;atrtimes, quite diéﬁutatious. But, among .
the more serious objections~wés thdt many behavior analysts, in their empirical-
irductive approach t& theory constrﬁcti;n, failéd to consider very carefully
their broader, metatheoretical assumptions, or at least to discuss them pub-
lically (White, 1970; see also criticisms by Kantor, 1563, 1968, 1970).

This failure to examine their metatheoretical assumﬁtions led te some
distortions and misunderstandings bgth within the approach and from the outside.
And, with thé ascendance of cqgnitive sbcial_learning theory (Bandura, 1977)
'and Piaget's cthitive-develépmental thebry (Favell, 1963; Piaget, 1970) --
approaches which did attend to m-tatheoretical i;sues -- further doubt wag
cast on the viabilfty of behﬁ%ior aﬂal;sisr;n developmqntal psychology. With \

this, many behavior analysts lost interest and moved off in different directions.

e A large nuqber more vigorously_pursgbd basic research with infrahumans thropgh

-
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the expcriﬁentnl analysis of behavior (Skinner, 1966a), while others pursued
problems of social importance through applied behavior analysis (Baer, Wolfy
§ Risley, 1968). Only a few continued to puréuc the anaiysis of child behavior
(Bi_j_ou.& Baer, 1969; Btzel, LeBlanc, § Baer, 1977).; .

\Through the years, however, a concern with theory grew among the animal
researchers and ;he behavior analytic developmentalists. Not theory in the
sense tha%leveryday child-environment interactions could be translated into
behavioral concepts ana princip;es; those analysog were not new (Bijou, 1976;
Bijou § Baer, 1965; Gewirtz, 1969, 1972, Kel}er § Schbenfeld;'l950; Skinner,
1953, 1957, Staats, 1963),§ Nor theory in the sense that hypothetical explana- .
tions may be posited for basic empirical reiationships (Honig § Staddon,
1977, Ferster, 1978). But metatheory: those untestable, more philosophic

( .
astumptions that are the basis of all psychological theory, concepts and

LY

research ﬁethodology. This concern can be documented by Skinner's incrrasing

R _
attention to the philosophy of science and human values (Skinner, 1969, 1971,

‘ .. . 4
1974, 1978), by Bijou and Baer's elaborations on a numbe of developmental

< ) _ .
concepts (Baer, 1970, 1976; Bijou,'1979; Bijou § Baer, 1978); by the inception

[y

of Willard Day's journal, Behaviorism; and by an increasing interest fmong
behavior analysts in J.R. Kantor's intérbehaviora] psychology (Bijou § Baer,

l978;(@s, 1978; Mountjoy, 1976).

Today, behavior analysts articulate better their metatheoretical_aégumptions
and in so doing have begunato temper some of the extreme posigions held by
and attributed to them, while still remaining truly behavioral. On the basis
of_this recent theoretical work, let us examine thé behavior analy;is positién .
on several current, yet enduring is§ues: (a)‘biqlggy énd environment, .
{b) structure and function, (c) traits and situations, and (d) mechanistic

and organismic approaches to development. : ‘ /



Basic Considerations
3

Biology and Environment

One problem that has plagued behavior analysis from the start is its
presumed environmentaligm. Behavior analysts have, perhaps, courted misne-
presentation nere through their focus of inquiry, but the presumption of
environmentalism is inaccurate. Biological fattors can and must be held
'accountable and as such may be viewed as 1nf1uenc1n§ child-environment inter-
actions in two ways. First, physiological structure and functioning 1nf{9ence
the behavioral strueture of a child's interactions with the environment and,
second, they determine the broad behavioral functions of, or processes nithin,

child-environment interactions:

Behavioral structures. With respect to behavioral structure, behavior

unnlyéts have explicitly recognized the role of biology through their use
of such terms as response or organismic equipment (Bijou § Baer, 1978; Morris,

1978), Which is said to define the structural capabilities and limits of

the child's behavior (cf Bijou § Baer, 1965 p. 10-30). This equipment

should be understood in terms of both phylogenetic and o togenetic contribu-

tions made to it (K:htor, 1959), that is, 1n terms of evolution and in terms

e of the pre~ and post- natal conditions of development which, aside from general
experience, include nutrition, disease, and injury Given that the phylo-
genetic and ontogenetic contributions encompass maturation and environmental
impact, respectively, the organismic equipment must be understood as umdergoing.

. - \
continuous change, thereby always altering the behavioral capabilities and
/ 2
limits’' of the child's behavior. Behavior anq}ysts sometimes assume that 2

«

biological structure and functioning are laid down at birth, never to be

altered, but such is not the'dnse.




“ behavior are part of our inheritance

L~

Basic Considerations

4
. L

Rehavioral functioning. With respect to Behavioral functioning, behavior '

analysts have not beelt explicit' about the role of biological heredity. But

1t soems quite clear that the processes involved in respondent and operant

.o P

In other words, respondent and operant

proces3es may be viewed as inherited.bohavioral functions, Lyst as are Freud's
process of cathexis (Freud, 1949)/£r'Piaget's functional invariants of organi-
zation, adnptat#on, assimilation, and accomodat ion (Piaget,’1970).

In regard to respondeht and operant functions, both unconditioned'and

conditioned interactions may be noted. On the unconditioned ‘side, evélution
+

has endowed childﬁpn with some béhavior, called respondent, that is a function

of unconditioned antecedent eliciting stimuli and with other behavior, called

N

operant, that is a function of unconditioned consequences, that is, primary

reinforcers. On the conditioned side, evolution has endowed children with
L Y N ) .
behaviors that develop as a function of certain interactions with the environment,

the processes of which are called respondent and operant conditio;;;;T\?nd

the products of .which are, for the former, conditioned eliciting stinmli

»

.and conditioned responses and, for the latt®ér, conditioned reinforcers, discri-

LY

minative-stimuli, and_elaborated behavior.

It is of interest to note that the in;erifed finction of 6perant conditioning

may be related to an underlying biological process or function -- that of

naturq§=solection.~ A parallel may be drawn between these ontogenetic and

phylogenetic processes iﬂ that' changes in the environment of an individual

strengthen and extinguish certain behaviors of its response repertoire in'

a manner analogous to which changes in the environmént of a species strengthen

and extinguish certain physiofbgica} structures ;nd functions of its or;anismic

equipment (Skinner, 3966b, 1969, 1974, 1977). Qn tpe basis of this parallel, '
. | \\§7 : | . | . ‘

6
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Skinner has suggested that operant conditioning "has utilized "a physiological
system that had already been developed in natural selection' (Skinnefﬂ,lQ?S.
p.- 120). PFrom this analysis, it should be clear t;at not only doeo the structure
of behavior have a biological ba;d. but also that the basic behavioral functions
are inherited -- again, just as they are for Freudians and Piagetians. For
them, the biologically based functions operate in a génetal mnnner which
is assumed to be relatively consistent across children. Individhal differences
in these functions are of little concern in the attempts to describe species-
‘wide psychological processes or functions. Behavior analysts have been no
different‘in their approach to respondent and operant functions.

Before concluding this section, it should be pointed out that a belief
in respondent and oporant conditioning does not therebf make one an environ-
mentalist, as opposed to a nativist (Herrnstein, 1977). The environmentalist- !\
nativist dimension is defined by the relative weight one gives to (a) uncondi-
txoned respondent behavior, unconditioned eyiciting stimuli, and the number
and st%qngth of primary reinforcers as opposed to the we ght one gives to’
(b) condit\ ed eliciting stimuli, conditioned reinforcers, and discriminatiVe
stimuli in acc \ting for development. Being a behavior analyst requires
no special belief in the nature or extent of conditioning -- that is an emoirical

- .
matter. ) i

) But, it i; true: behatior analysts have focused primarily on conditioning

pnocesses and have glossed over oréanismic'factors. This emphasis, however,
seeny to be changing as is illustrated by (a) recent research'on the limits

of and prepotencies for conditioning (Schwartz, 1974; Seligman & Hagar, 1972

Shettleworth, 1972), (b) the publication of behavior analytic texts and chapters.

emphasizing organismic variables (e.g., Brody § Harris, 1927% Fantino 8§’ Logan,

, €

-

;
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1979, Teitelbaum, 1977; Thompson § Boren, 1977), and (c¢) recent articles
published in applied behavioral journals (e.g., Rosc, 1978), especially in

the area of behavioral medicine and pediatrics (see Journal of Applied Behavior

_&'}fj}_}'_gg. 1978, 11, No. 4). We would hope to see mote research that link‘
a nonreductionistic physiological psychology (e.g.,'Kantor, 1947) with behavior .

analysis,

Structure and Function

As just described, understanding d:¥elopment focuses, in part, on the
. . \('
biological structure and functioning. But, we must also have an understanding

of psychological or-behavioral structure and functioning and, thus, must

. - Ve b
focus on (1) th? structure of chilgfenvironmeqp°interactions and (2) the
N i W
- ) ~
functioning of child-environment interactions.

Interactional structure. All child~environmént interactions have a

form, topg&raphy, or structure th?t may be described (or potentlally described)
by the objectlve measurement of\%he part1cipating behavior andzenvirqgment
A structural analysis of behavior and environment entail - reliable, physical
descriptions of thpir'Yespec£ive‘topographies or forms, ranginéffrom relativel} .
’ dsscrete‘units,rgheh as, resbeétively,'a discrimination panel press and word
of social approva1> to more lengthy and complex sequences, suth as descriptions
of the course of :development over time and the gramma%ical structure of a
" -parent's verbal behavio;. A structural analysis of child- envirOnment inter-
ad&ions, then,\Jﬁtails the coordination of the formal descript10ns of both
behavior and environment; it focuses on their organization. While structural
analyses of child&environment interactions are conducted by behavior analysts
as baseline and naturalistic observations, that approach has not been broadly

used as a means of studying development -- such is the functional “heritage

of behaviori sm. -

S 8 / - B
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Int;ractional function. Structural analyses of child-environment infer-

-~

acéﬁonsidb not however, provide direct understanding of behavior-environment
functioning, even though they may be suggestive. A formsl analysis of behavior
does not tell us directly about response functions {Kantor, 1959),;;hatfis,

what it "means'' to the environment, its response class (Skinner, 1935), or

whether it functioﬁn/di respondent or operant behavior (Skinner, 1953). Likewise,
a formal analysis of a stimulus does not tell us di;ectly.its stimylus funétion
(Kgntq?,.lésg), that is, what it "means' to the child, its stimulus class

(Skinner, 1935), or whether it functions as an eliciting, disériminative,A

or reinforcing stimulus (1953)3 In the analysis of interactional functioning,

N “

behavior and environment cangot be understood without reference to the effects

-

of one upon the other. And that understanding is most expediently achieved -
- ) .
when behavior and environment are experimentally manipulated, and not merely

correlated with>each other or with time.

Structurg-funqtio? relatioqsh}ps. A structural analysis of child-
énvironment interacy‘:;s, however; is in no way incompat}ble with a functional
analysis; in fact, thex are complementary. S;ructural analyses are‘hseful

in gaining a complet; u?derstanding of behavior and its developmeni (Catania,
1973, 1978; ﬁichélle 1976),.espec1911y in the iﬁitial stages of investigationn
and for suggasting remegial strategies when development is delayed or: deviant
(Nahler, 1975; Wetherby § Morris; in press). Both the analysis of structure
and of function are legitimate means for bnde?standing child-environment
intl(:t:ions. Bach has its own relatively distinct set of concerp;, jusg

as the tuey of anatomy and the study of physiblpgy do in biology. But,

the structuﬂe and funltion of child-environment jinteractions are interrelated

in that-they aéo mutually deterlined by devei6bmont just as anatomy and

physiology are uutually doternined by evolution (see Catania, 1978).

v .
LN

. ’ ) )
- 9 . . '
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‘ Unfortunately, those éoncerned with interactional structure and those
toncerned with interactional function have used different sets of languages
and assumptions -- cognitive/ofganismic and behavioral/mechanistic, r9§pegtively
(Catania, 1973, 1978) -- and have tended“to assert the importané} of one
megns of analisis over the other. Theso.nondefiping'but ggrreld;ed propértiesl
of ianguage and assuﬁptions have made coﬁcerns over structure and function
".appear incompatible and have led psychdlogists to exclude or defineiaway
certain areas of inquiry. A behavior analyst;ihowever, can bé either structur-
ally or f&nctionally oriented, as the terms are éefined here. Structural
analyses. of child-environment interactions should not be dismissed from the

-

system, nor should the structural descriptions of child-environment interactions
»
provided by those who may have a different language or hold different assumptions,

or who may draw different conclusions about the functions of behavior than:

behavior analysts. . The behavior analyst can and should look to the data N
available from other developmentalists. - /
Persons and Sithationg ( ,

A cléarer~understanding of the Bdhavioral approach to child-environment
Eunctioﬁing and the critical fole of interactional history in the dévelopment
of stumulus and response functibns is relevant to the trait-situationism
controversy wherein it is_debated whether personal state/trait variables
or environmental situations have the-prﬁmary'control over behavior (see Bowers,
1973; Mischel, 1968, ;973).

In that stimulus functions. and response functions deyéiop together and
are defined with respect to one;another, it is impossible to view stimilus ,
functions* as huwing‘nny'more control over behavior than response functions --
they are mutually and interdependently defining. fhe stimulus function of

| s : A ‘
o - .. - 10
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a situation does not compel behavior to occur except througﬁ a perso&'s response
functions for ihat situation; and a-person's Tesponse function; &o not compel
interactions except through the situation's stigulus functions for that beﬁavior.
Sipuations do not possess independent power to control‘psygholpgical interactions
any more than persons_posse;; independent pawer through states or traits

to organize and direct psychological intergétions.. Psychological interactions
are conf}olied --'iéﬁthaf is ihe word -~ mutualfy by stimulus and response
functioqs,'both of which are the products'of an interaci}onal hisggry; Infer-
actions may display those qualities we attribute to.gerséﬁal or situational
cont;ol depeﬁding'on how we view them or investigate them (Bowers, 1973), S~
.but those attributions are short-hand.conventions and are not always useful

as analytic methods. They also derive froq\gp overemphasis on mechanistic

as opposed to organismic thinking.

I
/

&enneth Bowers, in his wcll-égown critique of situationism in psychology,

argued that '"both the trait and situationist positions are inaccurate and

«
e

misleading and that a position stressing the interaction of-a”ﬁerson and
)

situation 1s both conceptually satisfying and empirically warrented" (Bowers,
1973, p 307). Behaviq& analysts would agree with that statement. They
would argue, hdﬂéber,'with Bow;r's narrow understanding of béhav{prism, which y
he equated with situatiopism. More important, theylwould find neither con-
(céptually satisé;zng nor empirically warrentéd his insistance that special,
personal, cognitive controls give meaning to person-situation interactions.

That approach takes the meaning out of an interaction as though it were inde-
pendent of it, and then makes meaning an attribute of ‘the organism alone --

" makes it organocentric rather than organismic. In doing this, meanings

along with othersstates and traits, are posited as internal causes and as

y oo

: : 1}
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the glue for pcrson-situation interactions whon,tho glue is actually inter-

actional history or dovolopment just as evolution is the glue oﬁ‘spécxeq—

environment intoractxons " This argument does not dony the oxistance of innel L
privat® causos, only tho creation of causes that have neither a tormal behaviorul
- R

or chviroﬁmentul status”’ (Schnaitter, 1978, Zurfff,de79)., o ;
"To summarize doscriptions'of an interactional histofy, from whigh have'

. e

o~

evolved currently operating stimulus and response functions, with trait or’
A . *

Knowledgo terms is not objectionable, Nhotfis objectionable is to roeify
those terms to make them causal agents. * predictions about_child—onvlronment
interactions can oe made on the basis of kﬁ%ﬁledge about behavior and on

the basis of knowledge about situations. But the ability to do ‘so does not
give Special causal power to either source. To assert that it does moves
us. from interactionism to either organocentrism or environmentolism. <

<

Organism{g pqd Mechanistic World Views

Organismic and mechanistic models or wofld hypotheses (Pepper, 1942)
have received much attention in developmental psychology of late. Some of
that attention has sei:; as the basis for critical appraisal of the meta-

theoretical underpinnjsgs of various theories (e.g., Overton § Reese,,1973;

Reese § Overton, 1970); other of that attention has served as a basis for

championing cognitive approaches over behavioral approhches‘(e.g.; Lerner,

LS

1976). S \

; .
Among some of the attributes of the organismic model is that causes
and bffocts are not tempq;,dli’separatod Child and environment 1ptoract
‘simultaneouslxland dynanically as p&rt«gf & unitary event, Neither the child
! : ¥

nor the environnent should be separated out as active or passive; it is the

system th‘t is active, Machanistic approaches do assume a temporally oriented

~~y
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cause-and-effect relationship between antecedent gnd condequent events. Chidd

and environment interact suCCessivelv, each relving on the other as its source

A  of activity.. Such an approach serves as a'osefullstinnlative and pragnatic: |
>+ _rule for the condyct of science. The mechanistic model, though, may have »

-some limitations as We gain a more sophisticated perspective on chil&-environment

I interactions. ,But our science of developmental psycnoloﬁy probably has not / égﬁ

procoeded far enough yet to make full use of organismic models. Complex

13

“" " mechanistic models may remain sufficient -- even if inc mplete -- for some 'ﬂgﬁiaﬁ
. s time'and:fo} allarge part of everyday developmental psfzizlogy. Analogously, : | |
- Nevton?s mechanistic model of physics and astronomy sufficed for many yeafs' .
« - before Einstexn revolutionized our perspectives and even today the Newtonian -

model remains adequatetfor mos't of wﬁl’t physicists do. . _"

v Un;ottunQ}nA¥5 some the contrasts between organismic and mechanjistic

l‘l

“

models have Been.improper drawn (seg_CAtania, 1978, for further discussion).

fat}

The organismic model has become aligned thh,developmentql appnOaches emph831zing
| cognition, thé mechaniqtic\model has become aligned with behaviorism It
B ' it important to po;nt out, however, that a mechanistic model may be either

cognitive, as in infornation—processing or computer analogies, or it may
- _ be behavioral as in learning theory. and that the\organismic model also ,
. may be cognitive, as in Piaget's cognitive-developmental theory, or behavioral, W
as in.J, R Kantor s interbehaviorism Organismic modeis need not be cognitive
“hodels;'they may'be behavioral.~ For those interested'in such a ﬁossibility,'
v; recomm¥nd J.R. Kantor to yon.(fantor, 1954' 1926, 1959 -1971), a

- ‘ v

\f Cognitivism and behaviorisn aside, analyseg of the dif?erent world views

. v
» " are in general agreenent that the basic metatheoretical assunptions of the
- ’ ,mecnanistic and o;ggnisnic approdches are incompatible in fundamental ways,
: o i
. 1 ¥ ’ " ¢ e
L ‘ - *
4 o ¢ s
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)’nevor to be reconciled by any oclécticism,(Popper, 1942). But these werld

)v“"
g & ?:"'fw"’
Y,
L YN
i
-

views may be brought together in several ways (Roese § OvertOn 1970), one
of whi;h is to adopt organismic assumptions yet do everyday science following
mechanistic reasoning; the reverse, h8Wever, does not seem possible. The

sciencé of physics provides an example of such an organismic-mechanistic

' relationship in that most of everyday physics is acbompiished with Newton's

~

mechanics, despite the conceptual and sometimes practical advantages of rela-

. -tivity theory. Within behavior analysis, it has been suggested_that the

relationship betneén Skiner and Kantor can be_similarly viewed (Monris,
1978) . The organismic and metnanistic world hypotheses should not be viewed
as necessarily antagonistic to one another, but rather as providing different
degrees of analytic completeness. Whether one is behavior analytic or not

.o \
is-unimportant to adopting one view or the other.

Conclusion

”

‘Pﬂfsummary,~we have tried to illustrate that behavicr analysis ‘heed

“not be environmentalistic, solely functionally oriented, situationist, or

”
1

mechaniétic. The ideas ;e”have put forth ane rough and unfinished, and probably
naite in some respects, but‘metotheory is a relatively new activity for bohavior
analysts. It is also a.necessary activitX: Many behavior onalysts,“however,
dismiss metatheor& as unimportant, ahd are joined by other psychologists

in viewing the recent interest inxworid hypotheses as a mere fad. This is .
unfortunate because no scientist operates outside of meththeory - cultural
context and personal\history”see to  that. To assume that one does operate

outside of those conditions is to operate in ignorance of basic influences

over scientific behavior.
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e Behavier anilysés typicall&-adopx.ln empirical-induttive roach to

theory construction as opposed to a hypothetical-deductive app ﬂch (Kantor,

1938; Skinner, 1950). They work first to e;tablish a data base, ?hen to

organize those data into empirical constructs, and finally to oré&nize those

empirical constructs into a theory. Behavior analysis is atheorééical, here,

in the sense thut\tho science is too young for a compl;to theory of development

and in that it is unwilling to accept theoretical explanations of data at

a different level from behavior itself (Skinner, 1950). But many behavior

;nalysts have improperly extended this ﬁtheoretical stance to considgrations

of metatheory. To be empirical-inductive is not to operate without general
’¥>§ssumptions and presuppositions,‘that is, outside the realm of metathebry.

Metatheory is there and behavier analysts should attend to it; their theory

of developménf can only be improved by such attention (see Kantor, 1963,

1968, 1970).

-

~

~. \
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