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This study guide is designed to be used along with the B. F. Skinner Foundation’s 
publication Verbal Behavior: Extended Edition. 

Each chapter of the book (except Chapter 18) is featured in a separate section with 
questions, followed by sample answers. Some questions do not have answers, because they 
are either notes to attract reader's attention to an important point, or assignments, i.e. 
"describe in your own words."



Chapter 1

A Functional Analysis of Verbal Behavior
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1. In what way do people act directly and indirectly on the 
environment?

2.    How is the term “verbal behavior” an advantage over other terms 
such as “speech” and “language?”

3.    What is the total verbal episode?

4.   On page 3 (top), Skinner is talking about “recent advances” in the 
analysis of behavior.  To what is he referring?

5.    Does Skinner see verbal behavior as fundamentally different from 
other human behavior?

6.    What is Skinner’s view of “understanding?”

7.    What have been the shortcomings of linguistics, syntactical, and 
semantic studies?
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8.    Has the field of semantics been successful?

9.    What characteristics of verbal behavior make it a good object of 
study?

10.  What, then, is lacking?

11.  How is it that the concept of “ideas” has made it tempting to look 
inside the organism?  What is the problem with this?

12. Skinner also talks about “images” that are said to give rise to 
verbal behavior. Taken together, and including other such 
explicanda, these constitute explanatory fictions.  What is the 
problem herein with these?

13. What is the unfortunate consequence of the doctrine of ideas?

14. Skinner also tackles “meaning.”  In some cases, meaning seems 
straightforward and sensible.  What is this?  When does it not?
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15. One of the techniques that Skinner discusses is “paraphrasing” as 
a way to explain the meaning of a word.  What is the disadvantage?

16. Note: Skinner, on page 10, is giving us a preview of what is to come.  
He will talk about a descriptive taxonomy of verbal behavior, 
and some explanations of the various forms.  Multiple causation 
will be discussed as it was in Science and Human Behavior.  Also, 
what happens when the speaker and listener are the same person?  
Skinner will address this topic by presenting an interpretation 
of “thinking.”

17. Check out the important features of this analysis.  What are they?



5

CHAPTER 1: STUDY GUIDE

Chapter One. Answers.
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1. In what way do people act directly and indirectly on the 
environment?

We operate directly on the physical environment in mechanical ways. Pushing, 
pulling, placing objects, etc.  The effects are “automatic” and tied to physical relations 
between the response and environment. We act indirectly on the environment with 
verbal behavior. Here, the reinforcers are mediated by other people, but can be no less 
inevitable than direct effects.

2.    How is the term “verbal behavior” an advantage over other terms 
such as “speech” and “language?”

Speech:  it emphasizes vocal behavior.  Hard to apply to other forms such as written 
or sign language.

Language:  Often refers to the practices of a linguistic community, and not the actions 
of an individual.

Verbal behavior:  It tends to emphasize the behavior of an individual, and lends itself 
well to identifying controlling variables.  Moreover, it does not have a long history in 
traditional explanations.

3.    What is the total verbal episode?

It is an account of the speaker and listener behavior.

4.   On page 3 (top), Skinner is talking about “recent advances” in the 
analysis of behavior.  To what is he referring?

His work, and the work of others, in Experimental Analysis of Behavior (EAB).  

Journal of Experimental Analysis of Behavior ( JEAB) was published in 1954, and 
there was a small group of people dedicated to this field.

5.    Does Skinner see verbal behavior as fundamentally different from 
other human behavior?

No.  If fact, this is an important and essential point of this book.  Specifically, we can 
apply the techniques of EAB to verbal behavior.
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6.    What is Skinner’s view of “understanding?”

We understand verbal behavior when we denote the contingencies that control what 
people say or write.

7.    What have been the shortcomings of linguistics, syntactical, and 
semantic studies?

A) They have not developed the techniques needed for a causal analysis.

B) A formulation appropriate to all fields has not emerged. (i.e., to any field of hu-
man endeavor – see Science and Human Behavior for the same point)

8.    Has the field of semantics been successful?

No.  There are many kinds and brands, but the approach has failed to yield a unified 
system.

9.    What characteristics of verbal behavior make it a good object of 
study?

A) Easily observed

B) Lots of it!

C) Facts are substantial and can be agreed on 

D) Development of writing repertoires has provided a measurement system  that is 
convenient and precise

10.  What, then, is lacking?

A functional analysis of verbal behavior.

11.  How is it that the concept of “ideas” has made it tempting to look 
inside the organism?  What is the problem with this?

Verbal behavior is often considered to be an expression of “ideas.”  The ideas gave rise 
to the verbal behavior, and were thought to be the cause of it.
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Problem:  ideas can not be observed independently.  In effect, they are explanatory 
fictions, as their evidence of existence is in the behavior they are said to cause.

12. Skinner also talks about “images” that are said to give rise to 
verbal behavior. Taken together, and including other such 
explicanda, these constitute explanatory fictions.  What is the 
problem herein with these?

They “allay” curiosity and bring inquiry to an end.

13. What is the unfortunate consequence of the doctrine of ideas?

That verbal behavior has an independent existence apart from other behavior.  Words 
are not the expression of ideas, and we do not “use” them in this way.  

14. Skinner also tackles “meaning.”  In some cases, meaning seems 
straightforward and sensible.  What is this?  When does it not?

When the word refers to a physical object, it is easy to describe its meaning as the 
thing referred to.  But when there is no physical referent, then it becomes more diffi-
cult.  It becomes even more difficult in sentences.

15. One of the techniques that Skinner discusses is “paraphrasing” as 
a way to explain the meaning of a word.  What is the disadvantage?

We have not accounted for the word by paraphrasing.  

16. Note: Skinner, on page 10, is giving us a preview of what is to come.  
He will talk about a descriptive taxonomy of verbal behavior, 
and some explanations of the various forms.  Multiple causation 
will be discussed as it was in Science and Human Behavior.  Also, 
what happens when the speaker and listener are the same person?  
Skinner will address this topic by presenting an interpretation 
of “thinking.”
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17. Check out the important features of this analysis.  What are they?

A) Looks at the behavior of individuals.

B) Little use of experimental results.

C) No survey of the “literature.”

D) The book represents an extension of experimentally-based facts about behavior 
to verbal behavior.  Thus, it is an exercise in “interpretation”, not extrapolating 
experimental results.

E) Appealing to measurable conditions and behavior that are measurable.

F) No appeal to hypothetical entities.

G) Ultimate aim is prediction and control of verbal behavior.
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 Chapter 2

General Problems
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1.     Skinner talks about “meaning” in the bottom of page 13, and top of 
page 14.  Explain in your own words what “meaning” is.

2.  Skinner defines verbal behavior as that which is reinforced 
through the mediation of others.  Is it just vocal behavior?  Can 
behavior have verbal and nonverbal characteristics?

3.   On pages 15-16, Skinner talks about different kinds of records of 
vocal behavior.  What are they?

4.    Discuss the main point regarding “single instance” vs “class.”  

5.   Discuss Skinner’s view of the “speech-sound” or phonetics issue.

6.    What is “hypostasis?” This is an important point.

7.  What is the difference between a phonetic report and direct  
quotation?
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8.    What is the difference between “response” and “operant?”

9. So, what is the size of the unit of verbal behavior?  What is a  
repertoire?

10. On page 22, Skinner launches into a discussion of “Probability of 
response.”  What is the evidence of this concept?

11. What are the limitations of the aforementioned indices of 
strength?

12. The discussion of over-all frequency is difficult.  First, what is 
meant by this measure?  Then, what is a limitation?

13. Discuss probability and predicting the single instance.

14. On page 29, Skinner describes an experiment in which a bird learns 
to make a “figure 8.”  What procedure is this?
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15. Talk about how behavior may be controlled by deprivation.

16. Give an example of how a deprivation may strengthen a class of 
behavior.  

17. Explain how the concept of “thirst” or “hunger” is unnecessary.

18. Explain the difference between escape and avoidance.

19. What is the “total verbal episode?”
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Chapter Two. Answers.
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1.     Skinner talks about “meaning” in the bottom of page 13, and top of 
page 14.  Explain in your own words what “meaning” is.

It is not a characteristic of a word, or a dependent variable, but  a characteristic of the 
causes of the word, or the independent variable.

2.  Skinner defines verbal behavior as that which is reinforced 
through the mediation of others.  Is it just vocal behavior?  Can 
behavior have verbal and nonverbal characteristics?

Verbal behavior is not just vocal, as other forms can have mediated reinforcement 
(signs, notes, pointing, gestures). Yes, behavior can have both characteristics. For ex-
ample, behavior may have reinforcing effects on the physical environment, but also 
generate reinforcers produced by others.

3.   On pages 15-16, Skinner talks about different kinds of records of 
vocal behavior.  What are they?

A) Electromyography (EMG)-like record of muscles involved

B) Acoustic record that shows the various pitches of sounds emitted

C) Phonetic record – speech broken into constituent sounds (NOTE:  such a record 
makes no assumptions about functional significance of the phonics)

4.    Discuss the main point regarding “single instance” vs “class.”  

In the analysis of behavior, we can describe single instances, but when predicting be-
havior, we are really predicting classes of behavior that have a particular property. For 
example, if we predict that a person will open the door, we are less concerned with 
any topography, and more concerned with behavior that results in opening the door.  
Likewise, in verbal behavior we are interested not in the musculature, but in sound 
patterns that produce a given effect on the verbal community.

5.   Discuss Skinner’s view of the “speech-sound” or phonetics issue.

Speech-sounds are not really the important issue in understanding verbal behavior.  
Indeed, if vocal behavior was not present, and we used non-vocal communication, the 
problems of verbal behavior would still remain.
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6.    What is “hypostasis?” This is an important point.

If someone asks “What did Shaun say today?” and you respond with “He said he 
will be here at 5 pm”, this is a reconstruction of the behavior of interest, and is un-
usual in science. We typically do not report behavior by imitating it.  In a sense, the 
reconstruction is the “name” of the response (not the response itself, of course). This 
reconstruction is hypostatis, and the names of the responses are acoustically similar to 
the responses themselves. Moreover, the variables responsible for the reconstruction 
are not necessarily the same as those responsible for the original statement.

7.  What is the difference between a phonetic report and direct  
quotation?

The former requires only a small repertoire to transcribe speech, but thousands of 
different “words.”  Moreover, a direct quotation usually involves inferring something 
about the causal variables or the effects on a listener.

8.    What is the difference between “response” and “operant?”

Response is a single instance and there is no requirement of controlling variables.  An 
operant is a class of responses and requires a specification of controlling variables (at 
least one is required:  its effect on the environment).

9. So, what is the size of the unit of verbal behavior?  What is a  
repertoire?

In linguistics, the unit may be the words and morphemes, or phrases, clauses, sentenc-
es, etc.  Any of these may come under functional control and are therefore identifiable 
units.  

A repertoire is a collection of potential operants of a speaker.  It is different from a 
“vocabulary” as a repertoire involves operants that require controlling variables, not 
just a collection of topographies.

10. On page 22, Skinner launches into a discussion of “Probability of 
response.”  What is the evidence of this concept?

A) Emission: Whether or not the response is emitted.  Strength is heightened when 
the verbal behavior is emitted under unusual, or inappropriate situations.  For ex-
ample, talking work at a party or sporting event, projective tests (see Science and 
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Human Behavior), verbal summator.

B) Energy level:  An energetic “NO” may indicate strength of the verbal behavior.  
Pitch level may also vary with energy level (as db increases, pitch may also).  

C) Speed:  This refers to how quickly the various parts of the verbal behavior follow 
each other, or the latency of the verbal behavior following relevant variables.

D) Repetition:  Whether or not the response is repeated after the initial emission.  
“NO, NO, NO” suggests a stronger operant than merely “NO.”

11. What are the limitations of the aforementioned indices of 
strength?

They do not always vary together.  Exceptions to co-variation must be explained.  
Also, different values of a measure may not reflect strength, but form: DE-sert and 
de-SERT are different operants unrelated to the energy level. Thus, accents on differ-
ent word parts make energy levels difficult. Moreover, these measures may be affected 
by special contingencies, such as speaking more energetically to deaf people, or rep-
etition may be needed in loud rooms. In essence, there are contingencies that may 
require changes in energy, repetition, or speed that may have nothing to do with the 
actual “strength” of the operant.

12. The discussion of over-all frequency is difficult.  First, what is 
meant by this measure?  Then, what is a limitation?

Over-all frequency is rate of response.  But, simply developing “word counts” can be 
misleading, as they may be different operant classes.

13. Discuss probability and predicting the single instance.

In the laboratory, we can easily see changes in rate as a function of independent vari-
ables. But, we are often interested in the probability of a single forthcoming event. 
It is probably the case that such predictions will rely on rates.  Indeed, in multiple 
determination of a behavior, we infer the contribution of each variable based on ob-
servations of rates.

14. On page 29, Skinner describes an experiment in which a bird learns 
to make a “figure 8.”  What procedure is this?

Shaping.

NOTE:  In this section, Skinner is discussing the well-known processes of reinforce-
ment and extinction.  On page 31, he also talks about discriminative control.
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15. Talk about how behavior may be controlled by deprivation.

When behavior is reinforced with, say, food, then the behavior may be strengthened 
by food deprivation.

16. Give an example of how a deprivation may strengthen a class of 
behavior.  

If a person has learned to get food by 1) going to the refrigerator 2) asking for food 
and 3) getting in the car and going to the store, then  1, 2, and 3 will be strengthened 
by food deprivation.

17. Explain how the concept of “thirst” or “hunger” is unnecessary.

In predicting or controlling a given response, we do not change the motivational con-
dition directly, but instead manipulate the controlling variables (e.g., deprivation) 
directly.  Thus, the 2nd link “thirst” is irrelevant, as practical control will require we 
look at manipulable variables.

Deprivation→ Thirst → “Water”

18. Explain the difference between escape and avoidance.

In escape, the behavior terminates or reduces some event.  In avoidance, behavior 
terminates or reduces some second event that precedes the first event.

19. What is the “total verbal episode?”

It is an account of the speaker and listener behavior.  And, to completely account for 
verbal behavior, we need both.  
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Chapter 3

The Mand



22

VERBAL BEHAVIOR: EXTENDED EDITION

1. What is a mand?  What is it “short” for?

2. Can you infer the function of verbal behavior by examining the 
form?

3. What does Skinner mean by the “total verbal episode?”

4. What is the difference between a request and command?

5. Skinner writes at some length about various classes of mands 
that differ with respect to functional control over the listener 
behavior.  Give some examples.

6. In classifying mands in terms of controlling variables of listener 
behavior, how is this different from traditional schemes?

7. Skinner points out that frequent mands may cause the listener to 
“revolt.”  How can this effect be mitigated?
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8. What is a generalized mand?

9. What are some dynamic properties of mands?  What may account 
for them?  What about listener behavior?

10. What is the effect of a long history of responding to mands?

11. What is the significance of the example of the two math problems 
and the mand “do it on paper.”

12. On page 44, Skinner revisits the “meaning” problem.  What is the 
traditional view of meaning of mands in this passage?  In Skinner’s 
view?

13. What is Skinner’s view of formal systems that embrace grammar 
and syntax?

14. Explain the point about children learning to cry for different 
reasons.  What is the advantage of this account?

15. What determines the form of a mand?  Are other stimuli relevant?
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16. What, then, is the “extended mand?”  Why do they occur?

17. How could mands be superstitious?

18. Can we mand “emotional reactions?”  (Cheer up!  Dry your tears!)

19. What are magical mands?  How does Skinner account for them?

20. How does Skinner explain poetry that includes mands?
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Chapter Three. Answers.
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1. What is a mand?  What is it “short” for?

Verbal behavior that is reinforced by a characteristic consequence (often specified in 
the mand), and is therefore under functional control of deprivation/aversive stimula-
tion.  There is a unique relationship between the form of the mand and the particular 
consequence.

It is derived from terms such as “command” or “demand.”

2. Can you infer the function of verbal behavior by examining the 
form?

No.  However, some forms are often associated with particular variables such that the 
function may be inferred.

3. What does Skinner mean by the “total verbal episode?”

He refers to the fact that we must account for both speaker and listener behavior.

4. What is the difference between a request and command?

The maintaining variables for the listener differ.  In a request, the listener complies for 
positive reinforcers.  In a command, the listener complies to escape from conditioned 
aversive stimuli supplied by the speaker.

5. Skinner writes at some length about various classes of mands 
that differ with respect to functional control over the listener 
behavior.  Give some examples.

Request and command:  See above

Prayer: Speaker generates an emotional predisposition in listener that strengthens 
behavior

Advice: Positive reinforcers not supplied by speaker

Warning: Negative reinforcers not supplied by speaker

Permission: When listener is inclined to behave, but is exposed to threat. Speaker 
reduces it.

6. In classifying mands in terms of controlling variables of listener 
behavior, how is this different from traditional schemes?
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Traditionally, such classifications often appeal to the “intention” of the speaker.  But, 
Skinner shows that intention may be translated into contingencies of reinforcement 
of the listener behavior.

7. Skinner points out that frequent mands may cause the listener to 
“revolt.”  How can this effect be mitigated?

A) Softening or concealing the mand character:  “I’m thirsty” or “Would you mind 
getting me a drink?” instead of “Water!”  

B) Flattery or praise:  “Get me a drink, my good man.”

8. What is a generalized mand?

A mand that is evoked by a variety of establishing operations (EOs) (“please”).

9. What are some dynamic properties of mands?  What may account 
for them?  What about listener behavior?

Energy level, speed, intensity.  These may be determined by EO strength, as well as 
history of reinforcement.  

Listener behavior may be determined by EO properties of speaker behavior, as well as 
historical variables.

10. What is the effect of a long history of responding to mands?

Listeners may respond without any particular EO.  In a sense, a generalized compli-
ance class.

11. What is the significance of the example of the two math problems 
and the mand “do it on paper.”

That listeners may not even be aware that they are responding to mands and other 
controlling variables. Indeed, this example shows the effects of multiple control, as 
words in the instructions strengthened addition in the first problem, and multiplica-
tion in the second.
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12. On page 44, Skinner revisits the “meaning” problem.  What is the 
traditional view of meaning of mands in this passage?  In Skinner’s 
view?

The reinforcer that is specified in the mand.  In Skinner’s view, it is the reinforcer, as 
well as the EO.  Thus, the “meaning” of any mand must specify the entire contingen-
cy:  evocative variables and the reinforcers responsible for their effect.

13. What is Skinner’s view of formal systems that embrace grammar 
and syntax?

Not in favor, because they do not suggest techniques that would explain the prove-
nance of the verbal behavior.

14. Explain the point about children learning to cry for different 
reasons.  What is the advantage of this account?

In newborns, crying may be an unlearned response to various EOs.  However, crying 
may then be reinforced by events such as parent attention, and therefore be evoked 
by the relevant EO.

The advantage is that 1) terms can be defined by known experimental processes (con-
ceptually systematic!)  2) it is consistent with explicanda of other verbal and nonver-
bal behavior

15. What determines the form of a mand?  Are other stimuli relevant?

Contingencies of reinforcement provided by the listener and verbal community at-
large determine the form of a mand, and what forms will be effective.  However, other 
stimuli are important, as they may acquire discriminative control over the mand be-
cause they are present during reinforcement.

16. What, then, is the “extended mand?”  Why do they occur?

It is a mand that occurs in the absence of the usual discriminative stimuli. For exam-
ple, we may demand that our car “stop”, that the door “open”, etc. Or, we may issue 
mands to babies, dolls, or untrained animals. They can not possibly provide reinforce-
ment, but they have characteristics that are similar to individuals who do provide 
reinforcement for mands. Thus, it is a stimulus induction, or generalization, process.
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NOTE:  because some of the usual controlling variables are absent, the response may be 
unusually weak or “whimsical” with a comment that indicates its lack of strength.

17. How could mands be superstitious?

Certain mands may be maintained by occasional reinforcers that have no mechanical 
or physical connection.  In a sense, the reinforcers are “accidental” or delivered for 
reasons other than the occurrence of the mand.

18. Can we mand “emotional reactions?”  (Cheer up!  Dry your tears!)

In some cases, the mere form of the mand does not have the desired effects.  However, 
there are other stimuli that may accompany that may have the desired effects.  For 
example, “Dry your tears” may be accompanied by stroking or soothing tones of voice 
that may affect the listener.

19. What are magical mands?  How does Skinner account for them?

It is a form of extended mand that has no history of reinforcement to explain its emis-
sion, or the emission of similar behavior.

Skinner accounts for them by appealing to a history of mands that forms a general-
ized response class that is maintained by “control over the environment.” Or, there 
may be moments of “great stress” (or strong EOs) that may evoke the response;  in a 
sense, the speaker may be merely describing the reinforcer appropriate to a given EO.

20. How does Skinner explain poetry that includes mands?

He discusses “poetic license” in which the writer experiences strong EOs, and emits 
mands in the form of lyric poems.  The poetic community and readership maintain it, 
despite the absence of usual contingencies for mands.
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 Chapter 4

Verbal Behavior Under the Control  
of Verbal Stimuli
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1. Are prior stimuli irrelevant in the mand?

2. What are the three levels of relative probabilities of the mand?  
Is “C” the same as “naming?”

3. What are the two ways of releasing verbal behavior from a  
specific EO?

4. After eliminating the relation between a response and EO, what, 
then, determines the form of the response?

5. In what way can escape from aversive stimulation be a conditioned 
generalized reinforcer?

6. What is a verbal  stimulus?

7. Skinner moves on into explaining control by prior verbal stimuli.  
First up is the echoic.  What is this class?
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8. What are the range of reinforcers available for echoics?

9. Skinner discusses what echoics are NOT.  Present an overview of 
his main points.

10. Go back to page 59, and read the passage about the parrot.  What is 
the point therein?  This is an important point that will be found 
in many of Skinner’s writings.

                                                                                    
11. What is the minimal size of the echoic operant?

12. What are self echoics?

13. What is textual behavior?  How is it maintained?

14. What is the smallest functional unit?

15. Skinner talks of two important differences between echoics and 
textual that follow from the fact that there is a difference in 
the formal similarity between stimulus and response product.  
What are they?
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16. What is the role of “self textual behavior?”

17. What is transcription?

18. If both the stimulus and response products are in the same  
dimension (i.e., copying text), is it “self correcting?”

19. What are intraverbals?

20. Give a range of examples that are intraverbal.

21. Skinner goes on to discuss chains of intraverbals.  Is any one link 
under exclusive control of the previous?  What is a “haplological 
error?”

22. How does Skinner see “word associations?”

23. What reinforcers maintain intraverbals?
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24. What is “contiguous usage?”

25. What kinds of variables can determine the response to a word(s)?

26. Is there a minimal unit of intraverbals?

27. How does Skinner classify translation?  Give an example.

28. What are the dynamic properties of echoics, textuals, and intra-
verbals?  Why is this?

29. If there is some kind of “meaning” to these verbal behavior under 
the control of verbal stimuli, what is it?
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Chapter Four. Answers.
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1. Are prior stimuli irrelevant in the mand?

No.  Mands are reinforced only when an audience is present, so discriminative control 
by the audience emerges.

2. What are the three levels of relative probabilities of the mand?  
Is “C” the same as “naming?”

A) Absence of listener (low probability)

B) Listener appears (higher probability)

C) Listener appears with desired item (highest probability)

No.  Naming is more appropriate to verbal behavior that bears no relationship to a 
specific reinforcer, and is therefore independent of an establishing operation (EO).

3. What are the two ways of releasing verbal behavior from a  
specific EO?

A) Reinforce with a variety of reinforcers, and the response will exist in strength 
unless there is no EO

B) Use generalized conditioned reinforcement (approval, praise)

4. After eliminating the relation between a response and EO, what, 
then, determines the form of the response?

Prior stimuli.  We reinforce response A in the presence of stimulus a, response B in the 
presence of stimulus b, etc.

5. In what way can escape from aversive stimulation be a conditioned 
generalized reinforcer?

A person may deliver a variety of aversive events, and therefore preceding stimuli (i.e., 
threats) may be conditioned.  Thus, the elimination of a threat will be a reinforcer.

6. What is a verbal  stimulus?

A stimulus that is produced by another person’s verbal behavior.  For example, an 
“echoic stimulus” functions as a mand for the person who issued it. (“say candy”)
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7. Skinner moves on into explaining control by prior verbal stimuli.  
First up is the echoic.  What is this class?

The evocative stimulus is a prior verbal stimulus with point-to-point correspondence 
to the response.

8. What are the range of reinforcers available for echoics?

A) “Educational reinforcers” in teaching speech

B) Reduction of threat issued by listener

C) We may echo to re-present a stimulus so that it is effective as SD (e.g., “What is a 
positive reinforcer?”  A positive reinforcer is…)

9. Skinner discusses what echoics are NOT.  Present an overview of 
his main points.

A) Echoics are not self-praise statements – a verbal stimulus of the same form does 
not precede it.

B) Repeating what you heard previously – there is a “special temporal relation” ab-
sent.  However, he does not define what this relationship is.

C) Rule-governed behavior that has a formal similarity to the behavior in the rule.  
For example, if A says “When he comes in, tell him ‘I am upset.’”  B then says “I 
am upset” upon arrival of the person.  B’s statement is under functional control of 
the arrival of the person.

D) Echoics are not “instinct.”  There is no similarity between the stimulus (sounds) 
and the musculature that produces them.  There is, in a sense, a similarity between 
the sounds and the effects of the musculature.  Echoics are operant classes subject 
to contingencies.  Moreover, that parents have to teach echoics early in life is ad-
ditional evidence that this class is not innate.

NOTE:  Skinner describes a differential reinforcement process of learning echoics on 
page 60.  The speaker tries various sounds, and is successful when a match is achieved.

10. Go back to page 59, and read the passage about the parrot.  What is 
the point therein?  This is an important point that will be found 
in many of Skinner’s writings.

Parrots do not innately imitate sounds. Sounds do not inexorably evoke imitative 
sounds in the parrot. If anything is inherited, it is the capacity to be reinforced by 
producing sounds that were previously heard.                                                                                     
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11. What is the minimal size of the echoic operant?

In many cases, the individual sound (or phoneme) is the minimal unit. Children, 
upon hearing some stimulus, will reproduce it, sound by sound. However, the mimics 
may have even smaller units in their repertoires that include intonations, accents, etc.  
These allow him/her to echo novel sound patterns of great variety.

NOTE: Some echoic sounds may combine into larger units, such as the names of 
chemical compounds, technical terms, etc.

12. What are self echoics?

Echoing one’s own speech.  In its pathological form, palilalia:  when a person echoes 
something heard, and then continues to repeat it.

13. What is textual behavior?  How is it maintained?

“Reading”. That is, vocal responding to nonauditory verbal stimuli:  text, pictures, 
symbols, letters. There is no formal similarity between the stimulus and response;  
but, there is a point-to-point correspondence but in different dimensional systems.  
(e.g., the written letter A → “a”, letter B → “b”, etc.)

It is maintained by:

A) Educational reinforcers that are conditioned in nature.

B) Collateral effects of textual behavior may also provide automatic reinforcement:  
interesting reading, effects that are correlated with other reinforcements.

C) Textual behavior may result in other, more effective verbal operants. For example, 
a dictionary may evoke textual behavior, which then sets up the acquisition of in-
traverbals (“The definition of ‘semantics’ is…”) Or, an illustrated dictionary may 
present pictures and text, such that the pictures will later be described.

14. What is the smallest functional unit?

It may be very small, such as at the individual sound corresponding to each letter, or 
larger units may emerge that involve word combinations (“positive reinforcement”).  
However, if the text is not phonetic (e.g., picture), then no limit is present.

15. Skinner talks of two important differences between echoics and 
textual that follow from the fact that there is a difference in 
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the formal similarity between stimulus and response product.  
What are they?

A) Echoics can generally have a finer grained, smaller unit than textuals.

B) Echoics provide for automatic reinforcement of closer and closer approximations 
to the correct sounds.  Thus, the speaker “knows when he has echoed correctly”, 
but not so with textual behavior.  Automatic reinforcement of reading interesting 
text may strengthen the textual behavior, but it does not differentially reinforce 
correct forms at the phonetic level.  (there is no automatic reinforcement of cor-
respondence between S and R).

16. What is the role of “self textual behavior?”

We can create our text that will control our behavior at a later date.  It is a relatively 
permanent product, unlike the effects of echoic behavior.

17. What is transcription?

Copying written material or taking dictation.  The speaker is creating a visual stimulus 
from a previous visual or auditory stimulus, respectively.

18. If both the stimulus and response products are in the same  
dimension (i.e., copying text), is it “self correcting?”

Yes. The speaker can compare both, and be differentially reinforced for closer and 
closer approximations.

19. What are intraverbals?

Verbal behavior under the control of prior verbal stimuli, but without the point-to-
point correspondence either within a dimension or across two dimensions.

20. Give a range of examples that are intraverbal.

Long poems, history facts, math facts, greetings, small talk.

21. Skinner goes on to discuss chains of intraverbals.  Is any one link 



42

VERBAL BEHAVIOR: EXTENDED EDITION

under exclusive control of the previous?  What is a “haplological 
error?”

Not typically.  If we interrupt the chain, and then re-present the previous, it is often 
hard to get restarted.  You often need a “running start” that involves several previous 
links.

A haplological error is when two links in a chain are the same, and arrival at the first 
link evokes behavior that occurs after the second.  It is an “anticipatory” jump.

22. How does Skinner see “word associations?”

Sequences of intraverbals.

23. What reinforcers maintain intraverbals?

Like echoics and textuals, a form of conditioned generalized reinforcement.

NOTE:  Skinner makes an important point about multiple control and multiple ef-
fects.  That is, any given word may be evoked by a variety of variables, and any given 
word may in turn evoke a variety of responses, depending on other variables. 

24. What is “contiguous usage?”

When using a particular word, it is “advantageous” to have others readily available.  
For example, when talking about “lake”, it may be important to be able to say “sea” 
or “water” or “boat.”  In behavioral terms, talking about lakes and saying other words 
that are related is differentially reinforced on many occasions.

25. What kinds of variables can determine the response to a word(s)?

A) History of reinforcement of the speaker (e.g., med students will react to “admin-
ister” differently than law students)

B) The size and combination of words.  Larger, more complex statements will tend 
to evoke a narrower number of responses (e.g., “red” or “white” will evoke many 
responses, but “red, white, and ___” will evoke only one:  blue!)

26. Is there a minimal unit of intraverbals?
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No.  The unit may be small sounds or larger patterns.  However, there is no function-
al unity as in mimicry, and there is no point-to-point correspondence between the 
stimulus and response.

27. How does Skinner classify translation?  Give an example.

As intraverbal behavior.  A Spanish translator may hear English (discriminative stim-
ulus - SD) and then provide Spanish words through intraverbals.  Interestingly, the 
translator may respond to the translated language as a listener.

28. What are the dynamic properties of echoics, textuals, and intra-
verbals?  Why is this?

With a well-trained speaker, the speed or energy tends to be uniform without large 
variations.  One reason is that the reinforcers are conditioned generalized, and there-
fore strong motivational variations may be absent.  However, dynamic properties can 
be evoked in echoics (they will have the properties) and to a lesser extent textuals 
(using underlines, etc.)

29. If there is some kind of “meaning” to these verbal behavior under 
the control of verbal stimuli, what is it?

Between the response and the source of the verbal stimulus presented by the original 
speaker.  Again, meaning is simply the variable (s) responsible for the emission of the 
response.
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Chapter 5

The Tact
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1. What is a tact?  Does it “refer” to the evocative stimulus?

2. Where is the unique control in the tact?

3. What is a pure tact?

4. Check out the figures on pages 84 and 85.  Be able to diagram tacts 
using a similar layout.  What is the evocative stimulus in these 
figures?

5. How does Skinner account for the listener who provides the 
conditioned generalized reinforcement?

6. On page 86, Skinner is talking about the listener’s reaction to a 
tact.  The first question he addresses is whether a tact “stands 
for something” or is a substitute for the thing it describes.  Does 
it?  Is looking for the thing tacted a reflex?

.

7. What variables will determine whether the listener will take ef-
fective action after hearing the tact?
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8. On page 89, Skinner talks of the stimulus control of the tact. 
Start with the basics:  is there audience control in the tact?  
But do we always tact in the presence of an audience?  What 
might influence such tacting?

9. Tacts are reinforced by generalized conditioned reinforcers, 
and therefore, tacts are relatively free of momentary EOs of the 
speaker.  This is similar to ehoics, textual, and intraverbals.  Are 
tacts therefore “dynamically flat?”  

10. Skinner now goes on to discuss extended tacts.  Brush up on 
the concept of stimulus generalization, as this will aid you in 
understanding this section.  What is generic extension?

11. When an extended tact is reinforced, would future occurrences 
be classified as extensions?

12. NOTE: On page 92, Skinner talks about behavior coming under 
evocative control of a single property. This will be discussed fur-
ther in the section on abstraction, which, you will see, requires 
the actions of a verbal community.

13. What is metaphorical extension?  Give an example.

14. When a metaphor is reinforced, is it still a metaphor?
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15. Explain the point about the “eye of the needle” on page 94.

16. Contrast the number of defining stimulus properties in generic 
vs. metaphorical extension.

17. What do tacts and metaphors tell us about current conditions 
and the speaker?

18. On page 96, Skinner talks about why metaphors occur.  Give a  
couple of reasons.

19. Give an example of an apparent metaphor that really involves 
mostly intraverbals.

20. Check out the first paragraph on page 97.  Explain with an exam-
ple how an extension occurs without a common element between 
the stimuli.

21. On the bottom of 97 and top of 98, Skinner makes the case for the 
utility of metaphor.  What are the main points?
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22. Compare science and literature to tact extensions.

23. What is metonymy?  Give an example.

24. How common are metonymical extensions?  Why?  Can they become 
part of standard usage?

25. What are solecistic extensions?  Give an example.

26. On page 103, Skinner tackles the practice of “naming” or 
nomination.  First, what is a proper name?

27. Where do proper names come from?

28. Explain how names that result from metaphor are more easily 
remembered.

29. In the next section, Skinner talks about guessing. Can a response 
be classified as a tact if it is not evoked by some environmental 
stimulus? What, then, is a guess?
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30. What kind of variables will determine tact extensions? Can  
speakers indicate response probability in emitting a tact?

31. Note: In the first paragraph of “Abstraction” Skinner talks of 
the problem of unchecked tact extensions.  It would be a real 
problem in science.  Imagine if  CBAs or CABAs named a variety 
of consequences and stimuli as “reinforcers” because they had 
some distant similarity to a real reinforcer (they were conse-
quences, or they made kids smile).

32. How does the verbal community check the process of tact 
extensions in #31?  Give an example.

33. At the last paragraph of page 107, Skinner talks about metaphor 
and stimulus induction.  What is this term?  What is the point 
here?

34. Is an abstraction ever “pure” in the sense that it is consistently 
and forever evoked only by a single property?

35. Can abstraction be conditioned in the physical environment?  Is 
an abstraction only evoked by a single property?
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36. Note: On page 110, Skinner is talking about object-terms and 
property-terms.  Simply put, the former is a tact evoked by the 
presence of some object or thing, such as “chair”;  the latter is 
evoked by some single property such as “red”.  The former tend to 
be acquired first, but the process is the same.

37. On page 111, Skinner goes on to talk about the problems in trying 
to identify the defining properties of objects, or in trying to 
define their “meaning.”  He concludes with the solution on page 
113.  What is this solution?

38. What is the difference between a proper tact and common tact?

39. Recall Skinner’s point that to condition abstractions, a verbal 
community is required.  So, how does the verbal community do 
this?  What determines the strength of an abstraction?

40. Note: On page 114, Skinner moves on to the problem of “reference.”  
He is essentially examining the traditional problems of “what 
things stand for” or what a speaker “means.”  His presentation is 
typical of his writing, in that he talks of traditional treatments, 
and then quickly dispenses with them and presents the behavior-
al interpretation.  This is at the top of 115.  In short, reference or 
meaning is simply details of the three-term contingency.
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41. There is a nice summary of ehoics, textuals, intraverbals, and 
tacts on page 116.  Give an overview of this, paying particular at-
tention to his point about the minimal repertoire.

42. Skinner again examines the problem of what a term “refers to.”  
Check out the discussion on page 117.  What is his point?

43. Check out the table on page 118.  It presents combinations of pairs 
of tacts.  Each cell represents a combination of the kind of stimuli 
(same, similar, or different) and kind of response (same, similar, or 
different).  Some of the cells represent well-known combinations, 
such as synonyms and homynyms.  Provide examples for each cell.

Note that Skinner considers cells 1 and 9 to be ideal.  Why is that?

44. Skinner goes on to talk of smallest functional units.  Summarize 
the points by identifying various sizes of functional units.

45. Skinner considers the “morpheme” but quickly rejects it as a 
functional unit.  He then offers the “root” and prefixes/suffixes 
as verbal units.  Give an example.
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46. There is an interesting point about “sp”.  What is it?

47. So, how does Skinner conclude his discussion of minimal units of 
tacts?

48. In Skinner’s view, what would the “ideal language” be?  Is it 
possible?

49. Note: Skinner classifies “model building” as verbal behavior be-
cause its reinforcement is mediated by other people.  He also dis-
cusses pointing and gesturing as a form of verbal behavior.

50. Skinner goes into great in talking about onomatopoeia.  First, 
what is this?

51. Where may these come from?
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52. On page 127, Skinner discusses the different kinds of tacts emitted 
by scientists and poets to essentially the same situations.  Why is 
this?

53. On the bottom of page 127, Skinner summarizes the problem 
of reference.  He first speaks of generalization.  How is this 
applicable?

54. Skinner then talks of abstraction and appeals to three terms.  
What are they?  How does this relate to concept formation?

55. Skinner then talks of a continuum. What is this?

56. Skinner concludes this section (thankfully!) by discussing the 
“referents” of the other classes. First, he suggests that the 
search for every referent of every verbal behavior is fruitless 
and time-killing.  But, he does present some general points about 
some kinds of verbal behavior that might seem to be tacts.  Specif-
ically, the behavior of historians and that in scientific discourse 
is often intraverbal. Give an example.

57. The next section deals with the problem of tacting private events.  
What is the problem herein?
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58. How can the verbal community establish tacts to private events?

59. Check out the passage from Science and Human Behavior.  Skinner's 
first point has to do with “other variables” that may weaken the 
stimulus control of private events.  What does this mean?

60. Skinner's second point is a fundamental behavioral point.  It has to 
do with whether or not we “naturally” come under the control 
of stimuli.  Explain this point.

61. Skinner notes that a given tact of private stimuli may involve a 
mixture of stimuli, both public and private.  Analyze “My heart is 
racing”.

62. On page 136, Skinner talks of tacts that may involve public 
properties, but also involve private events.  Give an example:

63. Note: On the bottom of 137 and 138, Skinner cautions that private  
stimuli are not necessarily involved in many situations.  He offers 
straightforward, more parsimonious explicanda for his examples.
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64. What is “animism?”  (sometimes called anthropomorphizing) 

65. The next section has to do with tacting one’s own behavior.  The 
first set of examples involve tacting one’s current behavior.  How 
does this happen?  What are the range of stimuli that evoke the 
behavior?

66. Explain the point about the difference between the tact “red” 
and “I see red”.

67. Skinner concludes this section with two points. What are they?

68. The next section involves responses to covert behavior.  First, 
why might covert behavior occur?  Why is it maintained?

69. How can such behavior be maintained?

70. The next section discusses tacts to prior behavior.  How is this 
acquired?
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71. Next up is responding to potential behavior.  First, what kind of 
behavior is this?

72. Skinner also talks about behavior that can not be executed, such 
as skiing without snow.  Identify the potential evocative stimuli.  
This analysis can also be applied to responding to future behavior.

73. Note: The next section (Responses to the variables controlling 
behavior) involves tacting independent variables, not depen-
dent variables.  Skinner cautions the reader to avoid inferring 
purpose to behavior (sometimes called “teleological” explican-
da).  On page 145, he takes up “should” or “ought to” statements.  
This discussion is found in Science and Human Behavior, and pro-
vides a behavioral interpretation of “ethical” pronouncements.  
Thus, “you should tell the truth” is equivalent to “Telling 
the truth will provide reinforcement your parents and teach-
ers”.  Be able to provide similar explanations to advice such as 
“You should take an umbrella.”

74. The final section deals with tacting the probability of behavior.  
What might be the controlling variables?

75. The chapter concludes with an important practical point.  What 
is it?
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Chapter Five. Answers.
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1. What is a tact?  Does it “refer” to the evocative stimulus?

Verbal behavior that is evoked by some feature of the nonverbal physical environ-
ment.  

No, it does not refer to anything in a technical sense.  Instead, that evocative stimulus 
merely strengthens the response because of a reinforcement history.

2. Where is the unique control in the tact?

In the evocative stimulus.  There is no unique evocative control by establishing oper-
ation (EOs), unlike in the mand.  Skinner makes an interesting point about mands 
and tacts:

…the mand permits the listener to infer something about the condition of the speaker 
regardless of the external circumstances, while the tact permits him to infer some-
thing about the circumstances regardless of the condition of the speaker. (p. 83)

3. What is a pure tact?

A tact that presumably is not influenced by any EO, which would result from condi-
tioned generalized reinforcement.  Skinner suggests this probably never happens, but 
when a tact does occur, its form is definitely determined solely by the environmental 
feature.

4. Check out the figures on pages 84 and 85.  Be able to diagram tacts 
using a similar layout.  What is the evocative stimulus in these 
figures?

An object and audience.

5. How does Skinner account for the listener who provides the 
conditioned generalized reinforcement?

He talks of “educational reinforcement, which is a reinforcement that is given to 
strengthen and maintain a given form of behavior in the speaker.  Thus, the listen-
er gives these kinds of reinforcers because he/she is paid to do it (as a teacher), or 
receives some other form of approval, etc, from the community. (Praise is given to 
parents for their children’s repertoire).  
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Or, in other cases, the speaker may tact events that the listener has no contact with.  
Then, the listener may be brought into contact, and gain reinforcers unrelated to the 
speaker behavior;  then, the listener may reinforce the tact because it has allowed 
access to these reinforcers.  For example, the speaker may answer the phone, and tell 
the listener “phone for you!”  The listener may then answer the phone, and obtain 
reinforcements from the call, and then say “thank you for getting the phone” to the 
original speaker.  This would, then, reinforce the tact.  In a sense, tacts extend the lis-
tener’s contact with the world, and are therefore maintained for that reason.

Finally, tacts may allow the speaker to be controlled by stimuli in the environment.  
For example, those who learn to tact their own private behavior, such as anxiety, may 
be able to respond to it more effectively.  Same goes for external stimuli.  If you are 
able to tact an external stimulus, you may be able to react to it more effectively.  This 
may be related, or the same as, “awareness.”

6. On page 86, Skinner is talking about the listener’s reaction to a 
tact.  The first question he addresses is whether a tact “stands 
for something” or is a substitute for the thing it describes.  Does 
it?  Is looking for the thing tacted a reflex?

No.  If someone tacts “candy”, he/she can not consume the tact.  Moreover, in re-
sponse to Russell’s argument, Skinner also opines that we don’t respond to the tact 
in the exact way that we respond to the thing tacted.  Thus, we react differently upon 
hearing the tact “candy” than to the candy itself.

No.  It is a discriminated operant reinforced by the sight of the object tacted.

7. What variables will determine whether the listener will take ef-
fective action after hearing the tact?

A) Precision of tact (are there sufficient details to evoke some response)

B) Accuracy of tact (are the details correct?  Is there correspondence between the 
environment and the tact?)

C) History with the speaker

D) Whether the verbal behavior is a tact, or perhaps ehoic, textual, or intraverbal.
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8. On page 89, Skinner talks of the stimulus control of the tact. Start 
with the basics:  is there audience control in the tact?  But do we 
always tact in the presence of an audience?  What might influence 
such tacting?

Yes, there is audience control in tacting, as there is in other forms of verbal behavior.  
However, we do not always tact in the presence of an audience, because there are many 
environmental characteristics that are not novel, and therefore not reinforced in the 
verbal community.  Thus, one variable is the novelty of the characteristic.  Moreover, 
the listener may mand for a particular tact (“what is that?”), and this will strengthen 
the tact.

9. Tacts are reinforced by generalized conditioned reinforcers, 
and therefore, tacts are relatively free of momentary EOs of the 
speaker.  This is similar to ehoics, textual, and intraverbals.  Are 
tacts therefore “dynamically flat?”  

No.  Skinner suggests that tacts can vary more in speed, intensity, and clarity, depend-
ing on the stimuli being tacted and the occasion.  (a speaker may excitedly say “There 
is a shooting star!”)

10. Skinner now goes on to discuss extended tacts.  Brush up on 
the concept of stimulus generalization, as this will aid you in 
understanding this section.  What is generic extension?

Step 1 → A tact is reinforced in the presence of a particular stimulus with a defining 
characteristic(s) 
 For example, being reinforced for saying “chair” in the presence of a chair

Step 2 → The defining characteristic is present in a new stimulus, and evokes the tact
 A different looking chair is presented, and the person tacts “chair”

Thus, in generic extension, a tact comes under evocative control of a stimulus with a 
necessary characteristic.  Then, that characteristic is present in a new stimulus, and 
the tact is evoked.

11. When an extended tact is reinforced, would future occurrences 
be classified as extensions?

No.  The stimulus is no longer novel, and the stimulus class has been expanded (e.g., 
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there may be several kinds of chairs that evoke “chair”).  Thus, the strength of the tact 
can be attributed directly to a reinforcement history, not an extension.

12. NOTE: On page 92, Skinner talks about behavior coming under 
evocative control of a single property. This will be discussed fur-
ther in the section on abstraction, which, you will see, requires 
the actions of a verbal community.

13. What is metaphorical extension?  Give an example.

When a response is evoked by a property that was present during previous reinforce-
ment, but was not the defining characteristic (it was not the property that was part of 
the contingency arranged by the verbal community)

Skinner’s example involved a child who upon drinking soda water for the first time, 
reported that it tasted “like my foot’s asleep.”  The child originally learned to say “my 
foot’s asleep” in the presence of two stimuli:  immobility and pinpoint stimulation.  
The VC used immobility as the property for reinforcement, but the pinpoint stim-
ulation was correlated.  Then, when it occurred in another situation, it evoked the 
response.

14. When a metaphor is reinforced, is it still a metaphor?

No. When the response enters into a three-term contingency, its strength can be 
traced to a history of reinforcement. Skinner talks about the metaphor “he is like a 
mouse.” Originally, it may have been a metaphor, as the person may have been timid 
or quiet, which are typical characteristics of mice but not the defining characteristics.  
But, a timid or shy person may now be called “mouse” because that is a simple tact 
for such a person. These characteristics are now defining characteristics for calling 
someone a mouse.

15. Explain the point about the “eye of the needle” on page 94.

Let us say that a person learns to tact “eye” to the opening of a needle.  Interestingly, 
the opening has a geometrical shape similar to an animal’s eye. Thus, this similarity 
(although not a defining element) may serve to provide supplementary strength to 
the response “eye”, thus making the learning process faster and resistant to other tacts.
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16. Contrast the number of defining stimulus properties in generic 
vs. metaphorical extension.

In generic, the number of defining properties remains unchanged, although the 
range of effective stimuli increases (learning to tact a wider array of animals as “dog”, 
but the defining feature of “dog” remains the same).  In metaphor, the number of  
defining properties increases as more and more metaphors are reinforced and there-
fore “stabilized.”

17. What do tacts and metaphors tell us about current conditions 
and the speaker?

Tacts tell us about current conditions, but very little about the speaker.  In metaphor, 
the responses were acquired under other conditions, and hypotheses may be made 
about them.  For example, if a speaker says that their friend “hissed like a snake”, we 
may infer that the speaker has a history with respect to snakes (esp those that “hiss”).

18. On page 96, Skinner talks about why metaphors occur.  Give a  
couple of reasons.

A) First, the literary community encourages them.

B) Second, metaphors occur when other behavior is weak.  Thus, in the example in 
#17, the speaker may say “hissed like a snake” because 1) he wanted to say some-
thing about the person and 2) more precise tacts were unavailable or weak

19. Give an example of an apparent metaphor that really involves 
mostly intraverbals.

In the metaphor “…is bright as night as dark”, a given variable strengthened “bright” 
which then evoked “night and dark” as intraverbals.

20. Check out the first paragraph on page 97.  Explain with an exam-
ple how an extension occurs without a common element between 
the stimuli.

There may be an extension if both stimuli have a common effect on the speaker.  Thus, 
“Juliet is the sun” may occur because to Romeo, Juliet has an effect on him that is the 
same as the effect of the sun (they both glow!).  Or, “his mood is black as thunder 
clouds” may occur because seeing the person has an effect that is similar to seeing 
thunder clouds.



65

CHAPTER 5: STUDY GUIDE

21. On the bottom of 97 and top of 98, Skinner makes the case for the 
utility of metaphor.  What are the main points?

A) When a tact is available, metaphor may be more effective because it may be more 
familiar, and may evoke desired emotional responses in the listener.

B) Allows recombination of properties

C) If no tact is available, it allows some kind of description of current conditions.  Skin-
ner makes that point that in psychology, effective ways of describing behavior were, 
until recently, unavailable.  This is where Literature stepped in and provided colorful, 
descriptive metaphors.  For example, one writer compared personalities to different 
animals.  Or, mythology gives us “herculean tasks”.

22. Compare science and literature to tact extensions.

Science is associated with generic extensions (and tacts), and literature is more readily 
associated with metaphors.

23. What is metonymy?  Give an example.

An extension in which a tact occurs, but the defining element is absent, and the only 
elements that are present are those which may sometimes accompany the defining  
element. The relation is often purely accidental, and for that reason, may be confusing 
to the listener.

E.g.:  “The White House denied the rumor.”  In this case, the President denied the 
rumor, but the two are often associated.

24. How common are metonymical extensions?  Why?  Can they become 
part of standard usage?

Quite rare.  The controlling and contingent (defining) properties are so loosely associ-
ated that the response is of little value.  

Yes, they can be used in the standard vernacular.  Like metaphors, if they become rein-
forced by the verbal community, they are no longer metonymical extensions.

25. What are solecistic extensions?  Give an example.

They are another form of generalization (like metaphor and metonymy), but an even 
more extreme form.  The evocative properties are distantly related to the defining 
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feature, or they are perhaps only similar for irrelevant reasons.  These are often called 
“malaprops” after Mrs. Malaprop from The Rivals.  Such extensions are typically use-
less, and in some cases, Skinner claims, are dangerous.

E.g.:  You go first, and I will precede you.
Or, instead of saying “self deprecating statements” you may say “self defecating state-
ments”

26. On page 103, Skinner tackles the practice of “naming” or 
nomination.  First, what is a proper name?

A name that is reinforced only in the presence of a particular person or thing.

27. Where do proper names come from?

A) They could be surviving tacts - “The Little Church Around the Corner”

B) Tact extension - e.g., a child is named after another person because the child has 
certain features that are similar to the person.  This would be metaphor.

C) A name may be chosen to add “prestige” to the child

28. Explain how names that result from metaphor are more easily 
remembered.

Names that are metaphor are evoked in part by some feature of the person.  Thus, 
upon meeting the person, the sight of the person and the evocative characteristics 
related to the name may strengthen saying the correct name.  Similarly, literature pro-
vides many examples.  Skinner cites “Mr. Quiverful” who has a large family, and his 
name derives strength from the large number of children that he has.  

NOTE: Memory experts may change a proper name to a description of the person to 
be named.  For example, let us say you are introduced to a guy named “Stanley”, who 
has been berating you in a meeting. Upon hearing his name, you may say to yourself 
“his name is ‘Slam-me’” as way to remember his name.

29. In the next section, Skinner talks about guessing. Can a response 
be classified as a tact if it is not evoked by some environmental 
stimulus? What, then, is a guess?

No.  A tact is actually a relation between a stimulus and response, and absent such a 
relation, there can not be a tact.
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However, guesses are sometimes tacts.  If you guess who sings a particular song, there 
may be a very subtle evocative stimulus in the music that the speaker may not even 
realize.  Or in other kinds of guesses, the guess may be an echoic or intraverbal.  Skin-
ner talks about responding to “heads or tails”.  In this situation, the person may simply 
echo “tails”.  

30. What kind of variables will determine tact extensions? Can  
speakers indicate response probability in emitting a tact?

A) Stimulus clarity

B) Motivational variables (these must be strong in metonymy and guessing)

C) Resemblance of the present situation to the original conditioning situation(s)

Yes.  Speakers often say “sort of ” of “like” in emitting a tact.

31. Note: In the first paragraph of “Abstraction” Skinner talks 
of the problem of unchecked tact extensions.  It would be a 
real problem in science.  Imagine if  CBAs or CABAs named a 
variety of consequences and stimuli as “reinforcers” because 
they had some distant similarity to a real reinforcer (they 
were consequences, or they made kids smile).

32. How does the verbal community check the process of tact 
extensions in #31?  Give an example.

By reinforcing responses that are evoked only in the presence of a particular proper-
ty.  For example, the behavioral community only reinforces the tact “positive rein-
forcement” if a consequence has been presented after a behavior, and the behavior is 
strengthened.  It does not reinforce the tact “positive reinforcement is a kid smiles or 
if a kid asks for it or if he “seems to like it.”  (These elements often accompany rein-
forcers, but are not defining features - thus, the tact would be a metaphor).

33. At the last paragraph of page 107, Skinner talks about metaphor 
and stimulus induction.  What is this term?  What is the point 
here?

Stimulus induction is another term for generalization.  His point is that if metaphor 
is attributed to some special mental process or ability, then we will miss the important 
behavioral process of generalization. Moreover, even more extravagant mental pro-
cesses will be offered to explain abstraction, and the basic procedures that produce it 
will be overlooked.
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34. Is an abstraction ever “pure” in the sense that it is consistently 
and forever evoked only by a single property?

Probably not.  Skinner suggests that the differential reinforcement process (reinforce 
in the presence, extinguish in the absence) can not be implemented with all possible 
stimuli.  Thus, there may be an occasional metaphor.

35. Can abstraction be conditioned in the physical environment?  Is 
an abstraction only evoked by a single property?

No.  Skinner suggests that is only possible in a verbal community.  He gives the ex-
ample of “red”.  We can teach children to tact “red” in the presence of all red objects.  
Although we may eat red apples, we don’t eat red books, red pencils, etc.

No.  There evocative stimulus may actually be a collection of stimuli.  For example, 
an “object” may evoke a tact that is controlled by a set of characteristics (“chair”  or 
“bassett hound”).

36. Note: On page 110, Skinner is talking about object-terms and 
property-terms.  Simply put, the former is a tact evoked by the 
presence of some object or thing, such as “chair”;  the latter is 
evoked by some single property such as “red”.  The former tend to 
be acquired first, but the process is the same.

37. On page 111, Skinner goes on to talk about the problems in trying 
to identify the defining properties of objects, or in trying to 
define their “meaning.”  He concludes with the solution on page 
113.  What is this solution?

Systematically manipulate stimuli, and note the presence or absence of the response.  
Those stimuli that evoke the response are the defining characteristics.  Remember 
this, as it answers the question “What is meaning?”  In short, the meaning of a word 
(e.g., tact) are the variables responsible for its emission.

38. What is the difference between a proper tact and common tact?

Proper tact:  response is under the control of a specific person or thing (e.g., “Linda”, 
“Stacy”)

Common tact:  response is under the control of a property that defines a class of per-
sons or things (e.g., “girl”, “cats”)
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39. Recall Skinner’s point that to condition abstractions, a verbal 
community is required.  So, how does the verbal community do 
this?  What determines the strength of an abstraction?

It reinforces behavior that is evoked by a single property or class of properties, and 
presents an SD that sets the occasion for the abstraction to be reinforced.  For exam-
ple, you may ask “What kind of dog is that?”  or “Tell me what color that is.”

The history of reinforcement will determine the strength of an abstract tact.  Some 
examples of the tact may have been reinforced, but perhaps they have been extin-
guished or punished.  This combination will determine current probability.

40. Note: On page 114, Skinner moves on to the problem of “reference.”  
He is essentially examining the traditional problems of “what 
things stand for” or what a speaker “means.”  His presentation is 
typical of his writing, in that he talks of traditional treatments, 
and then quickly dispenses with them and presents the behavior-
al interpretation.  This is at the top of 115.  In short, reference or 
meaning is simply details of the three-term contingency.

41. There is a nice summary of ehoics, textuals, intraverbals, and 
tacts on page 116.  Give an overview of this, paying particular at-
tention to his point about the minimal repertoire.

• Echoics: The speaker can acquire echoics of various sizes.  Over time, he/she ac-
quires a minimal repertoire of small echoic units that approximate speech sounds.  
This allows the person to echo any new word or phrase.

• Textuals: Textual behavior may show various sizes, and the minimal repertoire 
approximates the individual letter such that untrained words will be read.

• Intraverbals: A given stimulus may evoke a variety of responses depending on 
the situation. Likewise, a given response will be evoked by a variety of stimuli.  
Thus, there is no correspondence between stimulus and response, and a minimal 
repertoire is lacking here. There are merely intraverbal tendencies as shown in 
word-association experiments.

• Tacts: There is no point-to-point correspondence in tacts, but the contingencies 
are more consistent than in intraverbals. Thus, there seems to be some kind of 
minimal repertoire.
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42. Skinner again examines the problem of what a term “refers to.”  
Check out the discussion on page 117.  What is his point?

The referent of a tact is the property or set of properties that evoke the response-again, 
the variables responsible for its emission.

43. Check out the table on page 118.  It presents combinations of pairs 
of tacts.  Each cell represents a combination of the kind of stimuli 
(same, similar, or different) and kind of response (same, similar, or 
different).  Some of the cells represent well-known combinations, 
such as synonyms and homynyms.  Provide examples for each cell.

Stimulus

Same Similar Different

Same

1. Ideal

Car → "Car"

Car → "Car"

2. 
Wings → “Flight”

Running away → “Flight”
or

Bassett hound → “Dog”
Retriever → “Dog”

3. 
Someone running → 

“Fast”
Secure object → “Fast”

(Homonyms)

Similar

4. 
Body of water → 

”Lake”
Body of water → 

“Loch”

5. 
Someone in pain → 

”Moan”
Someone in trouble → 

“Groan”

6. 

Dish → ”Dish”

Fish → “Fish”

Different

7. 
Someone running → 

”Fast”
Someone running → 

”Quick”

(Synonyms)

8. 

Truck → “Truck”

Car → “Car”

9. Ideal

Dog → ”Dog”

Truck → “Truck”

Note that Skinner considers cells 1 and 9 to be ideal.  Why is that?

Because these are examples of each property having its own tact.

R
es

po
ns

e
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44. Skinner goes on to talk of smallest functional units.  Summarize 
the points by identifying various sizes of functional units.

Words (“cat”), phrases (“under the rug”), and sentences (“How are you?”) may all 
have a functional unity controlled by particular stimuli.  These may also be combined 
in various ways, such as when a child learns “I have candy” and “I have toy”, and then 
is able to tact “I have __” depending on what he/she has.  This repertoire of words and 
phrases allows the child to describe new, complex situations.

45. Skinner considers the “morpheme” but quickly rejects it as a 
functional unit.  He then offers the “root” and prefixes/suffixes 
as verbal units.  Give an example.

• Root:  “Ped” as a root for pediatric, pediatrician

• Prefix: “Pre” as a prefix for pre-election, pre-dawn

• Suffix: “…ed” as a suffix for toasted, raked

46. There is an interesting point about “sp”.  What is it?

An initial “sp” of many words in English have to do with a substance emanating from 
a source (spit, speak, spray) or radiating from a point (spoke, spur).  Thus, “sp” may be 
functional unit evoked by a stimulus that involves emanation or radiation.

NOTE:  However, just because a word begins with “sp” does not mean it belongs to 
the same operant class (spider, spirochete).  Again, we can not reliably infer function 
by form, a point Skinner makes in many of his writings.

47. So, how does Skinner conclude his discussion of minimal units of 
tacts?

It would be difficult, if not impossible, to define them all, unlike echoics and textuals. 
The properties of nature are very numerous, and it would therefore be difficult to list 
them all and assign different tacts to each.  This fact gives rise to tact combinations.

48. In Skinner’s view, what would the “ideal language” be?  Is it 
possible?

One in which the same stimuli would be tacted the same, different stimuli would 
be tacted differently, and similar stimuli would be tacted similarly.  For example, the 
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word for “house” would be composed of elements referring to size, color, style, ma-
terials used, etc.  In another house, the elements would be re-combined to reflect the 
differences.  Thus, every tact would be “proper noun.”

An ideal language is probably not possible, but we may approach it by having increas-
ingly separate response units tied to various stimuli.

49. Note: Skinner classifies “model building” as verbal behavior be-
cause its reinforcement is mediated by other people.  He also dis-
cusses pointing and gesturing as a form of verbal behavior.

50. Skinner goes into great in talking about onomatopoeia.  First, 
what is this?

Onomatopoeia:  a tact that has some of the formal (audible) properties of the evoca-
tive stimulus (a bee that “buzzes”).

51. Where may these come from?

A) An established echoic repertoire (of the speaker) extended to audible, but non-
verbal stimuli.

B) They may be more effective upon a listener because it resembles an auditory stim-
ulus with which the listener is familiar.

In a sense, if there are 2 tacts available, then the one that will probably be emitted 
will have additional evocative strength from the echoic stimulation provided by the 
stimulus.

52. On page 127, Skinner discusses the different kinds of tacts emitted 
by scientists and poets to essentially the same situations.  Why is 
this?

The respective repertoires are provided for different audiences, and therefore are un-
der the control of different contingencies provided by the respective verbal commu-
nities.
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53. On the bottom of page 127, Skinner summarizes the problem 
of reference.  He first speaks of generalization.  How is this 
applicable?

When a response is reinforced in the presence of a stimulus, it may appear in the 
presence of other stimuli having the same properties. This is essentially metaphor, 
and reflects the generalization process.  It is not necessary to appeal to other “special 
activities” by the speaker.

54. Skinner then talks of abstraction and appeals to three terms.  
What are they?  How does this relate to concept formation?

A) History of reinforcement

B) Response

C) The evocative stimulus

In concept formation, the “formation” occurs in #1, and the “concept” is the relation 
between #2 and #3.  Note that current views of concept formation is that there is 
generalization within classes and discrimination between classes of stimuli.  For ex-
ample, if a person knows the concept of dog, then he/she can tact “dog” to any dog 
(complete generalization) and will not tact “dog” to a cat (discrimination)

55. Skinner then talks of a continuum. What is this?

In tacts, there is a continuum beginning with Proper Names and ending with minimal 
abstractions (sometimes called “universals”).  As we go through the continuum, the 
evocative stimuli become more difficult to identify.

56. Skinner concludes this section (thankfully!) by discussing the 
“referents” of the other classes. First, he suggests that the 
search for every referent of every verbal behavior is fruitless 
and time-killing.  But, he does present some general points about 
some kinds of verbal behavior that might seem to be tacts.  Specif-
ically, the behavior of historians and that in scientific discourse 
is often intraverbal. Give an example:

Stimulus:  When did Columbus cross the Atlantic?
Response:  1492!
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57. The next section deals with the problem of tacting private events.  
What is the problem herein?

Tacts are normally reinforced by a verbal community that, along with the speaker, is 
exposed to a given set of stimuli (“There is the sun!”   →  “Yes, you are right”).  But in 
private events, the verbal community has no direct contact with the evocative stimuli, 
and reinforcers can not be directly linked with them.

58. How can the verbal community establish tacts to private events?

A) Public accompaniments - “That hurts” is reinforced if the kid was struck by an 
object

B) Collateral responses - “My tooth hurts” is reinforced if the kid is holding his jaw 
or grimacing

C) Common properties - If the verbal community reinforces tacts to public stimuli, 
private stimuli may have 1 or more of the properties (as in metaphor or meton-
ymy)   For example, a kid may learn to tact “depression” upon seeing a dip in the 
road, and extend this to an “emotional dip”.

NOTE:  Skinner points out that the metaphor could have occurred prior to the 
stimuli occurring privately.  For example, objects that have geometrical shapes or 
that cut things easily may be called “sharp” (e.g., needles or knives).  When they 
also produce sharp pain, they may also be called “sharp” (this would be metaphor 
or metonymy).  Then, when private stimuli produce similar pain, it may be called 
“sharp” (this is probably generic extension).

D) The verbal community may reinforce tacts to public stimuli, but the magnitude 
of the stimulus may decrease to such an extent that it is actually private, thus it 
still evokes the response.

E.g.:  people may learn to tact their own public behavior. However, the behavior 
may decrease in magnitude, but the functional relations may survive.

59. Check out the passage from Science and Human Behavior.  Skinner's 
first point has to do with “other variables” that may weaken the 
stimulus control of private events.  What does this mean?

We may behave in ways that suggest private stimuli are evoking behavior, but this may 
not be so.  E.g.:  saying “I don’t feel well” to get out of class.
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60. Skinner's second point is a fundamental behavioral point.  It has to 
do with whether or not we “naturally” come under the control 
of stimuli.  Explain this point.

We typically do not discriminate stimuli unless contingencies are in place to require 
it.  For example, differential reinforcement results in organisms responding to dif-
ferences in colors, shapes, sizes, sounds, etc.  Without such a history, discrimation of 
such stimuli does not arise.

61. Skinner notes that a given tact of private stimuli may involve a 
mixture of stimuli, both public and private.  Analyze “My heart is 
racing”.

“My heart is racing” may occur because:

A) The community may reinforce because it knows there is an upcoming test

B) The community may reinforce because you are pacing back and forth

C) You learned to say “racing” to objects moving quickly, and your heart has some of 
the characteristics of things moving quickly

62. On page 136, Skinner talks of tacts that may involve public 
properties, but also involve private events.  Give an example:

“Familiar”:  When the tact “familiar” occurs, the speaker is responding to repeating 
stimuli.  In other words, “I am being affected by this person in a way that is the same 
as I have been affected in the past”.  This property of repeating stimuli may then occur 
in the presence of other repeating stimuli.

When the tact “beautiful” occurs, it is probably not evoked by a single property of 
“beauty.”  Instead, the person is probably responding to private stimuli that are evoked 
by such objects.  Moreover, these particular private stimuli may differ across people 
(beauty is in the eye of the beholder!).

Or, in projection, calling someone else “angry” may also be strengthened by your own 
private “angry” stimuli.

63. Note: On the bottom of 137 and 138, Skinner cautions that private  
stimuli are not necessarily involved in many situations.  He offers 
straightforward, more parsimonious explicanda for his examples.
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64. What is “animism?”  (sometimes called anthropomorphizing) 

Tacts learned to behavior that are metaphorically extended to inanimate objects (an-
gry seas, angry clouds).

65. The next section has to do with tacting one’s own behavior.  The 
first set of examples involve tacting one’s current behavior.  How 
does this happen?  What are the range of stimuli that evoke the 
behavior?

The verbal community can easily reinforce tacts to current behavior because there are 
public stimuli available.  However, there is a host of private accompaniments that may 
acquire control.  For example, “I am driving a car” can be taught by the community 
because the behavior is in plain sight.  But, the speaker may be able to emit that tact 
under the control of the private stimuli involved in driving (the feel of the car, steer-
ing wheel, etc.).

66. Explain the point about the difference between the tact “red” 
and “I see red”.

“Red” - an abstract tact under the control of the property of red that is maintained by 
the community.

“I see red” - A tact of activity of the speaker.  The speaker is responding to events that 
accompany, or are similar to, events that are present when the community reinforces 
“red”.  In other words, the speaker is responding to his/her own private “discriminative 
behavior”:  the behavior of “seeing red”.  This becomes especially important when the 
red stimulus is not physically present.  In this case, traditional treatments would talk 
of an “image of red” (unlike the “sensation of red” when the red stimulus is present.)

67. Skinner concludes this section with two points. What are they?

A) We can not condition abstractions to private stimuli.

B) Discriminative control by private stimuli requires contingencies by the verbal 
community.  Private stimuli may come to control behavior (learning to swing a 
golf club) through natural contingencies, “knowing” about such stimuli (being 
able to tact them) requires social reinforcement.
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68. The next section involves responses to covert behavior.  First, 
why might covert behavior occur?  Why is it maintained?

A) Ease of execution

B) Avoids punishment

It is maintained because the speaker can respond to it in effective ways

69. How can such behavior be maintained?

A) May be the same as overt behavior, but of a lower magnitude

B) Common accompaniments with overt behavior (metonymy)

70. The next section discusses tacts to prior behavior.  How is this 
acquired?

This is a special ability taught by the community, and is an example of tacting prior 
events.  Presumably, the question (“What did you have for lunch yesterday?”) evokes 
stimuli (seeing yourself eating lunch) that are then tacted.  

71. Next up is responding to potential behavior.  First, what kind of 
behavior is this?

In many cases, it is merely “weak” behavior resulting from weak stimulation, a poor-
ly conditioned response, the absence of an audience, or appropriate conditions are 
lacking.  

72. Skinner also talks about behavior that can not be executed, such 
as skiing without snow.  Identify the potential evocative stimuli.  
This analysis can also be applied to responding to future behavior.

A) Precurrent behavior - getting out skis

B) Variables responsible for strengthening skiing-reading a magazine about skiing

C) Private events - “I am responding now as I have in the past prior to going skiing
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73.Note: The next section (Responses to the variables controlling 
behavior) involves tacting independent variables, not depen-
dent variables.  Skinner cautions the reader to avoid inferring 
purpose to behavior (sometimes called “teleological” explican-
da).  On page 145, he takes up “should” or “ought to” statements.  
This discussion is found in Science and Human Behavior, and pro-
vides a behavioral interpretation of “ethical” pronouncements.  
Thus, “you should tell the truth” is equivalent to “Telling 
the truth will provide reinforcement your parents and teach-
ers”.  Be able to provide similar explanations to advice such as 
“You should take an umbrella.”

74. The final section deals with tacting the probability of behavior.  
What might be the controlling variables?

A) Characteristics of behavior in progress (as you are quickly reaching for a sand-
wich when deprived)

B) Variables controlling the behavior (the lack of food for 12 hours)

75. The chapter concludes with an important practical point.  What 
is it?

Understanding the variables responsible for tacting our own behavior is important.  
If we do, then we can design programs to teach better recall, problem-solving, and 
thinking repertoires.
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Chapter 6

Special Conditions Affecting Stimulus Control
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1. Skinner makes the point that stimulus control is never perfect.  
What are some reasons why?

2. How can generalized reinforcement affect verbal behavior?

3. Give examples and causes of “distorted tacts.”

4. When the distortion occurs, as in #3, what happens to the 
speaker/listener relation?

5. Explain the point about “confessions” on the bottom of page 150.

6. In the next section, Skinner talks about reinforcing consequences 
provided by the listener.  Using the example of “Dinner is ready”, 
give a couple of classifications that depend on the reinforcers 
provided.

7. Note Skinner’s use of “impure tact.”  Give an example.
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8. What is an “announcement?”

9. In the middle of page 153, Skinner talks about how a given operant 
(tact) may come under the control of other variables, and 
therefore become a different operant.  Explain this.

10. The next section discusses how emotional reactions of the 
listener can strengthen verbal behavior.  Be able to give examples 
of how verbal behavior may be maintained by “positive” emotions 
and “negative” emotions.

11. Obviously, Skinner is discussing in detail his view of emotion.  
After reading this section, what is an emotion for him? (see top of 
158)

12. How can verbal behavior evoke emotions?

13. Skinner makes the point that a “concrete term”, or tact, is more 
likely to evoke emotions that abstractions.  Why might this be?

14. Go and research this “conditioned seeing” concept.  Be prepared 
to discuss it.
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15. What happens to stimulus control if the emotional reaction of 
the listener is the only reinforcer?

16. What kinds of variables can affect the power of verbal behavior?

17. In the first full paragraph on page 160, Skinner refers to a proce-
dure used by salesmen and therapists to increase “belief.” Please 
explain.

18. Talk about the “rhetorical devices” that can intensify the 
listener’s reaction.

19. In the section on “Other reinforcing aspects of the listener’s 
behavior”, Skinner discusses how other kinds of listener 
reactions may reinforce the speaker’s behavior.  List Examples.

20. The section, an important one, discusses what happens when the 
speaker and listener are the same person.  In a sense, a person 
talks to him/herself and reinforcing effects are automatically 
generated.  How can this happen?
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21. The next section involves the punishment of verbal behavior.  
Skinner presents his view of punishment.  This may be unfamiliar 
to you, so read carefully.  There are two factors (or processes) to 
consider when an aversive stimulus is presented after behavior.  
What are they?

22. What are some of the effects of punishment on verbal behavior?

23. Note:  The final section deals with the behavior of readers.  Skin-
ner points out that there are two possible reactions of the read-
er:  First, he/she may exhibit textual behavior.  Second, there may 
be other reactions such as emotional behavior or other operant 
behavior that is appropriate to the stimulus.  In this second kind 
of reaction, the reader may be responding to his/her own textual 
behavior as a listener.
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Chapter Six. Answers.
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1. Skinner makes the point that stimulus control is never perfect.  
What are some reasons why?

A) Verbal behavior is probably never independent of EOs

B) Speaker is more alert at times

C) May be affected by emotional variables

D) Special consequences may affect it

2. How can generalized reinforcement affect verbal behavior?

A) The rate at which it is given may be important (will determine rate of verbal be-
havior emitted)

B) Generalized reinforcement may be given for particular forms or themes of verbal 
behavior (see Greenspoon’s experiments)

3. Give examples and causes of “distorted tacts.”

The stimulus control of tacts may be compromised by strong generalized conditioned 
reinforcers.  Praise for accomplishments may cause someone to “stretch the facts” or 
event “invent” events that never occurred (e.g., reporting catching a “huge” fish, re-
porting accomplishments that did not happen, hyperbole.)

4. When the distortion occurs, as in #3, what happens to the 
speaker/listener relation?

It will deteriorate, as the listener will terminate reinforcer delivery.  However, if the 
distortion can be discriminated, as in fictionalized reports, then reinforcers will be 
forthcoming and the behavior will be strengthened.

5. Explain the point about “confessions” on the bottom of page 150.

Aversive stimuli may be presented (or the threat thereof ), and then terminated con-
tingent on some form of tacts of events.  Thus, there is a risk that precise stimulus 
control over the tacts will be distorted, or even absent.  
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6. In the next section, Skinner talks about reinforcing consequences 
provided by the listener.  Using the example of “Dinner is ready”, 
give a couple of classifications that depend on the reinforcers 
provided.

Dinner is ready → Listeners come to table:  This would function as a mand.
Dinner is ready → Listener praises only if dinner is ready, as in a restaurant:  Pure tact.

7. Note Skinner’s use of “impure tact.”  Give an example.

Sight of candy + candy deprivation → ”That is candy!”  → Therapist gives praise and 
candy

8. What is an “announcement?”

It is a form of tact that occurs because it leads the listener to respond to some stimulus 
described in the tact.  For example, a teacher may say “I have candy available!”  Such 
tacts are often preceded by mands “Listen class…”

9. In the middle of page 153, Skinner talks about how a given operant 
(tact) may come under the control of other variables, and 
therefore become a different operant.  Explain this.

“I lost my penny” may originate as a tact, but if the speaker receives a penny, the re-
sponse may become a mand, despite the fact that a penny was not lost.  Or Aesop’s 
boy who cried “wolf !” started out as a tact, but continued in the absence of the pred-
ator because it caused others to approach the boy.

NOTE:  This provides yet another example of defining behavior by its function, not 
form, and how the function may change quickly.  Think of an example in one of your 
client’s behavior.

10. The next section discusses how emotional reactions of the 
listener can strengthen verbal behavior.  Be able to give examples 
of how verbal behavior may be maintained by “positive” emotions 
and “negative” emotions.

• Positive:  A speaker may tell an amusing story that evokes laughter in the listener. 
(laughter may lead to other kinds of reinforcers given by the listener)
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• Negative:  A speaker may tell or horrific story that evokes discomfort in the lis-
tener, which may be reinforcing in some cases

NOTE:  Skinner, in other writings, talks about “signs of damage to others” as an im-
portant reinforcer in aggression.  If you buy that, what variables (EOs) might produce 
such a reinforcer value?

11. Obviously, Skinner is discussing in detail his view of emotion.  
After reading this section, what is an emotion for him? (see top of 
158)

Happiness

A) Respondents elicited by current stimuli (increase in BP, heart rate)

B) A predisposition to act in various ways (very likely to smile, laugh, make positive 
comments) - presumably the result of some EO

12. How can verbal behavior evoke emotions?

By the pairing of a word and some other event that elicits an emotion (pairing of the 
tact “snake” with the actual snake)

NOTE:  Skinner makes several points about verbal behavior and emotion.  Suffice it 
to say that emotional reactions are important in poetry, prose, naming your children, 
etc.

13. Skinner makes the point that a “concrete term”, or tact, is more 
likely to evoke emotions that abstractions.  Why might this be?

Simple tacts are more likely to be correlated with emotional stimuli than abstractions, 
which have been conditioned to 1 single property ranging over a variety of condi-
tions, thus breaking ties to any other stimulus.

14. Go and research this “conditioned seeing” concept.  Be prepared 
to discuss it.

 
No answer provided. Be prepared for a discussion. 



89

CHAPTER 6: STUDY GUIDE

15. What happens to stimulus control if the emotional reaction of 
the listener is the only reinforcer?

Stimulus control may be destroyed.  This is a common characteristic of fictionalized 
literature.

16. What kinds of variables can affect the power of verbal behavior?

A) Physical characteristics of the stimulus (clarity, speed, volume)

B) Listener’s history with respect to those in a)

C) Listener’s “belief ” - response strength

17. In the first full paragraph on page 160, Skinner refers to a proce-
dure used by salesmen and therapists to increase “belief.” Please 
explain.

The salesperson/therapist says several statements which are obviously true, and the 
listener reacts appropriately (“Yeah, you are right”).  Then, the listener is predisposed 
to agree upon hearing other statements.  This is perhaps similar to the well-known 
procedure of behavior momentum.

18. Talk about the “rhetorical devices” that can intensify the 
listener’s reaction.

A) Repeating a statement several times in different ways (“I am very upset with you.  
Very angry.  Really teed off !”)  or presenting a statement + a picture

B) Correspondence of stimulus and response (Long tacts to describe large objects, 
onomatopoeia, rare name for a rare bird)

19. In the section on “Other reinforcing aspects of the listener’s 
behavior”, Skinner discusses how other kinds of listener 
reactions may reinforce the speaker’s behavior.  List Examples.

A) Buying books, returning to lectures

B) Verbal praise (good, right!)

C) Applause
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20. The section, an important one, discusses what happens when the 
speaker and listener are the same person.  In a sense, a person 
talks to him/herself and reinforcing effects are automatically 
generated.  How can this happen?

Sound that is reinforcing in the environment can be reinforcing if produced:  

A) Child is reinforced by the sound of airplanes, and may then produce these sounds  

B) Student may find what a teacher says to be reinforcing, so student may talk in the 
same way because it “sounds good.”

C) The egocentric person is reinforced by praise, so he/she praises him/herself

NOTE:  Presumably, this effect may involve pairing of the sound with other 
reinforcers, or it may not.

21. The next section involves the punishment of verbal behavior.  
Skinner presents his view of punishment.  This may be unfamiliar 
to you, so read carefully.  There are two factors (or processes) to 
consider when an aversive stimulus is presented after behavior.  
What are they?

A) Converts response-produced stimuli into conditioned aversive stimuli

B) Any other response that terminates these stimuli are automatically reinforced

NOTE:  Skinner believed that punishment had many undesirable effects.

22. What are some of the effects of punishment on verbal behavior?

A) Decrease in rate, increase in latency

B) Decrease in intensity (may become covert)

C) Change in content (to avoid punishment)

NOTE:  Skinner interprets many Freudian mechanisms (projection, identification, 
repression) as a result of punishment.
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23. Note:  The final section deals with the behavior of readers.  
Skinner points out that there are two possible reactions of the 
reader:  First, he/she may exhibit textual behavior.  Second, there 
may be other reactions such as emotional behavior or other 
operant behavior that is appropriate to the stimulus.  In this 
second kind of reaction, the reader may be responding to his/her 
own textual behavior as a listener.
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Chapter 7

The audience
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1. Classify the audience using a behavioral term.

2. Skinner points out that audience control is shared with other 
variables.  Give an example.

3. An audience determines whether a response will occur at all, 
and it will also strengthen particular subgroups of responses.  
Thirdly, the audience may also determine the “subject matter.”  
Give an example.

4. What are some physical dimensions of audiences that will affect 
response strength?

5. How does Skinner account for high-probability letter writing 
to someone who is not present?

6. In the first paragraph in “The Negative Audience”, what behavioral 
concept is being described?  In the second paragraph?

7. In the final paragraph in the above section, Skinner talks about 
“repression.”  Provide a behavioral interpretation of this (refer 
to Science and Human Behavior if necessary).



95

CHAPTER 7: STUDY GUIDE

8. Can a person function as his own listener?  Give an example.  How 
can we detect a “self audience” in operation?

9. What are two other variables that show an audience effect?

10. What is the difference between the effect described in 9b, and  
intraverbal stimuli?

11. Examine the point made on page 183 at the bottom:  “We have seen 
that there are no true synonyms, for when all variables have been 
specified there is no choice of remaining terms.”  What does this 
mean?
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Chapter Seven. Answers.
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1. Classify the audience using a behavioral term.

The audience is, functionally, a discriminative stimulus that strengthens a large group 
of responses.  Note that different audiences may strengthen various subgroups of the 
repertoire.  For example, a group of musicians may strengthen tacts and intraverbals 
related to music, and a group of psychologists may strengthen tacts and intraverbals 
related to psychology.

2. Skinner points out that audience control is shared with other 
variables.  Give an example.

The presence of some object (ice cream) will evoke a tact of a particular form, de-
pending on the audience.  Thus, the audience will strengthen a group of responses, 
while the sight of a particular object will have a more specific effect on the form of the 
response.  Thus, in the ice cream example, the presence of your friends, along with the 
sight of the ice cream, may evoke “ice cream” as a tact.  However, the presence of some 
behavioral people may evoke “positive reinforcer.”  In a sense, a behavioral audience 
will strengthen a large class of tacts that relate to behavioral terminology.

3. An audience determines whether a response will occur at all, 
and it will also strengthen particular subgroups of responses.  
Thirdly, the audience may also determine the “subject matter.”  
Give an example.

Some audiences reinforce just mands, others reinforce tacts or intraverbals related to 
thematic topics.  Still others may reinforce “creative” conversations.

4. What are some physical dimensions of audiences that will affect 
response strength?

The physical stimuli that control responses are easy to identify in echoics, textual, in-
traverbals, and tacts.  Not so in the audience.  However, there are some characteristics 
that are important:

A) The physical resemblance of the audience to others who have reinforced behavior

B) Uniforms or signs may be important (e.g., “Staff ”)

C) If audience character is correlated with weak (or strong), delayed (or immediate) 
reinforcement, then the resulting behavior will be weak (or strong)

D) Receptor orientation (not in the book, but think about this one)
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5. How does Skinner account for high-probability letter writing 
to someone who is not present?

There may be stimuli in the environment that evoke “images” or conditioned seeing.  
These same stimuli may also strengthen the writing.

6. In the first paragraph in “The Negative Audience”, what behavioral 
concept is being described?  In the second paragraph?

SΔ; SP

7. In the final paragraph in the above section, Skinner talks about 
“repression.”  Provide a behavioral interpretation of this (refer 
to Science and Human Behavior if necessary).

Repression results from punishment.  In this concept, behavior has been punished se-
verely, and any incipient behavior is reinforced because it terminates aversive stimuli.  
This incipient behavior includes the behavior involved in self knowledge (knowing 
what you have done or are doing).

8. Can a person function as his own listener?  Give an example.  How 
can we detect a “self audience” in operation?

Yes.  A person can speak, and then react to the verbal behavior as a listener.

E.g.:  One may rehearse a speech, and then react to what is said as an audience, and 
pose questions that are in turned, answered.

A self audience is functioning when the speaker exhibits verbal behavior even if exter-
nal conditions do not support it.  For example, a person is the speaker/listener when 
the potential listeners are not “paying attention,” when there is a great deal of noise, 
or perhaps they speak a different language.

9. What are two other variables that show an audience effect?

A) Places:  Certain places may be correlated with reinforcement for verbal behav-
ior.  Therefore, those places will strengthen the verbal behavior.  Thus, we may be 
“talkative” at certain locations that have involved reinforcement for such behav-
ior in the past.
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B) Verbal behavior itself:  The stimulation arising from talking may be correlated 
with reinforcement for continued talking.  For example, talking in English is an 
SD for continued talking in English.  Likewise for speaking in French.  This effect 
can be seen when an audience changes say, from English to French, and the bilin-
gual speaker’s verbal behavior changes more slowly, as he/she “gets warmed up” 
in the second  language.

10. What is the difference between the effect described in 9b, and  
intraverbal stimuli?

Intraverbal stimuli strengthen particular responses, and the audience effect of lan-
guage described above strengthens a larger group of responses, as all audiences do.

11. Examine the point made on page 183 at the bottom:  “We have seen 
that there are no true synonyms, for when all variables have been 
specified there is no choice of remaining terms.”  What does this 
mean?

When there are two or more tacts that might be appropriate in a given situation, the 
one that is ultimately emitted is not “chosen” by the speaker, but is determined by 
other supplementary variables. For example, let us say that “car” and “auto” are equal-
ly strengthened by a variable, and the person tacts “auto”.  We would explain this not 
by appealing to a “choice” but instead inquiring about other current variables that 
added supplementary strength. Perhaps the person had just read something about 
“autos” or perhaps he just overheard a conversation in which someone said that an 
event was “automatic.”
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Chapter 8

The Verbal Operant as a Unit of Analysis
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1. There is a summary of the functional classes and their 
controlling variables (pp. 185-186). Be able to present this 
summary in your own words.  Note that the audience does not 
typically evoke a specific response, but strengthens a subdivision 
of the repertoire (e.g., a language, jargon).

2. Give an example in which a given word or form (e.g., “Candy”) can 
be any one of the various classes.

3. Review what the concept of “meaning” is.

4. If a person learns a mand, does it follow that the tact repertoire 
is also learned?

5. Explain how a child may come to “ask for the word for an item.”

6. Skinner makes that point that mand (or tact) training may 
facilitate the acquisition of tacts (or mands).  How so?

7. Are the other classes independent of each other?



103

CHAPTER 8: STUDY GUIDE

8. What is Skinner’s view of aphasia?

9. Can responses occur in different media?  Does the presence of one 
guarantee the other?

10. What role does transcription play in writing and speaking?

11. Is there any particular “basic medium” that represents verbal 
behavior?

12. Note: Skinner raises the question of whether reinforcing one 
medium (writing) will strengthen another medium (speaking).  
He points out the possibility that transcription may account 
for any observed effect. However, he goes on the discuss 
the possibility, using the example of people who correspond 
through writing.  For example, say two people write letters 
(or email!) back and forth. When the two finally meet, their 
respective vocal repertoires will be much stronger than if 
they had met for the first time.  However, to claim a response 
generalization effect, one would have to rule out vocal or 
sub-vocal concomitants of the letter writing that may have 
been strengthened.  This point is true in assessing response 
generalization in any situation.  Think of an example of assess-
ing response generalization, and how this point might apply.
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13. Why might explain transfers to other media when both are 
present in strength?

14. Read the example of a person ordering from a list.  This “probe” 
concept will be dealt with later, and was addressed in Science and 
Human Behavior.  Try and explain this.

15. Note: Skinner continues by talking about pointing, which can be 
independently trained. This section ends by stating an important 
fact: It may be difficult to show that reinforcing one medium 
strengthens other media through translation or transcription, 
but response generalization has not yet been established.

16. Note: In the next, brief section, Skinner addresses the indepen-
dence of speaking and listening repertoires.  Suffice it to say that 
they are independent repertoires. In a sense, learning to react to 
what you hear does not automatically lead to being able to talk 
about it.  Skinner again points to the aphasic. I would point to 
graduate classes in which students hear about the principles of 
behavior, but are not able to talk about them in the same way un-
less they have a chance to “practice” talking about them.

17. In the next section, Skinner discusses how we talk in two or more 
languages.  Thus, if we read something in English, how is it that 
we can explain it in Spanish or French?  

However, this may not necessarily be involved.  On the bottom of 
page 196, Skinner talks about a second, more intriguing possibility.  
Talk about this.
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18. Another way of explaining talking in a second language is to 
appeal to the effect on the listener, who can be the same person 
as the speaker (i.e., talking to yourself).  This involves a speaker 
“trying out” some verbal behavior on himself and reacting to its 
effect.  Give an example of this.

19. There is a third possibility of speaking in different languages, 
described on page 198.  Describe this scenario.

20. In the section on “Dynamic Properties,” Skinner talks of the two 
effects of stimuli that control verbal behavior.  What are they?

21. The first variable considered is strength of the verbal repertoire 
as a whole.  What kind of variables have this effect without 
regard to form?

22. Explain the point about “holding the floor.”  Relate it to 
avoiding silence.

23. Skinner points out that verbal behavior often occurs under more 
“trivial” aversive conditions.  These include finishing a sentence 
even though the effect on the listener has already been achieved.  
Why is this?
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24. Check out the footnote on page 202.  What is happening here?

25. The final section deals with the TAT and the “Verbal Summator.”  
The point can actually relate to any projective test.  Explain this 
in your own words.

26. Note: In the final point of this section, Skinner suggests that 
when reinforcement is contingent on speed of response, formal 
controls may be weakened.

27. The next section deals with some fundamentals of operant 
conditioning, and how such conditioning impacts verbal 
behavior.  First up is a point about under what conditions people 
are “energetic, enthusiastic, interested…”  or “phlegmatic, 
uninspired, lethargic…”.  What are these conditions?

28. Skinner goes on to talk about the effects of operant 
contingencies on the dynamic properties of behavior.  What are 
these?

29. Read over the sections on extinction and forgetting.  What is the 
difference?  How could you tell which has occurred?
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30. How does Skinner explain forgetting, especially in regards to 
forgetting proper names?

31. Skinner presents his interpretation of classic memory 
experiments of Ebbinghaus and others. They used “nonsense” 
syllables to minimize confounds by everyday usage. What classes 
of verbal behavior are involved?  What independent variables 
are studied?

32. Skinner, in the next section (“Contingencies Determining Form”) 
talks of superstitions.  What are these?  Give an example.

33. Note:  Skinner makes the point that behavior tends to move to-
ward the minimum which satisfies the contingencies.  Why might 
this be?

34. Note: The last paragraphs of this section deal with 
deterioration of form of verbal behavior.  First, Skinner makes 
a distinction between changes in the speaker, due to changes 
in the requirements of particular listeners, and changes in 
speaker behavior due to changes in the reinforcing practices 
of the community as a whole.  The latter can be seen in the 
changes in our verbal behavior related to computers.  We have 
many new terms and meanings, and these are reinforced by the 
community. Others point to the change in what is “acceptable” 
language, such as double negatives, the use of “ain’t”, etc. 
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35. Skinner also points out that there is a change in educational 
reinforcements for verbal behavior as a child ages.  Give an 
example.  Then, discuss at what point the “deterioration” will 
cease.

36. In the section on Motivation, Skinner talks about variables that 
will generally strengthen verbal behavior.  Give some examples:

37. Read over the “Emotion” section.  First, be able to explain 
Skinner’s view of emotion, including the three components 
(actually, in Science and Human Behavior, he talks only about 
two).

38. On the top of page 216, check out his statement regarding “anger”.  
What reinforcer maintains such behavior?

39. In the remaining part of the Emotion section, Skinner talks 
about some of the dynamic properties of verbal behavior that 
are said to be related to “emotional expression.”  What are the 
underlying variables that might explain these properties?
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40. Note: Check out the last paragraph on 217.  Skinner talks about 
the possible evocative variables of the tact “I am angry.”  They 
compose the elements of emotion.  He refers to his view of how we 
come to tact private events.

41. In the first paragraph in “Damaged Verbal Behavior”, Skinner 
makes the case for a functional classification of verbal behav-
ior.  Explain this.  He goes on to discuss which classes are most 
vulnerable to damage.  What are these?

42. In the next section on “When does verbal behavior cease”, discuss 
some of the variables that bring verbal behavior to an end.

43. In the final section of this chapter, Skinner refines the 
definition of verbal behavior.  Recall that he initially 
suggested that verbal behavior is behavior reinforced by the 
mediation of others.  He then adds another, important element 
that holds the listener’s behavior must have been conditioned 
to reinforce the speaker’s behavior.  This conditioning process 
has been done by the verbal community.  Please give an example 
and non-example of this.
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Chapter Eight. Answers.
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1. There is a summary of the functional classes and their 
controlling variables (pp. 185-186). Be able to present this 
summary in your own words.  Note that the audience does not 
typically evoke a specific response, but strengthens a subdivision 
of the repertoire (e.g., a language, jargon).

Describe mand, tact, echoic, textual, and intraverbal behavior.

2. Give an example in which a given word or form (e.g., “Candy”) can 
be any one of the various classes.

A) Mand - person is asking for candy

B) Tact - person asked “what is this?”

C) Echoic - person is asked “say candy”

D) Textual - the written word candy is presented and person is asked to read it

E) Intraverbal - person is asked “Snickers is a kind of _____”

3. Review what the concept of “meaning” is.

4. If a person learns a mand, does it follow that the tact repertoire 
is also learned?

No.  The functional classes are independent.  In fact, there are some mands (and tacts) 
that do not exist as tacts (or mands).

5. Explain how a child may come to “ask for the word for an item.”

The behavior of asking for a word (What is that?) is a mand reinforced by the response 
of the listener (It is a pencil!), which then serves as a stimulus that when echoed (Give 
me the pencil), produces the item.  This process is a rather complex chain that ulti-
mately produces the desired item.  The response is then an independent mand (Give 
me the pencil) which may occur in the future.

6. Skinner makes that point that mand (or tact) training may 
facilitate the acquisition of tacts (or mands).  How so?

In mand training, the item is often present.  Thus, the sight of the object may acquire 
evocative control over the tact repertoire.  Likewise, in tact training the presence of 
the item is a likely situation for delivery of the item.  Thus, a mand would be rein-
forced.
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7. Are the other classes independent of each other?

Yes.  However, if one has a textual repertoire, he/she likely has an echoic;  but, an 
echoic repertoire does not assume a textual one.  In essence, Skinner suggests that the 
occurrence of any verbal operant requires us to identify the history responsible for it.

8. What is Skinner’s view of aphasia?

It is the loss of particular functional relations.  For example, one may be able to mand 
for an item, but not tact it.  Thus, the controlling relation between the nonverbal 
stimulus and tact is absent.

9. Can responses occur in different media?  Does the presence of one 
guarantee the other?

Yes.  We have written and spoken repertoires.  
No.  They are independent repertoires that are conditioned separately.

10. What role does transcription play in writing and speaking?

Transcription may allow us to move from one medium to another.  For example, we 
write down what someone says, and then react to the textual stimuli.  Or, we may 
write down our own private speaking, and react to the text.  Likewise, we may read 
out loud to ourselves to see “how it sounds.”

11. Is there any particular “basic medium” that represents verbal 
behavior?

No.  Some media are more likely than others to predominate.  For example, writing 
may be more common in the deaf community, but not in communities that are illit-
erate.

12. Note: Skinner raises the question of whether reinforcing one 
medium (writing) will strengthen another medium (speaking).  
He points out the possibility that transcription may account 
for any observed effect. However, he goes on the discuss 
the possibility, using the example of people who correspond 
through writing.  For example, say two people write letters 
(or email!) back and forth. When the two finally meet, their 
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respective vocal repertoires will be much stronger than if 
they had met for the first time.  However, to claim a response 
generalization effect, one would have to rule out vocal or 
sub-vocal concomitants of the letter writing that may have 
been strengthened.  This point is true in assessing response 
generalization in any situation.  Think of an example of 
assessing response generalization, and how this point might 
apply.

13. Why might explain transfers to other media when both are 
present in strength?

One medium may occur because the other is weakened by current contingencies.  For 
example, one might hold up a sign for “Silence” in a quiet library because the vocal 
form would be punished.

14. Read the example of a person ordering from a list.  This “probe” 
concept will be dealt with later, and was addressed in Science and 
Human Behavior.  Try and explain this.

In ordering food, the customer may read the menu.  This behavior will provide stimuli 
that strengthen “latent” mands.  Latent mands are merely mands that are in strength 
(a person may be predisposed to order Mexican food, but the mand is not yet strong 
enough to be emitted).  The supplementary echoic stimuli provided by the textual be-
havior may permit the mand to be emitted.  The same process may be involved when 
one person reads the menu to another.

15. Note: Skinner continues by talking about pointing, which can be 
independently trained. This section ends by stating an important 
fact: It may be difficult to show that reinforcing one medium 
strengthens other media through translation or transcription, 
but response generalization has not yet been established.

16. Note: In the next, brief section, Skinner addresses the indepen-
dence of speaking and listening repertoires.  Suffice it to say that 
they are independent repertoires. In a sense, learning to react to 
what you hear does not automatically lead to being able to talk 
about it.  Skinner again points to the aphasic. I would point to 
graduate classes in which students hear about the principles of 
behavior, but are not able to talk about them in the same way un-
less they have a chance to “practice” talking about them.
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17. In the next section, Skinner discusses how we talk in two or more 
languages.  Thus, if we read something in English, how is it that 
we can explain it in Spanish or French?  

The first explanation has to do with translation.  When we learn a second language, 
we are learning intraverbal connections between the first and second. For example, 
we may learn that “perro” is the same as “dog.” Then, when we talk about dogs in 
Spanish, we may translate dog into perro and then emit “perro.”  (e.g., “What is Span-
ish for dog? Hmm. Its perro.”)  

However, this may not necessarily be involved.  On the bottom of 
page 196, Skinner talks about a second, more intriguing possibility.  
Talk about this.

After learning a second language (e.g., Spanish), variables that strengthen particu-
lar English operants will also strengthen Spanish operants.  For example, if variables 
strengthen emission of “dog”, then “perro” will also be strengthened because “dog” 
and “perro” are members of the same functional class. Which is emitted will depend 
on other ancillary audience or contextual variables that strengthen one of them.

18. Another way of explaining talking in a second language is to 
appeal to the effect on the listener, who can be the same person 
as the speaker (i.e., talking to yourself).  This involves a speaker 
“trying out” some verbal behavior on himself and reacting to its 
effect.  Give an example of this.

Let us say that variables have strengthened the tact “That dog is a basset hound!”  
These same variables may also strengthen the Spanish form of the tact, but the speaker 
may emit the Spanish form to himself to see if it “sounds right.”  If so, it may be emit-
ted aloud;  if not, it may be corrected and then emitted.  This appeals to an “editing” 
process which will be described later in the book.

19. There is a third possibility of speaking in different languages, 
described on page 198.  Describe this scenario.

Variables may strengthen verbal behavior in English, and this behavior may produce 
private events that may be described in Spanish. Imagine you are at a party, and an 
English speaking friend asks you “Did you like last night’s movie?” This may strength-
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en Verbal behavior (e.g., “Let’s see. Last night’s movie. Oh yeah. It was about a cast-
away on an island.  He talked to a volleyball”) that leads to “seeing” parts of the movie.  
You may then describe those sights in Spanish to other friends in the group.

20. In the section on “Dynamic Properties,” Skinner talks of the two 
effects of stimuli that control verbal behavior.  What are they?

A) They determine its form

B) They strengthen it

21. The first variable considered is strength of the verbal repertoire 
as a whole.  What kind of variables have this effect without 
regard to form?

Attention of the listener.  This variable will strengthen any behavior that produces it.

22. Explain the point about “holding the floor.”  Relate it to 
avoiding silence.

EOs have made the speaking of other aversive, and these EOs then evoke a variety of 
behavior that is maintained by the absence of others’ speaking.  In this case, silence is 
reinforcing.

On the other hand, silence may be aversive.  EOs may have made silence aversive, so 
behavior that avoid/terminate it will be strengthened.  This behavior may be varied, 
as the only requirement that it avoid/terminate silence.  Skinner gives many examples 
of this phenomenon, including “stalling.”

23. Skinner points out that verbal behavior often occurs under more 
“trivial” aversive conditions.  These include finishing a sentence 
even though the effect on the listener has already been achieved.  
Why is this?

Because in the past, finishing a sentence was important and avoided aversive conse-
quences. This may be shown in using “stock” phrases that finish sentences. It may also 
include “trivial” behavior such as small talk or idle chatter.
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24. Check out the footnote on page 202.  What is happening here?

There was an aversive condition that strengthened the mother’s verbal repertoire.  
The sight of the cream pitcher strengthened her remark (it occurred to avoid any 
talk about he man’s nose), but talking about his nose was strong, and that part of her 
repertoire was injected into the comment. Skinner talks about this as variables that 
strengthen a variety of verbal behavior give “free rein” to other variables that may 
select out certain forms.

25. The final section deals with the TAT and the “Verbal Summator.”  
The point can actually relate to any projective test.  Explain this 
in your own words.

Mild aversive variables strengthen large portions of the verbal repertoire (e.g., “Ex-
plain what is going on in the picture.”  Or “What do you hear?”).  Other variables that 
are strong in the person’s life will then select out particular forms which will give the 
evaluator some “insight” into what is going on in the person’s life.

26. Note: In the final point of this section, Skinner suggests that 
when reinforcement is contingent on speed of response, formal 
controls may be weakened.

27. The next section deals with some fundamentals of operant 
conditioning, and how such conditioning impacts verbal 
behavior.  First up is a point about under what conditions people 
are “energetic, enthusiastic, interested…”  or “phlegmatic, 
uninspired, lethargic…”.  What are these conditions?

The schedule of reinforcement.  In essence, these describe the side-effects of schedules 
of reinforcement.

28. Skinner goes on to talk about the effects of operant 
contingencies on the dynamic properties of behavior.  What are 
these?

A) There is no clear and consistent relation between the energy level of the speaker’s 
behavior and the effect on the listener, as well as the ultimate reinforcer supplied 
by the listener.  The extent of the reinforcement depends more on the energy level 
of the listener

B) Verbal behavior is normally very fast, and exceeds the speed of nonverbal behav-
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ior. Thus, we can emit large segments of verbal behavior with reinforcement only 
when completed, and this fact can serve to increase effectiveness. (We can make 
many important statements in a short period of time, resulting in effective com-
munication for both speaker and listener)

C) The schedule of reinforcement is intermittent.  Thus, the behavior may sometimes 
be weak in terms of latency and IRTs, but it may also be resistant to extinction

D) Some forms of verbal behavior (e.g., writing) may necessarily involve delayed re-
inforcements.  Thus, such behavior may be inherently weak, and fraught with 
long latencies, IRTs, etc.

E) Although some verbal behavior may be weak because of delayed reinforcements, 
the net effect may be great because of the plethora of listeners (e.g., readers of 
novels and poems)

29. Read over the sections on extinction and forgetting.  What is the 
difference?  How could you tell which has occurred?

Extinction involves the weakening of behavior because the behavior has been emitted, 
but not reinforced.  In forgetting, behavior weakens as a function of passage of time. 

To test for extinction vs. forgetting, changes the circumstances. If the behavior was 
extinguished, it should re-appear, as extinction effects are tied to the conditions un-
der which it occurred.

30. How does Skinner explain forgetting, especially in regards to 
forgetting proper names?

A) Infrequent reinforcement

B) Interference from similar names or other similar people having the same name

31. Skinner presents his interpretation of classic memory 
experiments of Ebbinghaus and others. They used “nonsense” 
syllables to minimize confounds by everyday usage. What classes 
of verbal behavior are involved?  What independent variables 
are studied?

Initially, the participant’s behavior is echoic or textual.  It is then a sequence of intra-
verbal units that involve being presented with a stimulus (a nonsense syllable) and 
then recalling its paired associate. Researchers may test for these “connections” after 
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varying periods of time, or they may examine how many trials are needed to relearn 
the pairs after a varying periods of time. They may also have the participant learn sim-
ilar paired associates to study interference with recall of the originals.

32. Skinner, in the next section (“Contingencies Determining Form”) 
talks of superstitions.  What are these?  Give an example.

In superstitious behavior, a response consistently has a particular element, but that 
element is not necessary for reinforcement.  For example, a skilled baseball player 
may always wear red socks because there have been many reinforcers delivered when 
he was so attired.

33. Note:  Skinner makes the point that behavior tends to move to-
ward the minimum which satisfies the contingencies.  Why might 
this be?

Effort may have aversive properties (see research on FR schedules: animals tend to 
terminate schedules the higher the ratio size);  thus, there is a net reinforcement effect 
that balances effort and payoff.  Or, in other cases, more complex forms of behavior 
may be punished.

34. Note: The last paragraphs of this section deal with 
deterioration of form of verbal behavior.  First, Skinner makes 
a distinction between changes in the speaker, due to changes 
in the requirements of particular listeners, and changes in 
speaker behavior due to changes in the reinforcing practices 
of the community as a whole.  The latter can be seen in the 
changes in our verbal behavior related to computers.  We have 
many new terms and meanings, and these are reinforced by the 
community. Others point to the change in what is “acceptable” 
language, such as double negatives, the use of “ain’t”, etc. 

35. Skinner also points out that there is a change in educational 
reinforcements for verbal behavior as a child ages.  Give an 
example.  Then, discuss at what point the “deterioration” will 
cease.

E.g.:  Children learn to speak correctly and precisely at a young age.  As they grow 
older, their Verbal behavior may become sloppy, with lack of agreement between sub-
ject and predicate, and inappropriate use of plural nouns, etc.  This deterioration may 
continue until the contingencies are no longer satisfied, or the community begins to 
punish certain deteriorated forms.
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36. In the section on Motivation, Skinner talks about variables that 
will generally strengthen verbal behavior.  Give some examples:

A) Cyclic changes in physiology during the day

B) Food ingestion

C) Sleep

D) Aversive stimuli

E) Drugs

F) Age

NOTE:  Skinner talks about deprivation and satiation, but only as evocative stim-
uli for mands and impure tacts.  Control by specific deprivation and satiation is de-
stroyed by generalized reinforcements, as in the tact, echoic, and textual.  

37. Read over the “Emotion” section.  First, be able to explain 
Skinner’s view of emotion, including the three components 
(actually, in Science and Human Behavior, he talks only about 
two).

A) Responses of the smooth muscles and glands that are respondently conditioned.  
These include changes in blood pressure, heart rate, respiration, and gastric mo-
tility

B) Changes in the facial expressions and whole body reactions that can be a result of 
operant or respondent conditioning

C) Changes in predispositions to act (the angry person will be more likely to aggress 
and attack, the happy person will be more likely to be nice and say positive things)

NOTE:  In Science and Human Behavior, Skinner talks about emotion and includes 
two components:  the respondents and the predisposition to emit operant behavior 
of various sorts, depending on controlling variables.

38. On the top of page 216, check out his statement regarding “anger”.  
What reinforcer maintains such behavior?

Damage to others.

39. In the remaining part of the Emotion section, Skinner talks about 
some of the dynamic properties of verbal behavior that are said 
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to be related to “emotional expression.”  What are the underlying 
variables that might explain these properties?

A) To achieve a given effect on the listener – we may say aversive things in an emo-
tional way to make the listener cry

B) Extreme state of strength – we may be joyful as an effect of a high rate of rein-
forcement, or we may act in an extremely angry way when a very aversive stimulus 
has been contacted

40. Note: Check out the last paragraph on 217.  Skinner talks about 
the possible evocative variables of the tact “I am angry.”  They 
compose the elements of emotion.  He refers to his view of how we 
come to tact private events.

41. In the first paragraph in “Damaged Verbal Behavior”, Skinner 
makes the case for a functional classification of verbal behav-
ior.  Explain this.  He goes on to discuss which classes are most 
vulnerable to damage.  What are these?

He points out that damaged repertoires often involve problems with some controlling 
variables, but not others.  For example, a person may be able to emit an intraverbal, 
but not the same word as a mand.

Skinner suggests that the most vulnerable classes are those that rely on generalized 
conditioned reinforcement, with the classes having minimal repertoires being the 
most robust (echoic and textual).  Thus, tacts and intraverbals would be the most 
susceptible to disruption.  Finally, the extent of conditioning may be important.

42. In the next section on “When does verbal behavior cease”, discuss 
some of the variables that bring verbal behavior to an end.

A) When the underlying EO is weakened. For example, mands for food will be 
weakened by the receipt of food

B) Skinner suggests that verbal behavior maintained by generalized reinforcement 
will not be quickly affected by the process in a)  

C) In verbal behavior maintained by generalized reinforcement, the termination of 
verbal behavior can involve the audience becoming SΔs or SPs.  Thus, after a sin-
gle effective tact of “That is a bird”, the audience may withold reinforcement for 
additional tacts.  This condition may be brought about by the mere emission of 
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the response

D) There may also be SΔ or SP effects presented by the listener.  (e.g., “OK, I see your 
point”)

NOTE: the contingencies may not apply to synonyms, so these may be emitted 
quickly (e.g., “Good”, “OK”, “Excellent”)

E) Verbal behavior in general may be weakened by the “audience character”.  For 
example, after speaking with someone, it may become clear that the person is deaf 
or speaks another language.  This is similar to b) in that the audience becomes an 
SΔ for further verbal behavior

F) Verbal behavior that is maintained by the effects on the speaker will cease when 
that desired effect is achieved.  For example, a person may repeat to him/herself 
“Don’t be afraid of the dark” until the aversiveness of being in the dark decreases.

43. In the final section of this chapter, Skinner refines the 
definition of verbal behavior.  Recall that he initially suggested 
that verbal behavior is behavior reinforced by the mediation of 
others.  He then adds another, important element that holds 
the listener’s behavior must have been conditioned to reinforce 
the speaker’s behavior.  This conditioning process has been done 
by the verbal community.  Please give an example and non-example 
of this.

E.g.:  Child says “Candy” and mom gives it to her.  Mom’s behavior has been condi-
tioned by the verbal community to precisely teach and maintain the mand.

Non-e.g.:  Mom has candy in her hand, and child approaches her, hits her hand, the 
candy flies into the air, and kid grabs it!  Mom was involved in the candy procure-
ment, but she was not conditioned by the community to do so.
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Chapter 9

Multiple Causation
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1. What are the “two facts” related to functional relations?  Give 
examples of each.

2.    In the first paragraph on page 229, Skinner reviews the audience 
variable.  This is an example of an important point about which 
he will talk at length.  To wit, verbal behavior will often re-
flect the strengthening of two or more variables at the same 
time.  Give an example of an audience variable and some other 
variable.

3. Check out the end of the first paragraph on page 229.  What is 
being described therein?

4. In the next paragraph, what are the two kinds of evidence to 
which Skinner refers?

5. In the section entitled “Multiple Audiences”, Skinner discusses 
the effects of combinations of various audiences. Take each kind 
and present an example.

6. In the next section, Skinner talks of impure tacts?  In his example, 
a tact may also be strengthened by mand variables.  Give an 
example.
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7. Note: In the section on “Punishment in Multiple Causation”, Skin-
ner points out that aversive consequences may affect which of 
various forms of verbal behavior may be emitted.  For example, 
short responses may be emitted over more lengthy forms (longer 
forms require more effort), generic extensions over metaphor 
(metaphors have a greater history of extinction or punishment), 
and responses with a direct history of punishment will be weak-
ened.

8. Skinner talks about “euphemisms.”  What are these, and why might 
these be emitted?

9. In the next section, Skinner gives examples of multiple sources of 
strength that involve tact and intraverbal strengthening.  Give 
an example.

10. Give an example of the “double tact” phenomenon in which 
strength comes from two tact sources.

11. In the section on “Multiple Causation in Literature”, Skinner 
talks about the use of “puns.”  What is a pun? Give an example of a 
pun, and explain how we come to call it that.
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12.  NOTE:  Skinner writes extensively about the use of multiple 
sources of strength in literature and poetry.  From these passages, 
it is easy to see how he was an English major!

13. On page 242, Skinner talks about “borrowing.”  What is this about?

14. In the final paragraph of this section, he talks about ways that 
“verbal art” may be emitted in forms that reflect multiple sourc-
es, but avoids punishment.  Take the example of “home, home on the 
range…”  and explain this.

15. In the next section entitled “Formal contributions of strength”, 
Skinner begins by defining a “thematic” relation.  What is this?  
Give an example.

16. What, then, or formal sources of strength?  Give an example.

17. Skinner also talks about fragmentary stimuli that can evoke a 
full-blown response.  Give an example.
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18. Note:  Skinner points out that some rhyming pairs show echoic 
fragmentary sources of strength (wear and tear, Frick and Frack, 
high and dry).

19. Read over the section on “Formal strengthening in prose and 
poetry.”  He discussed several issues.  It seems to me, however, that 
the main point is that poetic techniques such as alliteration 
may reflect formal strengthening, but we should not be hasty 
to conclude this.  It may be by “chance.”  Nonetheless, there 
may be many examples that indeed show multiple strength and 
evidence of this “special process.”

20. Skip to the last paragraph on page 251.  What is this effect that 
Skinner is discussing?
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Chapter Nine. Answers.
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1. What are the “two facts” related to functional relations?  Give 
examples of each.

A) A given variable can have multiple effects 

• Food deprivation may strengthen “food” and “eat” 

B) A given response can be controlled by more than one variable

• The word “food” may be evoked by an EO or by the statement “say ‘food’”

NOTE:  A given variable may strengthen a whole class of responses that have com-
mon properties or “themes”.  Skinner compare this phenomenon to an “attitude.”  
Thus, a negative attitude toward taxes means that there is an entire class of verbal 
behavior that has one common theme:  negative statements about taxes!

2. In the first paragraph on page 229, Skinner reviews the audience 
variable.  This is an example of an important point about which he 
will talk at length.  To wit, verbal behavior will often reflect 
the strengthening of two or more variables at the same time.  
Give an example of an audience variable and some other variable.

Let us say that the question posed to you is “How is your thesis coming?” This ques-
tion may strengthen a host of tacts of various sorts, both positive and negative.  In 
the presence of your thesis advisor, your verbal behavior may be a simple recounting 
of the procedure and tentative results. However, in the presence of one of your class-
mates, your verbal behavior may be a spirited recounting of how much of a “pain in 
the butt” the process has been.

3. Check out the end of the first paragraph on page 229.  What is 
being described therein?

Impure tact.

4. In the next paragraph, what are the two kinds of evidence to 
which Skinner refers?

A) Records of speaking and writing in which the controlling variables can only be 
inferred.  They are not known.

B) A direct manipulation of variables of which speaking and writing are a function, 
and as a result, the resulting behavior may be predicted or even controlled.
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5. In the section entitled “Multiple Audiences”, Skinner discusses 
the effects of combinations of various audiences. Take each kind 
and present an example.

A) Two or more audiences that have the same effect: increasing the number of peo-
ple in the audience of an orator will increase the strength of oration.

B) Two audiences that evoke different repertoires: an audience that strengthens 
German and another that strengthens English. The available repertoire that is 
common to both will be quite limited.

C) Two audiences, one that strengthens a repertoire and another that weakens:  peers 
who strengthen obscene talk and parents who weaken it.  The repertoire may be 
suppressed, or emitted at low strength or energy levels.

D) When one positive audience strengthens two forms of response, and one negative 
audience weakens just one form, the form that is functionally related only to the 
positive audience will be emitted:  Bi-lingual parents may speak in the language 
that the child does not understand.

E) A single response may have different effects on different audiences:  “That is really 
great food” may be a compliment to one audience (the cook) and a sarcastic slam 
to another (his close friends).

NOTE:  In Skinner’s examples of satire, irony, and other kinds of devices, there are 
two effects of a passage for two distinct audiences.  The satirical effect is achieved 
when a person is a member of both audiences.  In a sense, he/she is affected in both 
ways, and can tact that he/she is so affected:  He can “see the irony” in the remark.

6. In the next section, Skinner talks of impure tacts?  In his example, 
a tact may also be strengthened by mand variables.  Give an 
example.

A child may tact “That is candy” in the presence of candy, but also under conditions 
of candy deprivation.  

7. Note: In the section on “Punishment in Multiple Causation”, Skin-
ner points out that aversive consequences may affect which of 
various forms of verbal behavior may be emitted.  For example, 
short responses may be emitted over more lengthy forms (longer 
forms require more effort), generic extensions over metaphor 
(metaphors have a greater history of extinction or punishment), 
and responses with a direct history of punishment will be weak-
ened.
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8. Skinner talks about “euphemisms.”  What are these, and why might 
these be emitted?

A euphemism is a response that “understates” how unpleasant some object or event 
is.  For example, say that there was a bomb explosion in your neighborhood, and you 
are describing it to a friend.  You may say “Wow, that was some firecracker”.  The use 
of the term “firecracker” instead of “bomb” may occur because the former term may 
generate less aversive effects on the speaker (as his/her own listener).

NOTE:  Skinner suggests that which of various responses that are emitted reflect a 
kind of “algebraic summation” of the effects of reinforcement and punishment histo-
ries of each of the alternatives.

9. In the next section, Skinner gives examples of multiple sources of 
strength that involve tact and intraverbal strengthening.  Give 
an example.

“Those candy eggs will lay you out flat”  The choice of the term “lay you out flat” 
received supplementary strength from “eggs” (as in lay eggs).  This may have been 
emitted instead of “Those candy eggs will make you sick” because of the presence of 
“eggs”.  This may not have occurred if the statement was “The fried chicken will …”.  

10. Give an example of the “double tact” phenomenon in which 
strength comes from two tact sources.

In the cartoon Rocky and Bullwinkle, one of the villains is “Snidely Whiplash.”  This 
is an easy name to remember, first as a proper tact (because of reinforcement history 
for emitting the name in his presence on the screen) and as a metaphorical extension 
evoked by his evil, hurtful, and devilish ways. 

11. In the section on “Multiple Causation in Literature”, Skinner 
talks about the use of “puns.”  What is a pun? Give an example of a 
pun, and explain how we come to call it that.

Pun:  an amusing use of a word or phrase which has several meanings or which sounds 
like another word

E.g.:  What is black and white and red (=read) all over?  A newspaper!

E.g.:  I love fish.  The sole example is sushi.
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These are puns when the listener can recognize the sources of multiple control.  In the 
first example, the listener can tact the intraverbal strength of “black and white and 
red” and the intraverbal relation of “read” with newspaper.  That the two words sound 
the same is amusing.

In the second example, the listener will be amused if he/she recognizes that the word 
“sole” has two sources of strength.  In the first, it is a tact derived from the fact that 
there is only one objectionable fish (sole = only).  In the second, it is an intraverbal 
strengthened by the previous mention of “fish”.  (sole = kind of fish).  These two 
sources combine to evoke the word “sole” and the listener will be amused if he/she 
recognizes this fact.

12. Note:  Skinner writes extensively about the use of multiple 
sources of strength in literature and poetry.  From these 
passages, it is easy to see how he was an English major!

13. On page 242, Skinner talks about “borrowing.”  What is this about?

Borrowing is when a writer uses a similar line to that used by another author.  He 
makes the point that in many cases, the writer does not realize this supplementary 
source of strength.  He also points out that such borrowing is most often seen when 
someone memorizes a passage, which is then evoked upon contact with one of the 
initial words.  Thus, it is most often an intraverbal source.

14. In the final paragraph of this section, he talks about ways that 
“verbal art” may be emitted in forms that reflect multiple sourc-
es, but avoids punishment.  Take the example of “home, home on the 
range…”  and explain this.

A homesick failure may find that whining and complaining are strong (perhaps some 
form of mand with tact properties).  But, direct complaining may be punished, so 
a “complaining” song with intraverbal strength throughout will avoid punishment.  
(refer back to a previous section in which classes of behavior may be strong, and the 
punished forms are not emitted:  recall the algebraic summation concept).
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15. In the next section entitled “Formal contributions of strength”, 
Skinner begins by defining a “thematic” relation.  What is this?  
Give an example.

Two responses are related “thematically” if they are strengthened by the same vari-
able, but have no point to point correspondence.  

E.g.:  food deprivation may strengthen “food” and “grub”.  

16. What, then, or formal sources of strength?  Give an example.

These refer to echoic and textual stimuli that strengthen behavior with point to point 
correspondence.

E.g.:  Let us say that you are trying to remember someone’s name:  Linda.  You over 
hear a conversation in which people are talking about the movie star Linda Hunt.  
This talk, especially the stimulus “Linda” strengthen “Linda” in your repertoire.  This 
is essentially an echoic stimulus.

17. Skinner also talks about fragmentary stimuli that can evoke a 
full-blown response.  Give an example.

Let us say that you are trying to remember someone’s name:  Linda.  You over hear 
a conversation in which people are talking about the aviator Charles Lindberg. This 
talk, especially the fragmentary stimulus “Lin” strengthen “Linda” in your repertoire.  
This is essentially an fragmentary echoic stimulus.

18. Note:  Skinner points out that some rhyming pairs show echoic 
fragmentary sources of strength (wear and tear, Frick and Frack, 
high and dry).

19. Read over the section on “Formal strengthening in prose and 
poetry.”  He discussed several issues.  It seems to me, however, that 
the main point is that poetic techniques such as alliteration 
may reflect formal strengthening, but we should not be hasty 
to conclude this.  It may be by “chance.”  Nonetheless, there 
may be many examples that indeed show multiple strength and 
evidence of this “special process.”
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20. Skip to the last paragraph on page 251.  What is this effect that 
Skinner is discussing?

When someone begins to speak, he/she is contacting a host of echoic, textual, and 
intraverbal stimuli that may strengthen other behavior.  Over time, if the intraverbal 
stimuli become strong, the verbal behavior may become a “flight of ideas” uncon-
strained by the original evocative variables (topic of the Verbal behavior), and instead 
evoked by “what was just said.”  Or if the stimuli contribute formal strength, the re-
sulting Verbal behavior may become sing-song or gibberish.

On the other hand, multiple sources of strength, if appropriate to the topic at hand, 
may guarantee a cohesiveness to the verbal behavior that is effective for all concerned.
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Chapter 10

Supplementary Stimulation
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1. Check out the last paragraph on page 253 that continues onto 
page 254.  He talks about strengthening the behavior of drawing 
a cat, and actually strengthening the mand for “pencil” so that 
picture can be drawn.  Examine this procedure carefully.  What 
phenomenon is being manipulated to produce the mand “pencil?”

2. Give some other examples of strengthening “pencil” through 
using supplementary stimulation.

3. What is the difference between probes and prompts?

4. Be able to create a table that shows the four kinds of prompts/
probes.

Formal Prompts: Thematic Prompts
Formal Probes: Thematic Probes:

5. Note:  Formal probes and prompts can be echoic and textual.

6. Describe how the verbal summator works and how one might use 
it.

7. Describe the visual form of the verbal summator.
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8. Note:  In this entire section, Skinner is providing a behavioral 
interpretation of projective tests.  His treatment is vintage 
Skinner: taking traditional psychological techniques and 
explaining their results in behavioral terms. He is not “rejecting” 
them as many would guess, but instead he is merely explaining 
the procedures and results by appealing to known behavioral 
principles.

9. What is the effect of “awareness” in a thematic probe?

10. Note: In the section on “Strengthening verbal behavior in the 
Listener” Skinner discusses interactions between speaker and 
listener that involve supplementary stimulation.  In these, both 
are under control by the same variables.  

11. What is the difference between instruction and supplementary 
stimulation?

12. Note: In this entire section, Skinner talks of a speaker and lis-
tener who both possess a strong repertoire of verbal behavior 
regarding a particular topic. The speaker then provides supple-
mentary stimulation that evokes a similar set of verbal behavior 
in the listener. Thus, both are talking about the same thing, and 
for the same reasons. Give an example of this phenomenon.

13. In the following paragraphs, Skinner takes on another 
phenomenon, that of eisegesis.  What is this? Give an example.



140

VERBAL BEHAVIOR: EXTENDED EDITION

14. Note: Eisegesis can be fragmentary, as in the example of  “I’m just 
too danced out”.  The behavior strengthened is not identical to 
that of the speaker.

15. In the bottom of page 271 and top of page 272, Skinner refers to a 
continuum. What is this?

16. Skinner also points out that the speaker’s supplemental 
stimulation may evoke behavior that is not strong in the listener’s 
repertoire.  Give an example.

17. In the next section on “Thematic Correspondence Between 
Speaker and Listener”, Skinner makes an interesting point about 
what we read and what we are likely to say.  What is this about?

18. Why do readers require this supplementary stimulation?

19. In Skinner’s terms, what is a “universal” book?
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20. Contrast Allport’s view of autobiographies and that of  
Skinner’s.

21. In the next section on “Building correspondence…” Skinner talks 
about the efforts of writers and speakers to build a “match” 
between their behavior and that of the reader/listener.  First, 
give an example of this in novels.

22. Check out Skinner’s view of an opinion.  What is this?  Give 
a practical example.  How is this related to supplementary 
stimulation?

23. What is the role of “repetition?”

24. The next section is “Understanding.”  The first paragraph involves 
one way of looking at understanding.  What is this?

25. However, there is another, more subtle, way of talking about 
understanding.  What is this?  Give an example.
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26. Note his view of “misunderstanding.”  We misunderstand when we 
say the same thing for different, incorrect reasons.

27. What is the ultimate outcome of coming to understand a 
difficult text?

28. Now, check out the paragraph on 280 where he says “One of the 
principle effects…”  Explain his point.  Do you agree with it?

29. In the next section, Skinner talks about ways to use “Tricks of 
strength.”  What are some of these?

30. Note: The next section is on “Style” which goes a little far 
afield.  Suffice it to say that a writer/speaker’s style can involve 
techniques of rhyming, alliteration, and rhythms.  As in the 
current chapter, multiple sources of control are used.  For 
example, in rhymes, there are both thematic and formal sources 
of strength.
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31. Go to the bottom of 284 where Skinner talks of the two elements 
of literary work.  What are they?  What is the third that Skinner 
adds?

32. On the top of 286, Skinner makes a point about wit and humor.  
What is this?  Give an example.

33. Check out the top of 288.  There is a story about an Englishwoman 
and Napoleon III.  What is this all about?  Why was it considered 
witty?  Make sure you translate the French and Latin phrases in 
this description.

34. Note: The final section is on verbal puzzles and games.  He suggests 
that they involve arrangements of probes and prompts. Check out 
the discussion of crossword puzzles, which involve intraverbal 
stimuli in the clues, and formal prompts of intersecting words.  
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Chapter Ten. Answers.
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1. Check out the last paragraph on page 253 that continues onto 
page 254.  He talks about strengthening the behavior of drawing 
a cat, and actually strengthening the mand for “pencil” so that 
picture can be drawn.  Examine this procedure carefully.  What 
phenomenon is being manipulated to produce the mand “pencil?”

This is a conditioned establishing operation (CEO).  A reward is offered for a picture 
of a cat, and paper is provided.  This sets up a condition in which receipt of a pencil is 
reinforcing.  Thus, manding for the pencil is high probability.

2. Give some other examples of strengthening “pencil” through 
using supplementary stimulation.

A) Background echoic stimuli (“pencil” on a recording)

B) Textual stimuli (the word “pencil” printed on a sign)

C) Intraverbal stimuli (“pen and ___”)

NOTE:  Make note of Skinner’s point about practical control exerted by supplemen-
tal stimuli.  This goal is ubiquitous in his writings.

3. What is the difference between probes and prompts?

Prompts:  the operator (prompter) can identify the response to be emitted in the 
speaker

Probes:  the operator (prober) can not identify the response to be emitted in the 
speaker

4. Be able to create a table that shows the four kinds of prompts/
probes.

Formal Prompts:

Can identify response and point to point 
correspondence.

E.g.: Director whispering actor’s line in 
the wings.

Thematic Prompts:

Can identify response, but no point 
to point correspondence.  Intraverbal 
strengthening.

E.g.:  Director gives a hint as to what line 
is to actor.
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Formal Probes:

Can not identify response, but point to 
point correspondence.

E.g.:  Verbal summator; Person gives hint 
to himself when trying to remember a 
word (“It sounds like ‘horse’”).

Thematic Probes

Can not identify response, but no point 
to point correspondence.

E.g.: Person gives hint to himself when 
trying to remember a word. (“It had to do 
with animals”);  word association tests.

5. Note:  Formal probes and prompts can be echoic and textual.

6. Describe how the verbal summator works and how one might use 
it.

It is a recording of vague speech sounds at low intensity that provide echoic probes 
to a person.  The subject will usually “hear something” that, when analyazed, could 
reveal the operation of other variables that are currently strengthening certain verbal 
behavior.  For example, if a person has just lost a loved one, the person may hear words 
such as “death”, “dying”, “loss”, “tragedy” etc.  Essentially, the stimuli are vague enough 
to not strengthen particular responses, but will provide supplementary strength to 
already existing verbal operants.  Note that when a given operant is emitted, it may 
itself provide additional echoic or intraverbal strengthening to additional operants.

7. Describe the visual form of the verbal summator.

Estes invented a way to present patterns of letters either very briefly or out of focus.  
The subject was to then emit textual responses to the material.

8. Note:  In this entire section, Skinner is providing a behavioral 
interpretation of projective tests.  His treatment is vintage 
Skinner: taking traditional psychological techniques and 
explaining their results in behavioral terms. He is not “rejecting” 
them as many would guess, but instead he is merely explaining 
the procedures and results by appealing to known behavioral 
principles.

9. What is the effect of “awareness” in a thematic probe?

If a subject knows what the test is about, he/she may change their responses through 
an editing process described later.
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10. Note: In the section on “Strengthening verbal behavior in the 
Listener” Skinner discusses interactions between speaker and 
listener that involve supplementary stimulation.  In these, both 
are under control by the same variables.  

11. What is the difference between instruction and supplementary 
stimulation?

Instruction involves creating new functional relations.  Supplementary stimulation 
involves strengthening existing behavior in the repertoire.

12. Note:  in this entire section, Skinner talks of a speaker and lis-
tener who both possess a strong repertoire of verbal behavior 
regarding a particular topic. The speaker then provides supple-
mentary stimulation that evokes a similar set of verbal behavior 
in the listener. Thus, both are talking about the same thing, and 
for the same reasons. Give an example of this phenomenon.

In graduate school, the students may be predisposed to talk in certain ways about 
behavior. In ours, the preferred way is a behavioral interpretation of events. Thus, 
when we talk to each other, our repertoires match very closely, and we only need a 
speaker to evoke these “latent” verbal episodes. This is probably seen most often in 
second or third year students, who have extensive training in the field. However, in 
first year students or undergraduates, this phenomenon is not present, as the speaker 
is engaging in “instruction.”

13. In the following paragraphs, Skinner takes on another 
phenomenon, that of eisegesis.  What is this? Give an example.

Eisegesis is when supplementary stimulation evokes some verbal behavior in the lis-
tener, which has the same topography as the verbal behavior of the speaker, but has 
different controlling variables (i.e., a different meaning).  

E.g..  Speaker:  “That kid is something again!”  (evoked by seeing a child do well on a 
math task)

       Listener:  “That kid is something again!”  (evoked by the speaker’s remark, and 
after struggling with the same child for an hour before he finally completed the math 
task)



149

CHAPTER 10: STUDY GUIDE

14. Note: Eisegesis can be fragmentary, as in the example of  “I’m just 
too danced out”.  The behavior strengthened is not identical to 
that of the speaker.

15. In the bottom of page 271 and top of page 272, Skinner refers to a 
continuum. What is this?

On one end of the continuum, we do not enjoy hearing someone say what is at full 
strength in our own repertoire.  On the other end, we do not enjoy hearing or find no 
utility in hearing someone talk about something that has no parallel in our repertoire.  
For example, speaker who makes obvious points, or a speaker who talks about com-
pletely unfamiliar topics, has not much of an interested audience.  Note that there is 
a parallel with nonverbal behavior. (Being shown how to do something we already 
know how to do, or something that we have no interest in doing)

16. Skinner also points out that the speaker’s supplemental 
stimulation may evoke behavior that is not strong in the listener’s 
repertoire.  Give an example.

When a speaker may say something that evokes a solution by the listener to a difficult 
problem.

17. In the next section on “Thematic Correspondence Between 
Speaker and Listener”, Skinner makes an interesting point about 
what we read and what we are likely to say.  What is this about?

Readers choose books that supplement verbal behavior that is already at strength.  
Thus, our enjoyment comes when the book evokes Verbal behavior that we, as read-
ers, already tend to say.

18. Why do readers require this supplementary stimulation?

A) Lack of an appropriate audience.

B) Reader may be less energetic or less imaginative

C) History of punishment for such behavior.  Thus, we may be punished for acting 
aggressively or in a sexual manner, but we are not punished for reading about it.
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19. In Skinner’s terms, what is a “universal” book?

A book that strengthens latent repertoires in many people.

20. Contrast Allport’s view of autobiographies and that of  
Skinner’s.

Allport:  Autobiographies are interesting because they satisfy the reader’s own self 
love.

Skinner: Most people have strong behavior of talking about themselves (which is 
reinforcing), and autobiographies supply the effect supplementary stimulation that 
evokes such behavior (also applies to stories written in the first person).

21. In the next section on “Building correspondence…” Skinner talks 
about the efforts of writers and speakers to build a “match” 
between their behavior and that of the reader/listener.  First, 
give an example of this in novels.

In novels, a writer will have lively dialog among the characters such that the reader 
will almost “join in.”  In a sense, the text provides supplementary stimuli that evoke 
behavior that is already in strength in the reader’s repertoire.  In this situation, the 
reader is said to “identify” with one of the characters.  This is not apparent in descrip-
tions of nonverbal events.

22. Check out Skinner’s view of an opinion.  What is this?  Give 
a practical example.  How is this related to supplementary 
stimulation?

An opinion, according to Skinner, is a thematic collection of responses regarding 
some state of affairs. For example, we have a stimulus money coming to us. Some peo-
ple have a negative opinion about this, which means that they tend to make negative 
or disparaging remarks about it. Interestingly, one’s opinion of this policy tends to re-
late to political party affiliation. Thus, a Democratic speaker promoting the stimulus 
to a Democratic audience will strengthen an already existing repertoire, because the 
stimulus package is promoted by a Democratic president. On the other hand, a Re-
publican speaker arguing against the stimulus package to a Republican audience will 
strengthen an already existing repertoire against the stimulus, because the stimulus 
package is promoted by a Democratic president.
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23. What is the role of “repetition?”

A speaker may increase the effect of a supplementary stimulus by repeating it.

NOTE:  To end this section, Skinner suggests that speakers may use the above tech-
niques to strengthen useful or important behavior in the listener.  It may involve ulti-
mate support for the speaker’s position.

24. The next section is “Understanding.”  The first paragraph involves 
one way of looking at understanding.  What is this?

In general terms, understanding something is behaving appropriately to it.  For ex-
ample, responding emotionally to a passage with intended emotional effects means 
that we understand;  in addition, responding to a direction or request means that we 
understand it.

25. However, there is another, more subtle, way of talking about 
understanding.  What is this?  Give an example.

We understand a remark when we can make the same remark for the same reasons.  
For example, a student understands “positive reinforcement” if he can not only recite 
the definition in echoic form, but also tact the definition under the control of the 
essential elements (in a situation where there is a consequence that increases the rate 
of the behavior).

26. Note his view of “misunderstanding.”  We misunderstand when we 
say the same thing for different, incorrect reasons.

27. What is the ultimate outcome of coming to understand a 
difficult text?

In the end, we come to make responses that occur not for textual reasons, but for oth-
er reasons that the author intended.  This may occur after several repetitions.

28. Now, check out the paragraph on 280 where he says “One of the 
principle effects…”  Explain his point.  Do you agree with it?

Point:  One of the essential effects of verbal behavior is to strengthen corresponding 
behavior in the listener.  It does not create new behavior in the listener, but instead 
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clarifies or strengthens existing behavior.

Agree?  No.  See discussion on function altering effects of rules.

29. In the next section, Skinner talks about ways to use “Tricks of 
strength.”  What are some of these?

A) Weakening the listener's response before it is even emitted:  the speaker may ad-
dress anticipated objections.

B) Allowing and leading the listener to make a key response on his/her own:  using 
insinuation, innuendo, or implication such as “you know who just ate the entire 
loaf of bread!” (when the now obvious response is the owner’s dog).

C) Writer sets down a passage that is so weak that the reader is likely to emit a stron-
ger form, or so contrary to the evidence that the reader is led to deny or correct:  
“This is a real pretty picture” to the aftermath of a child’s tantrum.

D) Sarcasm:  Writer/speaker makes a statement that is obviously untrue:  “The kid 
had a real great day” after a day with many tantrums.

30. Note: The next section is on “Style” which goes a little far 
afield.  Suffice it to say that a writer/speaker’s style can involve 
techniques of rhyming, alliteration, and rhythms.  As in the 
current chapter, multiple sources of control are used.  For 
example, in rhymes, there are both thematic and formal sources 
of strength.

31. Go to the bottom of 284 where Skinner talks of the two elements 
of literary work.  What are they?  What is the third that Skinner 
adds?

A) Form of the work (“nice noises” in some poems)

B) Meaning of the work (The work may describe something that is reinforcing)

C) That the reader is “prepared” by the text to engage in existing behavior  
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32. On the top of 286, Skinner makes a point about wit and humor.  
What is this?  Give an example.

Skinner opines that stimuli that supplement and evoke a weak response is often fun-
ny.  The remark is often “far fetched” and for that reason may be amusing.  For exam-
ple, the story about the dentist who is fixing his car and takes the sparkplug by the 
pliers, and then remarks “Now this is going to hurt a little.”  This remark is weak (we 
don’t talk to our cars very often), and is clearly a metaphor evoked by the fact that he 
was pulling something out.  

NOTE:  wit is also experienced if we recognize the multiple sources of strength.  See 
the example of the “fertile” attorney. This is funny when the reader recognizes that 
“fertile” has two sources of strength:  his hometown, and the fact that he has fathered 
18 kids!

33. Check out the top of 288.  There is a story about an Englishwoman 
and Napoleon III.  What is this all about?  Why was it considered 
witty?  Make sure you translate the French and Latin phrases in 
this description.

Napoleon III was exiled in England, and received assistance from an Englishwoman 
during that time. Upon return to the throne, he virtually ignored the woman.  When 
there was a meeting between the two, he asked “Restez-vous longtemps a Paris” which 
means “Are you staying long in Paris?”. After her reply, she remarked “Et vous, sire?” 
which means “And you, sir?” This closing remark was evoked by the same variables 
as if she had said “You will not be on the throne long.” In a sense, it was an aggressive 
remark, but witty because it was unpunishable. Skinner suggests that the witty verbal 
community exacts a quid pro quo for such remarks. They will be tolerated if amusing.  

34. Note: The final section is on verbal puzzles and games.  He suggests 
that they involve arrangements of probes and prompts. Check out 
the discussion of crossword puzzles, which involve intraverbal 
stimuli in the clues, and formal prompts of intersecting words.  
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Chapter 11

New Combinations of Fragmentary Responses
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1. In this chapter, Skinner will be discussing the outcome of two 
sets of variables that when combined, evoke fragments of their 
respective response into a kind combination remark. What are 
some of the conditions in which such recombinations can be seen?

2. Note: Skinner makes the point that sometimes the recombined re-
sponse has equal input from each contributing response, or some-
times one of the two dominates.

3. Give an example of a word blend and of a phrase blend.

4. Skinner also talks of the blending of written word and a 
pictorial representation of an artist.  Give an example.

5. Skinner also presents some examples of blending of two words 
that results in some omissions.  Give an example.
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6. The next section deals with the evocative variables of 
recombined blends.  In the first paragraph, he talks about three 
sets of conditions that may be involved.  What are they?

7. Give an example of mishearing or misreading and explain it.

8. Two other variables that might be relevant in blends are a self-
echoic tendency and punishment. Explain these two variables.

9. In “The Results of Recombination” Skinner talks about the 
outcomes of the aforementioned blends.  Describe some of these.

10. What are “metatheses”, also known as “Spoonerisms”?

11. Note: Read over the section on “Witty and Stylistic Effects.” All 
of these involve distortions and multiple sources of strength. 
The Ogden Nash poetry is amusing. Note the use of distorted 
geographical names for conventional expressions on page 305.  
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12. Note: Skinner concludes by re-stating the point about minimal 
units in the echoic and textual repertoires, and the fact that 
fragments of tacts and intraverbals may be under functional 
control. These facts explain the blending and distortions of the 
current chapter.
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Chapter Eleven. Answers.
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1. In this chapter, Skinner will be discussing the outcome of two 
sets of variables that when combined, evoke fragments of their 
respective response into a kind combination remark. What are 
some of the conditions in which such recombinations can be seen?

A) When response are poorly conditioned 

B) Under illness, fatigue, or drugs

C) When strong competing behavior is present

D) There are strong aversive variables or variables that are evoked behavior without 
regard to form

2. Note: Skinner makes the point that sometimes the recombined re-
sponse has equal input from each contributing response, or some-
times one of the two dominates.

3. Give an example of a word blend and of a phrase blend.

Word:  snarl and tangle leads to snangle.

Phrase:  you’re probably true from you’re probably right, and it’s probably true

4. Skinner also talks of the blending of written word and a 
pictorial representation of an artist.  Give an example.

Writing the word “tall” in elongated letters;  mathematicians writings that resemble 
figures;  musicians writings that resemble notes.

5. He also presents some examples of blending of two words that 
results in some omissions.  Give an example.

Sorry darling being blended into Sarling, slightly fatter into slatter.

NOTE: these blends are not like merely eliminating some of the word elements,  as in 
nonse for nonsense. This is not a blending, just omissions.
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6. The next section deals with the evocative variables of 
recombined blends.  In the first paragraph, he talks about three 
sets of conditions that may be involved.  What are they?

A) One variable may strongly evoke two responses (two or more tacts for the same 
item: rone for rock and stone)

B) When a controlling property is vague (ineffective), two responses that have dif-
ferent meanings may be evoked (Teablespoonful evoked when the size of the 
measure is unclear between tablespoonful and teaspoonful)

C) Different properties of the same stimulus may evoke two responses (twinfants)

NOTE:  the multiple sources may show the interaction of tacts, tacts and intraver-
bals, and intraverbals.

7. Give an example of mishearing or misreading and explain it.

Skinner’s presents an example of a motorist who narrowly avoids a serious accident, 
and then comes upon a sign that reads “One mile to Bath”, but reads it as “One mile 
to Death”.  The textual stimuli are supplemented by the close call to evoke “Death” 
instead of “Bath.”

8. Two other variables that might be relevant in blends are a self-
echoic tendency and punishment. Explain these two variables.

• Self-echoic:  we have strong echoic repertoires, so there are sometimes distortions 
that arise from that fact.  For example, Skinner presented the following:  I have a 
prettier doll which I left in the citier.  “Citier” arose from a momentary self echoic 
tendency related to “prettier.”  

• Punishment:  Histories of punishment may produce distortions.  Instead of “I 
knew that person personally”, a history of punishment for repetition may pro-
duce “I knew that person peopally.”  “peopally” is subsituted for “person” but is 
emitted as a blend of “people” and “personally.”

9. In “The Results of Recombination” Skinner talks about the 
outcomes of the aforementioned blends.  Describe some of these.

A) Nonsense:  a new, ineffective form emerges.

B) Standard form that is inappropriate: Heresy + sacrilege = heritage 
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C) OK form related to a current variable:  I am ravished! Uttered by a young lady 
at dinner with a suitor. (famished + ravenous + effects of a handsome, available 
companion)

D) New usage that is allowed to stand:  Cold-boiled from hard-boiled and cold-blood-
ed.

E) New form that is adopted:  fog and smoke = smog

10. What are “metatheses”, also known as “Spoonerisms”?

When a blend occurs, the accompanying fragments still appear.  “A crown of thorns” 
becomes “A thown of crorns”.  Note the reference to W. A. Spooner, who was famous 
for these kinds of blends.  My mom has a few of these.  One relates to her alma mater, 
which is Lake Erie College for Women; she sometimes refers to it as Lake College for 
Eerie Women.  

11. Note: Read over the section on “Witty and Stylistic Effects.” All 
of these involve distortions and multiple sources of strength. 
The Ogden Nash poetry is amusing. Note the use of distorted 
geographical names for conventional expressions on page 305.  

12. Note: Skinner concludes by re-stating the point about minimal 
units in the echoic and textual repertoires, and the fact that 
fragments of tacts and intraverbals may be under functional 
control. These facts explain the blending and distortions of the 
current chapter.



163

CHAPTER 12: STUDY GUIDE

Chapter 12

The Autoclitic
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1. Note: In the first couple of paragraphs, Skinner reviews his ob-
jection to “inner causes.”  On the bottom of 312, and top of 313, he 
refers to “two systems of responses, one based upon the other.”  In 
this, a speaker may, for example, emit a tact that describes a blue 
sky (“What a deep blue sky”);  moreover, the speaker may be able to 
tact his own tacting behavior.  (“I enjoy talking about the sky and 
its many hues”)

 These two repertoires find a parallel to his view of self control, 
which also involves two repertoires of behavior:  controlled 
responses and controlling responses.  See Science and Human  
Behavior.

2. First up is the descriptive autoclitic.  The definition is on page 315.  
Be able to define this important term.  Also, what is a descriptive 
autoclitic?

3. In descriptive autoclitics, person emits some kind of verbal 
behavior, and then is able to react to that verbal behavior in 
important ways.  In one case, he/she may merely describe the fact 
that the verbal behavior was, or will be, emitted.  Give an example.  
In another, we may describe controlling relations. Give an 
example of this.

4. Skinner makes an important point about “knowing” that we “know” 
something.  What is the crucial element necessary?
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5. On page 315, Skinner begins to enumerate the kinds of descriptive 
autoclitics.  Describe some of these.

6. Note: The discussion on the bottom of page 316 and top of page 317 
underscores an important point about autoclitics. That is, they 
modify the effect of the Verbal behavior on the listener’s behav-
ior.  See the top of 319 for the same point.

7. What are negative autoclitics?

8. Negative autoclitics also allows the speaker to avoid punish-
ment.  Give an example.

9. Another kind of autoclitic is a mand upon the listener.  Give an 
example of this.
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10. A third kind of autoclitic is the qualifying autoclitic.  Come up 
with a working definition of this kind.  One type is negation.  Give 
an example.

11. Skinner talks of three kinds of statements in an effort to 
distinguish between autoclitics and nonautoclitics.  Take the 
example of a) Jones is ill b) Jones is not well and c) “Jones is well” is 
false.  Put into your own words why b) is the only autoclitic.

12. Another example of a qualifying autoclitic is assertion.  Give an 
example.

13. Note:  Check the last paragraph on page 326.  Here Skinner 
explains why assertions are autoclitics in that they modify the 
effects of accompanying statements.  For example, take the tact 
“raining.”  Without any other statements, the listener may accept 
this as true and act accordingly.  However, let us say that prior 
to the tact, another person said “I don’t think it is raining.”  Thus, 
the listener may be predisposed to act as if it were not raining.  
Therefore, the speaker needs a way to make the tact “raining” more 
effective, and may add the assertion “It is” to the tact “raining” 
to produce “It is raining.”  
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14. Now read the bottom of page 327.  Skinner talks about the usage of 
the term “wolf.”  His explanation is a kind of tour de force of the 
entire book.  In essence, if a speaker says “wolf”, we do not know 
what he “means” unless we know the variables responsible for its 
emission.  How can autoclitics change this?

15. Interestingly, assertive autoclitics may indicate the degree of 
extension of a tact.  Give an example.

16. Lastly, Skinner talks about quantifying autoclitics.  Give an 
example of one and explain why it is an autoclitic.  Why are “the” 
and “a” also quantifying autoclitics?

17. Note: Skinner also makes a couple final points that bear repeat-
ing.  First, quantifying autoclitics may become functional units 
(a piece of candy) and are therefore not autoclitic. Second, au-
toclitics may be added to another speaker’s responses.  For exam-
ple, you may say “That is very true” when someone says “Dogs are so 
much fun!”
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Chapter Twelve. Answers.
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1. Note: In the first couple of paragraphs, Skinner reviews his ob-
jection to “inner causes.”  On the bottom of 312, and top of 313, he 
refers to “two systems of responses, one based upon the other.”  In 
this, a speaker may, for example, emit a tact that describes a blue 
sky (“What a deep blue sky”);  moreover, the speaker may be able to 
tact his own tacting behavior.  (“I enjoy talking about the sky and 
its many hues”)

 These two repertoires find a parallel to his view of self control, 
which also involves two repertoires of behavior:  controlled 
responses and controlling responses.  See Science and Human  
Behavior.

2. First up is the descriptive autoclitic.  The definition is on page 315.  
Be able to define this important term.  Also, what is a descriptive 
autoclitic?

Autoclitic:  Verbal behavior that depends on, or is controlled by, other verbal behav-
ior.

Descriptive autoclitic:  Tacts of one’s own verbal behavior that are effective on the 
same listener at the same time.  It is important to note that the tacts are emitted spe-
cifically to modify the listener’s behavior.

3. In descriptive autoclitics, person emits some kind of verbal 
behavior, and then is able to react to that verbal behavior in 
important ways.  In one case, he/she may merely describe the fact 
that the verbal behavior was, or will be, emitted.  Give an example.  
In another, we may describe controlling relations. Give an 
example of this.

E.g.:  “I will tell you about my day in a few minutes.”  Or “I just told you what the 
answer is!”

E.g.:  After explaining about an upcoming event, a speaker may say “I read about this 
in the paper”.  Thus, he is identifying the controlling stimuli as textual in nature.

4. Skinner makes an important point about “knowing” that we “know” 
something.  What is the crucial element necessary?

A social environment.  Our behavior becomes important to us only when it is import-
ant to others.
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5. On page 315, Skinner begins to enumerate the kinds of descriptive 
autoclitics.  Describe some of these.

A) Informs listener of the kind of Verbal behavior it accompanies. “I see it is going to 
rain” while reading the paper tells the listener that the behavior is textual.  Mands 
are prefaced with “I ask you…”, tacts by “I will tell you…”, and intraverbals as “I 
hear that…”.

B) Autoclitics may describe the state of strength.  “I imagine”  “I guess”  “I am sure”  
“I insist that”

C) Autoclitics that relate the upcoming response to some current state of affairs:  “I 
agree”  “I predict that”  “I mildly disagree in that”

D) Autoclitics that tact emotional or motivational conditions:  “I am happy to say”  
“I regret to inform you”

E) The accompanying response will serve several functions: (page 318)

1. Upcoming mand “I say old chap”

2. It is agreed to by many others “Others have said” “It has been said”

6. Note: The discussion on the bottom of page 316 and top of page 317 
underscores an important point about autoclitics. That is, they 
modify the effect of the Verbal behavior on the listener’s behav-
ior.  See the top of 319 for the same point.

7. What are negative autoclitics?

They qualify or cancel the effect of the accompanying response, but imply that the 
response is strong.  “I disagree that the food is a positive reinforcer.”

8. Negative autoclitics also allows the speaker to avoid punish-
ment.  Give an example.

E.g.:  “You wouldn’t have a match, would you?”

9. Another kind of autoclitic is a mand upon the listener.  Give an 
example of this.

Know, then… preceding a tact.  
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10. A third kind of autoclitic is the qualifying autoclitic.  Come up 
with a working definition of this kind.  One type is negation.  Give 
an example.

Qualifying autoclitic: A kind of autoclitic that changes the direction or intensity of 
a listener’s behavior.  

Negation: It is not raining. This clearly changes the valence of the tact “It is raining.” 

11. Skinner talks of three kinds of statements in an effort to 
distinguish between autoclitics and nonautoclitics.  Take the 
example of a) Jones is ill b) Jones is not well and c) “Jones is well” is 
false.  Put into your own words why b) is the only autoclitic.

A) Jones is ill:  This is merely a tact.

B) Jones is not well.  The “not” has an autoclitic function.  Skinner assumes that 
there is a tendency to say “Jones is well” (someone may have said it), and there-
fore, the “not” is designed to modify the listener’s reaction to Jones and to the 
statement “Jones is…well”

C) “Jones is well” is false:  This statement has no autoclitic function, as the speaker is 
merely tacting the truthfulness of “Jones is well.”

12. Another example of a qualifying autoclitic is assertion.  Give an 
example.

In contrast to “No”, which cancels the effects of a statement (“Vote for Smith?  No!”), 
“Yes” supports the effects (“Vote for Smith? Yes!”).  

13. Note:  Check the last paragraph on page 326.  Here Skinner 
explains why assertions are autoclitics in that they modify the 
effects of accompanying statements.  For example, take the tact 
“raining.”  Without any other statements, the listener may accept 
this as true and act accordingly.  However, let us say that prior 
to the tact, another person said “I don’t think it is raining.”  Thus, 
the listener may be predisposed to act as if it were not raining.  
Therefore, the speaker needs a way to make the tact “raining” more 
effective, and may add the assertion “It is” to the tact “raining” 
to produce “It is raining.”  
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14. Now read the bottom of page 327.  Skinner talks about the usage of 
the term “wolf.”  His explanation is a kind of tour de force of the 
entire book.  In essence, if a speaker says “wolf”, we do not know 
what he “means” unless we know the variables responsible for its 
emission.  How can autoclitics change this?

Autoclitics could indicate a variety of things, such as sources of strength, degree of 
strength, and whether it is a tact or not.

15. Interestingly, assertive autoclitics may indicate the degree of 
extension of a tact.  Give an example.

“It is kind of like a wolf.”  Or  “It is very close to a wolf.”  Or “It really does not look 
too much like a wolf.”

16. Lastly, Skinner talks about quantifying autoclitics.  Give an 
example of one and explain why it is an autoclitic.  Why are “the” 
and “a” also quantifying autoclitics?

“All dogs have four legs.” The quantifier “All” modifies the listener’s reaction to “dogs 
have four legs.”  

The tact “dog” has different effects on a listener when accompanied by “the” or “a”.  
They indicate the evocative relation between the tact and stimulus.

17. Skinner also makes a couple final points that bear repeating.  First, 
quantifying autoclitics may become functional units (a piece of 
candy) and are therefore not autoclitic. Second, autoclitics may 
be added to another speaker’s responses.  For example, you may say 
“That is very true” when someone says “Dogs are so much fun!”
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Chapter 13

Grammar and Syntax as Autoclitic Processes
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1. Note: At the top of page 332, Skinner summarizes the effects of 
autoclitics.  Make sure that you can provide examples of each.  He 
also makes the case that grouping an ordering of responses can 
be autoclitic.  

2. First, Skinner presents other functions of ordering of responses.  
What are some of these?

3.  What is a relational autoclitic?

4. What is predication?  Give an example.

5.   Note: In “Relational Autoclitic Behavior”, Skinner opines that 
we should not quickly assume that autoclitic forms of respons-
es are always autoclitic in nature.  Indeed, some forms may be-
come functional units and therefore lose their autoclitic ef-
fects.
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6.  What is an autoclitic “frame?”

7.   Note:Skinner notes that in our language, there are references 
to objects and references to actions.  Tags are attached to 
indicate which is which.  Moreover, the conventions in a 
particular language will dictate some aspects of the form (see 
discussion of English vs Americanized English).

8.   The final kind of autoclitic is the manipulative autoclitic.  Give 
an example or two of these.

9.   Note: In the last paragraph on page 343, Skinner revisits a previous 
point.  That is, autoclitic forms may become standard units and 
therefore lose their autoclitic effects.  He points out that 
true autoclitics occur in genuinely novel situations and involve 
mands to the listener to modify his behavior with respect to the 
remainder of the statement.



178

VERBAL BEHAVIOR: EXTENDED EDITION



179

CHAPTER 13: STUDY GUIDE

Chapter Thirteen. Answers.
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1. Note: At the top of page 332, Skinner summarizes the effects of 
autoclitics.  Make sure that you can provide examples of each.  He 
also makes the case that grouping an ordering of responses can 
be autoclitic.  

2. First, Skinner presents other functions of ordering of responses.  
What are some of these?

A) Speech sounds are ordered depending on the word used.

B) Responses may be ordered to correspond to the order of stimuli or intraverbal 
stimuli

3.  What is a relational autoclitic?

Relational autoclitics indicate:

A) Agreement between subject and predicate (“The girl types” or the “The girls 
type”)

B) Possession (“The girl’s doll” or “The girls’ doll”)

4. What is predication?  Give an example.

It is a relational autoclitic with the addition of an autoclitic of assertion.  For example, 
one may say “Chocolate” and “Good to a piece of candy.  “Good chocolate” is there-
fore a tact under the control of two properties.  It becomes predication when uttered 
“The chocolate is good” because there is a grouping of words, and the use of “is” as an 
assertion.  

5.   Note: In “Relational Autoclitic Behavior”, Skinner opines that 
we should not quickly assume that autoclitic forms of respons-
es are always autoclitic in nature.  Indeed, some forms may be-
come functional units and therefore lose their autoclitic ef-
fects.
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6.  What is an autoclitic “frame?”

An autoclitic frame is a functional unit that can be combined with other responses.  
For example, a person may learn to respond to pairs of objects with “the ___ and the 
____ which can emitted in the presence of untrained objects.  It is example of multi-
ple causation, as the relational features of the situation strengthen the frame, and the 
specific stimuli evoke the specific responses inserted into it.

7.   Note: Skinner notes that in our language, there are references 
to objects and references to actions.  Tags are attached to 
indicate which is which.  Moreover, the conventions in a 
particular language will dictate some aspects of the form (see 
discussion of English vs Americanized English).

8.   The final kind of autoclitic is the manipulative autoclitic.  Give 
an example or two of these.

The manipulative autoclitic involves the use of, for example, conjunctions such as 
“and” or “but.”  But tells the listener to exclude something, and and tells the listener 
to add something.

9.   Note: In the last paragraph on page 343, Skinner revisits a previous 
point.  That is, autoclitic forms may become standard units and 
therefore lose their autoclitic effects.  He points out that 
true autoclitics occur in genuinely novel situations and involve 
mands to the listener to modify his behavior with respect to the 
remainder of the statement.



182

VERBAL BEHAVIOR: EXTENDED EDITION



183

CHAPTER 14: STUDY GUIDE

Chapter 14

Composition and Its Effects
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1.  In the first few paragraphs, Skinner is reviewing some points 
about autoclitics. One important point is that the autoclitic 
modulates, in some way, the effects of other verbal operants.  He 
tackles that problem of sentences.  He talks about the sentence 
“The man is hungry.”  What autoclitics are involved?

2.   Does the process described in #1 always occur?  Why else might we 
use complete sentences?

3.  Note: In the next paragraph, Skinner talks about composition 
and what it is not.  First up is his way of defining composition.  
Here he talks about complex situations that can not evoke 
standard response or frames with added elements. When we 
then create large statements and use special autoclitics, this is 
essentially composition. He then talks of “memorized” sentences 
that are merely intraverbals, textuals, or echoics. These are not 
composition.  Composition therefore seems to be verbal behavior 
that is not a standard form to a particular situation, but a 
unique combination of units that is combined with autoclitics 
to have the desired effect.

4.   Note: The rest of the material in this section discusses the vari-
ety of sentences that may be emitted to a given state of affairs.  
Note the range of autoclitics that are used, and how they may be 
used to have slightly different effects on the listener. 
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5. In the following section, “Analysis of segments of verbal 
behavior”, Skinner talks to 3 elements of such an analysis.  What 
are they?

6.   The passages that Skinner uses are long and complex. Let’s take a 
simpler passage to analyze, such as the following:

The boys are really, really good baseball players, have a swimmingly good 
time at it, and hit a home run in the classroom!

7.   In the section “Larger Articulations”, Skinner makes a couple of 
points.  First, there are “manipulative autoclitics” that connect 
remote segments, signal digressions, or re-present a word to 
link it with what is upcoming:  Incidentally, moreover, however, 
parenthetically, etc. Skinner also talks about interesting and 
unusual orders of words. Under what kind of situations do they 
occur? Why?

8. Skinner talks about the periodic table as an autoclitic 
arrangement that has a much better, and more precise, effect 
on the reader.  How so?
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9. In the next section, “Autoclitics of composition”, Skinner 
talks about how some autoclitics can affect a reader’s own 
composition.  Give an example.

10.  Note his discussion of punctuation.  In what way is it autoclitic?  
Note the variety of effects in some of his examples.

11.  What might determine how often autoclitics are used?

12. The next section entitled “Conditioning the behavior of the 
listener” is one of the most important sections in the book.  
Skinner addresses a very important effect of verbal behavior;  
specifically, that it alters the listener’s behavior in important 
ways.  First up is his analysis of verbal behavior and how it can 
produce effects similar to those engendered by respondent 
conditioning.  Explain the example of the shock.

13. Read Joyce’s passage about “eternity.”  What is he trying to 
accomplish therein?
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14. In the next section, Skinner discusses another function-altering 
operation.  Here, a statement changes the function of a stimulus 
such that it evokes operant behavior.  Thus, the stimulus is “SD-
like”.  Give an example.

15. At the bottom of 359, Skinner mentions the “autoclitic frame”.  
What is this?

16.  How can tacts be acquired (as described on the bottom of 359-top 
360)?  What kind of history may be required for such an effect?

17. Note the function-altering effects described in the last 
paragraph on page 360.

18. On the bottom of page 361, Skinner presents a discussion of 
transferring the effects of one event (or word) to another 
event (or word). Check out the example of the light on and 
door unlocked.  What is this about? 
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19. On page 362, explain the difference in effects between the 
autoclitic effects of “is” and what happens if the statement is a 
functional unit.

20. What is “instruction?”

21. Skinner points out that “facts” are not transmitted in 
instruction. What, then, is made “common?”

22. Note: On page 365 (top), Skinner returns to the point about some 
statements are merely simple SDs or SΔs, while others show a 
function-altering effect.  

23. What are some conditions that affect the changes in a listener’s 
behavior?
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Chapter Fourteen. Answers.
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1.  In the first few paragraphs, Skinner is reviewing some points 
about autoclitics. One important point is that the autoclitic 
modulates, in some way, the effects of other verbal operants.  He 
tackles that problem of sentences.  He talks about the sentence 
“The man is hungry.”  What autoclitics are involved?

“Man” and “hungry” are in strength, and the assertive autoclitic “is” and then the 
designative autoclitic “the” is also added to refer a particular man.  The complete sen-
tence is therefore more effective on the listener’s behavior than “Man hungry.”

2.   Does the process described in #1 always occur?  Why else might we 
use complete sentences?

No.  Some sentences are standard responses to particular situations.  Others are 
“frames” that are combined with certain other phrases.  For example, we may learn 
“The ____ is _____” and fill in with nouns and adjectives to form “The bird is grey.”

We may use complete sentences when the verbal community punishes fragments.

3.   Note: In the next paragraph, Skinner talks about composition 
and what it is not.  First up is his way of defining composition.  
Here he talks about complex situations that can not evoke 
standard response or frames with added elements. When we 
then create large statements and use special autoclitics, this is 
essentially composition. He then talks of “memorized” sentences 
that are merely intraverbals, textuals, or echoics. These are not 
composition.  Composition therefore seems to be verbal behavior 
that is not a standard form to a particular situation, but a 
unique combination of units that is combined with autoclitics 
to have the desired effect.

4.   Note: The rest of the material in this section discusses the vari-
ety of sentences that may be emitted to a given state of affairs.  
Note the range of autoclitics that are used, and how they may be 
used to have slightly different effects on the listener. 
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5.  In the following section, “Analysis of segments of verbal 
behavior”, he talks to three elements of such an analysis.  What 
are they?

A given utterance may be dissected into:

A) the essential operants

B) intraverbal arising from the essential operants (sometimes forming “thematic” 
groups)

C) autoclitics used to modulate the effects

6.   The passages that Skinner uses are long and complex. Let’s take a 
simpler passage to analyze, such as the following:

The boys are really, really good baseball players, have a swimmingly good time at it, 
and hit a home run in the classroom!

A) Essential operants:  boys, good players, fun, good students

B) Intraverbals or thematic groups:  baseball, swimming, home run, hit

C) Autoclitics:  “The”  ;  “really, really” ; “a”  ; “are” 

7.   In the section “Larger Articulations”, Skinner makes a couple of 
points.  First, there are “manipulative autoclitics” that connect 
remote segments, signal digressions, or re-present a word to 
link it with what is upcoming:  Incidentally, moreover, however, 
parenthetically, etc. Skinner also talks about interesting and 
unusual orders of words. Under what kind of situations do they 
occur? Why?

They often occur in literature, and do so because of the relaxed contingencies in the 
literary world.

8. Skinner talks about the periodic table as an autoclitic 
arrangement that has a much better, and more precise, effect 
on the reader.  How so?

The periodic table presents the elements and their atomic weights. They are organized 
in such a ways that the reader can readily see the their respective weights, what the 
adjacent elements are, and subgroups of elements that are related.
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9. In the next section, “Autoclitics of composition”, Skinner 
talks about how some autoclitics can affect a reader’s own 
composition.  Give an example.

A speaker may say “On the other hand” which will prepare the reader/listener for a 
statement that is contrary to the first statement.  

10.  Note his discussion of punctuation.  In what way is it autoclitic?  
Note the variety of effects in some of his examples.

It can be emitted until other primary verbal behavior is available, and it is used be-
cause it modulates the effects of the primary verbal behavior.

11.  What might determine how often autoclitics are used?

A) The kind of verbal community:  literary vs. scientific

B) History of reinforcement and/or punishment:  timid people use more of them

C) Current conditions:  time constraints may weaken some autoclitics

12. The next section entitled “Conditioning the behavior of the 
listener” is one of the most important sections in the book.  
Skinner addresses a very important effect of verbal behavior;  
specifically, that it alters the listener’s behavior in important 
ways.  First up is his analysis of verbal behavior and how it can 
produce effects similar to those engendered by respondent 
conditioning.  Explain the example of the shock.

The statement “When I say ‘three’, you will receive a shock” changes the evocative 
status of ‘three’ such that it will evoke responses similar to those evoked by the shock 
and the word “shock.”  

NOTE:  Hank Schlinger and I coined the term “function-altering” for this effect.  
Thus, the statement (or rule) changes the function of the word “three” in that it now 
evokes reactions similar to those produced by the shock.  In this way, the rule mimics 
respondent conditioning by creating a CS.
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13. Read Joyce’s passage about “eternity.”  What is he trying to 
accomplish therein?

He is pairing “eternity” with descriptions of huge numbers of things or periods of 
time, such that the word will evoke reactions similar to those descriptions.

NOTE:  The passage is a function-altering set of stimuli.  It alters the function of the 
word “eternity.”

14. In the next section, Skinner discusses another function-altering 
operation.  Here, a statement changes the function of a stimulus 
such that it evokes operant behavior.  Thus, the stimulus is “SD-
like”.  Give an example.

When the queen arrives, make sure you stand up!

NOTE:  function-altering effects are not always seen immediately.  They are observed 
only when the stimulus in question actually occurs.  Thus, in the above example, the 
FA effect will be observed upon the queen’s arrival, which could be much later.

15. At the bottom of 359, Skinner mentions the “autoclitic frame”.  
What is this?

An autoclitic frame is an “If…..,say….” Or “If….., then….” Statement that can allow sub-
stitutions depending on other variables in a situation.  In previous writings, Skinner 
discussed situations in which variables combine and evoke various words, and these 
combine to form more lengthy statements.  This is probably one of those examples.

16.  How can tacts be acquired (as described on the bottom of 359-top 
360)?  What kind of history may be required for such an effect?

We may hear something named, such as “apple” (e.g., “This is an apple”). Then, we 
may be able to tact the object when asked “What is that?”  Note that the statement 
involves an autoclitic of assertion (is).  

Necessary history:  Skinner suggests that an echoic repertoire is required, as well as 
some sort of history with frames such as “This is _____”.

17. Note the function-altering effects described in the last 
paragraph on page 360.
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18. On the bottom of page 361, Skinner presents a discussion of 
transferring the effects of one event (or word) to another 
event (or word). Check out the example of the light on and 
door unlocked.  What is this about? 

The statement “When the light is on, the door will be unlocked” has the following ef-
fect on the listener:  behavior evoked by the door being unlocked will then be evoked 
by the light coming on.  A similar effect is produced by “The telephone is out of 
order.”  Behavior evoked by “out of order” will now be evoked by the sight of the tele-
phone.  Evoked behavior may be verbal or nonverbal.

19. On page 362, explain the difference in effects between the 
autoclitic effects of “is” and what happens if the statement is a 
functional unit.

In the statement “The telephone is out of order”, there may be a function-altering 
effect as described above.  However, if the listener has a history with the statement as 
a unit, then there is no function-altering effect;  instead, it will merely function as an 
S-delta for approaches to and attempts to use the telephone.

20. What is “instruction?”

Instruction is bringing a student’s behavior (usually verbal behavior) under evocative 
control of various intraverbal stimuli.  In the hard sciences, the student’s behavior may 
be more nonverbal.  Nonetheless, instruction involves function-altering experiences 
and both verbal and nonverbal behavior may come under the control of various stim-
uli.

21. Skinner points out that “facts” are not transmitted in 
instruction. What, then, is made “common?”

What happens is that behavior that the speaker possesses is now in the listener’s rep-
ertoire.

22. Note: On page 365 (top), Skinner returns to the point about some 
statements are merely simple SDs or SΔs, while others show a 
function-altering effect.  
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23. What are some conditions that affect the changes in a listener’s 
behavior?

A) Prestige of speaker (and history of reinforcement of reacting to similar speakers)

B) Extent of change required by instruction

C) Time available:  complex material must be presented slowly

D) Clarity of the stimuli

E) Familiarity of stimuli
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Chapter 15

Self Editing
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1.  How is written behavior edited?  What about vocal behavior?

2.  Why are verbal responses rejected?

3.  On pages 372 and 373, check out the discussion about the pigeon 
and the use of punishment.  What is going on here?

4.  Look at the next section, and explain why verbal behavior might 
be punished.

5.   What are some outcomes of punishing verbal behavior?
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6.  Note: Skinner makes a distinction between behavior that 
emerges because of the interaction of positive reinforcement 
and punishment, as a sort of “algebraic summation”, and behavior 
that emerges as a result of editing, which involves some kind of 
review process.  The next section examines this process.

7.  Give an example of a qualifying autoclitic in the editing process.

8.   Note the two-factor view of punishment on page 379.  What is the 
point herein?

9.    In what way can “doing nothing” or “saying nothing” be main-
tained?

10.  Skinner points to a beneficial effect of punishment on verbal 
behavior in the top of 380.  Explain.  Is there a disadvantage?
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11.  What is this “releasing” activity that Skinner talks about?

12. Describe Skinner’s view of the editing process.

13. Talk about the ecstatic and euplastic phases of composition.



201

CHAPTER 15: STUDY GUIDE

Chapter Fifteen. Answers.
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1.  How is written behavior edited?  What about vocal behavior?

Written:  the writer may read over the passage, and make changes, before delivering 
it to a reader.

Speaker: a) Not emitting it  b) Not repeating the response upon request  c) The re-
sponse may be “taken back” after saying it (e.g., “I meant to say…” or “I did not mean 
that the way it sounded…”)  d) The speaker may emit the response subvocally to test 
it out on him/herself.  E) “On the fly” - autoclitics and composition may be done as 
the responses are emitted, even without subvocal review.

2.  Why are verbal responses rejected?

The response has been punished.

NOTE:  Skinner uses his two-factor theory of punishment in this section.  Make sure 
that you can articulate this view as it applies to this section.  Thus, rejecting a response 
reduces conditioned aversive stimuli that are generated by the punished response, or 
some incipient form of it.

3.  On pages 372 and 373, check out the discussion about the pigeon 
and the use of punishment.  What is going on here?

Pigeons are conditioned to peck “Red” upon seeing red, “Yellow” upon seeing yellow, 
etc.  Performance can be improved by using punishment for wrong responses.  In this 
case, he used timeout.  The effect on the pigeon’s behavior is to increase observing 
behavior, which in this case is looking at the color before selecting the word.  The bird 
may also hesitate before selecting the word.

Note that the schedule of reinforcement is a VR 4, and it sounds like the food was not 
contingent on color.  If this means both corrects and incorrects were reinforced, it is 
no surprise that the birds had trouble.  If it means that only corrects were reinforced, 
then the extra punishment contingency is interesting.

4.  Look at the next section, and explain why verbal behavior might 
be punished.

A) May be aversive to the listener, as noise!  May generate covert Verbal behavior as 
a result.

B) Certain features of the Verbal behavior may be aversive (e.g., volume, tone).
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C) Deficient stimulus control:  any one of a variety of variables may lead to the 
“wrong word” being used.  Also, lying, hyperbole, etc. may be punished.

D) Poor audience control:  Verbal behavior may be aversive to a particular audience.  
(e.g., bawdy jokes at a church gathering)

E) It may be a “tit for tat” situation if the listener’s behavior is being punished.  For 
example, the speaker may be trying to hurt the feelings of the listener, and the 
listener may provide punishing consequences back to the speaker.

NOTE:  check out the top of 375.  He refers to a situation in which the speaker’s 
behavior of nagging or criticizing the listener is not aversive to the speaker.  In-
stead, Skinner suggests it is a special case of positive reinforcement appropriate to 
…aggression.  This may not make sense, but consider that for Skinner, aggression 
is behavior reinforced by signs of damage to others.  Thus, we may be aggressive 
because it has been followed by a “hurt victim.” The person may cry, cower, or 
beg for mercy.  You will not see this operant class discussed in the literature, but 
remember this point.  You will have cases in which the client’s aggression may 
indeed belong to this class.

F) Automatic self-punishing:  If the verbal behavior is correlated with other aver-
sive stimuli, and its emission will therefore produce conditioned aversive stimuli, 
which can be terminated by stopping the verbal behavior, or emitting an autoclit-
ic (“I take it back!”)

G) When the verbal behavior “gives something away”:  as in a joke

H) When the Verbal behavior exposes the speaker to other aversive stimuli:  When 
confessing a crime, or when the verbal behavior reveals objectionable variables 
at work (the person who sees and talks about sexual connotations in everyday 
events).

5.   What are some outcomes of punishing verbal behavior?

A) The speaker may conceal his/her identity.

B) Verbal behavior may recede to the covert level

C) The verbal behavior may occur to oneself (in a diary)

D) Verbal behavior may be disguised in some way (cryptic messages, poems to secret 
lovers)
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6. NOTE: Skinner makes a distinction between behavior that 
emerges because of the interaction of positive reinforcement 
and punishment, as a sort of “algebraic summation”, and behavior 
that emerges as a result of editing, which involves some kind of 
review process.  The next section examines this process.

7. Give an example of a qualifying autoclitic in the editing process.

You are in a situation which your boss treats you unfairly.  Behavior such as “You 
jerk!” is strengthened, but its incipient form is too aversive.  Thus, you say something 
like “If you were my brother, I might just throw some water on you and call you a 
jerk!”

8.   Note the two-factor view of punishment on page 379.  What is the 
point herein?

Autoclitic activity occurs not to physically restrain behavior, but it occurs because it 
reduces the conditioned aversive stimuli generated by incipient Verbal behavior that 
has been punished. “The behavior is strong because it displaces punishable responses.”

9.   In what way can “doing nothing” or “saying nothing” be maintained?

It may be negatively reinforced if it displaces punished behavior.

10. Skinner points to a beneficial effect of punishment on verbal 
behavior in the top of 380.  Explain.  Is there a disadvantage?

Punishment of verbal behavior may generate an editing repertoire of behavior that 
may have many benefits.  The speaker will refrain from inane drivel, and will maintain 
reasonable verbal behavior repertoires that are appropriate to the audience.

The disadvantage is that the speaker may experience phenomena such as mutism, 
emotional confusion, and low rate verbal behavior in many situations.

11.  What is this “releasing” activity that Skinner talks about?

If a subvocal response is emitted, and it generates no conditioned aversive stimuli, 
then it may be emitted vocally.  Moreover, the subvocal form may actually be rein-
forced at this level, which may be important because the subvocal form may be weak, 
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poorly conditioned, etc, and this reinforcement may be responsible for its ultimate 
emission at the vocal level.  This process may be operating in “testing for correctness” 
with a 2nd language.  The speaker may reject errors, but correct responses may be re-
inforced by the speaker/listener, which will contribute to learning the 2nd language.  

12.  Describe Skinner’s view of the editing process.

A) Production of raw verbal behavior, according to the principles related to mands, 
tacts, intraverbals, etc. and those variables involved in multiple causation, supple-
mentary stimulation, blending of responses, etc.

B) Autoclitic responses may then be strengthened

C) Editing process in which the speaker acts as his/her own listener.  Behavior may 
be emitted in current form, rejected, or qualified.

13.  Talk about the ecstatic and euplastic phases of composition.

Ecstatic:  Unedited raw material with little or no punishment contingencies  
  operating.

Euplastic:  Careful review and revision of verbal behavior
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Chapter 16

Conditions of Self Editing
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1.    The current chapter discusses several issues relevant to editing.  
The first issue is why behavior is emitted, in some situations, 
unedited in its most “raw” form.  What are some reasons?

2.   Note: The next section discusses what occurs when self editing 
has not occurred, but the speaker is confronted with undeniable 
evidence that verbal behavior was emitted. In brief, we might 
attribute it to another person or to a supernatural power. There 
are many literary references as examples. 

3.  Go to page 393, and check out the first complete paragraph. This 
involves what is happening in MPD. Explain his reaction to Miss 
Beauchamp’s MPD problem, and why she does not “know” about 
Sally.

4.  The next section deals with the various kinds of audiences that 
will affect the strength of editing repertoires. What are some 
of these?

5.  The final section, “The Notion of Release”, involves a rejection of 
mental processes (e.g., repression) as causes of verbal behavior 
not being emitted or finally exhibited under certain conditions.  
Explain the “principal facts” as Skinner sees them.

6.  Note: Throughout this and previous sections, Skinner rejects 
actual processes of repression, sublimation, displacement, 
and other Freudian processes. Instead, he offers well-known 
behavioral processes to explain what happens in therapy.
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Chapter Sixteen. Answers.
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1.    The current chapter discusses several issues relevant to editing.  
The first issue is why behavior is emitted, in some situations, 
unedited in its most “raw” form.  What are some reasons?

A) Defective feedback:  the behavior is emitted too quickly;  feedback is physically 
interrupted (deaf, lots of background noise)

B) Defective self observation:  stimuli generated by subvocal behavior is not effec-
tive.  May result from inadequate training in verbal community.

NOTE:  There are several intended and unintended puns on 386. Notice the 
presence of supplementary stimuli in terms such as “who followed Hume”, “goril-
la warfare”, and “martial relationships.”  

C) Defective responses to controlling variables:  The action of controlling variables 
may be obscure (see Verbal Summator), and will therefore not affect the editing 
repertoire.  Two movements have increased awareness of controlling variables:  
psychoanalysis and literary self-analysis.

D) Automatic verbal behavior: talking in sleep or under hypnosis. In both, the speak-
er can not be stimulated by his/her own behavior.  Note Skinner’s interest in “au-
tomatic writing.” He seems to feel that such writing is well-composed with the 
appropriate autoclitics, but can be inappropriate or obscene. What is lacking, 
according to Skinner, is the stimuli that have been correlated with punishment 
contingencies.  Thus, the self editing repertoire is not evoked.

E) Other variables may weaken editing: illness and drugs.

2.   Note: The next section discusses what occurs when self editing 
has not occurred, but the speaker is confronted with undeniable 
evidence that verbal behavior was emitted. In brief, we might 
attribute it to another person or to a supernatural power. There 
are many literary references as examples. 

3.  Go to page 393, and check out the first complete paragraph. This 
involves what is happening in MPD. Explain his reaction to Miss 
Beauchamp’s MPD problem, and why she does not “know” about 
Sally.

In essence, MPD individuals do not “notice” or tact their behavior when emitted un-
der other “personalities” because to do so would evoke conditioned aversive stimuli.  
Thus, such tacts are effectively punished.  
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4.  The next section deals with the various kinds of audiences that 
will affect the strength of editing repertoires. What are some 
of these?

A) Speaker as his/her own audience - editing is minimized, but not completely ab-
sent. Punishments by the verbal community will have generated conditioned 
aversive stimuli by some Verbal behavior.

B) Talking with a “confidant” (could be a therapist)

C) In the presence of children

D) Lenient audience - king’s jester was free from many forms of punishment

E) Literary audience 

1.    Some audiences provide for wild extensions, metonymy, etc.

2.   Others, such as the scientific audience, provide for only small degrees of 
metaphorical extensions

3.    Symbols are used, because non-symbols would be punished.

4.   Authors can create “characters” and write about things with respect to 
that character that would normally produce punishment (in current us-
age, a character could seek revenge for bombings of New York city)

5.    Note on page 398 that readers can enjoy reading a book, and engage in 
verbal behavior in the act, without experiencing punishment.

5.  The final section, “The Notion of Release”, involves a rejection of 
mental processes (e.g., repression) as causes of verbal behavior 
not being emitted or finally exhibited under certain conditions.  
Explain the “principal facts” as Skinner sees them.

A) Incipient behavior that has been punished will generate conditioned aversive 
stimuli and correlated emotional effects such as anxiety.  The speaker can escape/
avoid these stimuli by “doing something else” or “doing nothing.”  The suppressed 
behavior will, however, be emitted under other conditions or related forms that 
do not produce punishment. 

B) A person with suppressed verbal behavior may act to find a suitable audience for 
the behavior or another form of behavior that will not be punished.

C) Punished behavior that remains strong may generate chronic anxiety.  To decrease 
the anxiety, a person’s escape/avoidance behavior may be aversive to him/her-
self  or others.  Moreover, the chronic anxiety may produce other psychosomatic 
symptoms.  Therapy may reduce either or both problems.
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D) Extensive emission of punished Verbal behavior, as in therapy, may produce 
a “relief ” in the speaker.  This is not to say that the problem was the inability 
to say these things.  Skinner’s view of therapy is that the therapist establishes a 
“non-punishing” audience, and the verbal behavior is therefore emitted.  Then, 
there is no punishment of the verbal behavior, and it does not generate condi-
tioned aversive stimuli. Ergo, the troublesome escape/avoidance behavior, and 
anxiety, are weakened.  

6.  Note: Throughout this and previous sections, Skinner rejects 
actual processes of repression, sublimation, displacement, 
and other Freudian processes. Instead, he offers well-known 
behavioral processes to explain what happens in therapy.
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Chapter 17

Self Strengthening of Verbal Behavior
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1.     NOTE:  In the first paragraph, Skinner makes an interesting, and 
important, point.  That is, he will be examining how speakers might 
strengthen their own verbal behavior prior to composition and 
editing.  Moreover, they do so using the same behaviors as they 
might in strengthening the verbal behavior of others.

2. Why might verbal behavior be weak?

 

3. Give examples of the various kinds of self-strengthening  
techniques.

  
 

4.  Note the use of “abulia” on page 408.  This term refers to the 
complete absence of behavior in any strength.  Definitely an 
old-style term.

5.   Note: In the next section entitled “Production and Editing”, Skin-
ner points out that much verbal behavior that is strengthened by 
the above techniques may not survive the editing process.

6. The final section involves building new verbal behavior, not 
just strengthening existing verbal behavior.  How might this be 
accomplished?
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7. In the last paragraph of page 415, a couple of concepts should 
be studied.  First, he talks about how we learn to tact objects 
or events that are not present (e.g., “What movie did you see last 
night?”).  What is his explanation?

8.  Second, note the use of the term “observing behavior.”  This 
behavior is defined as “behavior that results in exposure to 
discriminative stimuli.”  Experimentally, pigeons will have two 
keys to peck. In the initial stage, both are white.  If S pecks 
the one key, then the other will turn red or green, depending 
on the schedule in place.  Thus, in the initial stage, a Mixed 
schedule is in place;  this can be changed to a multiple schedule 
by pecking one of the keys.  Experimental questions centered 
around under what conditions the birds would switch from Mix 
to Mult schedules.  Think of an applied example of observing 
behavior.
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Chapter Seventeen. Answers.
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1.     NOTE:  In the first paragraph, Skinner makes an interesting, and 
important, point.  That is, he will be examining how speakers might 
strengthen their own verbal behavior prior to composition and 
editing.  Moreover, they do so using the same behaviors as they 
might in strengthening the verbal behavior of others.

2. Why might verbal behavior be weak?

A) Has never the learned the response in question

B) Forgotten:  passage of time

C) Inadequate learning

D) Weak evocative stimulus
 

3. Give examples of the various kinds of self-strengthening  
techniques.

Category Kind Comments/Examples
Manipulate stimuli

Improve contact Get a better view, magnify, 
look at it repeatedly

Formal prompts:  point to 
point correspondence of S 
and R;  S can identify R to 
be strengthened

Lists of reminders

Thematic prompts:  S is 
“related” to R; S can identi-
fy R to be strengthened

What is his name? He 
studies psychology, lives on 
Westmoreland, etc.

Formal probes:  point to 
point correspondence of S 
and R; S can not identify R 
to be strengthened

Chants, verbal summator

Thematic probes: :  S is 
“related” to R; S can not 
identify R to be strength-
ened

Pictures of vague stimuli

Re-combining standard 
stimuli

Writers create new plots 
by re-arranging personal 
relationships, characters, 
and events
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Change audience If S wishes to talk about 
literature, but has a very 
limited repertoire, hang 
out with English majors;  
author may find a reader 
for in process works, which 
will strengthen subsequent 
writing.

Enhance physical environ-
ment of a given audience

Behavior analyst who 
wishes to write may have 
pictures of Skinner around!

Eliminate audience Some writings are best 
done in solitude in which 
writer becomes the most 
effective listener.

Change level of editing 
Getting in the mood Speaker who wants to tell 

a silly story may engage 
in some child-like games.  
In general, emit verbal 
behavior that might have 
been punished. Condi-
tioned aversive stimuli may 
weaken, and more verbal 
behavior may emerge.

Mechanical production of 
verbal behavior

Random striking of keys on 
typewriter;  using piglatin

Not technically verbal 
behavior, but may result in 
verbal behavior.

Change EO
Diets, deprivations Ascetic lifestyles
Generate aversive condi-
tions

Accept a royalty for a book, 
which will create a condi-
tion in which writing will 
be negatively reinforced.

Incubation Get away from situation 
and interfering variables

When confronted with a 
problem, go for a drive, go 
outside and relax.
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4.  Note the use of “abulia” on page 408.  This term refers to the 
complete absence of behavior in any strength.  Definitely an 
old-style term.

5.   Note: In the next section entitled “Production and Editing”, Skin-
ner points out that much verbal behavior that is strengthened by 
the above techniques may not survive the editing process.

6. The final section involves building new verbal behavior, not 
just strengthening existing verbal behavior.  How might this be 
accomplished?

Many writers and speakers study and investigate new topics.  In so doing, new tacts 
and intraverbals are created.

7. In the last paragraph of page 415, a couple of concepts should 
be studied.  First, he talks about how we learn to tact objects 
or events that are not present (e.g., “What movie did you see last 
night?”).  What is his explanation?

A) If often asked “What movie did you see last night?”, the person may engage in 
“observing responses” before the question is asked, and while you are watching 
the movie. Indeed, specific tacts may be memorized during the movie that can 
later be emitted (e.g., “Hmmm.  This movie is really good. The title is….Oh yes, 
‘Invasion of Cleveland’”).   

B) Moreover, there may also be “bridging behavior” that involves creating a stimulus 
that survives the time delay.  For example, you might pick up a flyer at the movie 
that will evoke textual behavior in the future when asked “What movie did you 
see?”

C) Self-echoics:  repeating a phone # after you hear it, while you are getting to the 
phone.

8.  Second, note the use of the term “observing behavior.”  This 
behavior is defined as “behavior that results in exposure to 
discriminative stimuli.”  Experimentally, pigeons will have two 
keys to peck. In the initial stage, both are white.  If S pecks 
the one key, then the other will turn red or green, depending 
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on the schedule in place.  Thus, in the intial stage, a Mixed 
schedule is in place;  this can be changed to a multiple schedule 
by pecking one of the keys.  Experimental questions centered 
around under what conditions the birds would switch from Mix 
to Mult schedules.  Think of an applied example of observing 
behavior.

When doing a match-to-sample, you may have the kid point and look at the sample 
before matching it.  Or, in naming numbers, you may have the kid match the number 
and name it simultaneously.
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Chapter 19

Thinking
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1. In the introduction, Skinner makes the point that verbal behav-
ior has many advantages to both a group and individual. What are 
the advantages to the speaker and listener?

2.   Note: Verbal behavior also allows for controlling behavior of 
descendants.

3. Check the section on “Covert verbal behavior.”  What is the 
problem with only considering observable behavior?  

4.   Does covert verbal behavior merely involve sub-audible talking 
that involves the same musculature as talking?

5. Under what conditions does verbal behavior become covert?

 

6. On page 437, Skinner mentions that thinking was described as 
“sub-audible talking.”  This was promoted by John Watson. Why? 
Why is this unnecessary?
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7. How does Skinner explain discrimination, generalization, 
differentiation, etc.?

8.  The last paragraph of page 438 is crucial in understanding behav-
iorism as a philosophy.  What is the essential point about think-
ing?

9.  What, then, is thinking?  See the first paragraph in “The speaker as 
his own listener.”

10.  What is soliloquy?  

11. Note: Skinner makes the case that thinking is best thought 
of as verbal behavior that has automatically reinforcing 
effects on the “thinker.”  He talks about verbal fantasy that 
is comparable to the writer’s works, the musician’s music, etc. 
They all automatically reinforce the producer.

12. The next section deals with the practical advantages of talking 
to yourself.  Skinner talks of self mands.  Why might these occur?  
Why might they be effective?



226

VERBAL BEHAVIOR: EXTENDED EDITION

13. What about self tacts?

14. Skinner notes that the composition and editing performed by a 
speaker may have automatically reinforcing effects. Another 
kind of automatic reinforcement is found in “problem solving.”  
How does this work?

15.  Explain Skinner’s view of  Freud’s term of “rationalization.”  

16.  Translate the statement “He should have gone to Chicago.”  This 
kind of interpretation is classic Skinner. He provides a similar 
analysis in Science and Human Behavior.

17.  Explain how Skinner analyzes “resolutions.”  Give an example.

18. Note the passage of the youngster playing piano, and issuing self 
mands and tacts.  Skinner is talking about his daughter, Julie.
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19. In the bottom of 445, Skinner makes the case for verbal think-
ing having the same properties as verbal behavior with separate 
speaker and listener.  In the former, who “mediates the reinforc-
er?”

20. In the next section, Skinner considers whether thinking is 
merely verbal behavior.  Read over the section, and then draw a 
conclusion.  Why or why not?

21.  So what, in Skinner’s view, is thought?

22. Skinner concludes the book by making an important point. To 
wit: verbal behavior has no special characteristics that set 
it apart from nonverbal behavior. Rather, he has considered 
verbal behavior separately for practical reasons and to focus 
on the special contingencies arranged by the verbal community.  
Thus, what is special is this verbal community and the relevant 
contingencies of reinforcement.
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Chapter Nineteen. Answers.
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1. In the introduction, Skinner makes the point that verbal behav-
ior has many advantages to both a group and individual. What are 
the advantages to the speaker and listener?

Verbal behavior extends the sensory power of the listener, and the action possibilities 
of the speaker. The wise-but-weak can combine with uninformed-but-strong to 
produce activities that are superior to those of each.

2.   Note: Verbal behavior also allows for controlling behavior of 
descendants.

3. Check the section on “Covert verbal behavior.”  What is the 
problem with only considering observable behavior?  

There would be embarrassing gaps in our account of behavior.  For example, problem 
solving, editing, composition, etc. would be absent from the science of behavior.

4.   Does covert verbal behavior merely involve sub-audible talking 
that involves the same musculature as talking?

No.  There are many examples of such behavior that does not involve detectable 
movements of musculature.

5. Under what conditions does verbal behavior become covert?

A) Controlling variables are deficient. For example, a stimulus to be tacted may be 
obscure.

B) Covert verbal behavior may be easier and less effortful. Note that the energy level 
of behavior will decline as long as reinforcers are still produced.

C)  May avoid punishment
 

6. On page 437, Skinner mentions that thinking was described as 
“sub-audible talking.”  This was promoted by John Watson. Why? 
Why is this unnecessary?

To try and explain thinking without mental processes. Skinner finds no advantage to 
this.  First, there is often no detectable musculature; second, there is no important 
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difference in the audible and subaudible. The latter is in no way the “cause” of the for-
mer. They do not compose a “sequence” of covert → overt verbal behavior.  Instead, 
both a functions of other external variables.

7. How does Skinner explain discrimination, generalization, 
differentiation, etc.?

They are not activities or behavior of the person.  Thus, we do not “generalize” from 
one situation to another.  Instead, they merely describe controlling relations;  or, they 
describe the effects of contingencies.

8.  The last paragraph of page 438 is crucial in understanding behav-
iorism as a philosophy.  What is the essential point about think-
ing?

Thinking is behavior, and can not be distinguished from other actions of the person.  

9.  What, then, is thinking?  See the first paragraph in “The speaker as 
his own listener.”

Verbal behavior that generates its own reinforcement.  It does, in a sense, automatical-
ly affect the speaker.  Could be overt or covert.

10.  What is soliloquy?  

A kind of “stream-of-consciousness” verbal behavior that is not generally productive 
thinking.

11. Note: Skinner makes the case that thinking is best thought 
of as verbal behavior that has automatically reinforcing 
effects on the “thinker.”  He talks about verbal fantasy that 
is comparable to the writer’s works, the musician’s music, etc. 
They all automatically reinforce the producer.
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12. The next section deals with the practical advantages of talking 
to yourself.  Skinner talks of self mands.  Why might these occur?  
Why might they be effective?

They occur because the speaker (speaker and listener are the same person) has in oth-
er situations issued mands and received reinforcement for doing so.  Skinner talks 
about “induction.”  This is another term for generalization.  Such mands could be 
effective because the listener has been reinforced for responding to mands issued by 
others.  Again, there is a process of induction.  Moreover, the listener may learn to 
respond to self mands because they may involve more effective action.

13. What about self tacts?

There are situations in which tacting an object to yourself may strengthen many effec-
tive behaviors with respect to the object.  For example, if you emit the tact “positive 
reinforcer” to some object, then this will strengthen many important behaviors such 
as using the object in a program or contingency contract.

14. Skinner notes that the composition and editing performed by a 
speaker may have automatically reinforcing effects. Another 
kind of automatic reinforcement is found in “problem solving.”  
How does this work?

A speaker may probe and prompt his own behavior to tease out other Verbal behavior 
that is currently weak.  He may do this because of he has been reinforced for such 
behavior by other listeners, but may also engage in such behavior because it produces 
practical consequences (scientists may, as a result of problem solving, solve many im-
portant problems such as finding a cure for cancer or HIV).

15.  Explain Skinner’s view of  Freud’s term of “rationalization.”  

Self rationalization may reduce aversive stimuli produced by emitting behavior that is 
normally punished by others.  (I hit someone because he was “out of control.”)

16.  Translate the statement “He should have gone to Chicago.”  This 
kind of interpretation is classic Skinner. He provides a similar 
analysis in Science and Human Behavior.

If he went to Chicago, there were reinforcers that would have occurred for doing so.
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17.  Explain how Skinner analyzes “resolutions.”  Give an example.

A resolution is a self mand that is emitted when there are strong current contingen-
cies to do so, and that sets up future contingencies to control behavior in the future.  
For example, a heavy smoker may, upon contracting pneumonia, resolve to “never 
smoke again” and perhaps told all of his friends.  Thus, by telling his friends, he sets up 
future punishers for smoking in the presence of his friends. (Skinner states that “The 
effect is greater if the resolution is publicly announced…”)

18. Note the passage of the youngster playing piano, and issuing self 
mands and tacts.  Skinner is talking about his daughter, Julie.

19. In the bottom of 445, Skinner makes the case for verbal think-
ing having the same properties as verbal behavior with separate 
speaker and listener.  In the former, who “mediates the reinforc-
er?”

The speaker and listener are one, so the person is involved in both producing the Ver-
bal behavior and providing the reinforcer.

20. In the next section, Skinner considers whether thinking is 
merely verbal behavior.  Read over the section, and then draw a 
conclusion.  Why or why not?

In many cases, thinking involves verbal behavior.  We may emit tacts, mands, etc. that 
reinforce our own behavior in doing so.  We may “think of 100” by emitting the re-
sponse “100”, we may think of dogs by emitting the response “dog”, etc.  But not all of 
thinking is verbal.  We may think about opening a door by emitting covert behavior 
that often precedes the behavior.

21.  So what, in Skinner’s view, is thought?

Thought is behavior with respect to environmental events and controlled behavior.  
This can include covert or overt, verbal or nonverbal.   It is most likely going to be 
operant behavior.

22. Skinner concludes the book by making an important point. To 
wit: verbal behavior has no special characteristics that set 
it apart from nonverbal behavior. Rather, he has considered 
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verbal behavior separately for practical reasons and to focus 
on the special contingencies arranged by the verbal community.  
Thus, what is special is this verbal community and the relevant 
contingencies of reinforcement.




