
 
 

PG 8510: CONTEXT AND CONSEQUENCES OF BEHAVIOR.  
 

COURSE SYLLABUS  
REVISED 

Christopher Newland, Ph.D.  
(Spring, 2006) 

 
Course:  PG 8510. Context and Consequences of Behavior.  
Prerequisites:  Conditioning and Learning. 
Meeting Times: Room 202 Thach Hall 

Monday, Wednesday. 1:00 – 3:00  
Text:   Readings from the primary and secondary literature. Available on WebCT 
Instructor:      Christopher Newland, Ph.D. 
Office Hours:   M, W, 1:00-3:00 or by appointment. 
Phone:           844-6479 (office), 844-3295 (lab) 
E-mail:   newlamc@mail.auburn.edu 
 

Overview and Course Objectives.  We will examine the roles that the consequences of 
behavior, and the context in which behavior occurs, play in its acquisition, maintenance, and 
structure.  As befits a graduate seminar we will work on the assumption that you have some 
background knowledge of the principles of operant and respondent conditioning. We will spend 
much time on mechanism, methods, measurement, and quantification, all of which lie behind 
the phenomena covered in more elementary courses. We will examine some of the integrative 
theories, including the matching relation. Topics will include response differentiation and 
induction, the generation of complex response units, contextual control, stimulus equivalence, 
choice, molecular determinants of behavior, mathematical models of behavior, and the 
dynamics of behavior during transition states.  

We will examine some approaches to linking the analysis of behavior to neural function. 
This will occur in several places through the course, where topics that we cover at the level of 
behavior will be extended to some aspect of nervous system function. Toward the end of the 
course will spend a week or so on neural mechanisms of choice, an area that might provide an 
interesting nexus of two bodies of literature.   

Course Structure. The course will be structured as a seminar based upon the primary 
literature and focused literature reviews. Through the course of the term we will review the 
topics and papers listed on the syllabus. For some topics, a review has been identified that 
covers the literature and current thinking on a topic. The instructor will cover these, unless 
someone is interested in doing so. This is encouraged since it=s an excellent way to learn the 
material.  The reviews are thematic, generally have a theoretical position to advance, and are 
grounded in data. Indeed, many of them present experiments in some detail. Therefore, we will 
let the review summarize a topic and provide a perspective on it. Some papers from the primary 
literature will also be covered during a section. These will be papers representing the 
experimental approach to a topic, or they will be recent papers on a topic.  

Where it is helpful, I will introduce an area by leading a discussion of a review in class.  
All other papers will be presented by students. Come to class prepared to discuss the literature 
reviews and papers.  Primary papers (reports of experiments) will be presented by students. In 
most cases we will devote 40 minutes to each paper. Presenters must organize the presentation 
carefully in order to present the key points, promote and leave time for discussion. By this I 
mean that you should be able to present the authors= rationale, the methods, results, and 
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conclusions with skeletal notes. Do not read highlighted sections directly from the paper. 
Powerpoint is available if you find it helpful, but focus on content, not pizzazz. We want the 
steak, not the sizzle. 

In your discussion of a topic be thorough, concise, and clear. Try the "tell'em" strategy: 
"tell 'em what your going to tell 'em, tell 'em, and tell 'em what you told 'em." Set up each paper 
by summarizing what question is being addressed, why it is an important question, and the 
methods used to address it, what was found, and what it says about structure and mechanism 
of behavior. It is the presenter's responsibility to provide the background material required to 
understand the paper. This usually means consulting a good conditioning text or, sometimes, 
going to the library to read papers referred to prominently. Keep all discussion focused on what 
was done, what happened, and how this was interpreted.  Describe all procedures carefully: say 
what was done and what happened. Always place all behavior in the context of the 
environmental events such as three-term contingency of reinforcement or the contingencies of 
respondent conditioning. This may be difficult at first, but maintaining a focus on behavior-
environment interactions is worth the effort.  We will not tolerate folksy descriptions of 
behavior, but instead, will respect the spirit of Lloyd Morgan's canon: 

In no case may we interpret an action as the outcome of the exercise of a higher 
psychical faculty, if it can be interpreted as the outcome of the exercise of one which 
stands lower in the psychological scale. (From Morgan, C.L. (1894), An Introduction to 
Comparative Psychology. London: Walter Scott.) 

Everybody not presenting a paper or review should submit at least one question, 
comment, extension, or interpretation of the papers to be covered. These should be submitted 
by 11:00 A.M. on the day of class. These can be submitted on the WebCT page I set up for this 
course.  If something is confusing or needs clarification then ask it. Presenters should review 
these items before class. Questions questions/observations may be read to the class to 
promote discussion. Good questions will be those that generate discussion.  

Evaluation. Course grade will be a simple average of four equally-weighted grades The 
first two grades will be papers, one due on 13 March and the second due on 26 April. These 
should be about 15 pages in length and may be one of three things: 1) An investigation into an 
area in more detail than we covered in class or  2) an extension of a topic into an area that 
interests you or 3) an investigation of a topic in the experimental analysis of behavior that we do 
not cover on the syllabus. Unless you choose 3 as an option, the paper should be on a topic 
covered in the course segment that preceded the due date (for the second paper, it could be 
something subsequent).  You should discuss a topic with me before you get started. Please do 
some  background work before discussing it with me. The papers MUST draw from the primary 
and secondary literature and must emphasize behavior-environment interactions. With regard to 
the latter, other mechanisms can certainly be examined as a secondary theme and they must 
be well characterized mechanisms.  A third grade will come from the quantity and quality of 
questions/comments that you turn in and your participation (quality and quantity) of in the 
seminar.  Note that participation in the seminar is heavily weighted. The fourth grade will be 
based your presentations. 

Following are some of the criteria used to  evaluate the presentations: 

-- Clear and succinct description of the research question and coverage of the 
points listed above. 

-- Clear description of the methods. (important details, not all details). 

-- Graphical presentation of the results. Whether you use the board, powerpoint, or 
the overhead projector is up to you. If you use powerpoint, avoid floral, distracting 
slides. Keep in simple, clear, and clean. Data matter.  Fleur de lis don=t. 
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-- Presentation of the author's conclusions.  

-- The extent to which you go beyond the paper and incorporate what you know, or 
what you are learning in this course.  This can be in the form of critical comment 
on weaknesses, unanswered questions raised, further research prompted by this 
experiment, or extensions to understanding human behavior or application. 

Following are some of the criteria for evaluating participation of those not presenting:  

-- Clear evidence that you have read the paper.  

 Questions asked and points of discussion raised. 

-- Insights about how two or more of the papers tie together (especially relevant for 
those with no responsibilities to present during a class). 

--  Participation in discussion. 

Students with Disabilities. Students with a disability documented by Auburn=s Program 
for Students with Disabilities should schedule a meeting with me early in the term. I will work 
with the student to meet the accommodations recommended by the Program for Students with 
Disabilities. 
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PG 636 BEHAVIOR AND ITS CONSEQUENCES   

Daily Schedule (Spring 2006) 

 
 

Class 
Date 

 
Class 

Number 

 
Topic 

 
Readings 

 
Presenter 

 
Monday 
9-Jan-
2006 

 
1 

 
The selectionistic view of 
behavior 

 
[1]  

 
Class 

Response Differentiation and Induction 
 
12 Jan 

 
 

 
The physical properties of 
the operant  
Characteristics of complex 
response units. 

 
[2] 

[3] 

  
Schmidtke 
Newland 

 
Monday 
16 Jan 

 
2 

 
No class. Martin Luther 
King holiday. 

 
 

 
 

 
19 Jan 

 
3 

 
Operant variability 

 
[4, 5, 6, 7] Pesek, Brandt, Polick 

 
Monday 
23 Jan 

 
4 

 
The role of reinforcement 
contingencies. 

 
[8] 

[9] 

 
Johnson 
Newland 

 
25-Jan  

 
5 Overflow   

 
 

Contextual Control Over Behavior 
 
Monday 
30 Jan 

 
6 Stimulus equivalence [10] 

[11] 

 
Suits 
Irons 

 
1 Feb 

 
7 

 
Typicality in Stimulus 
equivalence 

 

 
[12, 13] 

 
Schmidtke 
Schmidtke 

Monday 
6 Feb 

 
8 Language acquisition [14, 15]  

Suits 
Polick 

 
8 Feb 

 
9 

 
Complex response units. 

  
[16] 

[17] 

 
Newland 
Irons 

Aversive Control 
 
Monday 
13 Feb 

 
10 

 
Introductory comments 

Maintenance by 

shock-frequency reduction 

 
[18] 

[19] 

 
Newland (intro) 
Pesek 
Johnson 
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Monday 
15 Feb 

 
11 

 
Safety signals and other 
stimuli. 

 
[20] 

[21] 

 
Brandt 
Polick 

Choice 
 
Monday 
20 Feb 

 
12 

 
The strict matching 
relation and its limits of 
applicability. 

 
[22] 

[23] 

 
Newland 
Suits 

 
22 Feb 

 
13 

 
The generalized matching 
relation. 

 
[24] 

[25] 

[26] 

 
Newland 
Irons 

 
Monday 
27 Feb 

 
14 

 
Matching and the 
reinforcement of switching  

 
[27] 
[28]  

 
 

 
1 Mar 

 
15 

 
Contextual control and 
choice. 

 
[29] 

[30] 

 
Brandt 
Schmidtke 

Monday 
6 Mar  

15 NO CLASS/ SOT   
 

 
8 March  16 NO CLASS/SOT   

 
 

Quantifying the Behavioral Stream 
 
Monday 
13 Mar 

 
16 

 
First Paper Due 
Behavior as Engagement 
Bouts. 

 

 
[31, 32, 33, 
34] 

Johnson 
Newland 

Contextual Control 
 
15 Mar 

 
17 Choice and remembering  

[35] Pesek 
 
Monday 
20 Mar 

 
18 

 
Choice and remembering 

 
[36] 

[37] 

 
Johnson 
Suits 

Acquisition and Cortical Mechanisms 
 
22 Mar 

 
19 

 
Choice in a variable 
environment. 

 
[38] 
[55] 

 
Irons 
Irons 

 
27 Mar 
(spring 
break) 

 
20 Cortical and striatal 

mechanisms 
[39] 

[40] 

 
Polick 
Pesek 

Social Behavior 
  

Monday 
 Allocation of individuals by [41, 42]  
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3 Apr 21 groups. Schmidtke 
Brandt 

 
5 Apr 

 
22 

 
Reinforcement of modeling 

 
[43] 

 
Suits 

 
Behavioral Momentum and Behavioral Economics 

 
Monday 
10 Apr 

 
23 Behavioral momentum 

 
Begin Behavioral 
Economics 

 
[44] 

 
Polick 
 
Newland 

 
12 Apr 

 
24 

 
Behavioral economics. 

 

 
[45, 46]  

 
Monday 
17 Apr 

 
25 Behavioral Economics: 

Experimental Approach 
[47] 

[48] 

Irons 
Pesek 

 
19 Apr 

 
26 

 
Behavioral economics.  
Labor Supply and 
contingencies 

 
[49] 

 
Brandt 

 
Monday 
24 Apr 

 
27 Delay Discounting [50] 

[51] 

 
Schmidtke 
Johnson 

 
26 Apr 

 
28 Delay Discounting 

Second Paper Due 
[52]  

Polick 

Some Other Developments. 
  

Monday 
1 May 

 
29 

 
Habituation and 
reinforcers. 

 
[53] 

 
Pesek 

 
8:00 a.m. 
THURSD
AY, 3 
MAY 

 
FINAL 

EXAM DAY. 

 
An integrated theory, con=t. 
 

 
[54] 
 

 
Class. 
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