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Misconception and Miseducation:
Presentations of Radical Behaviorism in

Psychology Textbooks

James T. Todd and Edward K. Morris
University of Kansas

Behavior analysts have recently expressed concern about what appear to be misrepresentations of be-
haviorism in psychology textbooks. This paper presents an analysis of currently used textbooks in the
areas of introductory, social, cognitive, personality, and developmental psychology that confirms this.
Topics on which behavior analysis is most often misrepresented relate to the role of animal learning
research, environmentalism, the "empty organism," language, and the overall utility of the approach.
Because textbooks are often a major medium ofinteraction between the public and behaviorism, behavior
analysts must work to correct these errors and to prevent possible negative consequences of widespread
misunderstanding. Several potential solutions to these problems are presented that take into account
current publishing practices and the monetary contingencies which support them.

Attacked from within (e.g., Bailey &
Bailey, 1980; Herrnstein, 1977; Wasser-
man, 1981) and from without (Chomsky,
1959; Fodor, 1981), behavior analysts
have made efforts to defend their posi-
tion against misconceptions and unwar-
ranted criticisms for a number of years
(e.g., Bijou, 1979; MacCorquodale, 1970;
Skinner, 1973, 1974). Recently, concern
has arisen over the nature and extent of
these misconceptions in educational ma-
terials for students. For instance, Hol-
land (Note 1) has suggested that miscon-
ceptions about behaviorism may no
longer be born of simple misreading or
lack of information. They may now be
directly taught to students through stan-
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dard course materials. Similar concerns
about inaccuracies found in psychology
textbooks and about the implications of
potential miseducation have also been
raised in papers presented at recent meet-
ings of the Association for Behavior
Analysis and the American Psychological
Association (Brownstein, 1981; Della-
Lana, Note 2; Knapp, Note 3; Lucas, Note
4; Todd & Morris, Note 5).

This concern about inaccuracies in
psychology textbooks may or may not be
justified. On the one hand, the concern
may stem from a few highly visible errors
in a few popular textbooks. On the other
hand, the concern may be based on a
correct assessment that textbooks often
do present a distorted picture ofbehavior
analysis. This issue can be evaluated
through a survey ofpsychology textbooks
now being used. In this article, we sum-
marize the results of a study on the ac-
curacy of how behavior analysis is de-
scribed in contemporary educational
materials.

TEXTBOOK SAMPLING AND DATA
COLLECTION

Textbook Sampling

In order to obtain a representative
sample of what psychology students are
reading about behavior analysis, we eval-
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uated recently published textbooks in the
areas of introductory, social, cognitive,
personality, and developmental psychol-
ogy. These five content areas are among
those most frequently taught in psychol-
ogy departments (Lux & Daniel, 1978)
and hence comprise the core curriculum
for most undergraduate psychology ma-
jors. Textbooks on self-help and adjust-
ment, experimental and physiological
psychology, and those for upper level un-
dergraduate and graduate courses were
not included. Courses on these topics are
less frequently offered (Lux & Daniel,
1978) and often make no mention of be-
havior analysis.
For our sample, we selected textbooks

that were published between 1978 and
1980 and that were reviewed in Contem-
porary Psychology (CP) during the same
years. This selection procedure provided
a representative sample ofthe important
and textbooks in current use (Foss, 1981).
We were able to obtain and evaluate 40
of the 99 texts reviewed in CP. That our
sample might be biased in terms of texts
critical of behavior analysis seems un-
likely. The texts were obtained from the
faculty, graduate students, and libraries
associated with a university noted for the
behavioral orientation ofsome of its fac-
ulty members.

Data Collection

In evaluating these texts, we checked
all references to radical behaviorism, be-
havior analysis, behaviorists, behavioral
concepts and terminology, and related
topics, and assessed the accuracy of the
presentations. Definitions of basic terms
and descriptions ofbasic behavioral con-
cepts were checked against definitions and
descriptions in the glossaries of Ferster
and Skinner's Schedules of Reinforce-
ment (1957) and Catania's Contempo-
rary Research in Operant Behavior
(1968). Descriptions ofbehavior analytic
views on conceptual issues were checked
against the primary sources cited in the
textbooks. Finally, citations of articles
and books to support discussions about
behavior analysis were tabulated, and
relevant statements about behavior anal-
ysis were transcribed.

SURVEY RESULTS

General Summary

Our results show that presentations of
behavior analysis varied across text-
books and subject areas. Introductory and
personality texts usually provided the
most detailed presentations. Develop-
mental psychology texts were less de-
tailed, while social and cognitive psy-
chology texts presented the least
information, sometimes not covering be-
havior analysis at all.
Most textbooks did not discuss radical

behaviorism as the philosophy ofthe sci-
ence of behavior, which it is stated to be
(Skinner, 1974, p. 1). Several personality
and introductory textbooks, however, did
discuss theoretical issues, but limited their
presentations to topics such as mental-
ism and some of Skinner's metatheoret-
ical views (e.g., determinism) (cf. Skin-
ner, 1971). Any further discussions ofthe
history and philosophy of behavior anal-
ysis were typically presented in relation
to the research and views ofPavlov, Wat-
son, and Skinner.
The primary focus in the presentations

ofbehavior analysis was on basic behav-
ioral principles, with occasional mention
that these principles have been used in
"behavior modification." Overall, the five
most frequently cited behavioral books
and articles were, in order, Skinner's
(1953) Science and Human Behavior
(50% of the texts reviewed), Skinner's
(1938) The Behavior ofOrganisms (50%),
Skinner's (1957) Verbal Behavior (48%),
Skinner's (1971) Beyond Freedom and
Dignity (45%), and Watson and Rayner's
(1920) "Conditioned Emotional Reac-
tions" (42%). No other article or text was
cited more than 25% of the time. The
most commonly cited basic research
studies were Ferster and Skinner's ( 1 9 5 7)
Schedules of Reinforcement (20%) and
Skinner's (1948) "'Superstition' in the
Pigeon" (13%). In sections on applied be-
havior analysis, token economy research
(e.g., Ayllon & Azrin, 1968) and work
with autistic children (e.g., Lovaas, 1968)
were described in about one ofevery five
texts. Most texts also included a separate
discussion oflanguage that frequently cit-
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ed Skinner's Verbal Behavior (1957) as
representative of the behavioral view. In
each of these areas-basic and applied
research, and language-the references
and coverage were dated, thereby failing
to reflect advances made in the field over
the past 15 years (see Journal ofthe Ex-
perimental Analysis of Behavior and
Journal ofApplied Behavior Analysis).

In most introductory texts, basic be-
havioral terms were defined accurately,
and simple behavioral processes were ad-
equately described. Among the few errors
which occurred were definitions of neg-
ative reinforcement as punishment, of
standard interval schedules as response-
independent time schedules, and of re-
inforcement without reference to re-
sponse rate. Several texts contained
descriptions of basic principles that were
quite detailed and accurate (e.g., Hall &
Lindzey, 1978; Zimbardo, 1979).

Misconceptions

When presentations of behavior anal-
ysis went beyond descriptions of basic
principles and concepts to more general
issues, a number of misconceptions be-
gan to appear in a large proportion ofthe
textbooks. Some texts did present a rea-
sonably accurate picture of behavior
analysis (e.g., Meyer, 1979; Ryckman,
1978); others, though, were straightfor-
wardly anti-behavioral (e.g., Bavelas,
1978). In general, the preponderance of
the textbooks described behavior analy-
sis through a mixture of both accurate
and inaccurate statements and conclu-
sions. The most common misconcep-
tions of behavior analysis were (a) that it
focuses primarily on the behavior ofnon-
human animals, (b) that it is totally en-
vironmentalistic, (c) that it views organ-
isms as "empty" or as "black boxes"
(though with occasional reference to in-
tentionality), (d) that it espouses a simple
and naive theory of language and lan-
guage acquisition, and (e) that it is lim-
ited in usefulness. In describing these
misconceptions below, we have not taken
the space to provide substantive rebuttals
to these misconceptions; however, we do
provide an occasional reference where in-

formed views can be found. Our present
audience needs little education in these
matters.
Non-human animal behavior. Some

textbooks suggested that behavior ana-
lysts work only with non-human animals
and improperly generalize their findings
to human behavior. For example, one
developmental psychology textbook con-
tained this claim: "Ironically, this theory
is based on research in animal learning-
and Skinner uses it to explain a uniquely
human ability [language]" (Mussen,
Conger, & Kagan, 1979, p. 212). In the
same vein, another author made this
misobservation: Skinner's "influential
book Beyond Freedom and Dignity deals
directly with the societal applications of
rat and pigeon research, in government,
religion, and business" (Geiwitz & Mour-
sund, 1979, p. 118).
The generality ofbehavioral principles

for human behavior derived from re-
search with non-human species is, of
course, an empirical matter. To date,
though, the basic processes that have been
investigated do show trans-species gen-
erality (cf. Journal of the Experimental
Analysis ofBehavior, 1958) and most hu-
man behavior can be "interpreted"
(Skinner, 1957; cf. MacCorquodale, 1970)
according to basic behavioral principles
and concepts. New principles, of course,
may yet be found (cf. Skinner, 1938, pp.
441-443), but these will not disaffirm
those that already show generality.
Environmentalism. Behavior analysts

were often accused ofbeing environmen-
talists in the sense that they ignore or
deny phylogenetic contributions to be-
havior. John B. Watson is sometimes
credited as the originator of environ-
mentalism in America. Moreover, his fa-
mous baby statement-that he could
create any sort of person from a normal
healthy infant given the complete control
of the child's environment (Watson,
1930, p. 104)-is often quoted out of
context to support this argument. In one
text, it was stated that Watson "believed
that human beings were illimitably train-
able" (Papalia & Olds, 1979, p. 9).
Another author said that behavior anal-
ysis "excludes behavior attributable to
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genetic or maturational factors" (Fein,
1978, p. 6). Although a few of the texts
described behavior analysis without ref-
erence to innate factors, most ofthe text-
books did characterize behavior analysis
as the most environmentalistic of the
theoretical approaches they covered.
These views, however, are generally

misinformed. For instance, it is a mistake
to say that Watson was a total environ-
mentalist. Skinner (1969, p. 172) re-
minds us that Watson's baby statement
appears in a discussion about how or-
ganisms are equipped at birth. He also
tells us that Watson has been credited as
one ofthe early ethologists in the modem
sense ofthe term (Skinner, 1969, p. 172).
In addition, Skinner himself has consis-
tently acknowledged the role ofbiological
variables in the analysis of behavior
(Skinner, 1953, 1966, 1977, 1981), and
behavior analysts have spent consider-
able time and effort investigating the ef-
fects of drugs, toxins, and species differ-
ences on behavioral processes (see
Schwartz, 1974; Thompson & Boren,
1977).
The empty organism. A number of

textbooks claimed that behavior analysts
ignore everything that goes on within the
skin of the organism, usually by stating
that behaviorists assume the organism to
be empty or a "black box." For instance,
one text stated that "In a sense, Skin-
nerian psychology deals with an 'empty
organism"' (Liebert & Spiegler, 1978, p.
470). A particularly vivid example ofthis
misconception was presented in one il-
lustration. John B. Watson was shown
with a line-drawing of a black box-la-
belled "Black-box" -inside his head. One
arrow, labelled "stimuli," entered the box
throuh one side of Watson's head;
another arrow, labelled "responses," left
the box through his chin (Bourne & Ek-
strand, 1979, p. 23).

Interestingly, despite this "black box"
claim, many of the textbooks described
behavioral principles as though they in-
cluded a degree of intentionality or free
will. For instance, one author stated that
"the operant is a voluntary action" (Fein,
1978, p. 7), while another noted that "as
children grow older they may choose to

exhibit certain behaviors" (Lefton, 1979,
p. 406). In one book, the comment was
made that "operant conditioning in-
volves actions which are under the or-
ganism's control" (Papalia & Olds, 1979,
p. 158). This point was mentioned by
another author who stated that "the em-
phasis in this form of behavior is on in-
tention and achievement" (Boume & Ek-
strand, 1979, p. 131). In addition, some
textbooks did not separate mentalistic
concepts from behavioral ones. For ex-
ample, one author said that "a behav-
iorist would explain operant condition-
ing in terms of the behavior and the
reward occurring in rapid enough succes-
sion so that the immediate memory of
the behavior overlaps with the reinforce-
ment" and, "in non-cognitive terms, the
association between the act and the result
becomes more firmly established the
more trials that are reinforced" (Freed-
man, 1978, p. 75).
These views about the empty organism

stem from a misunderstanding of the be-
haviorist's view of the role ofphysiology
in a science of behavior (Skinner, 1969,
1974) and from a misunderstanding of
Skinner's operational account of subjec-
tive terms (Skinner, 1945; cf. Moore,
1975, 1981) which does not exclude pri-
vate events from the realm of science (cf.
Moore, 1980). The descriptions of op-
erant behavior as "intentional" and as a
form of 19th century associationism stem
from misinformed views of non-reflex
behavior as "voluntary" (Skinner, 1971)
and from a failure to distinguish radical
behaviorism from the mentalism inher-
ent in early associationism and empiri-
cism (see Day, 1976, 1980).
Language. In discussions of behavior

analytic views on language, several mis-
conceptions appeared consistently across
textbooks in each ofthe five subject areas.
Interestingly, most ofthese presentations
varied little in style, length, and content,
and were often formulated in terms of
the supposed points of contention be-
tween Skinner (1957) and Chomsky
(1959). The textbooks' presentation ofthe
behaviorist approach to language acqui-
sition is that it is a simplistic, explicit
imitation-reinforcement process, and that
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language is uninfluenced by genetic fac-
tors. For example, in one text, the author
described the behavioral concept of lan-
guage development as follows: "[Chil-
dren] imitate the linguistic behavior of
the adults around them and, if they do
so correctly, the adults will reinforce them
positively by praising them and telling
them that what they have said is 'right"'
(Zimbardo, 1979, p. 112). This view is
often contrasted with Chomsky's posi-
tion, presented as a nativist view of lan-
guage acquisition, thereby placing Skin-
ner and Chomsky in a nature-nurture
debate over language acquisition in which
Chomsky's views are generally held to be
more accurate.

In contrast to these misconceptions,
however, informed reading of Verbal Be-
havior does not lead to the conclusion
that behavior analysis is simplistic in
these matters (cf. Segal, 1975, 1977). Fur-
thermore, most of Chomsky's review is
not relevant to Skinner's analysis of ver-
bal behavior (cf. MacCorquodale, 1970;
Richelle, 1975).

Usefulness. Finally, texts that con-
tained reasonably detailed presentations
of behavior analysis sometimes gave the
impression that the approach is limited
in generality and usefulness. One intro-
ductory text concluded that "actually lit-
tle complex behavior can be controlled
by conditioning methods" (London,
1978, p. 158). A personality text summed
up the status of behaviorism by asking:
"Where does all this leave the empirical
status of Skinner's theory? As we have
seen, the original theory is for the most
part so encumbered with logical prob-
lems as to preclude meaningful empirical
testing" (Bavelas, 1978, p. 195).
Such views, of course, reflect a pro-

found misunderstanding of the course of
scientific development (Skinner, 1950,
1956), of radical behavioral philosophy
(Day, 1980; Skinner, 1974), and of on-
going developments in basic (cf. Epstein,
Lanza, & Skinner, 1981; McKearney &
Barrett, 1977; Sidman & Tailby, 1982)
and applied research (cf. Katz & Zlut-
nick, 1975; Nietzel, Winett, MacDonald,
& Davidson, 1977; Wolf, 1978).

IMPLICATIONS AND SOLUTIONS

This small but representative sample
of statements shows that many clearly
erroneous statements are made about be-
havior analysis in current psychology
textbooks. This being the case, behavior
analysts are correct in their concern over
current misconceptions. Such concern
suggests several implications in regard to
miseducation that require corrective ac-
tion.

Implications

The implications of erroneous text-
book presentations are important on sev-
eral levels. First, students are buying and
being taught from materials that are of
questionable accuracy. In addition to the
present survey, a number ofother studies
have shown that Watson and Rayner's
"Conditioned Emotional Reactions"
(1920) is frequently misrepresented in
psychology textbooks (Cornwell &
Hobbs, 1976; Harris, 1979; Prytula, Os-
ter, & Davis, 1977). Errors in presenta-
tions of this study range from the mis-
spelling ofRosalie Rayner's name (usually
as "Raynor") to combining Watson and
Rayner's study with a later one by Mary
Cover Jones, "A Laboratory Study of
Fear: The Case of Peter" (1924), thereby
creating one study in which a child's fear
is both conditioned and extinguished,
with no citation of the Jones study. Psy-
chology textbooks have also been found
to provide inaccurate coverage on topics
other than behaviorism. For instance,
psychology texts often contain outdated
and inaccurate information about Down's
syndrome (Abroms & Bennett, 1980),
"Jensenism" (Miller, 1980), and Freud-
ian psychology (Buys, 1976). This evi-
dence of errors in the presentations of a
wide variety of topics, as well as in pre-
sentations ofbehavior analysis, indicates
that students and instructors may be
wasting valuable time and money on in-
accurate educational materials.
A more important implication of the

errors and misconceptions in psychology
textbooks involves the relationship be-
tween behavior analysts and policy- and
decision-making in government, indus-
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try, and social action groups. To the ex-
tent that public policy is shaped by in-
dividuals whose exposure to behaviorism
is through textbooks such as those re-
viewed in this study, and through edu-
cators who assign those textbooks, then
these policies and decisions are not likely
to reflect the important conceptual and
applied contributions that a natural sci-
ence ofbehavior can offer. Let us provide
an illustration ofproblems that can arise
with respect to such issues. In a recent
article published in Psychology Today,
Hogan and Schroeder (1981) assessed the
accuracy of the Reagan administration's
view ofthe social sciences. They said that
the administration sees psychology as
"left-wing political rhetoric with no le-
gitimate claim on the public pocket-
book" (p. 8). On the assumption that
"introductory textbooks provide a good
barometer of the state of the art in psy-
chology" (p. 8), Hogan and Schroeder
(1981) reviewed six texts from which they
concluded that psychology is indeed per-
vaded by "deep-seated" liberal, behav-
iorist, situationist attitudes, and that the
administration is essentially correct in its
views about psychology. Our present
study, however, along with others, has
shown that the assumption that psy-
chology textbooks are a "good barom-
eter" of the field is misleading. Their ar-
ticle, however, published in the leading
popular psychology magazine, supports
the erroneous view that an accurate as-
sessment ofpsychology can be made from
an examination of psychology texts, and
that responsible public policy can be made
from a view ofpsychology derived there-
from.

Solutions

If the public and government regard
the contents of psychology textbooks as
a suitable and accurate basis for making
policy (and funding) decisions about psy-
chology in general, and behavior analysis
in particular, then behavior analysts ought
to take action to improve the presenta-
tions of their position. Without correc-
tive action, current publishing practices,
in conjunction with textbook buying

habits, will continue to insure the per-
petuation of existing errors and will fail
to prevent the occurrence of additional
errors in the future.

Currently, psychology instructors
probably deal with errors in textbooks by
rejecting texts that contain errors in favor
of texts that contain accurate presenta-
tions (Brownstein, 1981). This academic
version of natural selection is unlikely,
however, to result in the evolution of
more accurate textbooks. Many textbook
publishers produce several different texts
in a number of different subject areas,
and not uncommonly several texts in the
same area. The result is that such a wide
array of textbooks is available that any
instructor can find a text that is reason-
ably accurate in his or her area ofinterest.
Thus, despite differential selection by in-
structors, enough academic niches exist
to support texts containing misconcep-
tions about behavior analysis and other
topics.
A more effective approach to the prob-

lem of errors in textbooks probably is to
write to the authors oftextbooks (Brown-
stein, 1981) and to their publishers, ex-
plaining why certain passages are in error
and offering suggestions for improve-
ment. This approach may be especially
effective in cases where an author's mis-
understanding of basic behavioral as-
sumptions results in numerous errors
throughout a presentation. Such a tactic
may also be effective if a textbook's au-
thor has been a victim of inaccurate sec-
ondary sources about behaviorism. This
approach will be less effective, however,
if authors or publishers are unfriendly to
or unconcerned about behaviorism. Also,
ifthe text is a managed text -that is, writ-
ten in whole or in part by a publishers'
professional writers-then changes may
be more difficult to achieve because the
individuals involved are many in num-
ber and somewhat anonymous. None-
theless, instructors whose actions may re-
sult in a sales loss of hundreds or
thousands of textbooks will speak with a
loud voice. They, especially, should be
encouraged to take action. Lastly, of
course, behavior analysts can write to au-
thors and publishers who do provide fair
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and accurate coverage of behaviorism,
applauding their perspicacity and pro-
viding them with additional materials and
insights.
While efforts to alter textbook presen-

tations ofbehavior analysis may not lead
to widespread changes, it is important to
attempt to make some improvements.
Errors about behaviorism must be cor-
rected to avoid the waste ofvaluable time
and money spent by students and uni-
versities and to prevent the possibility of
irresponsible legislation and public pol-
icy decisions based on misunderstand-
ings.
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