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Comments are directed primarily at two points: the use of autistic children as Ss
and the theoretical problem of transfer of behavior from specific learning experiences.
With regard to the first, it is argued that the present work consists of the develop-
ment of techniques for training these specific, highly aberrant, children and that
extending findings to others would be a dubious procedure. The difficulties of han-
dling transfer within a strict S-R theory are discussed. The present study attempts to
establish generalization of a social approach response. It is argued that the results
demonstrate simple shock avoidance learning but that little transfer of this behavior

is indicated.

Ag is the case with most work in the
Skinnerian or operant tradition, the present
paper by Lovaas, Schaeffer, and Simmons
is, in effect, a case study of a small number
(two) of Ss exposed to intensively applied
experimental training. While this does not

yield data that are amenable to elegant;

statistical analysis, T feel it is, in many
ways, a more valuable approach to prob-
lems like the present one than are ap-
proaches which use large numbers of Ss
stucdied less intensively. Further to its
credit, the present work samples behavior
in more than one situation, which is rarely
the case in operant work, though it is ob-
viously important in making gencral state-
ments about the S’s behavior. Finally,
Lovaas et al. have freed themselves from
the Skinnerian dogma concerning punish-
ment (ie., the belief that only “positive
reinforcement” produces learning, punish-
ments leading only to temporary response
suppression), a belief that mnever made
much sense of the learning experiences of
human beings, and that is now clearly de-
throned on the animal level as well (Solo-
mon, 1964).

Now let me turn to some critical com-
ments which may be grouped under two
headings: (a) problems in the choice of
autistic children as Ss, and (b) the problem
of transfer,

Problem of Subjects. First, a pomto
clarification: are the five-year-old, 1den%
cal twin boys in this study autls’mc
schizophrenic? The authors use the term
interchangeably, as have a number 6
others before them but Kanner's woi;
(1943) and lelands recent, book (1964.1;
point up a number of important ways¥
which the autistic child differs from
schizophrenic child. Some of these difie
ences, such as the autistic child’s inabilfs
to process certain types of sensory 1an§
in a. meaningful way, which Rimland &
gues is due to a basie neurologlcal
turbance, are of direct relevance in in
preting the results of the present stull
anmtunately, not enough evidence is P¥:-
vided in the paper to make the d1at1nctlo{
However, since the Ss display the 811“(’:“
chalacterlstlcs of lack of speech, s
unresponsiveness, repetitive, stereoty »ﬁ
behavior, and since they are male &
identical twins (characteristics qssoclﬂt,
more frequently with autism), I wi il &
sume for the sake of argument that the
the syndrome of early infantile autis
other respects as well, keeping in ¥
that their deseription mlght be consis
with other diagnoses, including child
schizophrenia, severe retardation, Of-*
ganic brain damage. e

Tt might be argued that differential dike

i
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f this sort are unimportant, since
noses O-al psychiatric treatment so fre-
differentlis‘ not associated with differential
Q}lently- and that a better way to proceed
dlagnosis’roach the autistic child like any
is to a]ugrganism,” apply operant tech-
o‘thef and see what works. T am not willing
mques,nt this argument. I think the facts
to S140% 4t the autistic child is not like
indicats  rganism. The behavior of chil-
pd Zuch as those used in this study repre-
drezq s rare and extremely pathological
sei]nen‘omenon. Their lack of normal speech
p d apparent inability to acquire it under
anvariety of training programs sets them
i art, For whatever reason, these children
react to their environment in-a.n extremely
aberrant fashion, an observation borne out
by their behavior in the presqnt stgdy as
well as by a number of other investigators
«ho have worked with them.

" Thus, I think it crucial in this case that
careful attention be paid to the specific
characteristics of these Ss and to the ob-
servations of others who have worked with
autistic children. I find no reference to the
work of others in the present paper. Fur-
thermore, the present authors, like others
of the Skinnerian orientation (see Ullman
and Krasner, 1965), are too readily inclined
to accept a psychiatric diagnosis as an ade-
quate description of their Ss. A preferable
approach, and one more in keeping with
their professed behavioral orientation,
would be one which trics to collate present
ohservations with the observations of other
investigators who have worked with the

same type of Ss. Any explanations then put

forth should account for all of the known
evidence relevant to the phenomena in
qQuestion,

Why did the present investigators choose
to work with autistic childrén? Two general
Ttasons suggest themselves: (a) children
manifesting autistic characteristies are par-
tiedlarly suitable for the testing of some
theoretical notions; or (b) the investigators
are specifically interested in developing
,t’?atlxlent techniques that will be effective
With autistic children. The first reason ap-
Dlles,.l think, only insofar as the use of
fectric shock as a punishment is con-
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cerned. That is to say, because of the cx-
treme degree of their disturbance and the
failure of other techniques to have any
effect on these Ss, an argument can be
made for trying out a technique that would
ordinarily lead to serious objections on
ethical grounds.» Beyond this, however, the
investigators seem to have little intcrest in
the theoretical implications of their work.
There is little reference to why autistic
children behave as they do or why some
methods of treatment might be more ef-
fective than others, Thus, I am led to con-
clude that their main interest is in work-
ing out techniques for treating autistic
children.

The following familiar Skinnerian coun-
ter-argument might be posed, however:
Theory chould await the cstablishment,
under controlled laboratory conditions, of
ways of shaping behavior. Once this is
accomplished, then theorizing can procecd
and the work can be extended.

I don’t think this argument is valid in a
general scense, and it certainly scems inap-
plicable to the present case. How can any-
thing of general relevance about the effeets
of punishment on establishing social bonds,
for example, come out of nontheoretical
work with Ss that are so aberrant in this
very dimension of the development of so-
cial bonds? The only way that it can, of
course, 1s 1f theoretical concepts bridge the
gap, as in the case of Rimland’s spccula-
tions on the role of reticular formation
dysfunction in autism. Sueh an approach
makes the rare autistic S of general interest
as an example, in the extreme, of some par-
ticular phenomena. However, this does not
seem to apply in the present case.

Thus, T think it can be argued that the
present work represents the testing of teeh-
niques for training autistic children, and
that extending the relevance of the findings

T think there s a real ethical problem here
when pain is deliberately inflicted on subjects,
without their consent, in an attempt to “control”
their ebehavior. The argument that nothing clse
has worked is really beside the point, though it
has been evoked in the past to justify such
ethically dubious practices as the widespread use
of prefrontal lobotomies.
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to other children would be a dubious proce-
dure.

Problem of Transfer. The problem of ex-
plaining how generality of behavior can
result from specific learning experiences is
a central one for any peripheral S-R learn-
ing approach. McGaugh and I have dis-
cussed this and related issues in detail in
another paper (Breger and MocGaugh,
1965). In brief summary, we suggested
that the behaviorist conception of learning
as specific response acquisition is unable
to account for the facts of perception (e.g.,
perceptual constancies), transposition, re-
sponse equivalence, language acquisition
and usage, and related phenomena. A view
positing the acquisition of central media-
tors (schemata, cognitive maps, strategies,
programs, ete.) is better able to account for
the learning process and is coming to pre-
vail in the field. In this view, generalization
of behavior to novel situations is a function
of mediating structures which organize
sensory input in relation to past experience
or memory, leading to the generation of
new responses. This contrasts with the at-
tempt to explain transfer as a function of

physieal stimulus similarity, i.e., the clas- *

sical notions of stimulus and response
generalization.

This issue is of direct relevance to the
problem of autism since autistic children
are markedly lacking in the ability to
generalize. In a sense, the autistic child
seems to be that rare organism that be-
haves according to striect S-R principles.
He cannot make use of past experience in
any integrative fashion. As Rimland puts
it, “We again find autistic behavior under-
standable in terms of an impairment in the
ability to attach memory to sensory input”
(p. 98) ; or, “in early infantile autism stimuli
are apprehended, but not comprehended”
[italics in original, p. 86]. Rimland argues
that autism is a cognitive disturbance, that
the autistic child is incapable of developing
the sort of central mediating structures dis-
cussed above. This manifests itself in the
lack of language or the “echoic,” reflexive
use of words, in stereotyped, repetitive
behavior patterns, and in the inability to
develop social responsiveness. This last,
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because the mother, and people more gey
erally, never comes to symbolize nurturany
and the relief of discomfort.

This brings the discussion around to t
present study, which is, in effect, an g
tempt to create social responsiveness by
associating people with relief from paip
Two kinds of results are reported: Learniy
in the experimental situation itself, asj
Study 1 in which the Ss learn to come to}
to avoid being shocked; and, second, tran
fer of this learning to different situations
It is the latter which is of crucial impor
tance, of course, and it is to the credit ¢
the present investigators that their wol
focuses experimentally, if not theoretically
on this problem.

What are the findings? In general g
proach to E seemed to generalize to situw
tions close to the original ome, especial
when continued electric shock is applia
(see Figs. 2 and 5) but, even in the origim
shock room, this eventually extinguish
after nine sessions and had to be reinstats
with additional shocks. Similarly, in Stuf
3, E eventually lost his “secondary rei
forcing” power and by the eighth and nin!
sessions, despite shocks, the social respo
siveness had dropped out.

Of greatest interest as a test of transk
are the reports on social responsivencss!
people other than the E (nurses) in siti#
tions distinct from the experiment (in %
ward). If, in fact, the Ss were learning!
associate approach to people with rel¥
from pain, rather than a simple avoidant
response, then they should have sho
greater social responsiveness to nurses’
the ward. The results here were equivo®
In Study 1 it is reported that, “The chan?
in behavior outside were most noticed
during the first 14 days of shock trait®
after which Ss apparently discrimlm‘t;
between situations in which they would!
shocked and those in which they W&
not.” The nurses’ reports, in Study 2, ¥ [
difficult to interpret, seem to indicate I
generalized change. 5

The authors take note of these ﬁndl!‘
when they cite ¢ . . . the highly situatit
and often short-lived nature of the €™
of shock.” However, they subsequently ©
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o that the most therapeutic use
‘clude i will not be primarily in the sup-
of shot of specific responses or the shaping
ref“’swr}iavior through escape-avoidance
of - pe Rather, it would seem more effi-
i‘.rmmré%' use shock reduction as a way of
cxentl_:hing social reinforcers, i.e., as a way
Bsf’”‘b i;ing adults meaningful in the sense of
of B rewarding to the child.” While
Vbe'w? e of learning is obviously of greater
ths ‘yg) the child, it does not seem to me
,"”lléethis conclusion is consistent with the
ﬁworted findings. The findings demonstrate
ygp shaping of specific responses, but very
ﬁ;]; lasting generalization to pt?ople as
meaningful sources ‘of_ rewgrd. Rimland’s
hypothesis that autistic cl}lldren lack- the
peurological equipment to integrate stimu-
Jus input with past experience in the_for-
mation of such meaningful, genera_hzed,
social response patterns seems consistent
with the present findings. Unfortunately,
it is possible that autistic children are

incapable of the type of learning that in-
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volves integrated generalization; in any
case, I see little in the present findings to
contradict such a hypothesis. Perhaps the
best training for these “S-R children”
would involve learning by strict S-R prin-
ciples, i.e., teaching specific responses for
each specific situation. It is fortunate that
most people can learn so much more in less
laborious ways.
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