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Things My Father Taught Me: Giving Credit to Ogden R. Lindsley 
 
 

Ogden Lindsley was my professional Father.  Even though I met Fred Skinner and 

studied with him at Harvard before I met Lindsley, he was more like a wise Grandfather to me.  

Ogden used to refer to Skinner as Grandpa Fred.  He was certainly Ogden’s scientific progenitor, 

the patriarch of a new science, creator of an experimental analysis of behavior, who passed its 

essentials to Ogden: rate of response, also known as behavior frequency, and standard graphic 

display (Lindsley, 1971).  And certainly, Skinner was my first scientific teacher, who changed 

my life by responding to a fan letter I wrote to him in college after I read Walden II, and who 

later invited me to study at Harvard.  Yet even when I sat in Skinner’s office, discussed his books 

and my ideas for research or philosophical issues, there was always a certain 19th century 

formality in his manner that seemed more grandfatherly to me. 

In so many ways, it was Og who fathered me over the 30 years that I knew him.  He 

showed me what it means to be a scientist, and in many ways, what it means to be a man.  My 

biological parents divorced when I was 9. My father and I were fishing buddies during my youth.  

I learned about tools and hard work and self-sufficiency from him. But Ogden served as a model 

and a mentor in other ways, both in the integrity and precision with which he practiced the 

science of behavior, and in how he brought his best to life.  He inspired me with his courage to 

push the limits with untiring curiosity. He was always generous with his time for me. He pushed 

me where I didn’t want to go, kicked me out of my comfortable “nest” of precision teaching into 

business and corporate performance improvement. He celebrated my successes and gave me 

tough feedback.  I know he loved me. Ogden did all the things for me that a good father does. 

To be clear, Ogden had many professional children. He was prolific.  His graduate 

students and many younger colleagues were his offspring, or perhaps his adopted children. He 

hoped to change the world through his children, and inspired many of us to keep trying. He 

wanted to bring the power and elegance of Skinner’s measurement to the wide world. We’re still 

working on that, with Ogden’s vision in mind.  So, this chapter is merely the voice of one of his 

children, sharing the experience of observing and learning from Ogden R. Lindsley, and 

summarizing some of what he taught me. 
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My Professional Family 

Og was the central connector in my scientific family, even though I met my professional 

Mother, Beatrice H. Barrett, before I met him. She introduced us, having collaborated with 

Lindsley and Skinner when she was a postdoc student in their Behavior Research Laboratory at 

Harvard Medical School.  Bea was my scientific teacher, coach, mentor and friend for almost 

exactly the same period as Og was, but starting a year after I met him and passing away a year 

before he did.  Bea introduced me to Eric Haughton, my dear professional older brother. Eric had 

worked briefly with Skinner at the Center for Programmed Instruction, was a close friend of 

Barrett, finished his doctorate with Lindsley, and was credited by Lindsley as a founder of 

precision teaching (Lindsley, 1986). Eric left us quite prematurely in 1985, but his Aims: 

Growing and Sharing chapter (Haughton, 1972) changed my life perhaps more than Skinner’s 

Walden II.  He was a caring friend and mentor who also served as the primary advisor for my 

dissertation.  He and Elizabeth welcomed me into their home as I ran studies in her classroom.  

He stayed in touch with me  between visits with frequent phone calls mailings, embraced me like 

a younger brother for a little more than a decade before he passed, and shaped my career and 

personal development for decades after his departure. Bea also introduced me to Hank 

Pennypacker, who ultimately became a wise professional Uncle to me.  Hank was Ogden’s 

brother in science, and in musical performance, and continues to give so much to so many of his 

younger colleagues.  

These great humans, starting with Grandpa Fred, begat the scientific family that evolved 

as a global network of scientists and practitioners committed to measuring behavior frequency, 

pursuing natural science discovery in the process of application, and using standard graphic data 

displays to better understand and improve learning and performance. This family of mentors, 

teachers, colleagues, and friends is what nurtured me professionally, and continues to do so 

through Hank Pennypacker, the last of the Great Ones in previous generations of my professional 

family. 

 

What Ogden Taught Me 

Nearly two decades after Og left us, I realize how much he gave to me. My purpose here 

is to capture some of the lessons and principles he passed on to me, and to so many others who 

were fortunate to know him or to study his legacy.  The personal, professional, and scientific 



                                                                                                                                                                  CB
 - 

3 

lessons that Ogden taught me were completely intertwined in the precious human relationship I 

had with him, so this is a very personal account. 

 

Giving Credit 

Lindsley put spaces at the bottom of his crowning achievement, Behavior Research 

Company’s standard celeration chart, to credit everyone who contributes to a particular chart 

project or application. There are spaces to credit the behaver, advisor, manager, supervisor, 

charter, timer, and so on.  He always stressed the importance of acknowledging all who 

contribute to a particular effort or discovery, including the child or other behaver whose 

performance and learning measures appear on the chart. Consider how this naming of learners is 

in many ways contrary to academic confidentiality policies that keep the names of “subjects” 

anonymous in research publications.  Lindsley wanted to credit the learner along with all who 

helped learning to occur.  

He entitled what became his final posthumous publication, in which he summarized what 

he had learned about measurement in his career, Skinner on Measurement – crediting his teacher, 

not himself, in the title.   

Lindsley also credited his professors at Brown University, where he earned his bachelor’s 

and master’s degrees before becoming Skinner’s doctoral student.  He was keenly aware of the 

history of experimental psychology and credited Pavlov as a methodological exemplar. For 

Lindsley, it always seemed that understanding the scientific roots and contributions that came 

before a concept, method, or research preparation was important for understanding the thing to 

which they eventually led.  This attention to conceptual and methodological history has been 

formative in my own work, beginning when I reviewed, prior to my doctoral dissertation, a wide 

range of early studies across multiple fields in experimental psychology, searching for time-

based measures of behavior (latency, duration, frequency), not merely accuracy (Binder, 1978).  

It led to my conviction that the robust and informed practice and application of current day 

behavior science depend on deep knowledge of their methodological and historical roots.  This is 

why it saddens me to see current day behaviorists who have not read Skinner’s early papers or 

Lindsley’s lab research reports. That is where it all came from! There is much to be gained from 

giving credit to one’s predecessors, and studying their contributions. Ogden taught me that. 
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Commit to Making a Difference 

Og often told a story about jumping out of a WW II bomber when it was shot down 

behind enemy lines.  I heard him explain many times that, although he was not a religious man, 

he had made the promise as he fell that if he survived he would devote half his time to helping 

his fellow man and half his time to having fun – the latter because his Army Air Corps buddies 

would expect it!  He carried that commitment to making a difference throughout his professional 

life. 

This, I believe, is why he relished working with Skinner to take operant conditioning 

from the Harvard animal lab into a human lab at the Metropolitan State Hospital where he 

pioneered many applications for humans. He coined the term behavior therapy. His early 

publications reported work on the analysis of individual differences in psychotic behavior, depth 

of sleep, college teaching, television viewing and advertising, behavioral pharmacology, the 

effects of psychotherapy, geriatric behavior prosthesis, cooperation and competition, 

constipation, and special education. This was all before he developed precision teaching. 

One of Lindsley’s criticisms of traditional “stretch to fill” data displays was that they 

make small effects look large, and that with a lack of standard visual dimensions they do not 

consistently highlight large effects.  His rallying cry toward the end of his life was, “times two 

and go for four” – meaning,  that we should expect interventions that double behavior per week, 

and seek procedures twice as powerful as that.  He was not interested in statistical significance if 

effects were not also practically impactful. Like Skinner his teacher, Lindsley sought obvious 

and practically significant “prediction and control” of behavior, so large that one need not use 

statistics to see significance. He encouraged us to ignore small effects. He taught me to apply 

what we discover to make big differences for others. 

 

Staying True to Skinner’s Science 

For decades Ogden was fond of quoting Skinner’s statement in an interview by Richard 

Evans (Evans, 1968) that his most important contributions were the use of rate of response as the 

primary datum, and display of data using the cumulative response recorder.  Skinner’s 

assessment of his own contributions surprised many people in the behavior science community 

and elsewhere, who knew about Skinner’s other widely noted contributions.  Many assume that 

Skinner’s most important contributions were discoveries and procedures, including schedules of 
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reinforcement, response shaping, programmed instruction, and so on. But, like many game-

changing breakthroughs in the history of science, Skinner’s was the creation of a new 

measurement technology.  He discovered that rate of response, or behavior frequency, is the most 

sensitive indicator we have of the probability of response, and that it allows us to see effects 

invisible to other measurement systems. Coupled with the cumulative response recorder, a 

standard graphic display,  Skinner’s measure allows study of individual organisms while their 

behavior changes moment-to-moment.   

Lindsley stuck without exception to these two fundamentals: rate of response and 

standard graphic data display. He created a second graphic display, the standard celeration chart, 

to monitor behavior frequencies that can occur in a day.  And he discovered, along with his 

graduate students (Koenig, 1972), the first standard unit of change, which he called celeration, 

comparable as a standard unit of measurement in the history of measurement to other natural 

science measures.  

Lindsley’s commitment to Skinner’s science separated him from the academic political 

trend that arose in the 1960s leading to the field of Applied Behavior Analysis and the Journal of 

Applied Behavior Analysis, a publication that Lindsley disliked for many reasons, including 

because it failed to uphold the measurement standards of Skinner’s natural science.  By and 

large, those whom he criticized abandoned Skinner’s measure and standard data display in favor 

of more traditional means of assessment borrowed from the social sciences, such as percent of 

intervals, rating scales, percent correct, and other measurement methods that are not acceptable 

in natural science (Barrett, Johnston, and Pennypacker, 1986). His criticisms included that this 

divergence from Skinner’s science gave rise to the celebration of small effects, publication for its 

own sake or for academic advancement, a narrowing or elimination of discovery versus 

hypothesis testing, and a tradition of recipe-building which sustains to this day.  He railed against 

those whom he considered to be “the behavior analytic false prophets” (personal communication, 

email from Lindsley to his friends and colleagues, 2004).  And as the scientist who first brought 

functional definition of behavioral and environmental events out of the laboratory into education 

(Lindley, 1964), he was dismissive of so-called functional analysis when it is not based on direct 

measurement of behavior frequencies. 

Lindsley was clear that a natural science of behavior and its applications require a 

“standard ruler.” He insisted that behavior science rely on standard measurement units such as 
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count, time, frequency, weight, duration, and so on, rather than on measurement without standard 

units, such as percent of anything, rating scales, or statistical standard deviations. 

Lindsley committed his career to the study and improvement of free operant behavior 

using behavior frequency as the primary measure combined with standard graphic display.  

While I have seldom persuaded my corporate clients to use the standard celeration chart, I am 

still trying to accomplish Lindsley’s vision with 21sst century digital technology. Despite my 

inability so far to engage business people in using the chart, lessons learned from Ogden about 

standard measurement stay with me. 

 

Behavior Multiplies 

A mantra in the Lindsley lineage is, “Behavior multiplies, it does not add.”  Based on 

analysis of data from over 1200 individuals in over 4,000 behavior change phases of 20 or more 

behavior frequencies extracted from over 14,000 data sets (Koenig, 1972), Lindsley and Carl 

Koenig confirmed that patterns of behavior frequencies representing change or learning over 

time follow straight-line trends, not curves, on a data display with calendar time across the 

bottom and multiplicative cycles of x10 derived from logarithms up the left. Lindsley and his 

colleagues were able to display and quantify multiplying or dividing changes in behavior 

frequency, and many other social and biological phenomenon, on what became the standard 

celeration chart.   

Perhaps the most dramatic and public example of celeration analysis in the current era 

appeared on the Facebook group called standard celeration charts and COVID-19, which shares 

daily updates of standard celeration charts on the frequency of COVID-19 cases and deaths in all 

US states and many countries.  These data displays, not merely semi-logarithmic but also 

standard in their visual dimensions, support nuanced visual analysis and quantification of trends 

and changes in trends, variability, and comparisons of levels across widely varying data sets. 

These charts show just an inkling of the power of Og’s gift to the world that he promised to help. 

The recognition that behavior multiples has informed my understanding of and 

expectations about many phenomena that I’ve studied, observed, or attempted to change, 

including diffusion of new ideas, social trends, wesite visits, business results, and so on.  With 

reflection, we can see that this understanding is a deep insight about the nature of life and of 

underlying dynamics in biology and culture. 
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In my view, Lindsley’s creation of the standard celeration chart is a profound 

contribution, equal to any Nobel Prize discovery. Rightly applied, it promises better analyses and 

more powerful interventions in relation to so many social and behavioral phenomena that 

underlie education, politics, cultural change, legal precedent, and countless other human 

concerns.  It changed my worldview in more ways than I can say. 

 

Each Behaver is its Own Experiment 

Lindsley inherited from Skinner’s elegant single subject inductive research methodology 

the understanding that each individual or case is unique, and that while we can certainly draw 

general rules from multiple replications of procedures and effects, we should never assume that 

any particular recipe will be successful in a given case.  Just as in the laboratory, where Lindsley 

and his colleagues used multiple cumulative recorders to display behavior frequencies and 

patterns that highlighted individual differences in response to the same conditions (Barrett & 

Lindsley, 1962), Lindsley’s application of behavior science in classrooms treated each learner as 

his or her own experiment. His elegant translation of Skinner’s science into education (Lindsley, 

1964) focused on the arrangement and modification of procedures to achieve specific outcomes 

with individual learners. Decision-making about each effort to teach or change behavior is 

fundamental to precision teaching, just as it was in the laboratory, where ongoing inspection of 

individual cumulative records prompted changes in conditions. 

I learned from Lindsley about how frequency measures reveal unique patterns of 

individual behavior, and how nothing can substitute for ongoing measurement. That recognition 

is reflected in my half-serious description of current-day practices in applied behavior analysis as 

The Betty Crocker School of Behavior Analysis, seemingly focused on applying recipes with 

procedural integrity, rather than on using sensitive measurement to make moment-to-moment 

decisions, changes in procedure, and discoveries about individuals and what works best for them.    

This lesson reflects Skinner’s distinction between operational definitions of procedures 

and functional definition of the elements of procedures. Defining an event-following behavior as 

a reinforcer only if it measurably increases the frequency of the behavior, Skinner similarly 

defined all other events being studied in terms of their functional relations, the measured effects 

that changing one event has on the frequency of another. Lindsley communicated the distinction 

in his elegant “operant equation” when he began work with teachers (Lindsley, 1964), 
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highlighting the difference between what an event “Is” (operational definition) and what it 

“Does” (the functional definition). Particularly in the early days of precision teaching, the Is-

Does distinction was a key message in Ogden’s work with teachers. 

A corollary of focus on the individual is Lindsley’s motto that “the child knows best.” 

While this statement has sometimes been misunderstood to mean that children in general know 

better than adults, it refers rather to the fact that an individual’s behavior, and measurement 

thereof, will guide intervention better than any theory or presumption about how our procedures 

are supposed to work. Lindsley was translating Skinner’s (1977) statement, “the organism is 

always right,” meaning that individuals respond lawfully, and that as scientists or practitioners 

we must use measurement of individual behavior to make decisions about what works and what 

does not.  In fields such as education, psychotherapy, rehabilitation, and others that insist on 

“evidence based practices” reported in controlled studies, often applied based on such reports 

without ongoing measurement, application of this insight, using decisions based on the measured 

learning and performance of each individual, would likely accelerate positive outcomes. 

 

Seek to Discover, Not Merely to Confirm  

Skinner’s science was purely inductive, with each organism as an experiment, and 

replication across individuals to build confidence about general findings or laws.  This contrasts 

sharply with practices in most social sciences, which often seek to uphold or disprove theories 

(Skinner, 1950).  Hypothetical-deductive research, quite common in other schools of 

experimental psychology, seeks to confirm things we think we know rather than to discover new 

phenomena or functional relations.  Skinner used rate of response measures and cumulative 

response records to track individual organisms and to discover effects of various procedures.   

Following this lineage, Lindsley applied Skinner’s measurement technology across many 

types of behavior. When he moved into education, he encouraged use of response rate measures 

for discovering what procedures work for each student. He had little patience confirming 

previously demonstrated phenomena, but pointed out opportunities for making big discoveries. 

His early proteges in education, Eric Haughton and those who followed, introduced many new 

procedures and arrangements, even asking children who could speak to suggest interventions that 

might improve their own learning and performance.  Following this model, we learned to follow 

“hunches” about what might work, to determine if and how they might produce new results.  
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When Barrett asked me in 1974 to take over her lab classroom, where staff had 

previously developed discrete trials programmed instruction to teach institutional residents, she 

did not direct me to particular outcomes or models. She simply asked me and our staff to 

measure rate of response, use Lindsley’s standard chart, and see what we could discover.  We 

learned countless lessons over a decade in our classroom, and from programs around the country 

where we consulted and collaborated (Binder, 1996).  Among the most interesting discoveries, to 

which I devoted my dissertation, concerned the relationship between rate of response in skilled 

behavior and the ability to maintain performance levels over extended durations and in the 

presence of distracting stimuli, what we eventually called endurance.  We discovered it when we 

tried shortening timings to 15 seconds for some children with disabilities who were making lots 

of errors and responding erratically. We discovered that shorter practice durations produced less 

variability and fewer errors, so we began to systematically change durations of practice timings 

with our students, varying from what had become the standard 1-min, trying “sprints” of 10 or 15 

seconds as well as longer intervals of 2, 4, 8 and even 16 minutes. We learned how we could use 

many brief sprints to accelerate performance, and then when our students achieved certain 

behavior frequencies, we could more easily extend performance durations while maintaining the 

original or close to the original levels of their performance.  That led to investigating what would 

happen if we introduced distracting stimuli when students were performing at their peak 

frequencies, from relatively low to relatively high levels.  

That pilot work (Binder, 1996; Binder, Haughton and Van Eyk, 1990) conducted in 

Barrett’s lab classroom, in Elizabeth Haughton’s first grade classroom, and elsewhere, led to new 

practices in classrooms that sought to build behavior frequencies for short intervals before 

extending to longer durations. While it took some time before other researchers would extend 

those findings, Nosik  (Nosik, Williams, Binder & Carr, 2017) extended that research 20 years 

later in her award-winning doctoral dissertation,  discovering that it is possible to “scale” 

distractibility using behavior frequencies and a hold-over from Skinner’s lab, the cumulative 

record to see moment-to-moment decrements in behavior frequencies with introduction of 

potentially distracting stimuli. 

Lindsley discouraged his early proteges in precision teaching from publishing, which 

might or might not have been a smart long-term strategy. His rationale, which certainly turned 

out to  be prescient, was that discoveries were occurring so rapidly in the early years of precision 
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teaching that the pace of publication would not be able to keep up, and reports of those 

discoveries would be obsolete by the time they appeared.  While the precision teaching 

community is now attempting to catch up with scholarly demands for verification of our claims, 

the pace of discovery over more than 50 years of applying Lindsley’s measurement technology 

has been breathtaking, producing schools such as Morningside Academy guaranteeing at least 

two grade levels of progress for each school year, and learning centers such as Fit Learning 

promising one grade level of progress per 40 hours of 1:1 instruction. Just as our applications in 

business (e.g., Binder and Sweeney, 2002) showed dramatic improvements over conventional 

approaches to training, a relatively small community of scientist-practitioners using Lindsley’s 

measurement technology continue to develop and refine instructional methods and curriculum 

based on waves of discoveries by teachers working with children, one at a time. 

Another aspect of Lindsley’s encouragement to discover, not merely to confirm, was his 

pushing into new areas of application.  When he first moved from the laboratory into education, 

Ogden described it using a metaphor from his experience of being shot down in WW II and 

escaping Nazi prison camps, as “parachuting behind enemy lines.”  His move from Harvard to 

Kansas brought behavior science to special educators who did not know anything, for the most 

part, about Skinner’s science.  Similarly, when he “pushed” me in 1978 from my focus on 

education and precision teaching research and training into corporate applications, he encouraged 

me to seek new discoveries in the world of business. While I spent several years nearly bankrupt, 

trying to find a foothold in the corporate world, what we ultimately accomplished in sales and 

customer service performance improvement included results such as teaching in a few weeks 

what experienced sales people had taken years to master (Binder & Bloom, 1989) and enabling 

new customer service representatives to become 60% percent more productive that traditionally 

trained ones in one fourth the time (Binder & Sweeney, 2002).   

 

Follow Peaches and Lemons 

In his effort to communicate with ordinary people in plain English, Ogden described 

outliers – data points that are extremely high or extremely low, out of the usual envelope of 

variability on the standard chart – as peaches and lemons.  Like Skinner, he encouraged us to 

drop everything and follow outliers if we want to discover new things. 
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Examples of discoveries that involved paying attention to outliers are common in the 

precision teaching field.  Discovering that higher frequencies predicted better retention came 

after some elementary students seemed far better than others at arithmetic in the fall. Data 

showed that those students had achieved higher frequencies before school ended for summer 

vacation. Our discoveries about endurance came when we noticed that having shorter practice 

timings with some children with disabilities seemed to reduce errors and bounce or variability. 

That led to our systematically varying durations of timings to see what would happen.  A fair 

number of discoveries of key component skills have come when some students seemed to learn 

more rapidly than others, and checking frequencies of possible component skills revealed 

differences in those frequencies. Frequency measurement plus standard data display allows us to 

see outliers more easily, encouraging us to look more carefully. Ogden was right about paying 

attention to peaches and lemons – outliers in either a desired or undesired direction. 

 

Go Private! 

Toward the end of the 1970s, when precision teaching was being rejected by most 

establishment educators, and when the spirit of entrepreneurship was in the air due to the 

visibility of high tech startups such as Apple Computer, both Lindsley and his brother-in-arms, 

Hank Pennypacker (Pennypacker, 1986) encouraged us to “go private” – to create businesses in 

the private sector to see what we could deliver of value to paying customers. That was during the 

same period when our colleague, Michael Maloney, had been forced due to a change in school 

system staffing to combine precision teaching and Direct Instruction in the first storefront 

learning center to come out of our community.  Michael succeeded, and provided a model, which 

Kent Johnson adopted, using the same combination of precision teaching and direct instruction to 

start what eventually became Morningside Academy.  Ogden pushed me into the corporate 

world, where I initially flailed and nearly failed, but eventually created a series of organizational 

performance improvement companies that have created new and innovative products and 

services.   

The key idea was that if we expose ourselves to the contingencies of the marketplace, we 

would learn how apply, speak about, and sell our applications of behavior science far more 

rapidly than in a publicly funded or grant supported environment. They were exactly correct, and 
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the discoveries of precision teachers continue to expand, especially in the area of curriculum 

development, mostly in the private sector.   

Og always wanted to go more fully into business himself, and dabbled around the edges 

of corporate consulting, as well as operating his own business, Behavior Research Company, to 

make the tools of his science available. In the early 1970s he formed International Management 

Systems with his former students, Carl Koenig and Harold Kunzelmann, which he eventually 

wanted to move from educational applications into corporate consulting (Lindsley, personal 

communication). He encouraged many of us to take our science to the “streets” to see what we 

could create, sell, and discover.  The long-term impact of this lesson was that lc and standard 

celeration charting have  thrived and continued to produce discoveries and exceptional results 

through such companies as The Fluency Factory, Fit Learning, Learning Matters, and many 

others – using different models for delivering precision teaching services to children.  I’ve been 

an entrepreneur delivering programs and services to companies around the world since 1982, and 

have never looked back or wished I had done otherwise. The contingencies of the marketplace 

have shaped my behavior and accomplishments in ways that the academic world or public 

systems never could have done.  This was one of the most life-changing lessons that Lindsley 

passed on to me, and to many others. 

 

Pass it on! 

Lindsley was a brilliant scientist and scholar, as evidenced by his list of publications, 

many of which were later re-published in collections and special issues. He was also a gifted 

communicator, combining scientific precision and erudition with humor, charm, and interactive 

exercises that took advantage of his discoveries.  While we never spoke about it in exactly this 

way, I believe that his career modeled a kind of evolutionary imperative, particularly for us 

behavior scientists.  Our science has taught, and continues to teach us important lessons about 

human behavior and how to influence it.  Faced with the countless challenges of evolution as a 

species, we humans can use all the help we can get. As a behavior scientist, it has always seemed 

to me that we owe it to our species, and to our earthly environment, to communicate what we 

learn to others, so that they can use it to make a difference (Binder, 2005). Ogden never stopped 

trying to pass it on. 
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His mentor, Skinner, wanted to help the world, even though he began as an author 

without compelling subject matter before enrolling in graduate school to discover something 

important to write about.  Skinner ended his life as an author and communicator, described as the 

most important psychologist in the 20th century (APA Monitor, 2002), delivering his final 

presentation at the American Psychological Association and his final paper in the weeks before 

he passed. 

Lindsley followed in that tradition. He was not the dedicated author that Skinner was. But 

he hired a professional editor, a journalism instructor at Boston University, to ensure the best 

possible written communication, when he published the many articles and chapters while 

working at the Behavior Research Lab.  Later,  he worked hard as a teacher and lecturer to 

engage and teach his audiences. 

Because I was never part of the publish-or-perish world of academe, nor did I have to 

publish to achieve tenure, my own writing has been driven strictly by the need to pass on what 

I’ve learned.  Ogden encouraged me in that effort, and pointed out that if we write for journals or 

other publications outside our narrow field of behavior science and its application, we will be 

more likely to effect change  by connecting with new audiences.   

An important strategic element of Lindsley’s mission with the standard celeration chart 

was to reach out far beyond the teachers and applied behaviorists who were its initial users.  He 

envisioned precision therapists, managers and business people, social scientists, policy makers, 

legal scholars, and many others using the power of the standard celeration chart to better 

understand human learning and performance, to make better decisions, and to accelerate efforts 

to help.  This was his vision when a group of us formed the Standard Celeration Society in 1990. 

Sadly, that has not yet emerged as a significant thrust of the standard celeration charting 

community. But hopefully, with the growing use and accessibility of digitally created and 

communicated standard celeration charts, “passing it on” will occur more widely in the future, to 

advance Ogden’s vision of helping the world in a big way.  Like Steve Jobs, whom Lindsley 

brought to my attention in the late 1970s, an early adopter of the Apple II computer, Ogden 

wanted to “make a dent in the Universe.” The standard celeration chart has the power to do so, if 

wielded and passed on in a strategic, visionary way. 

  

Use Plain English 
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When Ogden moved from Harvard Medical School research to special education teacher 

training at Kansas University, he appropriated his WW II experience to describe himself as 

“parachuting behind enemy lines.” And while one might focus on word enemy in that 

description, since in many ways the fads of conventional education have often functioned as the 

“enemy” of behavior science, we might more profitably focus on the need to communicate when 

one lands in the middle of a foreign population.  You need to speak the language of the locals. 

Lindsley spent many years and conversations trying to select plain English words and 

phrases to communicate principles and findings from behavior science. This is most obvious in 

his early writings, where he was trying to communicate outside the field of behavior science 

(Lindsley, 1971), but also later after precision teaching had evolved for two more decades 

(Lindsley, 1991).  My favorite example was his use of the word relief to label what behavior 

scientists call negative reinforcement. The latter term has always served as a stumbling block in 

communication. Negative reinforcement is reinforcement, so it increases the rate of responding. 

But it’s being negative means that it functions when the behaver avoids or escapes from events 

or conditions that would be punishing if presented after a response. This has often been 

confusing to people. The word relief unmistakably describes what happens when one avoids or 

escapes an aversive event. 

Some say that Lindsley went too far in his use of what have been called “neologisms.”  

Particularly when using words to describe the effects of events on behavior, or patterns of 

behavior resulting from interventions, he used some words that are not as plain English as they 

might seem. Celeration (for deceleration or acceleration) and verge (for diverge or converge) are 

two examples that may be obscure for many listeners. Bounce (for variability), jump (for step-

wise changes in frequency), and turn (for changes in trend) are perhaps more self-explanatory. 

But ignoring for the moment Lindsley's specific choice of words, his effort to use 

language that would communicate without errors to new audiences had an enormous impact on 

my own work, especially as I moved with his encouragement into corporate training and 

performance improvement. 

Before and during my move to business applications, Eric Haughton and I began to use 

the term fluency, or behavioral fluency (Binder, 1987, 1990, 1993, 1996) to describe the ranges 

of correct responding per minute that we and other precision teachers had discovered as 

characteristic of competent, adult skill. It was a better choice than mastery or proficiency, 
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because it implicitly included a time dimension (as in speaking a language fluently, which is both 

accurate and quick or smooth), and because many people are already familiar with the term in 

the context of speaking a foreign language or learning oral reading.  We consciously shifted to 

using the word fluency after several conversations in the late 1970s, and have found that it 

communicates immediately, with few misunderstandings, ever since. This was an application of 

the lesson learned from Og about choosing words that most people can understand immediately.   

With that in mind, it always irks me when I hear precision teachers at conferences speaking in 

behavior science jargon, when some of the people in the room lack their technical background in 

behavior science.  When we combine standard visual displays of data on the chart that Lindsley 

and his students created with plain language that everyone in an audience can understand, simply 

because they know the vernacular, more people understand what we're talking about. It's really 

that simple. While there may be advantages in scientific communities for using precisely defined 

technical terms, Lindsley's effort to communicate with greater precision and with more widely 

understood words has helped to engage many teachers, students, and parents without 

backgrounds in behavior science. 

Og’s encouragement to use plain English has driven the last 25 years of my professional 

career, as I and my colleagues first learned to use the customer’s language as we entered the 

fields of sales and customer service with application of what we had learned from precision 

teaching. In recent decades, I created a comprehensive performance improvement methodology 

called Performance Thinking®, which relies on two simple visual models and 21 plain English 

words for its working vocabulary.  We find, following Ogden’s lesson that we should speak in 

the language our audiences can understand, that we can engage anyone in any function at any 

level in large organizations about performance improvement, and that our choice of words does 

not create barriers to communication. At our annual gatherings of clients and colleagues from 

many different industries and professional disciplines, once we ask participants to refrain from 

using industry acronyms and jargon, it is stunning to notice how everyone in the audience can 

learn with and from one another more easily. 

 

Be Humble Enough to Admit When You’re Wrong 

Ogden brought the perspective of a natural scientist to everything he did.  An important 

part of that perspective is the recognition that, in areas that we explore and seek to understand, 
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we must practice what Zen Buddhists call beginners mind.  That is, in science, we don’t know the 

answers, but seek to discover them. This contrasts with those who perceive themselves as 

scientists, but who arrogantly tell us what they know.  The essence of Skinner’s natural science 

of behavior, further refined and applied by Lindsley, is an openness to discovery, the recognition 

that what is known is far less than what is unknown, and the admission that at any point we could 

be proven wrong with data. There is an essential humility in the stance of a natural scientist. 

Ogden expressed this in one way when he labeled errors that students might make as 

learning opportunities – abbreviated as L.O.s by many precision teachers. A deeper reflection of 

his intellectual humility was when he admitted he had been wrong about something, and proudly 

recognized people who had corrected him.  The best example in my recollection concerned use 

of 1-min timings in precision teaching.   

As a laboratory behavior scientist, Ogden had been accustomed to direct and continuous 

measurement of behavior for extended periods of time. Early measurement of behavior 

frequencies in classrooms under his guidance generally involved extended periods of continuous 

measurement. Applications often involved problem behavior of one kind or another, and 

continuous monitoring allowed teachers to determine when the behavior was most likely to 

occur, if there were predictable patterns over the course of a day, and so on. 

But two of his graduate students, Harold Kunzelmann and Eric Haughton, came to Ogden 

in 1968 with the suggestion to measure skilled behavior with 1-min timings. According to both 

Ogden, and his two younger colleagues, he strongly resisted the idea at first. After some back-

and-forth, and their collecting measures using 1-min timings, Lindsley became convinced that 

they were correct about the sensitivity of 1-min timings. 1-min timings subsequently became the 

default duration of measurement for most precision teachers, leading to many important 

discoveries in subsequent years. My research on endurance (Binder, et al, 1990) led to the 

practice of using sprints – even shorter intervals for sampling behavior, particularly for behavior 

that occurred at very high rates or with students who were still struggling to respond at all. 

Ogden often described in public how Eric and Harold had argued with him, and how he 

had changed his mind. He was proud of that, and he modeled the perspective of a true scientist, 

who does not know but who wants to know. That humility is at the heart of the inductive science 

that he taught and empowered with his measurement technology.   
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Dress for the Audience 

While this was not one of Ogden’s most important scientific lessons, his approach to 

dressing for work made a big contribution to my shift from educational to corporate performance 

applications.  He was the model of dressing for the audience, and often spoke about it to me. He 

wanted to be recognized by his audiences as being a member, rather than an outsider. He did not 

want dress code to get in the way of effective influence or communication. And, of course, when 

I was a young professional before business casual had come to mean wearing one’s best jeans, 

correct fashion was an important lesson to learn. 

When he met with educators and psychologists, Ogden wore one of several seersucker 

sport coats with a bow tie. This was his image of an educational professional, and it served him 

well. It seemed appropriate that Dr. Lindsley was dressed in the way that a headmaster or other 

educational leader might dress, at least in a traditional school. 

But when in a business setting, Og was very much a Brooks Brothers business suit guy. 

He made a point of showing me that he bought his suits at Brooks Brothers, a retailer that he 

would describe as “top of the line.” He wore good darks suits, with an occasional khaki for 

warmer climates, and conventional business ties. I recall in 1978, when he began introducing me 

to performance management consultants at conferences to nudge me into that arena, he wore a  

business suit rather than his usual seersucker. When we both worked as consultants to 

BehaviorTech, a computer based instruction company targeting business training, founded by 

Robert Orgel, one of his graduate students, we both showed up in business suits. He modeled 

that practice for me, much like a father would show his son how to dress. When we presented 

together at conferences of the International Society for Performance Improvement, we both wore 

business suits and he never failed to tell me I looked sharp. 

One of my favorite pictures of Ogden, from when the Great Falls precision teaching 

Project in Montana hosted its annual trainers’ conference in Kalispell, Montana – a cowboy sort 

of town – Og wore a top-of-the-line Stetson hat and some fine cowboy boots. I chuckle in 

retrospect with appreciation and love for Ogden, realizing that that was also an example of his 

dressing for the audience! 

 

Buy Apple Computers 
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Ogden was proud to be one of the earliest owners of the Apple II computer. He acquired 

it, according to him, as one of the many ways he worked to stay young and up-to-date. He was a 

pioneer in teaching educational computing at the University. He always brought his Apple II to 

conferences, where he encouraged his students and colleagues to acquire them, shared software, 

and was very public about it. Many of those who knew Og at the time bought Apple IIs. I did 

not, lacking funds to do so, although somewhat later, in 1986, I bought my first Macintosh and 

have purchased 60+ Apple products for my family and my businesses since then. 

However,  Ogden’s drawing attention to Apple was for me more important than its effect 

on my adoption of Apple products. He introduced me to the importance of Steve Jobs during the 

late 1970’s, when Apple was first starting to revolutionize the computer industry.  Jobs was both 

an exemplary entrepreneur, at a time when Og was beginning to tell us to “go private,” and a 

passionate evangelist for user experience and the principle of simplicity (Segall, 2012). He and 

Steve Wozniak “made a dent in the Universe” by turning what had been a hobbyists’ nerdy 

world of homemade components wired together as primitive computers into a consumer product, 

a self-contained box that a housewife with no technical background could use to store and access 

recipes, or a manager could use to store and manage business data. 

I  became a  Steve Jobs follower for the rest of my life, and continue to be, with a signed 

portrait of Jobs hanging in my office next to my framed letters from Skinner.  For nearly 40 

years I’ve been devoted to bringing the relatively complex disciplines of behavior science and 

performance engineering into wide use across organizations where there is no technical 

knowledge of behavior science.  Just as Jobs founded one of the first user testing laboratories 

(and hired one of our then-young colleagues, Greg Stikeleather, who had studied behavior 

science with Murray Sidman), we have always user tested our models and vocabulary. The 

language I now use to communicate and teach about performance improvement 

(www.SixBoxes.com), based on Gilbert's (1978) Behavior Engineering Model, which was 

brilliant but hard to understand for many users, was user-tested for several years in the middle 

1980s before we settled on it (Binder, 1998).  Just as Jobs emphasized simplicity and user 

experience, I have always tried to  distill complex subject matter into digestible, integrated 

models and frameworks without losing important underlying concepts or principles (Binder, 

2018). I owe much of the direction of my career to the inspiration provided by Steve Jobs, first 

introduced to me by Og Lindsley. 
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Just Say Thank You! 

A lessons I learned from Ogden, rather late in my career and toward the end of his life, 

was more personal than professional.  I had for most of my life been self-deprecating when 

someone offered me praise.  At a time in the 1990s, when I had become a thought leader in the 

International Society for Performance Improvement (ISPI), and spoke often at conferences, I 

shared the podium with Ogden for a presentation on measurement.  After the session, which 

went well, he and I were heading back to our rooms, riding up an escalator (I can visualize it as 

though it were yesterday).  He told me that I had done a very good job. I began my usual push-

back, saying how it could have been better if I had only done this or that differently. At that 

moment, halfway up the escalator, Og stared me directly in the eyes, used a swear word that I 

suspect he used more often in his Army Air Force days, and said to me with some emphasis, 

“Shut up and just say Thank you!” That one comment, from Father Og, delivered with great 

force and seriousness, permanently changed my behavior. I do not believe I have engaged in 

self-diminishing push-back to a compliment since then. And, more importantly, I’ve realized that 

pushing back on someone’s compliment is not only unnecessary and unseemly. It is disrespectful 

to the person who offers it. I am grateful to Ogden for that lesson, and for so many other lessons 

that he taught me and countless others. Thank you, Ogden! 

 

His Last Message to the Troops 

The title of this last section might not convey Ogden’s exact language, but somehow it has 

always seemed appropriate to me. I often sensed, particularly in his later years, that Ogden partly 

viewed himself through his military experience,  something akin to a senior military officer with 

an obligation to lead and care for his troops – the many of us who learned from him, admired 

him in countless ways, and followed him, as it were, into battle.   

At the end of his life, when he knew he would shortly die of cancer, after spending an 

several weeks in the hospital preparing for the end with Nancy, his beloved wife, he wrote a 

parting message to those of us who had been close to him (Neely & Johnson, 2005). I think it’s 

fitting to include part of that message as a conclusion to my description of the lessons he left 

behind. Without fail, it always brings me to tears of gratitude and deep affection for this great 

man, my professional Father, even when I read it silently to myself: 
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Together we rescued frequency which Grandpa Fred Skinner decried lost to behavior analysis 

when he wrote, "Goodbye My Lovely." That is why I left Harvard Medical School and went to 

the University of Kansas Medical Center – to introduce frequency ahead of the behavior analytic 

false prophets...… 

  

Surprisingly, we went on to discover celeration and the standard celeration chart. To frequency, 

Skinner’s extremely sensitive performance measure, we added celeration, the only sensitive 

standard learning measure.… 

 

We are trying to race up a steep mountain of learning information which we have only just 

started to collect. 

  

Stand on my shoulders as I stood on Fred Skinner’s shoulders. You see more big things from up 

here and you see further. 

       I love you all. 

       Happy charting, 

       As ever, 

       Og with Nancy 
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