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8/30/08 

I’ve been moved to a new facility. From what I can gather it’s a university. I like it here. I only have to share a cage with one of my brothers now, not my whole family. From my cage I can see racks with loads of other rats. Our neighbors are really cool, we found out that they’re related to us; apparently we all have the same father. Small world eh? Humans come in about once a day. We get lots of food and water. I wonder how we can go about getting a T.V.?
9/1/08

I’m beginning to wonder if the humans are torturing us. Our water bottle has been missing for almost an entire day. My brother and I are very thirsty. We’ve begun to plan an escape. 

9/2/08


Today was eventful. The highlight, of course, was when we got our water bottle back. But that’s the end of the story; let me start at the beginning. We were taken upstairs to a dark room full of terrified looking humans. One human was assigned to each of us. Their first task was to pick us up. My human was easily foiled. Every time it reached for me all I had to do was squeal and it would scream and go away. It was really quite amusing; the humans at the old facility never got so scared. My brother’s human was not so easily thwarted, and he was gone from the cage pretty quick. I’ll admit I got a little nervous without him and conceded to my squeamish human, although I made a note of this as a potential component of an escape plan. My human put me into a square box with a glass front, and slid the lid closed. The floor was metal with no bedding. Can a rat get a decent bathroom around here?! Or at least some privacy, the human would not stop staring at me through the glass front. I’d heard of something like this before. When we lived at the breeding facility, the older rats would tell us stories at night. The box I was in is called a Skinner box. It usually consists of a response device and a source of reinforcers. Sure enough, a lever was sticking out of one wall. There was a hole in the floor close to the lever; water! I’d heard that they used these boxes to train us to make responses in order to receive reinforcers. A reinforcer is a stimulus that increases the frequency of a response it follows. A response (or behavior) is a musclar, glandular, or neuro-electrical activity.  In this case the behavior would probably be pressing the lever and it would be reinforced by receiving water. The humans describe this relationship between the reinforcer and the response as a contingency.  This one would look like this:


But before I started pressing the lever, my human had to pair water with the click sound the dipper makes when water comes up. They did this using the pairing procedure, which means pairing a neutral stimulus with a reinforcer or aversive condition. This pairing turns the neutral stimulus into a learned reinforcer through the value-altering principle.  A learned reinforcer is a stimulus that is a reinforcer because it has been paired with another reinforcer. The value-altering principle states that the pairing procedure converts a neutral stimulus into a learned reinforcer or learned aversive stimulus. In this case pairing the click (neutral stimulus) with water (unlearned reinforcer), it looks like this:

Good thing that I knew all this, now all I had to do was sit by the dipper and wait…and wait…what gives? I thought the point of these things was to get water. I turned away, to go explore the rest of the box, and sure enough, “click!” I ran to the dipper and slurped up the measly drop of water it offered. Of course, I had forgotten that these silly humans never assumed that it was ridiculously obvious to us what behavior was required. There’s a lever in the box, of course we’ll have to press it. But humans insist on shaping the behavior. Shaping with reinforcement requires the differential reinforcement of only the behavior that more and more closely resembles the terminal behavior. It looks like this:

[image: image1]

This was going to be fun. I spent the rest of my time in the box performing with the least possible effort to get my water. After about a half hour my human slid the lid back and put me back into my cage with my brother, but not after a lengthy hesitation. I didn’t squeal this time, I was eager to get back to my cage. So here we are, back downstairs, and with our water bottle. I have a feeling that this won’t be our last Skinner box adventure…
9/9/08


Things have turned into a routine around here. Every few days, they take away our water bottle and the following day we are put into the Skinner boxes. We’ve attempted escape a few times. It seems that there isn’t a way out of the upstairs room. Once we’re on the floor, there’s no where to hide, let alone escape to. There is usually lots of screaming and commotion, until someone picks us back up again. My human is becoming much more forceful with me. It also requires me to press the lever for water every time. I tried to get lazy by only pressing it with one paw, but it caught me and used differential reinforcement to get me to cut it out. Differential reinforcement procedure includes reinforcing one set of responses and withholding reinforcement for another set of responses. In this case, the human reinforced my lever presses with two paws and withheld reinforcement for my lever presses with one paw. So much for being lazy. In a contingency, it would look like this: 
9/16/08

The human has been making me do loads of crazy things in the box. The other day the lever felt like it weighed a million pounds, and I still had to push it all the way down to get some water. Ridiculous. I learned today how unobservant I am. There is a light above the lever in my box. It’s always on when I’m in the box, today I didn’t notice that it was off. Apparently, this is a sign that I won’t get water when I press the lever. I’d heard of this procedure too, it was called the discrimination training procedure. It consists of reinforcing or punishing a response in the presence of one stimulus and extinguishing it or allowing it to recover in the presence of another stimulus. In my case, the human was reinforcing my lever presses in the presence of the light and extinguishing them when the light was off. Tricky. In a contingency it looks like this:

Of course, during the first extinction phases I got very angry. I started clawing at the lever, and the dipper, and pretty much anything else I could get my paws around. It was very frustrating to not comprehend why a response that was previously getting reinforced was no longer producing water. Now that I understand, I just go sit in the corner when the light is out.
11/25/08

Dear readers, 

I’m very sorry that I have not had time to write. The Skinner box has been taking most of my energy. The requirements are getting more intense and unpredictable and it is harder to acquire water. I’ve begun to understand a bit of human communication, and am beginning to think that we are nearing the end of the Skinner box experiments. Although I thought I also heard about a future experiment and something about 80% body weight. Only the future will tell. My human took some photographs from the inside of my Skinner box. I believe that it will be attaching them to this journal. I hope that you enjoy them, and that you have gained some perspective about what life is like as lab rat like me.
Until next time,


Rudolf 
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