
Rules, Rule-Governed Behavior, and Organizational Change in a
Large Metropolitan Research University

Douglas L. Robertson and Martha Pelaez
Florida International University

We examine the use of rules to influence organizational change in a large metropolitan
research university. The macrobehaviors of interest involved student success metrics (such
as on-time graduation) that are part of the performance metrics favored by the university
system’s selecting environments, such as the Florida State University System’s Board of
Governors, federal funding programs, and national philanthropic organizations. Five di-
mensions of a recently revised taxonomy of rules and rule-governed behavior (Pelaez,
2013) are used to analyze rules that have been introduced to effect the desired behavioral
change in students. The context is Florida International University (Miami), and the change
effort is its national award-winning Graduation Success Initiative (GSI; 2011–2015). The
interrelated GSI interventions are large and complex. Therefore, isolating and evaluating
each individual intervention has not been possible. However, the GSI’s cumulative effect
appears to have been to help to increase on-time graduation by 16 points in 4 years. The
manipulation of rules specifying contingencies seems to have played an important role in
that success and is the subject of this discussion.

Keywords: organizational change management, macrobehaviors, metacontingencies,
rules, undergraduate student success

The ability to identify specific interventions
with large ripple potential is critical for achiev-
ing organizational change at scale. Put simply, a
focused intervention can have large scale, pos-

itive impact as its consequences work through
the system’s nested hierarchies and its ele-
ments’ complex horizontal and vertical relation-
ships. The skillful manipulation of well-targeted
rules has this potential, which is the subject of
this article. For 4 years (2011–2015), the Grad-
uation Success Initiative (GSI) was a compre-
hensive, university-wide set of interventions
that aimed to improve student success (as mea-
sured by variables such as 6-year graduation
rates for first time in college students) at Florida
International University (FIU), a large public
metropolitan research university in Miami,
Florida (fall 2016 enrollment � 55,157; 89%
underrepresented, 64% Hispanic; 91% com-
muter; Carnegie classifications: highest re-
search activity and engaged). The GSI was in-
formed by behavior analytic concepts
(Robertson & Pelaez, 2016) and in its 4 years
appears to have helped to improve the on-time
graduation rate by 16 points from FIU’s histor-
ical low (41%) to its historical high (57%; see
Figure 1). In November 2013, the GSI received
the Most Visible Progress Award from the As-
sociation of Public and Land-Grant Universi-
ties.
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A change in university leadership has
brought precipitously announced, rolling reor-
ganizations; the disruption of highly function-
ing synergies; and uncertain contingency and
reinforcement fields (see Table 1). The impact
of these reorganizations on student success met-

rics are not precisely known, although some
consequences have already become apparent
and some empirically based projections are pos-
sible (see Figure 1).

This article discusses examples of the use of
rule manipulation during the GSI (2011–2015)
as successful interventions to bring about large-
scale organizational change. In particular, it
demonstrates the utility of using the specific
dimensions of a particular rules taxonomy (Pe-
laez, 2013) not only to create contingencies that
lead to effective change but to unpack and an-
alyze the efficacy of rules so that their effect on
rule-governed behavior is understood as it re-
lates to desired change. But first, we define three
key concepts that helped us analyze the context
of the university.

Macrobehaviors, Macrocontingencies, and
Metacontingencies

Macrobehaviors (or cultural practices) refers
to particular behavioral patterns that many in-
dividuals exhibit. This often occurs when many
people happen to do the same thing indepen-
dently not collaboratively (Glenn, 2004, p.
140). Macrocontingencies refers to the cumula-
tive sum of the consequences from the individ-

47
46

45
44

41

47

50

53

57

55
56

57
56

60

63

67

40

45

50

55

60

65

70
Pre-Gradua�on 

Success Ini�a�ve
Reorgan-
iza�ons

Gradua�on 
Success Ini�a�ve

Figure 1. Six-year graduation rate (percentage who graduate on time) for cohorts of students
in college for the first time at Florida International University (FIU): (a) Pre-Graduation
Success Initiative (GSI) actual rates are dark gray; (b) GSI actual rates are black; (c)
postreorganizations projected rates are light gray (2010–2016 is now an actual postreorga-
nizations rate); and (d) target rates of FIU’s Beyond Possible 2020 Strategic Plan (approved
by the FIU Board of Trustees in March 2015) are white.

Table 1
Florida International University Reorganizations
for 2015–2016

• Breakup of the College of Arts and Sciences
• Creation of a new free-standing School of International

and Public Affairs
• Elimination of the free-standing Division of

Undergraduate Education, which provided university-
wide leadership for the Graduation Success Initiative

• Elimination of the free-standing University Graduate
School

• Elimination of the free-standing University College
• Elimination of the free-standing School of Journalism

and Mass Communication
• Merger to create a new College of Communication,

Architecture, and the Arts
• Elimination of the free-standing College of Education
• Merger to create a new College of Arts, Sciences, and

Education
• Creation of multiple new executive positions at the

level of dean, associate and assistant vice president,
vice and associate provost, and executive director
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ual behavior of many people doing the same
thing (Glenn, 2004, pp. 142–143). Metacontin-
gencies involves interrelated behavior patterns
(or interlocking behavioral contingencies) that
are supraorganismic phenomena existing at the
cultural level of analysis (Glenn, 1988, p. 167;
Glenn, 2004, pp. 144–145). In our case, when a
large number of individual students at Florida
International University behave in such a way
that they do not graduate in 6 years (macrobe-
haviors) and the university system manifests
recurring interlocking behavior patterns that
support or promote this unsuccessful student
behavior (metacontingencies), we have seen in
South Florida a large number of students (and
their families) with no degree and large debt, as
well as a regional economy lacking in the
skilled labor force that it needs (macrocontin-
gencies). These metacontingencies are typical
of a sufficiently large enough number of uni-
versities, particularly metropolitan universities,
that elevating the on-time graduation rate has
become an explicit national priority. During its
4 years of operation (2011–2015), Florida In-
ternational University’s Graduation Success
Initiative attempted to implement rules (poli-
cies) to change these undesirable macrocontin-
gencies (e.g., reducing the number of students
with no degree, high debt, and poor employ-
ment) by changing both macrobehaviors
(changing reinforcement systems for individu-
als so that they graduated on time) and metac-
ontingencies (changing nested hierarchies of re-
curring interlocking behavior contingencies
such that on-time graduation was supported
rather than hindered; Glenn & Malott, 2004;
M. E. Malott, 1999, 2001, 2003; M. E. Malott &
Glenn, 2006; M. E. Malott & Salas Martinez,
2006; Robertson & Pelaez, 2016).

In this article we discuss several examples in
which the manipulation of rules has been used
in interventions to produce large organizational
change (Houmanfar, Rodrigues, & Smith, 2009;
R. W. Malott, 1993; Pelaez, 2013; Robertson &
Pelaez, 2016).

Rules and Rule-Governed Behavior

In this section, we first provide some back-
ground of the original taxonomy of rules and
rule-governed behavior (Pelaez, 2013; Pelaez &
Moreno, 1999). We have proposed elsewhere
that the probability that the listener (e.g., a

student) will behave according to a rule pro-
vided by an authority or institution (e.g., the
university) will depend on the type of rule pro-
vided (e.g., its dimensions), the context in
which the rule is provided (e.g., conditions), and
the listener’s history with that rule or other
similar rules (e.g., a student’s knowledge of
university rules; Pelaez, 2013; Robertson & Pe-
laez, 2016). We want to acknowledge here that
manipulations of other types of rules and di-
mensions have been conducted in studies of
stimulus equivalence, relational frames, and de-
rived stimulus relations and that behavior ana-
lysts have distinguished rule-governed behavior
from direct contingency-shaped behavior on the
basis of different sets of controlling contingen-
cies (e.g., Galizio, 1979; S. Hayes, 1989; S. C.
Hayes, Barnes-Holmes, & Roche, 2001; Hayes
& Hayes, 1992; Reese, 1989; Verplanck, 1992;
Zettle & Hayes, 1982). Moreover, Barnes-
Holmes, Barnes-Holmes, Smeets, Cullinan, and
Leader (2014) have already shown how rela-
tional frame theory (RFT) can provide a behav-
ior-analytic account of both stimulus equiva-
lence and human language.

Given the purpose of this article, however,
we limit our discussion here to the taxonomy
offered by Pelaez (2013) because it is the con-
ceptual model that we used for the GSI inter-
ventions. Pelaez’s revised taxonomy of rules
takes into account five dimensions of an entire
contingency arrangement specified in the rule
and explains how these dimensions may relate
to the listener’s behavior. The classification is
made according to rule (a) explicitness, (b) ac-
curacy, (c) complexity, (d) source, and (e) time.
But first, we provide some background on the
behavioral meanings of rule and rule-governed
behavior for those not trained in behavior-
analytic traditions.

Rule-governed behavior has been theoreti-
cally and experimentally contrasted from be-
havior that is learned and maintained by its
direct consequences (e.g., Catania, 1985; Cata-
nia, Shimoff, & Matthews, 1989; Cerutti, 1989;
Hineline & Wanchisen, 1989; Vaughan, 1989;
Zettle & Hayes, 1982). Skinner (1953, 1957,
1966, 1969) distinguished between behavior
shaped by direct consequences, naming it con-
tingency-shaped behavior, and behavior con-
trolled by verbal antecedents, naming it rule-
governed behavior. In Skinner’s account,
contingency-shaped behavior is maintained by
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direct consequences and comes under the con-
trol of discriminative stimuli. In contrast, rule-
governed behavior is controlled by verbal be-
havior and is only indirectly maintained by its
consequences. In this sense, Skinner (1966)
identified rules as contingency-specifying ver-
bal stimuli—as stimuli that specify, either di-
rectly or indirectly, consequences for the behav-
ior.

By applying RFT concepts to the notion of
verbal operants proposed by Skinner (1957),
RFT provides a modern behavior-analytic ac-
count of human language and cognition, includ-
ing listener’s rule-following (S. C. Hayes et al.,
2001). RFT has also expanded the scope of
organizational behavior management and its
complex human behavior (see S. C. Hayes,
Bunting, Herbst, Bond, & Barnes-Holmes,
(2006). Next we distinguish between behavior
that is directly shaped and maintained by its
consequences and behavior that is controlled or
influenced by rules that verbally specify the
contingencies involved.

We find the concept of rule-following behav-
ior helpful because it describes how human
behavior can come under the control of contin-
gencies and can be modified by antecedent ver-
bal stimuli (i.e., rules). The function of a rule or
instruction, in this case of GSI, was to influence
and guide the behavior of the students, faculty,
and staff (i.e., listeners). That is, the goal was to
control the listeners’ behavior in a way specified
by the verbal behavior of the speaker (the uni-
versity). Although the control of rules in gov-
erning behavior has been demonstrated, the dis-
tinction between contingency-shaped behavior
and rule-governed behavior, at times, can be
confusing. This is why theoretical inconsisten-
cies in the distinction between notions of con-
tingency-shaped and rule-governed behavior
have been discussed (e.g., Cerutti, 1989; S.
Hayes, 1991); Pelaez-Nogueras & Gewirtz,
1995; Ribes, 1992). Although both direct con-
tingency-shaped and rule-governed behaviors
are established by consequences, their control-
ling variables and functional properties differ.

According to Linda Hayes (1991), the main
difference between rule-governed behavior and
contingency-shaped operants is that the ante-
cedent stimuli in the former case are always
verbal in nature, (p. 7). That is why the dimen-
sions of the rules need to be examined. The
particular functions of the controlling rules are

to specify (either explicitly or implicitly) the
entire contingency array among antecedent
stimulus, response, and consequence in a given
context (Pelaez, 2013). A rule must be under-
stood in terms of the descriptions it makes of
contingent relations among the three-term con-
tingency (or four- or five-term) in context. Such
relations might or might not be present in the
very situation where the rule is given, which
implies more complexity of all contingencies
embedded in the rule. The transmission of these
non present complex contingent relations can be
achieved only through the substitutional func-
tion of language. As Pelaez and Moreno (1999)
stated: “The ultimate controlling character of a
rule would be based on ready-made discrimina-
tive attributes that, by virtue of the listener’s
verbal history, do not require new conditioning
in every new situation in which the rule is
provided” (p. 22).

In this way, people can behave from the outset
in accordance with rules and instructions that they
have never before experienced. Let us explain
further. It is important to distinguish between two
sets of contingencies in rule-governed behavior:
those contingencies related directly to the behav-
ior of interest (tracking) and those related to the
verbal antecedents of such behavior (pliance;
Zettle & Hayes, 1982). Rule-following behaviors
like pliancy and tracking behaviors have been
extensively discussed in the literature on rule-
governed behavior and instructional histories
(e.g., Dixon & Hayes, 1998). From our perspec-
tive, the emphasis is on the analysis of the two sets
of all contingencies involved in terms of both
form (or topography) and function. The two sets
of contingencies of interest are those specified
verbally in the rule discriminative stimulus
(Sd) ¡ response (R) ¡ reinforcing stimulus
(Sr), or (Sd–R–Sr), and those in which the lis-
tener’s behavior is embedded (Sd–R–Sr), the latter
contingencies resulting from direct tracking or ex-
periencing consequences. Rules and rule-related
behaviors can be meaningfully understood only
when analyzed as an interdependent unit. There
exists a codependent relation between the rule and
the behavior of the listener. As stated earlier, a
rule’s function can be identified only in terms of
its relation to rule-governed behavior, and rule-
governed behavior makes sense only in reference
to a rule, or set of specified contingencies. A rule’s
form or structure or dimension, however, can be
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identified a priori, before identifying its function
on the listener’s behavior.

This is why we have emphasized that the
probability that the listener (e.g., a student) will
behave according to an institutional rule will
ultimately depend on (a) the contingencies ver-
bally specified in such rule, (b) the context
within which the rule is provided, and (c) the
listener’s history (e.g., culture) with that or sim-
ilar rules. In our present analysis, we focus on
rules and on the set of contingencies that they
specify for the listener (Skinner, 1989). Our
main purpose in the next section is to emphasize
that the analysis of rule-governed behavior
should involve both the form and the function of
rules. Thus, each of the rule dimensions in the
proposed taxonomy can influence the listener’s
rule-following behavior (Herrera, Pelaez,
Reyes, Figueroa, & Salas Martinez, 2001).

Dimensions of Rules

At least five dimensions (continua) affect the
function of rules to shape behavioral change
(Pelaez, 2013). These five dimensions as binary
choices generate 32 different combinations or
types of rules. As continua, of course, the pos-
sibilities are endless. Rules’ dimensions can be
as follows:

1. Explicit versus implicit. “Rules can be dis-
tinguished based upon the completeness
or specificity of the contingencies ex-
pressed” (Pelaez, 2013, p. 262). This
means that a rule explicitness identifies all
the components of the three-term contin-
gency model: (a) desired student behavior,
(b) the antecedents or context in which
such behavior should occur, and (c) the
consequences for following or not follow-
ing such instruction. On the other hand,
“when examining an implicit rule, we will
note that the contingencies may not have
gained verbal expression—either because
some of the components were unnamed or
because they were expressed in a way not
identifiable in time and space” (Pelaez,
2013, p. 262).

2. Accurate versus inaccurate. “An accurate
rule specifies contingencies that, when
followed, match certain event-conse-
quence relationship in the environment—
they are congruent” (Pelaez, 2013, p.

263). In other words, the contingencies
verbally specified in the instruction have
correspondence with the environmental
contingencies that are experienced by the
student. Rule-governed behavior is sensi-
tive to the contingencies specified only
when these prescriptions correspond with
the programmed or real consequences
(say–do correspondence). In turn, follow-
ing inaccurate rules can desensitize the
listener to the effects of programmed con-
sequences (e.g., Buskist & Miller, 1986;
Catania, Matthews, & Shimoff, 1982;
Martinez-Sanchez & Ribes-Iñesta, 1996).
Hence, in addition to the degree of accu-
racy in a given contingency-rule prescrip-
tion, the listener’s history and current con-
text significantly affect the extent to which
rules will influence behavior.

3. Lower versus higher order rule complex-
ity. “The contingencies specified in a rule
include at least one relation between the
behavior, its antecedent stimuli, and its
consequences. . . . [R]ule complexity refers
to the number of dimensions of the ante-
cedent stimuli and the stimulus relations”
(Pelaez, 2013, p. 263). To explain, a rule
of high complexity can be embedded
within another rule and be conditional to
particular conditions. This implies condi-
tional discrimination. For example, a rule
that is conditional or related to another
rule would be saying to the students that if
you registered for class (R) during this
preregistration week (Sd), you will re-
ceive a tuition credit (Sr), but only if you
register for 12 credits and if you are in
good standing with the university (no
debt). This is a response–environment re-
lation that is constrained to another con-
dition(s). Thus, rules of higher level of
complexity involve a secondary or higher
order class of relation. A second-order
response then involves deriving a relation
from another relation(s). Thus, a higher
order relation includes a second-order
stimulus control of rules and associates
one relation to other dimensions (or to
other relations). This level seems to cor-
respond to Sidman’s (1986) five-term con-
tingency (5–SD-{SD-R-SR}). There is no
limit to the complexity embedded in these
rules.
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4. Rules provided by others versus self-
provided (self-directed). “In cases of rules
provided by others, the speaker (rather
than the listener) specifies, implicitly or
explicitly, the criterion for the listener’s
behavior. In the case of self-provided
(self-given or self-directed) rules, the
speaker and the listener are the same in-
dividual” (Pelaez, 2013, p. 264). Further-
more, a rule can be self-generated or self-
derived from other sets of previously
learned rules. The term self is used here
not to imply the initiation of a behavior by
an autonomous internal agent or by some
imaginary part of the individual. It refers
to the individual’s behavior repertoire.
That is, the self-provided or self-directed
rules were originally taught by others.
Furthermore, they can also be self-
generated or self-derived. Students derive
rules from their own learning experiences
and learned relations. Self-directed rules
are helpful for problem solving. Self-
constructing rules about what to do and
how to solve a problem arise in following
instructions (Barnes-Holmes, Hayes, &
Dymond, 2001).

5. Rules that specify immediate versus de-
layed contingencies. “A rule could specify
or imply immediate or a delayed conse-
quence for following or not following
such rule” (Pelaez, 2013, pp. 265–266).
Students often identify improbable and re-
mote consequences of their actions, as
when they say or think, “If I keep getting
bad grades and decreasing my GPA, the
university may take away my financial
aid.” Often, students may conform or not
to such a rule with remote consequences,
and at other times they just comply with it.
There is a distinction between complying
with and conforming to a rule (Verplanck,
1992). Rule compliance involves follow-
ing and behaving according to a rule that
has been either stated to the listener or
self-directed. Rule conforming involves
responses consistent with the rule, al-
though the listener (the student) may re-
main unable to verbalize or derive the rule
(see Pelaez, 2013, for further elaboration).

Instructions, requests, and demands can func-
tion as contingency-specifying verbal stimuli.

Instructions specify the response that will pro-
duce the reinforcing (positive or negative) con-
sequence, as well as its context (discriminative
stimuli). The result is often that students engage
in generalized compliance. That is, students
learn to follow nearly all instructions provided
by the university system and, given the history
of reinforcement to responding to other mem-
bers of this instructional stimulus class, they
quickly derive new rules. In other words, their
performance is maintained as long as there is a
correspondence between the instructions pro-
vided, the behavior specified, and consequences
that follow. Rule compliance tends to generalize
due to arbitrary applicable responding or de-
rived relational responding (for research exam-
ples and a more elaborate analysis of derived
relational responding see S. C. Hayes et al.,
2001; O’Hora, Pelaez, Barnes-Holmes, &
Amesty, 2005).

Using the topographic (or structural) dimen-
sions that we emphasize here (and that are in-
trinsically related to the function of the rule) as
lenses to create and analyze student rule-
following has been helpful in the large-scale
GSI intervention. The GSI developed and im-
plemented rules that are explicit, accurate, sim-
ple, and produce feedback and consequences as
immediately as possible. Although the rules
were provided by the system (others), the goal
is for the other-provided rules to be learned and
function as self-provided over time as students
learn enlightened self-advising regardless of
major. Learning enlightened self-advising is
one of the GSI’s goals in much the same way as
improving students’ ability to conduct effective
self-directed learning is an important goal in
courses regardless of subject.

GSI Conceptual Framework and
Change Template

Although the GSI’s interventions were made
horizontally and vertically throughout the uni-
versity and were complex, the GSI vision (goal
and route to the goal) was simple and involved
a straightforward four-point framework to ar-
rive at on-time graduation: (a) help students to
identify their appropriate major (matching their
preparation, abilities, interests, vocation, and
goals) as early as possible, preferably at admis-
sion; (b) provide a clear semester-by-semester
path to on-time graduation in that major; (c)
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give immediate feedback concerning whether a
student is on or off the path; and (d) remove
barriers and add supports on that path. Realizing
each of these points identified specific problems
that needed to be solved and thereby created the
GSI work plan.

An equally simple change template was used
to execute this vision. The major agents who
were involved with the student success metrics
that comprised the specific objectives of the GSI
were identified. The desired behavior was de-
scribed (i.e., behavior that would contribute to
achieving the overall student success objectives,
the macrobehaviors). The current behavior was
compared to the desired behavior and if lacking
became the target behavior for that agent (i.e.,
dysfunctional behavior vis-à-vis the objectives
that was targeted for change). A strategic inter-
vention was determined, and reinforcing contin-
gencies were built into the system to sustain the
targeted behavior outcome. Next we discuss
several examples where the manipulation of
rules outlined earlier was the strategic interven-
tion.

Rule Compliance Example: Complete
MyMajorMatch

The first point in the GSI’s four-point con-
ceptual framework is to help students to select
an appropriate major, preferably at admission.
A romantic vision exists that in a liberal arts
curriculum students should wander through a
Chinese-menu-style general education curricu-
lum for 2 years or more trying this and that in
largely unsupervised experimentation and that
at some point they will have a Damascus Road
experience and suddenly see what their major
should be and how it relates to their future life.
The data for FIU students simply do not support
this vision. In 2009 (prior to the GSI), 75% of
students who dropped out had never declared a
major. In 2009, 77% of students who were
admitted to a major graduated on time. How-
ever, also in 2009, over 5,900 students (21% of
active undergraduates) had earned more than 72
credits (of 120) but were not admitted to a
major. They were supposed to declare a major
at 60 credits. FIU’s overall on-time (6-year)
graduation rate was in the alarming mid-40%
range and falling.

An analysis of the data regarding the behav-
ior of FIU students appeared to show a relation-

ship between being in an appropriate major and
graduating on time. The desired behavior for
students was to discern and select an appropri-
ate major at admission. The targeted behavior
was the normative pattern of not selecting a
major well into the junior year, if then even. A
pre-GSI university policy required students to
select a major at 60 credits (of the 120 credits
needed to graduate), but the policy was not
enforced. Strategic interventions included intro-
ducing the rules that, beginning with the enter-
ing class of fall 2012, all students would have to
complete MyMajorMatch and declare a major
to complete the admission process. MyMajor-
Match is a highly valid and reliable online vo-
cational interest inventory whose results are
connected to MyMajor, an online compendium
of all FIU majors including a precise eight-
semester map of what students would take for
each major, which essentially defines what the
major means when that meaning may not be
altogether clear to the applicants, particularly
first-generation applicants (http://undergrad.fiu
.edu/gsi/advisors.html). Applicants take 10 min-
utes to complete the online inventory, then see
their top five (of 77) vocational interests, then
see what FIU majors and specific courses they
would take to get those jobs. Incidentally, My-
MajorMatch’s job taxonomy is identical to that
of the national Occupation Information Net-
work (O�Net; http://www.onetcenter.org), a
richly interactive, user-friendly site to which
applicants are encouraged to go. Reinforcing
contingencies include being able to complete
the admission process as well as later doing
significantly better in the first year (in terms of
grade point average and retention) if a major
was selected that corresponded to those that
MyMajorMatch indicated (Trusty, 2014).

The key here is helping the student to select
an appropriate major, not just any major (a
choice that might be uninformed, fanciful, friv-
olous, and highly inappropriate). So the key
explicit rule is that all students must complete
MyMajorMatch (essentially an online learning
system to discern an appropriate major) to com-
plete the admission process. The rule that all
students must declare a major to complete the
admission process is necessary but not suffi-
cient to achieve the goal of helping the students
to discern and select an appropriate major at
admission. Internal research has shown that
completing MyMajorMatch is where the gain is
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earned (Trusty, 2014). Next we examine this
demonstrably effective rule in terms of our rule
taxonomy dimensions.

Regarding the explicit–implicit dimension,
an explicit rule should include all three contin-
gency components and specify not only the
required student’s response but the context for
such behavior. On the other hand, in the implicit
rule or instruction the contingencies may not
have gained verbal expression—the conse-
quences for not following the rule are not ver-
bally specified. That is, in an implicit rule, the
contingencies are often unnamed or not identi-
fiable.

In our intervention, it was explicitly stated
that to complete the admission process, the ap-
plicant needs to complete MyMajorMatch.
When applicants begin the online admission
process, a portal is created for each one of them,
and on their portal is a to-do list, which must be
completed to complete the admission process.
Although completing MyMajorMatch is on the
to-do list, in fact, applicants are considered for
admission even if they have not completed
MyMajorMatch. The applicants do not know
this fact. We would emphasize that the conse-
quence of not completing MyMajorMatch,
however, is implicit. That is, students follow the
rules because of the learning history in other
institutions or large bureaucracies. Students
learn that they need to pay attention to the rules
or they get stalled by noncompliance.

Regarding the accurate–inaccurate dimen-
sion, the rule is not entirely accurate, nor does it
have good correspondence with the actual con-
tingencies. The rule nonetheless influences the
applicant’s behavior because of the implicit
learning history just described. Typically, the
listener’s behavior (the student’s) adjusts to the
rules when the reinforcing contingencies speci-
fied in those rules are accurate or correspond to
the programmed or “direct” contingencies (e.g.,
DeGrandpre & Buskist, 1991). In turn, follow-
ing inaccurate rules may ultimately desensitize
the listener to the effects of actual contingencies
(e.g., Catania et al., 1982; Martinez-Sanchez &
Ribes-Iñesta, 1996). Hence, as stated in Pelaez
(2013), “In addition to the degree of accuracy
in a given contingency-rule prescription, the
listener’s history and the current context sig-
nificantly affect the extent to which rules will
influence behavior” (p. 263). This well-
documented phenomenon of humans following

inaccurate–incongruent rules is worth noting
with respect to the GSI. Student applicants be-
lieve that the description of the consequence is
accurate because in their experience bureau-
cratic rules such as this one are usually accurate
and correspond to the actual consequences. In
fact, if applicants do not complete MyMajor-
Match but they complete everything else on the
to-do list (e.g., submit documents such as tran-
scripts, pay the application fee), they are admit-
ted if they qualify even without completing
MyMajorMatch.

The reason for this rule inaccuracy is the
pragmatic fact that university leadership be-
lieves that the university cannot afford to lose
qualified applicants over this peccadillo. If the
applicants’ academic records are sterling and
their checks do not bounce, university leader-
ship wants these applicants in the entering co-
hort. This inaccuracy works well in this case
because applicants are not yet a part of student
networks and are relying on their learning his-
tory (where the consequences were accurate)
rather than on knowledge of the FIU inaccu-
racy. If the learning history that implicitly sup-
ports the accuracy of the rule is not extant, then
the bluff may not work. Here it worked.

Regarding the lower–higher rule complexity
dimension, the rule is simple, or exhibits low
rule complexity. Less complexity in rules likely
makes them more effective (Herrera et al.,
2001). A more complex level of the rule or
instruction may specify a relation among two or
more dimensions, each relation forming a rela-
tional frame (Trigo, Martinez, & Moreno,
1995). In the GSI implementation, the relations
specified in the rule between the antecedent
stimulus (signaling students by placing the
completion of MyMajorMatch on their to-do
lists), the target behavior (the actual completion
of MyMajorMatch), and its consequences (re-
moving that task from applicants’ to-do lists
that locks them in the system) are straightfor-
ward and uncomplicated by qualifications.

Regarding the other-provided–self-provided
dimension, the rules in our intervention were
clearly provided. Effective rules that are con-
structive for students can often begin as other-
provided and transform into self-provided rules.
For example, in the rule that applicants must
complete MyMajorMatch, the idea is that by
completing the online learning system to dis-
cern their appropriate major, applicants will see
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the value of the databases involved, such as
MyMajorMatch, MyMajor, and O�Net, and
then will return to those databases as a self-
provided rule that they must themselves inte-
grate their academic and vocational interests
using these data. This process serves the goal of
developing self-directed lifelong learners.

Regarding the immediate– delayed contin-
gencies dimension, a similar discussion regard-
ing accuracy–inaccuracy pertains to this rule. It
is stated that the immediate consequence of not
completing MyMajorMatch is not completing
the admissions process and therefore not being
eligible for admission. However, if applicants
do everything on their to-do list except com-
plete MyMajorMatch, they will be admitted.
The implicit consequences in the rule appear to
be immediate to the student, but they are actu-
ally delayed. If applicants are admitted, they are
immediately assigned to a professional adviser
in their major. These professional advisers have
access to sophisticated data portals for each
advisee, and they can see whether each student
has completed MyMajorMatch and whether
each student chose a major that corresponded to
the indicated vocational interest. At the same
time, professional advisers are trained to persist
in getting all of their advisees to complete My-
MajorMatch and to discuss the choice of majors
with regard to the vocational interests indicated
by MyMajorMatch. If advisees do not heed
their advisers, the advisers have the ability to
place a hold on their advisee’s ability to register
and require the advisee to meet with the adviser
to lift the hold. So the consequences of not
completing MyMajorMatch are considerable
and effective, even though they are delayed
(albeit made to appear immediate).

Rule Compliance Example: Stay
on the Path

To reiterate, the four-point GSI conceptual
framework was as follows: (a) choose an appro-
priate major, (b) provide a clear path to on-time
graduation, (c) give immediate feedback
whether on or off the path, and (d) remove
barriers and add supports on the path. The de-
sired behavior for students is to stay on the path
to on-time graduation. Prior to GSI, normative
behavior for students was not to have a clear
and specific path and to take courses that did not
contribute to their graduation, which became

the targeted behavior. Among the strategic in-
terventions was introducing the rule that stu-
dents need to stay on track or they will not be
allowed to proceed (register) without a meeting
with their adviser. A companion strategic inter-
vention was the development and deployment
of My_eAdvisor, a sophisticated tracking tool
that matched the students’ behavior (which
courses they were taking and what their perfor-
mance was) with the courses and performance
levels on the students’ major map (semester-by-
semester path to on-time graduation in each
specific major). Reinforcing contingencies in-
cluded (a) praise from the adviser when staying
on track and (b) alerts and interventions (includ-
ing having holds on registration) when not stay-
ing on track.

Next, we take the rule that students must stay
on track or they will not be allowed to proceed
without meeting with their adviser and discuss it
with regard to the five dimensions of our rule
taxonomy. In reference to the explicit–implicit
dimension, this rule is explicit. Students are
informed by numerous sources (orientation
counselors, academic advisers, peer advisers)
about the rule. However, this information
comes at the beginning of their academic career,
when they are being informed of many rules
that are all important, all at the same time. The
consequences are stated explicitly and are not
implied, which is about all that can be done at
the beginning. Later, actually experiencing the
direct consequences stated in the rule reinforces
its accuracy.

Regarding the accuracy–inaccuracy dimen-
sion, the rule is strongly toward the accuracy
end of the continuum, although the conse-
quences described verbally do not totally corre-
spond to the actual consequences in the envi-
ronment. That is, when one unpacks an
undergraduate curriculum, one finds that it is
full of rules—policies regarding general educa-
tion, the major, the overall baccalaureate de-
gree, financial obligations, social and academic
conduct, parking infractions, and so forth. For
each major, the tracking tool is built with as
many of these rules as possible and automati-
cally reads the students’ documented behavior
vis-à-vis these rules and provides immediate
feedback to the student and to the adviser. The
rule that students must stay on their path really
encompasses many rules that constitute the
path. In the beginning, My_eAdvisor was gen-
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erating too many alerts (Sds), an overwhelming
number, and all of the alerts were not worthy of
concern. For example, if a student failed a pre-
requisite math course and had to retake it, that
student would never be on the eight-semester
MajorMap and would continually generate
alerts, which would lose their meaning for both
the student and the adviser. Students’ maps
needed some individualization. In fact, even
though the maps lead to graduation in 4 years,
the goal is to have students graduated within 6
years. So significantly fewer critical indicators
were enabled in the tracking tool (e.g., critical
indicator courses with high predictive value of
success in specific majors, maintenance of an
adequate grade point average), and these critical
indicators (some universal for all majors and
others specific to the major) were the basis for
the reduced automated alert generation. The
rule remained that students need to stay on the
path or they will not be allowed to proceed
without meeting with their advisor, which intro-
duced some inaccuracy in favor of functionality
and simplicity.

Which leads to the dimension of lower versus
higher rule complexity. The antecedent cues
(Sds) appear in the path; the target behavior is
staying on the path; and the consequence is
being praised and allowed to proceed or, if the
behavior is not emitted, not being allowed to
proceed until having a conference with the ad-
visor. Rule complexity revolves around the
complexity of the antecedent—the path. In this
case, the antecedents for the entire student body
are complex (multitudinous paths), but the an-
tecedent for each individual student (the indi-
vidualized path) is simple. The macrobehaviors
(many people doing the same thing) are
changed by changing the behavior of individu-
als. The rule is simple at the individual level—
stay on your particular path, which you and
your advisor have set for you.

In reference to the other-provided–self-
provided dimension, the rule definitely begins
as other-provided, with the intention of becom-
ing self-provided or self-directed (Barnes-
Holmes et al., 2001), although self-provided is
not equivalent to a self-generated or self-
derived rule (see Pelaez, 2013). One of the GSI
goals is to create learning systems that support
enlightened self-advising. Achieving this goal
not only introduces significant efficiencies and
savings for the university but, more important,

serves the overarching curricular goal of devel-
oping highly functioning, self-directed, lifelong
learners.

My_eAdvisor and the professional advisors
constitute a GSI learning system intended to
help students to learn to advise themselves
effectively—to monitor their own behavior
and progress. Not unlike course-management
systems (e.g., Blackboard and Canvas),
My_eAdvisor provides students with the ba-
sics of their progress, thus leaving advisors
with more time to have the really important
conversations with students about their con-
cerns, aspirations, and vocation, just as
course-management systems handle the ba-
sics of course management and free the
teacher to do the nuanced work that leads to
deep learning.

Finally, concerning the immediate–delayed
contingencies dimension, the rule has immedi-
ate consequences that have the potential to build
to more significant, delayed consequences.
When students receive My_eAdvisor alerts,
they have the option not to read them, to read
them and disregard them, or to read them and
take corrective action. For example, regarding
corrective action, the My_eAdvisor tracking
system has the ability to interact in real time
with the online course registration system so
that if students’ corrective action involves sign-
ing up for a particular course, the students see in
real time the available sections and can register
immediately upon receiving the My_eAdvisor
feedback. If students do not read the alerts or
disregard them and furthermore do not respond
to advisor attempts to communicate with them,
then the advisor can place a registration hold
on these students until they contact their ad-
visor and do what is requested to remove the
hold. Prolonged self-destructive behavior has
been stopped. Incidentally, a challenge of the
My_eAdvisor system is that it is transcript-
based and is set up to respond to behavior at
the end of each semester. Although its con-
tingencies are immediate for the semester,
they may not be immediate for the failing
behavior. Early alert systems that are being
developed are course-based rather than tran-
script-based and can detect at-risk students
early in the semester when they are behaving
problematically but before they have actually
failed the course and can still be helped.
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Another challenge for the My_eAdvisor sys-
tem that reduces the immediacy of its conse-
quences is that the university encourages stu-
dents to register several semesters in advance.
So by the time the My_eAdvisor alerts are is-
sued indicating that the student is off the path,
that student may already be enrolled for an
inappropriate course for the next semester. Ad-
visors can detect this problem and correct it.
However, advanced registration does increase
the possibility of unnoticed, inappropriate en-
rollment. Notwithstanding these challenges, the
improvements in the immediacy of response to
students’ off-path behavior has improved sig-
nificantly.

Conclusion

Rules and rule-following behavior were used
extensively in the GSI as strategic interventions
with pertinent agents in the university system
(e.g., students, advisors, advisors’ supervisors,
faculty, chairs, deans). The intention was that
rules were explicit, accurate, and simple; that
they began as other-provided and became self-
provided over time; and that they had immedi-
ate consequences for student successes and fail-
ures. Although isolating and evaluating the
myriad of interrelated, university-wide inter-
ventions that comprised the GSI is impossible,
worth noting is the fact that GSI’s cumulative
effect appears to have helped to produce a 16-
point increase in on-time graduation (the mac-
robehavior) in the GSI’s 4-year existence. Al-
though a tightly controlled analysis of one
particular intervention variable is impossible in
a real-world, large-scale, multivariate set of in-
terrelated interventions in a complex organiza-
tion, the creation and analysis of rules (or pol-
icies) using the five dimensions of a rules
taxonomy (Pelaez, 2013) seems to have contrib-
uted to changing these targeted macrobehaviors
and metacontingencies in order to change tar-
geted student success macrocontingencies that
have critical significance in the university’s se-
lecting environment (Robertson & Pelaez,
2016).
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