LEARNING

Learning is a relatively permanent change in behavior that comes about as a result of experience.   Aspects of your life as varied as your gender role, motivation to achieve academic success, and your political attitudes depend on learning.  Learning is not automatic or due to maturation.  Psychologists have identified three types of learning:  classical conditioning, operant conditioning, and observational learning.

Classical Conditioning

Classical conditioning is a form of learning that occurs when two stimuli that are paired—presented together—become associated with each other. The Jaws score was always paired with an impending shark attack, so you learned to feel apprehensive every time you hear the music.   

We first learned about classical conditioning from Ivan Pavlov who studied the digestive systems of dogs and found that dogs would salivate to stimuli that was associated with their food (e.g., food dish, sight of assistant, the sound of a bell).  

Terminology

1. US (unconditioned stimulus)—an event that automatically produces an unconditioned response without any previous training (sight of shark when you’re at the beach)

2. UR (unconditioned response)—reaction that is automatically produced when an unconditioned stimulus is present (scream, run as fast as you can)

3. CS (conditioned stimulus)—neutral stimulus that acquires the ability to elicit a CR after being paired with an unconditioned stimulus (the Jaws theme)

4. CR (conditioned response)—response elicited by a conditioned stimulus that has been paired with an unconditioned stimulus (feel a sense of foreboding when you hear the music).  The CR is similar to the UR.  

Differences between UCS, CS, UCR, CR

1. Your child gets burned by hot coffee, and he screams and cries.  The next time he sees your coffee mug, he says “Hot! Boo boo!” and leans away from the cup.  UCS: getting burned by hot coffee.  UCR:  screaming and crying.  CS:  coffee mug.  CR: leaning away from the cup.

2. You love doughnuts.  Every time you see one, you feel hungry, and your mouth waters.  You especially love Krispy Kreme doughnuts.  Whenever you see the “Hot” sign flashing in neon red, your mouth starts watering, and your stomach starts growling.  UCS: doughnut.  UCS: mouth waters.  CS: “Hot” sign. CR:  mouth waters, stomach growls.

Examples of classical conditioning in action:  You and your boyfriend/girlfriend are in the early stages of love.  You’re sharing a special moment, and a song comes on the radio that you both comment on. Soon, that song becomes “your song” and you end up playing it at your wedding years later.  You’ve learned to associate that song with the special feeling attached to your mate.  It brings back memories of good times.  Music is a very powerful conditioning tool and is used often in movies, soap operas, advertisements, and even cartoons.  

Another example is the development of a phobia.  Many phobias develop through classical conditioning.  Consider a person who was locked in a closet as a child as punishment and had trouble breathing through all the coats.  That person might develop claustrophobia (a fear of enclosed spaces) and become anxious whenever she’s in an enclosed space.   Treatment for phobias:  Systematic desensitization, a technique in which you learn to relax deeply in the presence of the stimulus you fear.  Ex: You’re terrified of spiders. You learn to relax when you look at a spider in a book.  Then you do the relaxation response when a spider is brought in the room in a closed jar.  In small baby steps, the therapist will open the lid of the jar, let the spider crawl out of the jar, crawl on your hand, etc., all while you’re deeply relaxed.  The idea is that you can’t be both deeply relaxed and fearful at the same time. You learn to associate relaxation with the stimulus instead of associating fear with the stimulus.  It’s a highly effective technique.

Another example is developing a taste aversion.  If you become sick after eating a specific food, it’s very likely that you’ll avoid that food later because you remember being so sick after eating it.  Animals do this all the time.  Once they’ve eaten something that’s made them sick, they won’t eat it ever again.  ***Phobias and taste aversions are the strongest type of conditioning.  It only takes one pairing for the association to cement, and once it’s there, it’s very hard to extinguish.

In advertising, advertisers often try to pair that product with sex or beauty.  This is why you often see sports cars with beautiful women perched on them.  Advertisers are hoping that men will associate the car with sex.  Or think of the Herbal Essence commercials, which are clearly sexual. 

Basic processes in Classical Conditioning:
Acquisition: the training stage during which a particular response is learned.  Several factors influence the acquisition of CRs.  

1. Sequence of CS-US presentations.  

a. CS precedes US (trace conditioning)—a light goes on, then goes off, then a shock occurs

b. CS precedes US and stays on for the part of US (delayed conditioning)—light goes on and stays on for the first part of the shock

c. CS occurs at the same time as the US and for the same length of time (simultaneous)—light and shock come on at the same time and go off at the same time

d. CS at the end of the US (backward)—the shock occurs before the light comes on, and the shock ends before the light comes on.

Which do you think is best?  Most people think that trace conditioning produces learning most effectively, but actually, delayed is best, especially if the delay between the CS and US is short.  Example:  You’re getting your eyebrows waxed.  Before they rip the hair off, a hot wax is applied.  As soon as you feel the wax, you start to tense up in anticipation of the pain. The wax, of course, stays on, as your brows are ripped off.  After the first experience with brow waxing, you’ll come to feel nervous as soon as the first bit of wax is applied. 

2. The stronger the US, the stronger the conditioning (taste aversions, phobias, dog bites).  

3. The more times the CS and US are paired, the stronger the CR becomes.

4. Acquisition occurs relatively rapidly at first.  After repeated pairings, however, the acquisition slows down and levels off.  Sort of like weight loss.

Extinction: The process of eliminating a conditioned response. The easiest way is to stop pairing the CS and US.  If a song continuously reminds you of another person that you no longer want to think about, the best thing to do is to play the song repeatedly while you’re not in the presence of the other person. The reaction will decrease.  Example: a child’s  whining behavior.  You extinguish  it by refusing to give in to any request he makes while whining.  After a few days in which the whining behavior is escalated (in his attempt to get your attention), it will decrease because he’s learned that whining no longer gets him what he wants.  He used to associate whining and crying with receiving whatever it was he’s asked for.  Now he has to say it nicely to get what he wants.
Spontaneous recovery.  This is the reappearance of an extinguished CR after the passage of time.  Not just in the lab.  Assume you went skiing last winter and had a bad fall.  After summoning some courage, you hit the slopes again for another two days and do fine. Your fear seems to have been extinguished.  However, a year later you return to the ski resort.  All of a sudden, your fear is back, but it’s likely to be weaker.  This is spontaneous recovery.  It’s also seen frequently in smoking.  Someone could quit smoking and not have a cigarette for years, only to give in and have another cigarette one day.  It’s easier to quit the second time around.  When behavior spontaneously recurs, it’s weaker than it was the first time. 

Generalization and discrimination.  Generalization is the occurrence of responses to stimuli that are similar to a CS.  Example:  A child is stung by a bee and learns to fear anything that flies.  Discrimination is the occurrence of the response that is specific to the CS.  The child who was stung by a bee might fear only bees and not things like moths or butterflies.

