The Learning Perspective
Historical and cultural conditions that gave rise to the perspective:

Psychology before behaviourism:
Structuralism (Wilhelm Wundt) – too mentalistic for behaviourists

Introspectionism – reporting on mental processes – also too mentalistic

Functionalism (William James) – dealt with functions of mind and behaviour – but no rigid methodology

Psychodynamic perspective – S. Freud – too woolly, speculative and pessimistic – vague concepts

Influences:

Philosophy: Aristotles – associationism – contiguity and frequency – a stimulus becomes associated with a response it didn’t originally evoke.

Hard sciences:
Darwin & evolutionary theory – survival of the fittest, humans are similar to animals

Biology & Chemistry – reductionism, scientific methods.

“Zeitgeist”: urbanization, industrialization, it appealed to the 20th century personality America

World War I: evoked hostility towards Germany (anti-intellectualism in USA)

Assumptions:
1. Only observable behaviour should be studied - objectivity

2. Mind doesn’t matter

3. Only scientific methods of investigation should be applied

4. Scientific principle of parsimony > seeking the simplest possible explanation for any event

5. Human nature is neither good nor bad; it just sets the stage for the conditioning of good/bad behaviours

6. No free will

7. Nurture  - personality development depends on the history of reinforcement

8. Emphasis on experimental/scientific investigation

9. Environmental determinism

10. Nomothetic approach

11. Concept of associatism (Aristotles, Hume, Mill, etc)

>Basic explanation of learning: forming connections between ideas + events, everything comes down to stimulus-response connections

Key concepts:

Classical conditioning: this was first theorized by Pavlov (1927), who was investigating the salivating reflex in dogs, an unconditioned response that occurred in response to food being administered. Pavlov realized that the dogs would salivate not just in response to food (unconditioned stimulus, US) but also to anything else that coincided with the feeding routine, such as the ringing of a bell (neutral stimulus, NS). In a classical conditioning experiment, an artificial neutral stimulus (such as the bell) is offered consistently just before the natural trigger (US, such as food). Following repeated exposure to the neutral stimulus, the dog learns (is conditioned) to respond to the neutral stimulus. The dog will now salivate to the ring of the bell. When a learned response is acquired, conditioning is said to have occurred, and the neutral stimulus is now termed the conditioned stimulus.
   Before conditioning:

Food (UCS)                                  Salivation (UCR)

Bell (NS)                                       No response

   During conditioning:

Bell (NS) + Food (UCS)               Salivation (UCR)
   After conditioning:
Bell (CS)                                       Salivation (CR)


Conditioned response: a response that is learnt through the process of association, reinforcement, modelling or imitation to a conditioned stimuli.

Conditioned stimulus: a neutral stimulus will transform into a conditioned stimulus after repeated occurrence of the NS being followed by unconditioned stimuli. Through learning the new CS will elicit the same response as the UCS.

Unconditioned response: a natural, innate response to a unconditioned stimulus.

Unconditioned stimulus: an object or event, a stimulus that elicits a natural innate response in an individual.

Learning: the connection (association) between the two stimuli (CS, UCS)
Stimulus generalization: the tendency to produce the same CR, when a stimulus similar to the original CS is presented.

Stimulus discrimination: learn to distinguish between two stimuli and respond selectively – depends on past experience.

Extinction: stop responding when CS is presented repeatedly without being paired with the UCS.
Spontaneous recovery: recoverance of the CR when the CS is presented after some time since the extinction training

(See, Watson & Rayner, 1920, Little Albert experiment)

Operant conditioning: first theorized by B. F. Skinner (1904-90), who suggested that almost all behaviour was under the control of reward and reinforcement. Behaviour that was followed by reward would increase in frequency and behaviour not “reinforced” would naturally decrease in frequency. Skinner undertook many experiments to demonstrate the effects of operant conditioning on behaviour and developed the Skinner box (image below).

Reinforcement: the process of presenting a stimulus that, when it follows a response, results in the increase in the probability of the response reoccurring.

Primary reinforcers: food, water, air (survival)

Conditioned reinforcers: e.g., attention, praise, money
Negative reinforcement: aversive stimulus, which when it follows a response tends to decrease the probability of response occurring in the future.

II types of nr: escape and avoidance
Positive reinforcement: positive stimulus, which when it follows a response tends to increase the probability of response occurring in the future

Punishment: a response is followed by a negative reinforcer which results in the decrease of the probability of response. You have the behaviour and you stop it ≠ negative reinforcement (which leads to absence or escape from a negative stimuli)

Omission: removing a positive reinforcement in order to decrease the probability of a response.

Observational learning: also known as imitation, the copying of another individual’s behavior. Imitating the behaviors of others is a powerful form of social learning, and the reinforcement parents provide their children via reward and praise as their children imitate “grown up” and morally acceptable behavior, ensures children develop many aspects of their behaviors in this manner.
Bandura was the first to investigate alternatine explanations of learning, which involve cognitive abilities.

Major factors influencing imitation: (Gross, 1992)

1. Consistency: a model behaves in a way that is consistent across the situations, e.g. always polite.

2. Relevance: relate to model in some way: the more they relate, the more likely they are to imitate them.
3. Appropriateness: e.g. ”Male aggressive models are copied more often than female aggressive models” (sex – role stereotyping in Western societies)

4. Similarity: only in sex identity (differentiation starts at 30 months)
5. Reward: if the child observes someone that has been rewarded, it affects the child in the same way as it would, had the child produced the behaviour itself and been rewarded for it – results in repetition of behaviour. (> vicarious (substituted) reinforcement)
¬ Imitation is more likely to occur if the model has received vicarious reinforcement

¬ Avoidance in performing a punished action is called response inhibition or counter imitation.
6. Friendliness: warm and caring adults are more likely to be imitated than cold, uncaring adults

7. Powerfulness: models with power, in control, are more likely to be copied than “weak” models.

¬ Children do not immediately show the learned behaviour

(See Bandura, Ross & Ross, 1961, Bashing Bobo study)

· Theory can deal with inconsistencies in the child’s behaviour (e.g. well-behaved at school, not at home)

· Given the right environment, any behaviour can be changed

· Cognitive element

· Too much emphasis placed on what happens with the child rather than what the child does with the information she/he has.

· Criticism:
· Demand characteristics produced by unfamiliar social situation
· Ethical objections

Biological preparedness: the biological determination/origin of associative learning (≠ conditioning)

¬ development of specific fears (phobias) in humans

         Stimuli might be:

Prepared: cause something

Contra prepared: not causing anything

Non-prepared: neutral; might cause and might not – not fully loaded stimuli

· Evolutionary value

Imprinting: another process of forming an association (=learning) with another animal, object, or class of items

→ innate process but influenced by experience

→ Ethology: Lorenz (1935), see study of goose eggs.

Imprinting can be visual, aural, olfactory, sexual

Imprinting Vs Learning:
1. Critical period of time

2. Rapid change: imprinting takes place quickly and with little effort

3. Imprinting is not restricted to a specific individual but to a class of objects

4. Irreversibility (?)

5. Lasting effect: immediate effects are for safety & foods, the lasting are in terms of reproduction
╚► Imprinting = BONDING + ATTACHMENT
Attachment: emotional tie (imprinting + emotion)

Boding: described the relationship between a mother and her infant

(See Harlow, 1959, Bonding in rhesus monkeys)

Other theoretical explanations of behaviour:
Shaping: behaviours are built up gradually through progressive or successive reinforcement as each behaviour comes closer to the final goal.

Schedules of reinforcement:

Continuous reinforcement: every response is followed by reinforcement

Partial reinforcement: reinforcement is given intermittedly

Types of schedules:

Fixed ratio schedule: deliver reinforcement after every nth response
Variable ratio schedule: deliver reinforcement after a random number of responses (based upon a predetermined average)
Fixed interval schedule: deliver reinforcement for the first response after a fixed length of time since the last reinforcement, while premature responses are not reinforced.
Variable interval schedule: deliver reinforcement for the first response after a random average length of time passes since the last reinforcement
Learned helplessness: a psychological condition in which a human or animal has learned to believe that it is helpless. It thinks that it has no control over its situation and that whatever it does is futile. As a result it will stay passive when the situation is unpleasant or harmful and damaging. It is the view that depression results from the perception of a lack of control over the reinforcements in one's life that may result from exposure to uncontrollable negative events.
(See Seligman &Maier, 1967, Learned helplessness in dogs)

Methods:
· Assumption: only scientific methods of investigation
╚►Laboratory experiment

· Provided many accurate, precisely stated descriptions of human behavior
· New technology and methods of investigation evolved
· Psychology as a science
· Low ecological validity
· Generalization (?)
· Artificial conditions
· Narrowness of the variables being investigated
· Assumption: mind doesn’t matter, all organisms learn in the same way (learning works in the same way)

╚►Use of animal subjects

· Use of animals where humans couldn’t have been possible subjects (more investigation)
· Generalization possible to some extent (because of physiological similarity)
· No mind (≠ humans) in animals
· Pain – suffering, discomfort (e.g. nark-detecting dolphins)
· Generalization
· Mind does matter
╚►Objection to “vague”, non-measurable concepts (as in Psychodynamic psychology)

Application of Learning Theory:
Therapy:
Model: cause of abnormal behavior lies in faulty (wrong) learning

The behavior is the problem

Aim of therapy: change the undesired behavior

Past is irrelevant – identification of ways to modify it in the present.

1. Implosion: repeated exposure to vivid mental images of feared stimuli, in the safety of the therapeutic environment

2. Flooding: confrontation with feared stimulus/preventing escape or avoidance

3. Aversion Conditioning/Therapy: is used to introduce negative (aversive) stimulus, that is associated with an existing undesirable behavior

*Criticism: deliberately causes pain and discomfort to the patient (was used for treatment of alcoholism & homosexuality)

4. Systematic Desensitization: list with situations where the person imagines him/her self in them, using relaxation techniques to overcome fear. Eliminates the response by replacing it with a competing response of relaxation → “counter conditioning”
5. Token economy: use for de-institutionalization & children / give reward to do something good (e.g. for mentally ill people, to take a bath)

6. Covert Sensitisation: milder form of aversion therapy / symptom substitution

Aggression: a form of learned behavior that refers to voluntary responses that a person acquired and modified by the process of reinforcement

Instrumental aggression: aggressive behavior is maintained because it is reinforced positively. “Instrumental” → the aggressive behavior results in acquiring the desired reinforcer.

═►Prevention: alter the environmental conditions (also, punish immediately)

· some aggressive acts are not instrumental

Frustration-Aggression Hypothesis: (Dollard, 1930s) Frustration (=the blocking of a goal-oriented response) is the sole cause of aggression. Intensity is determined by the intensity of frustration

· has an intuitive appeal

· frustration does not always lead to aggression

· a frustrating situation may elicit different types of aggressive behaviors in people

═►Society: focus on those elements that encourage frustration and therefore aggressive responses

Modeling theory and aggression: see above

Evaluation of the perspective:
· Behaviorism has been very influential. Modern psychology still relies heavily on scientific methods that were first proposed by Watson’s (1913) Behaviorist Manifesto.

· Practical applications: behaviorism has given rise to numerous therapeutic applications

· The approach is seen as mechanistic. Human beings are complex animals, we feel emotions, we live in complex societies, etc. to see humans as functioning in a mechanistic manner is to over-simplify human behavior

· It is deterministic and reductionist. The approach rejects the notion of free will that we actively chose how to behave. Reductionist means that the approach takes complex behaviors and tries to explain them in simplistic ways.

· It excludes innate factors. We know that genetic factors do play an enormous role in influencing human behavior and behaviorism simply does not acknowledge this.

· Based on work with non-human animals: the approach has been criticized for making generalizations about human beings based on experiments on non-human animals.
