Learning


How do we change our behaviors? How do we cause other people or animals to change their behaviors?


All learning involves the creation of associations between stimuli and responses.

Types of learning

Habituation: Learning to ignore a familiar stimulus.

Classical conditioning: Learning direct associations between a stimulus and a response.

Operant conditioning: Learning associations between our behaviors and some external stimulus.

Cognitive learning: We learn because we gain new knowledge.

Classical Conditioning


In classical conditioning, what is learned is an association between a stimulus (S) and a response (R).


Some of the responses are unconditioned reflexes, which reflect an association between an unconditioned stimulus (US) and an unconditioned response (UR).


Others are learned – a conditioned stimulus (CS) and conditioned response (CR).

Classical conditioning is the process of pairing a CS with a US so that the UR eventually becomes the CR. For example, with Pavlov’s dogs.

Other phenomena: Second-order conditioning, extinction, generalization, and discrimination.

Operant conditioning

In operant conditioning, what is learned is that some action performed will elicit some desired effect.

Law of effect: As an animal undergoes operant conditioning, its tendency to make the proper response will increase.

Shaping: Molding a desired series of behaviors through successive approximation.

Positive/negative reinforcement

Conditioned reinforcement: How do otherwise meaningless things (like grades or money) become positive reinforcement?

Reinforcement schedules: How do you teach an animal to do something repeatedly?

Discriminative stimuli: More general discrimination.

Aversive conditioning: Using punishment to train avoidance and escape.

