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Structure	  of	  session	  

1.  Classical	  and	  operant	  condiBoning	  
2.  The	  cogniBve	  revoluBon	  
3.  Concept	  learning	  and	  category	  formaBon	  
4.  Socio-‐cultural	  perspecBves	  
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ComparaBve/Behaviourist	  Approach	  

J.B. Watson 
 
Move away from 
unobservable traits 
(instrospectionism) 
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Learning 

•  Change in behaviour from experience 
•  Stimulus-Response (S-R) Psychology – 

focus is on input and output.   
•  The mind = black box.   
•  Not observable and therefore not within 

the scope of traditional behaviourist 
psychology. 
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Classical Conditioning 

•  Focus – Reflexive responses which are 
innate, unconscious, automatic, 
involuntary behaviours.  

•  Learning is based on contingencies, 
associations between stimuli. 
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Classical	  condiBoning	  

•  Pavlov	  (1849-‐1936)	  

•  Physiologist	  examining	  
digesBon	  in	  dogs	  

•  First	  experimental	  
demonstraBon	  of	  learning	  
by	  associaBon	  



Classical	  condiBoning	  
•  A	  neutral	  sBmulus	  (NS)	  will	  gain	  associaBve	  

strength	  when	  it	  is	  paired	  with	  a	  meaningful	  
sBmulus	  (uncondiBoned	  sBmulus;	  US)	  

Key Terms: 
 
Contiguity 
Contingency 
Unconditioned 
Conditioned 
Stimulus 
Response 
Generalisation 
Habituation 



Classical	  CondiBoning	  

•  Classical	  condiBoning,	  Pavlov’s	  dogs	  
	  



Classical	  condiBoning	  of	  a	  Phobia	  

•  Watson & Rayner 
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Classical	  condiBoning	  of	  a	  Phobia	  

•  Loud bang (UCS) -> fear (UCR) 
•  White rat(NS) + Loud bang (UCS) -> fear(UCR) 
•  White rat (CS) -> fear (CR) 
•  Generalisation to other white fluffy objects 
•  Ethical Issues!! 
•  Applications of Classical Conditioning – 

Therapies including aversion therapy/ systematic 
desensitisation 
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Instrumental	  or	  Operant	  CondiBoning	  

Ø  Edward	  Thorndike	  and	  
later	  B.F.	  Skinner	  

Ø More	  focus	  on	  voluntary	  
behaviour	  

Ø With	  Instrumental	  
condiBoning,	  the	  
outcome	  depends	  on	  the	  
animals	  behaviour.	  

Ø  Like	  Pavlov,	  Thorndike	  
and	  Skinner	  used	  animals	  
in	  their	  research	  and	  
generalised	  to	  humans.	  
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The Law of Effect 
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Operant	  condiBoning	  

•  B	  F	  Skinner	  (1904-‐1980)	  

•  Response	  –	  sBmulus	  learning	  

•  Different	  from	  classical	  
condiBoning	  as	  it	  requires	  the	  
organism	  to	  make	  a	  response	  

•  The	  response	  can	  then	  either	  be	  
strengthened	  or	  weakened,	  
depending	  on	  the	  outcome	  



Skinner – Operant conditioning 
Key terms: 
 
•  The Skinner Box  
•  Discriminative 

stimulus 
•  Operant 
•  Reinforcement 
•  Punishment 
•  Positive/negative 
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•  A reinforcer strengthens the operant   
•  Positive reinforcement = appetitive 

element ADDED (to strengthen) 
•  Negative reinforcement = aversive element 

REMOVED (to strengthen) 

•  A punishment weakens the operant  
–  Positive punishment = aversive element 

ADDED (to weaken) 
– Negative punishment = appetitive element 

REMOVED (to weaken) 

Operant	  condiBoning	  



•  Operant learning 
–  Association formed between an event 

(DISCRIMINATIVE STIMULUS), a behavioural 
response (OPERANT), and the outcome 
(REINFORCER/PUNISHER) 

sees owner near food 
 

begs reinforced 

gets nothing doesn’t beg 

SD 

OPERANT 
OUTCOME 

Operant	  condiBoning	  



Behaviour Shaping 

•  Successive 
approximations 

•  Example – 
Shaping a dog to 
jump up 

•  How you would 
train a dog to fetch 
a newspaper? 
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Primary	  and	  Secondary	  reinforcers	  

•  Primary reinforcer  

•  Secondary reinforcer  

•  Secondary reinforcers and token economies 

•  Can you think of some primary and 
secondary reinforcers in the real world? 
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ApplicaBons	  -‐	  Behaviour	  modificaBon	  

•  Token Economy 
programmes  

•  Schools also use 
these techniques. 

•  Ethical issues 
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Behaviour	  therapies	  based	  on	  classical	  and	  
operant	  condiBoning	  

Ø SystemaBc	  
desensiBsaBon	  

Ø Aversion	  
therapy	  

Ø Phobias,	  
addicBon	  
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Criticisms of Behaviourism 

•  Approach is mechanistic. 
•  Treatments sometimes focus on alleviating 

symptoms rather than dealing with the cause. 
•  Ethical issues – issues of behavioural control 

and individual rights. 
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Example of ethically questionable use – 
BYU ‘treating’ homosexuality 



Psychology	  Turns	  CogniBve:	  	  
InformaBon	  processing	  

“In	  the	  course	  of	  my	  work	  I	  seem	  to	  have	  
become	  a	  very	  old	  fashioned	  kind	  of	  
psychologist.	  I	  now	  believe	  that	  mind	  is	  
something	  more	  than	  a	  four	  le=er,	  Anglo	  Saxon	  
word	  human	  minds	  exist,	  and	  it	  is	  our	  job	  to	  
study	  them.”	  	  

(Miller,	  1962)	  
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Tolman’s Cognitive Behaviourism 
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Edward Tolman was 
the first behaviourist to 
introduce the role of 
mental processes in 
learning. 
 
He carried out 
experimental research 
with rats in a maze. 



Tolman’s Cognitive Behaviourism 

•  Expectancies 
–  Where should I be headed? 

•  Cognitive maps 
–  What do I do if my route is 

blocked? 
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Tolman’s Cognitive Behaviourism 
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Cognitive Approaches 

•  Memory, attention, perception, concept 
formation, language and thought, problem 
solving. 

•  Learning = acquiring knowledge (change 
in mental processes). 

•  Focus: information processing 
•  Experimental method 
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Cognitive Approaches 

•  Possible to describe what is in the MIND 
without knowing (necessarily) what is in 
the HEAD 

•  Modularity of mind (fits now with 
neuroscience and scanning etc.) 

•  Information processing 
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Category learning 

Ø The learning that occurs when people 
come to understand that certain objects 
or entities belong together in particular 
categories.  
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Jerome	  Bruner’s	  sociopsychological	  
perspecBve	  on	  cogniBon 

Bruner	  believed	  that	  the	  way	  people	  understood	  
their	  situaBon	  affected	  the	  way	  they	  behave.	  

29 



Value	  of	  an	  object	  (coin)	  affects	  
percepBon	  of	  its	  size	  (Bruner	  &	  

Goodman,	  1947)	  
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Category	  formaBon 

Ø Bruner et al.(1956) explained category 
learning in terms of “hypothesis testing”. 

 

31 



Hypothesis 

Ø Hypothesis - A suggested explanation 
for a set of observations that may or 
may not turn out to be supported.  
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A	  Study	  of	  Thinking	  (1956)	  	  
Bruner,	  Goodnow	  ,	  and	  AusBn	  

•  Focus	  on	  concepts	  and	  how	  they	  are	  learned	  
•  Construed	  concepts	  as	  defined	  by	  rules	  and	  
focused	  on	  how	  subjects	  figured	  out	  the	  rules	  

– SBmuli:	  arrays	  of	  cards	  with	  geometric	  pa:erns	  
– Strategy:	  find	  a	  posiBve	  instance	  and	  then	  test	  
cards	  that	  vary	  in	  one	  a:ribute	  at	  a	  Bme	  

•  If	  posiBve	  instance,	  then	  a:ribute	  doesn’t	  ma:er	  
•  If	  not,	  a:ribute	  does	  ma:er,	  so	  revise	  definiBon	  
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Criticisms 

•  Ecological validity - Use of 
artificial stimuli and 
controlled conditions – how 
generalizable is the 
research to real life? 

•  Alternative interpretations – 
are categories learned or 
do we have an innate 
capacity for category 
learning? 
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Alternative explanations 

Ø Murphy et al. – merging new categories 
with existing knowledge (top-down)   

Ø Chomsky and Fodor – concepts cannot be 
learned and must be innate (cf. language 
acquisition). 
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Socio-Cultural Perspective 

•  A socio-cultural understanding of 
learning involves a consideration 
of learners' use of cultural tools 
and technologies.  

•  Sociocultural theorists are 
interested in the interpersonal and 
institutional contexts of learning.  

•  Focus is on social interaction. 
•  Enculturation – A process through 

which people adopt specific 
cultural practices and act in 
accordance with cultural norms.  
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Socio-cultural perspective 

•  Learning mediated by physical (e.g., computer) 
and psychological tools  

•  Learning is characterized as a process of 
enculturation.   

•  From a socio-cultural perspective on learning, 
the boundaries which are often drawn between 
the subject matter of cognitive psychology and 
social psychology are inappropriate.  

•  Methods used – observational studies. 
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Appropriation 

 

•  The notion of ‘making something your own’ is referred to as 
appropriation.  

•  Tools are not just picked up and put down as and when they are 
needed, but they become part of how we construe the world, how 
we approach problems and even how we relate to one another 
(Light and Littleton, 1999).  

•  Appropriation involves more than simply having access to tools and 
technologies, it involves taking something for one’s own use.  

•  A crucial additional point is that tools in general are associated in 
complex ways with the distribution of power and authority within a 
culture.  
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The importance of Language and Social 
Interaction in Learning 

•  Underpinning this research is the notion 
that a learner’s interactions and talk with 
other people mediate between the learner 
and the world-to-be-learned-about.  

•  Mercer used naturalistic observation to 
find out how children used language to 
learn about computers. 
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Mercer’s Research (1995,2000) 
Ø Method - Naturalistic observation 
Ø Video-recordings of approximately 50 hours of 

classroom talk in 10 English primary schools, 
which they later transcribed and analysed 
qualitatively.  

Ø Findings - children used three distinctively 
different kinds of talk, which were described as 
disputational, cumulative and exploratory talk.  

41 



Types of Talk (Mercer) 

•  Disputational talk was effectively unproductive 
disagreement.  

•  Cumulative talk simply added uncritically to what 
had gone before so that it was part of an 
accumulation of ideas.  

•  Exploratory talk demonstrated the active joint 
engagement of the children with one another’s 
ideas. Appropriate justifications for challenge 
were articulated and alternative hypotheses 
offered. – Offers the greatest potential for 
learning.  
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Key features of Socio-cultural 
perspective 

Ø Learning	  emphasizes	  the	  use	  of	  physical	  tools	  and	  
technologies	  within	  a	  social	  and	  cultural	  context.	  	  

Ø Learning	  is	  characterized	  as	  a	  process	  of	  
enculturaBon.	  	  	  

Ø From	  a	  socio-‐cultural	  perspecBve	  on	  learning,	  the	  
boundaries	  which	  are	  oien	  drawn	  between	  the	  
subject	  ma:er	  of	  cogniBve	  psychology	  and	  social	  
psychology	  are	  inappropriate.	  	  
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Sample essay question  

Ø Compare and Contrast two perspectives in 
Psychology and the ways in which they 
study learning. Illustrate your answer 
with specific research examples from 
Chapter 3 of Book 1. 
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Comparing definitions of learning 

•  Behaviourist definition – Learning is a change 
in behaviour as a result of experience. – 
Focus is on observable behaviour. 

•  The acquisition of new knowledge or skills as 
a result of experience.  Cognitive 
psychologists focus on learning as a mental 
process – learning is ‘inside the head’ – 
information processing and representations 
inside memory. 
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 Contrasting Theoretical Focuses 
Ø Different	  perspecBves	  can	  lead	  to	  different	  theories	  
that	  allow	  different	  insights	  into	  an	  issue.	  

Ø This	  is	  because	  they	  have	  a	  different	  focus	  and	  ask	  
different	  quesBons.	  	  

Ø Different	  perspecBves,	  and	  different	  theories,	  can	  be	  
complementary,	  conflicBng	  or	  co-‐exisBng.	  In	  the	  
case	  of	  learning,	  the	  perspecBves	  may	  be	  
understood	  as	  co-‐exisBng	  -‐	  offering	  different	  insights	  
into	  the	  diverse	  processes	  of	  learning.	  	  
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Comparing and Contrasting 
Applications 

•  Different psychological perspectives and 
theories can provide a variety of ways of 
applying their findings to everyday psychological 
problems.  

•  Examples-  
•  Education – all three approaches have made different 

contributions to education. 
•  Treatments and therapies – behaviourist therapies 

focus on re-learning appropriate behaviours, cognitive 
therapies focus on changing ways of thinking. 
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Comparing and Contrasting 
Methodologies 

•  Behaviourist and Cognitive perspectives both use 
experimental methods. 

•  But behaviourists use experiments to explain, 
whereas cognitive psychologists use experiments 
and their findings to make inferences about mental 
processes.  

•  The behaviourist perspective on learning assumes 
that research on animal learning will generalize, at 
least across vertebrates, and sometimes to other 
creatures as well.  
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Comparing Themes 

Ø For all perspectives, the theme of change is 
central to learning - change within the 
lifetime of each human being or non-
human animal. 

Ø Learning in humans may occur below the 
level of consciousness or may be the result 
of conscious effort.  
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Finally,	  	  

Don’t	  panic!	  
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•  To	  download	  notes	  from	  this	  session,	  go	  to	  
the	  ‘teaching’	  pages	  on	  my	  webpage:	  

	  h:ps://sites.google.com/site/ma:hewoparker	  
h"ps://sites.google.com/site/ma"hewoparker	  


