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Operant Conditioning

Whereas Classical Conditioning involves reflexive behavior, Operant Conditioning involves voluntary behavior modification, meaning that the subject plays an active role in the behavior changes.

Positive reinforcement is when a response is followed by the addition of a stimulus, and then that response is more likely to recur. For example, let's pretend we are in a classroom in the near future. You raise your hand to ask a question, and a $5 bill appears from a slot in the desktop. You ask another question, and $5 more appear. Pretty soon, you find yourself asking more and more questions. Here, the $5 has become a reinforcer because it increased your level of question asking. 

Negative reinforcement, on the other hand, is when a response is followed by the removal of a stimulus and then that response is more likely to recur. Notice that negative reinforcement also makes the response more likely to recur. Let's revisit that hypothetical classroom in the near future. Now, when you sit in your desk, you are subjected to electric shock. Whenever you are in your desk you are being shocked. One day you ask a question, and the shock disappears, briefly. You ask another question, and it disappears briefly again. Soon, you are asking a lot of questions. Your question asking is also being reinforced, but now by the removal of a stimulus, or by negative reinforcement.

In everyday life, nagging is one of the more common examples of negative reinforcement. If someone nags at you, and then you perform some behavior that makes the nagging stop, you may perform that behavior again when the nagging starts another time. 

Punishment is when a stimulus that follows a response leads to a lower likelihood of that response's recurring. Note that reinforcement, either positive or negative, leads to a higher likelihood of a response recurring. 

Positive punishment is when a response is followed by the addition of a stimulus. That stimulus has the property of making that response less likely to recur. For example, let's go back to that classroom in the near future. Now, whenever you raise your hand, you receive a shock. Soon, you stop raising your hand. Note that this scene sometimes occurs in real classrooms. If a student asks a question and then hears something like, "That's the stupidest question I ever heard" from the teacher, then that student will likely not ask many questions in the future.

Negative punishment is when a response is followed by the removal of an already present stimulus, and that leads to that response's occurring less often. For example, in that future classroom again, if you asked a question and one of your five dollar bills disappeared back into the slot every time you asked a question, you would probably quit asking questions.

A psychiatrist by the name of B.F Skinner is responsible for the greatest amount of insight into Operant conditioning.  It was Skinner who was able to “condition” rats and pigeons to perform certain tricks by using positive reinforcements (rewards) and successive approximations, which is rewarding responses that are ever closer to the final desired behavior.  For example, a trainer trying to get a pigeon to peck at a light may use positive reinforcements (rewards) and successive approximations.  He would first reward (probably with a food pellet) the pigeon for facing the right direction (towards the light).  Once he got the pigeon facing the right way, he would begin rewarding the pigeon every time it pecked.  He would then stop rewarding until the pigeon pecked, at first by accident, the light.   Soon the pigeon will figure it out, first by facing the right direction, then by pecking, then by pecking at a light.

Skinner also realized that they were two types of reinforcers;


1.  Primary Reinforcers

Which are satisfying, such as either receiving food 

or, negatively, being relieved of pain such as a shock.


2.  Secondary Reinforcers 
Are learned first through association, such a dog 

learns that “good boy” is something positive and 

should therefore be sought after.
These two types of reinforcers depend upon how they are offered.  Skinner realized that there are four types of reinforcement schedules or ways in which you offer reienforcers.


1.  Fixed Ratio

Is a reinforcer
 that is only given after a set number of 

responses, such as one candy is given for every three 

questions answered.


2.  Variable Ratio
Are reinforcers that are given after a random number of 

responses.  An example would be a slot machine that rewards 

you at random, which in turn, keeps you in your seat plunking more money in.


3.  Fixed Interval
Is a reinforcer that is given after a set passage of time.  For 

example, a teacher rewarding a student with a jube jube 

after every 15 minutes of solid work.


4.  Variable Interval
Are reinforcers that are given lots at first, and then 

occasionally.  The best example is when you as a child were 

learning your manners, you were first rewarded with praise 

every time you said please and thank you, eventually your parent’s stop rewarding you and you just learn to be polite.
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Men's Learned Helplessness  by Stuart A. Miller
"Learned helplessness" is a phrase we normally associate with battered women who stay with abusive partners. But do American men suffer from a form of "learned helplessness," too? 

Only 10% of fathers ever seek some form of shared parenting, over the objections of the mother, following separation and divorce. Is this because men don't care about their children, or is it because of learned helplessness? The latter, I think. On all fronts, our society holds forth the idea that men have no real place in the home--that their only real value to their children is to provide for their financial needs. 

Children are socialized from the earliest ages to expect that the only real family role for men is to earn money. The most popular television shows promote the view that mothers are the "real" parents in the home. Fathers have no actual authority or purpose, except possibly to fix things, ineptly. Mostly they are just underfoot, like big children. The only real family role for fathers is working, out of the house. 

A high percentage of American women believe this. Joan Berlin Kelley, Ph.D., and Judith Wallerstein, Ph.D., in their book "Surviving the Breakup" [Basic Books, 1980] describe their research which shows that 50% of mothers see absolutely no value in the father's continued relationship with their children following separation and/or divorce. 

Our legal system has fully adopted the idea that fathers are not important as parents, only as checkbooks. The first thing lawyers tell divorcing parents is to break off all communication with the other spouse. The second thing they tell them is that the mother will almost always get custody of the children and the father doesn't stand a chance, unless he has tens of thousands of dollars, and even then he probably won't succeed. This is because the courts continue their longstanding mother-preference in awarding custody, developed on now-discredited rationales, such as the "tender years" doctrine. 

If the father does fight to try to remain involved in his children's lives, 90% of the time he will fail and sole-custody will be awarded to the mother. According to the Bureau of the Census, 45% of fathers receive no form of custody or "visitation" at all. Of those fathers who receive "visitation," 90% are awarded an average of only four days per month. Moreover, few states will enforce a father's visitation rights if the mother does not want to cooperate. 

On the other hand, child support awards against fathers are increasingly set high and vigorously enforced. The recent escalation of the war on so-called "dead-beat dads" has etched men's "primary value to their children" into our social consciousness as surely as procreative drives exist in our DNA. Americans, both men and women, have learned the lesson that fathers are not important in their children's lives. 

Yet recent social and criminal research has revealed that we are all wrong--that the increasing woes we are suffering as a society are due to, of all things, father absence. Biological fathers are, in fact, very important for the healthy development of children. Without fathers, they are much more likely to grow up damaged. 

Unfortunately, it will take some time to incorporate this new knowledge into the structure of our social institutions, and begin to reverse the negative impacts of father deprivation on our culture. Until then, may we all be fortunate to survive our folly and not experience real helplessness at the hands of social misfits raised in absent-father homes. 
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Directions: READ the readings provided, including the essay Men’s Learned Helplessness by Stuart A. Miller and answer the following questions;

1. On a separate piece of paper, define the following terms;

Reinforcer

Positive Reinforcement 


Negative Reinforcement


Punishment

2. On a separate piece of paper, answer the following questions using COMPLETE SENTENCES;

a. Provide an example of both a positive reinforcement and a negative reinforcement in your life.  Be sure to describe how it was applied to you.  (2 mks for quality of response and evidence of effort)

b. Describe a situation in you childhood or teenage years where your parents used punishment on you and the results  were not what they intended.  (2 mks for thoughtful response)

c. Read Men’s Learned Helpless – Identify what the main idea of the essay was and state your opinion as to whether you agree with it or not.  Be sure to back up your opinion with an argument.  (2 mks for identifying main idea and quality of opinion)

3. Read the following discussion between a typical father and a 5 year-old son, and then answer the following questions.

Little Billy: 
“Could you tie my shoes Dad?”

Dad:  

(does not answer and continues reading his paper)

Little Billy:
 “Dad, I need my shoes tied.”

Dad: 

“Uh… yeah, just a minute.”

Little Billy: 
“DAAAAAAD!! TIE MY SHOES!!”

Dad:  

(putting down his paper) “How many times have I told you not to 

whine?  Now, which shoe do we do first?”

What is Little Billy’s father doing?  What is he rewarding and what is the likelihood of Little Billy growing up to be a mature, independent individual or a whiner?

You will receive 5 marks for you ability to answer the above questions in a short paragraph and offer a reasonable “educated guess” as to how you think Little Billy will turn out as an adult.

Total Marks: ____/ 15
Positive Reinforcement	Is rewarding. 





Negative Reinforcement	Is stopping (or avoiding)


 something that is undesirable.  





Punishment		Is a negative consequence


 of a behavior.








