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More Operant Conditioning and Theoretical Interpretations of Learning

Despite the accuracy of some of Skinner’s idea’s and theories, there are still some concern’s regarding Skinner’s Operant Conditioning.  In some instances, operant conditioning is not very successful, this was usually due to two factors;

1.  Overjustification Effect

Results when an already justifiable activity 

becomes over justified by the promise of a reward.  For example, it is hard to teach a child to have fun at a waterslide by offering them candy if they do.
2.  Biological Predisposition

Means that it is hard to teach animals “unnatural” 

behaviors.  For example it may be easy to get a pigeon to 

peck at a button to get a food reward because pecking is a 

natural food gathering technique for the bird.  However it 

would be harder to get the bird to flap its wings for food because the flapping of wings is not a natural movement associated with eating.
Despite these concerns Skinner insisted that people’s behaviors were a result of external influences (like rewards and punishments), and not the result of internal thoughts or feelings.  Many critics of Skinner felt that, concerning humans, he put too much emphasis on operant conditioning.  They felt that he dehumanized people by neglecting their personal freedom and by seeking to control their actions.
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Comparison of Classical and Operant Conditioning;
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Theoretical Interpretations of Learning

Learning is somewhat different form conditioning in that learning involves the studying of how we make those connections in our heads that lead to the behavior in question.   For example, how do we learn to tie our shoes as a child (it is usually not as a result of a punishment such as an electric shock every time we fail).

Basically, the study of learning is examining how we know.

There are a variety of types of learning that both people and animals use to “know”;


1.  Place Learning

Is the ability to locate objects, or is our sense of 

directions.


2.  Modeling


Is learning base on the observation of another.  For 

example you watch how Mr. Trickey hits a volleyball, 

and then you try to copy the motion.
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Directions: READ the following excerpt from Psychology – An Introduction by Ben B. Lahey, and answer the following questions;

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

Cognition


Insight

Modeling

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

a.  In your own words describe the difference between Pavlov’s idea that learning is linked to an association between the brain and muscle movements and Tolman’s idea that learning is a matter of cognition.  (2 mks for quality of response and description)

b. In your own words, describe how insight learning works.  Provide your own “light bulb appearing over your head” moment.  (2 mks for quality of response and inclusion of an example.

c. Describe either a situation where you have learned a behavior through modeling, or have noticed someone else learning a behavior through modeling.  (2 mks for quality of description)

d. Offer your own opinion (complete with an explanation to back it up) about the influence the mass media has over teens.  Do you think violent video games model inappropriate behaviours in teens?  Do teens feel that violence and sexist stereotypes are acceptable because they see it modeled in rap and hip-hop music videos?  Do movies like Jackass encourage teens to take risks?  (2 mks for a thoughtful response)

3. How do you learn best?  In a short paragraph describe one or two ways in which you learn best.  Where possible, use some of the terminology you have learned so far in the course.

You will be marked out of 5 for the quality of your paragraph and use of proper terminology.

Total Marks: ____/ 16
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Excerpt from: Psychology – An Introduction 

by Ben B. Lahey

Theoretical Interpretations of Learning

What is learned?  When an individual’s behaviour changes as the result of classical or operant conditioning, what has exactly happened to the individual?  One view dating back at least to the time of Pavlov is that neural connections between brain regions associated with specific stimuli and specific responses are acquired during the learning process.  For example, when a rat is reinforced for pressing a lever in the presence of a light, a connection is believed to be automatically created between brain regions associated with the light and the specific pattern of muscle movements of the lever press.  The next time the light is turned on, the neural connections will cause the lever press to occur.

Another popular interpretation of learning suggest that learning is best thought of as a change in cognitions rather than in specific neural connections.  The term cognition refers to the intellectual processes of thinking, expecting, believing, perceiving and son so on.  Adherents to this view consider that the individual changes his or her cognitions about a given situation during the learning process.  You flinch when a light comes on that has previously been paired with an electric shock, because you expect it to be followed by an electric shock.  A rat turns left in a maze because he knows that the food was down that way the last ten times he ran through the maze.

Cognition or Connection?

A considerable amount of research has been conducted through the years to evaluate the connection and cognition theories of learning.  Although most of it has been carried out using animals as subjects, what has been learned about the nature of learning is relevant to us human animals as well.

Place Learning

An ingenious experiment to test the cognitive view of learning was designed by the late Edward C. Tolman of the University of California at Berkley.  Rats were initially trained to run through a path to some food.  They started at point A, made a series of turns (left, right, right) and ran to point B where some food was provided.  In the connections view of learning, the rats learned to do this by learning connections between the stimuli of the path and the particular movements of running and turning.  Tolman took a cognitive view, however.  He believed that the rats had learned a cognitive map of where the food was located relative to the starting place.  They did not acquire a fixed pattern of muscle movements; they acquired knowledge of the location of the food.

How can we distinguish between the cognitive and connectionist interpretations?  Tolman’s experimental test was ingenious.  Suppose we give the rats a chance to take a shortcut directly to the food, will they take it?  Or will they be unable to recognize it as a better path, since all they had learned was connections between maze stimuli and patterns of muscle movements?  Tolman and his colleagues answered this question by blocking the old path and providing a variety of new choices.  Interestingly, the greatest number of rats chose the path that led directly to the food.  Tolman interpreted this as meaning that they had learned a new cognition, knowledge of the location of the food.

Latent Learning

Tolman conducted another informative experiment that evaluated the cognitive interpretation of learning in a rather different way.  Suppose we allow a rat to run around in a complex maze of alleys.  Would the rat learn anything?  The connectionist view would say no:  Learning would only occur if reinforcements were delivered at the end of the maze to “stamp in” a connection between the stimuli of the maze and a specific series of movements leading from the starting box to the food box.  Tolman, on the other hand, felt that the rat would learn a cognitive map of the maze, but we would not be able to see that he had learned it until the rat was given a good reason (like food) to run to the food box

In Tolman’s experiments, three groups of hungry rats were placed in the maze and timed to see how long it took them to reach the food box.  One group was reinforced each time they reached the food box, so they learned to run to it quickly.  A second group was never reinforced, so they wandered aimlessly in the maze (never decreasing the time it too to reach the food box).  The third group of rats was the interesting one though.  This group was not reinforced for going to the food box for the first 10 days, but was reinforced from then on.  The third group showed a sudden decrease in the amount of time it took them to reach the goal.  Catching up almost immediately to the first group that had been reinforced every time.  Tolman interpreted these results as showing that the third group of rats had learned as much about the layout of the maze and the food box as the first group, but they only showed their learning when given a reason to do so (in this case food).  

Insight Learning


Perhaps the most striking evidence for the cognitive view of learning comes form a series of experiments conducted by a German Gestalt psychologist during World War I.  Wolfgang Kohler was visiting the island of Tenerife (in the Canary Islands) when the war broke out and as a German citizen, he was interned there for the duration of the war.  He took good advantage of a poor situation, however, by conducting learning experiments with apes that were native to the island.  His best-known study was carried out using an ape named Sultan.  Kohler put Sultan in a cage where a bunch of bananas and two bamboo sticks (which could be fitted together) were hanging from the ceiling.  Sultan originally spent a great deal of time trying to knock down the bananas with one of the sticks, but eventually gave up.  Then as he was fiddling idly with the two sticks, he joined the sticks together into one long pole.  Sultan immediately got up and knocked the bananas down with the long pole.  And every subsequent time he was presented with the same problem, he immediately solved it in the same way.

Kohler repeated this basic experiment many times with other problems, such as providing several boxes that had to be stack to reach the bananas. Each time, the ape would fail to make any progress and then suddenly learned how to reach the bananas.  Kohler said that Sultan learned because of a cognitive change – a new insight that he had developed about the problem.  As soon as he figured out the solution, the learning process was over.

Modelling: Learning by Watching Others


Stanford University psychologist Albert Bandura is one of the most influential contemporary proponents of the cognitive view of learning.  Perhaps his most important contribution has been to emphasize that people not only learn through classical and operant conditions, but by observing the behaviour of others as well. Bandura calls this modeling.  In Egypt, for example, where grasshoppers are considered to be a delicacy, people learn to eat them partly by watching other people enjoy themselves wile eating grasshoppers.  In North America, in contrast, we learn to think of grasshoppers as disgusting creatures largely by seeing other people’s negative reactions to them.  There is nothing inherently good or bad about eating grasshoppers, but we learn that they are either a delicacy or disgusting by seeing how others feel about them.  Similarly, pattern of speech, style of dress, patterns of energy consumption, methods of rearing children, and a myriad of other patterns of behaviour are taught through modeling.

Bandura considers modeling to be an important demonstration of the role of cognition in learning.  A child who watches his older sister play baseball for several years will be able to come pretty close to playing the game properly the very first time he is allowed to play.  In Bandura’s view, a great deal of cognitive learning takes place through watching, before there is any chance for the behaviour to occur and be reinforced.  But, we can learn more though modeling than skills.  Bandura has suggested that modeling can also remind us of appropriate behaviours in given situations, reduce our inhibitions concerning certain behaviours that we see other engaging in, or suggest to us what behaviours will lead to reinforcement.  This latter point has been particularly well demonstrated through research.

In Bandura’s ground-breaking laboratory studies of modeling, children learned to be more aggressive or less fearful as a result of simply observing the behaviour of other children or adults in films.  In one study, one group of children saw an adult kick, hit and sit on a blow-up doll.  When these children were placed in a playroom, they were significantly more aggressive towards the blow up doll than a group of children who had not seen the film – they had learned to act more aggressively through modeling.  In a similar study with a more uplifting conclusion, research participants who were initially strongly afraid of snakes gradually learned to be less fearful by imitating a series of actions of another person, ranging from looking a caged snake to holding it.  Modeling can be an important and powerful form of learning.

Bandura also found that we are considerably more likely to imitate a model whose behaviour we see reinforced than when we see that same behaviour punished.  We are also more likely to imitate the behaviour of models that we view as having high status, who are attractive, likeable, and successful, perhaps because we assume that their behaviours often lead to positive reinforcements.


In recent years, a great deal of debate has centered on the types of models that are presented to our children through the mass media.  It appears that television does teach children to prefer sugary foods, encourages sex-stereotyped roles, and perhaps most disturbingly, teaches violence.  A number of studies have found that the high rate of violent behaviours shown on television, from cartoons to action movies, does encourage aggressive behaviour in children and adolescents.  In recent years, the television networks have made some strides in improving the amount of appropriate and healthy behaviours and attitudes that are modeled on televison, but there is still much room for improvement.  Moreover, it sometimes appears that accurately reported news events provide more dangerous models than fictitious programs – as when one terrorist act that successfully draws media attention leads to many “copycat” acts of terrorism.
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Operant Conditioning
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The above picture is a screen shot from the 50 Cent video game Bulletproof.   In the picture the 50 Cent character is shooting a police officer in the back with a shotgun.  Does this violence model violence against others?





Albert Bandura





�





Wolfgang Kohler








