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Concepts addressed:  
Learning, Motivation and Emotion: Classical conditioning: applications of classical conditioning, 
reinforcement, extinction spontaneous recovery, generalization, and discrimination.  

Learning  

• A relatively permanent change in behavior (or behavior potential) due to experience.  

Behaviorism.  

• Research on learning has been influenced by this approach to psychology that 
emphasizes the study of observable behavior and the role of the environment as a 
determinant of behavior.  

Conditioning  

• The association between environmental stimuli and the organism's responses.  

 
Evolution and learning 

• Natural selection has resulted in any organism being born with innate or unlearned 
behaviors. These behaviors have been selected for via contingencies of survival over 
generations of individuals and represent the phylogenetic make up of an organism's 
behavioral repertoire. But these innate behaviors are the result of past environmental 
conditions; the present environment of any organism may be sufficiently different than 
the past that an organism has to be able to make behavioral adaptations within its own 
lifetime via learning. The acquisition of learned behaviors takes place via selection of 
behaviors by contingencies of learning and these represent the ontogenetic make up of an 
organism's behavioral repertoire.  

Learning styles 

• The concept of learning styles appears to be based on alleged differences in how humans 
engage in rote learning or memorization. The literature on learning styles reveals many 
inconsistent and contradictory findings and as a result the usefulness of this faddish 
concept is debatable at best.  

Classical conditioning: Applications of classical conditioning, reinforcement, extinction, spontaneous 
recovery, generalization, and discrimination  

The process by which a previously neutral stimulus acquires the capacity to elicit a response through 
association with a stimulus that already elicits a similar or related response. The response is termed a 
reflex or a respondent.  
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Unconditioned stimulus (US) - Elicits a response in the absence of learning.  

Unconditioned response (UR) - The reflexive response to a stimulus in the absence of learning; an 
UNLEARNED reflex/response  

• A neutral stimulus is then regularly paired with an unconditioned stimulus; originally has no 
effect.  

• Conditioned stimulus (CS) - An initially neutral stimulus that comes to elicit a conditioned 
response after being paired with an unconditioned stimulus.  

• Conditioned response (CR)  
• A response that is elicited by the conditioned stimulus; a LEARNED response  
• Occurs after the CS is associated with the US.  
• Is usually similar to US 

• Reinforcement: In older versions of classical conditioning, the presentation of the US following 
the CS was termed "reinforcement." This terminology is no longer commonly accepted.  

• US and UR examples  
• US = extreme heat   UR = pain/withdrawal  
• US = air puff to eye  UR = blink  
• US = tap to tendon  UR = knee jerk  
• US = light    UR = pupil constriction  
• US = caffeine   UR = increased arousal/alertness  
• US = sexual stimulation  UR = arousal  

Extinction  

• The weakening and eventual disappearance of a learned response.  
• In classical conditioning, it occurs when the conditioned stimulus is no longer paired with the 

unconditioned stimulus.  

Higher-order conditioning  

• A neutral stimulus can become a conditioned stimulus (CSz) by being paired with an existing 
conditioned stimulus (CSl).  

Stimulus Generalization  

• In classical conditioning, occurs when a novel stimulus that resembles the conditioned stimulus, 
elicits the conditioned response in the absence of any conditioning trials with the novel stimulus. 
The organism is said to generalize between the CS and other similar or related stimuli.  

Stimulus Discrimination  

• The tendency to respond differently to two or more similar stimuli.  
• In classical conditioning, it occurs when a stimulus similar to the conditioned stimulus (CS) fails 

to evoke a conditioned response (CR). The organism is said to discriminate between the CS and 
other stimuli.  

• For classical conditioning to be most effective, the stimulus to be conditioned should precede the 
unconditioned stimulus.  

• We learn that the first event (the CS) predicts the second (the US), contiguity vs. contingency.  
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• Appetitive classical conditioning: sexual fetishes  
• Aversive classical conditioning: phobias  

Psychoactive drugs as US's  

• Tolerance effects  
• Occurs when drugs are used as the unconditioned stimulus  
• Stimuli paired with a drug come to produce a conditioned response  
• That response is typically the opposite or compensatory to that of the unconditioned response  
• You only have tolerance in the presence of the CS. The CR compensates for the effect of the 

drug's UR.  
• US = heroin, a narcotic analgesic, hypnotic  
• UR = euphoria, analgesia, "high"  
• CS = stimuli paired with the heroin  
• People, places, paraphernalia, sight of drug  
• CR = a decrease in feelings of high, hyperalgesia  
• Outcome = drug has less of an effect, more heroin is needed to get high  
• Use heroin away from any CS ... OVERDOSE  
• Extinction  

• The CS occurs without the US; CS will become NS again.  
• This is not the same as forgetting  

Spontaneous Recovery  

• The passage of time will cause the return of the conditioned response  
• Size of the recovery dissipates across time intervals  

Counter-conditioning.  

• The process of pairing a conditioned stimulus with a stimulus that elicits a response that is 
incompatible with an unwanted conditioned response.  

• A child's fear of rabbits was removed by pairing the stimulus, which elicited fear with a stimulus 
that elicited happiness.  


