The Learning Perspective:
Development and Cultural Contexts

Historical and cultural conditions that gave rise to the learning perspective: 

Behaviourism, the study of how human beings learn, developed simultaneously in Russia and US, becoming a major force of psychology in the first part of the 20th century,.

· Reaction to the subjective study of the mind

       Behaviourism developed in response to psychoanalysis, which deals with unconscious repressions and the subconscious. Behaviourists think it unscientific.

· Emphasis on the scientific study of observable behaviour

       Behaviourism rejected introspection as too subjective, unscientific and producing inconclusive results, replacing it by objective, carefully controlled laboratory experiments, investigating only stimulus and response, ignoring the black-box which cannot be studied objectively.
Contribution of the learning perspective to the scientific study of behaviour:

· Experimental testing of hypothesis
       Behaviourism contributed greatly to experimental psychology by introducing the experimental testing of hypothesis, instead of traditional subjective methods such as introspection, allowing precise control of variable and confidence in the correlations between independent and dependent variable.
Framework:

Key concepts:

· Classical conditioning

· Discovered by Russian physiologist Pavlov who found that dogs could learn to associate the sound of a bell with food and begin to salivate when the bell is rang even when no food is present. (Pavlov, 1879). Investigated relationship between quantities of saliva produced no. of trials where food was presented after stimulus and the rate of extinction of the behaviour, and the rate of extinction of behaviour.
       Ethics: harmful to dogs
Methodology: generalization of animal to human, low ecological validity, simplistic artificial behaviour to complex everyday situation

· Operant conditioning

· Thorndike (1911) “Law of effect”: learning does not depend on sudden flashes of inspiration but on trial and error, behaviour is learnt because it leads to desirable consequences.

       Cat in puzzle box learns to pull a string in order to escape to get food. Cat first randomly tries to get out, and by accident pulls the string and escapes. When they are repeatedly replaced in the box, it takes less and less time to get out of the box and eventually goes straight to the string without trying the ineffective methods first.
Methodology: generalization of animal to human, low ecological validity, simplistic artificial behaviour to complex everyday situation

· Skinner (30’s-50’s) investigated the importance of reinforcement and punishment. A Skinner box is used, which has a metal lever that releases a pellet of food when pressed. A rat was placed inside and the frequency of bar pressing was recorded. Food acts as a positive reinforcer. Rats were rapidly conditioned. Schedules of reinforcement investigated. It is better for reinforcement or punishment to occur immediately. Fixed interval and fixed ratio quickly extinct and random intervals produce most persistent effect. Reinforcement for desirable behaviour is better than punishment for undesirable ones, since attention acts as a reinforcer.
Methodology: generalization of animal to human, low ecological validity, simplistic artificial behaviour to complex everyday situation

· Observational learning

· Bandura and Ross (1961) showed that learning could take place in the absence of reinforcement, through mere observation of a model. Children were prejudged on aggression, and divided to groups accordingly. Each group is exposed to a model, either being aggressive and bash the Bobo doll, or non-aggressive and playing quietly. The children were later given mild frustration arousal and put into a room with toys and a Bobo doll. Children exposed to non-aggressive models were less aggressive than control and the ones exposed to aggressive model were the most aggressive. Boys were more likely to imitate male models and girls more likely to imitate female models. And the boys were more aggressive physically, while girls were more aggressive verbally.

       Ethics: aggression was induced and taught to children, exposure to an adult stranger’s aggressive behaviour might be frightening to the children

       Methodology: not completely standardized presentation of model’s behaviour; impossible to control upbringing although participants were matched for aggression; bizarre and artificial acts of aggression were shown against a Bobo doll, not a real person; low ecological validity, lab setting, brief encounter with model, toy taken away to arouse frustration; tell little about everyday situations and effect of repeated exposure to aggressive parents and TV violence; demand characteristics, children may have thought that they were expected to behave aggressively to please the experimenter.

        Theory: social learning theory of imitation provides more credible explanation of transmission of violent behaviour than the traditional behaviourism.

        Gender: girls more aggressive verbally and boys more aggressive physically; girls imitate female models more and boys imitate male models more.
· Cognitive maps

· Tolman (1948) investigated rats in mazes. Food was always placed in a goal box, and rats started from the same point and learned to run directly to the goal after series of trial and error. Afterwards, rats were placed at another starting point aside different from the starting point they are acquainted to, but they still were able to run directly to food. They have constructed a cognitive map of the maze inside their brain.
          Theory: according to traditional behaviourists, rats only learn series of muscle movement that would lead them to the food. Tolman included cognitive factors.
Assumptions on which key concepts are based:

· Only observable, objective behaviour should be studied
”Black-box” theory, stimulus and response investigated by controlled experiments, traditional behaviourism. Complemented by cognitive behaviourists, such as Tolman.
· Learning can take place in the absence of reinforcement
Bandura and the social learning theories, imitation
· Innate predisposition to learning
· Lorenz (1935) discovered imprinting in young birds. Goose becomes imprinted to the first moving object they see, and therefore becomes attached to Lorenz and follows him around instead of the mother goose, because he is the first moving creature they saw after hatching.
· Emphasis the role of environmental factors in influencing behaviour, to the near exclusion of innate or inherited factors.

Lorenz and imprinting accounted for biological predisposition. This is opposed by the biological perspective.

· Humans are born tabula rasa and that our behavior and personality are simply products of our own conditioning history
Challenging the psychodynamic view of innate drives and collective unconsciousness. 

Evaluation of assumptions:
· Ignoring cognitive and biological factors
Explain all behaviour by conditioning. Does learning only consist of stimulus and response associations? This is complemented challenged by the biological perspective and cognitive perspective.
Theoretical explanations of behaviour:
Psychologists from the learning perspective believe in the near limitless malleability of human behaviour and are very optimistic about the possibility of behavioural change.

· Classical conditioning
· Watson (1920) done experiment on an infant, Little Albert. Albert enjoyed playing with white rates (neutral stimulus), but respond with fear (UCR) to loud noise (UCS). Every time Albert played with a white rat, a metal bar was stroke to make a loud noise and scare him. He eventually became conditioned to fear the white rate, and his phobia generalized to anything white and fluffy. Phobias can be learnt.

       Ethics: exposing young boy to trauma, phobia may persist through life.

       Methodology: only one case, not replicable, low ecological validity, artificial

Theory: over simplistic, does not explain why normal phobias are limited to snake, spider and heights, and why some people have spider phobia even though they have never seen a spider in their life.
· Operant conditioning

Thorndike’s cat in puzzle box and Skinner’s rat in Skinner box

· Social learning, modelling

Bandura’s bashing Bobo

· Learned helplessness

· Seligman (1974) worked with dogs and found that dogs that were given strong electric shocks that they cannot escape from for some time would fail to avoid electric shocks even when they are able to do so, they learn that there is nothing they could do about the electric shocks from previous experience.
         Ethics: harming dogs

Methodologies:

Methods:

· Experiments

· Observations

· Case studies (rarely)

Strength and limitations of methods:

· Experiments

       Advantages:

· Allows precise control and isolation of variables, and give us confidence that it is the independent variable that is the cause of the differences found.
· More carefully observed and precisely measured compared to outside laboratory experiments.

· Easy to replicate.

Disadvantages:

· Isolated in laboratories, low ecological validity.
· Demand characteristics: the subjects might think that they aught to behave in certain ways to please the scientists.
· Artificial to only vary one thing when in real life there is a complex number of variables.

Ethics and controversies of research:

· Use of human participants for research
Bandura: Bashing Bobo, teach young children aggressive behaviour.
Watson: Little Albert, conditioning a young infant to fear all white fluffy stuff.
· Use of non-human animals for research

Many think that the gap between human social behaviour and solitary rats are too great. The behaviours investigated are over simplistic. The approach is dehumanizing.

Animals are harmed in various studies, such as Pavlov and dogs, Lorenz and geese, Seligman and dogs.

Application:

Effectiveness (relative strength and limitations) of the perspective in explaining psychological or social questions:

· Comparison with other perspectives on the question of gender

Gender identity is learnt opposing the psychodynamic view that gender are driven by our innate sexual drive or the biological view that gender is determined by our genes and hormones.

Boys are reinforced for boy like behaviors and girl for girl like behaviors. Given the appropriate reinforcements, you can raise a child of any gender identity you want. 
Research shows that right after birth, boys and girls are treated differently, the nurses and parents use different tones when they speak to a girl or a boy, and the infants are held differently etc. (Maccoby and Jacklin, 1974)
Fagot (1978) found that boys are encouraged to be independent and active while girls dependent and passive.
A meta-analysis of 172 studies shows that boys and girls may not be treated differently, they are not passive, but they observe and imitate.
There are hidden reinforcements that the reinforcers may not even be aware of such as telling a girl that did well in math: “you have really worked hard” and a boy: “you are a natural wiz”. (Jacobs and Eccles, 1985) 
Social learning theories propose that gender is mostly learnt through observation and imitation. Bandura argues that children imitate and observe models (1969). Children are more likely to imitate models of the same sex.

Williams (1986) found that in three communities, as the amount of television exposure increased, so does the amount to gender stereotype. Media is also very important at reinforcing gender role.

The view is consistent with the observation that gender roles differ across culture. It is supported by lots of experimental evidence, but does not attempt to explain origins of gender identity.

Application of theories and findings of empirical studies from the learning perspective:

· Contributions of learning theory to therapy, i.e. systematic desensitization
Systematic desensitization based on classical conditioning in attempt to treat phobia first developed by Wolpe.
Patients are asked to rate situations in an anxiety hierarchy, the therapist starts from the bottom of the hierarchy and attempts to pair the fear provoking item with a relaxing stimulus, and then gradually move up the hierarchy until at last even the object of most fear is conditioned to be relaxing instead.
