The Behaviourist Perspective

Behaviourists hold the view that learning is the main force that controls our behaviour. We, as humans, experience stimuli from our environment and we learn how to react or respond to it.

Behaviourism is also known by several other names for this reason:

a) Stimulus-response psychology

Define stimulus:

Define response:
b) Learning theory. This is a very misleading name as it makes people think of ‘thoughts’. However, behaviourists largely ignore ‘internal processes’ and think of learning as permanent changes to our behaviour. To a behaviourist learning is producing new or different behaviour.

Identify the stimulus and response in these examples:

1. Someone hums a tune and suddenly you feel happy

2. An adult is terrified of dogs

3. A horse sees snow and scrapes the snow away

4. A student insists on taking a certain item to an exam

Classical Conditioning

One of the simplest forms of learning is classical conditioning. Think of what happens when you smell fresh baked bread; when someone tells you they love you; or when you are attacked.

Page 359 for a definition:

Classical conditioning is fundamentally the body’s involuntary reactions, or reflexes, to stimulus. Such as eye blinks, salivation, or emotions like fear, and happiness. We have no direct control over these responses – they have been conditioned into us to happen.

Pavlov’s dogs:

Classical conditioning takes place in even the simplest life forms. A flatworm has been taught to contract its body every time a 100-watt light bulb is turned on. When the light was first turned on the worm made no reaction to it. But when the light was paired with a small electrical shock (that makes flatworms contract) for a period of time (250 pairings), soon the flatworm contracted to the light bulb alone.

Find out about Watson’s experiment with Little Albert

Humans are much more complex than dogs and flatworms but we too learn through associations.

Make notes on Ayllon and Azrin’s (1968) study on page 361.

Applications

Aversion therapy: pairing alcohol with an emetic.

Understanding phobias: how they are learnt.

Systematic desensitisation: present the conditioned stimulus repeatedly until it no longer produces the response.

Further reading; essential if you think it relates to your chosen topic:

Stimulus generalisation

Discrimination

Higher order conditioning:


Contiguity:


Frequency:


Reinforcement:

Operant Conditioning

While classical conditioning was about associations, operant conditioning is about the consequences of a given response. An organism acts, and the action has a consequence: the consequence determines whether or not that response is more or less likely to occur again.

Thorndike, at the turn of the century, used his ‘puzzle crates’. Thorndike described this as a type of trial and error learning – very different to reflexes associated with classical conditioning. Hungry cats and dogs were rewarded with food and so positive results were more likely to be rewarded.

Skinner is the most widely used name in the field of behaviourism. He believed the principles of behaviourism are applicable to human behaviour. Operant theory assumes that behaviour that is rewarded is likely to be repeated, and behaviour that is punished is likely to not be. The key concept is reinforcement.

Make notes on Skinner and the ‘Skinner Box’ on page 358.

Positive reinforcement:


Primary-


Secondary-
Negative reinforcement:


Escape-


Avoidance-

Punishment:

Applications

Biofeedback: receiving impulses from the body to control stress.

Behaviour modification: use of rewards and sanctions to manage good behaviour.

Complete the ‘Consider this…’ on pages 359 and 361.

