Classical Conditioning

There are many ways to actually conduct a classical conditioning session in your class, but we rely on an old standby – “The Squirt Bottle Demonstration”. It’s difficult to definitively trace the origins of this activity, but our connection to it is through Ludy Benjamin’s Psychology Teaching institute held at Texas A&M in the 1990’s. Here is a summary of the way we run it.

Ask for three volunteers who are willing to leave the room for a few moments. Tell them they’ll be coming back one at a time to participate in a brief demonstration of human learning. Once they’ve left, set the activity up with the rest of the class. You might want to script your introduction, perhaps as follows. You might also want to have paper towels nearby!

· “In a moment we’ll invite a volunteer to sit in this chair in the center of the room. I will then read a series of words: cup, line, dish, can … and so on. I’m going to tell them this is a demonstration on the learning of lists of material, and that I’ve informed all of you about some typical but unconscious things people tend to do when performing such a task. You will be looking for evidence of those, but I’ll ask the volunteer not to worry about that – they should just listen to the list. I’ll also tell the volunteer that one of the things we might observe has to do with eye movements, so it is best if the volunteers keeps his or her eyes closed throughout the reading of the list. This may also help them in their concentration. I will then ask them if they are ready to hear the list, and if you are all ready to record your observations.”

· “Most of that is untrue. Please do act as if you are about to record observations, but that is not the point of this demonstration. At several points in the list I will read the word ‘can’. Immediately after doing so, I will spray them in the face with this squirt bottle full of water. Each time the word ‘can’ comes up, they will be sprayed, but at no other times. What do you think their reaction will be? What is my hypothesis?”

· ”Yes, my hypothesis is that the volunteer will associate the word ‘can’ with being sprayed in the face, and will begin to flinch as soon as they hear that previously neutral word. How many can ( spray pairings will it take for the volunteer to acquire conditioning to the word ‘can’?

· “Let’s see if your predictions are correct. If we do acquire conditioning, I will then attempt to de-condition, or extinguish, the learned response. How might I do that?” 

· “There is more than one way to extinguish the learned behavior, but we will simply stop pairing the presentation of the word ‘can’ with the squirt in the face. How many such extinction trials will we have to perform before the volunteer stops flinching at the word ‘can’?”

· “Try not to laugh. That will be difficult, and I may have to stop myself if I get giggly, but we want to try not to cue the volunteer that anything is amiss. Again, please play along with me and make a show of preparing to record observations before I begin reading the word list. Will one of you please tuck the squirt bottle away out of sight? I will ask you to quietly hand it to me once the volunteer has closed his or her eyes.”

Often you will see obvious examples of acquisition of conditioning within three or four pairings of the conditioned stimulus (the word ‘can’) and the unconditioned stimulus (the squirt in the face). For best results, do your best to make sure the volunteer keeps his or her eyes closed throughout the demonstration. Sometimes a volunteer will completely duck away from you, and it will be difficult to see if they are flinching. Of course, ducking away is a sort of flinch in and of itself, but you won’t really know if they are responding specifically to the CS or not. Even if this occurs, it gives you the chance to talk with your students about stimulus discrimination and stimulus generalization. 

Besides, anything that goes “wrong” with the demo can always be used to spiral back to your earlier unit on research methodology. Even “failed demonstrations” can be utilized to foster a classroom atmosphere of playful exploration.

Use this demonstration to introduce the following terms:

· unconditioned stimulus and conditioned stimulus
· unconditioned response and conditioned response
· acquisition, generalization, discrimination and extinction
You may be able to foreshadow second order conditioning and blocking as well.

Here is a possible word list for the activity. You can certainly make up one of your own, and use an entirely different word as a conditioned stimulus. There is no special significance to the word ‘can’.

cup   
dish
girl
CAN
chalk
key 
ban
bag
CAN
tape
box
CAN
tap
CAN

disk

ring
CAN

cool

fan

CAN

card

CAN

keep

clip

scan

ran

CAN
   The demonstration serves as a natural lead-in to the following written examples. Students might do this immediately after the demo in class, or as a homework assignment. You might also invite the students to work in dyads or triads to facilitate their understanding.
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Terminology in Classical Conditioning

Directions: Label each of the given scenarios, using the following to help you:

· The unconditioned stimulus: An event or thing that naturally triggers a response in a particular learner; it does not have to be learned – thus, it is unconditioned
· The unconditioned response: The natural, reflexive reaction to the unconditioned stimulus; it does not have to be learned, as it already occurs on its own, and is thus unconditioned
· The conditioned stimulus: An event or thing that a learner is trained to respond to; it is what we are teaching them to respond to – thus, it is conditioned
· The conditioned response: The response we now get to the presentation of the conditioned stimulus; it is what the learner has now been conditioned to do

1- In 1920, John B. Watson introduced a white rat to a very young child, now known to us as "Little Albert". The child loved the rat, and the rat reciprocated. Next, Watson presented the white rat and immediately after, banged a very loud gong in the little guy's ears. Little Albert cried and attempted to scramble away. After two or three such pairings (arrival of the white rat followed immediately by a scary noise), Little Albert became fearful as soon as he saw the white rat arrive, acquiring an intense fear of the animal.

What is the unconditioned stimulus in this case?
What was Albert's unconditioned response to that UCS?
What was the conditioned stimulus in this case?
What became Albert's conditioned response to that CS?
Watson claimed that Albert also demonstrated a dramatic case of stimulus generalization in this case. What does that mean?

According to Watson, he "lost track" of Albert, who was never de-conditioned; do you think Albert would go through the rest of his life fearful of white rats? Explain your view

2- Executives at an advertising agency who are promoting a certain make of car discover in a survey that male consumers have negative feelings about their product. They decide to apply learning theory principles in their ad campaign. In all of their print ads for the car, they place a beautiful woman in a bikini standing alongside the automobile. Three months later, survey data reveals a significant increase in positive feelings among males about their product.

UCS:
UCR:
CS:
CR:
Over ( (

3- The staff at a children's cancer ward decide to have an "ice cream party" for the kids before they report to their radiation treatments. The treatments often result in nausea and vomiting, and the children are understandably anxious about them; the staff hopes to reduce their anxiety with the parties. They discontinue the practice however, when they discover the kids will no longer eat ice cream at all.

UCS:
UCR:
CS:
CR:



4- An intravenous drug user finds he gets moderate feelings of a "drug high" during the simple act of preparing to inject a drug into his system

UCS:
UCR:
CS:
CR:



5- An 18 year old hears the 'jing a ling ling' of an ice cream truck and experiences feelings of excitement

UCS:
UCR:
CS:
CR:

6- Reason out each of the following and hypothesize how a person might acquire each:
   

     * Octophobia, 


    * Asymmetriphobia

The answers:

1- UCS = the loud gong; UCR = fear, crying; CS = white rat; CR = fear

Generalization: fear of similar white furry things

Failure to de-condition the learned fear response: answers may vary

2- UCS = bikini-clad woman; UCR = positive feeling in males; CS = automobile;

CR = positive feeling in males

3- UCS = radiation treatments; UCR = nausea, vomiting; CS = ice cream/ice cream

party; CR = aversion to ice cream/ice cream party

4- UCS = intravenous drug; UCR = a high; CS = preparation to inject drug;

CR = moderate high

5- UCS = ice cream/ice cream truck; UCR = excitement/pleasure; CS = jin-ga-ling-ling; CR = excitement/pleasure

  6- Answers will vary; octophobia is the profound fear of the number 8 or a 

       figure 8, asymmetriphobia is the profound fear of asymmetrical things

