
PSYC3011 Exam Notes 

Lecture 1 (Learning and behaviour) 
 

Learning and behaviour  

 Psychology is the science of behaviour 

 Analysis of behaviour is critical in all areas of psychology 

 What influences our behaviour? 

Types of learning 

 Educational learning is only a tiny component of human learning 

 Skill/procedural learning (e.g. learning to tie a shoelace) 

 Perceptual expertise (e.g. telling the difference between wines) 

- These are not the extent of what we study in learning 

 How people come to understand causation (understanding cause and effect, associative learning) 

 Fear/anxiety responses and how these can be maladaptive 

 Drug/food addiction/abuse (these are explicable from theories of learning) 

What is  learning?  

 Learning is an enduring change in behaviour caused by some experience 

- Extremely general definition and not all that satisfying 

- Some learning doesn’t involve measureable changes in behaviour at all (e.g. latent learning) 

 But NOT simply changes at sensory or motor levels (e.g. adaptation, fatigue, increase fitness, maturation) 

The study of learning as a science  

 Goal is to understand changes in behaviour through a common theoretical framework 

 Comparative science (e.g. animal research) 

 Focus on biological relevance 

- Basic physiological processes 

 Still has a strong behaviourist influence – reductionism 

- Tries to explain behaviour using the simplest possible mechanisms rather than complex ones 

 Conditioning is still major research paradigm 

- Classical and instrumental conditioning still play a major role 

Associative learning (conditioning)  

 Animals change their behaviour to a stimulus as a consequence of its association with another stimulus 

 There is some relationship with the occurrence of something else, and as a result the behaviour changes 

 What is meant by ‘association’? 

- A temporal/contingent correlation between events (e.g. every time X happens, Y occurs) 

- A statistical relationship between their occurrence 

- e.g. CS and US (classical) or R and Rft (instrumental) 

Why study conditioning?  

 Broad relevance to our everyday lives 

 Brings simple learning processes into laboratory  

- Affords you precise control over events 



 Precise experimental control allows us to: 

- Accurately describe behavioural change 

- Uncover psychological mechanisms (the ultimate goal) 

   - How it is that the behaviour is changing 

   - How it is that the animal is learning 

The most basic forms of learning  

 With repeated or continued exposure to a stimulus, an organism’s response to that stimulus may change 

 Seeing a stimulus repeatedly can change the way you respond to it 

Habituation 

 e.g. Startle reaction to a loud noise 

 Your automatic response to a stimulus diminishes over repeated exposures to stimulus 

 Used widely in developmental research with babies 

Sensitization 

 Opposite of habituation 

 Repeated exposure to stimulus increases the probability/severity of response 

 e.g. If noise is very loud, responding may first increase before eventually habituating 

 Often seen in humans in terms of pain stimuli in certain contexts 

Habituation and sensitization 

 Are these actually instances of learning? Are they just sensory adaptations (e.g. to light) or a change in motor 

system (e.g. fatigue, babies stop looking at things because they are tired)? 

 Is the change stimulus specific or context specific? 

- If it is really learning, it should be stimulus and context specific to some extent 

 Does it generalise? 

- Both of the above questions are about generalisation 

- Changing subtle properties and checking whether we still see the same behaviours 

 What is learned in these situations? 

- Weakening/strengthening of a reflex pathway? 

- What it signifies (safe or dangerous)? 

- Expectation of the stimulus in this context (context-stimulus association), i.e. no longer surprising? 

   - Because the animal expects to hear the noise when it does occur in that context 

 Verbal responses don’t always correspond well with behavioural and emotional changes 

Types of conditioning 

 Instrumental/operant conditioning 

- Learning the consequences of your actions 

- Animal learns to perform specified action to receive reward or avoid punishment 

- US is response dependent 

 Pavlovian/classical conditioning 

- Animal displays stereotyped response to a stimulus that signals reward or punishment 

- US is response independent 


