
161Module 8: Behavioral Learning Theories

and would cry and attempt to crawl away when the white rat appeared, even in the absence of 
the loud noise. The once neutral stimulus, the white rat, became a conditioned stimulus (CS), 
and the fear of the white rat became a conditioned response (CR), as depicted in Figure 8.1. 
Again, the change in behavior confirmed that learning had occurred. (It is important to note 
that current ethical guidelines would not allow similar studies to be conducted.)

Once learning—or a change in behavior—has occurred, the behavior can be expanded on, 
altered, or eliminated. These additional learning opportunities are referred to by traditional 
behavioral theorists as generalization, discrimination, and extinction, respectively.

•• Generalization: Conditioned learning can be expanded beyond a specific stimulus to 
other, similar stimuli. After conditioning with the white rat, Little Albert was presented 
with a white rabbit and more quickly learned to fear the rabbit as well—he generalized 
the meaning of “white rat” to the white rabbit.

•• Discrimination: Species can learn to differentiate between similar but different stimuli. 
For example, Little Albert could have been taught to discriminate between white rab-
bits and white rats by being presented with white rabbits without the loud noise. Little 
Albert would have learned to distinguish, or discriminate, between the animals.

•• Extinction: If the conditioned stimulus is presented repeatedly without the uncon-
ditioned stimulus, the previously learned behavior will disappear or become extinct. 

FIGURE 8.1     Watson’s Classical Conditioning of Little Albert. A once neutral stimulus, the white rat,  

became a conditioned stimulus (CS). Fear of the white rat became a conditioned response (CR).
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