
159Module 8: Behavioral Learning Theories

We’ll examine each of these theories separately, but first let’s consider their shared assumptions 
about how learning occurs:

•• Learning must include a change in behavior. To show that learning has occurred, tradi-
tional behaviorists assert that new information must cause behavior to change (Watson, 
1913). If one cannot determine that behavior has changed, learning has not occurred.

•• Behavior occurs due to experiences in the environment. British philoso-
pher John Locke (1632–1704) stated that children are born as blank 
slates who can be taught to do, or not do, any behavior based on 
experiences in their environment (Locke, 1690/1892).

•• Learning must include an association between a stimulus and a response 
(Kimble, 2000). Stimuli are events that individuals link or associate 
with certain responses. Learning by associations, called contiguity 
learning, is important for learning the vast amount of information 
children and adolescents are presented with. For example, letter and 
word recognition in early childhood is based on repeated exposure.

•• The stimulus and the response must occur close together in time. 
Remember that time is relative. Immediate consequences are 
needed for young children, who view 30 minutes as an eternity. In 
contrast, cross-cultural studies have found that older children and 
adults are more likely to delay small rewards and wait much longer 
in exchange for larger rewards (Jimura et al., 2011; Rotenberg & 
Mayer, 1990; Vanderveldt, Green, & Myerson, 2014). Although 
this developmental trend implies that older children and adolescents 
can wait longer, immediate feedback in educational settings is opti-
mal. For example, studies repeatedly find that immediate feedback 
is more effective than delayed feedback with respect to performance 
on classroom quizzes and success with learning materials (Kulik & 
Kulik, 1988).

•• Learning processes are very similar across different species. Rats, pigeons, 
and humans learn in similar ways. Because traditional behaviorists 
believe most learning processes are the same across species, few behavioral studies have 
focused on differences across ethnicity, gender, socioeconomic status (SES), or other 
issues of diversity within the human species. According to traditional behaviorists, it 
does not matter whether you are Black, White, female, or male—all humans (and all 
animals) learn behaviors through similar mechanisms.

Can you think of examples of contiguity learning from your own experiences, both 
in and outside school?

CLASSICAL CONDITIONING

➋	 Explain classical conditioning and its relevance to educational settings.

We are all aware of involuntary behaviors, such as the body’s many reflexes. For example, people 
automatically blink when an object quickly moves toward their eyes (the “you flinched” game 
played by children). These involuntary behaviors include two elements:
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Contiguity Learning. Young children learn to 
associate golden arches with fast food.

Philippe Lissac/Corbis D
ocum

entary/G
etty Im

ages

Video: Classical 
Conditioning


