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Theory of Classical Conditioning

While studying the functioning of the digestive system, a Russian psychologist
named Ivan Pavlov (1849-1936) encountered an unforeseen problem: the dogs in
his experiment salivated not only upon actually eating but also when they saw the
food, noticed the man who usually brought it, or even heard his footsteps. Paviov
began to study this phenomenon, which he called ‘conditioning’. Since the type
of conditioning emphasized was a classical one—quite different from the
conditioning emphasized by other psychologists at the later stage—it has been
renamed classical conditioning. To understand the nature of the process of
conditioning, let us discuss the type of experiments performed by Pavlov.

In one of his experiments, Paviov kept a dog hungry for a few days and then
tied him to the experimental table which was fitted with certain mechanically
controlled devices. The dog was made comfortable and distractions were excluded
as far as it was possible to do so. The observer himself remained hidden from the
dog but was able to view the experiment by means of a set of mirrors. Arrangement
was made to give food to the dog through an automatic mechanism. He also
arranged for a bell to ring every time food was presented to the dog. When the
food was put before the dog and the bell was rung, there was automatic secretion
of saliva from the mouth of the dog. The activity of presenting the food

accompanied with the ringing of the bell was repeated several times and the
amount of saliva secreted was measured (see Figure 13.3).
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'Il;l:;.::\cl::il :I:menl 1s the amificial stimulus, re . the ringing of the bell which 1s
y known as a conditioned stimulus (CS). 1t substituted for the nawral
stimulus (food). To begin with. the conditioned stmulus does ot evoke the
desired response, i€, the conditioned response (CR) The fourth element 15 the
lk nn ;-jf the conditioning process However. as a result of condiomng. one learns
0 produce behaviuur in ihc gord L1 i )
it form of o condibionsd yaap orae 4o o Conds romed
The theory of conditioning as advocated by Pavlov, thus, considers learning
a5 habit formation and 1s based on the pninciple of assocration and substlution.
1t is simply a stimulus-response type of lcarning where 1 place of a natural
stimulus like food, water, sexual contact, etc., an artificial stimulus hike the sound
of the bell, sight of light of a definite colour, eic., can cvoke a nawral response
When both the artificial or natural stimulus (ringing of the bell) and the natural
stimulus (food) are brought together several uimes. the dog becomes schooled or
conditioned to respond to this situation. A perfeci association occurs betwezn the
types of stimuli presented together. As a result, after some ume. the natural sumulus
can be substituted or replaced by an antificial sumulus and this antificial stimulus
is able to evoke the natural response.

Tube trom sal|
vary glands con:

Cup lr Recordi

ol e

Figure 133  Diagramm: measuring salva  device © types of
atic view of th

(Garren, General Peyehaen™en conducted by Paviov

ogy. p. 254)

John Watson and the Theory of Conditioning

mulus) caused

Diagrammati cd the dog to secret ging of the bell (an

. C representation of the C!lpcnmc:(c' the saliva (natural response) John Watson (1878-1958), the father of behaviourism. supported Pavlov's ideas

s::::r:sa uncondiional 's given in Figure 13.4. ’ on coditioned responses. Through his experiments, Watson tried © demonstrate

of lood) (prosentation Natural or unconditonal \he role of conditioning in prod as well as jonal resp
such as fear.

fesponse (salivanon)
In one of his expenments, Watson took an cleven month old child named

Albert as his subject. The baby was given 2 rabbit to play with. The baby liked
it very much and was pleased 10 touch its fur. He carefully observed the pleasant
responses of the baby. After some \ime. in the course of the experimer” on
as the baby touched the rabbit, a loud noise was produced (0 frighten the baby.
The loud noise was repeated every ime he tried 1o touch the rabbit, and this gave
rise 10 a fear response. After some time the baby began 0 fear the rabbit, even when
(here was no loud noise when it touched the rabbit. In this way, the baby leamed
10 fear the rabbit through conditioning.

In another experiment, 3 child named Peter who was afraid of rabbits was

used cs a subject At first. the rabbit was placed at 2 distance from the boy s0 that
the diztance vas

it would not pose 3 threat. but gradually on each sucuessive Baj.
reduced. Eventually, the rabbit was placed on (he table where Peter was cating and i
then on his lap. Having associated the rabbit with the pleasurc of eating, the cmid R
lost his fear and began © touch its fur and play with it Thus through a simple "
\reatment of conditioning the child lcarned not 10 fear the rabbit. .
From these expenments. Watson, Paviov and other concluded that all types

| of learning can be explained in terms of lh[:l:;mc& of clondll:‘omng.. What this

i understood through the following conclusio
Pmusls\ :: :al'c‘,a:ing“pmccss whereby an artificial of condioned stmulus 1s able
(o function like a natural sumulus when both natural and amﬁcn.l sumult :r.e
presented together. In this kind of lcarmng, association plays 3 major role since i

1
|
| Ultimate link
|
|
1

Association of Natural and

artificial stimuli

1
Anufiaal or conditional

st ; B
mulus (Ringing of the bell) (General ale‘rlness)

Figure 13.4 D
'agrammatic representation of Pavlov's experiment

The abov
e experiment
condiioning brotess. The rlrsllhu: brings to light four essential elements of th
= : clement is a <
as unconditioned sti natural stimulus, technic:
stimulus (US), ie., f s, techmcally known
the unconditio . 1e., food. It results in a G
ned respon: UR . natural response c.
ponse (UR). This response constitutes the sccxf)nd elcn:lel::j
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the individual responds to an artificial sti
s mulus because he associ i
e individunt he associates it with the
The conditioning theory of learni
y armning put forwa
actually involves the condi ing ol 4 beh. i bymWnlsr':n anel Favloy
. : " ) ¥ rou, a
stimulus association and substitution. Here the responses of the lcagrner ::‘“‘—‘5 o
oy § s - S 'COI
:fmdmnm.d hc:\m;eom the same way or respondine amilarlyv .T,c-m
) - IR 3 | U o
,ﬂu‘“,,.,.m AMS ¢ n: Lo needs the Datural sumuli 10 evoke the related natural
se. result, the new substituted stimulus behaves lik
sumulus and is able to evoke the desired response. ) 4 Oneinal

Principles of Classical Conditioning

The theory of classical. conditioning emphasized b Pav| Watson gave birth
J A 8 emphasiz i
y Paviov and Wats g
to a number of important concepts and principles in the ficld of lcarning such as
as:

1. Extinction. It was noted b
y Paviov that if (h iti i
e " e conditioned st ingi
- 'h: l:’l[l')d:”:r:;enlad alone a number of times without the food, "l';:h:: (""_'E'"g
bl ,:; a‘ppnf:.:ponse of"sahvalion begins to decrease a;ld so ;5::":::
b ning at all. This process of s

eonditted e ) 'ss of gradual disappea

response or disconnection of the S-R association is &'}T;:dr“:::"‘:;;:'f

2. Spont

wnmp:;:;za:;ﬂr:a:lpy‘;nseh.ws a‘lso discovered by Paviov that after extinction,
IS no longer evident, the be :

o " . the behaviour ofi

= s]y but at a reduced intensity. This phenomenon—the ma;:c::r;"f:ﬂ;;

e aring o . d response (CR) after an interval in which

ol b o stimulus (CS) and unconditioned stimulus (US) has

e ,),‘:" a ch Spontaneous recovery. The process of sponl'm;: s

fine e supls,omT:m:w’,n?; [I:e:mlng is suppressed rather than fcrgou‘en f:’:

ome o s \
be no further possibility of spontaneous nu:uv‘:r;"g e Bog. vimately

whiskers Respondi
4 S ng 1o the stimuli j
il oo L N such a generalized wa was
. f,, m(;‘l‘n{z;hu’n with refcr‘cncc !0 1 particular stage of lcirmn ;::":"Cd o
o b (hc‘ ual once conditioned 1o respond (0 a specific snmﬁus ‘_s"V‘O:’
same way in response to other sumuli of similar nature. e

4. Stimulus discri i o
4 . lus discri i y
eneraliza is the
i‘ms"('f:’:“;';:;m. in d.mrp Contrust 1 responding in u usual a:n;: O'f Shmulus
to sahivate on| Hlerently in different situations. For example, the dog "V-‘ Ty uoleet
furthen, the r:ayhtr the sight of the green light and not of the r:;d or ;.nL '::;'y thmude
brightness Of.mc ;:‘(‘:’;" Zl'ﬁ:l;)ﬁc elicited at the sight of 4 pﬂrllcu!a‘: ml:rrw.\"i[:':',f
the mechanis | Put not at any other. In this way, condit ro
m of stimulus discrimination one learns 1o react ;:nly to ;‘:::’g"'[i llwrotfﬁh
S specific
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stimulus out of the multiplicity of stimuli and to disunguish and discriminate one
4
{

from the others among a variety of stimuli present in our environment.

Implications of Classical Conditioning .
H

In our day to day life, we are usually exposed to simple classical condnl.nom’r_\g >
Fear, iove and hatred owards an oy phenomreronar ewfawow ;H)co-uj
conditioning. A father who, when he comes home from office, always I'Cbl.lkeb anq
d without caring to know the basic reasons may condition his

of his return to home

punishes his chil
even

child to fear him, or develop anxiety reactions at the time

The child may further develop a feeling of hatred towards his father or .
s his home. Similarly, a teacher with his

discontent and a hostile attitude toward: ! \
defe: hods of h or improper behavi may a child o
atred toward him. the subject he teaches and even the

develop a distaste and h:

school environment. On the contrary, affection, a loving attitude and sympathetic

treatment given to the child by the parents at home or by the leacheq at g:hool

may produce a desirable impact on him through the process of co‘nfim.omngA
Most of our learning is associated with the pr‘oce§s of com.imomng_l'rom

the beginning. A child learns to call his father ‘d.addy . his mother ‘mummy . and

his dog ‘Montu" through the process of i g. i.e. ¢ p
association and substitution. As a result of stimulus generahzation, he may

attribute the name of daddy to all adult males, mummy to all adult females and
call all dogs by the name Montu. Gradually, he comes o the stage of stimulus
discrimination and then learns to discriminate and g and atiribute f
names to different persons, animals and objects. This phcnome.non of‘ stimulus
lization and discri goes on up to quite a late stage in our life. Often
:rc meet a person and dislike him or her at first sight merely becau;: Ll'?al Y
individual reminds us of someone else we do not like. We do not like to mix with
the people belonging to another faith, religion or caste and often develop a feeling
of hatred and animosity towards them even if we have not directly had any

unpleasant experience. .
What is termed as abnormality in one’s behaviour may, to a great extent, be i

taken as learned. This learned pattern of one's behaviour is acquired through
conditioning. For example, a child may be conditioned to develop fear or dislike
of dogs. He may become so frightened of dogs after being bitten by one that he
is reluctant to venture out alone. In a more complex case, a young woman who
has had scveral unfortunate encounters with the adult males may become so
conscious in the presence of any adult male that she is unable to have normal
social relations with them leave alone satisfactory sexual ones.

Thus, much of our behaviour in the shape of interests. artitdes, habits, sense T
of application or criticism, moods and temperaments, is fashioned through “
conditioning. The process of conditioning, not only helps us in learning what is !
desirable but also helps in eliminating, avoiding or unlearning of undesirable
habits, unhealthy attitudes, superstitions, fear and phobias through decondi- iy
tioning. An individual who hates a particular person or object may be made to seek
pleasure in their company. Another individual who thinks it is a bad sign if a cat "
crosses his path can be made to give up his superstitious belef. ’

-
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The Schedules of Reinforcement

Skinner put forward the idea of i »
planning of schedules of reinf i
1 ; orc i
tioning the operant behaviour of the organism. Some imporlanle::::;:x?;scondl.
are:

1. Cantinuous l'l,'("”j:l/{‘(('l”L"” schedule.  This is an out and reint
ls;:e::::n\:;r::rz E:::;s;cén i§ m}ade to reinforce or reward ev;,ry c\o)::e:::I::;;;::g;
el o ol quisition of a .Iearning. For example a student ma
reva ry correct answer he gives to the questions: A
ki or problems put forth

2. FL;:Z fintervnl reinfora hedul In this schedule th
rewar: or a i v '
iyl minr:tseponl:e made onl)j after a set interval of time, e.g. everyg3 n':lsrr\n :
s. How many times he has given correct responses during \:;:S
is

fixed interval of time ds
! oes not matter; it is only at th i i
that he is presented with some reinforcement. Y g bl Sl

3. Fixed ratio reinforcemen

- t schedule. In this sch i

: ; 3 chedule the reinfol i

51{ f::;: ;:c: fzﬁumw b(;f re:ponses. A rat, for example might be gi\:::l:::ll;s(

in number of lever presses. A studi

gl sses. ent may be properl;

a u;er‘;cl:nss:crsfa ﬁxgd number of questions say 3 or 5. The ﬁxedprarti)(’; Tc:;did

Is used i mdc actories, and by employers of casual workers or labourers whu .
g ¢ paid on a piece-work basis, i.e., the number of garm the

number of baskets or boxes packed. .

4. Variab i

. varia :; lrjemforremenl sche@k. When reinforcement is given at varying
rcmforcemcmnslcchgu?ﬁc; ah\_rarymg number of responses, it is called a variable
r e. In this case, reinforcement is intermi i

individual does not know whe i o s et e

n he 15 going to be rewarded a
i nd consequently h
remains motivated throughout the learni i et
ing process in the ho f reinf
The most common e P bebaviowr i the
xample of such a schedule in h i
; h uman behaviour h
reinf iy
dicwt;;zemzmkoperanon schedules of gambling devices. Here rewards are unpre-
and keep the players well-motivated through occasional returns.

Conclusions about the Various Reinforcement Schedules

i::::::(r)c:men; and xts.schcdulcs play a key role in the conditioning of operant
e r and acquisition of a learning. Where 1 cortinuous rcinforcement
rcsuhuI nc ux)ncc:izifszulhe r:sponse rate, the discor_ninuation of reinforcement may
et nction o that response or behaviour. A continuous reinforcement
p u lc. t us, yields the least resistance to extinction and the lowest response rate
¢ c1.|Srmi s:grnmg. Learning f’f a response, thqrcforc. occurs quickly if every correct
ponse is rewarded, but it is forgotten easily when the reinforcement is stopped.
Ff reinforcement 1s given after a varying number of correct responses or at varying
intervals of time, the response is remarkably resistant to extinction. However, the
fixed interval reinforcement schedules are found to provide the lowest yiel‘d in
terms of performance as the individual may soon learn to respond correctly onl
whep the ‘umc or turn of reinforcement arrives. Similarly he may lose inle{csl iz
getting reinforcement after a fixed interval or fixed number of correct responses.
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Weighing all these properly, Skinner suggests a 100 per cent schedule to begin
wnh folltw{e,d by a fixed interval or fixed ratio schedule to finally arrive at the
variable reinforcement schecule for better results in learning or training.

Defining Operant Conditioning

Operant conditioning refers to 2 kind of learning process where a response is made
more probable or more frequent by reinforcement. It helps in the learning of operant
behaviour, the behaviour that is not necessarily associated with a known stimulus.

Distinction between Classical and Operant Conditioning

Classical or respondent conditioning is based on respondent behaviour. Specifically,
it deals with responses that invariably follow a specific stimulus and are thus
elicited, e.g. blinking at a bright light, jumbling at an electric shock, salivation to
the taste of food, and so forth. In this greater importance is attached to the stimulus
for eliciting the desired response. That is why it is also called a type S conditioning.
On the other hand, operant conditioning helps in conditioning or learning
of operant behaviour—behaviour that is emitted (rather than elicited). The
organism seems to initiate operant behaviour on his own without a single, explicit,
preceding stimulus. In this type of learning, much emphasis is placed on the
response rather than the stimulus causing the response. This is why, it is also
named as type R conditioning. In type S conditioning, the problem with the trainer
or teacher is to select appropriate stimuli for evoking desired response. On the
other hand in R type conditioning, out of many responses which an organism is
capable of giving, the problem with the trainer or teacher is o evoke only the appro-
priate responses and then fix them properly with the help of suitable reinforcement.
The difference between these two types of conditioning thus, may be

summarized as below:

Classical respondent conditioning Operant conditioning

. It helps in the learning of operant
behaviour.

2. Itis called type R conditioning because
of the emphasis on the response.

1. It helps in the learming of respondent
behaviour.

2. It 1s called type S conditioning to
emphasize the importance of the sumulus
in elicitine desired response-

- N s h

3. Inthistype of conditioning beginning 1 3 Here beglm:;‘ng olcsum::\c:iur;:tyh ul[ :

i i citic esponses as they occur
being made with the help of spectfic r L
stimuli that bring certain Tesponses. they do not occur naturally, shaping
into existence.
conditioning is usually 4. Here strength of ¢
determined by the magmtude of the» by the response rat B
conditioned response. i.c., the amount of an operant r:spor}y: o
liva (as in the case of the classical some reinforcement.

sal
experniment of Pavlov with the dog)-

onditioning is shown
e i.e. the rate at which

4. Here strength of
a result of




Skinner’s Experiments Regarding Operant Conditioning

B.P. Skinner conducted a series of experiments with animals. For conducting the

experiments with rats, he designed a special apparatus known as Skinner’s Box.
It was a modified form of the puzzle hbox used by Thorndike for his experiments

with als . The darkened Sound pwcll;oxhas a&rfc?ﬂoor,.q systeimn c‘vf/;él\h)r sound
produced at the time of delivery of a pellet of food in the food cup, a lever and
a food cup. It is arranged so that when a rat (hungry or thirsty) presses the lever,
the feeder mechanism is activated, a light or a special sound is produced and a
small pellet of food (or small amount of water) is released into the food cup. For
recording the observations of the experiments, the lever is connected to a
recording system which produces a graphical plotting of the number of lever

presses against the length of time the rat is in the box.
In one of his earlier experiments, Skinner placed a hungry rat in the above

described box. In this experiment, pressure on the bar in a certain way by the rat
could result in the production of a click and emergence of a food pellet. The click
sound acted as a cue or signal to the rat that if it were to respond by going to the
food cup, it would be rewarded. The rat was rewarded for each proper pressing of
the lever. The lever pressing response having been rewarded, the rat repeated it and
was again rewarded which further increased the probability of the repetition of the
lever pressing response and so it continued. In this way, ultimately the rat learned

to press the lever as desired by the experimenter (see Figure 13.5).

Fisure 13.5 A rat in a Skinner Box.



Implications of the Theory of Operant Conditioning

Theory of operant conditioning has revolutionized the field of training or learning
by putting forward the following practical ideas and implications:

1.

A response or behaviour is not necessarily dependent (contingent) upon
a specific known stimulus. It is more correct to think that a behaviour
or response is dependent upon its consequences. Therefore, for training
an organism to learn a particular behaviour or response, it may be
initiated to respond in such a way as to produce the reinforcing stimulus.
The individual’s behaviour should get the reward and he should in turn,
act in such a way thai he is rewarded agein and <o on. Therefore, the
learning or training process and environment must be so designed as to
create the minimum frustration and the maximum satisfaction in a
learner to provide him with proper reinforcement for the desired training
or learning.

The principle of operant conditioning may be successfully applied in
behaviour modification. We have to find something which is rewarding
for the individual whose behaviour we wish to modify, wait until the
desired behaviour occurs, and immediately reward him when it does.
When this is done, the frequency with which the desired response occurs
goes up. When the behaviour next occurs, it is again rewarded, and the
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rate of response goes up even further. Proceeding in this manner, we can
induce the individual to learn the desired behaviour.

3. The development of human personality can be successfully manipulated
through operant conditioning. According to Skinner:

We arc what we have been rewarded for being. What we call personality is

nmh_mg more than consistent behaviour patterns that nu"wr\a)o‘vn o ul
remforcement history W 1o o g nehish, ior example, occause we have

been rewarded for approximaung the sounds of the English language in our carly

home environment. If we happened to be brought up in a Japanese or Russian

home, we would leamn to speak Japanese or Russian because when we
approximated sounds in that language, we would have been attended to or

rewarded in some other way (Hergenhahn, 1976).

4. Thc theory of operant conditioning does not attribute motivation to
internal processes within the organism. It takes for granted the
consequences of a behaviour or response as a source of motivation to
further occurrence of that behaviour. Food is a reinforcer to aratora
pigeon. Knowledge of the correct response is reinforcement to a learner.
Secondary reinforcers also prove very important sources of motivation
for a learner. Verbal praise, positive facial expressions of the trainer or
teacher. a feeling of success, high scores, good grades, prizes, medals and
the opportunity to do work one likes are all good motivators. Operant
conditioning, thus, provided an external approach to motivation.
Operant conditioning emphasizes the importance of schedules in the
process of reinforcement of behaviour. In trying to impart or teach a
particular behaviour, therefore, great care should be taken for the proper
planning of the schedules of reinforcement.
This theory advocated the avoidance of punishment for unlearning the
undesirable behaviour and for shaping the desirable behaviour.
Punishment proves ineffective in the long run. It appears that
simply

©

PP behaviour and when the threat of
s removed, the rate with which the behaviour occurs returns
to its original level. Therefore, operant conditioning experiments
suggested appropriate alternatives to punishment, in the form of
rewarding appropriate behaviour and ignoring inappropriate behaviour,
for its gradual extinction.

In its most effecuve upplication, the theory of operant conditioning has
contributed a lot to the development of teaching machines ind
programmed learning. ihe theory of operant conditioning has shown
that learning proceeds most effectively if:

punishment i

(a) the learning material is so designed that it produces fewer chances
for failure and more opportunities for success;

(b) the learner is given rapid feedback concerning the accuracy of his
learning; and

(c) the learner 1s able to learn at his own pace.

The principles originating from operant conditioning have revolutionized

the training anu scarning programmes. As a result, mechanical learning in the form

TS
)

T |

—
b

iy
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of teaching machines and computer-assisted instructions have taken root in place
of usual classroom instruction.

Theory of Insightful Learning
The views mrurﬂ bchcvfoux&,{f,,m{nm anass ociadion betwseen

stimuli and responses for understanding learning faced great d|fﬁ:ul}¥ n
explaining the learning process or behaviour involving higher cognitive abilities.
The chance success through trial and error or iation through c
and conditioning may account for simple acquisition of knowledge. skills,
interests, habits and other personality characteristics, but is not sufficient to
account for problem solving. creativity and acquisition of other similar cognitive
behaviour including insight (learning that appears to come sqddenly),

Dissatisfied with the approach of behaviourists, the cogniuve psygho}ogns\s
tried to see leaming as a more deliberate and conscious cifort of the mdylduul
rather than a product of mere habit formation or a stimulus response machine-hke
mechanism. According to them, in a learning process. the learner doc‘s not merely
receive or make responses to the stimuli. but deﬁnuely_ processes. i... mter.am
with and does something about what he receives and his response is determined

€SSINg. .
» lhél[‘h?;icing a%ong these lines, a group of German psy‘chologlsu call::l1
gestalists and particularly Wolfgang Kohler originated a leaming theory nam
I“s‘gh}gﬁsl‘:ﬁ‘:ﬂi‘: 5 German noun for which there is no English cqunvalenLESo ‘(h;
term was carried over into English psychological literature. ATh: n.ca::sl : r:ilsin
translation of gestalt is ‘configuration’ or more snmPly an ‘organised Wl :ess =
contrast to a collection of parts. Gestalt psycholog|s'ts .consxdcr ml; pro e
learning to be a gestalt—an organised whole. The basic idea of lh: c:;y o
a thing cannot be understood by the study of its constituent parts but only by
as a totality or whole. : :

. :rfl‘::‘ct the fv.)cusy of Gestalt theory has been the idea of glrdoupmri.b 1‘;“
characteristics of Stimuli cause us to structure o interpret a visual ﬁe. or p
in a certain way. The pnmary factors that determine grouping are:

i ir
1. Proximity = elements tend to be grouped together according to the
nearness. ) N
i ether
Similarity = items similar in some respect tend to be groupe tog

9

i c me
3. Closure = items are grouped together if they tend to complete so
entity and
4. Simplicity —items tend to be organized nto simple figures according to
symmetry, regularity and smoothness.
isati ined in
These factors, also called the laws of organisation. have b:el: cx;:lamc
" y > ogist.
the context of perception and problem solving by Gestalt psy;d o‘;‘i -
In practical terms, gestalt psychology s pnmarily cnn:em e
a dividual percewves a thing as
tion. According 10 1t, an v v e
Ort p;“l':\caliloumls and stimulus-response theonists define perception so as
the bel S S
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it analogous with the taking of a photograph. They hold that sensation comes prior
1o meaning and consider these two acts as separate. But the Gestalt PsycholO_Z{SlS
do not separate sensation of an object from its meaning. They are of the opinion
(hat unless a person sces some meaning in an object he will pay little or no
alention th it what is more, fothe gectult pryehologisis; the meani RO
or perception 15 always related 1o the total situation. According to them perception
always involves a problem of organisation. A thing is perceived as a relationship
within a ficld which includes the thing. the viewer and a complex background
incorporating the viewer's purposes and previous experience.

Gestalt psychologists tried to interpret learning as a purposive, exploratory
and creative enterprisc instead of trial and error or a simple stimulus-response
mechanism. A learner, while learning, always perceives the situation as a whole and
after seeing and evaluating the different relationships takes the proper decision
intelligently. He always responds to the proper relationships rather than to specific
stimuli. Gestalt Psychology used the term ‘insight’ to describe the perception of
the whole situation by the learner, and his intelligence in responding to the proper
relationships. Kohler (1925) used the term ‘insight’ first of all, to describe the
learning of his apes. During the period 1913-1917, he conducted many
experiments on chimpanzees in the Canary Islands and embodied his findings in

his book (ibid). These experiments demonstrated learning by insight. Some of
Kohler's experiments are now described.

1. In one experiment, Kohler put the chimpanzee, Sultan, inside a cage and
a banana was hung from the roof of the cage. A box was placed inside
the cage. The chimpanzee tried to reach the banana by jumping but

could not succeed. Suddenly, he got an idea and used the box as a

jumping platform by placing it just below the hanging banana.

2. In another experiment, Kohler made this problem more difficult and two
or three boxes were required to reach the banana. Moreover, the placing
of one box on the other required different specific arrangements.

3. In a more complicated experiment, a banana was placed outside the cage
of the chimpanzee. Two sticks, one longer than the other, were placed
inside the cage. One was hollow at one end so that the other stick could
be thrust into it to form a longer stick. The banana was so kept that it
could not be picked up by any one of the sticks. The chimpanzee first
tried to reach out te the banana with these sticks one after the other but
failed. Suddenly, the animal had a bright idea and joined the two sticks
together and reached the banana (see Figure 13.7).

In these experiments, Kéhler used many different chimpanzees. Sultan, who
was the most intelligent of Kohler's chimpanzees, could solve all the problems.
Other chimpanzees could solve the problems only when they saw Sultan solving
them.

These experiments demonstrated the role of intelligence and cognitive
abilities in higher learning such as problem solving. The apes, somewhat higher
animals, did not resort to the blind trial and error mechanism adopted by
Thorndike’s cat or the simple habit formation as in the case of Pavlov's dog or
Watson’s Albert. They reacted intelligently by (a) idenufying the problem.

nﬂ-—
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Figure 13.7 Kohler's chimpanzee learns to

assemble a long stick from two shorter ones.

(b) organising their perceptual field, and (c) using ‘insighl’ (the term coined \:‘y
Kohler) to reach a solution. Once the situation is perceived as a whole and the

perceptual field is properly organised, a problem becomes solvable through flashes
of insight.

In human beings we come across such learning a number of times o‘n
different occasions. For example, a student may suddenly discover that in the 9's
table, the sum of the digits in the answer is always 9 (eg.9 I 5_ =45,4 + S =
9 etc.). The student’s learning of a new meaningful relationship is then, a result
of his insightful learning.

Though Kohler seemed to see insightful learning i1 terms of a sudden ‘aha’
or a bolt of lightening, it is found to depend upon factors such as:

o Experience. Past experience help in the insightful solution of pivbicins.
A child cannot solve the problems of modern mathematics unless he 1s
well acquainted with its symbolic language.

Intelligence. Insightful solution depends upon the basic intelligence of

the learner. The more intelligent the individual, the greater will his
insight be.

Learning situation. How insightfully an individual will react, depends

upon the situation in which he has been placed. Some situations are more

conducive to insightful soluton than others. As a2 common observaun‘l‘\.
insight occurs when the learning situation is sO arranged that all the
necessary aspects are Open 1o View.



e Initial efforts. Insightful learning has to pass through the process of tnal
and error but this stage does not last long. These initial efforts in the form
of a simple trial and error mechanism, open the way for insightful
leaming.

. quh.\k’hw blaattem — \lier obtaining 1 onsighttul solunon ol
a particular type of problem, the individual tries to implement it in
another situation, demanding a similar type of solution. The solution

found in one situation helps him to react insightfully in other identical
situations.

Implications of the Theory of Insightful Learning

The greatest contribution of the theory of insightful learning is that it has made
learning purposeful and goal-oriented task. It does not involve simple reflexive or
automatic machine-like responses. The learner has to be motivated by arousing his
interest and curiosity for the learning process and he has to be well acquainted
with the specific aims and purposcs of the leaming.

Moreover, the emphasis, in this theory, on the importance of viewing the
situation as a whole has given birth to the important maxim, from the whole to
the parts, in the field of learning. If a person wishes to learn or memorise a poem,
it should be presented to him as a whole and after being read and understood as
a whole, it may be broken into parts or stanzas for being effectively memorized.
Similarly, a problem requiring solution should be considered as a whole and
after being assessed as a whole, may be tackled for solution on a piecemeal
basis.

The theory of insightful learning requires the organisation of the perceptual
field and learning material in the form of a ‘gestalt’ i.e., a whole. Based on this
phenomenon, we cannot treat any learning related to a subject or skill as merely
a collection of isolated facts, informations or unrelated behavioural acts. This has
made significant contributions in the organisation of the curriculum, scheme of
studies, work-plan and procedure of planning the schedule of learning or teaching
of a skill or a behaviour. What we see to-day in the form of an emphasis on unity
and cohesiveness (in the form of gestalt) within the learmng acts or experiences
in any scheme of studies or learning is nothing but a pattern of learning borrowed
from the gestaltist theory of insightful learning.
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