
AP Psychology
Unit VI: Learning

Biological, Latent, Cognitive, & 
Observational Learning



Relatively recent recognition 
that: An organism’s biological 
heritage can limit or channel 
conditioning. 

Findings in recent decades 
have demonstrated that there 
are limits to the generality of 
conditioning principles 
imposed by an organism’s 
biological heritage.



Conditioned Taste Aversion

Can be readily acquired 
even when a lengthy delay 
occurs between the CS & US. 

Findings on conditioned taste 
aversion suggest evolution
may have programmed some 
organisms to learn certain 
types of associations more 
easily than others. 

Biological Objective: We do not want 
to die of food poisoning. Pass on genes.

CTA: Can be STRONG & RAPID.





Taste aversion does not require 
cognitive awareness to develop.

Subject does not have to consciously 
recognize a connection between 
perceived cause (taste) & effect 
(negative feeling). 

In fact, the subject may hope to enjoy 
the substance, but the body handles it 
reflexively. 

Conditioned taste aversion illustrates 
the argument that in classical 
conditioning, a response is elicited.



Also, taste aversion 
generally only requires 1 
trial.

Experiments of Ivan Pavlov 
required several pairings 
of the NS with the UCS 
before the NS elicited a 
response. 

With taste aversion, after 
1 association between 
sickness & a certain food, 
the food may thereafter 
elicit the response. 

The tendency to blame food for illness, even if 
the food had nothing to do with the illness, is 
called the Garcia Effect.



Intro to Psych Vid on YouTube: Taste 
Aversion

https://youtu.be/QiLr2n-WWHM
http://youtube.com/v/QiLr2n-WWHM
http://youtube.com/v/QiLr2n-WWHM


In addition, lab experiments generally 
require very brief (less than a second) 
intervals between NS & UCS. 

With taste aversion, however, the 
hotdog a person eats at lunch may be 
associated with the vomiting that 
person has in the evening.

If the flavor has been encountered 
before the subject becomes ill, the 
effect will not be as strong or will 
not be present. 

This quality is called latent inhibition.

John Garcia’s lab experiment with 
rats & taste aversion.



Conditioned taste aversion: used in 
laboratories to study gustation & 
learning in rats.

Aversions can also be developed to 
odors as well as to tastes.

Concept of Biological Preparedness: 
Organisms are biologically 
predisposed to create certain 
associations between certain 
stimuli. These associations are 
frequently essential for survival, so 
it is no wonder they form easily.



Latent Learning: Form of 
learning that is not apparent 
from behavior when it first 
occurs.

Not immediately expressed 
in an overt response

It occurs without any 
obvious reinforcement of 
the behavior or associations 
that are learned.

R e c o g n i z i n g  C o g n i t i v e  P r o c e s s e s  in  C o n d it io n in g



Classic study by Edward C. Tolman, 3 groups 
of rats were placed in mazes & their 
behavior observed each day for more than 2 
weeks. 
★ Group 1 always found food at the end of 

the maze; quickly learning
★ Group 2 never found food, wandered in 

the maze but did not preferentially go to the 
end

★ Group 3 found no food for 10 days, but 
then received food on the 11th day. Then 
they quickly learned to run to the end of 
the day & did as well as Group 1 on the 
next day.

This showed that the Group 3 rats had 
learned about the organisation of the maze, 
but without the reinforcement of food. 





Until this study, it was largely believed 
that reinforcement was necessary for 
animals to learn such tasks.

Other experiments showed that latent 
learning can happen in shorter durations 
of time (3–7 days).

Also suggested that the rats who 
displayed latent learning had formed a 
cognitive map of the maze (a mental 
representation of the spatial layout) at a 
time when cognitive processes were 
thought to be irrelevant to understand-
ing conditioning even in humans.

Tolman was challenging “Behaviorism” 
as the only true measure of behavior.



Tolman (1948) went on to 
conduct other studies that 
suggested cognitive processes 
play a role in conditioning.

But his ideas mostly attracted 
rebuttals & criticism from 
influential learning theorists of 
his era (Hilgard, 1987). 

In the long run, however, 
Tolman’s ideas prevailed, as 
models of conditioning 
eventually started to 
incorporate cognitive factors.



YouTube: Do Lab Rats Dream of Running Mazes?

http://youtube.com/v/bkfxpiTmMGw
http://youtube.com/v/bkfxpiTmMGw
https://youtu.be/bkfxpiTmMGw


Classical & operant conditioning 
does not explain all forms of 
learning. 

Observational learning: 
An organism’s responding is 
influenced by the observation
of others, who are called models.

Albert Bandura: Psychologist 
behind many ground breaking 
theories in observational learning. 
He asserted that observational 
learning is not separate from 
classical or operant conditioning.



In observational learning, an 
organism is conditioned 
vicariously by watching a model’s 
conditioning.

Both classical & operant 
conditioning can occur through 
observational learning, which 
extends their influence. 

The principles of observational 
learning have been used to 
explain why physical 
punishment increases 
aggressive behavior.

Albert Bandura
“Most human behavior is
learned by observation

through modeling.”



YouTube: Bandura’s Experiment Emotions & Bobo Doll

1961 Bandura’s Bobo doll 
Experiment: Study patterns of 
behavior, at least in part, by social 
learning theory, & that similar 
behaviors were learned by individuals 
shaping their own behavior after the 
actions of models. 

Experiment was criticized by some on ethical 
grounds, for training children towards 
aggression. 

Bandura's results from the Bobo Doll 
Experiment changed the course of modern 
psychology, & were widely credited for helping 
shift the focus in academic psychology from 
pure behaviorism to cognitive psychology.

The experiment is among the most lauded and 
celebrated of psychological experiments.

https://youtu.be/zerCK0lRjp8
http://youtube.com/v/zerCK0lRjp8
http://youtube.com/v/zerCK0lRjp8


YouTube: Khan Academy - Bandura’s Experiment

An explanation of the Bobo Doll 
Experiment, how it demonstrated 
learning performance distinction, 
and resulted in Bandura's Social 
Cognitive Theory. By Jeffrey Walsh.

https://youtu.be/wf3-tRpmGmY
http://youtube.com/v/wf3-tRpmGmY
http://youtube.com/v/wf3-tRpmGmY


Observational learning 
depends on the processes of 
attention, retention,
reproduction, & motivation.

Even animals can learn through 
observation.
In a landmark study, Bandura 
and colleagues demonstrated 
that exposure to aggressive TV 
models led to increased 
aggression in children, especially 
when the TV models were 
reinforced for their aggression.



• Attention. 
To learn through 
observation, you must pay 
attention to another 
person’s behavior & its 
consequences.



• Retention. 
You may not have occasion to use an observed 
response for weeks, months, or even years.

Thus, you must store a mental 
representation of what you 
have witnessed in your 
memory.



• Reproduction. 
To enacting a modeled 
response: Ability to 
reproduce the response 
by converting your 
stored mental images 
into overt behavior. 

This step may not be easy 
for some responses. 
For example:
Most cannot execute a “step back 3-
point shot” after watching James 
Harden do it in a Rockets game.



• Motivation. 
Finally, you are unlikely to 
reproduce an observed response 
unless you are motivated to do so. 

Your motivation depends on whether 
you encounter a situation in which you 
believe that the response is likely to pay 
off for you.



Research on observational learning has 
played a central role in the debate 
about the effects of media violence for 
many decades. 

Both experimental & correlational 
studies suggest that violent TV shows, 
movies, & video games contribute to 
increased aggression among children & 
adults & desensitization to the effects 
of aggression.
There is not one key factor that leads to a person 
acting out in aggression. Yet, the research shows 
viewing violence can contribute.





A dose of violent gaming 
makes people act a little more 
rudely than they would 
otherwise, at least for a few 
minutes after playing.
It is far harder to determine whether 
cumulative exposure leads to real-world 
hostility over the long term. 

“I don’t know that a psychological study 
can ever answer that question 
definitively,” said Michael R. Ward, an 
economist at the University of Texas, 
Arlington. “We are left to glean what we 
can from the data and research on video 
game use that we have.”





“None of these extreme acts, like a school shooting, occurs because of only 
one risk factor; there are many factors, including feeling socially isolated, 
being bullied, and so on,” said Craig A. Anderson, a psychologist at Iowa State 
University. “But if you look at the literature, I think it’s clear that violent 
media is one factor; it’s not the largest factor, but it’s also not the 
smallest.”

Many studies have 
found a correlation 
between exposure to 
media violence & 
aggression. 

Bushman & 
Anderson (2001): 
The average 
correlation in studies 
of media violence & 
aggression is .31. This 
association strong by 
comparison to others.



YouTube: Why Video Games Make You Aggressive

https://youtu.be/jm_l4jEb6us
http://youtube.com/v/jm_l4jEb6us
http://youtube.com/v/jm_l4jEb6us


How Video Games Change Your Brain

https://youtu.be/khpLlXwWBgs
http://youtube.com/v/khpLlXwWBgs
http://youtube.com/v/khpLlXwWBgs

