
Operant Conditioning 
Unit 5 (textbook)



Learning Targets…
4.A Identify the contributions of key researchers in the psychology of learning.

4.A.3  Contributions of Robert Rescorla, key researcher in the 
psychology of learning.
4.A.7  Contributions of John B. Watson, key researcher in the 
psychology of learning.

4.B  Interpret graphs that exhibit the results of learning experiments.
4.G  Distinguish general differences between principles of classical 
conditioning, operant conditioning, and observational learning.

4.G.1  Contingencies
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Classical Conditioning…
… forms associations between two 
stimuli.

Example responses:
• Blink
• Flinch
• Fear
• Nausea
• wince

What’s the Difference?
Operant Conditioning
… forms associations between 
behaviors and resulting events.

Example responses:
• Sit behind on floor
• Do homework or chores
• Get good grades
• Meet curfew
• Don’t miss a shot
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E.L. Thorndike
Law of Effect…
responses that produce desirable results will be learned, or “stamped” 
into the organism
• Found that hungry cats in a puzzle box would work diligently to 

solve the puzzle by trial-and-error to obtain the food reward 
outside the box.

• Gradually, on succeeding trials, erroneous responses were 
eliminated & effective responses were “stamped in.”
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Thorndike’s 
Puzzle Box



5



Hello!

I am B.F. Skinner
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Using Thorndike's law of effect as 
a starting point, Skinner 
developed the Operant chamber or 
the “Skinner box” to study 
operant conditioning.
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Types of Reinforcers
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Types of Reinforcers
Primary Reinforcer:
Innately reinforcing 
stimulus that usually 
satisfy some biological 
need like food or drink.

Conditioned (Secondary) 
Reinforcer:
Is a learned reinforcer. It gets 
its reinforcing power through its 
association with primary 
reinforcer. Examples…
• Grades, praise, smiles of 

approval and applause
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Types of Reinforcers
Immediate 
Reinforcer:
A reinforcer that occurs 
closely to a behavior in 
time. Rat gets a food pellet 
for a bar press.

Delayed Gratification:
A reinforcer that is delayed in 
time for a certain behavior. A 
paycheck that comes at the end 
of a week.
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Our tendency to engage in behavior that’s followed 
by an immediate reinforcer (moving up a level in a 
video game) rather than one that’s delayed 
(working hard for an A in a course) is our need for 
instant gratification.

Think about cell 
phone games.



Operant Conditioning 
Principles

16

Reinforcement
Increases behavior

Punishment
Decreases behavior



Operant Conditioning 
Principles
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Positive
Does NOT mean good.

It’s the adding of a stimuli 
or consequence.

Negative
Does NOT mean bad.

It’s the taking away of a 
stimuli or consequence.





Would this work?
Your mom wants you to clean 
your room more often.  She 
plans to negatively reinforce you 
once you clean it. So when you 
finally clean your room, she says, 
“Great job, honey.  Now I will 
take away your car keys.”

Would that increase your 
behavior of cleaning your room?
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What could she take away that would 
increase your cleaning your room?



Would this work?
Your teacher wants you to 
complete your homework.  He 
plans to positively reinforce you 
once you do.  When you do your 
homework, he says, “Great job,! 
Now tonight you have an addition 
hour of homework as your 
reward.”
Would that increase your 
behavior?

20

What could he add that would 
increase your homework 

completion?



Would this work?
Your dad wants you to stop yelling 
at your sister.  He plans to 
negatively punish your yelling. 
When you yell at her he says, 
“That’s it!  I’m taking away your 
chores for a week.”

Would that decrease your 
behavior of yelling at your sister?
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What could he take away that would 
decrease your yelling?



Would this work?
Your principal wants students to 
stop misbehaving at lunch.  She 
plans to positively punish students 
when they misbehave. When a 
student acts up she says, “That’s 
it!  I’m giving you a lollipop!”

Would that decrease the 
misbehavior?
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What could she add that would 
decrease the misbehavior?
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Punishment
Although there may be some justification for occasional punishment 
(Larzelaere & Baumrind, 2002), it usually leads to negative effects.

• Punishment can result in unwanted fears.
• Conveys no information to the organism.
• Justifies pain to others.
• Unwanted behaviors reappear in its absence.
• Aggression towards the agent or aggression seen as “ok” or “right.”
• One unwanted behavior appears in place of another.
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25Death Penalty?



Reinforcement Schedules 26

Continuous Reinforcement:
Reinforcing the desired response 

each time it occurs. Needs to be used 
when initial learning is taking place.

Partial (Intermittent) 
Reinforcement:

Reinforcing a response only part of the 
time. Though results in slower acquisition 

in the beginning, shows greater 
resistance to extinction later on.

Ratio:
Number of times desired 
behavior is performed

Interval:
Amount of time desired 
behavior is performed

#
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http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GLx5yl0sxeM
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