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Overview 

This course is intended to help you to better understand and handle learning and 
motivational challenges in everyday situations (e.g., learning disabilities, motivational 
disabilities, acquisition of language and sports-related skills, work-related learning, smoking 
cessation). The course has three sections. 
 
     Part I: A Framework for Thinking about How People Adaptive to Changing 
Conditions:  Learning Abilities and Species-Specific Abilities 
  We will discuss an Organizing Framework, Definitions, Roles, Meaningful Examples & 
Personal Experiences (Personal Case Studies) of how we adapt to our changing 
environment.  See blackboard for background information.  In class discussion, please only 
use personal examples that you are comfortable sharing with others.  In discussing such 
examples, it is important to protect the confidentiality of others by not discussing examples 
outside of the classroom. The only purpose for discussing such examples is to help us to 
clarify and refine our thinking about the adaptive process! 
 
     Part II: Researching and Understanding Our Adaptive Abilities  
Part II will provide detailed information about how our mental programs enable our mind to 
respond to environmental changes in adaptive ways. We will discuss two categories of 
mental programs: 
         (1.) Learning Programs (e.g., Pavlovian, Operant, Observational, habituation, 
sensitization, hypnosis) 
         (2.) Species Specific Programs (e.g.Reflexes, Stereotypical Motivational Tendencies, 
Tropisms, Fixed-action patterns) 
  
Each mental program within the two categories is governed by particular rules or principles, 
has particular theoretical issues and applications. Understanding such mental programs  will 
allow you to analyze, thinking about, and understanding learning challenges that you face 
today, have faced in the past, or may in the future. The goal of Part II is not to “fix”, or 



improve a personal challenge but rather to step back and better understand the underlying 
mental issues, factors and ideas at play.   
 
     Part III: Converting Research and Understanding of Mental Programs into Useful 
Action  
 Part III is interwoven with Part II and provides opportunities to consider how understanding 
of basic of mental programs is useful for addressing practical challenges in the environment, 
clinic, classroom, work and other everyday situations.  
 
           Grades, Participation, Homework Assignments, Research Paper   
Grade: Your final grade will be based upon three quizzes taken, “participation” throughout 

the entire semester, five homework assignments sprinkled throughout the semester, and a 
final research report which is due the last day of class. 

 
Participation: This requirement has three parts: attendance, contribution to class discussion, 

and handing in homework assignments on time.  If you contribute to class discussion, 
miss at most three classes, hand in all but one homework assignment on time, you will 
receive full “participation” credit.    Full participation credit can have the effect of 
increasing your grade by one-half point (e.g., C+ to B-).   

 
Homework Assignments: All assignments must be handed-in during the weeks that they are 

due to receive any credit. All assignments can be no longer than one typed page. 
Longer ones will not be accepted. Refer to Blackboard announcements for specific 
homework assignments. Please type all homework assignments and put your name and 
the date in the top left corner of the page! 

 
Quizzes: Study topics for all quizzes will be posted on Blackboard. There are no makeups 

for quizzes.  If you miss one, the remaining one(s) will be weighed more heavily. All 
quizzes will consist primarily of multiple choice and true/false questions. There is no 
final exam. Several days before each quiz, there will be a scheduled, early evening 
review session with Liz, the teaching assistant. The time and place will be announced on 
blackboard.  

 
Research Paper:  A final research paper must be handed in at the last class period on Dec 5. 

Guidelines for researching and writing the paper will be posted on blackboard and will 
be discussed in class on Sept 26. You must hand in an outline for your paper on or 
before Nov 3. I will give you feedback on your outline.  

 
The following points will be assigned to your course work with the designated grading scale 
used as only an approximate basis for assigning grades. 
 
Item                                                                                 Points 
Quizzes (3@67)                                                                   201 
Research Report                                                                   120 
Homework (5@10)                                                               50 
Total                                                                                    371 



 
Approximate Scale                                                            Grade 
>300                                                                                      A 
299-260                                                                                 B 
259-220                                                                                 C 
219-180                                                                                 D 
<179                                                                                       F    
 
 
Date    General Topic/Assignment 
Sept 7 Course Overview 
 

Part I:  Organizing our thinking about how we adapt to our changing   
                         environment:   Learning Abilities and Species-Specific Abilities 

Sept 11  
Homework Due: Come prepared to share & hand in working definitions 
and examples of both “learning” & “motivation.” Blackboard provides 
some useful starting points in the Course Documents section. 

 
Sept 14 Discussion of Personal Case Studies    

Homework Due: Come prepared to share & hand in examples of learning 
and motivational scenarios that you find particularly challenging. 
Blackboard provides a list of topics that past students have identified. 

 
Part II:  Researching and Understanding our adaptive abilities 
 
            Learning Abilities and Disabilities 

                             
Sept 18    Guest Speaker: Ruth Bork, Director of Disability Resource Center (DRC) 

        Topic: Learning Disabilities” 
 

Sept 21 Read: Chapter 2 
Homework Due:  Discuss and hand in two examples of pre-installed 
learning abilities (programs) that Dean Bork mentioned. Are the disabilities 
perceptual, cognitive, behavioral, emotional, and motivational in nature? 
Explain 
(Class exercise: what is the role of the nervous system, temperament, 
personality and individual differences for learning ability and disability? 
 

Sept 25  Species-Specific and Learning Programs 
 Read: Chapter 1 

Homework Due: Come prepared to discuss and hand in your thoughts 
about the role of Species-Specific and Learning Programs for your case 
study. 

 



Part II : Investigation Ð Learning Programs: Routines, Rules, Principles, Terms, And 
Methods & Theories 

Sept 28 “Non-Associative Programs” (habituation/dishabituation, sensitization) 
 Read: Chapter 1 (see Blackboard for more information) 
  
Oct 2 “Learning by Observation Programs” (Imitation, Vicarious Learning) 
 Read: Chapter 8, See blackboard for more information 
 (Proposal Due: Nov 6; Paper Due: Dec 4 See Blackboard for Overview of 
Research Project 
 
 “Learning by Consequence” Programs: 
Oct 5,9,12 (Reinforcers, Punishers, Operants, Motivated behaviors) 
 Read at least one chapter for each class:  
  Oct 5: Chapter 5 (pp 133-167), Chapter 6, & Chapter 7  
  Oct 9 : Chapter 10,  
                                    Oct 12 : Chapter 9 (pp 302-324) 
                                 (Review materials available on Blackboard) 
 
Oct 16 Quiz 1 (Quiz review with Liz week of Oct 8; time/place to be announced) 
 
 
Oct 19, 23, 26 “Learning by Association” Programs (Pavlov/ Taste Aversions) 
 Read: Chapters 3, 4 & 12 
 Review materials available on Blackboard 
 Oct 30 Quiz 2 
 
Nov 2 Guest Speaker – Guest Speaker: Prof. Emily Fox Kales 
                                   Title: Learning, Body Image and Eating Disorders 
 
Nov 6 Research Outline Proposal Due today - Nov 6!  
 
Nov 9                Guest Speaker- Prof. M. Block 
                              Topic: Learning and Hypnosis 
 
Nov 13 “Learning to Avoid” (procrastination, phobias, passive/active) 
 Read: Chapter 5 (pp 178-183) 
 See handout on Blackboard for definitions of terms 
 
Nov 16 Motivations: Learned & Species Specific Programs  
  Homeostasis, Addiction, Cravings, Conditioned Reinforcers 
 See handout on Blackboard for definitions of terms 
 
Nov 20 (Pre-Thanksgiving) No formal class: Informal discussion of research 
project with Professor Cohen and quiz review during class period 
 
Nov 27 Mental/Cognitive Learning Programs 



  (maps, concepts, latent learning, learned helplessness)  
 Read: Chapter 9 (pp 332-335) 
 See handout on Blackboard for definitions of terms 
  
DATE 29 REVIEW SESSION for the quiz with Liz (Time to be arranged) 
 Review materials available on Blackboard  
 
Nov 30 Quiz 3 
  
Dec 4 (Last Class) Hand in and discuss Reports 
                          


