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 Swiss Psychologist, worked for

several decades on understanding

children’s cognitive development

 Most widely known theory of cognitive 

development. 

Was intrigued by kids’ thoughts & behavior, & worked 

to understand their cognitive development



 Young Piaget was incredibly precocious

Published first paper at 10

Wrote on mollusks, based on these writings was asked to be

curator of mollusks at a museum in Geneva (he declined in order

to finish secondary school)

Earned his doctorate in natural sciences at 21

Began to study psychology, applying intelligence tests to school

children



 Assumption that learning is an active process of 

construction rather than a passive assimilation of 

information or rote memorization. 

 Credited for founding constructivism

Has had a large influence on American schools



Best known for idea that individuals construct 

their understanding, that learning is a constructive 

process

 Active learning as opposed to simply absorbing info 

from a teacher, book, etc.

 The child is seen as a ‘little scientist’ constructing 

understandings of the world largely alone



 believed all learning is constructed, whether it is 

something we are taught or something we learn 

on our own.

 Whether or not we are taught in a 

“constructivist” manner, Piaget believed we are 

constructing knowledge in all our learning. 



 Two main states – equilibrium & disequilibrium

 Believed that we are driven or motivated to learn 

when we are in disequilibrium 

 We want to understand things



Piaget & Learning

• Equilibration: assimilation & accommodation 

• We adjust our ideas to make sense of reality
• யதாரத்்தத்ததப் புரிந்துக ாள்ள எங் ள்  ருதத்ு ் தள

நாங் ள் சரிகசய்கிற ாம்.

• Assimilation:process of matching external reality to an 

existing cognitive structure. கெளிப்பு யதாரத்்தத்தத
ஏ ் னறெஉள்ளஅறிொ ் ல்அதமப்புடன் கபாருத்துெத ் ான

கசயல்முத .

• Accommodation: 

• When there’s an inconsistency between the 

learner’s cognitive structure & the thing being 

learned the child will reorganize her thoughts.
•   ்பெரின் அறிொ ் ல் அதமப்பு ்கும்   ்று ்க ாள்ளப்படும்

விஷயத்தி ்கும் இதடயில் முரண்பாடு இரு ்கும்றபாது, குழந்தத தனது

எண்ணங் தளமறுசீரதம ்கும்.





A child’s capacity to understand certain concepts is based 

on the child’s developmental stage



 Believed that all children develop according to four stages based on how 

they see the world.

 He thought the age may vary some, but that we all go through the stages in the 

same order.

1. Sensory-motor (birth –2 years)

2. Preoperational (~2-7)

3. Concrete operational (~7-11)

4. Formal operations (~12-15)



 Birth to about 2 years, rapid change is seen throughout

 The child will:

 Explore the world through senses & motor activity

 Early on, baby can’t tell difference between themselves & the 
environment

 If they can’t see something then it doesn’t exist

 Begin to understand cause & effect

 Can later follow something with their eyes



 About 2 to about 7

 Better speech communication

 Can imagine the future & reflect on the past

 Develop basic numerical abilities

 Still pretty egocentric, but learning to be able to delay gratification

 Can’t understand conservation of matter 

 Has difficulty distinguishing fantasy from reality (ex: cartoon 

characters are real people).



 Conservation of matter – understanding that 

something doesn’t change even though it looks 

different, shape is not related to quantity

 Ex: Are ten coins set in a long line more than ten coins 

in a pile?

 Ex: Is there less water if it is poured into a bigger 

container?



 From about 7 to about 11

 Abstract reasoning ability & ability to generalize from the 

concrete increases

 Understands conservation of matter



 From about 12 to about 15

 Be able to think about hypothetical situations

 Form & test hypotheses

 Organize information

 Reason scientifically 



 Development happens from one stage to another 
through interaction with the environment.

Changes from stage to stage may occur abruptly 
and kids will differ in how long they are in each 
stage. 

 Cognitive development can only happen after 
genetically controlled biological growth occurs.



Development leads to learning

 Drive for development is internal

 The child can only learn certain things when she is at 

the right developmental stage

 Environmental factors can influence but not direct 

development

 Development will happen naturally through regular 

interaction with social environment



 Piaget did not think it was possible to hurry along

or skip stages through education

Regardless, many American schools will try to

teach to the stages in an attempt to accelerate

development



 Children often grasp ideas earlier than what Piaget found
 Cognitive development across domains is inconsistent (e.g. 

better at reading than math)
 Studies have shown that development can to some degree be 

accelerated

 குழந்தத ள்கபரும்பாலும்பியாகெட்  ண்டறிந்தததவிட

முன்னதா றெ ருத்து ் தளப்புரிந்துக ாள்கி ார ்ள்

 அறிொ ் ல்ெளரச்ச்ி பல்றெறுதுத  ளில் சீர ் தா 

இரு ்கும் (எ. ா.  ணிதத்ததவிடொசிப்பதில்சி ந்தெர)்

 ஆய்வு ள்ெளரச்ச்ிதயஓரளவுதுரிதப்படுத்தமுடியும்

என்பதத ்  ாடட்ுகின் ன.





Key Concept

 Behaviour is acquired through conditioning during 

interactions with the environment.

 Most behaviours can be measured, trained, changed, or 

conditioned.

Types of Conditioning

Learning through association (e.g., Pavlov’s 

experiment).

 Stimulus-response connections are formed.

Operant Conditioning

 Learning through reinforcement and punishment (e.g., 

Skinner’s experiments).Behaviour is shaped by 

consequences.
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 Another a principal form of learning is the conditioned response.

 Conditioning can be described as a procedure for studying learning in

which a discrete response is attached to a more or less discrete

stimulus.

Types of Conditioning in Modern Psychology

 1. Classical ConditioningProponent: Ivan P. Pavlov (1849–

1936)Key

Concept: Learning occurs through association.

Example: Pavlov’s dog experiment (linking a bell sound with food).

 2. Instrumental ConditioningProponent: Edward Thorndike (1857–

1924)Key

Concept: Learning occurs through trial and error.

Example: Thorndike’s puzzle box experiment (law of effect).



 Early behaviorists argued that learning occurs through temporal

contiguity (கதாடரச்ச்ி), the simultaneous presentation of two

events (Guthrie, 1959).

Classical conditioning

 Learning as the pairing of automatic responses to new stimuli.

Unconditioned Stimulus and Response

 What is an Unconditioned Stimulus (UCS)?

 A stimulus that naturally and automatically triggers a response.

Examples:

 Blowing into an eye → Reflex to close the eye.

 Sound of an explosion → Fear and heart rate increase.

What is an Unconditioned Response (UCR)?

 The automatic, natural reaction to an unconditioned stimulus.

 Happens without prior learning or conditioning.



Meaning of classical conditioning

 Classical conditioning is a type of learning in which an organism

learns to connect, or associate, stimuli so that a neutral stimulus (such

as the sight of a person) becomes associated with a meaningful

stimulus (such as food) and acquires the capacity to elicit a similar

response.

Definition of Classical Conditioning

 Classical conditioning is a form of associative learning in which a

neutral stimulus becomes associated with a meaningful stimulus

and acquires the capacity to elicit a similar response.

 "Classical conditioning is a type of learning that happens

unconsciously."



Background

 Conducted in the 1890s by Ivan Pavlov, a Russian physiologist.

Objective:

 Study the process of learning through association (classical

conditioning).Experimental Setup

 Dog strapped in a harness on an experimental table in a soundproof

room.

 Tube connected to the dog’s salivary gland to measure saliva secretion.

 Food presented through automatic devices.

 Observer remained hidden, viewing via mirrors to avoid distractions.



Three steps of Pavlov’s dog experiment

Step 1

Before conditioning

 The neutral stimulus produces no relevant response.

 The Unconditioned (unlearned) stimulus elicits the unconditioned

response.



Three steps of Pavlov’s dog experiment

Step 2

During conditioning

 The neutral stimulus is repeatedly paired with the unconditioned

(unlearned) stimulus to produce the unconditioned response.



Three steps of Pavlov’s dog experiment

Step 3

After conditioning

 The neutral stimulus has become a conditioned stimulus (CS)

(learned), and it now produces a conditioned response (CR) (learned)

that is usually similar to the unconditioned response (UCR).

CS (bell) CR (salivation)



Principles of Pavlov’s classical conditioning

1. Acquisition

 The acquisition phase is the initial learning of the conditioned response – for

example, the dog salivating at the sound of the bell.

2. Extinction

 Once learnt, a conditioned response will not remain indefinitely. Extinction is

used to describe the disappearance of the conditioned response brought about

by repeatedly presenting the bell, for example, without then presenting food.

3. Generalization

 After a conditioned response to one stimulus has been learnt, it may also

respond to similar stimuli without further training. If a child is bitten by a dog,

the child may fear not only that particular dog, but all dogs.



Principles of Pavlov’s classical conditioning

4. Discrimination

 Discrimination is the opposite of generalization. An individual learns to

produce a conditioned response to one stimulus but not to another similar

stimulus.

5. Spontaneous recovery

 Even after extinction, the conditioned response can sometimes come back at

random times, even years later.

6. Contiguity:

 The more closely in time two events occurred, the more likely they are to

become associated; as time passes, association becomes less likely.



Key Takeaways

Positive Associations:

 Teachers should ensure students associate positive emotional experiences with

learning.

 Encouragement and supportive environments enhance engagement and

motivation.

Negative Associations:

Negative experiences (e.g., bullying or humiliation) can lead to:

 School phobia or fear of attending school.

 Dislike for specific subjects that persists over time.

Example: A student bullied at school may associate the environment with fear.

Being punished or humiliated in a subject can result in long-term aversion to that

subject.





 Edward L. Thorndike was an American

psychologist.

Known for his work on animal behavior

and the development of learning theories.

 His key contribution: The Law of Effect,

which forms the foundation for his Trial

and Error learning theory



 Trial and Error Learning: A process of learning where an

organism attempts various responses to a problem and gradually

learns which ones are successful.

 When a response is followed by a satisfying result, the behavior

is likely to be repeated.

 Learning by doing: Repeated trials lead to more effective

problem-solving.





 The Experiment: Thorndike placed a hungry cat inside a puzzle 

box and observed its attempts to escape.

 The cat had to figure out how to operate a lever to open the box and 

get food.

 Findings: Initially, the cat showed random behavior (trial and 

error).

 After several attempts, the cat learned the correct action (pressing the 

lever) and the time it took to escape decreased with each trial.





 When and how the connection is accomplished was 

stated first in the following three laws:

1. Law or Readiness:

 First primary law of learning, according to him, is the

‘Law or Readiness’ or the ‘Law of Action Tendency’,

which means that learning takes place when an action

tendency’ is aroused through preparatory adjustment,

set or attitude.

 Readiness means a preparation for action.

 If one is not prepared to learn, learning cannot be

automatically instilled in him, for example, unless the

typist, in order to learn typing prepares himself to

start, he would not make much progress in a lethargic

and unprepared manner.



2. Law of Exercise:

 The second law of learning is the ‘Law of Exercise’, which means that

drill, or practice helps in increasing efficiency and durability of learning

and according to Thorndike’s S-R Bond Theory, the connections are

strengthened with trail or practice and the connections are weakened

when trial or practice is discontinued.

 The ‘law of exercise’, therefore, is also understood as the ‘law of use and

disuse’ in which case connections or bonds made in the brain cortex are

weakened or loosened.



1. 3. Law of Effect:

 The third law is the ‘Law of Effect’, according to which the trial

or steps leading to satisfaction stamps in the bond or connection.

 Satisfying states lead to consolidation and strengthening of the

connection, whereas dissatisfaction, annoyance or pain leads to

the weakening or stamping out of the connections.



B. F. Skinner



B.F. Skinner 

(1904-1990)





























 Skinner is regarded as the father of Operant Conditioning, but his work

was based on Thorndike’s (1898) Law of Effect. According to this

principle, behavior that is followed by pleasant consequences is likely to

be repeated, and behavior followed by unpleasant consequences is less

likely to be repeated.

 Skinner introduced a new term into the Law of Effect – Reinforcement.

Behavior that is reinforced tends to be repeated (i.e., strengthened);

behavior that is not reinforced tends to die out or be extinguished (i.e.,

weakened).

 Skinner (1948) studied operant conditioning by conducting experiments

using animals, which he placed in a “Skinner Box,” which was similar to

Thorndike’s puzzle box.

Operant Conditioning: What It 

Is, How It Works, and Examples

https://www.simplypsychology.org/what-is-a-skinner-box.html


Operant Conditioning: 

Experiment



Operant Conditioning: 

Experiment

 How a Skinner Box Works

 The design of a Skinner box can vary depending upon the type of

animal and the experimental variables. It must include at least one

lever, bar, or key that the animal can manipulate.

 When the lever is pressed, food, water, or some other type of

reinforcement might be dispensed. Other stimuli can also be

presented, including lights, sounds, and images. In some instances,

the floor of the chamber may be electrified.

 The Skinner box is usually enclosed, to keep the animal from

experiencing other stimuli. Using the device, researchers can

carefully study behavior in a very controlled environment. For

example, researchers could use the Skinner box to determine

which schedule of reinforcement led to the highest rate of

response in the study subjects.



Operant Conditioning: 

Experiment

 A Skinner box, also known as an operant

conditioning chamber, is a device used to

objectively record an animal’s behavior in a

compressed time frame.

 An animal can be rewarded or punished for

engaging in certain behaviors, such as lever

pressing (for rats) or key pecking (for pigeons).



Operant Conditioning: 

Experiment

 Skinner identified three types of responses, or operant, that can

follow behavior.

 Neutral operants: Responses from the environment that neither

increase nor decrease the probability of a behavior being repeated.

 Reinforcers: Responses from the environment that increase the

probability of a behavior being repeated. Reinforcers can be either

positive or negative.

 Punishers: Responses from the environment that decrease the

likelihood of a behavior being repeated. Punishment weakens

behavior.

 We can all think of examples of how reinforcers and punishers

have affected our behavior. As a child, you probably tried out a

number of behaviors and learned from their consequences.



Applications and Criticism of 

Operant Conditioning

 Education: Using positive reinforcement (e.g., rewards for correct 

answers) to encourage learning.

 Parenting: Reinforcing good behavior (praise or treats) and 

discouraging bad behavior (timeouts).

 Animal Training: Teaching animals tricks through reinforcement.

Criticisms of Operant Conditioning

 Overemphasis on external rewards: May ignore internal 

motivations and feelings.

 Ethical concerns: Use of punishment could be seen as 

manipulative or harmful.

 Limited focus on cognitive processes: Does not address the role 

of thoughts or understanding in behavior.



Applications and Criticism of 

Operant Conditioning

Schedule and control the learning process by

encouraging in advance

Positively reinforcing modification of behaviour

as desired

Motivation is the best mean to generate desired

learning and success in performance.

Proper development of personality

Rejects use of punishment to correct bad habits.



Conclusion

Operant conditioning is a powerful tool for

understanding and shaping behavior.

 It has practical applications in education,

parenting, and behavioral therapy.

Though not without its criticisms, it remains a

significant theory in the study of psychology.


