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Warning: If you are new to the study of human associative learning and

have skipped the first four chapters you're going to find the next four

pretty tough. This is because all these chapters, particularly this one,

draw on concepts introduced in chapters 1-4.

In chapter 1,1 drew a distinction between two quite different concepts

that sometimes both attract the term associative learning. On some oc

casions, "associative learning" is used to define a particular type of

problem that an organism has to solve. On other occasions, "associative

learning" is used as a theoretical statement about the sorts of mental

processes by which the organism solves this type of problem.

ASSOCIATIVE LEARNING -» LEARNING OF ASSOCIATIONS

Let's consider "associative learning" as a problem definition first. In this

sense of the term, "learning" refers to a relatively permanent change in

response potentiality caused by information available from the organ

ism's perceptual receptors. This rather technical definition is a variant

of the definition offered by Reber (1985, p. 395).

Breaking this definition of "learning" down into its constituent com

ponents, "response potentiality" indicates that learning results in a po

tential to respond differently. Sometimes the organism actually will act

differently. At other times, no immediate behavioral change is observed

but evidence that learning has occurred emerges later. The use of "re

sponse potentiality" also underlines the important idea that learning is

a hypothetical event for which behavior provides evidence.

The phrase "relatively permanent change" is intended to exclude vari

ous types of momentary changes in response potentiality. This is a

fuzzy boundary, but changes in response potentiality that persist for no

more than a few hundred milliseconds are not generally considered as
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