TODAY YOU WILL BE CONDUCTING AN EXPERIMENT
Classical Conditioning: Preparing for an Important Event

Art Kohn and James Kalat suggest a simple classroom demonstration that shows how classical conditioning helps prepare an organism for an important upcoming event and thus be better able to cope with it. The exercise also demonstrates how the form of conditioned response can differ significantly from that of the unconditioned response.


Before class begins, fully inflate 6 to 8 balloons and tape them to the classroom chalkboard or wall. When students have arrived, explain to them that you are going to demonstrate classical conditioning, and that throughout the brief exercise, they should carefully monitor their responses. Take a long needle, and after clearly displaying it to the class, loudly count “One, two, three,” and then quickly pierce a balloon. After a few seconds, repeat the process with a second balloon, and then again with at least two more. (Vary the time a bit between poppings to avoid the possible confound of temporal conditioning.) Students are likely to flinch less with each trial. With the fifth or sixth balloon, say “One, two, three,” aim at the balloon but miss it. Students are likely to sit unmoved, even expressionless. Wait a few seconds, perhaps passing the time by pretending confusion over their lack of response, then without warning pop a balloon. Students are likely to jump more than they have to any of the previous piercings.


Kohn and Kalat suggest plotting a curve on the chalkboard; labeling the horizontal axis Trial Numbers and the vertical axis Mean Size. Startle Reaction. Asking your class to recall the strength of their startle reaction for each trial will clearly indicate a steady decline except for the last trial when an unwarned burst elicited the strongest response of all. Finally, ask students to identify the CS, US, CR, and UR in the demonstration. Although the balloon pop will be quickly identified as the US flinching as the UR, and some combination of your counting and hand movement as the CS, students are likely to have more difficulty identifying the CR. When some identify flinching as the CR, indicate that this cannot be the case since few if any students flinched when the CS was presented alone (i.e., when you missed on the fifth trial). Remind students that the CR is the response elicited by the CS. Ask, “How did you respond when you heard me counting?” Most will now recognize that the CR consisted of a tightening of their muscles to avoid flinching. To reinforce this interpretation, point to the curve on the chalkboard, noting that flinching decreased across trials as students were better able to respond with a prepatory muscle-clenching, that they did not jump at all to the counting alone on the fifth trial, and that they jumped the highest when they had no chance to emit the prepatory CR. Conclude by reviewing that classical conditioning involves the acquisition of expectancies that help organisms prepare for good or bad events. Thus the function of classical conditioning is not simply to expedite a response so that it occurs before the US begins. Indeed, the US and CS can be quite different responses. 
(Materials Needed: 6-8 balloons, tape, pin) 
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