Summary

Psyc 307L

Experimental Psychology: Learning Laboratory

The primary goal of the Learning Lab is to give students hands-on experience with as many basic and advanced phenomena in the field of learning as possible and give students practice writing APA style research reports.  I taught this course in the spring of 2006 and will teach it again in the spring of 2008.  I have carefully chosen a number of experiments and assignments that I think give students a good (albeit limited) sense of what the psychology of learning is all about and try to coordinate them as closely as possible with topics being discussed in the Learning course. 

Lab Manual and Experiments: I wrote a lab manual for this course that included all of the assignments and experiments that would be carried out during the semester (a copy of this lab manual is located on the Psyc 307L webpage).  We started the semester with an assignment that gave students the opportunity to refine their critical analysis and synthesis skills, followed by five experiments. Students had the opportunity to work with both human and rodent subjects in these experiments, which included the following:

1. Behavior modification: Students selected a personal behavior they wanted to change and then instituted a behavior modification plan to make that change. This experiment was carried out throughout the entire semester.
2. Classical eyeblink conditioning: Students classically conditioned each other to blink when a sound was presented.  We examined acquisition, extinction, spontaneous recovery, discrimination, and generalization in this experiment. 
3. Operant conditioning: Rats were trained to make odor discriminations based on digging in scented cups of sand to retrieve buried cereal rewards.
4. Spatial learning and memory: Rats were trained to find a correct location in my sand maze task where they could dig to recover buried cereal rewards.
5. Group project: Students worked in groups of two or three to conduct an original study of their own. A final report was written on their findings and a conference-style presentation was given to the class at the end of the semester (copies of these posters are on my website at: http://faculty.randolphcollege.edu/ggotthard/learning_lab.htm).  Students really seemed to enjoy coming up with and conducting their own study. The only suggestion I had from the students regarding group projects was to allow more time for them to be completed. The next time I teach the lab, I will push the dates up for project approvals, data collection, and so on, so that students will not feel so rushed. 
Papers:  Students wrote several Results and Discussion papers and one full APA Style paper.  The purpose of the results and discussion papers was to give students the opportunity to hone their critical analysis and synthesis skills.  In my experience, results and discussion sections typically worry students the most, so I wanted to be able to devote considerable time to working on these sections.  Additionally, I wanted to be able to give students feedback on a full APA Style paper, so their paper on the operant conditioning experiment was a full paper.  Student evaluations of the papers indicated that they liked doing the results and discussion papers more than full APA style reports, but they thought my expectations for these papers were somewhat unclear. Specifically, they suggested handing out a sample paper ahead of time and also spending more time going over the actual statistical analyses.  I hadn’t given a sample paper or showed them how to run the statistical analyses because I knew that they all had completed our Research Methods courses as a prerequisite to the Learning Lab.  I assumed their experience in Research Methods was enough background for them to do the statistical analyses and write an APA style report. When I teach this lab again, I will spend more time refreshing their memories on statistics and APA style lab reports.  
Poster Presentation: Students worked in groups of two or three on a final, original group project.  They came up with an idea for a small study and then carried it out. I wanted students to be able to present these findings to the class; to help them practice presenting their work, but also because I wanted the class to know what the other students had done.  Students did a great job on these studies and their presentations. It was really fun to see what they came up with and how their studies played out in the end. 
