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Book Review: Learning and Activation
R.A. Champion. Sydney. Wiley. 1969. 121. No price given.

This book is one of a series intended for "teachers in psychology in Australia (who) have regretted the relative lack of text and reference books written by Australians primarily for use in Australia".  The stated intention is to introduce students to the study of learning and selected aspects of motivation. This is done by assuming that there is basically only one sort of learning, and that this process starts with sheer stimulus-response continuity and is further strengthened by reinforcement.  Contiguity and reinforcement are taken to operate in this way in all three simple-learning situations of trial-and-error learning, instrumental learning, and classical conditioning.  The learning process is" then related to activation or drive by analysing the concept of secondary activation, which involves, of course, both learning and activation.  More complex learning situations like concept learning are then analysed in terms of the basic contiguity reinforcement S-R learning concept, and the book concludes with a treatment of retention and forgetting.

The scope of the book, in the words of the author, is "deliberately restricted according to (his) personal prejudices". But the contiguity-reinforcement analysis of the simple learning situations, though obviously not neutral, is quite exhaustive.  Complex learning phenomena, as the author says, "are treated by example only". Nevertheless, the treatment is sufficiently detailed to allow other lecturers to "evaluate the ideas critically and to present alternative views", and I have little doubt that such alternative views will very frequently be forth​coming. One strength of this "by example only" treatment of complex learning in simple S-R terms is that the S-R theorist is no longer involved in having to maintain the (false) atomistic tenet that complex learning phenomena are com​pletely reducible to simple S-R principles. Having dropped this extreme claim, it makes more sense for the S-R theorist to merely suggest that many of the principles verified in simple learning situations may also be important for some aspects of complex learning. This is what I take Champion to do in the book, and his treatment of complex learning is a good antidote to those who would have us leap onto the cognitive bandwagon with such enthusiasm that we come to consider S-R principles to be entirely irrelevant to complex learning.

In addition to use as a text or reference book for undergraduate classes, I think that this book could provide a provocative jumping-off point for a small-group graduate seminar in learning. The adjective "provocative" may surprise some readers, since the contiguity-reinforcement theory is highly orthodox in terms of the Hull-Spence S-R approach. Nevertheless, despite the fact that the theory was put forward to account for classical conditioning in a leading American journal (Jones, 1962), American classical-conditioning experts have largely con​tinued to ignore the theory (c.f. Champion's 1965 review of Prokasy, 1963; also, c.f. Black & Prokasy, 1972). Hence, while highly orthodox in S-R terms, con​tiguity-reinforcement theory retains its quasi heretical status as regards not only psychology in general, but also the sub area from which it has sprung: classical conditioning. But the fact that the book appears to be out of the mainstream of to-day's psychological thought should deter only those who base their position on the shifting sands of current fashions. Others who do not take such an extreme instrumentalist view of science should find the book of considerable value. The basic S-R principles on which the author rests his arguments are applied with clarity and consistency throughout, so that even those (many) readers who do not agree with the basic approach will find a coherent position to attack.
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