
discrimination ap psychology
discrimination ap psychology is a fundamental concept studied within the field of psychology,
particularly in the context of learning and behavior. It refers to the ability to distinguish between
different stimuli and respond appropriately based on past experiences. In AP Psychology,
understanding discrimination is crucial for grasping how organisms adapt to their environment
through conditioning processes. This article explores discrimination in depth, covering its definition,
types, and significance within classical and operant conditioning frameworks. Additionally, the role of
discrimination in social psychology and its implications in real-world contexts will be addressed. By
examining discrimination through the lens of AP Psychology, students can develop a comprehensive
understanding of how this cognitive process influences behavior and decision-making.
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Definition and Explanation of Discrimination in
Psychology
Discrimination in the context of AP Psychology refers to the process by which an organism learns to
respond differently to various stimuli based on their distinct characteristics. This ability allows
individuals or animals to differentiate between stimuli that are similar but not identical, enabling more
precise and adaptive responses. Discrimination contrasts with generalization, where a response is
elicited by stimuli that share common features. In psychological terms, discrimination is essential for
survival and effective functioning, as it helps organisms avoid harmful situations and seek beneficial
ones by recognizing subtle differences in their environment.

Discrimination in Classical Conditioning
In classical conditioning, discrimination occurs when an organism learns to respond only to a specific
conditioned stimulus (CS) and not to other similar stimuli. This selective response is a result of
repeated associations between the CS and the unconditioned stimulus (US), which elicits an
unconditioned response (UR). Over time, the conditioned response (CR) becomes specific to the CS,
illustrating discrimination learning.



Mechanism of Discrimination in Classical Conditioning
The mechanism underlying discrimination in classical conditioning involves presenting the conditioned
stimulus alongside other stimuli that do not predict the unconditioned stimulus. Through trial and
error, the organism learns to respond only to the stimulus paired with the US, ignoring others. For
example, a dog conditioned to salivate at the sound of a bell will not respond to a similar but different
tone if discrimination has been effectively established.

Importance of Discrimination Training
Discrimination training is a critical component in classical conditioning experiments, as it helps
researchers understand how organisms distinguish between relevant and irrelevant stimuli. This
training can enhance learning efficiency and reduce errors in behavior, reflecting an organism’s ability
to adapt to complex environments.

Discrimination in Operant Conditioning
In operant conditioning, discrimination refers to the ability of an organism to distinguish between
different environments or cues that signal whether a particular behavior will be reinforced or
punished. This process enables learners to modify their behavior based on specific stimuli or contexts,
increasing the likelihood of desirable outcomes.

Discriminative Stimulus
A discriminative stimulus is a key concept in operant conditioning that signals the availability of
reinforcement or punishment following a behavior. When an organism detects this stimulus, it adjusts
its behavior accordingly. For instance, a rat may learn to press a lever only when a light is on, as that
signals the possibility of receiving food.

Role in Behavioral Adaptation
Discrimination in operant conditioning allows organisms to adapt their behavior to varying
circumstances by recognizing when certain actions will be rewarded or discouraged. This selective
response enhances learning efficiency and supports complex decision-making processes in changing
environments.

Generalization vs. Discrimination
Generalization and discrimination are complementary processes in learning, representing opposite
ends of the spectrum in stimulus control. While generalization involves responding similarly to stimuli
that resemble the original conditioned stimulus, discrimination requires responding differently to
distinct stimuli.



Comparing the Two Processes
Generalization is beneficial when stimuli share common features that predict similar outcomes,
allowing organisms to apply learned responses broadly. In contrast, discrimination is advantageous
when precise responses are necessary to avoid negative consequences or maximize rewards. Both
processes are essential for adaptive behavior and often operate simultaneously in various learning
situations.

Examples Illustrating the Difference

A child who fears all dogs after being bitten by one is demonstrating generalization.

A dog trained to respond only to a specific whistle tone but not to others exhibits discrimination.

Discrimination in Social Psychology
Beyond learning theories, discrimination also holds significant meaning within social psychology,
referring to the unjust or prejudicial treatment of different groups based on characteristics such as
race, gender, age, or ethnicity. This type of discrimination involves behavioral responses driven by
social attitudes and biases.

Psychological Basis of Social Discrimination
Social discrimination often arises from cognitive processes such as stereotyping, categorization, and
in-group/out-group biases. These mental shortcuts can lead to unfair treatment and social inequality,
impacting individuals’ psychological well-being and social functioning.

Effects and Consequences
Discrimination in social contexts can result in significant negative outcomes, including reduced
opportunities, decreased self-esteem, and increased stress among affected individuals.
Understanding the psychological mechanisms behind social discrimination is crucial for developing
interventions to promote equality and social justice.

Applications and Examples of Discrimination in
Everyday Life
Discrimination, as studied in AP Psychology, manifests in various real-world scenarios, both in learning
and social contexts. Recognizing and understanding discrimination helps explain behaviors and social
dynamics encountered daily.



Examples in Learning and Behavior

Training a pet to respond only to a specific command while ignoring similar sounds.

A student learning to focus attention only on relevant cues during an exam.

An employee distinguishing between tasks that lead to rewards versus those that do not.

Examples in Social Settings

Workplace discrimination based on gender or ethnicity affecting hiring practices.

Social exclusion of certain groups due to implicit biases and stereotypes.

Efforts to reduce discrimination through diversity training and awareness programs.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is discrimination in AP Psychology?
Discrimination in AP Psychology refers to the learned ability to distinguish between a conditioned
stimulus and other stimuli that do not signal an unconditioned stimulus.

How does stimulus discrimination differ from stimulus
generalization?
Stimulus discrimination occurs when an organism learns to respond differently to various stimuli,
while stimulus generalization happens when an organism responds similarly to stimuli that resemble
the conditioned stimulus.

Can discrimination be applied in operant conditioning?
Yes, in operant conditioning, discrimination involves responding differently to stimuli that signal
whether a behavior will be reinforced or not.

What is an example of discrimination in classical
conditioning?
An example is a dog that salivates to the sound of a specific bell tone but not to other tones, showing
it has learned to discriminate between different stimuli.



How does discrimination training work?
Discrimination training involves reinforcing responses to a specific stimulus while not reinforcing
responses to similar stimuli, helping the learner distinguish between them.

Why is discrimination important in learning processes?
Discrimination allows organisms to respond appropriately to different stimuli in their environment,
increasing the efficiency and accuracy of their behavior.

What role does discrimination play in social psychology?
In social psychology, discrimination refers to unjust or prejudicial treatment of different categories of
people, which is distinct from the behavioral learning concept but important to understand societal
behaviors.

How is discrimination tested in psychological experiments?
Discrimination is tested by presenting subjects with similar stimuli and measuring whether they
respond differently, indicating they can distinguish between the stimuli.

Can discrimination be unlearned or modified?
Yes, discrimination can be unlearned or modified through processes like extinction or retraining with
new reinforcement contingencies.

What is the significance of discrimination in cognitive
behavioral therapy (CBT)?
In CBT, understanding discrimination helps identify and change maladaptive responses to certain
stimuli by teaching clients to distinguish between harmful and harmless triggers.

Additional Resources
1. Social Psychology by David G. Myers
This foundational textbook explores various social psychological concepts, including discrimination,
prejudice, and stereotyping. It delves into how social influences shape individual behavior and
attitudes, offering real-world examples and research findings. The book is widely used in AP
Psychology courses to provide a comprehensive understanding of social dynamics.

2. Blindspot: Hidden Biases of Good People by Mahzarin R. Banaji and Anthony G. Greenwald
This book uncovers the hidden biases that influence our judgments and actions without our
awareness. It explains how implicit discrimination operates and affects decision-making in everyday
life. Readers gain insight into recognizing and addressing their own unconscious prejudices.

3. The Social Animal by Elliot Aronson
Aronson’s classic work provides an engaging introduction to social psychology with a strong focus on
topics like conformity, obedience, and discrimination. The book presents psychological experiments



and theories that reveal the roots of social behavior and prejudice. It’s an accessible resource for
understanding the mechanisms behind discrimination.

4. Whistling Vivaldi: How Stereotypes Affect Us and What We Can Do by Claude M. Steele
This book examines stereotype threat and its impact on performance and behavior. Steele explores
how discrimination based on stereotypes influences individuals’ potential and self-perception. The
author also discusses strategies to reduce the negative effects of stereotyping in educational and
social settings.

5. Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting Together in the Cafeteria? by Beverly Daniel Tatum
Tatum’s influential book delves into racial identity development and the experience of discrimination
in schools and society. It explains how segregation and prejudice affect interpersonal relationships
and self-concept. The book is a valuable resource for understanding the psychological aspects of race
and discrimination.

6. Everyday Bias: Identifying and Navigating Unconscious Judgments in Our Daily Lives by Howard J.
Ross
This book explores how unconscious biases contribute to discrimination in various contexts, including
the workplace and education. Ross provides practical advice for recognizing and mitigating these
biases to foster inclusivity. It offers a psychological perspective on the subtle ways discrimination
manifests daily.

7. Prejudice: Its Social Psychology by Rupert Brown
Brown’s text offers a detailed examination of the roots and consequences of prejudice and
discrimination. It covers theories and research on intergroup relations, social identity, and conflict.
The book is well-suited for students seeking an in-depth understanding of prejudice from a
psychological standpoint.

8. The Nature of Prejudice by Gordon W. Allport
A seminal work in social psychology, this book analyzes the origins and effects of prejudice and
discrimination. Allport discusses psychological mechanisms that foster bias and suggests ways to
reduce intergroup hostility. It remains a cornerstone text for studying discrimination in psychology.

9. Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity by Erving Goffman
Goffman’s influential book investigates how stigma and discrimination affect individuals’ identities
and social interactions. It highlights the psychological impact of being labeled and marginalized. The
book provides valuable insights into the lived experience of discrimination and social exclusion.
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