The Story of Little Albert
Albert was a 9-month old baby when he was chosen for a psychological experiment.  The year was 1920 and children's rights were not especially protected in this time period.  Albert was an orphan and was volunteered by his wet-nurse at the hospital (she was paid $1) to take part in the study.  Because of his lack of parents, Albert was seen as the perfect specimen for such an ordeal - few loopholes to jump through and no permissions necessary to be granted.  A professor needed a small child to conduct his research on and Little Albert fit the bill.  It is unlikely any questions were asked as the professor was one of the most respected psychologists in the early part of the century.
The experimental set-up was relatively simple.  The professor and his female assistant presided over Albert being taken into a small, empty room and being given an animal to play with--a white rat.  While this may not sound like a fun experience to the reader, that is because you yourself have been conditioned over time to have certain preconceived notions about rats.  To a small child who hasn't experienced a rat before, the event is filled with wonder and curiosity.  The rat scampered around the room and Albert loved petting it, following it around, and watching its behaviors. 

Here is where the experiment began.  The professor's assistant stood behind Albert with a sounding bar that created an extremely loud, repulsive clamor when struck with a hammer.  Anytime that Albert reached out to touch the white rat, the loud noise was sounded, causing Albert to cry out in a scared startle reflex.

This act was repeated again and again whenever Albert attempted to handle the rat.  Soon enough, Albert began to associate the rat with the terrible sound.  Because he was an infant and his cognition was extremely low, Albert did not understand that the researchers were responsible for the sound.  Instead, he began to fear the rat.  Soon Albert would become terrified and start weeping when the rat would approach.
The experiment progressed.  The researchers now wanted to know how far they could extend Albert's fear.  They continued experimenting on Albert in the small room but began trying out new stimuli.  Instead of the white rat Albert had been conditioned to fear, they placed a new rat in front of him instead.  Despite being a different rat, Albert was still terrified.  More and more objects were presented to Albert--a white rabbit, white fur, even a Santa Claus mask--and in all cases Albert shrieked in terror and attempted to hide.

As these trials continued, Albert was finally adopted.  His new mother immediately withdrew Albert from the experiment.  Although this decision was obviously made with Albert's best interests at heart, it did have the unintended effect of not allowing the psychologist and his assistant to complete their experiment or de-condition Albert.  Albert's mother never again interacted with the psychologist; nor did he attempt to track Albert down.  Because of this, did Albert continue to fear white, fuzzy things in the ensuing years?

Even without de-conditioning, it is possible Albert slowly eradicated his fears by gradually becoming naturally exposed to these animals/objects as he grew up (this is how most therapy works today).  However, most people tend to avoid their fears (have you ever stayed home sick to avoid taking a test?  been afraid to ask out someone because you might get rejected?  not go out for a sports team or club activity because you might be embarrassed?).  If Little Albert avoided all that he had become conditioned to fear, he probably spent his childhood extremely anxious, unhappy, and solitary.

So who was the psychologist that performed the experiment?  His name was John Watson and he eventually became known as the "Father of Behaviorism" because of this and other research he conducted.  He performed similar experiments on other babies after Albert, but he would remove the fears he had installed upon completion of the study.  Although today his name is notorious mostly for the Little Albert experiment, in this time period he was infamous because he was carrying on an affair with his assistant, which was quite scandalous in the 1920s.  He divorced his wife and married her.

For almost a century the scientific community wondered what happened to Little Albert.  No other accounts of him surfaced in the following decades, creating one of psychology's greatest unsolved mysteries.  Finally in 2010, Albert's records were tracked down and it was discovered that he died at age 6 of hydrocephalus, a condition where excessive fluid accumulates in the brain.  Researchers were unable to determine if Albert's fears persisted after the experiment, so at least one part of the riddle still remains.
Questions

1. When was the study conducted?


2. Why was Little Albert chosen?


3. THINK:  What would be considered unethical about conducting this experiment today?



4. What was Albert’s initial reaction to the rat?


5. What would the researchers do when Albert reached out for the rat?




6. How did Albert begin reacting to the rat after what the researchers did in question 5 a number of times?
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 Fill out the classical conditioning diagram below.  Hint:  begin with the loud noise causing fear.










8. What other objects/animals did Albert generalize his reaction to?



9. Who conducted this study?  What has he been referred to as?



10. What is your reaction to this story?

