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On the Role of the Learning Theory in Cognitive Rehabilitation for
the Disorders of Executive and Memory Functions—From the Point of
View of Difficulties of Learning for Familiarity, Predictability, and
Controllability.

Kazuyuki Sakatsume

A patient usually interacts with his environment (therapist included) in rehabilitation treatment.
The patient’s structures of cognition and behavior can change with this interaction. The mecha-
nisms of learning bring him those changes. From the adaptive point of view, three basic types of
learning exist : habituation, Pavlovian conditioning, and Operant conditioning. Habituation is the
learning on the familiarity about the environment itself. Pavlovian conditioning is the learning on
the predictability of the changes in the environment. Operant conditioning brings an organism the
controllability to the environment.

These learning mechanisms cannot work adequately in the brain damaged, who has disorder of
the memory or the executive function. When the patient does not habituate a new situation and
predict any change of his environment, unfamiliarity upsets him, and unpredictability causes a feeling
of anxiety. The patient falls in a state of helplessness and depression, when the controllability to the
environment is lost to him.

Usually the patient tries to escape or avoid these stressful and emotional states. The escape or
avoidance behavior is superior to other behavior and becomes easily problematic. It is important to
maintain the patient’s stability of emotional state.

The patient can become stable and active in his environment by improving familiarity,
predictability, and controllability based on the learning theory. For example, by structuring simply
his environment by use of visual modality, familiarity and predictability can augment. Control-
lability can rise by meticulously reinforcing any adaptive behavior that he carries out in everyday
life. These treatments’ approaches are possible to do by analyzing the relationship of contingency
between behavior and reinforcer.

In cognitive rehabilitation, the treatment approach is as follows. First, we reduce a particular
function to a disordered component. Next, we directly administer the treatment to that component.
The treatment is the interaction between the patient and his therapist or environment. Applying the
learning theory to the treatment can change rapidly and efficiently that interaction. Namely, the
effective treatmnt will be expected to happen. So, the learning theory will play an important role

in cognitive rehabilitation.
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