Animal Learning and Neuroscience

Dr. Brian Thomas

This semester we seek two new Psychology, Biology, or Neuroscience majors for the position of Lab Assistant.  Previous experience in an animal research setting is not required.  We are currently involved in a number of different investigations.  First, we have been studying methods for eliminating fear in a rodent analogue of human phobias.  Our principle goal is to understand the underlying learning processes that relieve fear temporarily, but then allow the fear to relapse after a forgetting interval or in new settings.  We use behavioral, pharmacological and surgical interventions in our attempt to discover a method of extinction that prevents relapse of fear.  
Second, we are studying a class of behaviors called adjunctive behaviors that are characterized by their excessiveness (e.g., excessive drinking, excessive running, excessive working) and their resistance to change.  Some of these behaviors have been observed in humans and the rat model that we use has been offered as a clinical analogue for schizophrenia, activity anorexia, binge eating and drinking, and even road rage.  Our goal is to understand how these behaviors develop over time and how one could intervene therapeutically to reduce or prevent these dangerous behaviors.  
Third, we have established a colony of pigeons and we expect to begin a number of new lines of research dealing with higher cognitive processes including:  time estimation, problem solving, decision making, etc.  Lab assistants often work on all of the different lines of research, but each person may decide to work only on those projects that he or she has the time and interest to pursue.

Interested persons should visit the Learning Lab web page for more information or to apply for lab membership:  ( http://www.bw.edu/academics/psy/ll/ ).   

Dr. Thomas is also willing to supervise naturalistic studies of captive zoo animals as well as projects with human subjects that address questions about the evolution of behavioral predispositions.

Dr. Thomas’ office is located in Malicky MC 231.  He may be reached by phone at 826-2165 or e-mail at bthomas@bw.edu .
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