Critically evaluate ONE learning theory and discuss how this theory can be used in the classroom.

Behaviourism and its specific consideration of behaviour motivations, responses and conditioning commenced in the early twentieth century, originating with Thorndike and his experiments with cats exploring the law of effect. Thorndike purported that when a behaviour is followed by a pleasant outcome, the behaviour is likely to reoccur. This was followed by the law of exercise which suggested that the more a stimulus relates to a response, the stronger the link (Gross & Naish, 2015). Pavlov explored respondent behaviour or classical conditioning, being the response to a specific stimulus and conditioned dogs to recognise the ringing of a bell as being associated with food; here the stimulus leads to the response. John Watson contributed to behaviourism with his theory that behaviour is based on past experiences with his famous experiment with ‘little Albert’ to demonstrate that classical conditioning could also be applied to human behaviour and was said to be the founder of behaviourism (Ullmann, 1980). However, it has been challenged Thorndike was a pioneer in the behaviourist movement (Malone, 2014). The theory of operant conditioning was developed by Frederic Skinner through his experimental analysis of animal behaviour. Skinner was influenced by Pavlov and Watson’s work and mirrored Pavlov’s experimental work in controlling environment to modify behaviour (O’Donohue & Ferguson, 2001), conducting experiments using rats and pigeons to attempt to understand learning and behaviour and ultimately the concept of reinforcement. Operant behaviour is a response unrelated to stimuli and proposes that one type of response can be generated by a variety of stimuli and the responses will determine if the stimuli continue. The theory suggests that behaviour is determined by its consequence rather than the stimulus, therefore, the response will determine the behaviour. The fundamental principle behind operant conditioning is that humans and animals can learn from the consequences of their actions (Fernald, 2007). 

The two forms of operant conditioning are positive reinforcement and negative reinforcement. The term ‘reinforcement’ itself was coined by Skinner as an alternative to the term ‘reward’ due to its direct link to behaviour (Jordan et al., 2008). Skinner believed that other learning theories were too complex and that the simplicity of identifying the relationship between stimulus and responses and the recognition of consequences was the fundamental key to understanding behaviour (Olson & Hergenhahn, 2009). A criticism of operant conditioning theory is that it does not consider genetics; an individual’s learning or motivations may be affected by genetic factors and therefore behaviour change cannot purely be attributed external experiential and situational circumstances (De Houwer et al., 2013). It is also important to consider how biological factors may have an influence on whether operant conditioning is successful, as people may have a predisposition to motivational factors that influence their behaviour more than others (Langthorne et al., 2014). Similarly, it has been purported that certain individuals may have a biological predisposition to altruism and therefore more inclined to please (Warneken, 2016). Therefore, it could be said that conditioning cannot be the only explanation for behaviour as it ignores the physiological aspects of behaviour (Bigge & Shermis, 1999). A further criticism of Skinner’s work is that it lacks theoretical underpinning and the early experiments focussed entirely on animal behaviour and were not necessarily translatable to humans (Mills, 1978). Furthermore, the use of animal behaviours does not mirror humans as animals do not have the same cognitive factors as humans such as reason, memory, and conscious behaviours (Overskeid, 2008). However, Skinner himself defends the behaviourist approach claiming that the cognitive theorists need to consider the behaviour itself rather than the physiological explanation of behaviour and cognitive theories do not replace behaviourism but do contribute to its development and understanding (Skinner, 1974, as cited in Overskeid, 2008). A common criticism of Skinner’s work is that behaviourism and operant conditioning does not address individuality and personality uniqueness (O’Donohue & Ferguson, 2001), yet Skinner himself addresses personality in some depth acknowledging that individuals will not behave in the same way due to personality (Skinner, 2006). Cognitive theorists have historically rejected Skinner’s behaviourism stating he does not address cognitive elements. Rogers (1956) highlighted that Skinner fails to address the important consideration of free will, the factor of power dynamics and freedom of choice. Skinner directly refuted Rogers on these points by claiming that cultural admiration, and approval is a fundamental consideration that we cannot ignore and that humans are constantly adapting and controlling their behaviour (Rogers & Skinner, 1956). Chomsky (1959) critiqued that Skinner’s oversimplification of experiments and focus on animals is ignoring internal processes and concentrating on external factors and environments. Eventhough cognitive theorists argue that behaviourism neglects the cognitive aspects of behaviour, it has been stated that well designed behavioural studies can be useful in exploring neurological processes of behaviour showing that behavioural is part of a neurological processes rather than a stand-alone factor (Sosa & Alcalá, 2022).  

Operant conditioning theory has implications for education and teachers in the classroom in determining how pupils will learn and behave according to their guidance. Operant conditioning in education is using a consequence to get desired behaviour, which can be a punishment or negative and positive reinforcement. Reinforcement has been shown to remain to have a strong impact on learning and continues to be vital in classroom settings (Younas, & Urooj, 2019). Positive reinforcement has been shown to be more successful in getting desired behaviour than punishment and schools have moved away from punishment, which only shows the behaviour to avoid, and instead offer alternative positive behaviour choices (Holliman, 2014). It has been suggested that the theory of operant conditioning has had a large impact on teaching and learning and the elements of reinforcement, both positive and negative, has great value in the present education system (Omomia & Omomia, 2014). Skinner suggested that negative reinforcement such as the removal of a positive reward can guide behaviour and achieve desired behaviours rather than a punishment. Sanctions such as losing breaktime privileges or detentions remain widely used in education but are said to be counterproductive in encouraging the pupils to engage in schoolwork potentially due to the power dynamic of the teacher control, whereas negative reinforcement; taking away privileges such as school trip opportunities have been shown to have greater effect (Payne, 2015). Another approach that originated in American schools is the ‘zero-tolerance’ approach to negative behaviours and in the UK has been used in the form of ‘isolation’ or ‘time-out’. Opinions on this method is that it is archaic and cruel and opposes the view that education should be a positive force (Clarke et al., 2021).  In pupils with emotional behavioural difficulties (EBD), traditionally there has been a higher rate of punishment to tackle negative behaviours but research has shown that using positive reinforcement results in much more improved behaviours, and that positive reinforcement remains more successful than negative reinforcement in such pupils (Caldarella et al., 2019). It has been suggested that approaches such as ‘time out’ or isolation can be problematic as the pupils desire to escape classroom tasks and therefore increase negative behaviours in order to escape (Harper et al., 2013). In comparison, negative reinforcements such as time out cards or class passes that specifically involve pupil control and choice to have time out if they feel their behaviour is at risk of becoming disruptive have been shown to have positive results especially in older pupils with EBD risk (Narozanick & Blair, 2019). It is important to note that it has been stated that such approaches remain to be useful in maintaining safe environments in the classroom setting (Gordan & Krishanan, 2014) and in tackling school attendance issues by offering alternative spaces for potential to learn rather than school avoidance (McConnell & Kubina, 2014). 

As previously mentioned, contemporary approaches to classroom management have turned their focus onto positive reinforcement and prevention of undesirable behaviours (Fox, 2015). Within educational establishments this takes the form of social reinforcers such as verbal praise and positive feedback from teachers; concrete reinforcers such as stickers and rewards and also activity reinforcers such as giving extra free time or time on iPads. To address positive reinforcement in the form of praise; praise has been shown to been successful in the likelihood of achieving desired behaviours in education settings (Rafi et al., 2020). Teacher praise has been shown to increase attendance and on-task behaviour in pupils with EBD (Markelz & Taylor, 2016). Research of praise has focussed on behaviour specific praise on individuals, however more focus is needed in the function of praise and the class as a whole (Jenkins et al., 2015).  However, the concept of praise in itself is a broad term and research has shown that praise needs to be specific and is age, situational and contextually dependant (Ennis et al., 2020). Limitations of positive reinforcement in an educational setting is that it focusses on the teacher’s subjective definition of good behaviour and the positive behaviours that the teacher has chosen which may be seen to highlight the power and control dynamic between teachers and pupils. It has been suggested there is a need to encourage intrinsic motivations rather than superficial extrinsic motivations (Seifert & Sutton, 2009), by encouraging intrinsic motivations it may lead to more self-efficacy (Cline et al., 2015). In support of this, a limitation of operant conditioning in educational settings is that it could be said to focus on the external rather than internal motivation (Holliman, 2014) thus neglecting to consider the cognitive elements of behaviour. It is also important to note that the frequency of teacher praise if continuous can dilute the effect, and whilst useful, intermittent praise can be more successful to avoid this dilution effect (Gray & MacBlain, 2015). It has been argued that schools tend to overuse praise and positive reinforcement and could be seen as “bribing” (Scott & Landrum, 2020) another criticism is that praise and positive reinforcement only work in the short term (Kohn, 1993) is reductionist, counterproductive and negative behaviours need to be treated with more depth and analysis rather than treating the surface issue (Kohn, 2018). However recent reviews of the research and literature on positive reinforcement supports its effectiveness in school settings on the whole (Morin, 2017).

Token economies are systems used for reinforcing desired behaviours based on principles of operant conditioning. Tokens might be objects or symbols that can be exchanged for rewards, privileges, or prizes as a result of desired behaviour. One token economy worth mentioning due to its popularity is ClassDojo, which is used by over 50 million teachers and families mainly in the USA and UK (ClassDojo, 2023). This system is an internet-based application that monitors pupil behaviour. The system has been shown to encourage self-regulation skills and decrease negative behaviours particularly in younger children and it has been found to decrease negative behaviours even though the system only tracks positive behaviour (Maclean-Blevins & Muilenburg, 2013). It has been said that token economies such as ClassDojo encourage positive reinforcement methods in classroom management rather than punishments as a good thing, nevertheless, it has been challenged that the implementation of such economies present the need for extra resources and training of education staff (Reitman et al., 2021). The ClassDojo system has been shown to be a more useful and reliable method for recording and reporting of reward statistics than more traditional methods such as physical paper/sticker charts (Krach et al., 2017). Conversely, it has been stated that token economies can be powerful and evidently more successful if pupils feel included as part of the process and if behavioural choices are made by the pupils as well as the teachers (Heiniger et al., 2022). Token economy systems have also been shown to be a useful method in special educational needs as well as mainstream settings (Doll et al., 2013) and especially useful in reducing disruptive behaviours in pupils with EBD (Robacker et al., 2016). A review of research has shown that token economies using social and physical reinforcements encourage desired behaviours and the potential to sustain interest in ongoing lessons and schemes of work (Tan et al., 2022).  Interestingly, token economies alongside other interventions such as cognitive behavioural therapy have been shown to improve positive behaviours (Coelho et al., 2015) and token systems used with pupils with ADHD, using positive reinforcers, reduced disruptive behaviours (Cruz et al., 2013). It is important to note that an individual approach or pupil-centred approach has been shown to be more effective in achieving desired behaviours (Kelly & Pohl, 2018). One major criticism of token economies is that points systems or digital reinforcers are a form of gamification and in introducing point scoring is a form of gaming (Raczkowski, 2014) and therefore could be said to be the gamification of education. It has been argued that the gamification of education is progressive, improves pedagogy and offers more enjoyable alternatives to educational practices (Tulloch, 2014). Gamification could challenge the criticisms that positive reinforcement is too extrinsic, as it has been suggested that gamification is intrinsically motivating (Perrotta et al., 2013) and improves inner motivation (Moreira et al., 2022). However, gamification has been said not to be as effective for more gifted pupils as for them, the motivation is the subject and learning (Moreira et al., 2022). Another major criticism of gamification, and therefore the points systems of token economies is that it could be seen to trivialise learning and behaviours, as the pupils will see it as just a game without authentically realising the implications or consequences of their actions (Apostol et al., 2013). 

In conclusion, operant conditioning was a pioneering theory that influenced many psychologists since its first conception, although it has been criticised for being too reductionist and does not consider genetic and biological factors. Skinner has defended the theory against criticisms by addressing personality, individualism, and the role of cognitive psychology alongside behaviourism.  Indeed, cognitive theory could work alongside behaviourism with the use of careful methods. The use of operant conditioning has become popular in education in the form of positive reinforcement, with schools using many formats of concrete and social reinforcers and it has been noted that negative reinforcement has the potential to be more useful than punishment, particularly with pupils with EBD. Token economies remain to be used in educational settings successfully, but the question of dilution and reduction of impact is an important consideration in the overuse of these methods. Interestingly, more recently the concept of gamification of education may have an increasing impact on the concept of behaviour and reinforcement, as it has been said that gamification leads to pupils being detached from the actual consequences of actions due to the trivialisation of gaming concepts applied to behaviour. 
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