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Critically evaluate ONE learning theory and discuss how this theory can be used in the classroom
Education is pivotal for human development, schools have a significant impact on a child's development in several aspects, including their intellectual, social, and emotional growth ((Pea, 2018). The quality of education a child receives can significantly impact their future success (Bambaeeroo & Shokrpour, 2017). Education has been defined as the acquisition of knowledge, skills, values, and attitudes through various forms of learning (Mulenga & Kabombwe, 2019). It is key for national and personal progression and is considered a fundamental human right, enabling individuals to reach their full potential and contribute to society ((Gillett-Swan & Sargeant, 2018). Education has various positive outcomes, including better health, higher incomes, and increased social mobility (Marginson, 2016). Education also promotes critical thinking, creativity, and problem-solving skills, which are important in today's rapidly changing world (Samani et al., 2019). Access to education is not equal for all individuals and communities, with factors such as gender, socioeconomic status, ethnicity, and geographic location contributing to inequities (Kyriakides et al., 2019). Addressing these inequalities is crucial for education to serve as a source of personal and societal advancement (Walker et al., 2019).
In addition, applying psychological theory to education can help identify and overcome barriers that hinder children from reaching their potential (Schleider et al., 2020). Watson's behaviourist manifesto (1913) emphasized the significance of observable behaviour, laying the foundation for behaviourism as a psychological approach with key implications for education  (Morris, 2013). Behaviourism is a psychological perspective that prioritises the study of observable behaviour over mental processes such as thoughts and emotions (Zhou & Brown, 2015) According to behaviourists, behaviour is shaped by environmental factors, particularly through learning experiences (Clark, 2018). Behaviourism has informed the creation of effective teaching strategies that focus on altering behaviour through positive and negative reinforcement  (Brau et al., 2020). Positive reinforcement is considered effective in encouraging desirable student behaviours, positive reinforcement is a behavioural concept in which a desirable consequence, such as a reward or praise, is presented after a behaviour is exhibited (Zaheer et al., 2019). The Operant conditioning theory, introduced by Skinner (1938, as cited in Skinner & Ferster, 2015), is one of the most influential theories of behaviourism. According to this theory, behaviour is shaped by its consequences, with a favourable outcome such as a reward increases the likelihood of the behaviour being repeated in the future (Skinner & Ferster, 2015). Skinner suggested that punishment is less effective than reinforcement as it only temporarily suppresses behaviour instead of bringing about long-term change, punishment is explained as an aversive stimulus presented after a behaviour that reduces the likelihood of that behaviour recurring (Leaf et al., 2019). This essay will critically evaluate the operant conditioning theory and its practical applications in the classroom. By assessing the effectiveness and limitations of operant conditioning, this essay will provide insight into the benefits of behaviourist theory for students.
To elaborate further, according to Stewart (2021), operant conditioning theory proposes that behaviour is influenced by its consequences, Duffy et al. (2018) state that positive outcomes, such as praise or small rewards can increase the likelihood of desired behaviour being repeated. To clarify, rewards are said to be a powerful tool for shaping behaviour through positive consequences (May et al., 2021). One-way positive reinforcement can be used in the classroom is by praising and rewarding students for exhibiting appropriate behaviour, such as following classroom rules, completing assignments on time, and participating in class discussions, increasing the likelihood that pupils will continue to exhibit these desired behaviours (Phungphai & Boonmoh, 2021). According to Jenson et al. (2014), positive reinforcement has demonstrated effectiveness in fostering positive behaviours among children, including academic engagement and social skills. Conversely, punishment and negative consequences, as indicated by Omomia & Omomia (2014), reduce the likelihood of the behaviour being repeated. By using negative reinforcement, teachers can encourage students to work harder and achieve better results (Lane & Oakes, 2015). However, the negative effects of punishment-based operant conditioning on pupils may include anxiety, fear, and low self-esteem. In addition, the limited focus on behaviour modification in operant conditioning may not address the root causes of problematic behaviour, potentially obstructing its effectiveness in the long term (Schlinger, 2021) 
Moreover, the token economy, which is based on the principles of operant conditioning, is a classroom approach that rewards positive behaviour with tokens or points that can be exchanged for rewards or privileges, while negative behaviour is punished. This system has been said to motivate pupils to behave appropriately and achieve academic success (Delgado, 2020). However, the token economy has also been criticised for being overly simplistic and lacking in individualisation, it has been said that the token economy fails to address the underlying causes of disruptive behaviour and does not consider the unique needs of each student (Spiller et al., 2019). Consequently, the token economy may not be appropriate for all students, especially those with severe behavioural or emotional disorders (Alsheef, 2021). For example, Nonverbal children with ASD (Autistic Spectrum Disorder) are subject to operant conditioning across various domains of their lives, and prompts are commonly used in operant conditioning as a means of eliciting and shaping target behaviours for non-verbal students, rather than relying on token economy solely  (Marshall et al., 2015). Prompts are stimuli that precede behaviour and increase its likelihood of occurrence and they come in various forms, such as verbal, physical, and visual cues, and are frequently used in behavioural interventions in schools to facilitate the learning and performance of desired behaviours, particularly with children with ASD  (Ramey et al., 2022). On the other hand, relying solely on prompts can lead to negative consequences for nonverbal children with ASD, who may become overly dependent on the prompts themselves rather than responding to the cues associated with the target behaviour  (Sandoval-Norton et al., 2019). Therefore, alternative approaches beyond just prompts may be necessary to promote effective behaviour change in these students using the operant conditioning theory. To summarise, the token economy can be an effective tool in reducing disruptive behaviour and improving academic performance in the classroom, however, it may not be suitable for all students, especially those with severe behaviour issues, and may not address the underlying causes of disruptive behaviour, the effects of the token economy may not persist in the long term (Smith et al., 2022). Similarly, it is important to use these strategies appropriately, and consistently to avoid unintended consequences, for example, over-reliance on extrinsic rewards.
Besides this, Operant conditioning principles suggest that inclusive school policies can effectively address misbehaviour and its impact on other pupils' learning by providing appropriate consequences for misbehaviour and reinforcing desirable behaviours (Armstrong, 2018). Inclusive schools are defined as providing a learning environment where all students feel welcome and supported, regardless of their background or abilities. These schools celebrate diversity and strive to accommodate the needs of every learner (Patey et al., 2019) goal of inclusive schools is to provide equal access to education and help every student reach their full potential (Woodcock et al., 2022). Inclusive schools without consequences for misbehaviour can discourage desirable behaviour, and whole-school interventions are said to be effective in promoting the health and education of all young people (Bonell et al., 2018)Therefore, inclusive schools using operant conditioning face unique challenges when dealing with misbehaviour and consequences, one approach to addressing these challenges is to incorporate pupil choice and autonomy into the use of operant conditioning in the classroom. The practical implications of Skinner's theory have been significant in various fields, including education, psychology, and animal training. In the field of education, Skinner's theory has been used to develop various teaching strategies that focus on shaping and reinforcing desired behaviour, such as positive reinforcement and token economies. These techniques have been found to be effective in promoting positive behaviour and academic success in pupils (Ryan et al., 2019). 
Following this, Weeden et al. (2016) conducted research that demonstrates the effectiveness of implementing operant conditioning using token systems in the classroom. The study aimed to investigate the efficacy of a positive reinforcement intervention in improving the on-task behaviour of students with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). In the study, participants (N=10) primary school pupils with ADHD were randomly assigned to either a control group or an intervention group, the intervention group received positive reinforcement in the form of tokens for on-task behaviour, which could later be exchanged for rewards, the control group did not receive any intervention. A multiple baseline design was utilised, wherein each participant's behaviour was observed and recorded for a baseline period before the implementation of the intervention. The findings showed that the positive reinforcement intervention was successful in enhancing on-task behaviour among students with ADHD. During the intervention phase, the group that received the intervention demonstrated a noteworthy increase in on-task behaviour compared to the control group  (Weeden et al., 2016). Overall, this study was particularly strong, the study used a randomized control trial design, which is considered a high standard in research, as it allows for the control of extraneous variables and the ability to make causal inferences, additionally, the study used reliable and valid tools to measure the outcomes of the intervention, such as direct observation and behaviour rating scales. However, the study had a narrow focus on the effectiveness of positive reinforcement in improving the on-task behaviour of pupils with ADHD and did not explore other operant conditioning techniques such as negative reinforcement, punishment, or behavioural outcomes. 
Moving on, according to a study by Akyuz & Erdogan (2018), one of the benefits of the token economy is that it can be effective in reducing disruptive behaviour in the classroom. The study found that the use of a token economy in a classroom setting led to a significant decrease in disruptive behaviour, and that the use of tokens as reinforcement was successful in changing the behaviour of pupils who were previously disruptive in the classroom (Akyuz & Erdogan 2018). The token economy also has the possibility of improving academic achievement, pupils with emotional and behavioural disorders are said to perform significantly better academically when token economies were used in the classroom (Doll et al., 2013). Furthermore, recent studies have found success in implementing operant conditioning in inclusive schools, for example, in a recent study, Moreno et al. (2021) with participants (N=259) aged 6 to 12 years implemented the operant conditioning theory into their school policy and found this promoted positive behaviour, improved academic achievement and reduced problem behaviour through a supportive and inclusive environment that emphasised positive reinforcement for good behaviour and appropriate consequences for misbehaviour. However, the study has limitations that must be considered when interpreting its results. For instance, the study was conducted in a single school, limiting its generalisability to other contexts, and the study did not measure the long-term effects of the policy on students' academic achievement and behaviour (Moreno et al., 2021). A further study, by Lomas et al, (2018) found limitations to the use of operant conditioning techniques in inclusive classrooms, the study examined the use of positive reinforcement in promoting social behaviour for pupils with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) in inclusive schools. The results showed that while positive reinforcement was effective in promoting social behaviour for some pupils with ASD, it was not effective for all, some pupils showed a decrease in social behaviour after receiving positive reinforcement, indicating the need for individualised approaches (Lomas et al., 2018). Allowing students to choose their own consequences for misbehaviour can promote self-regulation and responsible behaviour (Rose et al., 2015). However, there are also potential drawbacks, such as students not always making the best choices or feeling overwhelmed by the responsibility of choosing their own consequences. Teachers should be conscious of the possible negative effects and strive to establish a just and impartial framework of repercussions that applies to every student (Messiou, 2017). Consequently, more research is needed to assess the long-term effects and effectiveness of behaviour policies in various school contexts. Individualised approaches and acknowledging individual differences are crucial for successful implementation and improved learning outcomes for all students.
To discuss this further, Furrer and Skinner (2018) conducted a study that aimed to explore the potential drawbacks of using operant conditioning in the classroom, particularly the use of rewards to motivate students. Their research focused on investigating the potential negative effects of this approach, participants (N=179) pupils were allocated by chance to either a control group or an experimental group, the experimental group was promised a reward for achieving a certain academic goal, while the control group was not offered any reward. The study used a pre-test/post-test design to measure the students' academic motivation, self-efficacy, and academic performance. Results indicated that the experimental group showed a decrease in their intrinsic motivation to learn and a decrease in their perceived competence, compared to the control group. In addition, the promise of a reward did not lead to a significant improvement in academic performance (Furrer & Skinner 2018). There were limitations to this study, it only investigated the effects of rewards on academic motivation, self-efficacy, and performance in primary school students, and may not be generalizable to other age groups or contexts. Similarly, the findings may vary if rewards were used in different contexts or in a longer-term scenario given that the study only looked at their use in one specific situation.
Similarly, Aziz and Yasin (2018) conducted a study that suggests the token economy approach may not be suitable for every student, particularly those with significant emotional or behavioural disorders (EBD) The researchers used a case study approach, which involved analysing the impact of the token economy program on the behaviour of three students with EBD. Data was collected through observations, interviews, and document analysis, allowing for an in-depth exploration of the pupils' behaviour in context. This approach provided insights into the complexity of the pupils' behaviour and the effectiveness of the token economy program for this population. The results showed that the token economy program was not effective in reducing problem behaviours and did not increase appropriate behaviours for all three students. In accordance with the research, due to their complex issues, lack of individualised care, and requirement for further specialised interventions, students with severe EBD may not benefit from the token economy initiative (Robacker et al., 2016). The study emphasises how important it is to take into consideration each person's needs and traits before implementing a token economy programme (Aziz & Yasin, 2018). One of the constraints of this study is its limited sample size, which restricts the ability to apply the results to other populations. The study only examined the effects of the token economy program on three students with severe EBD, which may not be representative of other students with diverse needs and backgrounds. Additionally, the study did not have a control group, making it difficult to establish a cause-and-effect relationship between the token economy program and the pupils' behaviour.
[bookmark: _Int_AGvPq71O]In conclusion, operant conditioning has been demonstrated to be a useful approach to shaping pupil behaviour in the classroom. The use of positive reinforcement, particularly through token economies, has shown promising results in promoting desirable behaviour among pupils. However, the approach is not without limitations, as the use of punishment can have negative effects and the approach may not be effective for all pupils, including the potential for over-reliance on external rewards, the possibility of unintended consequences, and the potential for reinforcement to become less effective over time. Overall, the strengths of operant conditioning are seen to be greater than its weaknesses, and it appears to remain a valuable tool for educators to consider in their approach to promoting positive behaviour in the classroom. Future research could focus on the effectiveness of token economies in promoting long-term behaviour change, as well as exploring the impact of diverse types of reinforcement on pupil motivation and engagement with those pupils with severe behavioural problems. Additionally, the research could investigate individual differences in how people respond to operant conditioning interventions, such as variations in sensitivity to reinforcement and punishment, and identify methods for customizing these interventions to better suit the unique needs of different individuals.
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