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Why do they behave like this? Getting to grips with Behaviourism
Children. Not one behaves the same, and what a boring world it would be if they did. Good and poor behaviour are experienced by educators and parents alike, with many having different ways to combat or encourage them. Whether it be star charts, treats, time-out or confiscation they all work in conditioning a child to behave in a manner we deem fit. We even practise it with our pets, rewarding a “sit” or a “roll-over” with a tasty treat and tummy tickles.  Behaviourism is a multifaceted theory of learning that states that behaviours are learned through conditioned interaction with the environment (Mcleod, 2023).
Although these measures are widely used throughout homes and schools, many be unaware that this is in fact a theory of learning in practise. This is known as Operant Conditioning. The theory suggests that behaviour is influenced by consequences. Behaviour that is punished should occur less often and behaviour that is rewarded will likely be repeated. Although this theory was said to have begun in the 1920’s by John B. Watson, it was ultimately Burrhus Frederic Skinner (1904-1990) who ran with this earlier theory and was able to build upon it (McLeod, 2023).
Oh rats!
Skinner, inspired by previous theories conducted experiments to put operant conditioning to the test, which those who work with children will forever be thankful for. Known as “Skinner’s box”, this experiment saw a rat in a box with a lever. When the lever was pressed it released food into the box and after the rat hit the lever enough times it ultimately learnt that repetition of this behaviour (pushing the lever) would result in a positive consequence (receiving food). The model of this experiment or influencing the behaviour of animals has inspired the behaviour modification of humans too (Mandriota, 2021). So, without Skinner we may not have the star charts and reward systems we rely on so heavily today. Thank you, Mister Skinner!
The Four Elements (Not Earth, Wind Air and Fire)
There are four key elements to operant conditioning:
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(Kumar, 2020). 
As you study this diagram, you will soon discover that Operant Conditioning is somewhat the basis of behaviour within education. So those stars, trips and certificates they receive positively reinforces their good behaviours, and the deductions of break time or lack of stars would be their negative punishment. However, you may find that this theory will not work straight away. As with the rats, it took some time for them to realise that the lever would result in food. It is worth noting that children are in fact more complex than that of rats, and it is important to consider in today’s climate the possibility of Addition Learning Needs (ALN) and Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs). 
New ideas in behaviour
Skinner had quite a radical view of behaviourism for his time, using the work and studies of his predecessors to conduct his experiments and theories. In his book Science and Human Behaviour (Skinner, 1953) he directed his focus on environmental contributions to behaviours. He was an advocate for cultural change in order to improve the welfare of society. Skinner also stated that behaviour itself is something we are all familiar with, with us all having behaviours ourselves and encounter them daily. Yet this familiarity could well be a disadvantage as it may mean we jump to conclusions regarding certain behaviours perhaps without considering the cautious methods of science behind it. Behaviour is ultimately a very complex study as it is much more a process that anything else, a process which is changing, fluid and evanescent (Skinner, 1965).
(Cherry, 2020).[image: ]
So next time you utilise your star systems or put your child on the naughty step, think of Mister Skinner and his rats and we he did to further our understanding of Operant Conditioning. Remember that although his theory is competent and practised theory, the complex world of behaviour can make some aspects of it quite challenging. The most important thing is to stick with it and teach these kids that hard work pays off!
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Vygotsky’s theory: is social interaction the key?

Social interaction is something that is deeply ingrained in our everyday lives. As soon as we are born, we are babbled to, talked to and encouraged to communicate back in any way we can. Growing up we are encouraged to make friends, speak our minds and answer questions. Social interaction doesn’t even necessarily mean verbal communication, with handshakes, high fives and hugs being deep rooted in social circumstances. As humans, we dream, grow, learn and work as part of a society, both the society we are born into and the ones we encounter through our lifetimes which in turn shapes our own personal identities (Cohut, 2018). Social communication has never been more prevalent, with the rise of social media and other forms of technology that allows us to communicate and socialise with hundreds, if not thousands of individuals. But what do we get from this?
 [image: ]
Time to Socialise...
Socialisation is linked to several parts of a child’s development. Every social interaction a child has, no matter how big or small, will help them develop language skills. I can also help them process and cope their emotions and work within social norms (Martin-Pitt Partnership for Children, 2019). In other words, how is a child supposed to grow and thrive in isolation? This is something that crossed the mind of Lev Vygotsky (1896-1934), a soviet psychologist who theorised about the cognitive development of a child through socialisation. Vygotsky surmised that social and cultural factors heavily influence cognitive development, with social interaction aiding in the evolution of speech and reasoning within children. The theories and work of Vygotsky has become a strong basis of research and has become a foundation for further research and developments in following years. Even today he is regarded as a significant figure regarding development, behaviour and learning, which is now known to be sociocultural theory (Mcleod, 2023).
Now his theories and concepts may appear complicated and full of scientific jargon but is quite a fascinating read when simplified and understood. Firstly, Vygotsky introduced the concept of ‘The Zone of Proximal Development’. And yes, it is a mouthful so let's call it ZPD. The idea simply describes the gap between what a child knows and what they do not. Acquiring the needed information requires a degree of skill that the child would simple not yet possess or cannot utilise independently so rely on the help and guidance of a peer or/and a More Knowledgeable Other (MKO) (Cherry, 2022). 
[image: ]
(Yetman, 2020)
The MKO refers to a someone who has a higher ability and better understanding that other learners. This could be with respect to a particular process, concept or task. This MKO can make the others learn effectively and can enhance the learning capabilities of a learner due to having the influence and support of an experienced peer (A. Safia and T. Mala). So, to put it simply, the MKO could be a teacher, a learning support assistant or even another learner who may be proficient or have experience in a specific task or topic. A child who is trying to learn football may find it beneficial to watch and converse with another who has plays football frequently. Everyone would have a certain area or topic they would be considered as the more knowledgeable other in. I would be a MKO should anyone wish to learn about the Harry Potter franchise or different breeds of dogs. The key to obtaining further cognitive development in a learner is socialisation with another.
What about the introverts?
It is no surprise to anyone that some people may struggle socially, as I for one have suffered with chronic shyness in my youth. Within a learning capacity, we are seeing more and more reasons for why some learners by struggle to maintain friendships and lack certain socials skills. This can be due to Autism Spectrum disorder, Adverse Childhood Experiences or other forms of learning disabilities that may make them non-verbal. This is a significant drawback when looking at the ZPD and how a MKO can make significant improvements. This would be something that would take great consideration when dealing with complex learners, and although it could still be attainable, may need some extra support and time. 


[image: ]
Does that mean we need to write of Vygotsky's theory? Absolutely not. His concept of sociocultural theory has created a strong foundation for behaviourists to understand how socialisation can have a positive effect on a child’s learning. This does not just happen within schools. Teaching your child to walk, talk and play creates that relationship between a learner and you, being the MKO. Schools encourage peer learning and working in unison, further solidifying Vygotsky's theory being ingrained into modern education. And the teacher, is first and foremost, a More Knowledgeable Other as they impart knowledge and educate pupils throughout their school life. 


Reference List:
Cohut, M. (2018). Socialization: How does it benefit mental and physical health? [online] www.medicalnewstoday.com. Available at: https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/321019.
Accessed – 14/12/23
Martin-Pitt Partnership for Children (2019). The Importance of Socialization in Early Childhood | Martin-Pitt Partnership. [online] Martin-Pitt Partnership for Children. Available at: https://mppfc.org/the-importance-of-socialization-in-early-childhood/.
Accessed – 14/12/23
Mcleod, S. (2023b). Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory of Cognitive Development. [online] Simply Psychology. Available at: https://www.simplypsychology.org/vygotsky.html.
Accessed – 14/12/23
Cherry, K. (2022). A Biography of Lev Vygotsky, One of the Most Influential Psychologists. [online] Verywell Mind. Available at: https://www.verywellmind.com/lev-vygotsky-biography-2795533.
Accessed – 15/12/23
A. Safia and T. Mala, (2012) "Ascertaining the More Knowledgeable Other among peers in collaborative e-learning environment," 2012 Fourth International Conference on Advanced Computing (ICoAC) pg. 1-7
Accessed – 15/12/23
Yetman, D. (2020). Zone of Proximal Development Relation to Children’s Education. [online] Healthline. Available at: https://www.healthline.com/health/zone-of-proximal-development#stages.
Accessed – 15/12/23







‌



Clash of the Titans – Vygotsky vs Skinner

[bookmark: _Int_e90By5ML]Theorists, behaviourists and education providers alike are aware of the work of Lev Vygotsky (1896-1934) and Burrhus Frederic Skinner (1904-1990). Both renowned and successful in their own right but with differing approaches when it comes to theories of learning. And it was only when I began working in education, I realised how prominent their work was and still is today. Now both of their theories differ greatly but both have provided more knowledge and have shaped our approaches today. But who provided the most? Who is utilised more in modern society? Is there a superior theory? 
[image: ] (Britannica,2024).    [image: ] (Moscow City University, 2024).
Let us begin with Vygotsky and his work. He introduced us to the Zone of Proximal Development (1920) (ZPD) which describes the gap in between what a learner has learnt and what they are capable of learning with support. After surmising that standardised tests were not enough to measure a child’s capability to learn. He suggested that some learning happens automatically as a child matures but can be advanced further by socialising with a More Knowledgeable Other (MKO) which can be a peer, a parent, a teacher or anybody with a higher knowledge in the challenge they may be tackling (Vinney, 2019). So, in some point in your life, you have been both a learner and an MKO, as have I.
Now Skinner was renowned for his theories within behaviourism. He developed his theory of Operant Conditioning (1938), which involved reinforcing wanted behaviours, and deterring the unwanted ones. This can be seen heavily through schooling, with reward systems for good behaviour and sanctions for misbehaviour. Vygotsky’s theories come under Social- Constructivism, which is made up of theories that focus on socialisation and collaborative learning. Now this theory of learning has many benefits. Firstly, it encourages support amongst peers. Constructivist learning allows learners to build on one another’s knowledge, build on existing concepts and allows them to develop new perspectives and deepened personal learning. Constructivism also proposes that learning is very much a social activity and an active process which can lead to further cognitive development (Western Governors University, 2022). This theory also may help in alleviation isolation and loneliness within schools. According to researchers, the COVID-19 pandemic has seen a large increase in youth loneliness and that creating a positive social classroom environment where classmate and teacher support are available is crucial in alleviating this issue (Jefferson, 2023). 
[image: ]
By encouraging socialisation within a classroom may help with social skills elsewhere and build on confidence levels. Speaking of confidence levels, the role of the MKO is an important one. This can make the MKO feel self-assured as they are considered ‘more knowledgeable’. This encouragement can again, build upon an individual’s confidence. Confidence levels can also benefit from the likes of Skinner’s theory. When good work is rewarded, it can boost the confidence and faith withing the learner. It can also provide a degree of confidence for a class teacher, with reward/sanction systems giving clear boundaries and may give a higher level of control. After all, everyone needs a moral boost sometimes. 
Social constructivism does however have some limitations, as most theories do. Those diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) may find it challenging socialising with others, so they may not benefit from the theory. This cannot be said for Skinner's theory, which is a tad more sustainable within a classroom, and the concept is simple to explain and understand. Both theories do assist in overall learning process, although Operant Conditioning could be considered the more effective and concise method (educationsummary.com, 2024).
Well, there is no arguing that both theorists have their work embedded into the modern days of teaching, as both have provided a more in depth understanding into how cognitive development can be achieved. We all wish to do our best by those children we teach, and without the work of both Skinner and Vygotsky our work may have well been far less effective. These theories may be considered outdated, but that us the beauty of theories. They grow. They develop and evolve with the times so we can be the best we can be. 
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What we do in a PRU
Pupil Referral Unit (PRU). We all have a pre-conceived notion of what a PRU is and what it involves. Many today would consider it a place for the ‘naughty’ kids. A place where they go to when mainstream schools have had enough. But it is much more complex than that. PRU’s cater to those that are unable to attend mainstream school. This may be due to exclusion, behavioural difficulties, mental health issues or they may need special educational needs (SEN) following a diagnosis (theschoolrun.com, 2024). But what sort of strategies and techniques do we use in a PRU, and who inspires them? I aim to tell you all about it.

[bookmark: _Int_MnpA53YC][image: ]We have many interventions and strategies in place withing the PRU. We find that the children we have thrive better with a clear structure day to day. More often than not, we have children come through to us with a considerable amount of Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) and we can see first-hand how these can disrupt their learning amongst other things. Studies have shown that 47% of people have at least one ACE. It can affect the manage and recognise emotions and can make it difficult to keep and maintain health relationships. It also largely effects behaviour which us notably in schools (NHS, 2021). To combat these issues, our setting makes great use of the Emotional Literacy Support Assistant (ELSA) programme. At least one learning support assistant from each provision is given ELSA training to provide support. I was trained last year and made thorough use pf the knowledge and resources it has given me. I have held sessions with numerous pupils, many of which have a vast array of ACEs. Just recently we were dealing with a pupil who had suffered a bereavement, and the sessions provided him with a place to talk and understand his feeling and behaviours. This programme recognises that children learn better and are happier in school if their emotional needs are addressed (Elsa Network, 2017). This interaction does delve into the social construct put forth by Lev Vygotsky due to the strong links to communication and socialisation. And yes, the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) could apply here. When we undertake the ELSA training, we become the More Knowledgeable Other (MKO) and we aim to help them reach a state of clarity with their emotional and mental state. 

We also utilise and simple and effective reward system withing the PRU. Now some may consider this method ‘babyish’, particularly for our age demographic as pupils will earn stars for good behaviour and work, and at the end of term there will be a reward trip which is offered to those who reach a set target. However, we have found this system to be extremely effective in getting the pupils to produce work and exhibit more positive behaviours. Reward systems have many positive benefits, as there encourage work, enhance student wellbeing and encourage appropriate behaviour (Kenpachi, 2023). Now this perfectly demonstrates B.F Skinner’s theory of Operant Conditioning. Behaviourism is a very popular theory of learning within the PRU, due to the nature of the children we work with. There are many behaviours that need to be shaped in order to have a safe and orderly classroom. For example, we do not allow phones within the classrooms, as they pull attention from the lesson, so by using operant condition and applying negative reinforcement if a phone is used, we are able to condition the pupils into the behaviours we want. Verbal reinforcement is also a key factor here. When seeing a child who is working well, we can praise and give them stars for their effort, which in turn will encourage them continue with the positive behaviour (Nebel, 2017).

Finally, we conduct a lot of kinaesthetic learning and outdoor education in our unit. By focusing on team building with a mixture of mental wellbeing benefits, we consider this our most effective. 

“Outdoor learning can also give children a chance to be “challenged in a nurturing environment,” Hines says. When students have a chance to work collaboratively with classmates and their teachers, they can build a strong sense of community and acquire traits like altruism. These skills can then be carried over into other parts of students’ lives, like at home with their families” (Patel, 2022).

The reward system still stands here, utilising the behaviourism theories to encourage socialisation and collaboration as well as good listening. This can be anything from building a rope swing to litter picking on the beach. 
But the theories of psychologists and behaviourists of the past that have truly shaped the work we do in the PRU today. If it wasn't for their earlier work, we would struggle to maintain the safe and alternative learning environment that we provide.
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