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

This essay will aim to evaluate one learning theory and then move on to discuss the possibilities of how this theory will be able to be used within different classroom, learning and educational environments. A learning theory is how students would be able to receive, understand and remember information that was explained to them at some point whether this be in a classroom or another environment. Learning can be described as retaining and developing from information that may be conveyed through behaviours, observation, or other experiences such as new knowledge or skills through education which allows for teaching. However, in previous studies learning is defined as ‘A persisting change in human performance or performance potential as a result of the learner’s interaction with the environment.’ (Driscoll, 1994). This essay will explore Albert Banduras Social Learning Theory which was developed in 1977, which during this time he completed a study to support his findings and this is known as the Bobo Doll Experiment. This learning theory looks at the importance of observing and modelling behaviours which can then be copied and displayed through behaviours and attitudes of others. The theory agreed with two other learning theories which were classical conditioning and operant conditioning but expanded upon this with two findings that behaviour can be learnt through an environment through observation and how between inputs and responses there a mediating process. This theory can still be used in classrooms today as teachers are able to use it to find rewards that they can use to support motivational learning. 

Theories were categorised into three categories of Behaviourism, Social Learning theories and Social Cognitive Learning theories. This theory is classed as a social learning theory as there are elements which involve learning from others such as observational learning, imitation of others and vicarious reinforcement. Vicarious reinforcement is where a learner would observe a behaviour which is then rewarded with a positive or negative reinforcement, and this will impact their decision to copy this behaviour. Although the social learning theory can also be classed as a cognitive theory. According to Banduras social learning theory, humans learn mainly through observation and modelled behaviour. He also proposed that this type of learning takes place in four stages, these four stages are attention, retention, reproduction, and motivation. The first stage is where learners will need to attend to, the type of behaviour and witness it taking place, then they need to retain what they have seen and this may mean for some they rehearse this behaviour mentally, following on from this they will then need the opportunity to recreate the behaviour and take action. The motivation will then take place when they receive reinforcement, vicarious reinforcement, and even self-reinforcement. 

The social learning theory has may strengths overall, and more strengths than negatives. The first one that can be seen is that it holds the ability to be flexible in being able to explain some differences in an individual’s behaviour or learning style so provides an explanation as to why when the environment changes the behaviour may also, and this for many this is considered a natural way to learn and can often work best and most successfully. This may also mean that it is able hold a higher learning retention for many people and will often provide individuals with a solid base to learn, but also provides the option when in a group environment that they will be able to work collaboratively with those who are able to learn in a similar way to them and can allow them to work with others to help their understanding and the understanding that others have. This theory also allows the option to gain insight on how others learn and how individuals can learn from each other which also links into work collaboratively. This theory has four stages of learning and for most will also follow a process of learning which some other theories do not have or are not able to provide an explanation for how many people learn, this is a theory that can be applied to many individuals in a range of different settings like everyday life, educational settings, and work settings. This theory also discusses and looks at the possibility of an individual being able to learn without direct reinforcement and being able to self-reflect to find ways of improvement or developing skills or knowledge. The social learning theory by Bandura discusses observational learning and modelling behaviours, where individuals are able to learn by observing behaviour or individuals can model behaviours, they would like others to demonstrate. One book based on Albert Banduras social learning theory discusses how social learning theory is still a valid form of educating others and can be considered a bridge between other behaviourism and cognitive approaches. It also discusses how social learning theory can help with observation, attention, retention, and meditational levels along with different types of modelling which can be used to help with the development of these. (Rumjaun and Narod, 2020). The social learning theory has been used and applied to many different circumstances and for different purposes of education and modelling behaviours. One study completed which included the social learning theory found that children were able to pick up on behaviours demonstrated and it found that it was effective for education for children’s learning. 


While there are many positive benefits that can be seen within this learning theory there are also some weaknesses or negatives that could be found. These were that it does not account for genetic factors which could impact learning or the way that this theory may be interoperated by others, for example it does not take into account what a individual with a learning disability may do when faced with these types of educational theories or how they may react and how this may be different to what is commonly seen. This leads on to the point of how the theory does not look at individual differences in learning, how everyone is different and how this may need to be adapted for some individuals to have an understanding or for the theory to take effect on them. The theory also considers no biological factors or how these variables may impact how the learning theory could take effect, for example if an individual had imbalanced hormone levels this may affect their mood and willingness to participate in the educational factors of the social learning theory or may not always feel up to participating. This theory also does not account for the impact of emotions, cultural differences or individuals’ experiences around behaviour and learning. So, it does not provide guidance or have an understanding of how a person’s emotions may impact how they learn or their willingness to learn at that time. Cultural differences can impact this theory as some cultures do not allow women to learn or have a limited amount of what education women are able to access. Individuals experience can also impact a person’s learning and the use of this theory in the classroom as if someone has had a negative experience, they may not be willing to learn or if they have had a positive experience they may not need as much guidance. The theory also does not take into account how not only is reinforcement of some kind important but how other variables like cognition, motivation and individuals’ differences will all have an impact and will be different for each individual. The final weakness that can be seen within this social learning theory is that it requires commitments to the environment as this will be the largest influence on behaviour and when and environment changes in some way the behaviour may also change to match. (Yildirim et al. 2020).
However social learning theory could be used in negative manners where poor behaviours are displayed and others may pick up on this and display this behaviour as they think this may be normal, or someone may witness a behaviour that they were not intended to see by the person performing the behaviour and then others may think it is appropriate for this type of behaviour. 

This theory will be able to be used in a classroom setting with ease and is commonly used. This theory is common due to easy accessibility as it is easily introduced into classroom settings. For example, teachers will be able to model behaviours that they want seen, this will be seen by students who will either copy the behaviour due to the teacher being a role model or will perform the behaviour as they see a reward and would like to receive that reward or a similar reward for themselves. This model also allows for the use of vicarious reinforcement which is the use of praise and recognition to promote behaviours or learning skills which in turn will allow for better education and learning experiences. Although this theory can be used for observational learning as well and reinforcement as many individuals especially children will observe a behaviour and copy this as children can be very impressionable and can often be seen copying behaviours of those older than them or those who are seen as a role model. This type of learning theory also provides the opportunity for teachers or educators to provide feedback to students to help improve or change different types of behaviours, this also allows teachers to promote self-efficiency where they will be able to provide opportunities to help build confidence and success and one way of doing this may be through setting achievable goals, helping to find ways to reach these goals and demonstrating behaviours that the individual or individuals will be able to observe which could allow for a better understanding. 
One research paper looked at how social learning theory may be affected by social media in classroom and educational settings, it discussed how social media had changed and developed since the social learning theory was developed meaning that social interaction has changed. It then moved on to say how social media can be included by teachers in classroom settings for learners while still applying the social learning theory by Bandura. This could be accomplished by enhancing student engagement while promoting learning through social media as it is now a large part of daily life, social media according to this paper could have benefits such as be able to simulate attention, memory and heighten motivation. However, they may still be implication to the use of social learning theory and social media, for example it may not be able to be used within every lesson and not all students might have access to social media or some of the items required to fulfil social media and the social learning theory. (Deaton, 2015, pp 1-6). 
Another study looked at how social learning theory could be used on student teachers and aimed to find how much imitation can be used in educating student teachers. The study was a showing of a twenty-minute video model teacher who was demonstrating a behaviour to twenty student teachers, a different video was then shown to another twenty student teachers which was more neutral. After completing their studies, it was found that it was beneficial for both theoretical and technical application for student teacher education. This means that in classroom and educational settings it may be more appropriate for educators to use both theoretical and modelling techniques to enable the best type of learning and a learning style that would fit all. (Lange, 1971 pp 151-154). 
Both of these papers show how social learning theory can be modified in some way to fit into today’s generation compared to the time when the theory was finalised, it is able to be used effectively despite the norms of normal life within classrooms. An example of this was discussed through the use of social media in classrooms for educational purposes and as a way to promote learning by finding a new way to interact with students in a way that suits their needs while still being able to demonstrate behaviours which are desired and being able to communicate to provide feedback to allow for behaviours to be reinforced more effectively. This can be seen a lot of classrooms on a online learning platform where students and teachers are able to communicate and provide work but still allows them to provide feedback in a different manner than just face to face communication, this type of reinforcement may be more efficient for some students as it will be something that it important to them and preferred than face to face praise or reward. 

In conclusion Albert Banduras theory is a framework for understanding how individuals learn through observation, modelled behaviour, and feedback, while taking into account the four stages of this learning theory to achieve this. The theory emphasizes on the need for social interaction and the importance of cognitive processes in learning which means a large amount of learning takes place through observation, reinforcement and types of praise and rewards. The social learning theory has many positives and negatives but overall, the theory looks at how people are able to learn through their own experiences, observing others and their experiences and through the rewards or outcomes of their behaviour. This theory has been used in. a range of classroom settings and for different reasons depending on the outcome the teacher was looking for. Despite the social learning theory being developed in the late 70’s it is still commonly used today and can be adapted to be used for different settings and for the change in time. 
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