This essay will critically discuss one learning theory and how it can be implemented and applied in the classroom setting will also be explored. In order to achieve this, empirical evidence and the relevant existing literature will also be appraised. Learning in humans is a unique and highly complicated cognitive process concerning memory, attention, emotion and problem solving (Tyng et al., 2017). Whist it is recognised that there are several learning and educational theories within 
psychology to explain the learning process, for instance behaviourist, cognitivist and social learning theory, this assignment will focus only on behaviourism, specifically operant conditioning.  

 Key research by seminal author B.F. Skinner will be considered surrounding his influential research on operant conditioning. Skinner adapted the work of early behaviourists and their theories of learning by association and observable behaviours, and applied operant conditioning to explain how behaviour is learnt and consequentially shaped by the consequences of the actions influencing a certain behaviour (Aubrey & Riley, 2022). Demonstrating this with experiments on animals as opposed to theory alone, he proposed individuals demonstrated an element of free will, but ultimately are highly influenced by both positive and negative reinforcers in the shaping and learning of behaviours and the likelihood of those behaviours being repeated, or not (Howell, 2020). Whilst Skinners animal experiments did receive criticism and disapproval from many, he believed it a necessary aspect of the theory as it demonstrated how the same, observable change in behaviours could be seen and applied to humans (Baars, 2003). 

Reinforcement is a critical aspect of operant conditioning and is considered as any event that strengthens the behaviour it follows, therefore reinforced behaviours occur more frequently and will increase over time (Shahan, 2017). According to current literature there are four main types of reinforcement: natural, social, tangible and token (Aubrey & Riley, 2022). Positive reinforcement occurs when a behaviour elicits a new, pleasurable stimulus, thus strengthening the desired behaviour. For example, a child who has been well behaved in class can get a tangible reward by way of a snack, extra break time or toy privileges. Recent literature from Hardy and McLeod (2020) explored elements necessary to positive reinforcement following national guidelines established from the National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC, 2009). These guidelines can assist teachers in the following eight domains; determining child preference, determine child’s strengths and needs, strategic use of reinforcement, embed reinforcement into routine activities, the role of the relationship, collaboration with families, evaluate effectiveness of the reinforcement. With consideration of the guidelines, teachers can be better equipped to offer reinforcement appropriate to the child. This can be done through utilisation of a choice board, where picture representations allow pupils to choose one of their favourite activities, a token board where a set amount of tokens can be exchanged for a certain incentive and class or group points to encourage pupils to engage in cooperation with others and team building skills, the latter being more suited to children of older age groups (Gray & MacBlain, 2015). 

However, Hardy and McLeod (2020) go on to criticise some elements of reinforcement, indicating that teachers will often misunderstand and commonly make the mistake of reinforcing the pupil, rather than reinforcing the behaviour. Professionals now are being urged to offer praise as positive reinforcement, rather than tangible items or incentives. Additionally, it is well supported in the literature that positive reinforcement is most effective when delivered immediately after or as close to the desired behaviour as possible. However, this cannot always be possible, especially when the reward includes activities around break time, something which the child must wait for with the rest of the class (Jolstead et al., 2017). 

Reinforcement schedules should also be considered to wean reinforcement over time until the behaviour occurs naturally to the child, rather than doing it for praise or approval. Continuous reinforcement occurs each and every time a desired behaviour is performed, reinforcement in this way assures results and quick rates of learning. Fixed-interval reinforcement occurs after a behaviour is displayed after a set period of time, this provides fair results in response rate, but this can dwindle if reinforcement is not given once the expected time has passed (Tanno, 2016). Variable-interval reinforcement occurs when reinforcement is given after an undetermined number of times, demonstrating a higher response rate and slower extinction rates (Woolfolk, 2016). Fixed-ratio reinforcement offers reinforcement of a behaviour after it has been performed a set number of times, as in the example of a token board. This produces a rapid response rate, but also a rapid decline if the desired behaviour is performed for a certain amount of times but not rewarded. Variable-ratio reinforcement occurs when behaviour is performed after a varied number of times, the element of not knowing when reinforcement is going to come produces high response rates and slow elimination rates (Tanno & Silberberg, 2015). 

A recent study by Mantasiah et al. (2021) looked at the amount of positive reinforcement given by teachers and how teaching methods were affected when pupils were home schooled during the COVID-19 pandemic. By way of a mixed method study, 310 primary school teachers participated. Interestingly, this study revealed a general lack of understanding around positive reinforcement, stating the majority of teachers thought appropriate positive reinforcement was when the child would be rewarded with a physical object, be it a toy or a snack. Many teachers underestimated the importance of verbal positive reinforcement as equally essential, not only to reinforce the learning process, but also increase pupil motivation and self-esteem (Moyano et al., 2020). Aside from the obvious barriers noted of lack of face-to-face interaction, virtual classrooms and increased use of social media, teachers reported pandemic teaching methods prevented them from giving the same level of positive verbal reinforcement as they would in the conventional classroom setting. One possibility to explain this could be the increased pressure and expectations placed on teachers and education providers to quickly alter and adapt teaching delivery methods in unforeseen circumstances (Ratten, 2020). 

This study also examined whether gender differences played a part in the type and amount of positive reinforcement given. Mantasiah et al. (2021) revealed female teachers overall gave more positive verbal reinforcement when compared to their male counterparts, likening this to the belief that females tend to build better relationships with pupils compared to males (Tench et al., 2017). On the other hand, research by Ozkan et al. (2014) and Hoon et al. (2017) argue that similar studies have presented no significant gender difference, and the amount of positive reinforcement given as the same for male and female teachers. Conversely, it is important to note that the above studies do not comment on the types of reinforcement given by male and female teachers, merely the frequency of. Going forward, this could offer a useful area to explore in future research to promote application of efficient and gold standard teaching practice to eliminate challenging behaviours in the classroom. 

Negative reinforcement occurs as an unpleasant response to a behaviour or removal of the unpleasant stimulus, thus discouraging undesired behaviours (Gray & MacBlain, 2015). According to Skinner, use of negative reinforcement is the most effective way of eliminating disruption and challenging classroom behaviours. For example, a child who shouts out in class and constantly gets out of their seat disturbing the rest of the class can have a huge negative impact on the classroom as a whole. In this instance, the teacher can choose to ignore the child, not affording them the attention they want and they should realise that this type of behaviour does not provoke the desired reaction (Aubrey & Riley, 2022). However, this can be quite challenging and requires a great deal of commitment from teachers to persevere as individuals who disrupt the class not only hinder their own learning opportunities, but also other pupils in the class. Unmanageable learning environments are evidenced to be futile for long term, effective learning experiences (Kelly & Pohl, 2018). Other examples of how negative behaviour could be effective in this scenario is removal from a group or play activity, time out, not getting to play with their favourite game or toy, not getting to play outside at break time or removal of a star from a star chart. Much of the existing literature surrounding this topic comments on the importance of establishing with the child the nature of the negative reinforcement and this should be implemented as something which would have a significant impact. For example, a child who does not enjoy playing outside, would not look to change their behaviour if that was the consequence. Teachers can also provide children with an additional element of choice, for example completion of a particular task in class meaning they don’t have to do it as homework could incentivise children to get the work finished, thus escaping the negative consequence of having homework. Similarly, teachers could request that everything must be tidied and put away before they can leave for break time, the longer this takes the class, the less time they have for their break (Woolfolk, 2016). Likewise, determination of both positive and negative reinforcement are most beneficial when established among teacher, child and family members, giving all parties a sense of ownership and responsibility to continue to implement such interventions in the home environment (Chandra, 2015). 


Whilst both positive and negative reinforcement can strengthen behaviours, clear distinction should be made between negative reinforcement and punishment. Punishment is predominantly designed to diminish a behaviour, associating it with an unpleasant consequence means likelihood of that behaviour being repeated becomes supressed. According to Howell (2020) punishment can only be effective if given immediately after the undesired behaviour. Also, for punishment to be effective it must be appropriate and relate to the context of the behaviour and not cause any due harm or distress (Howell, 2020). A criticism of punishment is highlighted by (Saxena et al., 2021) who states punished behaviours may not be automatically forgotten, even when they are not actively demonstrated. Therein lies the possibility that once the punishment stops or is removed, the undesired behaviour can return. Many argue the effectiveness of punishment in this way as it does not guide towards desired behaviours, merely temporarily suppresses it. Important to note also is the context of the behaviour must be relevant and age appropriate to the child’s ability, asking a child to perform a task which is too advanced for their age will automatically lead them to give up and stop trying and could even affect their motivation to apply themselves in other areas (Rafi et al., 2020).  

The classic behaviourist opinion takes the view that certain association and behaviours are learned more quickly than others, whilst learning of other, more challenging skills takes place with a smaller, incremental and step-wise approach. Skinner put forward the notion that for the best way to achieve this, teachers must have a clearly formulated lesson plan and clear delivery method, introducing new material as a staged approach (Gray & MacBlain, 2015). However, when relating theory to practice this cannot always be achieved. Though lesson plans do provide many benefits, it may also be necessary for teachers and educators to have the insight to adopt some flexibility in their approach, accepting that in some circumstances while a lesson plan offers a guide, it should not be solely relied upon to dictate the course or content of the lesson (Nurtanto et al., 2021). As in the example of virtual lessons during the COVID-19 pandemic, teaching delivery methods may have to be reconsidered and re-evaluated in order to problem solve and best suit the learning needs and overall outcomes of the individual child or classroom as a whole. This would also be typically true in relation to neuro deficient children with such conditions as attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), autism, sensory processing disorder and selective mutism (Gibbs, 2017), (Gray & MacBlain, 2015).

A further criticism of Skinners operant conditioning theory was that it simplified the learning process, something which Hoy and Miskel (2013, as cited in Ahmed et al., 2022) argue can be appropriate when demonstrating learning in animals, but allows for little consideration for the internal, higher thought processes that humans are capable of applying. Many researchers are of the same opinion, stating operant conditioning does not take into consideration the emotional aspects of learning new behaviours, nor does it explain the internal experience for the learner (Saxena et al., 2021). Gray and MacBalin (2015) state the behaviourist approach does not fully account for learner motivation, creativity, abstract thinking, reasoning or understanding. For example, a child who has previously been punished for challenging behaviour such as drawing on the walls, may still choose to carry out that behaviour despite knowing the consequences they will face. As a continuation of this, Illeris (2018) states operant conditioning excludes any tangible concern with such unique, human qualities as personal development, meaning, nurture, understanding, identity, hope, care, love and sociality which can all influence learnt behaviours. 

Furthermore, existing research indicates positive reinforcement should not only be used in the school setting, but also by families and care givers in the home environment to further cement desired behaviours. According to Scott and Kamps (2007) pupils who frequently present with challenging behaviours in school, often do so at home also, therefore joint participation between teachers and family members to address challenging behaviour could increase effectiveness and subsequentially improve behaviours over time. Future research in this area could measure the outcomes of such collaborative working and prove advantageous to the long-term management and maintenance of positive behaviours and skills (Dunlap et al., 2006).

Nevertheless, many researchers believe operant conditioning still maintains a very meaningful place in the classroom today. As it can, as demonstrated above, be applied to assist teaching practices that encourage pupil engagement and development of desired behaviour, reduction of undesired behaviour and overall improvements in learning (Rafi et al., 2020). As previously mentioned, learning in humans occurs as an extremely complex process. To aid understanding of this, many theories have been accepted in attempts to explain the learning process. However, no single theory can take credit for or explain in its entirety how the learning process occurs, and whilst this essay considered operant conditioning alone, it could be argued that application of a blended approach of different learning theories is likely to be the most appropriate in day to day practice. 
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