Critically evaluate one learning theory and discuss how the theory can be used in the classroom. 
John B. Watson is known as the founder of behaviourism, as he believed that psychology should be used to research observable and measurable behaviour, rather than be focused on largely falsifiable theories, due to the inability to accurately study. From his belief, he emphasised the explanation of human behaviour through the stimulus-response theory that surrounded the work of Pavlov, (Rossger, 2012). Through Behaviourist theory came B.F.Skinner. Skinner first brought to psychology the term operant conditioning, with the definition that behaviour is learnt, similarly to instrumental learning. That being said, Skinner differed, in that he believed behaviour could be learnt through alternating reinforcement strategies, which in turn led to reinforcement schedules, (Staddon & Cerutti, 2003).Previous research has also indicated the ability to alter behaviour using behaviour change interventions, although the sustainability of these behaviours is unclear, (Kwasnicka et al, 2016).
This essay will discuss briefly the theory surrounding operant conditioning, which will then extend to how this is used within the classroom. 
Operant conditioning stemmed from the realisation from Pavlov, who found that an unconditioned stimulus produces an unconditioned response, however, when association is made between the unconditioned stimulus and neutral or conditioned stimulus, a conditioned response is established. Thus, leading to a conditioned response being produced via the conditioned stimulus, without the presence of the unconditioned stimuli, (Zhang et al, 2019). Not only can adaptive behaviours be learnt through the conditioning process, but maladaptive behaviours can also be formed. These can include addiction, phobias and PSTD, which are all learnt through an association of a stimulus; however, Pavlov does not explain how to disrupt and change the classically learnt responses, (Hanley & Garland, 2019). Skinner himself believed that within classical conditioning, the animals were too passive and invasive, whereas operant conditioning is a voluntary action by an organism, (Ruan & Wu, 2013). It has been noted that both operant and classical conditioning lack the explanation of which processes occurred during the learning period and were not easily distinguished between classical and operant conditioning, (Colomb & Brembs, 2010). 
Most theories on operant conditioning believe that a wanted behaviour can be strengthened by the reward of an external stimulus, known as a reinforcement, however without the presence of a reinforcer the behaviour begins to decline, (Dragoi & Staddon, 1999). Therefore, it could be argued that this theory is only relevant for short term behaviour change and will not have a lasting effect on an individual. However, due to this revelation, reinforcer schedules were introduced. One schedule looked at behaviour through intermittent reinforcers and the other through constant and continuous reinforcement. Through many studies using both reinforcement schedules, it has found that a desired behaviour persists longer through intermittent reinforcement, (Lattal, 2010). The theory also believes that the behaviour of an individual has an effect on the surrounding environment, which produces a positive or negative consequence, having a return effect on the individual. It is implied that if a behaviour produces a negative consequence, that behaviour will in turn decrease, (Akapan, 2020). Through this theory, a reward or punishment system can be used to modify behaviour, also a negative stimulus can be removed once a desired behaviour has been shown to further promote this behaviour, which can also be returned should the behaviour return to before, (Leeder, 2022). 
In operant conditioning, there are 4 components to help modify the behaviour, on being positive rewards, where the person is given something in return for their behaviour, while negative reward is when something negative is taken away as form of gratitude for an individual displaying the desired behaviour. Whereas positive punishment seeks to add unpleasant stimulus to decrease unwanted behaviour and negative punishment is taking a way an appetitive stimulus. It has been stated however, that the relationship between the reinforcement and behaviour should be understood by the individual, (Sherlin et al, 2011). It has been argued against Skinner’s theory that the reward is not the reasoning for the ongoing behaviour, but is in fact the psychological and physiological states that occur during the consequence that is the reinforcer, (Ruan & Wu, 2013). 
A study by Johnson et al, (2022), experimented on 20 male and 20 female rats in order to evaluate if the incentive of the rats is affected by different reinforcement training schedules. The study concluded that although additional training increased the motivation, intermittent reinforcement schedules and fixed reinforcement schedules had no significant difference, therefore contradicting previous research. However, given that the experiment was conducted on rats, it could be argued that the results can not be generalized to humans. Although partial reinforcement was found to have no effect on motivation, it is believed to slower the extinction of desired behaviour, with an increased level of behaviour persistence being established. This is known as the partial reinforcement extinction effect (PREE). The research in this area, however, is largely based around adults, with a lack of studies containing the effects on children, and the ones that do differ significantly within their methodology, leading to an inability of comparison, (Segers et al, 2019). It is however, imperative to understand whether if neurodivergent individuals experience the same effects as neurotypical individuals. 
De Mayor et al (2019), conducted a study in order to determine whether intermittent reinforcement had the same effect on children with ADHD in comparison to neurotypical children, concerning acquisition. To do so, they gathered 62 neurotypical children and 49 children with ADHD, between the ages of 8 and 12, with all participants having a full IQ score ≥80. The researchers used partial, continuous and gradual stretching reinforcement followed by extinction, modelling procedure used in animals. The results showed that continuous reinforcement and stretching-the-ratios produced faster acquisition in comparison to partial with both groups of children and that behaviour acquired through partial reinforcement continued after extinction. This study provides more empirical evidence in support of the PREE, and also provides information regarding the effect on children with ADHD, which is essential knowledge for teacher. That being said, the sample size was relatively small, with there being less ADHD children than neurotypical, therefore further research could benefit by expanding their number of participants. 
Stress levels of teachers and pupils are significantly increased through problem behaviours, which leads to a disruption in the lesson flow and process of learning. The focus of the class can then be shifted to the disruptive behaviour being displayed, when previously it was on the academic work, however it should be considered the emotional strain these children may be going through inside or outside of school that is spoken through their behaviour, (Parsonson, 2012). 
Extrinsic motivation is produced from external factors, rather than an innate characteristic, which is for teachers to understand in order to motivate their pupils into wanting to participate within class. One way in which this can be carried out is through positive reinforcement, where the teacher can show praise and words of encouragement to the pupil, whereas a nonverbal promotion may also be beneficial through smiling or a thumbs up. This can also be done by giving the pupils gifts and stars on a reward chart, this in turn can build a child is motivation to learn and participate, (Sumiati et al, 2019). The use of token reinforcement has been used for many years within classrooms to promote desired behaviour among students and have been shown to significantly increase classroom performance. They have also been found to have a positive effect on children who are neurodivergent. However, when the requirements are increased, the use of token reinforcement becomes disliked by the pupils and can become time consuming to complete, (Fiske et al, 2020). The reward process in schools have also been found to decrease a child’s intrinsic motivation, while punishment may cause the child anger towards the teacher and lead to a strain in their relationship, (Sak et al, 2016). 
A study conducted by, researched the perspective of students in 8th grade secondary schools, regarding reward and punishment. The study consisted of 29 students, which a relatively small sample size, therefore the results cannot be generalized to all school children, especially as it was based in one grade group. However, the results did show that all participants were pleased with a rewarding system within the classroom, causing them to become engaged and motivated within the lessons. The results also indicated that a reward given straight after a reluctant behaviour, increased the behaviour, which supports Skinner’s theory on positive reinforcement, (Phungphai & Boonmoh, 2021). 
There is also the matter of praise from teachers, with research indicating that 91% of pupils wanted to be praised on their academic performance, however when having to choose between ability or effort, the majority would prefer praise surrounding the effort they put in, (Burnett, 2001). This suggests that teachers should be tactical when giving feedback. Overall, it has be found that students perceive a more pleasant relationship with their teachers when they receive more positive feedback concerning their effort in comparison to negative feedback, with positive ability feedback having no relation to the student teacher relationship. That being said, a personal touch produces increases engagement within the lessons, whereas general praise, containing little task-relation does not, (Burnett & Mandel, 2010). Although positive reinforcement has shown to improve behaviour is classrooms, it is difficult for children to receive immediate rewards constantly, which in theory should cause the desired behaviour to decrease. However, positive reinforcement is not the only method used within classrooms to modify behaviour. 
Within the UK and Australia an Elton Enquiry was distributed among schools, and found that the behaviours teachers showed concerned towards were minor behaviours, yet they were constant, with more serious behaviours being uncommon. The discipline for these types of behaviours tended to focus on escalating consequences, starting from detentions, and ending with permanent expulsion from the school. One argument against this form of punishment is the ignorance towards other factors of the behaviour and focuses solely on the individual, (Sullivan et al, 2014). Nevertheless, negative punishments are used worldwide, with some countries using corporal punishment as a way to control classroom behaviours. Although this is usually done by direct contact with the pupil, some teachers revert to having the student participate in something painful instead, with school administrators claiming this is only done in the presence of extreme negative behaviours. Contradicting this are interviews with students stating otherwise, (Gershoff, 2017). Research surrounding the effects of corporal punishment has found that it has no long-lasting benefits and has found to cause children psychological and physical issues, particularly antisocial behaviour and depression. Not only does it not increase the desired behaviour long-term, but it can also have a negative effect on a child’s academic performance and cause the child associate school with fear, lack of trust and even lead to pupils dropping out, (Kaltenbach et al, 2018). It has also been found that since banning corporal punishment, the majority of teachers are not feeling motivated and are instead showing signs of hopelessness. This may due to teachers not knowing how to deal with problem behaviours other than by using corporal punishment, (Moyo et al, 2014).
Positive punishments, in contradiction to negative punishments, seeks to remove something from the child in order to increase the desired behaviour. Within classrooms, this may be done by taking away playing privileges of the child or separating them from their friends. It has been stated that by giving a punishment to a child, there are steps that must be taken to ensure compatibility. The child must know why they are being punished, it must be related to the undesired behaviour to prevent confusion and it should be distributed from valid reasons as a last resort, (Aydin, 2010). Previous research has indicated that a limitation to positive punishment is actually the reinforcement of unwanted behaviour through this process. This was showed through a case study, where the teacher of a misbehaving boy would keep the child within a classroom during playtime, which led to the increase in maladaptive behaviour. With a further study finding that children who were having the desired behaviours appraised and the negative behaviours ignored, were increasing the positive behaviours, and decreasing the negative, (Altman & Linton, 1971). Although this information is not very recent, it does correlate with the results of previous research and studies. 
In conclusion, the theory of operant conditioning in supported by a considerable amount of empirical evidence, probably due to the fact that it is an observable means to measure behaviour. It has also been found that it is reliable in neurotypical and neurodivergent individuals, with is relative within classroom. While researching how operant conditioning is used within classrooms, it is significantly clear that the best method to modify behaviour is through positive reinforcement, be this via praise or token reinforcement. However, these may have to be done on a intermittent schedule, due to the evidence conducted using operant conditioning, showcasing a decrease in desired behaviour more rapidly in continuous reinforcement. Through the research, it is evident that negative punishment within classrooms should be prevented, due to many considerable reasons, with alternatives being implemented. However, this may be a struggle, as some teachers are not aware of other forms of discipline and therefore revert back to negative punishment. Although, there is not much research on positive punishment, from what has been found, this also has an opposite effect on the desired behaviour, with it actually increasing. Overall, operant conditioning is widely used in classrooms worldwide, however, depending on the method used can have a negative or positive effect on the children and should be thought tactically. 
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