
ECIE4012
The Principles of Learning and Teaching
Portfolio


Student Name: Zoe Williams	Student Number: 2309079	




Skinner's Box: Humanity's First Escape Room

Ah, Burrhus Frederic Skinner (yeah, his name sounds like a Harry Potter wizard) was the psychology legend who made pigeons into circus performers and turned rats into philosophical muses. His work on operant conditioning (1938) is so iconic that he might as well be the Beyoncé of behaviourism (Cranmore, 2022). While Freud (1938/1973) was busy blaming everything on your parents, Skinner was like, “Nah, it’s all about rewards and punishment.”
Basically, Skinner thought we’re all rats in a maze, pressing buttons for snacks or getting zapped for being dumb.
Skinner's Big Idea
Skinner thought, "What if I could train animals to do things by bribing them? 
“Sounds like parenting!" And thus, operant conditioning was born: a system of rewards and punishments designed to modify behaviour. This isn’t some fluffy “be nice to your pet” thing. Skinner wasn’t out here handing out participation trophies. His most famous invention was the Skinner Box (Skinner 1953), which wasn’t, like, a luxury Airbnb for rodents. It was a box with a lever, some food pellets, and occasionally an electric shock (yikes). Skinner used it to train pigeons and rats to do stuff like press leavers or tap buttons, He was all about making you press that button for a treat—or avoid pressing it to escape a shocking zap. It's the same energy as streaming services keeping you subscribed with just one more episode. Coincidence? I think not.
Positive Reinforcement: The Treat Train
Imagine you’re a pigeon, just vibing in a box. You peck a button, and BAM—a tasty treat drops. You think, “Hey, free snacks? I’m in.” Congrats, you’ve been positively reinforced (Nickerson 2024). Skinner essentially turned his lab into the world’s first fast-food drive thru.
Humans? We’re no better. Every “like” on Instagram is just a digital pellet keeping us hooked. Skinner’s pigeon would laugh at your 30-day Duolingo streak: "Pressing a button for rewards? Amateur hour. I did it first."
Negative Reinforcement: Escaping Doom
Negative reinforcement isn’t about being mean. It’s more like “stop the bad thing” (Nickerson 2024). Picture this: You’re in Skinner’s box, and an annoying alarm goes off. You hit a lever, and the noise stops. Congratulations, you’ve just been negatively reinforced to be a lever-hitting pro, just like your Mum turning off her nagging if you clean your room.
Punishment: Skinner’s Party Pooper
Punishment, however, is when Skinner takes away the fun—or makes you regret your life choices(McLeod 2024). Pigeon pecks wrong? No treat, maybe a little zap.
Humans get punished too: Speed through a red light? Camera flashes. Speeding ticket arrives. Welcome to Skinner’s box, but with fewer feathers. 
But punishment is tricky. As any rebellious teenager (or pigeon) knows, it’s easier to get sneaky than stop the behaviour. “No snacks for pecking the red button? Fine, I’ll wait until you’re not looking.”
Skinner’s weirdest Experiments
Okay, so Skinner didn’t just mess with pigeons. He also trained them to… wait for it… play ping pong, YES, ping pong (bfskinnerfoundation 2009). Then there was the time he tried to use pigeons to guide missiles during WWII (Skinner, 1960). Yes, literal kamikaze pigeons. It didn’t work out, but hey. A for effort. 
While Operant conditioning works, it’s not all sunshine and rainbows. Relying too much on rewards can make people only do stuff if there’s something in it for them, instead of because they want to. Punishments, on the other hand, can make people feel scared, stressed, or even annoyed at whoever’s dishing them out. Sometimes, it just teaches people to find sneaky ways to avoid getting in trouble, instead of changing their behaviour. And if the rewards or punishments aren’t consistent, it can get super confusing and frustrating. Plus, let’s be real- it can feel kind of manipulative, like someone’s trying to control you without you even realizing it (Bouton & Balleine, 2019).
Skinner's Legacy: The Everyday Box
Skinner’s theory is everywhere. TikTok algorithms? Operant Conditioning. That little red notification bubble that keeps you checking Snapchat? Positive reinforcement. Cancelling a Netflix show you love? Punishment (for everyone, honestly).
Skinner’s operant conditioning taught us that life is just one big box: sometimes rewarding, sometimes punishing, and often just confusing. Whether you’re a pigeon, a rat, or a stressed-out teenager, we’re all just trying to hit the right lever. Skinner may have been studying rats and birds, but secretly, he was studying us. Somewhere, he’s looking down from psychologist heaven, muttering, “I told you so.”
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Jean Piaget: The Man who Watched Kids and Figured Out Life.
If you’ve ever been around a toddler and thought, what’s going on in that little head? You’re not alone. Entre Jean Piaget, the Swiss psychologist who made a career out of watching kids act like kids and turning it into groundbreaking science. This guy didn’t just babysit-he revolutionized our understanding of how human beings think, learn and grow. From kids thinking the moon follows them home to their belief that pouring milk into a taller glass makes it “more”, Piaget turned these quirky moments into deep insights about cognitive development (Piaget 1976).
So, buckle up, because we’re diving into Piaget’s world. Spoiler alert: it involves tiny scientists in nappies, stages of thinking you might still relate to, and a lot of fancy terms like “object permanence”.
Ok, so let’s talk about Piaget’s Four stages of development, A.K.A, why babies are tiny scientists, why toddlers are tiny maniacs, and why teenagers think their smarter than they are.
Sensorimotor Stage (Ages 0-2)
Babies in this stage are all about action! They’re tiny, slobbery scientists experimenting with their environment. Dropping a spoon? Experiment. Eating sand? Experiment. Crying because their blanket disappeared? Oh, we’ll get to that. 
Ever play peek-a-boo with a baby? They lose their minds because they think you actually vanish. This is called object permanence, and once they figure it out, they’re like, “you mean…things still exist when I’m not looking?!” that’s right, little Einstein (Pakpahan, Farida & Saragih, Marice. 2022).
Preoperational Stage (Ages 2-7)
Welcome to the world of imagination overload. Kids in this stage think everything is alive. Their teddy bear? Their BFF. The moon? It’s totally following them home.
Piaget called this stage egocentric, which is science-speak for “it’s all about me.” If you’ve ever argued with a 4-year-old about why they can’t eat ice cream for dinner, congrats, you’ve witnessed this in action. Logic? Who needs it? They’re busy painting their face with ketchup.
Concrete Operational Stage (Ages 7-11)
Now we’re talking. Kids in this stage start using logic. Kind of. They’re like, “Wait you’re telling me two plus two is always four?!” wild. 
This is the era of conservation. If you pour water from a tall skinny glass into a short wide one, they’ll finally understand it’s the same amount of water. Congrats, you’ve unlocked basic reasoning. They also start categorizing stuff, like separating LEGO by colour or figuring out why math teachers love fractions so much. (Spoiler: nobody knows why.)
Formal Operational Stage (Ages 12 and Up)
You’ve made it to the teenage brain zone. Where hypothetical thinking rules. Teenagers start asking the big questions: “what’s the meaning of life?” “Why do adults drink so much coffee?” “Do aliens exist?” 
This is where teens can think abstractly and solve problems like mini philosophers. But it also means they start overanalysing everything. “What if I don’t pass this math test? What if I don’t get into university? What if I never find love and end up with 12 cats?” Chill, you’re fine.
Piaget’s Pitfalls.
While Piaget’s theory of cognitive development is super insightful, it’s not without its flaws. For starters, he treated kids like they follow a strict manual of stages, but in reality, they’re way more unpredictable. He also underestimated young children, missing the mark on just how smart those tiny humans can be. Plus, most of his research was based on observing his own kids-talk about self-study bias! On top of that, he overlooked how much social interactions and friendships influence learning, and he didn’t give enough credit to the environment’s role in shaping development (Babakr, et al,2019). While his ideas are foundational, kids are far more complex than Piaget’s tidy little stages suggest.
Piaget’s Ultimate Mic Drop:
Here’s the kicker-Piaget didn’t think you stop learning after 12. He just believed these stages laid the foundation for how you build knowledge. So, next time you’re spiralling about why your brain won’t do what you want, just blame the stage you’re in. Piaget’s got your back.

Figure 7 Knowledge Lightbulb (2016)
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When Piaget and Skinner Deck the Halls: A Christmas Decoration Showdown
[image: Two men wearing santa hats and holding lights]Figure 1 Two Men Playing Tug-Of-War with Christmas Lights (2024)

Welcome to the most festive psychological showdown of the season! In one corner, we have B.F. Skinner, the behaviourist extraordinaire, ready to light up the neighbourhood with his operant conditioning-inspired decorations. In the other corner, we have Jean Piaget, the cognitive development maestro, bringing a touch of developmental theory to his Christmas display. Let's see how these two neighbours compete to create the most dazzling Christmas decorations!
[image: A person and a child decorating a christmas tree

Description automatically generated]Round 1: The Planning PhaseFigure 2 Dad decorating a Christmas Tree with Children (2024)

Skinner's Strategy: Skinner approaches his Christmas decorations with the precision of a lab experiment. He sets up a reward system for his family: every time they hang an ornament, they get a chocolate button. The more lights they string, the more chocolate buttons they earn (Skinner 1938). It's a winter wonderland of positive reinforcement! Skinner's house is soon covered in lights, each one meticulously placed to maximize the reward potential.
[image: A couple of children sitting on a carpet with christmas trees

Description automatically generated]Piaget's Strategy: Piaget, on the other hand, sees Christmas decorating as a developmental milestone. He involves his children in the process, encouraging them to use their cognitive skills. The younger kids are in the Sensorimotor stage, so they get to play with tactile decorations like felt ornaments and jingle bells. The older kids, in the Concrete Operational stage, help with more complex tasks like arranging the nativity scene and figuring out how to evenly distribute the lights (Piaget, 1976). It's a family affair that evolves with each child's developmental stage.Figure 3 Children Playing with Christmas Decorations (2024)

Round 2: The Execution
[image: A house with christmas lights

Description automatically generated]Skinner's Execution: Skinner's house is a spectacle of synchronized lights and music. He uses a timer to ensure the lights flash in perfect harmony with classic Christmas carols. Every time a car drives by and beeps in appreciation, Skinner's family gets another chocolate button(Skinner 1953). The house is a beacon of behaviourist principles, with every decoration serving a purpose in the grand scheme of reinforcement.Figure 4  Perfectly decorated House (2024)

[image: A house with christmas decorations

Description automatically generated]Piaget's Execution: Piaget's house is a whimsical display of creativity and learning. The decorations reflect the cognitive abilities of his children ( Pakpahan, Farida & Saragih, Marice,2022):hand-painted ornaments, a tree decorated with homemade crafts, and a light display that tells the story of Christmas. Each decoration is a testament to the children's growing understanding of the world. The house is a living, breathing example of cognitive development in action.Figure 5  A Home Decorated By children (2024)

Round 3: The Neighbourhood Reaction
Skinner's Impact: The neighbours are in awe of Skinner's high-tech display. Kids and adults alike are mesmerized by the flashing lights and synchronized music. Some neighbours even start using Skinner's reward system to motivate their own families to decorate. Skinner's house becomes the talk of the town, a shining example of how behaviourist principles can create a Christmas masterpiece.
[image: A group of people standing in front of a house with christmas lights

Description automatically generated]Piaget's Impact: Piaget's house, meanwhile, becomes a beloved neighbourhood tradition. Families gather to admire the creativity and thoughtfulness of the decorations. Parents appreciate the educational aspect, and children are inspired to create their own decorations at home. Piaget's display fosters a sense of community and shared learning, making it a cherished part of the Christmas season.Figure 6  People gathered looking at Christmas Lights (2024)

The Verdict
Behaviour vs. Cognition: Skinner's approach to Christmas decorating is all about behaviour modification. By using rewards (chocolate buttons) to encourage his family to participate, he ensures that the decorations go up quickly and efficiently. This method reflects his belief that behaviour is shaped by its consequences (Labrador, 2004). In contrast, Piaget's method focuses on cognitive development. He sees the decorating process as an opportunity for his children to learn and grow, adapting their understanding of the world through hands-on experience (Babakr, et al, 2019).
Immediate Results vs. Long-Term Growth: Skinner's strategy yields immediate results. The promise of chocolate buttons motivates his family to decorate enthusiastically, resulting in a spectacular display in a short amount of time (Skinner 1953). Piaget's approach, however, emphasizes long-term cognitive growth. By involving his children in the decorating process, he helps them develop problem-solving skills and creativity, which will benefit them beyond the holiday season (Piaget 1976).
Structured vs. Flexible: Skinner's decorations are highly structured, with each light and ornament placed according to a predetermined plan to maximize reinforcement (Skinner 1953). Piaget's decorations, on the other hand, are more flexible and organic, reflecting the developmental stages of his children. This difference highlights Skinner's focus on control and predictability, while Piaget values exploration and adaptation (Piaget 1976).
So, who wins this festive face-off? It depends on what you value more: the dazzling spectacle of Skinner's behaviourist display or the heartwarming creativity of Piaget's developmental approach. Both houses bring joy and wonder to the neighbourhood, each in their own unique way.
[image: A person and person a letter on a house

Description automatically generated]In the end, whether you're motivated by chocolate buttons or inspired by cognitive growth, remember that the true spirit of Christmas is about bringing people together. And who knows? Maybe next year, Skinner and Piaget will join forces to create the ultimate Christmas display – a perfect blend of rewards and developmental milestones!Figure 7 Two Dads Decorating for Christmas Together (2024)
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From Blocks to Books:
How Piaget and Skinner Make Me Look Like I Know What I'm Doing.
[image: A person standing in front of a colorful wall]
Figure 1  Adobe Firefly (2024)
When you think about literacy interventions, you probably imagine storybooks, phonics, or maybe even the occasional spelling test. But behind the scenes, it’s a whole lot more complex—and dare I say, philosophical. As a literacy interventions TA, I secretly owe a big part of my "success" to two theorists you’d never expect to find lurking in my session plans: Jean Piaget and B.F. Skinner. 
Here’s how their ideas sneak into my classroom every day, making me look like I know exactly what I’m doing.
[image: A collage of men wearing glasses

Description automatically generated]Piaget: The King of ‘Wait, What Stage Are They In?
Jean Piaget taught us that kids think differently than adults. (Shocking revelation, right?) His theory of cognitive development (1964) boils down to stages: sensorimotor, preoperational, concrete operational, and formal operational. While that might sound like something you'd find in a biology textbook, it’s pure gold in the classroom.Figure 2 Piaget (Date Unknown)


[image: A group of letters and numbers]For example, when I work with students who have a disability like a global delay, they’re usually still in the preoperational stage. Translation: their brains are like a funnel and information goes in but quickly falls out the bottom of the funnel, solution, coat the funnel with glue (or Schema as Piaget (1970) calls it), this way the information sticks (Aspiranti, 2011). This means I need to get creative with visuals like alphabet arcs, storytelling using puppets, and using manipulatives like Play Doh, [image: ]sand, shaving foam and pipe cleaners. It’s why I can often be found dramatically acting out the adventures of a teenage half vampire—don’t ask. Figure 3 Alphabet Arc (2022)
Figure 4  Adobe Firefly (2024)


Other students, who are in the concrete operational stage, can grasp logic and structure (Ghazi, et al, 2015). They can handle things like cause and effect, which makes teaching sentence structure and story sequencing less like herding cats. Understanding where a student is cognitively isn’t just helpful—it’s survival (Hill & Stark Date Unknown).
Piaget’s wisdom reminds me, that expecting a student with a mental age of a six-year-old to grasp symbolism in An Inspector Calls, is about as productive as trying to teach a fish to climb a tree.
[image: A collage of men wearing glasses

Description automatically generated]Skinner: Positive Reinforcement Works Wonders (and Sometimes Bribery)
Now let’s talk about B.F. Skinner, the mastermind behind behaviourism. Skinner’s theory (1974) is the reason I keep a stash of stickers, sweets, and a disturbingly enthusiastic high-five at the ready.Figure 5  Skinner (Date Unknown)

Skinner’s idea is simple: behaviour is influenced by consequences (Skinner, 1974). Positive reinforcement? Kids love it. Negative reinforcement? They’ll avoid it like brussels sprouts.
[image: A traffic light with different colors

Description automatically generated]When delivering literacy interventions, I use Skinner’s principles to my advantage. A student reads a challenging word correctly, Sticker time! Writes a full sentence with proper punctuation, they get to choose the next story we read as a group (Skinner 1938). I’ve also found using a traffic light system with my more challenging students helpful. Instead of giving one big chunk of work to be completed, I break it down into two smaller chunks (Red & Amber) and they get to choose a reward (Green) for when they have completed the tasks, also they really love ticking off each task as they’ve completed it (I mean who doesn’t? or maybe that’s just me).
Figure 6 Traffic Light Working For (2023)

Over time, this reinforcement builds confidence and habits. Sure, you could call it manipulation—but I prefer the term "motivational genius."
And let’s be real: Skinner’s theories also work on teachers. Ever seen the look on a kid’s face when they finally understand something [image: A child with his arms up]they’ve been struggling with? That’s my reinforcement. It’s why I keep coming back to the classroom, day after day. (Well, that and coffee.) Figure 7 Happy Child (2024)

Blending the Two: Cognitive Growth Meets Positive Vibes
What’s truly magical is how Piaget and Skinner complement each other. Piaget reminds me to meet kids where they are developmentally (Piaget 1976), while Skinner helps me shape behaviours that make learning fun and effective (Skinner 1938).
For instance, if a child is struggling to sound out words, Piaget tells me it’s okay—they might not yet have the cognitive ability to fully grasp it (Piaget 1970). Meanwhile, Skinner whispers in my other ear: "Reward the effort, not just the result" (Skinner 1974). So, I praise them for trying, give them tools to practice, and sneak in a sticker for good measure.
[image: Boy Sticking Gum Under Desk]Why It Works (And Why It Sometimes Doesn’t)Figure 8 Student Sticking Gum Under a Desk (2005)

Of course, no theory is perfect. Ever thought about gum stuck under the desks? Would it be there if schools allowed chewing gum? Or would it just be put in the bin where it should be? If there is no punishment for chewing gum, there is no need to [image: 80's Glam Rocker Child Costume - Medium (8-10) | Rocker costume, Punk ...]hide it under the desk and avoid the Punishment. Figure 9 Child Dressed as a Rock Star (Date Unknown)

But most of the time, their ideas provide a foundation that works—and works well.
Because at the end of the day, delivering literacy interventions isn’t just about reading and writing. It’s about understanding how kids grow, learn, and think—and how to make them feel like absolute rock stars in the process. 
So, thanks, Piaget and Skinner. You make me look like I know what I’m doing—even on the days when I really don’t.
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