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

Learning is a complex process in which every individual turns experiences and information into knowledge, behaviours, and attitudes (Strauch & Omar, 2014). This is an ability presented to every individual, with many researchers theorising over the specifics of how this learning is brought about, being identified as learning theories. There are many significant learning theories, particularly regarding the social and observational impacts that influence learning, ranging from Bandura’s Social Learning Theory (1976) to Pavlov’s Classical Conditioning (1906) as just two examples, highlighting that behaviour is learnt through observing the behaviour of others as well as associating social cues to the desired behaviours. As useful as these theories are, when discussing learning in education settings the theory of Operant Conditioning (Skinner, 1938), also known as instrumental conditioning, can be demonstrated as highly applicable, using the reward and punishment principles of the theory to understand how individuals best learn and identify useful methods for improving the behaviour of other individuals, particularly students.
B. F. Skinner, a behaviourist, defined conditioning as a change of reflex strength where a stimulus forces the change and consequently alters behaviour (Skinner, 1937). Following the theory of Classical Conditioning (Pavlov, 1906), Skinner identified operant behaviour as behaviour that is reinforced by the consequences that follow it, with the consequences playing a key role in whether that behaviour is repeated (Skinner 1938). Following the principles of Thorndike’s law of effect (1927), Skinner predicted that if a behaviour was to generate a positive consequence then that behaviour is likely to be repeated, in hopes of receiving the reward again. Hence, having a positive stimulus, resulting in a positive response, was theorised to result in strengthening the original behaviour, whereas having a negative stimulus, resulting in a negative response, would promote an aversion to the original behaviour. As a means to test this theory, Skinner created Skinner’s box (1948), in which, on different occasions, both rats and pigeons were rewarded with food for completing a particular action, such as pressing a lever or pecking a particular area of the cage, with the positive reinforcement resulting in the animal completing the behaviour without the enticement of the reward, with the findings concluding that when presented with the stimuli the animals did alter they behaviour hence reinforcing the theory presented (Skinner, 1948). This reinforcement, although outdated when compared to other studies soon ever-changing as is for future research including the study by Sokolowski and Abramson (2010), reinforcing the reliability of Skinner’s box and consequently the theory of Operant Conditioning.
Research over the years has welcomed and utilised the theory of operant conditioning with it, in some cases, being preferred over classical conditioning due to it explaining the development of new behaviours as well as offering ways to deliberately alter behaviour through shaping, reinforcing its usefulness (Blackman, 2022). This is further supported by Andino and McDonnell (2017), whose research into the learning of young foals demonstrated that operant conditioning had the result of efficient learning and training, with positive reinforcement resulting in positive behaviours being learned, indicating that operant conditioning also carries positive values to training situations and learning opportunities for foals. However, whether this further applies to humans has been one of heavy discussion. One study, conducted by Flor et. al. (2001) researched the effect operant conditioning had on patients with chronic pain, with being exposed to the conditioning resulting in higher susceptibility to the maintenance of the chronic pain, therefore supporting that operant conditioning can indeed be applied to humans, not just limited to animals, being successful too. Although this study itself can be considered outdated under the topic of psychology, it is one of many articles reinforcing the same point, as shown through Adamcazyk et. al. (2019), who further reinforces the applicability of operant conditioning to humans, further reinforcing the success of the theory itself. Operant conditioning has been shown as successful at causing extinction for some behaviours, through the reinforcement being withheld from the individuals as well as ensuring that the responses to the stimuli are voluntary, unlike classical conditioning, creating the suggestion that because the responses are voluntary, they have a higher success rate at causing a behaviour change, as well as having a long term impact on the undesirable behaviour (Metrebian et. al., 2018). This theory is also able to explain a wide range of phenomena, including learning language and different phobias, offering an understanding of how individuals’ phobias may be brought about, demonstrated through the systematic review by Frumento et. al. (2018).    
Despite this, there are some issues presented by this theory, that limits its reliability. These include how a punishment or reward rarely works long-term, particularly punishment as the power that the punishment has to suppress the undesired behaviour disappears when the threat of the punishment is no longer held above the individual, hence, they are likely to resort back to their original behaviour (Gershoff et. al., 2018). There is also the issue that, as they are aware the punishments are unable to go on forever, individuals may be pretending to improve their behaviour, until the point where the stimuli stop, therefore receiving the rewards without actually improving their behaviour (Sanabria, 2022). It is only for so long that an individual being punished will maintain motivation for behaviour change also, suggesting that operant conditioning, therefore, may not actually promote long-term changes in behaviour, despite what some previous literature suggests (Sanabria, 2022). This theory lacks engagement and motivation with the students suggesting that participants may not be successful without motivation, due to the voluntary nature of the theory (Hailwood et. al., 2018). This theory can also be considered somewhat limited due to it only defining good behaviour and bad behaviour, having no in-between, as well as there being a need for consistency when administering punishments in attempts to improve behaviour (Akpan, 2020). Despite this, when the punishments are administered in a consistent manner results have shown operant conditioning to be successful (Lauderdale et. al., 2021). Although this theory can be argued as useful and reliable, there is the argument that it may not apply to every individual as well as how it excludes the impact that observing behaviours may have on developing new behaviours, not providing support for some for the other key theories such as the Social Learning Theory (Bandura, 1976) and therefore not providing a complete explanation on how behaviour is learnt.   
There are both positive and negative aspects to the theory of operant conditioning. The theory itself was developed on a strong basis and has been used in many studies allowing for many developments in the knowledge and understanding of how behaviour is learnt. Some research has suggested that this theory can be shown to not fully consider different learning abilities and the cognitive processes that individuals go through, hence it is suggested that operant conditioning may not be the most appropriate to use on its own and instead should be used in combination with other learning theories (Poling et. al., 2002). However, this supporting research can be considered outdated in the context of psychology, due to more information emerging about the different cognitive processes and additional learning needs that some individuals have. The work by Abedi et. al. (2019) provides a relevant and up-to-date take on additional learning needs, particularly autism, and highlights that for the individuals researched, operant conditioning was successful in directly affecting developing language skills. This reinforces that operant conditioning can indeed be useful for all individuals, including individuals with additional learning needs, however, the rewards and punishments should be considered for everyone, making a change in behaviour appealing to them individually. This would allow for the individualistic aspect that is originally missing from this theory to be added, hence making it even more successful (McKay, 2017). Taking into consideration the limitations that do exist for this theory, as well as the aspects that reinforce it, it can be suggested as one of the prominent and powerful tools, that can be considered flexible, for the predicting and controlling of behaviour, with it especially being prevalent throughout education settings and within classrooms (Nmadu, 2018).
Due to the implications and practical aspects of this theory, it can be seen as common practice in a lot of school classrooms, appearing in different forms. One method of implementing operant conditioning is known as Class Dojo, an online system that allows parents to access important learning messages for their child, whilst at home (Chaudhary, 2023). Class Dojo allows teachers to provide on-time feedback about students regarding the individual or group work that they completed in school. This method of reward system has been demonstrated to be successful as it focuses on motivating students and creating focus by providing feedback on their behaviour and quality of work, whether this is positive or negative, with the students being able to visually see the effects their behaviour has via the points they gain for positive consequences or lose for negative consequences (Cetin & Cetin, 2018). As a result of the instant acknowledgement of the behaviour or work that has been achieved students would be able to maintain their engagement better which would further allow teachers to develop a positive and productive classroom learning environment. By using Class Dojo students identified they were successfully able to identify positive behaviours that they wanted to work on, hence were able to improve that behaviour, reinforcing the success that Class Dojo has at teaching behaviours within classrooms (Saeger, 2017). Class Dojo accurately follows the principles of operant conditioning, using positive reinforcement as well as punishments for the consequences of the individuals’ actions shown by Benhadj et. al. (2019) and further supported and reinforced by Manolev et.al. (2019). Although it does follow the principles of operant conditioning, Class Dojo also expands to accept group work, something not originally accounted for in the theory, making Class Dojo a more practical application of operant conditioning for education (Dadakhodjaeva, 2017). Despite this, Class Dojo uses only online methods of rewarding or punishing students, creating the suggestion that they are not accessible to all students, as some may not have internet access, and that this method may not have the same effect a physical reward or punishment may have, like shown in the operant conditioning theory (Hamdani et. al., 2020). This, therefore, suggests that Class Dojo can be an effective tool inside the classroom, particularly in motivating students to alter their behaviour as it clearly follows the principles of operant conditioning in an online manner. However, it may not be accessible for every student and as such accommodations would need to be made.
One other educational behaviour tool is having Behavioural Management Charts including physical reminders to demonstrate when good behaviour or work has been achieved. These can come in many forms, the most popular being star charts, with each star sticker representing a positive reward for a student, particularly used among primary school children (Meadow Hall, 2017). By having a small reward students can understand what is expected of them and what they need to do to receive the reward. However, in order to keep the interest of the child, the end reward must interest the student and should hence be selected on an individual basis regarding the intellectual capability of the child also, to ensure realistic goals are set, allowing the student to have the best chance at success (Laver-Bradbury et. al., 2021). By using behavioural management charts, star charts in particular, an understanding of the principles of operant conditioning can be seen, however, they are not always used in the correct manner. Although the star charts provide a reward for desirable behaviour, they do not present consequences for undesirable behaviour (Venketsamy et. al., 2020). As a result of the negative behaviours not being recorded, there is also the missed opportunity for finding the level of support a student may need, meaning their misbehaviour would not be understood as anything other than bad behaviour (Krach et. al., 2016). Despite this, the act of visually seeing a marker that represents good behaviour can be a successful motivator for many students, including those with additional learning needs, particularly autism. Friedlander et. al. (2017) highlights that for children with autism, or for children who are visual learners, having positive reinforcement as something they can see throughout their school day can be an effective strategy to promote and reinforce continued positive behaviours, with being able to place their star on the chart allowing them to understand their behaviour or action was correct and feel pride in doing so (Friedlander et. al., 2017). Although they may feel pride in the classroom, some students are not able to explain this at home due to behavioural management charts such as star charts being classroom-based tasks only, often something that parents do not get informed about and hence do not provide verbal reinforcement for the students either (Delahooke, 2020). Indications have been made suggesting that this impacts their behaviour, as although instant positive reinforcement is key, many students require continued reinforcement also, often from their parents or guardians, something which this utilisation of operant conditioning does not allow, unlike that of Class Dojo (Homer et. al., 2018).
The principles of operant conditioning have also been applied through token economy operating throughout schools. Implementing token economy allows students to set goals that they want to achieve and rewards they wish to receive for meeting them, by following six procedural components: the target response, a conditioned reinforcer as a token, backup reinforcers and three interconnected schedules of reinforcement (Ivy et. al. 2017). By meeting these goals and demonstrating desirable behaviour students receive tokens which, after collecting three, they can exchange for the reward of their choosing (Kazdin, 2012). This implementation of operant conditioning has been used for many years, with research dating back to 1972, highlighting that token economies are successful when in operation and do assist in providing incentives to improve behaviour, however, they face issues with the generalisation of behaviour gains (Kazdin & Bootzin, 1972). Although it is possible that information and research could have changed since the production of this research, it has been reinforced by more recent research such as Shakespeare et. al. (2018), who highlighted that token economy was a successful method for decreasing disruptive behaviours, particularly amongst primary school students, and promoting positive behaviours instead. The token economy enables students to be motivated to learn and improve their behaviour, as demonstrated through token economy prompting Malaysian students to begin using their target language in class, as well as increasing their focus and drive during lessons (Kasiveloo & Hua, 2021).  By providing rewards, an understanding of what is desired is gathered, as suggested by Skinner (1938), therefore supporting and utilising operant conditioning, although, token economy does not provide punishments and instead withholds rewards for undesirable behaviour, preventing students from the rewards until their behaviour changes (DeJager et. al., 2020). Should the reward, within the token economy, be tailored towards each child individually then this utilisation would be applicable to all children. As children are all individual with their own interests and cognitive processes, the token economy would need to be tailored to them to appropriately motivate and encourage them to learn and alter their behaviour. Due to the principles of token economy, this would indeed be possible, promoting that it is a useful and reliable way to promote better behaviour and learning amongst students, whether that’s in primary or secondary school students, by following some of the core principles of operant conditioning (Espinosa et. al., 2020). 
Overall, Operant conditioning is just one theory that can be applied to learning; however, it is one of the more prominent theories currently in place within classrooms. The theory itself does have some issues with reliability, particularly with the lack of a long-term solution to learning behaviour and the lack of an understanding of other factors influencing behaviour. However, this theory outlines methods for learning that, as supported by research, have been found reliable and successful. This theory has been implemented within classrooms in many different variations, particularly through online methods such as Class Dojo and in-class methods such as behavioural management charts and a token economy, all of which present their own limitations and strengths and utilise the theory in slightly varying ways, however, still reinforcing that operant conditioning can be a useful educational tool, with ensuring it is applied to each student individually enhancing this success even further. 
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