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Introduction?

Have you ever felt as if one of your learners is a square peg that doesn’t quite fit into the round hole of your teaching environment and that this learner is ‘out of step’ with your other learners who do benefit from your pedagogy??

Have you ever puzzled why your pedagogy is not effectively reaching out to this learner and wondered why?
I have and if you have too then read on and be reassured that you can……
· Expand your pedagogy
· Acquire new skills to facilitate your use of multiple different learning theories
· Recognise and employ the most effective learning theories for your most hard-to-reach learners
· Deliver lessons that can be further differentiated and inclusive 

Whilst there are many different learning theories to study and practice, they generally fall under the three broad categories of 1) behaviourism (learning new behaviours via conditioning through external stimuli), 2) constructivism/cognitivism (constructing and discovering your own learning via your own cognitive development and exploration) and 3) social constructivism (constructing and discovering your own learning via your own cognitive development and exploration alongside the social interaction of more knowledgeable others, assisting in and scaffolding that process) (Bates, 2019).

These all sound very complex but if you want to learn more try clicking on the following video link for a simplified version: Teaching and Learning Approaches: Behaviorism, Cognitivism and Social Constructivism - YouTube  (O’Weiler, 2022).

Post One – Behaviourism & B F Skinner
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                                                                                                                   (ThoughtCo, 2019)
To begin, let us look at behaviourism.  Whilst there are many relevant individual theorists who fall under this banner, who all deserve to be explored, for the moment, I am going to concentrate on the American psychologist B F Skinner (1904-1990). Skinner’s type of behaviourism is still prevalent in its use today in the educational sector, where it is primarily used to modify learner’s desired and undesired behaviours (Aubrey and Riley, 2022).  During your own lifetime you will have already come across many methods that use Skinner’s principles.  Maybe without even being aware that they follow Skinner’s theory.  Things such as reward charts, positive praise, removal of privileges and time out (Aubrey and Riley, 2022).  

Skinner refined and developed his theory by building on the already published theories of Pavlov, Locke, Watson, and Thorndike (Bates, 2019).  Skinner notably disagreed with the opinion in Pavlov’s theory on classical conditioning, that learning is a passive experience.  Instead, he agreed with Thorndike, that the learning experience is an active one, in which an individual’s learning behaviour is driven by the positive and negative consequential reinforcers that their behaviours receive (Bates, 2019). Skinner called this operant or instrumental conditioning. This is quite a wordy description, but summed up, it simply means, an individual’s behaviour is either encouraged or discouraged via receiving rewards or punishments from their care givers or educators (Bates, 2019).  

Skinner’s operant conditioning can be conveniently employed in a classroom setting. The reinforcers applied in its facilitation,  can either be ‘positive’ i.e., the receipt of something to encourage or discourage a behaviour.  For example, the receipt of a reward (maybe praise or a sticker) for a behaviour wished to be repeated or the receipt of a punishment (maybe a reprimand or a time out) for a behaviour not wished to be repeated.  Or the reinforcers applied can be ‘negative’ i.e., the removal of something to encourage or discourage a behaviour.  For example, the removal of something disliked (maybe a weekend homework) for a behaviour wished to be repeated or the removal of something desired (maybe the removal of a privilege) to discourage an undesirable behaviour (Aubrey and Riley, 2022).  By using these patterns of positive or negative reinforcement following a behaviour, Skinner believed an individual would learn to repeat and increase the frequency of the desired behaviours and decrease the frequency of the undesired behaviours.  This is a very handy tool for you to use as an educator to modify behaviours in your own classroom but only if your learner responds to it (Bates, 2019).
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                                                                           (Cherry, 2022)

It is important for you to note that Skinner further developed his theory, in that, if the modified behaviour fails to continue to attract positive or negative reinforcement, then it will eventually die out and become dormant leaving old patterns to re-establish themselves until those reinforcers are reintroduced.  Skinner called this his law of extinction (Jarvis, Holford and Griffin, 2003).  
Thankfully though, Skinner’s theory went on to give the optimum frequency of reinforcers, concluding that, once a newly learnt behaviour had been well established, an intermittent and variable pattern of praise incurred the highest likelihood of the repetition of the positive behaviour and its resistance to extinction (Gray and MacBlain, 2015).

	                     Reinforcement schedules and likely outcomes of the established behaviour:  Saying ‘please’

	Reinforcement
	Pattern of Praise
	Likelihood of Repetition

	Continuous
	Given at each utterance
	Low / moderate

	Fixed ratio
	At fixed interval
(e.g. every 4th or 6th time)
	Low / moderate

	Fixed interval
	Given if said within fixed period of time
(e.g. within 10 minutes)
	Low / moderate

	Intermittent / variable
	Follows no set pattern
(e.g. 3rd, 8th & 11th times
	Moderate / high


(Gray and MacBlain, 2015)

“While the field of behaviourism is no longer a dominant school of thought, Skinner’s work remains an influential force in schools and institutions, with operant conditioning being a common strategy for managing behaviour (Aubrey and Riley, 2022, p. 103.)”



So, what have you got to lose?  Go on and give some Skinner theory-based tactics a go in your own pedagogy and see which learner’s behaviours you can encourage and discourage!
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In this post I am going to discuss social constructivism and in particular L Vygotsky (1896-1934) to see if his theory could also be of use to you in your own classroom.  

Vygotsky’s theory is like Piaget’s in believing that individuals are born with basic cognitive abilities and that these provide individuals with a foundation to launch their subsequent learning from.  Vygotsky however, differed to several theorists, in that he believed an individual’s learning is then only further developed from this foundation level via their sociocultural real-life experiences.  To clarify, Vygotsky believed that individuals construct and further develop their own learning and knowledge from this initial inborn foundation level via the social interactions that they experience in their life (Gray and MacBlain, 2015).  Think back to your own memories of students whose early childhood sociocultural experiences have distinctively shaped their knowledge and influenced their learning, perhaps think of disadvantaged or refugee children or opposingly, socially advantaged children who have involved and educated parents. 

Another of Vygotsky’s key opinions is that dialogue is of paramount importance in the social interaction of learning.  That it is the most used method in which ideas, concepts and knowledge are shared and developed.  The quote “language is the tool of tools” (Wegerif, 2015, pp 451-464) is often cited as Vygotskian opinion.  Ask yourself, how often has your own knowledge been facilitated via dialogue?  Vygotsky theorised that the skills of language were furthered via social interaction and vitally contributed to the successful development of an individual’s thought processes and understanding (Gray and MacBlain, 2015).

Another vital aspect of Vygotskian theory is the bridge that he believed social interactive learning crucially made possible between an individual’s innate lower order thinking, based of thoughts, feelings, and values leading to the development of attention, memory and intelligence and a person’s higher order thinking which enables problem solving, logical reasoning, abstract learning, and the ability to learn at an individual level.  He believed it was paramount that learning and knowledge requires to be developed via social interaction through the process of modelling, observation, collaboration, and interaction between people, before the process of higher learning can take place in the learner (Gray and MacBlain, 2015).   

	Lower-order thinking
	
	   Higher-order thinking
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	Thoughts
Feelings
Values
	}
	Attention
Memory
Intelligence
	Mediated social collaborative activity
	    Problem solving
    Logical reasoning
    Abstract thinking

	Bridging lower- and higher-order thinking


(Gray and MacBlain, 2015)


Further fundamental elements of Vygotskian theory are namely the Zone of Proximal Development and More Knowledgeable Others.  This is an interesting concept, Vygotsky believed that when developing knowledge on a subject, an individual has a certain level of comprehension regarding the subject, which is already known to them, due to their previous life experiences.  However, with the assistance of social interaction with more knowledgeable others, the individual’s comprehension on the subject has a capacity to be developed to a much higher level.  Additionally, he believed that there is a ceiling to this capacity, according to the maximum current cognitive ability of the individual.  This learning development capacity in an individual, Vygotsky called the Zone of Proximal Development (Bates, 2019).
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                                                                                         (Constructivism Group, 2022)

Vygotsky believed more knowledgeable others could include peers, teachers acting as facilitators, family and friends and members of the wider community.  He believed that open dialogue to stimulate questioning and inquiry was to be encouraged, as was making mistakes, and learning from them.  Vygotsky endorsed the use of scaffolding, where building interest, modelling, assisting, and mentoring (the guide by the side) techniques should be promoted (Pritchard, 2018).  He also believed in learning through social play and exploration was imperative and the facilitation of learning should be individual learner centred (Aubrey and Riley, 2022).

So, are you ready to give some Vygotsky theory room in your lesson planning?  Are there individuals in your class who would benefit most from this learning theory?
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Post Three – Identify, Discuss and Evaluate the Theoretical Approaches to Learning of B F Skinner and L Vygotsky

Returning once more to Skinner and building on the information already given in post one, I am going to expand on it, by giving some further learning approach strategies which are underpinned by his theory, before moving on to discuss some of the theory’s known strengths and weaknesses.
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Some further Skinner based learning approach strategies: 

                                                                                                                                                                                                   
                                                                                                                                                                                                    (Success Training Centre, 2022)

· Lesson plans where the students’ learning is detailed into small elemental increments thus enabling teachers to guide and reinforce assessment answers to be correct, aiding them to be positively praised (Gray and MacBlain, 2015).
· When curriculum planning, linking of the desired cognitive development, to the behaviours needed in the student, for this to take place (Jordan, Carlile and Stack, 2009).
· Clarity to be generated, on the behaviours that are required to be encouraged and discouraged in your learners (Pritchard, 2018).
· Learning by rote, using the motivation of positive rewards (Thompson and Spenceley, 2020).
· Praise to be included in written marking (Aubrey and Riley, 2022).
· The use of rewards in self-paced programmed based learning (Pritchard, 2018).
· Structured reward systems and token economies, particularly those that are group based (Aubrey and Riley, 2022).

If you would like to delve further into token economies try clicking on the following link: https://www.classdojo.com/points/ (ClassDoJo.Com, 2022).
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Moving on now to some of the documented weaknesses
of Skinner’s theory. 

Praise: Requires to be immediate, and appropriate to what is valuable to the individual learner, which is not always possible in a busy classroom. Once the behaviour is established, praise requires to be continued at a variable pattern rate to offset the risk of its extinction (Bates, 2019).

Rewards: Have the danger of demeaning the learning experience and distracting from the real issue in the learning task. They can promote feelings of unjustness between learners and turn learning into a classroom competition. If given for finishing quickly can lead to poorer quality work.  Can ostracise learners who feel they have little chance of receiving a reward. Can also lead to a loss of interest in the subject and demotivate the learner from learning for learning’s sake (Pritchard, 2018).

Punishments: They must be something the learner wishes to avoid.  Reward reinforcement has been proved to have a longer lasting effect on behaviour (Bates, 2019).

Enlightenment: Praise needs to contain specifics on why the learner has been rewarded it, for them to know exactly what it is they have done well (Ó Siochrú, 2018).

Human Complexities: There is criticism that Skinner’s theory is too simplistic and does not take into consideration the complexities of human thought, motivation, intention, and the learner’s particular social context (Gray and MacBlain, 2015).

Control: The implementation of Skinner’s operant conditioning is felt to diminish the student’s freewill within their learning (Palmer, 2006). Kohn (1999) agrees and says to deprive learners of their self-determination and replace it with control, acts to deplete the learner’s motivation. Additionally, it is felt to suffocate, trial and error and discovery learning as well as not assisting in developing a learner’s problem-solving skills (Jarvis, Holford and Griffin, 2003).
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However, there are also recognised strengths to Skinner’s theory.
    


                                                                                                                   
Poor behaviour modification: Skinner’s operant conditioning can be successful in modifying learner’s undesirable behaviours in the classroom, promoting a more orderly atmosphere to facilitate effective learning for all (Pritchard, 2018).  Aubrey and Riley (2022) say up to 30% of teaching time is lost to low level disruption.

Ease of use:  It can be implemented in the classroom with low cost and readily available resources (Pritchard, 2018).  It is externally stimulus driven which enables it to be instigated and controlled by the teacher without learner’s internal motivation needing to be present to drive it (Pritchard, 2018).
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                                                                                                                                                                                         (Psychology Wizard, 2022)

So, are you convinced yet to give Skinner’s theory a try? If so, go on and include it in your lesson planning and see which of your learners’ respond to its methodology.
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Now, turning to look again at Vygotsky, by building on post two, and discussing some of his theory’s further learning approach strategies, before also referencing, some of his theory’s strengths and weaknesses.
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Some further Vygotsky based learning approach strategies: 

								                 (Success Training Centre, 2022)


· The importance of a stimulating environment to encourage learning through exploration (Aubrey and Riley, 2022).
· The encouragement of mistakes and problem solving (Gray and MacBlain, 2015).
· Social interaction provided for learning which has an ethos of co-operation and collaborative work for knowledge development to flourish (Blakemore and Frith, 2005).
· Teachers to act as social interactive facilitators in order to extend and develop further, the innate basic cognitive skills of students (Blakemore and Frith, 2005).
· The use of socially interactive learning to develop individual’s own internal dialogue to further their own learning to a higher level (Jordan, Carlile and Stack, 2009).
· The importance of generating learning opportunities through peer collaboration, and the use of mixed ability and age, group learning (Gray and MacBlain, 2015). 
· Promoting social learning via the use of more knowledgeable others such as peers, learning and teaching support assistants (Thompson and Spenceley, 2020).

If you want to look further into Vygotsky’s concept of learning through play then look at the following video by Marilyn Fleer (2014) Vygotsky' conception of play in context of slowmation - YouTube  .
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Now, to note some of the documented weaknesses of Vygotskian theory:  


Translation: Critics say the interpretation of Vygotsky’s theory has been manipulated via the protracted process of its translation from Russian by his supporters (Gray and MacBlain, 2015).

Russian Revolution: It is said that Vygotsky’s work was heavily influenced by his exposure to Marxism and the Russian Revolution (Wang, 2015, p. 112).

Early death: Blakemore and Frith (2005) say his death at 38 led to elements of his theory not being detailed and refined enough, with a lack of testing and experiments to prove his theory.

Too optimistic:  It is critiqued the theory has little to offer those individuals’ with poor sociocultural opportunities.  E.G. Think of children in the Romanian children’s homes during Ceausescu’s dictatorship or disadvantaged learners where access to quality sociocultural opportunities are limited (Aubrey and Riley, 2022).

Language: The theory’s view that language precedes thought is highly contested, this concept would mean children without or with limited speech would be unable to process thought (Gray and MacBlain, 2015).
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Some strengths to Vygotskian theory according to
Gray and MacBlain (2015) are said to be:


Potential: It champions the learner’s cognitive potential.
Scaffolding: Is a relatively simple concept to understand and implement.
Play: Uses play, collaborative and experience-based learning which is proven to engage learners.
Process: Focuses on the process of learning rather than an end goal of achievement.
Facilitators: Multiple people in the teaching environment can become the facilitators of learning.
Learner centred: Uses an approach that is differentiated towards individual learners.
Culture: Uses the role of sociocultural and environmental factors in learning which underpins some educational curriculum requirements (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008).
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                                                             (Study.com, 2022)





So, what do you think?  Are you ready yet to give some Vygotsky theory a go in your own pedagogy?
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Post Four – My own experiences of using Skinner and Vygotsky’s Theory and the Resources and Strategies used

I work in the adult education sector and I would like to outline the resources and strategies that we use to implement both Skinner’s and Vygotsky’s theory in our teaching practice.

Firstly, Skinner:  We use a lot of verbal praise and well-done gestures in all our teaching to instil a sense of achievement, pride, and confidence in our learners, to promote a feeling in them of ‘they can do it’ rather than ‘they can’t’.  We smile, use high fives, and often have group applause for something a learner has done.  All their learning is underpinned by accreditation and the achievement of certificates.  We update and complete a learner progression form with the learner at each session so that they can see they are making progress against their goals.  This is all culminated in our annual awards ceremony where learner’s achievements are celebrated and valued, with every single learner being presented with their certificates and a celebratory lunch provided and enjoyed by all. The ethos of our Skinner practice is outlined in Jordan, Carlile and Stack (2009).

Secondly, Vygotsky: Our learner’s direct their own learning, choosing their own learning goals at each half-term, which are documented on their progression forms.  In lessons they work in very small multi-ability and multi-age groups.  Their learning is linked to real world situations and often undertaken in the corresponding environment i.e., using money in shops, cafes and on the bus and making visits to the beach, park etc. We link their learning to current affairs for example the Queen’s Jubilee and the World Football Cup. We tailor their learning to their social needs, for example numeracy to underpin sewing and carpentry tasks. Learning to pass driving theory and site safety tests and undertake job interviews.  We often work on a 1:1 basis within these groups, particularly with literacy, with many of our students learning phonics, sight words and to read with our literacy programme Turning Pages (2022), which requires a more knowledgeable other to work as a guide and mentor 1:1 with the learner. The scaffolding process of modelling, guiding, praising, and mentoring is heavily employed with all of our learners (Gray and MacBlain, 2015). 
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								(Continuing Education, 2022)
Both of these theories are supported in their implementation by the advice contained in Welsh Government guidance documents (2015 and 2016).

Final Words

So do you have any ‘out of step’ learners that you think Skinner or Vygotsky’s theory may assist?  Start expanding your pedagogy today to include more learning theories, which will make your classroom ever more inclusive and learner centred.
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