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

Learning has been defined as the acquisition of knowledge, skills, attitudes, or behaviours as a result of various experiences that shape or change an individual's mental or behavioural state (De Houwer et al., 2013). Many psychologists have created learning theories which help to better understand the process in which learning occurs. One influential learning theory is the behaviourism theory which is based on the work of many influential theorists such as Pavlov (1902), Thorndike (1905), Watson (1913), and Skinner (1948). There are many theories that make up the umbrella term of behaviourism, such as classical conditioning (Pavlov, 1902), which is the assumption that learning is developed through familiarisation with the environment and repeated exposure to a particular stimulus, which then elicits a natural and unconditioned response from the individual. Another theory under behaviourism is operant conditioning (Skinner, 1948). The key assumptions of operant conditioning are that all human behaviour is caused by their environment, and the reward or consequence of these behaviours would determine the possibility of them being repeated. Research has shown that operant conditioning can be used effectively in classrooms to promote positive behaviours and decrease negative behaviours using praise as a positive reinforcement strategy for example (Bibi & Abid, 2016). This essay will critically evaluate the theory of operant conditioning and discuss how this theory can be used in the classroom.

Operant conditioning (Skinner, 1948) is a mechanism of learning in which humans, or animals, perform or avoid certain voluntary behaviours in response to a particular stimulus, meaning that they learn to behave a certain way in order to gain positive feedback or avoid negative repercussions. There are two main components of operant conditioning; these are reinforcement and punishment. Both components can be either positive or negative. Positive reinforcement would include rewarding desirable behaviour with a pleasant stimulus, whereas negative reinforcement would include removing unpleasant stimulus to avoid certain behaviours. Positive punishment would be adding a consequence to undesirable behaviour, and lastly negative punishment would be taking something away from the individual until their behaviour changes (Murphy & Lupfer, 2014). According to this theory, behaviour that is followed by positive consequences, such as rewards or praise, is more likely to be repeated, while behaviour that is followed by negative consequences, such as punishment or criticism, is less likely to be repeated. One of the key advantages of operant conditioning is that it provides a clear framework for behaviour management that can help teachers establish a positive learning environment (Reinke et al., 2013). Teachers can use reinforcement to increase the likelihood of desirable behaviour, such as completing schoolwork or listening to teachers for example, while punishment can be used to decrease the likelihood of undesirable behaviour, such as disruptive behaviours (Rajagopalan, 2019). Despite Skinner’s operant conditioning providing these beneficial aspects of behaviour management in school, some researchers have criticised its use in an education setting. According to Omomia and Omomia (2014), operant conditioning trains children to expect rewards and when the offer of reward is no longer there, they will then lose motivation to behave in the desired way. A further limitation of operant conditioning is that the behaviours learned in one context may not generalise to other contexts: for example, a student may learn to raise their hand before speaking in one classroom but may not exhibit the same behaviour in a different classroom. This lack of generalisation limits the effectiveness of operant conditioning in schools (Maag, 2016). Another limitation of operant conditioning in schools is that it places too much emphasis on rewards and punishments. As a result, it may prioritise external motivation over internal motivation, which may not lead to long-term behavioural change (Taylor et al., 2014). 
In addition to these advantages and disadvantages, there have been many researchers who have conducted studies which focus on the ways that operant conditioning may be applied within educational settings. A previous study by Bibi and Abid (2016) focused on the extent in which positive or negative reinforcement may impact a student’s motivation towards learning. This study was conducted on 20 English teachers working in Lahore, Pakistan; 10 of whom worked in private schools and 10 from public schools. These teachers provided data for this study through the use of semi-structured interviews and questionnaires regarding the impact of reinforcement they have experienced in their educational careers. The results of this study showed that all teachers who participated, use reinforcement as a valuable technique to shape classroom behaviour and facilitate student learning. They believe that appropriate reinforcement can help students achieve higher levels of learning and that reinforcement is crucial for creating long-lasting changes in behaviour. When asked about their preferred type of reinforcement for behaviour modification and classroom success during the interview process, the majority of teachers stated that positive reinforcement was the most appropriate method alongside the implementation of reward systems which help form an incentive for the children to display positive behaviours. However, due to all participants working in the same city in Pakistan, they may share similar cultural, socioeconomic, and environmental backgrounds, potentially limiting the diversity of the sample, meaning the findings may not be representative of other populations or cultures, and therefore limiting the external validity of the study (Bibi & Abid, 2016). 
Despite a large proportion of research favouring the use of operant conditioning to aid learning in schools, it has been found that this way of conditioning may not be beneficial for all children. For example, research by De Meyer et al. (2019) found that while operant conditioning can sometimes be effective in changing behaviour for children with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), it may not work as well for all children with ADHD due to the nature of the disorder. ADHD is a neurodevelopmental disorder characterised by symptoms such as inattention, hyperactivity and impulsivity amongst others. These symptoms can make it difficult for children with ADHD to focus on tasks, control their impulses, and learn from their mistakes. As a result, they may have trouble responding to rewards and punishments in the same way as typically developing children (De Meyer et al., 2019). This is because the children with ADHD may have difficulty with delayed gratification, making it harder for them to connect their behaviour with future rewards or punishments. They may also be less sensitive to punishment, as they may not fully understand the consequences of their actions (Mphahlele et al., 2021).  
On the other hand, one way that has been found that may be beneficial when using operant conditioning to improve behaviour and academic success in secondary school students with ADHD, is using daily behaviour report cards. In a previous study by Riden et al. (2018), it was outlined that daily behaviour report cards are individualised forms that evaluate specific behaviours of individual students on a daily basis. They aim to provide students with feedback on their performance, improve communication between school and home, and offer rewards based on the student's behaviour. Iznardo et al. (2020) conducted a meta-analysis in which they looked at the use of daily behaviour report cards and their effectiveness on children with ADHD. They found that the use of daily behaviour report cards in classroom settings can decrease the occurrence and intensity of symptoms associated with ADHD. However, due to limited research available at the time of this meta-analysis, they were not able to discuss the effects that these report cards had on academic performance, only behaviour, and there for limiting the results of the study (Iznardo et al., 2020).
A further way that operant conditioning may be implemented in schools is through the use of a token economy system. A token economy system is frequently used in classrooms to modify behaviour that teachers would like to increase or decrease. When the targeted behaviours are modified, the learning environment can be improved (Doll et al., 2013). The implementation of a token economy can help reduce disruptions in the classroom and enhance student academic performance. Teachers can use a token system to manage both academic and social behaviours (Doll et al., 2013). An example of a token economy system which is based on operant conditioning and is currently used within the education system is ClassDojo, which is an online system that digitally tracks students’ behaviour by adding points as a reward or taking away points as a punishment depending on the behaviour that the child exhibits (O’Brien & Aguinaga, 2014). ClassDojo has been shown to successfully improve behaviour in classrooms because the immediate feedback and praise from the online system can help to increase student motivation. Students can exchange these points for a number of different items/activities pre-chosen by the class teachers (O’Brien & Aguinaga, 2014).  
Numerous researchers have carried out studies focusing on the effectiveness of ClassDojo as a token economy system. A study by Saeger (2017) aimed to assess the efficiency of ClassDojo when implemented in the classroom. The goal was to determine if using this application regularly would lead to an increase in the number of positive points awarded to each student based on their behaviours. This study consisted of 19 children with the mean age of 8 years old. During this study, the ClassDojo home screen was displayed on the smart board for the majority of the day. When a child would gain or lose a point, their name would appear on the screen which was visible to all students, along with the type of behaviour that they had shown. Students were also asked to complete a questionnaire regarding their opinions about ClassDojo. The results of this study indicate that students perceived ClassDojo as a beneficial tool for developing their self-control and self-monitoring abilities. When students received a negative point for their behaviour, the application highlighted the specific behaviour they needed to improve upon, prompting them to take corrective actions and make better choices in the future in order to earn a positive point. These findings demonstrate that ClassDojo has the potential to not only provide positive reinforcement but also to educate students about appropriate behaviour (Saeger, 2017). Despite this study concluding that using operant conditioning through ClassDojo is effective for children around 8 years old, this study did not explore other age categories which may or may not respond as well to ClassDojo, therefore the results cannot be generalised to all school classrooms. Whilst the teachers are able to set targets for the class to earn points on ClassDojo, these targets are for the entire class. This is a downfall of ClassDojo because it is not individualised to a specific child who may require different targets compared to their peers in regard to their behaviour or social performance. Having individual targets on the system for each child would be beneficial, however, this would not be feasible with a class of 30 children and only one teacher for example due to time restraints. 
In addition to the research found by Saeger (2017), a way that operant conditioning and token economies can be used within the classroom for younger children in early years education (ages 3-6) is through the use of stickers or a sticker chart. Research by Susila (2019) focused on ways that reinforcement is used in the classroom and the benefits behind it when used in kindergarten classes. One-way positive reinforcement was used during this study was using sticker charts. When a child behaved in an appropriate way, or eliminated any undesirable behaviours, the teacher would reward them with a sticker that they could display on their sticker chart. At the end of the week, if they received a certain amount of stickers (pre-determined by the teacher), they would get a prize. The results of this study showed that the use of stickers was beneficial when teaching younger children as it provided them with instant gratification, whilst building a positive atmosphere within the classroom where the children were enthusiastic about gaining something as a result of their good behaviour. This shows that the use of positive reinforcement is beneficial for young children (Susila, 2019).
I regard to older children, according to a study by Browne (2013) operant conditioning can also be effective on secondary school children in behaviour management and also improving academic success. In order to be successful with students in secondary school, positive reinforcement strategies could involve implementing a token economy system, where students earn tokens that can be traded for a reward of significance to them. Other strategies could include the provision of tangible rewards such as books or gift cards, offering verbal praise, allowing students to engage in a preferred activity, or granting them free time. Eremie and Doueyi-Fiderikumo (2019) conducted a study focusing on the effects of positive reinforcement on academic success of secondary school students in Rivers State. There were a total of 1200 participants within this study, who were all required to complete a questionnaire regarding positive reinforcement and a student’s academic achievement scale. The researchers found that positive reinforcement strategies, particularly token economy and verbal rewards, positively impacted the academic achievement of students across different levels and subjects. The study highlights the significant role of positive reinforcement in enhancing the academic performance of secondary school students. Despite the results of this study being in favour of operant conditioning, particularly the positive reinforcement aspect, it is not without limitations. Due to this study solely being carried out on schools in Rivers State, Nigeria, the results may only be representative of that specific state or population that was studied and may not be applicable to other states or populations with different demographics, cultural backgrounds, educational systems, or social contexts for example. Thus, the results may not be comprehensive or fully representative of the factors that affect the academic performance of students in different settings (Eremie and Doueyi-Fiderikumo, 2019).
In conclusion, operant conditioning is based on the assumption that all behaviours are caused by the environment and by rewarding or punishing the individual, it is possible to strengthen or weaken these behaviours. Research has shown that operant conditioning can be beneficial in classrooms because it provides a clear framework for behaviour management that can help teachers create a positive learning environment. This is because by using operant conditioning, teachers are able to encourage positive behaviours and discourage negative behaviours by using different methods of reinforcement or punishment. While operant conditioning can be an effective tool for behaviour management in classrooms, it has limitations such as the potential for external motivation to take priority over internal motivation and the risk of children becoming overly reliant on rewards. Some studies support the use of operant conditioning in education, particularly positive reinforcement, however it may not be suitable for all students, such as those with ADHD. However, other research has found that having reward systems, such as ClassDojo, may be beneficial for students with ADHD and also younger children because it provides instant gratification, which they sometimes find difficult waiting for rewards. The research has also indicated that whilst operant conditioning, specifically positive reinforcement, is beneficial for behaviour management, it is also efficient in improving students’ academic achievements in secondary school by providing them with the incentive to work harder. Overall, operant conditioning can be a useful tool for behaviour management, but it is important to consider its limitations and suitability for different students and situations.
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