An evaluation of the use of learning theories within the classroom
[bookmark: _Int_ZZQGRR32]This essay will evaluate this use of different learning theories used within the classroom by teachers, classroom assistants, and various 1-1's. Edward Thorndike has been widely considered to be the first educational psychologist to introduce a scientific approach to learning. “Thorndike believed that learning was incremental, and that people learned through a trial-and-error approach” (Hammond et al.). Thorndike focused on how psychological connections were formed through positive stimuli, Thorndike concluded that learning was based on an association between primary “sense impressions and an impulse to action” (Hammond et al., Page 5). Thorndike (1898) may have been the first to produce a scientific approach to learning, which later became known as the structural learning theory. Thorndike concluded that this theory consisted of four main laws, these are law of effect, law of readiness, law of exercise, and law of multiple responses. In summary, Thorndike states “that behaviour that is followed by a positive consequence is more likely to be repeated, while behaviour that is followed by a negative consequence is less likely to be repeated” (Main, 2023). Based upon Thorndike’s research, Skinner further tested these theories and became known as the founding father of modern behaviourism alongside John Watson. The behaviourist learning theory has become a substantial tool used in education where learning through practice and reinforcement are used most frequently. However, through further research it has been determined that “tasks requiring more complex thinking and higher mental processes are not generally well-learned through behaviourist methods” (Hammond et al., Page 6). This knowledge opened a new gateway in how psychologists looked at and perceived knowledge through education to be received. Jean Piaget was the first person to state that learning is a developmental cognitive process which allows individuals to create knowledge as well as receive knowledge. Piaget states that knowledge is accrued based on previous experiences and each individual piece of knowledge accrued is based on the individual’s biological, physical, and psychological state of development. Piaget categorised these stages of growth in to four stages: “sensorimotor (birth to about 2 years), preoperational (2 - 7 years), concrete operations (7 - 14 years) and formal operations (beginning around ages 11 – 15 and extending into adulthood) (Hilgard and Bower, 1975). Vygotsky further tested and researched Piaget’s theories on cognitive learning theories extended the original developmental theory of cognitive ability “to include the notion of social-cultural cognition” (Hammond et al., Page 7). This new addition emphasised that culture, language, and social interactions play a significant role in the development of an individuals’ thinking, learning, and overall cognition. Vygotsky also implemented the use of discourse analysis and cooperative learning in the classroom which allowed further research to examine education and how individuals learn in systematic ways (Scott, P. 1998). The humanism learning theory was based on the foundations of Greek philosophers Socrates and Aristotle. Socrates was known for the use of self-examination and the pursuit of knowledge, whereas Aristotle emphasised the importance of personal development and fulfilling [footnoteRef:14974]one's potential. However, the humanism learning theory was not solely or solely based off research from Ancient Greece, but consequently emerged as a response to other dominant learning theories, such as behaviourism and cognitivism (Johnson, A. P, 2014). The humanism theory still used to this day was first theorised by Carl Rogers in 1951, since then Rogers has been considered one of the founders for humanistic psychology. Rogers states that the humanist learning theory focuses on “personal growth and the full development of each human’s potential not on just an intellectual level, but also on an emotional, psychological, creative, social, physical, and even spiritual level” (DeCarvalho, 1991; Maslow, 1971; Morris, 1978; Rogers, 1969; Patterson, 1973). The humanistic approach being centred around humans and incorporating how humans feel and what future impacts each action can have, allows the development of knowledge, nurture towards themselves and others and the environment, whilst simultaneously instils a joy of learning; which then consequently promotes individuals following passions, skills, or wants, rather than just focusing on needs and survival. (Rogers, 1969). Moreover, whilst the humanism learning theory is considered its own learning theory, many psychologists' have debated if it comes under the constructivism learning theory as both theories state that “learning is a natural desire with the ultimate goal of achieving self-actualization" (Gandhi and Mukherji, 2022). [14974:  ] 

Learning theories are frameworks that help educators understand how individuals learn and how to effectively support learning. Each learning theory provides a unique perspective on the learning process and provide instructional strategies in the classroom. There are as many as fifteen documented learning theories, each with its own focus (Schunk, D. H, 2012). This essay will evaluate the behaviourism learning theory, the cognitivism theory, and the humanism learning theory with an overlap into the constructivism learning theory.
Behaviourist learning theories focus on the idea that behaviour is shaped through external stimuli and consequences, this is seen through a series of conditioning techniques which involve reinforcing desired behaviours and discouraging undesired behaviours. The main goal of using different conditioning techniques is to create a positive and structured learning environment that promotes desired behaviours and therefore helps students to achieve academic goals (Clark, K. R, 2018) (Pritchard, A, 2017). Two of the most highlighted examples of the behaviourist learning theory within a classroom setting can be seen through classical conditioning and operant conditioning. 
The origin of operant conditioning has been widely accredited so B.F. Skinner (1937). The origin of classical condition has been widely accredited to Ivan Pavlov (1897) although Pavlov came across this phenomenon by accident. The use of classical conditioning has been widely explored and expanded since this period, nowadays, within a classroom setting, it is used each day. However, to understand classical conditioning, there are a few terms that must be explained first. A neutral stimulus is a stimulus that on its own, does not naturally elicit a specific response, it has no inherent meaning or significant to an individual (Rehman et al., 2017). An unconditioned stimulus is a stimulus that naturally and automatically triggers a specific response without any prior learning or conditioning, it is an instinctive or reflexive response to the stimulus (Rehman et al., 2017). Lastly, a conditioned stimulus is a stimulus that was previously a neutral stimulus, however through repeated pairing with an unconditioned stimulus, it has acquired the ability to elicit a specific response (Rehman et al., 2017).
Classical conditioning can be seen within a classroom when a teacher pairs a neutral stimulus, such as a bell, with a specific event, such as the end of lesson time/start of play time. As students become more accustomed to hearing the bell, the need for the teacher to verbally say that lesson time is over and play time is about to start decreases as students start to associate the sound of the bell with these events and may feel a sense of relief or excitement upon hearing it (Bayles. E, E. 1966).
[bookmark: _Int_vf0uDMzH]Operant conditioning can be seen within a classroom when a teacher uses rewards and punishments in order to shape behaviour. For example, if a student participates actively during classroom discussions, this may result in praise or reward. On the contrary, if a student is showing disruptive behaviour, this may result in a consequence such as a time-out or loss of play time. These consequences could potentially help reinforce or discourage certain behaviours (Skinner, B. F, 1971).
The behaviourist approach emphasises the importance of clear expectations and consistent routines within a classroom. Teachers can establish clear rules and expectations for ALN (Additional Learning Needs) students, providing a structured and predictable learning environment. This approach also suggests breaking down complex tasks into smaller, manageable steps. This approach can be highly beneficial for ALN students that may struggle with processing information, teachers can offer step-by-step instructions and offer support, guidance, praise, small rewards such as stickers, to motivate and reinforce the learning effort of ALN students (Lindsay et al., 2014). Behaviourism emphasises the importance of repetition and practice to reinforce learning. Teachers can provide many opportunities for ALN students to practice skills or concepts through exercises, worksheets, or hands-on sensory activities (Woollard. J, 2010).
[bookmark: _Int_yh3NBIEW]Cognitivism learning theories focus on the idea that learning involves mental processes such as thinking, memory, and problem-solving, this is seen through a series of methods which involve prior knowledge, active learning, meaningful behaviour, metacognition, and problem-solving. The main goal of developing and using students’ mental processing according to cognitivist theorists is to encourage students to actively engage with the material, make connections, and apply any knowledge learnt to real-life situations. Another focus is on fostering metacognition, which involves students reflecting on personal thinking and learning strategies in order to become independent learners that can effectively process and apply information in various contexts (Clark, K. R, 2018).
The origin of cognitivism has been widely accredited to Jean Piaget (1936). The use of cognitivism in today’s classroom can be seen by technology, with the modern-day advancement of technology, cognitivism is often applied in the design and implementation of education technology tools. These tools can provide interactive learning experiences that promote active learning and understanding Noels., et al., 1999) Moreover, cognitivism supports the use of cooperative learning strategies, where students work collaboratively in groups to solve problems, discuss ideas, and share knowledge. This helps to promote active engagement, social interaction, and the construction of meaning through peer interaction. Furthermore, cognitivism aligns well with inquiry-based learning approaches, where students actively explore and investigate topics of interest (Salovaara. H, 2005). This can help the students to generate questions, seek information, analyse date, and construct an individual understanding through a hands-on experience and critical thinking. Additionally, teachers use cognitivist principles to tailor individual instruction to meet the diverse needs and learning styles of students, this provides various learning opportunities to accommodate various levels of prior knowledge and cognitive abilities.
The cognitivist approach suggests providing scaffolded instruction to support ALN students’ learning, for this, the teacher can break down complex tasks into smaller, more manageable steps and gradually increasing the difficulty level as students gain confidence and understanding (Moran, M. C, 2007). Cognitivists theorists also recognise the benefits of visual aids, manipulatives, and hands-on activities to engage ALN students and enhance an understanding of abstract concepts. Furthermore, teachers can also provide various instructional approaches, materials, and assessments that accommodate different learning styles, strengths, and challenges, this can help support the individual needs of ALN students.
There are many notable similarities and differences between the behaviourist learning theory and the cognitivist learning theory. Firstly, a key difference being that behaviourists focus on observable behaviours and external stimuli, whereas cognitivists focus on mental processes, such as thinking, memory and problem-solving (Rauk, R. P, 2003). Another notable difference is that behaviourist emphasise the importance the role of reinforcement and punishment has in shaping behaviour (Nuttin, J. & Greenwald, A. G, 2014), whereas cognitivists emphasise the importance of understanding and internalising information. The main principles in the behaviourist learning theory are often applied through behaviour management strategies, such as rewards and consequences, whereas the main principles in the cognitivist learning theory are applied through strategies such as scaffolding, metacognition, and active learning. Some critics argue that behaviourism may oversimplify learning by neglecting internal cognitive processes, whereas critics also argue that cognitivism can neglect the influence of external factors and the social context of learning.
There are many strengths to both the behaviourist learning theory and the cognitivist learning theory. The behaviourist learning theory approaches provide clear expectations and structure within the classroom therefore promoting discipline and order, as well as the use of reinforcement and punishment may be effective in shaping desired behaviours. Overall, behaviourist strategies can be easily implemented and measured, making them practical and a useful tool for classroom management. The cognitivist learning theory approaches emphasise critical thinking, problem-solving, and the understanding of different concepts while also promoting active engagement and deep learning, thus encouraging students to make connections and apply learnt knowledge. Furthermore, cognitivist strategies help develop metacognitive skills, enabling students to monitor and regulate individual learning (Clark. I, 2012). However, it is also worthy to note that there are both limitations to the behaviourist learning theory and the cognitivist learning theory. The behaviourist learning theory may not fully address the individual differences and diverse learning needs of diverse students. It has also been argued that behaviourist approaches may create a reliance on external rewards and punishments, rather than fostering intrinsic motivation (Guilloteaux. M. J & Dornyei. Z, 2008). The cognitivist learning theory can be more time-consuming and challenging to implement, it may also require a more complex assessment method to measure understanding and cognitive growth.
Within a behaviourist classroom, teachers create a structured environment where students are motivated to exhibit desired behaviours. By providing immediate feedback and rewards, such as praise or small incentives, teachers encourage students to engage in positive behaviours. This approach can be effective for students who thrive in a structured and disciplined setting, as it helps individuals understand expectations and reinforces desired actions. On the other hand, in a cognitivist classroom, teachers focus on developing students’ thinking skills, memory, and problem-solving abilities. Cognitivists use strategies such as activating prior knowledge. By helping students make connections, organise information, and reflection on individual learning, teachers promote deeper understanding and critical thinking skills. While the behaviourist approach emphasises external factors such as rewards and reinforcement, the cognitivist approach focuses on internal mental processes and individual cognition. (Case, R. & Bereiter, C. 1984) The behaviourist learning theory can be beneficial for ALN students as it provides a structured and predictable environment. By clearly defining expectations and using positive reinforcement, teachers can help ALN students understand and follow desired behaviours. Rewards and praise can serve as powerful motivators, encouraging ALN students to engage in positive actions and build independent and individual skills. The cognitivist learning theory can also be valuable for ALN students as teachers can use strategies such as visual aids, repetition, and explicit instruction to support learning. By activating prior knowledge and providing scaffolding, teachers can help ALN students make connections and better understand added information, also, by encouraging metacognitive strategies, such as self-reflection and self-monitoring this can also help empower ALN students to take ownership of individual learning.
It is important to note that every student is different, and every student has different individual needs, this means that it is crucial for teachers to continuously assess and adjust instructional methods to best support each student. By understanding and implementing principles from both behaviourist and cognitivist theories, teachers can create a positive and effective learning experience.
Education has evolved significantly since the introduction of psychological learning theories. The incorporation of learning theories has led to a more student-centred approach to education, focusing on individual needs, cognitive processes, and active engagement. Historically, education was often teacher-centred, with a strong emphasis on memorisation and passive learning, however, in more modern times, teachers now strive to focus on creating classrooms that foster critical thinking, problem-solving, and collaboration through a variety of instructional strategies and technologies to engage students and promote deeper understanding. Assessment methods have also become more diverse, with a greater emphasis on assessing understanding and application of knowledge rather than just memorisation (Turner, C. E, 2013). Additionally, the introduction of psychological learning theories has influenced the development of inclusive education practices where teachers now recognise the importance of addressing the diverse learning needs of individual students and providing differentiated instruction to support individual growth.
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