How can operant conditioning have an impact on the classroom?

Conditioning is a learning process which involves making an individual become reliant on the presence of a stimulus in certain contexts (Akpan, 2020). There are two types of conditioning: Operant Conditioning and Classical conditioning. Operant conditioning, coined by Skinner (1937), is a two-way process where the environment simultaneously influences behaviour whilst action works on it (Akpan, 2020). This essay will examine the effects of reinforcement on the classroom, including vicarious reinforcement, positive reinforcement, and negative reinforcement. There will also be little discussion about the token economy system (Carnett et al., 2014).
First of all, we are going to define and discuss positive reinforcement. Positive reinforcement can be defined as a technique to draw out and strengthen new behaviours by adding rewards and encouragement instead of eradicating benefits as a whole (Wei & Yazdanifard, 2014; Catania, 2001). Simply said, using positive reinforcement can help to make a behaviour more likely to occur (Troussas et al., 2017). When students bring in their assignments on time, for instance, a teacher may commend them or give them a prize. This shows that rewarding children for excellent behaviour raise the likelihood that they will repeat it in the future, improving their learning outcomes. According to research, competent classroom management is important for fostering an environment where children can learn. (Oliver et al., 2011). Evertson and Weinstein (2006) define classroom management as the actions a teacher takes to cultivate and support intellectual progress as well as social and emotional development. Having that strong classroom management is dependent on practices that integrate the learning environment, promote good behaviour, and lessen the incidence of unsuitable behaviour (Evertson et al., 1983). This could possibly suggest that having a bad structure in the classroom could lead to disruptive behaviour and create an ineffective learning environment for students. According to Sumiati et al. (2019), in their observational research, they found that not every student received positive reinforcement and it did not occur daily. However, there were some good results, the upside to positive reinforcement is that it can motivate students who are lacking the urge to learn and, when receiving the reinforcement, the chance of the student’s behaviour occurring again increases. What we can conclude from this is that positive reinforcement is an effective method to motivate students to continue learning.
Furthermore, there are a few studies that have displayed positive reinforcement being used in the classroom. 
According to Hayes et al. (2023), the token economy system proved to be effective for elementary school children. Their findings suggested that it was helpful in lowering harmful behaviours and raising positive behaviours. This could be very effective in building good behaviour habits in elementary children since they are impressionable at that age (Fernie, 1981). Another study (Schieltz et al., 2019) looked at whether positive reinforcement had an impact on the motivation and the academic performance of students. What their findings indicated is that positive reinforcement did, in fact, influence the pupil’s motivation to be greater and enhanced their academic achievement. This can be effective as students would like to be rewarded and being rewarded can behave as a good motivator for the students. This study (Dad et al., 2010) found that teachers in metropolitan areas had a superior understanding of how often and effectively to use incentives and punishment. When the researchers compared the frequency and efficacy of incentives and punishments that were used in secondary schools, urban instructors outperformed rural teachers. This could possibly suggest that it is important to have knowledge about positive reinforcement as well as negative reinforcement to create an effective learning environment.
Moving on to negative reinforcement. This occurs when an individual’s behaviour is subsequently followed by the removal of unpleasant stimuli or a decrease in the severity of the threat (Babel, 2020). As a result, the likelihood of the behaviour increases under similar circumstances. For instance, when an individual becomes ill or feels some sort of pain, they will want to take some medication in order to feel some sort of relief. Using this in the context of a classroom, a class may behave exceptionally well, the teacher may decide to allow the students to leave class early. According to Yulianti et al. (2019), conducted an observational experiment, and found that it impacted students both positively and negatively. There were a few positive ways that they had found carrying out their research. One way is that negative reinforcement acted as a motivator for the students to restore focus on their learning and became more enthusiastic about following the learning process. Another way that was found is that it helped the teacher manage the classroom better. By reprimanding one misbehaved student in front of others can decrease the chances of other students misbehaving which space for the learning environment to grow. On the other hand, this may make the students feel fear towards the teacher seeing them reprimand that student. Additionally, another study (Wahab et al., 2013) found that the most typical forms of negative reinforcement that were used by teachers to address disruptive behaviour in the classroom are modelling and explaining to students the proper behaviours to display whenever a student misbehaves. These link with two other studies which had found the same outcome (Cameron, 1998; Leung & Lam, 2003).  
Additionally, there have been a few studies that could explain the effectiveness of negative reinforcement being used in the classroom environment.
Laugeson et al. (2008) conducted their study by establishing a social skills intervention for teenagers with autism spectrum disorders whilst using negative reinforcement. Their findings suggested that the students who engaged in positive behaviours received tokens that can be traded for rewards. However, the students who participated in poor behaviours, such as interrupting or speaking before their turn had their tokens withdrawn from their token economy. The next study (Sugai et al., 2010; Kamps et al., 1994 ) also used the token economy system. The implantation of a class-wide positive behaviour intervention and support programme served as a negative reinforcement. During the course of the program, students used a token economy system which operated in losing tokens for failing to conduct themselves. Also, they had a daily report card system where they got direct feedback on their actions.
The studies that were just discussed can show highlight the effectiveness of negative reinforcement because it displays what behaviours are rewarded and what behaviours are not acceptable through the method of tokens. This can also support the fact that the token economy does in fact work and is effective in the classroom (Maggin et al., 2011). Alternatively, there are a few limitations to the token economy system (Presly et al., 1976; Carnett et al., 2014; Kazdin, 1977). When incentives are given in the form of tokens, internal motivation may be overemphasised in favour of external motivation, which might reduce a student’s intrinsic interest in the activity. With the token rewards, the student might not be able to generalise the desired behaviours to other aspects of their lives. Also, the utilization of token economies highlights some ethical dilemmas about how rewards and penalties should be used to change behaviour. It could be considered as a violation of a student's autonomy and dignity and as a sort of manipulation or compulsion. The last limitation to be discussed is how it may have an effect on a student's self-esteem.  If the token rewards are used too frequently, they may start to believe that their actions and behaviours are only of value when they are rewarded.
Lastly, the reinforcement to discuss is vicarious reinforcement. This can be defined as a learner who is observing a model that is receiving positive or negative reinforcement (Bandura et al., 1963). This may allow the learner to imitate that behaviour in order to receive that reward as the model did. This could also be effective in the classroom, for instance, a student may pick a role model based on the type of reinforcement they receive. This way, they will imitate the model’s behaviour and will increase the likelihood of that kind of behaviour repeating often. 
There has been empirical research that has shown improvements in academic achievement, and self-efficacy beliefs in the classroom. Fan et al. (2015) looked at how vicarious reinforcement improved university students’ academic performance. Again, like the first study, they watched videos of their classmates excelling in the classroom, which motivated them to improve their academic performance. Additionally, Smeets et al. (2018) strengthened the university students’ views of their own abilities. Similar to the other studies, they used videos which showed their classmates executing challenging activities effectively which boosted their own self-efficacy views. What we can draw out from these studies is that it indicates that vicarious reinforcement might be a useful technique for motivation in the classroom. Because of this, students might be more inclined to adopt similar behaviours by emphasising the benefits of their classmates’ behaviour. 
Although there have been quite a lot of benefits to operant conditioning. However, there are a number of downsides that come with it.
Firstly, there is a lack of understanding of motivation (Deci et al., 1999; Kohn, 1999). Operant conditioning frequently ignores the internal elements that motivate behaviour in favour of external influences, such as rewards and penalties. This could possibly prevent students from acquiring a true interest in the topic and instead cause them to only behave properly when there is either a reward or punishment. Secondly, there could be a possibility that there may be a reinforcement of negative behaviours (Maag, 2001; Skinner, 1953). By focusing on bad behaviours, teachers could possibly run the danger of unintentionally reinforcing them. For instance, by repeatedly correcting a student, a teacher may unintentionally increase the behaviour of a student who is looking for attention. Next, there is an inadequacy to address underlying issues (Maag, 2001; Latham & Locke, 2006) . This type of conditioning does not always treat or look at the underlying problems that may be generating the behaviour. As an example, in the context of the classroom, a student who may disrupt the classroom could be doing so if they are having difficulty comprehending the material or dealing with personal problems. The next limitation, there could be the possibility that a teacher or lecturer may become over-reliant on the reward and punishment system (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Kohn, 1999). Although rewards and penalties can be productive in the short run, they might not be effective long-term wise. It could lead to the chances of students may become overly focused on gaining rewards rather than learning in the topic area. Finally, there are a few ethical concerns that can be considered (Kaplan et al., 2016; Hart & Breyer, 1997). Moral questions are raised when sanctions are passed out by teachers like detention or suspension. This may lead to an increased risk of having the students experience negative emotions such as anger or resentment.
To sum up, everything that has been discussed, operant conditioning is an effective approach that students and teachers may utilize in the classroom to help them achieve their objectives. Also, operant conditioning can act as a great motivator for students, as displayed throughout the essay. Teachers may influence the behaviour of their students and foster a pleasant educational setting by rewarding positive behaviours and punishing negative behaviours. This kind of conditioning is just one approach that a teacher may use and should be used in combination with other instructional techniques, which is crucial to remember. In addition, educators must think about the moral ramifications of using operant conditioning in the classroom and attempt to create a balanced learning environment in a way that encourages intrinsic drive and enthusiasm for education. One way that a teacher or lecturer may carry this out is by creating a lesson plan or activities that are customised to the requirements of certain students and help them reach their maximum potential by understanding the concepts of operant conditioning.
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