ECAP5008	Education in Action: Work Placement
Critically evaluate one learning theory and discuss how this theory can be used in the classroom.
	Learning is a complicated and continuous process through which an individual transfers information and experiences into knowledge, skills, behaviours, and attitudes (Strauch & Omar, 2014). There have been several learning theories proposed over time, with each theory offering its unique perspective on how learning occurs and how it can be used in different situations, for example, helping to develop effective teaching strategies in the classroom that adapt to the demands and learning preferences of the students (Säljö, 2019).
One example of a learning theory is behaviourism. This theory can be associated with names such as John B. Watson (1913), who suggested behaviour could be explained in terms of conditioning, which is the process of learning through an association between stimuli and responses; examples of this can be described with feelings of fear, the sound of the dentist’s drill or sight of a syringe in preparation for an injection, for example, believing individuals have little or no control over their behaviour (Malone, 2014). B.F. Skinner (1938) further developed the theory by introducing operant conditioning, explaining how behaviour is shaped by its consequences (Staddon & Cerutti, 2003). This theory highlights the role of the environment in shaping behaviour, with behaviourists believing that learning occurs through the principles of reinforcement and punishment, with behaviour being determined by the consequences that follow these, and that the goal of learning is to shape and control behaviour (Al-Shammari et al., 2019). This paper sets out to critically evaluate behaviourism as a learning theory and to discuss how it can be used in the classroom. 
As a learning theory, behaviourism assumes the importance of observable and measurable behaviour rather than internal mental processes such as thoughts, emotions, and perceptions in learning, observing behaviour to be shaped by environmental factors, for example, operant conditioning: reinforcement; positive reinforcement resulting in behaviour more likely to be repeated when rewarded, along with negative reinforcement seeing the avoidance of a stimulus to increase the likelihood of the behaviour reoccurring (Murtonen et al., 2017). However, looking at punishment, positive punishment; involves adding a stimulus to reduce the chances of a behaviour happening again, and negative punishment, removing a desired stimulus, reduces the likelihood of the behaviour occurring again (Murtonen et al., 2017). A further component is that of classical conditioning; this type of learning occurs unconsciously. Learning is developed through an automatic conditioned response paired with a specific stimulus, thus creating a behaviour (Blackman, 2022). 
Behaviourism has been criticised for oversimplifying the learning process, ignoring the cognitive process, focusing only on external factors, rewards, and punishments, and neglecting the internal mental processes involved in learning, such as thinking, decision-making, language, and problem-solving (Woollard, 2010). Lefrancois (2018) considered behaviourism's reliance on reinforcement as the primary instrument for learning, only working with simple, easy-to-observe, measured behaviours and not with more complex behaviours, such as problem-solving and creativity. Lefrancois (2018) also suggested that reinforcement could lead to individuals engaging in behaviours only for reward rather than the enjoyment and activity of it. Behaviourism also takes a reductionist approach to learning. It reduces complex human behaviours to superficial stimulus-response relationships, ignoring free will, internal influences, moods, thoughts and feelings, and social factors such as culture, values, and beliefs (Woollard, 2010).
	Despite such criticisms, the elements expressed as its weaknesses also arrive at its strengths; for example, behaviourism focuses on observable behaviour, thus making it easy to measure and quantify learning outcomes. Also, it is practical and applicable in day-to-day settings offering specific techniques for changing behaviour, such as positive reinforcement (Pritchard, 2017). Minus the development of behaviourism, it is hard to say whether such theories as cognitive psychology, social learning theory, and constructivism would have emerged, extending the principles of behaviourism, along with the extensive literature surrounding things such as autism spectrum disorders, mental health, counselling, and education, for example (Bailey & Birch, 2017).
	An example of the behaviourist theory used in research is that of Schneider and Sanguinetti (2021), who developed a study observing climate change and how human behaviour has been a significant cause of this, but also how it is an essential part of the solution. The study sought to determine if it is possible to use primarily positive reinforcement, accepting the need to observe negative reinforcement as relevant to sustainability interventions, to understand and address the possibility of increasing green behaviours through incentives. Schneider and Sanguinetti (2021) believed that if goals were set for individuals regarding their part in reducing their carbon footprint, for example, this was automatically creating a reward and thus support operant conditioning as a method of helping to increase greener behaviours, whereas implementing fines for wasteful behaviour would see an improvement through punishment. The study also addressed classical conditioning using advertising images of suffering due to climate change, inspiring empathy and thus promoting behaviour change (Schneider & Sanguinetti, 2021). It was concluded that behaviourism, as a learning theory, has the potential to assist further research into the behaviours of individuals regarding climate change. 
However, this study could not definitively answer whether the habits were maintained or short-lived. For an increase in validity, this research would need to have a follow-up study completed over a period, thus allowing less bias of the results. This study supports the behaviourist approach to investigate what can impact an individual’s behaviours, both positively and negatively, and whether lifelong changes can be brought about through reinforcement and to an extent punishment.
	Positive reinforcement can also be used in the classroom to motivate students whilst encouraging desired behaviours; for example, this can include verbal praise, stickers or tokens, extra free time, and small prizes or treats. It is essential to ensure that the rewards mean something to the students and must be given promptly after the desired behaviour is exhibited. Also, teachers should ensure that the reinforcement is consistent, allowing all students to earn it. Positive reinforcement allows teachers to create a positive classroom environment, promote learning, and encourage positive behaviour (Ryan & Deci, 2020).
One example is research conducted by Rafi et al. (2020), who carried out a scoping review of the literature addressing positive reinforcement as a strategy for managing disruptive behaviours within the classroom. The study aimed to observe knowledge gaps surrounding how the behaviourist theory can help improve teaching practices that will result in desired classroom behaviour, and an improvement in learning, searching for critical strategies in achieving this. The key strategies identified to give the most favourable results regarding dealing with disruptive behaviours in class were praise as positive reinforcement, constructive feedback to overcome the disruptive behaviours, and classroom management to address the disruptive behaviours, supporting the operant learning element of behaviourism as a method of increasing the likelihood of desired behaviours in the classroom (Rafi et al., 2020). Rafi et al. (2020) suggested that the results of their study could be used to implement evidence-based practice and policy to improve desired behaviours within the classroom using reinforcement principles included in the behaviourism theory.   
One limitation of this study is the sample selection used. Despite looking at undesirable behaviours, positive reinforcement strategies for individuals with certain disorders that would lead to challenging behaviours were not addressed, thus suggesting a broader sample selection would allow for more reliable results and critical strategies that are currently absent. Broadening this sample selection would also help further determine whether strategies such as integration paired with positive reinforcement linked to specific disorders could maintain desirable and positive behaviours amongst all students (Rees, 2016).
Research regarding inclusive practices linked with positive reinforcement has been addressed. Morin (2017), for example, carried out research that focused on whether it was possible to achieve desirable behaviours within the classroom from children with disabilities and children without conveying the requirement for both sets of needs to be met to achieve a positive outcome. Morin (2017) found that integrated classrooms using positive reinforcement did have positive results surrounding desirable classroom behaviours, not just for the children with disabilities but also seeing a positive impact on those without disabilities and the teachers. The study was sympathetic, allowing some negative statements in the classroom but stipulating that there must be significantly more positive statements, overall resulting in not only the students, both with and without disabilities feeling more supported and prepared for the wider world but also showing teachers displaying a more encouraging and confident attitude when it came to their education styles (Marin, 2017). Marin (2017) concluded that inclusion, along with positive reinforcement within the classroom, displayed positive effects on both sets of students regarding them displaying desirable behaviours and teachers feeling more confident to teach using positive reinforcement. This research supports the behaviourism theory as a method of introducing desired behaviours into the classroom setting.
A possible limitation of this study is that it may be somewhat simplistic. This could lead to attempting to solve the wrong issues or the study focusing on the wrong problem. Within this study, it could be said that the researchers could have developed some strategies for challenging behaviours without basing them on the students’ actual needs (Brown, 2013). For the study results to be valid, the student’s needs must be met and addressed to implement the correct classroom strategies to shape behaviours.
Further research that aimed to understand children's behaviour in the classroom using conditioning theories was conducted by Coşkun (2019) via participant observation of 98 children of varying ages, between six and ten. Looking at three age brackets separately, those aged six to eight displayed the most need for stricter teaching strategies. Classical conditioning resulted in this age group adapting to the classroom settings and rules and presenting more desirable behaviours. Those aged eight presented desirable behaviours and responded well to operant conditioning, requiring the teacher's feedback and control. The older children needed less control but required more teacher feedback and praise, also seeing them reaching their conclusions using observation, thus resulting in all three age brackets developing desirable behaviours within the classroom, developed due to their initial classical conditioning of reward (Coşkun, 2019).
A possible limitation of this study is that the research was only carried out within one school. This may have been an affluent area and would therefore not allow for cultural diversity, reducing the validity of the results. Carrying out this research with multiple schools with more regional diversity could help to increase the validity of the results, seeing how low attendance, due to lack of encouragement to attend a school or finding themselves having to become primary carers for someone, for example, can impact these findings (Aggarwal & Zhan, 2017).
	Whilst positive reinforcement can be an effective tool for promoting desired behaviours within the classroom, there are limitations, such as it may create an environment where students only behave in a desired manner to receive rewards rather than because they are driven to do so by internal motivation thus seeing issues should the rewards not be always available or if the students become reliant on them. A further limitation is that not all students are motivated by receiving rewards; a child who is not interested in stickers will not be motivated by a sticker chart, for example. Lastly, if positive reinforcement is not used consistently, it can become ineffective and possibly even counterproductive, possibly seeing students becoming confused and disengaged. The limitations of positive reinforcement within the classroom highlight the importance of teachers using it appropriately while considering the limitations (Ryan & Deci, 2020).
	Payne (2015) looked at the possible consequences of students being unable to distinguish between incentives and punishments due to the inconsistency of rewards and sanctions. The study consisted of three questionnaire surveys completed by UK secondary school pupils, findings showing an intricate range of responses from the students regarding the reinforcement strategies delivered at their school, some suggesting that certain sanctions, missing breaks or detentions would result in students remaining quiet during class, potentially impacting their engagement in learning activities, deeming these punishments as counterproductive to their aim of creating desirable behaviour and better work ethics. Also noted was that positive reinforcement through rewards such as stamps would only promote teacher likeability rather than increase better behaviours or deliverance of hard work from pupils (Payne, 2015). This research was beneficial because it allowed for a better understanding of how students received positive reinforcement and punishment and what worked best to implement desirable behaviours within the classroom. 
However, the study was only a pilot study, so any previous supporting research was unavailable, reducing the result's validity. Nevertheless, it lays the foundation for further research into these questions. It also showed that each student has thoughts and feelings regarding what they consider positive and negative reinforcements and what sees the desirable results with behaviour.
         When researching punishment in UK schools, there is limited evidence of this taking place today, punishment has been eliminated from schools for some time, yet there are still options for detentions and exclusions. However, these do not generally positively impact students' behaviour improvement, bringing to question the place of punishment within schools generally (Gregory et al., 2017).
Behaviourism as a learning theory highlights the role of the environment when shaping behaviours, suggesting that individuals learn through observation of behaviour, repetition, and reinforcement. However, it is also criticised for its lack of attention to cognition. 
Behaviourism can be applied in the classroom using positive reinforcement to encourage desirable behaviour and discourage undesirable behaviours. Teachers apply rewards and praise to reinforce good behaviour and ignore or provide undesirable consequences for bad behaviour. When observing the research on behaviourism, there is a wealth of evidence to suggest that this learning theory works well within the classroom setting. It would, however, be essential to remember other theoretical perspectives, such as cognitive psychology and social learning theory, for example, to gain a sounder understanding of human behaviour. Considering other learning theories would also allow for a better understanding of individual differences among the children in a classroom. However, to assume that teachers can focus on each child individually would be unreasonable and impractical. 
Regardless of its limitations, behaviourism is an incredibly valuable tool for understanding how people learn. It allows teachers to design and apply learning practices that are more engaging, effective, and meaningful for learners, which will ultimately create and continue to promote positive behaviours.  
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