Critically discuss and evaluate the effectiveness of transferring learning theory to the classroom

For many years, the core of pedagogical practice has been the application of learning theories in educational contexts to improve student learning outcomes and teaching effectiveness. Many learning theories, which are based on psychological concepts, offer frameworks for comprehending how students learn new information, abilities, and behaviours. Nonetheless, there is still much discussion and investigation concerning how well these theories translate into actual classroom settings. This essay will critically evaluate learning theory's implementation in the classroom focusing on operant conditioning, considering its advantages, disadvantages, and practical consequences for teaching.

People learn something new every day intentionally or unintentionally. Learning is defined as changes in a person that are caused by experience. Intentional learning happens in the classroom every day. (Slavin, 2018)
Skinner (1965) proposed the idea of operant conditioning. Skinner believed that classical conditioning only accounts for a small proportion of learned behaviours and only explains how existing responses are paired with new stimuli. Operant conditioning focuses on the relation between a behaviour and its consequences and assumes that when a behaviour is followed immediately by a pleasurable consequence it is more likely that the individual will engage in that particular behaviour more often. However, if a consequence would result in a decrease in the behaviour it is called a punisher. The punishment can be the use of an unpleasant consequence or the withdrawal of a pleasant consequence like privileges (Sidin, 2021). Operant conditioning is changing behaviour with the use of these consequences (Slavin, 2018). In the classroom, operant conditioning can be utilized effectively to shape and reinforce desired behaviours among students. Reinforcement is usually understood as a reward. Any consequence that strengthens the behaviour it follows is a reinforcer (Woolfolk, 2016). There are primary reinforcers (basic needs of an individual like food and water) and secondary reinforcers that are most commonly used in the classroom. Secondary reinforces can be social reinforcers like praise or attention, activity reinforcers like access to toys and games, or token reinforcers like stickers, points or grades. It is important to remember that not every reward may be taken for granted to serve as a reinforcer for everyone in every situation (Slavin, 2018). Most of the reinforcers used in the classroom are positive reinforcers. However, there are also negative reinforcers that are escapes from unpleasant situations but not punishment.
Skinner's operant learning theory may be helpful in raising the likelihood of the desired behavior in the classroom. Just giving students praise increases their sense of self-efficacy and inspires them to learn (Rafi, 2020). There are numerous techniques that teachers use built on the principles of operant conditioning. One of the commonly used systems in the classroom that is based on operant conditioning is the token economy which uses tokens as reinforcement to increase desirable behaviour (Kim et. al 2022).
If an individual is rewarded for engaging in an activity that they do not have much interest in, will produce more involvement in the task (Marinak, 2008). According to Autry (2021), the token economy was successfully applied in a special education classroom with students who have been diagnosed with autism and conduct disorder. In their study, they wanted to find out if the token economy was an effective method to decrease disruptive behaviour. They used two types of token economy, the traditional (rewarding desirable behaviour) and the cost-responsive (removal of the positive reinforcer on the occurrence of the behaviour). They proposed that there will be a difference between the effectiveness of the two types of token economy. In the traditional setting, the students could choose which activity they would like to do as a reward if they complete their work and do not show undesired behaviour. In the responsive setting, the students were given tokens that they could exchange for the reward (a fun activity of their choice) and they were told if they did not complete their work or were disruptive, they would lose their tokens. Their results showed that while both systems reduce disruptive behaviour, the cost-responsive system was more effective than the traditional token economy system (Autry, 2021). Also, while the token economy did reduce the disruptive behaviour in the class the study did not include the fade-out phase therefore there is no telling if their result would keep up without the rewards. Their results showed the effectiveness of the token economy however in this case the rewards were chosen by the students, and it does not indicate that the results would be the same if the teacher chose the reward. This implies that the drive to get reinforcers is a major factor in the token economy's effectiveness (Ackerman et. al, 2020). However, it is argued that rewards can have a negative effect on intrinsic motivation. Intrinsic motivation means to engage in an activity for the activity itself, for its inherent properties (Xu et. al, 2020). Giving a reward for something that an individual enjoyed doing before any reward given, will change the purpose and the motivation behind the act (Fishbach, 2022). It does not mean that using rewards is not a good strategy but to use them cautiously. A more proximal reward for example might be better the keep up the intrinsic motivation. Marinak (2008) investigated the effect of the choice of reward on intrinsic reading motivation. They had 75 participants, all third-grade students. They divided them into 5 groups. Those who got a book as a reward by choice, those who did not have a choice but got a book, those who had a token as a reward by choice, and those who did not have a choice and got a token (tokens could be exchanged for key chains, nerf balls, bracelets, etc.) and the control group. Their result showed those who got a more proximal reward, a book, were more likely to choose a reading activity later in their free time (Marinak, 2008).

Another strategy used in the classroom is the good behaviour game. It has a team-based approach rather than focusing on individual students and rewarding each one of them separately. The teacher would set the target behaviours and during a designated time he or she will observe the behaviour. The teams can earn points by showcasing these behaviours and lose points by breaking the rules. The teams can get rewards if they meet the criteria (Poduska et. al, 2008). There is numerous research that supports the effectiveness of the good behaviour game. For example, Lannie (2007) conducted a study in the US in a general education setting, first grade classroom. They wanted to evaluate the impact of the game and they hypothesized that disruptive behaviour would decrease while on-task behaviour would increase by implementing the game. They had 30-minute sessions of the game every day during math lessons however the observation of the behaviour only lasted for 10 minutes in every session, therefore, the result might not accurately show the behaviour changes for the whole duration of the game. Their results showed an increase in on-task behaviour and a decrease in disruptive behaviour that supported previous results (Lannie, 2007). However, this study only included observations during math lessons. Future research should explore if there are any differences between different types of lessons. Also, there was no information about if any special education needs students attended this class. According to Joslyn (2020), the good behaviour game is just as effective in classrooms where the students have been diagnosed with emotional and behavioural disorders or had a history of disruptive behaviour. They implemented the game in two middle school classrooms and one elementary school classroom of students with emotional and behavioural disorders. They found that after only 20 minutes of training provided for the teacher, they were able to decrease talking out and disruptive behaviour. However, teachers in this study reported that when breaking the rules and taking away points students would argue and deny breaking any rules that caused further disruption in the classroom. Moreover, some students would report that they would prefer to be on their own not in teams (Joslyn, 2020) which could imply that some changes to the good behaviour game might bring different results and could be a good way to explore further use of this intervention. Moreover, Sewell (2020) found that the good behaviour game could be used to help social skill development like positive social interactions and working in teams.
The strategies discussed above are used to manage the whole classroom's behaviour rather than focusing on an individual who might be more disruptive than others. As students have different needs and preferences sometimes focusing on an individual’s behaviour is important. ABA or applied behavioural analysis focuses on the students and their individual preferences (Pennington, 2022). ABA is a way to change behaviour by observing the antecedents (the environmental features before the behaviour) then introducing the intervention and measuring the changes in behavior. It can be a very helpful tool when dealing with students with special education needs (Woolfolk, 2016). Ysgol Y Gogarth is a day and residential school in North Wales for students with a range of physical and intellectual disabilities and it provides interventions based on the principles of ABA. Seven children participated in Foran’s (2015) study. Five of them had ASD and two of them were suspected of ASD but did not have a diagnosis. The children received 30 hours per week of one-to-one teaching based on ABA principles. Their results showed that on the Year 1 assessment the students showed a significant difference in IQ scores and significant gains in learning skills, self-help, social and play, motor skills, and academic skills (Foran et. al, 2015). A couple of years later Pitts et. al (2019) had similar findings. They wanted to extend the study to older children therefore they had five participants from early years and key stage 1, six participants from key stage 2, and 5 participants from key stage 3. They conducted their study at Colombus School and College in England. Individual education programs were drawn up by a specialized behavioural analyst and the teaching strategies were based on ABA principles. This included reinforcement, prompting and error correction, and natural environmental teaching for example. The participants received 5 hours of one-to-one teaching a week and further assistance during normal teaching. An academic year later they assessed the students again. The results showed that students made progress regardless of their age. They had significant improvement in learning skills, language, social and play, self-help, and motor skills. The students made some improvements in academic skills however these were not statistically significant (Pitts et. al, 2019). As ABA requires personalized teaching plans and educational programs that need to be written up by a specialized behavioural analyst it is expensive and therefore not always available in every school (Foran, 2015).
Another intervention that focuses on the individual is Social Stories introduced by Gray and Garand in 1993 (Kronyak, 2022). It was created to help children with ASD (autism spectrum disorder) who had impaired social interaction and communication skills (Leonard, 2022). Social stories use descriptive, perspective, directive, control, affirmative and cooperative sentences to explain the social situation and the desired behaviour. They address the social difficulties that children with ASD experience (Golzari et. al, 2015), and they are frequently used in the classroom. Chan (2008) wanted to examine how effective it is with students who had autism and were attending a full-inclusion classroom. They had two participants, a 6-year-old boy whose target behaviours were inappropriate social interaction, appropriate hand raising, and inappropriate vocalization, and a 5-year-old boy whose target behaviours were appropriate hand raising, appropriate social initiations, and inappropriate vocalization. After introducing social stories for the participants results showed an immediate decrease in inappropriate social interactions and inappropriate vocalizations and an increase in appropriate hand raising with the 6-year-old participant and an increase in appropriate hand raising and an increase in appropriate social initiations with the 5-year-old participant. Moreover, on a follow-up assessment, the data showed that both participants’ positive behaviour changes were maintained over time. However, it is important to note that these participants had advanced language capabilities that facilitated the use of social stories, and children without these capabilities might not benefit as much from this kind of intervention. Also, as social stories target the individual with specific behaviour it is singling out an individual that can have negative effects on them or the other students in the classroom so it might be worth investigating how social stories could work targeting all of the students (Chan, 2008).
In conclusion the studies support that operant conditioning gave a good framework for techniques that are used in the classrooms, and this learning theory is successfully transferred to the classroom through techniques like the token economy and the good behaviour game. Teachers should try carefully find the balance between using these techniques and fostering intrinsic motivation. It is also important to consider the differences between students and explore the underlying cause of their behaviour, rather than just relying on these strategies in the classroom. Educators will have to decide which would work the best with certain students and it might be beneficial to involve a professional who could help to decide between the strategies. However, while reinforcement can shape behaviour in good ways, overreliance on these techniques may risk a negative effect on intrinsic motivation therefore rewards should be chosen carefully.
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