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“The consequences of an act affect are the probability of it occurring again.” (Thompson, 2023).
The above picture represents me channelling my inner B.F. Skinner whilst writing this blog.
Burrhus Frederic Skinner
Operant Conditioning Theory
B.F. Skinner, who was born in 1904 believed all behaviours were influenced by their consequences. Throughout this blog I hope to explain Skinner's theory and give examples of his work. Skinner’s behaviourist approach and discovery of the ‘Operant Condition Theory’ (also known as Skinnerian) believed reinforcing positive behaviours with rewards would encourage it to happen. Skinner also believed in ‘punishing’ negative behaviours as it would lessen the likelihood of it reoccurring. (Wentzel, 2014). He believed these reinforcements would either ‘strengthen’ or ‘weaken’ behaviours. (McLeod, 2024) Example: somebody rewarding me with a chocolate for doing the washing up will encourage me to do it more often. This would be conditioning my behaviour through a positive reinforcement.
Skinner believed any age-appropriate skill can be taught when implementing the following actions. 
· Making a clear target for an individual to learn.
· Breaking the target down into simple, achievable steps whilst slowly increasing difficulty.
· Allowing the individual to perform each step, whilst praising and reinforcing correct actions.
· Adjusting each step so the individual is consistently successful until the outcome is met.
· Switching to occasional reinforcement to maintain the individual practice. 
(Williams, 2018) (Craiyon, 2023)

[image: Baby skydiving with a parachute in the sky on Craiyon]A skill that would not be age-appropriate for a baby would be skydiving. Although I think this one might disagree.





Skinner’s Box
During his time of studying his interest of human behaviour Skinner developed what he called an “operant conditioning apparatus” this is known now as “Skinner’s Box”. Skinner used his conditioning theory on animals such as pigeons and rats to test if their behaviours could be conditioned using his theory. The box was used to reinforce behaviours, for example, the animal would have to press a button to receive a form of positive reinforcement. He believed that once this had been learnt and the animal would start to learn the wanted behaviours and perform it independently. (Good Therapy, 2016) (Cherry, 2024).
[image: Operant Conditioning: What It Is, How It Works, and Examples]







(Seong, 2024)

Punishment
“An individual’s behaviour is shaped by the consequences of that behaviour.”
 (Thompson, 2023).
Skinner’s conditioning theory describes a punishment as the “application of an adverse outcome in an effort to decrease or weaken a specific behaviour.” (Cherry, 2024). Skinner believed a “punishment” should be a negative reinforcement to unwanted behaviours. These punishments could include physical acts to “weaken” negative behaviours. I’m not sure how child services would feel about using physical acts to “weaken” unwanted behaviours. Watson believed conditioning these behaviours would reduce the likelihood of them reoccurring. (Cherry, 2024).
John B. Watson’s Influence
Skinners operant conditioning theory was influenced by John B. Watson’s classical conditioning. Both behaviourists believed a person could be shaped through effective reinforcements. Watson believed all behaviours were learned and modelled from an individual’s environment. For example, if a child is watching someone throw a ball, the likelihood of them copying this is very high. This is the behaviour that the child is learning from their surrounding environment. Watson focused on associative learning to create a chosen response. His experiment was known as “The Little Albert Experiment”. The intended outcome of the experiment was to see if classical conditioning worked on humans. And… in this case, it did.  In this experiment they wanted to create an association between two unrelated stimuli. Watson decided he wanted to create a fear between a 9-month-old (Albert) and a rat. To do this Watson paired the rat with a loud noise. After time Albert feared the rat without the loud noise. (Study, 2021). Poor Albert .
I think it goes unsaid that this was a very controversial experiment, but what do you think???
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Ivan Pavlov 
Classical Conditioning Theory
Ivan Pavlov was a Russian psychologist best known for his studies in behaviourism and his discovery of classical conditioning (also known as Pavlovian). (Cherry, 2020) (Wentzel, 2014). Born in 1849, he devised a theory where he believed behaviours could be conditioned through classical conditioning. (Nobel Prize, 2019). Pavlov’s theory is known to centre around the concept of associative learning. He decided to explore how we gain new behaviours through repeated associations between stimuli. Pavlov’s theory was not only based on humans but on animals too. (Main, 2023).  The classical conditioning involved pairing a neutral stimulus with an unconditioned stimulus to create a conditioned response. What is a neutral and unconditioned stimulus you may ask? Well… a neutral stimulus is “something that does not produce a specific reaction.” (Study, 2019). An unconditioned stimulus is “biologically relevant stimulus that naturally elicits a response without prior association or conditioning.” (Flor and Birbaumer, 2001). 
[image: Ivan Pavlov, caricature - Stock Image - C013/7594 - Science Photo Library]‘Pavlov’s Dogs Experiment’
Pavlov decided to test his theory on dogs. You heard that right! He demonstrated that dogs could be conditioned to salivate when they heard the ringing of a bell repeatedly at the same time as their food. The experiment proved behaviours can be learnt through classical conditioning. (McLeod, 2024). Fun Fact: Pavlov’s most famous dog used in the experiment was called “Chernigov”. (Quora, 2019)





(Library, No Date)




In this experiment the unconditioned stimulus was the food, and the unconditioned response was the dogs salivating. At the end of the experiment the dogs had made an association between the bell and food displaying their new conditioned behaviours. (McLeod, 2024). 
Pavlov’s Influence on J.B. Watson
Later in 1913 Watson used Pavlov’s classical conditioning theory by discovering his own psychological concepts from it. (Study, 2023). Pavlov’s scientific principles outlined the framework for Watson’s theory. Watson believed “human behaviour, is just like animal behaviour.” He used the principles of Pavlov’s classical conditioning theory to study human emotion. (WSU, 2014). Pavlov’s experiment of dogs influenced Watson’s ‘Little Albert Experiment.’ The key principles that Pavlov used for his experiment were taken and used for the research of human emotion. In 1920 Watson confirmed that ‘emotional responses’ from human could be classically conditioned. Watsons goal for his experiment was to condition ‘Little Albert’ to have a fear of rats. Using Pavlov’s framework of classical conditioning Watson was able to prove humans could be classically conditioned. (McLeod, 2024). 
The Impact of Pavlov’s Research
[image: ]Pavlov’s biggest contribution was his discovery and demonstration of classical conditioning. He was able to show how learned association can influence certain behaviours. According to McLeod (2024) “His work laid the foundation for behaviourism.” 
He’s like the Beyonce of behaviourism. 






(Burt, 2023)  (Pavlov, 2024)



According to Mcleod (2024) “The principles of classical conditioning have been used to explain a wide range of behaviours, from phobias to food aversions.” Pavlov’s research showed his understanding in learning and influenced educational strategies. These strategies are forms of classical conditioning and include repetitive learning and rote memorisation (e.g. writing the same word repeatedly). (Third Space Learning, 2024). The repetitive learning and association between ‘stimulus and response’ helped to support the reinforcement of behaviours. (McLeod, 2024).
What are your thoughts on classical conditioning?
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Let’s compare our two competitors shall we…In the blue corner we have Burrhus Frederic Skinner…
…

…and in the green corner we have Ivan Pavlov.
B.F Skinner
· Behaviourist approach to learning, believing and demonstrating his theory of operant conditioning could control behaviours. (McLeod, 2024).
· Demonstrated his theory on rats (Skinner’s Box). (Good Therapy, 2016) (Cherry, 2024).
· Reinforced wanted behaviours with ‘rewards’ and unwanted behaviours with ‘punishments’.  (McLeod, 2024).
· Influenced J.B Watsons ‘Little Albert Experiment’. (Study, 2022).
· Studied the consequences of behaviours and what occurred after. (Study, 2022).

Ivan Pavlov
· Behaviourist approach to learning, believing and demonstrating his theory of classical conditioning could condition behaviours. (Cherry, 2020).
· Demonstrated his theory on dogs. (Pavlov’s Dogs Experiment). (McLeod, 2024).
· Used associative learning to conditioned behaviours. (Main, 2023).
· Influenced J.B Watsons ‘Little Albert Experiment’. (McLeod, 2024).
· Studied the effect of a ‘stimuli’ and the impact it had on behaviour. (Study, 2022).












Both theorists believed their theories would support the understanding of behaviours.  Although both theorists’ share similarities, including their learning and demonstration on animals. 
Someone phone the RSPCA! 
 They each studied different areas of behaviour…· Skinner focused his studies on the effect reinforcements have on behaviour. (Study, 2022). 
· For Example, he would look at how a consequence such as ‘time out’ would influence an individual and their behaviour. 
· Skinner believed any ‘age-appropriate’ skill could be taught if his five actions were implemented. (Williams, 2018).  (Skydiving baby). 



· Pavlov looked at how behaviours could be conditioned or changed by using a specific stimulus. (Study, 2022).
· For Example, his ‘Pavlov’s Dogs Experiment’. Kudos to Chernigov who helped to prove this was possible. 
· Pavlov wanted to condition the existing behaviours to a conditioned response. He did this by using associative learning. (Main, 2023).













Choose your theorist…
[image: Behavior and Social Learning | Human Development and Education]








(Human Development and Education, 2014)


Similarities 
· Both were psychologist.
· [bookmark: _Int_Q1XSZpTl]Both demonstrated their experiments of conditioning on animals.
· Both used associative learning to develop behaviours.
· Both influenced and outlined the work of J.B Watson.
· Both types of conditioning resulted in the learning and manipulation of the environment around the subject.
· Both used a positive ‘reinforcement’ for desired behaviours. (Cherry, 2023).
Differences 
· Pavlov looked at how he could condition a neutral stimulus before a behaviour occurs. Skinner applied reinforcements to control the behaviours.
· Pavlov focused his studies on the automatic behaviours that occurred. Skinner focused on ‘strengthening’ and ‘weakening’ behaviours. (David Wentzel LLC, 2014) (Study, 2022).

Pavlov’s theory relied on involuntary behaviours to allow a neutral stimulus to be placed before the behaviour. This was done to trigger an association between the neutral stimulus and the behaviour.  After time the individual would subconsciously associate the stimulus (sound, word, action, etc) with the new learned response. (Cherry, 2023). 
[bookmark: _Int_UXglHSPs][bookmark: _Int_2gvITG0Z]Skinner’s theory aimed to condition and control voluntary behaviours. The theory showed the effect and influence consequences and rewards have on behaviours. Skinner believed behaviour that was followed by a consequence would less likely be repeated and behaviour that was followed by a reward would likely reoccur. (McLeod, 2024).
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Where do we see these theories now?... Everywhere!
Both these theories are used in schools, sometimes unknowingly. For example, Skinners operant conditioning theory is implemented when we use any reinforcement for behaviours. These reinforcements are slowly conditioning the behaviours and teaching the children to associate certain behaviours with a reward or punishment. Pavlov’s theory is shown when use a stimulus is used to create a response. (McLeod, 2024). An example of this could be the unconditioned stimulus is the bell, and the unconditioned response is lining up. After time the children will show their new learnt behaviour when they hear the bell. Showing the results of associative learning.
Positive reinforcements (rewards)
[image: ][image: What is Operant Conditioning? Structural Learning]An example of a physical positive reinforcements that I use to encourage positive behaviour is Dojo points, stickers, sensory room, postcards home, etc. I use these types of positive reinforcements throughout the day to reward behaviours I want to see and to encourage other children to follow. Not all children benefit from the same reinforcements, so I use a different approach for each child depending on their age and interests, etc. For some children, a sticker may be the right approach to reward and encourage positive behaviour, but for another this might not work as they don’t see a sticker as a benefit to them. Skinner believed a form of nonverbal communication like a smile was a positive reinforcement as it showed a positive environment and encouragement for learning. (Birenbaum, 2024).
(Northmead Childcare, 2024)
(Main, 2022)


Both classical and operant conditioning theories are demonstrated when reinforcements are used in school to manage behaviours. These reinforcements are repeated to condition behaviours and create an association between the reward and behaviour. For example, a merit assembly in our school is a way to show appreciation and reward the children who have shown positive behaviours throughout the week. The children have formed an association between the merit assembly and a reward as they know if their name is called, they are being rewarded for their behaviour. After the merit assembly they get to choose their reward. Meaning the merit assembly is used as a reinforcement for positive behaviours. 
Negative reinforcements (punishments)
Skinner referred to a negative reinforcement as a physical act used to weaken behaviours. (Cherry, 2024). I’m happy to say we do not use physical acts in our school to ‘weaken’ behaviours, but we do use forms of negative reinforcements. I believe negative reinforcements should only be used when necessary. I prefer to use positive reinforcements to encourage wanted behaviours and to help set examples for what I expect from other children. An example of when I have used a negative reinforcement is when I have asked a child to stop talking during a lesson. When the child continued to talk, I took time off their free play. The negative reinforcement used in this example was the time the child had taken off their free play. Skinner believed this reinforcement would weaken the unwanted behaviour. (Cherry, 2024). In this case the unwanted behaviour was the talking during lesson time. 

Do you recognise these theories in your work?
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