Critically evaluate one learning theory and discuss how this theory can be used in the classroom. 

Learning can be seen as a fundamental process that plays a crucial role in shaping human behaviour and also emotions. It is the process of obtaining new information, knowledge and skills through experience and observation. Learning theories in psychology are concerned with understanding how this process occurs and what factors influence it. There are four main schemas of learning theories, behaviourism, cognitivism, constructivism, and social learning theory. These theories provide a framework for studying and explaining learning and have been influential in shaping the field of psychology. Understanding these theories can help us better understand the learning process and apply this knowledge to not only our own learning but also teaching experiences. 

This essay is going to be focusing on the theories of behaviourism. Operant and classical conditioning are two well- known learning theories in psychology. Classical conditioning (Pavlovian conditioning) is a type of learning where association is formed between a neutral stimulus and a naturally occurring stimulus. This association leads to a learned response, for example, Pavlov’s dogs learned to salivate at the sound of a bell after it was paired with food (learning through association). Operant conditioning, on the other hand, is a type of learning where behaviour is influenced and shaped by consequences. Behaviours that are reinforced are more likely to be repeated, whereas behaviours that are punished are less likely to be repeated. An example of this is Skinner’s box, a rat learnt that when they pressed a lever, they would be rewarded with food but behaviours that did not end with a reward were extinguished (learning through positive and negative reinforcement). Both operant and classical conditioning are important in understanding how individuals learn and behave in response to their environment (Cherry, 2022).

Classical conditioning has many different advantages and disadvantages. An advantage is that is says that an individual’s environment effects what they do, for example, what someone may choose to do as a job depends on how much their bills are, an individual may be more of a caring person due to how and where they were brought up. It also suggests that the social interactions an individual has also influences their behaviours, for example, their friends may encourage them to behave in a certain way and give them praise and the feeling of belonging, so by participating in that behaviour, the individual will associate it with feeling rewarded by their peers. Classical conditioning can also help with addictions as the individual can associate their addiction with negative thoughts and feelings which can help them to quit. However, it does not take into consideration free will. This theory suggests that the environment an individual is in directly influences how they behave, but it does not account for their own free will, meaning that if an individual is leaning towards behaving in an undesirable way (according to this theory) they can not get themselves out of it even if they know it is wrong (Editor in Chief, 2019).

An advantage of operant conditioning is that it is a valuable tool when training animals, for example, if a dog sits on command, they get a treat etc. However, a negative of this is that it has been used many times with animals and they are completely different to humans, what works on a dog most definitely will not work on a human being. Because of this, it can be unclear and quite difficult to use (Ayres, 2017). 

Both operant and classical conditioning can be used in a variety of different situations, such as, parenting or workplace management but this essay is going to focus on the use of this learning theory in a classroom setting. It is useful to have these theories handy in a classroom setting for many different reasons. It helps to encourage motivation, creates a safe and positive environment for children to work in and creates obedient and hardworking students, which helps them in the future when they have jobs (Liisi, 2020). In a teaching environment though, it is important to know how efficiently these theories work and also know how to use them ethically and effectively. 

This behaviour theory can be an important tool to have when in a classroom for many different reasons. Firstly, it can help eliminate disruptive behaviour. For example, in primary school, if a child is interrupting the classroom, they can be given a timeout or on the other hand, if the child is doing really well in class, they may get a sticker or some kind of reward. This will therefore encourage the children to behave in a good manner as they would not want to be ‘punished’ for being disruptive. Secondly, if the class will not settle down, the teacher can stand in a certain spot with their arms crossed or countdown from five, overtime this will let the children understand and learn that when this happens, they need to quieten down and listen to what the teacher has to say (Loveless, 2022). 

Kern and Clemens (2007) did a literature review on ways that teachers can help create desired behaviours in their classrooms. Some of these are, clear and simple rules which are consistently used and applied, frequent use of praise, both verbal and non- verbal as it has shown to have effects on not only the student but by those around them too, make sure each student has the skills and abilities they need to complete tasks and change the task for those who don’t, seating arrangements and effective instructions and commands when getting the students attention. They believe that these things, compared with others, used in a consistent and strategic way increases the probability of enhanced learning and decreases any unwanted behaviours (Parsonson, 2012). Token economies are also a good way to help achieve desired behaviours. These are points or tokens that can be collected by rewarding s student for their good work and can also be traded for rewards. When a child, for example, hands in their homework on time or helps tidy up after an activity they will receive a token. By doing this, the children are learning to associate that not only when they do certain things, they will be rewarded but also that if they do not do these things, they will not get a token. This will then help the child to take part in these behaviours as they also would like to be rewarded, especially if they see their peers getting them (Parsonson, 2012).

Skinner’s theory of operant conditioning can be applied to assist teachers in managing the classroom. Mcleod, 2007 says that during the first few days, the teachers should already start utilising reinforcement as it will help establish a much quicker association between the expected behaviour and the response. They should also institute both the positive and negative consequences early on as it will lead creating an environment where learning can occur without any disruptive behaviour. Some examples of this could be that if a child raises their hand when asking or answering a question, the teacher will praise that act so then they are more likely to raise their hand the next time they have something to say. On the other hand, if a child shouts an answer out the teacher may tell they off, therefore eliminating any undesirable behaviours (Cherry, 2022).  

One advantage of using operant conditioning in the classroom is that it allows teachers to shape student’s behaviour in a systematic way. By reinforcing a desirable behaviour with rewards, teachers can help students learn positive habits that will help them in the future. An example of using operant conditioning is that a teacher may reward a student for completing their homework on time. This can help students develop a sense of responsibility and discipline, which are important life skills. However, there are also some disadvantages of using operant conditioning in the classroom. One of these concerns are that it might lead to an overemphasis on extrinsic rewards rather than intrinsic motivation. This means that a student may only work hard so that they can be rewarded, which means that they might not understand the value of said behaviour which doesn’t work in the long term. Another disadvantage is that it can be very time consuming to apply these techniques especially if the teachers have limited resources or a large class size. Furthermore, it can create a hostile classroom environment depending on the punishments that are given and will in turn lead to it not being as effective in the long term.

Classical conditioning can also be used in a classroom setting to promote desirable behaviours. One way they can achieve this is by pairing an anxiety- provoking situation (such as presenting in front of the class) with a pleasant surrounding environment. By doing this, it will help the student learn new association’s so instead of feeling anxious and overwhelmed when faced with this task, they can learn to be relaxed and calm (Gans, 2023). Another way classical conditioning can be used in a classroom setting is by using transition notifications, for example, using some form of sound to let the children know that its time to move on to the next task. By doing this, the children will learn to associate that sound with moving on to a different task. Furthermore, a final way it can be used is by giving positive feedback, when a student receives positive feedback, they will associate the behaviour that occurred with positive feedback and the behaviour will most likely reoccur. On the other hand, when a student sees someone get positive feedback, they wish that they could get it so then they are more likely to also behave in that way, therefore encouraging positive behaviours (Ph.D, 2021). 

 There was a study conducted by Parish et al., 1975 to see if the use of classical conditioning can help reduce aggressive behaviours in children in a classroom environment. They shown these children pictures of aggressive behaviours paired with negative words and responses. Overall, they found that the children who were shown these pictures displayed less aggressive behaviours. This means that the children learned to associate negative behaviours with negative responses.  

Classical conditioning can be a powerful tool when used to shape behaviour but that does not mean that it is without its faults. There are both positive and negative aspects to classical conditioning, one of which is, it can be used to help create positive associations. This meaning that, a teacher may use it to associate a certain noise or word with praise or a reward. This can therefore help motivate students to participate in the desired behaviour and in turn help create a positive classroom environment. However, one concern of this type of conditioning is that it can create unwanted associations. A specific example of this is if a student has a negative experience with a certain teacher, they can start to associate that teacher with that subject and have negative feelings towards it, even if the teacher is no longer there. This could then cause they child to display more unwanted behaviours in that classroom. Also, classical conditioning requires a lot of hard work and repetition in order for it to be successful, which means it is very time consuming and time is not something a teacher has if they want to get through the lesson plan. 

Whilst these learning theories have many different advantages and disadvantages to one another, they both have a major disadvantage when working in a classroom setting. This is that they both fail to take into consideration an individuals homelife. For example, a child could be acting up at school because they aren’t receiving any attention from their parents/ guardians at home and when the teacher punishes them for misbehaving then they are only adding onto the way the child gets treated at home. Just as if a child is displaying the desired behaviour at school, they might not show it at home or they might just be a shy child. This theory does not take into account what may or may not be happening outside of the classroom, another example of this is that a child may not be able to complete their homework on time due to circumstances out of their control and they get punished for it when they are at school or if a child gets their homework in on time and is constantly receiving good grades, that could be because their parents are forcing that on them. Overall, there are many different factors that could result in a child behaving in the way that they do, and maybe operant and classical conditioning will not work for everyone.   

In conclusion, both operant and classical conditioning are learning theories that can be applied widely in a classroom setting. Whilst they both have their strengths and weaknesses; they can be a powerful tool for shaping behaviours and creating positive learning environments. Operant conditioning focuses on positive and negative reinforcement to create desired behaviours whilst dismissing the undesired ones. Whereas classical conditioning involves learning through association to achieve and minimise said behaviours. They have both been used in multiple different settings such as through education and even though they both have their faults; they are a very powerful tool to use. Overall, both classical and operant conditioning have been majorly instrumental in understanding the learning processes and behaviours. However, it is important to understand that they are not exhaustive in explaining all aspects of learning and behaviour. They are both important concepts in psychology and have provided a framework for understanding how behaviour can be shaped through learning, they have also been instrumental in advancing understandings and will continue to be relevant in the field of psychology. 
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