Critically evaluate the effectiveness of transferring learning theory to the classroom. (2500)

Human beings learn by changing their behaviour due to past experiences (Stern, 2017). Learning theories provide possible explanations for how people gather, recall, and retain knowledge when they are learning. (Gandhi & Mukherji, 2023). Within psychology there are several behavioural learning theories, including observational learning, conditional learning, operant conditioning and many more (Gandhi & Mukherji, 2023). However, this essay will be focusing on the use of operant conditioning in the classroom and using empirical evidence to evaluate how effect it is to help students learn. 
[bookmark: _Int_G1SBJ40V][bookmark: _Int_jQGjTWfF]Operant conditioning was invented by B.F. Skinner in the late 1930s. He described operant conditioning as a teaching strategy that uses rewards and punishments for behaviour. Either a positive or negative association is created between an action and its outcome by operant conditioning (Staddon & Cerutti, 2002). An example of this conditioning would be if a child was to tidy their room. The parent would reward them with pocket money for their good behaviour, in order to encourage this behaviour to occur again. However, if the child refused to tidy their room, they would be punished for this negative behaviour, such as not being able to watch television. The child would associate refusing to tidy their room with a restriction of watching television, which would discourage this behaviour. 
Additionally, operant conditioning is used in a classroom environment to encourage desirable behaviours. Numerous research demonstrated how well operant conditioning methods worked to change children's behaviour in a variety of situations (McAllister et al., 1969). The first example of operant learning to adapt behaviour in the classroom would be the good behaviour game (GBG). The goal of the good behaviour game is to reduce disruptive behaviour in educational environments. The GBG divides a class into groups and each team had to follow the rules set to win, such as no talking or leaving their desk without permission. When a student was caught breaking one of these rules, they received a line on the whiteboard. The team that won would get certain privileges such as having an extended playtime at the end of the day. This procedure's effectiveness has been demonstrated in a range of student ages, and its simplicity of use and long-term benefits have added to its appeal in educational settings (Joslyn et al., 2014).
Donaldson et al. (2011) supports the effectiveness of the GBG. They aimed to explore the effectiveness of the good behaviour game in kindergarten classrooms. An Illinois public school district recruited five kindergarten teachers from each of its three primary campuses to serve as implementers. 98 students participated in the general education classes, ranging from 15 to 22 in each class. The teacher divided the classes in such a way that both teams were equally likely to win, meaning the students who had previously demonstrated problematic behaviour were split equally across the groups. Before the game began, the students were told the rules, how to win and the rewards of the team who won. The GBG's rules were to keep hands and feet to themselves, cross their legs and wait to talk until the teacher signals that everyone is eligible to respond. (Donaldson et al., 2011).
[bookmark: _Int_n0lr3E4Y]The findings suggested that disruptive behaviour had decreased in all classes whilst playing the GBG. Additionally, the day Teacher 2 started using the GBG, a new student joined her class and at first refused to play the game. After a while, the new student joined the class for group lessons and eventually altered their behaviour and performed well on the GBG. However, the observers in each classroom concluded that teachers were not consistently marking the board each time a student misbehaved. In fact, only 60% of negative behaviour was noted by the teachers, which may have affected which team won and does not accurately show the effectiveness of the GBG. Overall, even though the teachers did not mark down every time a student misbehaved, the GBG does still show effectiveness as there was a decrease in negative behaviour. Therefore, it would have been more effective if the teachers had stayed consistent with noting each time a child misbehaved. Likewise, the students were given weekly rewards rather than daily. By having daily rewards, it may motivate the students more to show desirable  behaviour as they are being rewarded more frequently (Donaldson et al., 2011). 
In continuation, Hier et al. (2023) conducted a study to examine how the Good Behaviour Game affected the academic engagement of the entire class during online classroom lessons during COVID-19. The study took place in a small town in New York and consisted of three different classrooms including 10-22 students in each, depending on attendance, and an observer on each of the calls. Academic engagement was characterized by two types of behaviours: actively engaged such as responding to questions in class or chat, raising one's hand in person or by displaying a "raise hand" icon, or following instructions. Inactive engagement includes sitting down and physically positioning themselves towards the screen. Students with their cameras off were noted as not engaged. Teachers A and B provided rewards such as being able to leave the call earlier than others or free time with peers on the ‘breakout room’, whereas teacher C included rewards such as spending time with the teacher, giving them a 100% on their worst day's grade, early leave from class, study sessions with peers in separate rooms, engaging in online gaming. Prior to the game, the students were told the rules, where to find the list of teammates and team's points and the rewards for the winning team (Hier et al.,2023).
The findings showed that the GBG was linked to statistically significant increases in students' academic engagement in their online classes that ranged from moderate to strong. The results suggested that classroom C had the highest score for engagement during the online sessions, as they had the least number of marks for misbehavior. However, it was not noted that the classes were distributed evenly regarding previous disruptive behaviour. This suggests that classroom C might be an engaged class regardless of the GBG, which would put them at advantage from the other two classes. Additionally, teacher C had a wider range of rewards. Which could have made the students more focused compared to the other two classes who only had a choice between two possible rewards. In continuation, as it was an online teaching environment it was quite hard to set rules that applied to everyone. For example, if the student’s camera was turned off, they were noted as not engaged. This does not consider the possibility of their camera being broken or the student feeling uncomfortable with the camera on. They could have been participating actively even when they were off-screen or had their cameras turned off. Therefore, for future research they should consider other ways of measuring engagement on an online lesson (Hier et al.,2023).
Another form of operant conditioning in the classroom would be the token economy. In a token economy, tokens are awarded for positive behaviour and can be traded for goods or experiences that will likely reinforce the behaviour. In behavioural intervention, token economies are used frequently to increase desirable behaviour and reduce the likelihood of undesired behaviour (Cihon et al., 2018).
[bookmark: _Int_9I55ka1t] In classrooms, reinforcement and reward systems, such as stickers or reward charts are often used to boost students' academic performance and manage desired behaviours in the learning environment. Phungphai & Boonmoh (2021) conducted an exploratory study to find out how students felt about using rewards, including stickers or verbal praise, to improve behaviour and foster personal growth in the classroom. The researcher decided to conduct a study that included 13–14-year-olds who were studying English, as there was a lack of research carried out in secondary schools regarding learning theories. The rewards included tangible rewards such as special certificates or having a sweet treat or intangible rewards that included verbal praise or a positive note sent home. The student would be rewarded for showing good behaviour such as being on time for lessons or participating well in class activities. The study was held over 12 weeks and included three phases. The first phase (6 weeks) did not include the reward program. The second phase (week 7-8) the students required to collect stickers from demonstrating self-development and good behaviour. The third phase (week 10-12) the students were rewarded with medals and certificates for showing achievement. The students were required to write a reflection after each phase to see if their responses changed (Phungphai & Boonmoh, 2021). 
The findings suggest that the students were satisfied with the reward system and from phase 2 onwards, it encouraged motivation and engagement within the lessons. From reading the responses from the participants, it shows that their enjoyment, motivation and engagement levels all increased significantly by the final phase. The students also mentioned that they could trade their stickers in for a more desirable reward. This strongly encouraged the children to display good behaviour in the class, as they were able to compete against each other to get the greatest number of stickers. However, it is believed that receiving a reward for completing a task in a lesson may undermine one's intrinsic motivation, as they be more focused on collecting stickers rather than enjoying the subject being taught. Additionally, the teacher should have taken part in the study, to explore their experience of using the reward system in the classroom and whether they found the students were more engaged and motivated or not (Phungphai & Boonmoh, 2021).
Additionally, Mirzamani et al. (2011) also conducted a study that supported the effectiveness of the token economy. The aim of the study was to examine how academic achievement of male ninth-grade students with intellectual disabilities are affected by social and token economic stimuli in an experimental science class in Tehran Province (Mirzamani et al.,2011). Three cities from the province of Tehran were picked by multistage cluster sampling, and one school was chosen from each city. The study included ten students with IQs ranging from 60 to 70 and ages ranging from 13 to 17 were chosen at random. The students were assigned into a group of either token economy reinforcement, social reinforcement or controlled group. Before their science class, it was explained how the reinforcements would be received. For the token economy reinforcements group, a certain token type was chosen, and the process for transferring the token to reinforcements was made very clear. To receive a token, the students from both groups had to get 60% or higher on their test at the end of the lesson, however, this did not include the control group. After the students got their marks back from the test, they received a token if their mark was over 60%. The students could either keep saving up their tokens or trade them in depending on which reward they desired to have from the list of rewards (Mirzamani et al., 2011). 
The findings suggest that the classroom that used token economy reinforcements had the greatest academic achievement compared to the social reinforcement and control group. The results did show that there was an increase in achievement from using social reinforcement, but the token economy was the most successful. This suggests that the students preferred to receive a physical reward, especially food, rather than a smile or a high-five. Given that mentally impaired students value material reinforcements more than social reinforcements and find social reinforcements less appealing, this may suggest why the token reinforcement was the most successful. In continuation, the study only included a small sample of mentally impaired male students, therefore, for future studies they could include a larger study which involves both male and female and possibly compare their results to non-impaired students, to test the effectiveness of the token economy (Mirzamani et al., 2011).
[bookmark: _Int_9MZ3eKwy]Furthermore, another strategy used to promote desired behaviour in the classroom would be the use of social stories. Social Stories are customized short stories that teach appropriate behaviour and give examples of suitable reactions, helping children and teenagers with autism spectrum disorders understand how to behave in social situations. Each box is broken down into sections and filled with words and pictures relating to actions the teacher is trying to encourage the student to achieve (Ali & Saad, 2016). 
Golzari et al. (2015) conducted a study that aimed to find out how social stories helped male students with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) with their social abilities. The study included 30 male participants who were either assigned to an experimental group or a control group. The Social abilities Scale developed by Stone and colleagues was used to measure the pre- and post-test social abilities of both groups. The experimental group included 16 sessions of social stories, whereas the control group did not. Each child was given four stories that included 5-10 descriptive sentences and simple pictures for the children to understand. Each story starts with background information on the child and the class. As an example, "My name is A, I'm in level 2, and I sit next to P on the second row. I occasionally talk too loudly in class and leave without asking permission”. To help the child comprehend other people's perspectives, perspective statements are then given to them. "My teacher gets angry when I speak loudly," for instance. Then the child's understanding of the story was evaluated by asking questions regarding the story such as "Why is your teacher angry?". After eight weeks, the parents again filled out the Stone and colleagues (2000) social skills questionnaire as a post-test review (Golzari et al., 2015). 
The findings demonstrated that, in comparison to the control group, the experimental group's general social abilities had increased significantly because of the social story's intervention. Additionally, the male autistic student’s understanding and ability to take perspectives and interaction with others were enhanced by the social story intervention. However, for future research, researchers could look at the impact of social stories on the social skills of different youth groups with special needs, particularly those who have extra intellectual and developmental disabilities and include both genders. Future researchers should also investigate how social stories affect adults with ASD's social abilities (Golzari et al., 2015). 
To conclude, it is clear to see that students respond well to the learning strategies used in the classroom, including the good behaviour game, token economy and social stories. The studies used have supplied empirical evidence to show the effectiveness of these strategies used with a variety of students. The studies suggest that the students are determined to achieve when they know that there is a reward involved, especially tangible rewards. However, it is possible for reward systems to affect student’s intrinsic motivation, therefore rewards should not be used too frequently, more of a treat, so that it does not affect the child’s motivation or intrinsic motivation. Operant learning strategies, such as the ones mentioned, should be encouraged as they are effective ways of teaching children to behave positively and show desirable behaviour in the classrooms.
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