Critically evaluate ONE learning theory and discuss how this theory can be used in the classroom.
Learning is a continuous process involving converting information and experiences into knowledge, skills, behaviours, and attitudes (Ormrod, 2016). This process is complex and dynamic, requiring the integration of cognitive, behavioural, and social factors. Learning theories have provided an essential framework for understanding how individuals acquire skills, knowledge and attitudes. This field of psychology seeks to understand the processes involved in learning and the aspects that influence the learning outcome (Ertmer and Newby, 2013). A range of learning theories have been introduced over the years, including cognitive, behavioural and social learning theories (Kasonde Ng’andu et al., 2013). One of the more distinct learning theories is the behaviourist theory, behaviourism, which accentuates the role of environmental factors in shaping behaviour (Skinner, 1953). For the purpose of this essay, the behavioural theory, behaviourism, will be critically evaluated, and implications for classroom learning will be thoroughly discussed.
Behaviourist theory, behaviourism, has been around for many years and is believed to be founded by John B. Watson in the early 19 hundreds (Malone, 2014). This theory is focused on observable and measurable behaviours. These behaviours, according to behaviourists, are shaped by the environment through learning (Krapfl, 2016). Behaviourists think stimulus-response relationships can clarify behaviour; stimulus sparks a response/behaviour. Also, believing that to be able to predict and understand behaviours, the relationship between the stimuli and response must be observed and analysed. From a behaviourist’s perspective, all behaviours are learnt through interactions with the environment and can be modified through rewards and/or punishments (Skinner, 1938). 
Furthermore, reinforcement is a crucial concept in behaviourist learning theory and involves the use of rewards and punishments in order to shape behaviours, otherwise known as operant conditioning. There are two types of reinforcement: positive and negative. Firstly, positive reinforcement is giving a reward or some incentive to get a desired behaviour; this can increase the likelihood of the desired behaviour being repeated in the future (Staddon and Cerutti, 2003). Research has shown that positive reinforcement can improve workplace productivity, increase exercise and improve academic performance (Daniels and Larson, 2001; Lepper et al., 2005; Cameron and Pierce, 1994), also research by Kazdin (2018) has indicated that positive reinforcement can be a helpful tool for shaping behaviours in people who have developmental disabilities. Secondly, negative reinforcement involves the removal of something unpleasant to increase the likelihood of a desired behaviour being repeated (Graham, 2019). Valenchon et al. (2018) conducted an experience on horses to identify whether negative or positive reinforcement was better for performance, finding that when taught with negative reinforcement, the most unlikely of the group would perform much better due to the negative reinforcement. In contrast, the positive reinforcement did not change the horses’ behaviour. Valenchon et al. (2018) suggest that there would be a similar outcome in humans and, depending on the individual, positive reinforcement may not always be the best teaching method. Overall operant conditioning learns the association between behaviours displayed and consequences. Moreover, another critical aspect of behaviourism is that of classical conditioning, learning associations between two stimuli. An example would be a dog learning to associate the sound of a bell with food, where eventually, the dog would salivate to the sound of the bell alone (Pavlov, 1897). 
Behaviourism has been criticised because it focuses only on observable behaviours and excludes mental processes and consciousness. This makes it limited to understanding complex behaviours (Friedman and Schustack, 2021). Behaviourism fails to account for individual differences in behaviour and learning due to behaviourism assuming all humans respond the same to the same stimuli (Skinner, 1950). Also, this theory completely ignores the cognitive processes (attention, perception, memory), which can affect learning and behaviours (Bandura, 1977), ignoring essential factors like motivation and emotion. However, there have been many positive criticisms alongside negative ones. Firstly, behaviourism has practical applications within education and has been used to develop effective teaching strategies (Skinner, 1968; Lysakowski and Walberg, 2015). Secondly, this theory has been based upon scientific principles which use objective methods to study behaviours; this makes the theory a reliable approach to understanding human behaviour (Chiesa and Seretti, 2014). Lastly, Hersen and Sturmey (2012) have stated that behaviourism strongly emphasises empirical evidence, resulting in the development of numerous effective treatments for various psychological disorders.
Additionally, with the criticisms, good and bad, of behaviourism, the reinforcement theory, although it is a branch of the behaviourism theory, holds its own limitations. First, there has been an overemphasis on positive reinforcement, which leads to a lack of attention given to negative reinforcement and punishment as methods for shaping behaviour (Rehfeldt, 2020). Reinforcement theory also has limited generalisability because the behaviour reinforced in one setting may not generalise to other settings – behaviours reinforced in school may not be brought into the home (Mace et al., 2010). Skinner (1971) also aided in identifying ethical concerns that were associated with using reinforcement – primarily when reinforcement was used as an attempt to manipulate/control the behaviours of individuals. In addition, using punishment as a form of consequence has ethical implications, and it may not always be effective in altering behaviour in the long term (Gershoff, 2013). However, there are benefits to the reinforcement theory. Positive reinforcement has been shown to increase motivation and engagement in learning (Rathel et al., 2021). Reinforcement has also been shown to be an effective tool for changing behaviours, specifically in educational settings (Cooper et al., 2019). Also, creating a reinforcement schedule can be individualised to meet the needs of each learner (Graff and Karsten, 2012). 
The criticisms outlined above suggest that while reinforcement theory has practical applications in various settings, including education, it is essential to consider its limitations and ethical implications when using it to change behaviour. Alternative theories and approaches to alter behaviours, for instance, cognitive-behavioural therapy and acceptance and commitment therapy, have emerged as possible options for traditional behaviourism (Hayes et al., 2011).
Moreover, within classroom behaviourism, reinforcement can be utilised to encourage desirable behaviours and discourage undesirable behaviours (Mazurek et al., 2020). A study by Strickland et al. (2012) explored positive reinforcement in a classroom setting with students with ADHD. The study utilised the token economy, students earn tokens when a desirable behaviour is shown, and the tokens could be exchanged for a reward. Strickland et al. (2012) found that using positive reinforcement increased on-task behaviours whilst also decreasing off-task behaviours. Another study by Cooper et al. (2019) also explored positive reinforcement within a classroom setting and found that positive reinforcement effectively increased desirable behaviours in the classroom. This study differed from Strickland et al.’s (2012) study as it used multiple positive reinforcement strategies, which include using rewards, praise and also, and social reinforcement; reinforcement that happens when the behaviour of an individual is positively reinforced by the praise, approval, or attention of others (Skinner, 1953; Bandura, 1977; Zhang et al., 2021). Cooper et al. (2019) found that using positive reinforcement within the classroom resulted in an increase in engagement in learning and improved the behaviours of the students. 
However, Greene and Lepper (2019) conducted a study with 204 students who were randomly selected to receive rewards or verbal praise for completing academic tasks. They found no significant difference between groups regarding academic performance, behaviour or motivation. Concluding that positive reinforcement did not lead to improved behaviours, performance or motivation in primary school students. This is further supported by Cerasoli et al.’s (2020) study that found that positive reinforcement, in the form of rewards for educational performance, did not increase academic accomplishment or motivation among secondary school students. This study randomly assigned 108 high school student participants into two groups: monetary rewards and no rewards for achieving academic goals. Cerasoli et al. (2020) concluded that no significant differences were found between both groups in terms of academic accomplishment and motivation.
Positive reinforcement, regarding it as a behavioural strategy within the classroom, is a widely explored area in educational psychology. As highlighted in the above literature positive reinforcement involves the use of rewards, praise or attention to encourage desirable behaviours and discourage undesirable behaviours. Two studies by Strickland et al. (2012) and Cooper et al. (2019) both found positive reinforcement to be an effective tool in increasing desirable behaviours and increasing the engagement in learning. However, the effectiveness of positive reinforcement has been challenged by Greene and Lepper (2019) and Cerasoli et al. (2020). These conflicting findings raise important questions about the efficacy of positive reinforcement as classroom strategies. These results could be down to a variety of factors including the behaviours that are being reinforced, individual differences and the nature of the rewards/praise. Perhaps, students would have faired differently in the opposite group, one may do better with social reinforcement in comparison to tangible rewards. Also, it could be possible that positive reinforcement may not be as effective in long term and could create a dependency on external rewards to motivate the individual and could overall diminish the value of the overall learning experience (Bosticco and Colombo, 2021). It has been disputed that positive reinforcement has the potential to promote compliance instead of genuine engagement and creativity – students display the desirable behaviour to get a reward rather than valuing the lesson itself (Schneider et al., 2018). 
Furthermore, on the flip side of positive reinforcement there is negative reinforcement; involving removal of an unpleasant stimuli to increase the likelihood of a behaviour occurring again. A study conducted by Ferguson and Houghton (2012) analysed the use of negative reinforcements in a classroom setting.  This study utilised contingency contracts; students are given a certain task and needed to complete it before being allowed to engage in a preferred activity. Ferguson and Houghton (2012) found the use of negative reinforcement decreased disruptive behaviours in students who had emotional and/or behavioural disorders. Another study by Chitiyo and Wheeler (2012) also analysed the use of negative reinforcement in a classroom setting, however, they utilised a time-out procedure where students were removed from the class for a small amount of time when they displayed disrupted behaviours. Chitiyo and Wheeler (2012) found that the time out period resulted in decreased disruptive behaviours and also found an increase in on-task behaviours. 
However, Kurz and Winke (2019) conducted a study to investigate the effectiveness of using negative reinforcement by using negative feedback on student performance and motivation and found that negative feedback (negative reinforcement) on its own did not improve academic performance or motivation and suggest that having amore balanced approach, positive and negative feedback combined (positive and negative reinforcement) could be a more effective way of producing more desirable results. Another study by LaVergne and Bergquist (2020) looked into the effects of negative reinforcement on student behaviour within the classroom. Finding indicated that negative reinforcement on its own was not effective in decreasing problematic behaviours or increasing on-task behaviours. Like Kurz and Winke (2019) suggesting that a balance of both positive and negative reinforcement could be more effective. 
Negative reinforcement within a classroom, as seen above, has been investigated by many researchers. With results for the usage of negative reinforcement being found, yet also no benefits from using negative reinforcement alone were found by others. Suggesting that a well-balanced use of both positive and negative reinforcement would be more beneficial in classrooms than one or the other alone. To be able to use behaviourism in the classroom effectively requires careful preparations and execution. Mayer (2014) mentioned that students have different learning styles and abilities and may respond differently to reinforcement strategies, so a careful, balanced approach could be the best way forward.
In support of the studies above regarding negative reinforcement (Mayer, 2014; LaVergne and Bergquist, 2020; Kurz and Winke, 2019), Bouxsein et al. (2011) conducted a thematic analysis evaluated the separate and combined effects of positive and negative reinforcement contingencies to increase task compliance. The participant was a 14-year-old male with down syndrome. Using both praise and punishment. The study found that a combination of positive and negative reinforcement was most effective for increasing compliance and lower destructive behaviours (Bouxsein et al., 2011). The combination of both positive and negative reinforcement has been supported and demonstrated through research to be effective for increasing compliance whilst reducing levels of destructive behaviour (Kodak et al., 2007; Piazza et al., 1997; DeLeon et al., 2001; Lalli et al., 1999), indicating that a combination of both can be most beneficial within a classroom.
Overall, by the research utilised within this essay, it is clear that positive and negative reinforcement has an effective element to be used within the classroom to achieve desirable behaviours and help prevent undesirable behaviours. However, finding a well-balanced usage of both positive and negative reinforcement would be more beneficial within the classroom. Also, teachers need to clearly communicate what their expectations are to the students to create an understanding of the desirable behaviours required within a classroom and what behaviours are undesirable. Consequences for disruptive behaviours must be utilised for desirable and undesirable behaviours, and consistency should be applied amongst all students. 
To conclude, reinforcement theory (operant conditioning) has been found to work in a classroom as a helpful tool in shaping and increasing desirable behaviours whilst decreasing undesirable behaviours, whether that be solely positive reinforcement or solely negative reinforcement. However, to get better use of reinforcement within a classroom, a combination of both positive and negative reinforcement could be more beneficial. Using reinforcement within a classroom should be used with caution, also, consideration for ethical implications. Reinforcement should not be the sole method for shaping behaviours as these will not be carried into other parts of their life. Future research into behaviourism in the classroom would need to consider individual differences and, perhaps, a combination of positive and negative reinforcement and compare against other learning theories, as a balance of more than one may be more beneficial. Not forgetting that students within a classroom are different individuals; where one method may work for one, it also may not work for another.
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