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Operant Conditioning; How schools manipulate behaviour to suit the classroom. 
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It is commonplace in the UK for schools to use a traditional reward and sanction based behavioural policy. This is often seen with traffic light systems and golden time being given in primary schools, and moving on to secondary tends to see the use of point or merit systems such as ‘classcharts’ to document a learners behaviour throughout the school day, negative points accrue and result in sanctions such as detentions, phone-calls home and report cards, whereas positive points can be used to purchase rewards of the students choice such as stationary, charitable donations and early lunch passes (Currigan and Shackleton, 2022). This type of behaviour management is linked to a behaviourist theory of learning and teaching known as operant conditioning.

The term operant conditioning was coined by B.F Skinner (1948) who said that operant conditioning is the process in which we see behaviour that is rewarded to be repeated, and behaviours that incur sanctions are less likely to be repeated (McLeod, 2018). 

Skinner looked at reinforcement and punishment, and places these into 4 categories; 
Positive Reinforcement-adding something in order to increase the occurrence of a behaviour. For example, rewarding a learner with positive points for working quietly will increase the likelihood of those learners repeating this behaviour. 
Negative Reinforcement- removing something in order to increase the likelihood of a behaviour. For example, removing the class seating plan when learners work without disruption so they can sit with their peers, will increase the likelihood of reoccurring positive behaviour. A more subtle example could be removing negative labels, e.g. if Child A has a label of being untrustworthy, but a teacher removes that label and gives Child A responsibility, Child A will be more likely to exhibit trustworthy behaviour with that teacher.
 Positive Punishment- Adding something in order to decrease the occurrence of a behaviour. For example, adding negative points to a learners ‘classcharts’ account for disruptive behaviour will decrease the likelihood of the behaviour reoccurring.
 Negative Punishment- removing something in order to decrease the occurrence of a behaviour. For example, removing the learners breaktime by issuing a detention due to disruptive behaviour will decrease the likelihood of them repeating the behaviour (Mandriota, 2021).
As Skinners theory demonstrates, behaviourist pedagogy is based on a presumption that students are passive learners who are simply reacting to environmental stimulus, whether that be positive or negative (PHILO-notes, 2020). Whilst Skinner focusses on stimuli given directly to the learner in order to influence desired behaviour, behaviourist pedagogy does also consider the environment as a whole, especially when considering learners with Additional Learning Needs (ALN). Teachers should anticipate the dynamic of the classroom and adjust their practice accordingly, using a different pace of lesson, ensuring that seating plans suit all types of learners, and providing work that is differentiated to suit both independent learners and learners who require scaffolding and support. If the environment is structured on calmness, functionality and is supported by positive teacher, learner and peer relationships, then learners are likely to be more receptive to behaviourist pedagogy such as Skinners operant conditioning theory (McDonnell, 2011). 
Skinner also looked at the frequency of the reinforcements being given and how this affected his theory. He looked at several methods of delivering the reinforcement and found that continuous reinforcement, meaning a reinforcement was given every time, was effective, however it meant that elimination of the desired behaviour was likely if the reinforcement was to stop. For example, if a learner was given a positive point every time they completed their work, and suddenly this positive point stopped, the learner is likely to stop completing their work. Skinner stated that partial reinforcements are the most common and effective that we experience in everyday life, and he looked at four types; 
Fixed-Ratio- A reinforcement is given after a set number of desired behaviours, e.g., learner gets a positive phone call home after every 10 homework tasks are completed. 
Fixed-interval- there is a set amount of time between reinforcements e.g. school reports being sent home every 12 weeks. 
Variable-Ratio- reinforcements occur after varying desired behaviours, e.g. teacher sending positive notes home at random for students who they think have displayed desired behaviours. 
Variable- interval- no set time between reinforcements, e.g. desired behaviour earns a raffle ticket, the raffle may happen once a week, but the frequency of the learner winning something in the raffle is unknown (Practical Psychology, 2022). 
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Behaviouralist theory isn’t the only influence on teaching and learning. Lev Vygotsky (1934) worked to build his theories on constructivism. Unlike behaviouralists who see learners as passive, constructivists see learners to actively construct knowledge rather than to passively absorb it (university at Buffalo, 2022). Vygotsky theorised that learning is based in interaction with others, rather than interaction with the environment, known as sociocultural theory. Sociocultural theory believes that social interaction is fundamental to a person’s cognitive development, and that a person’s culture, and family values will shape a person’s development by equipping them with tools of intellectual adaptation, and that they need to acquire these beliefs and tools from a “more knowledgeable other” typically thought of as a parent or teacher but can include any individual who has more knowledge on the topic than the learner does (Future Learn, 2022). 
Vygotsky said there is three kinds of speech; 
External speech- speech is simple and need driven, it is used to express simple ideas and can include infants crying as an expression of emotion. 
Egocentric speech- the learner will speak aloud to themselves to aid learning, such as counting objects out-loud, sounding out words while learning to read, or planning what they are going to do. 
Inner speech- is the private, silent speech we experience in our own heads. This can be used for self-regulation, problem solving, develop thoughts feeling and beliefs internally. Vygotsky believed that it is only once this level of speech is achieved that a learner can access higher mental functions (Jones, 2009).
He believed that social learning precedes development, and therefore only once these social and cultural tools are acquired by an individual can they then develop speech, reasoning and higher mental functions (McLeod, 2022). This can be seen in the cases of children who have been raised by animals due to neglect, they have had little sociocultural experience with other humans and have instead adapted to the culture of the animals around them, which has hindered their further cognitive development. In 1991, 8-year-old Oxana was found living with dogs, she walked on all fours and growled, and had very limited vocabulary (MacDonald, 2015). Vygotsky said that as development is socially mediated, in order to guide development, adults needed to engage learners in meaningful activities, providing them with the ideas of what and how to think. 
Vygotsky discovered what is known as a ‘Zone of Proximal development’ which looks to measure difference in the abilities of what a learner can achieve independently versus, what the learner could potentially achieve with the guidance of a more knowledgeable other. There are 3 areas of this, in the middle there is what the learner can achieve independently this is the ‘zone of achieved development’, the next zone is the tasks the learner could achieve with guidance, the ‘zone of proximal development’, and in the outer zone is the tasks the learner cannot achieve, even with guidance. The Zone of proximal development theory aims to encourage growth in a learner’s ability through the use of scaffolding, reducing the difference between the two zones. (Cherry, 2022).
What is Scaffolding?
 Scaffolding involves an adult, or a more knowledgeable other using social interaction, demonstrating and guiding the learner to complete a task. It may begin with the adult just showing the learner how to complete the task, and gradually the adult will reduce their input until the learner is confident and capable of completing the task independently. For example, a teaching assistant could work with a learner on some maths problems, firstly they would show the learner how to do it completely, providing them with the terminology and formula needed to solve the problem, gradually they may work through several similar questions, each time the learner doing more of the problem independently, until the learner is able to answer the problems entirely independently. In this instance the child would have been scaffolded to explore their zone of proximal development, guided by their social interaction with a more knowledgeable other resulting in the learner being able to complete a task independently once scaffolding is removed (Heberle, Thomann & Carter, 2020). 
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There is an abundance of strengths and weaknesses to both constructivist and behaviourist theories when applied to pedagogy. Both theories have played part in underpinning educational transformation through the generations and legislative change to support learners, particularly those with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) in more recent years (PACEY, 2016). 
Operant conditioning 
Operant conditioning and other behaviourist theory are used throughout mainstream education. The Department for Education’s guidance for UK schools is that an environment should be created in which “good conduct is more likely, and poor conduct is less likely” (DfE, 2022). While it is accepted practice to use traffic-light behaviour management and merit-based reward and sanction systems, there are many negatives to using these. 
Traffic light systems are displayed in classrooms, in primary schools, there may be whole class rewards where the class can all ‘stay green’ and earn a reward. This does not acknowledge the learners with ALN, who may not be able to upkeep the same standard of behaviour as learners without ALN and can therefore invoke feelings of shame and undermine the learner’s confidence (O’Brien, 2021).  Another negative to the use of operant conditioning in classrooms is the external demand it places on learners without considering their intrinsic motivation, executive functioning skills, or whether their basic needs are being met (Maslow, 1943).  Many believe that behaviour is communication of an unmet need, and operant conditioning ignores this factor. For example, if a learner does not have enough food at home, they will be arriving at school hungry, they may be disruptive in lessons, operant conditioning may work to tackle the disruptive behaviour at the time, however it doesn’t acknowledge the cause of the problem and support the whole learner’s development, so as a whole operant conditioning could be seen as not inclusive (Thynne, 2022). 
One of the biggest advantages of using operant condition in learning is that it can be applied consistently and is predictable. This is beneficial especially to those with ALN, as it aids structure and routine within a classroom, whilst enforcing clear expectations and boundaries. The Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS) used by many learners with ALN is also based around operant conditioning, so continuity of the use of operant conditioning in pedagogy is beneficial to these learners (PECS, 2013). 
Sociocultural Theory
Comparatively, Vygotsky’s Sociocultural theory is inclusive, and child led, it looks at individual learners and how they can be scaffolded to achieve their Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). It focuses on differentiation, and scaffolding, enabling those with ALN to work alongside their peers, in mixed ability groups, with peers acting as more knowledgeable others. It sees learners as individuals and can be adapted to suit the individual needs of the learner, enabling them to build on their own individual skill set (McLeod, 2019) unlike operant conditioning, which sees the learner having to adapt to suit the environment (Overskied, 2018). 
Unlike operant conditioning, sociocultural theory also acknowledges Adverse Childhood Events (ACE’s) as it understands that learners are shaped by their social interaction within the family, if a learner has experienced negative social interaction, then this is the way they will display their behaviours within the classroom setting (Camacho & Henderson, 2022). This can be argued to have shaped some of the newer legislation in Wales, where ACE’s and differentiation are the focus of pedagogy, such as the New Curriculum for Wales, and the ALN transformation (Addysg Cymru, 2022). 
Much like operant conditioning, Vygotsky’s theory doesn’t account for the learners’ basic needs, and while it might account for ACE’s and ALN, the focus on early socialisation shaping the learner’s cognitive development, isn’t inclusive for those with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). Many learners with ASD have some form of social deficit, they may be entirely nonverbal, or they may have poor understanding of sociocultural cues. Vygotsky’s theory insinuates that these learners would not be able to achieve a higher function of cognitive development, which is not inclusive and also can be proved incorrect, as many learners with ASD have high intellect, and mask well in neurotypical society, even though they may have social communication difficulties (Vivanti & Rogers, 2014).
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Welsh education is changing as you read this. Over the past few years, Welsh schools have been rolling all knew teaching and learning, based on the introduction of the new Curriculum and Assessments (Wales) Act 2021, the Additional Learning Needs (ALN) transformation programme (Welsh Government, 2022), and the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015. Schools have become more inclusive, and this has resulted in a change in the way theories are being used to underpin teaching and learning. In my provision, 6 teaching assistants have been trained up as Emotional Literacy Support Assistants over the past 2 years, in order to aid learners’ communication, social and emotional skills. ELSA is founded on the works of Maslow (1943), but also works alongside Vygotsky’s theory of sociocultural communication. ELSA’s help scaffold and guide a learners emotional and personal development, for the greater goal of the learner being able to achieve their potential in education, much like Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) (ELSA Network, 2017). 
How else are Vygotsky and Skinners theories seen to support teaching and learning? 
Skinner; 
Skinners operant conditioning theory, as previously mentioned is commonplace in many schools, including my provision. It was mentioned that Operant conditioning, could be seen as not promoting inclusivity, due to its rigid nature, and the lack of empathy. However, my setting has a more positive approach to operant conditioning. There is an adaptable reward and sanction system, where knowledge of Adverse Childhood Events (ACE’s) and Trauma training for all staff ensures that operant conditioning can take place, and be generally consistent, without punishing a learner for exhibiting a trauma response, for example, if a learner is displaying fight, flight or freeze, then regulation techniques would be used rather than implementing sanctions which would further escalate the situation. 
In September 2021, my provision saw a change from a ‘removals room’ used as a positive punishment for learners to sit and work alone away from the class when displaying undesirable behaviour, to a new and progressive ‘Alternative Learning Zone’ where the learner can go and sit with trauma trained staff or ELSA’s to regulate and identify the need being communicated by the undesirable behaviour. This is still guided by Skinner’s theory, as the learner has had a removal and negative points in order to decrease the behaviour, however it is more wellbeing focused and also uses Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943) to look at the needs of the learner beyond the behaviour. 
Vygotsky;
Vygotsky’s theory is an ideal principle of teaching and learning for teaching assistants. Working closely with individual learners or small groups of learners with ALN, gives ample time for social interaction and learning. It is often found that this building of positive social relationships, gives learners with ALN the confidence to be scaffolded through their tasks with the teaching assistant, helping them explore their ZPD (The Glossary of Education, 2015). Teaching assistants in my provision use scaffolding in many ways, and one of the most effective is pre-teaching, this also uses Vygotsky’s theory of social interaction, as it often involves not only pre-teaching the content of the work, but also pre-teaching communication or social expectations within a particular setting. For example, a small ALN group may do some pre-teaching work on canteen etiquette before visiting for the first time, as a teaching assistant, we may use social stories, now and next communication strips, or role play to pre-teach and guide the learner through the activity before they actually experience it. 
My provision also has a life skills class, for a select group of ALN learners with Social Emotional, and Mental Health (SEMH) needs. This class is mixed age and ability, and the learners work with teaching assistants and peers acting as more knowledgeable others, these learners enjoy guiding each other through their work, and by having small diverse groups, we have seen social interaction and knowledge sharing accelerate multiple learners through their ZPD’s and produce fantastic work together, resulting in newfound social skills, knowledge and greater abilities to complete higher level tasks independently.  




Breezy HR.  (2020) Inclusion in the Workplace: 10 Simple Rules Straight from the Pros.  Available at: https://breezy.hr/blog/inclusion-in-the-workplace-10-simple-rules (Accessed on 8th January 2023). 
Curriculum and Assessments (Wales) Act (2021) Available at: https://hwb.gov.wales/curriculum-for-wales/summary-of-legislation (Accessed on 8th January 2023).
ELSA Network. (2017) ELSA Network. Available at: https://www.elsanetwork.org/about/the-network/ (Accessed on 8th January 2023).  
The Glossary of Education. (2015) Scaffolding. Available at: https://www.edglossary.org/scaffolding/ (Accessed on 8th January 2023). 
Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act (2015) Available at: https://www.futuregenerations.wales/about-us/future-generations-act/ (Accessed on 8th January 2023).
Welsh Government. (2022) Additional learning needs transformation programme: frequently asked questions. Available at: https://www.gov.wales/additional-learning-needs-transformation-programme-frequently-asked-questions (Accessed on 8th January 2023). 
2

image2.png
Adult Child

shutterstock com - 476142208




image3.png
Class Behavior Chart

*

ax





image4.png




image5.jpeg




image1.png
Negative Reinforcement

Strengthen a behavior that avoids or removes
a negative outcome





