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[bookmark: _Hlk186484237][bookmark: _Hlk185608749]If you are anything like me and struggle to read in-depth blogs about theories, this is the blog for you. In this blog I will introduce you to B. F. Skinner and his theory of Operant Conditioning without the big words and without making you read a million pages. In this blog I will aim to give you a summary of how Operant Conditioning came about, who influenced it and an example of how it was researched. Furthermore, I will briefly touch upon how it works in today’s pedagogy. Okay, maybe one or two big words I couldn’t resist! Let’s begin.
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Description automatically generated]         Where it began.
Operant Conditioning was constructed by B. F. Skinner (1953), an American Psychologist. Skinner’s theory is derived from a theoretical approach to pedagogy known as Behaviourism. The approach was developed in the early 20th century through the work of psychologists (Bartlett and Burton, 2016) and focuses on observable behaviours. A considerate number of principles of Behaviourism were originally developed through working with animals, this knowledge was then applied to humans. Bates (2019) describes Behaviourism as a reward and punishment system that promotes a child to respond in ways we (teaching staff) deem appropriate, also known as learnt behaviour.                                         (Practicalpie, 2020)

Influences and Operant conditioning.
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Description automatically generated]Skinner built upon the theories of his predecessors, Thorndike – Law of effect (McLeod, 2024a) and Pavlov – Classical Conditioning (McLeod, 2024b). Thorndike put cats in cages and observed their attempts to escape through trial and error, placing food outside the cages as a reinforcer (McLeod, 2024a). Sound familiar? Pavlov conditioned dogs to associate the sound of a bell with food (Bates, 2019). Skinner is considered one of the most influential behaviourists of the 20th century and is highly praised amongst his peers for his theory of Operant Conditioning and the influence that it has had on our understanding of child development (Schlinger, D. 2021).  Operant Conditioning can be found embedded throughout schools today an example would be teaching staff using positive reinforcement such as rewards or praise to promote positive behaviour (Pwll Primary School, 2020).
         Gaggelli, (2020).


[image: A pigeon pecks a button inside a Skinner box.]SKINNER BOX.
Skinners most infamous experiment was the Skinner Boxes. Rats were placed inside a box where they would be conditioned to press a lever to release food or water, this is known as positive reinforcement (Bouton, 2024). He then developed the theory further by placing grids in the boxes that gave the rats electric shocks, to act as a negative reinforcement. Skinner believed that positive reinforcement had a longer lasting impact on behaviour comparatively to negative reinforcement. Skinner also placed pigeons in the boxes and conditioned them to peck at a target and turn in segments until they could turn in a full circle, varying how often he reinforced the pigeons (Harvard University, 2007). (Noba Project, 2024)



Video: An example of Operant Conditioning: a The hungry rats. (The Psychology Channel, 2015).

HOW IS IT USED IN PEDAGOGY?
Now I know what you must be wondering, Leah this is all based off work with animals! How does this have anything to do with teaching? Well, Skinner considered this learnt behaviour to be transferable to how we teach children to do many things, such as speak. A child mimics a word we say, and we provide them with positive reinforcement. We continue this process of positive reinforcement until the child can say the word (PBS, 2020). Additionally, you could extinguish an unwanted behaviour through negative reinforcement. If a child is displaying unwanted behaviours, you could use a planned ignore or distraction to reduce the amount that the behaviour occurs until it is extinguished (Robertson, 2018). 
Example: A child that swears.
Positive reinforcement: Teach the child to use appropriate language, use examples. Give praise and reinforcers for the child when using appropriate language instead of swearing.
Negative reinforcer: The child swears, utilise a planned ignore and when the child displays appropriate behaviour or corrects themselves then provide praise and positive reinforcement.

Food For thought. 
· How and when do you use Operant Conditioning in your teaching? Is it effective?
· Does Operant Conditioning create learners that depend on rewards? (Aubrey and Riley, 2019)
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Description automatically generated]In good old Leah fashion, I am once again here to save you from reading a billion pages and goodness knows how many big words (you can thank me later ) about the outstanding Lev Vygotsky. In this blog I will introduce you to Lev Vygotsky (1978) and The Zone of Proximal Development, a collaborative learning approach between teacher and learner. I will highlight the use of most knowledgeable others and Scaffolding (David, Goouch and Powell, 2016). Furthermore, looking at the stages of The Zone of Proximal development in further detail.
(Shutterstock, 2018)

Where it began: 
Lev Vygotsky was a Russian Psychologist who in his short lifespan developed numerous valuable theories, such as The Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) and Most Knowledgeable Others (MKOs). His theoretical approach to pedagogy is known as Cognitivism, it is believed that the theory emerged from the discontent of the Behaviourist approach to pedagogy (Bates, 2019). Cognitivism can be split into 2 approaches, Cognitive Constructivism and Social Constructivism (Nassaji and Tian. 2018). Unlike Piaget (McLeod, 2024) a Cognitive Constructivist, Vygotsky a Social Constructivist believed that social interaction such as a child’s community and culture played a key role in the learning process (Bates, 2019). 

The Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD):
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Description automatically generated with medium confidence]Vygotsky believed that the role of the teacher was to facilitate learning, and the role of the learner was to problem solve and they would do so collaboratively (Bartlett and Burton, 2016). The Zone of Proximal Development can be described as the zone where a child can develop through the help of Most Knowledgeable Others but are not yet capable of doing so independently. Vygotsky believed that learning in this zone with the help of MKOs allowed the pupil to achieve a higher level of learning (Aubrey and Riley, 2019) and deemed the language MKOs used important to the ZPD. Furthermore, he developed the idea of scaffolding to help teachers and MKOs to understand their role of facilitating in the ZPD.
(Adobe Stock, 2024)


The stages of ZPD:
There are three key factors to the ZPD, and it is important that the teacher understands these steps to be able to facilitate support and learning to the individual in a collaborative process (Wass and Golding, 2014).
· What the learner can do independently: This is where the learner has mastered a skill and can independently do tasks. There is opportunity here to progress to the next level of the skill and find the learners new ZPD (Harland, 2003).
· What the learner can do with the help of MKOs / ZPD: In this stage the learner needs the support of MKOs to help them master a task. This is considered the ZPD, in this zone the MKOs would utilise scaffolding to help the learner (Eun, 2017). The MKOs will then reduce or remove scaffolding as the learner progresses.
· What the learner cannot yet do: The learner is not capable of mastering the task with or without the help of the MKOs.
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Description automatically generated](Wass and Golding, 2014)


How is it used in pedagogy?
In the classroom teachers will understand what each individual learner is capable of and where they may need help. MKOs will help a learner when they are in the ZPD through scaffolding, helping the learner master a skill that they are unable to on their own. Visual aids, breaking the work into more manageable sections, modelling how to do the work are all examples of scaffolding (Gershon, 2022). Does this sound familiar? Is this something you use in your classroom? The overall aim of ZPD is to collaboratively help the learner master a skill, when this is completed, the learner can then move onto the next step.

Video: ZPD and an example of scaffolding and modelling. (SVL: Effective Teaching and Learning, 2022).

Food for thought.
· How often do you use ZPD, MKOs and scaffolding in your teaching? 
· Is The Zone of Proximal Development effective?
· Can you use ZDP alongside other pedagogical theories?

Skinner Vs Vygotsky.

By Leah Jones || January 2025 || Blog.



Once again, I am back to save you from reading an absurd amount of writing and to avoid all those big words. How great am I? I’ll accept thanks in the form of chocolates . In today’s blog I’m going to compare 2 theorists, Skinner (1953) and Vygotsky (1978). Skinner and Vygotsky are Psychologists that have different theoretical approaches to pedagogy. Skinner is a Behaviourist and Vygotsky is a Constructivist. In this blog I am going to look at the differences of these pedagogical approaches and compare their theories.
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Description automatically generated]Behaviourism VS Constructivism.
The principle of Constructivism is that the pupil learns through social-interaction, exploration and collaboration, they actively process the information (Obikwelu, C and Read, J. 2012). The theory looks at the internal behaviour of the learner comparatively to Behaviourism which focuses on observable behaviours and environmental factors (Chandler and Munday, 2020). They each play an integral role in pedagogy. (McLeod, 2024)


Operant Conditioning VS The Zone of Proximal Development.
(Bates, 2019)
Cognitive behaviour.


Although Operant Conditioning and The Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) are very different in how each theory is taught, they both have common denominator. A member of teaching staff will provide the learner with a reward or reinforcer in Operant Conditioning to encourage a wanted behaviour. In ZPD the teaching staff with facilitate learning in a collaborative process (Miller, 2011). Both need a facilitator whether it be to facilitate a reward or learning. 


[image: A person and a child high fiving

Description automatically generated]     In pedagogy.
Both theories work well in inclusive education and are utilised in numerous different ways. Operant Conditioning can be found in the use of class dojo, point systems, praise and rewards (Pwll Primary School, 2020). While ZPD can be used through MKOs such as teaching staff and peers, understanding their individual needs to ensure that the pupil has the opportunity to reach their full potential (Estyn, 2018). Both approaches should be individually tailored to the learner, this is considered time-consuming but is beneficial to the individual learner and every child has the right to an inclusive education (UNESCO Education Sector, 2020).(Shutterstock, 2025)


When it doesn’t work.
If you have used either of these approaches you will know consistency is key for both and this is not always achievable due to staff and pupil illnesses, staff shortages and many other factors. Many of these factors will lead to a lack of consistency in these approaches, in Operant Conditioning it will likely result in the unwanted behaviours continuing (Welsh Government, 2012). In ZPD it could lead to the learner not being in the ZPD zone or the approach may be followed incorrectly by a staff member that does not usually work in the classroom.
Here are some other factors of why the approaches may not work:
· The learner feels the reward is unachievable.
· The learner is not in the ZPD zone.
· The learner finds reinforcement from social disapproval.
· When the facilitator is unaware of the individual needs of the learner.

Can they be used together?
Although these are two varying approaches from two different major theories, I believe that there is opportunity to use both simultaneously. I believe that most of us are already doing so without thinking about it. How many times do you use ZPD and once the learner has mastered the skill you give them a high five or praise? And if you were to do so every time, would that learner feel motivated to keep mastering the skills and learning new ones? Do you see what I’m getting at? I believe that by using both, you really could encourage the learner to reach their full potential. 

I agree with (Tobias and Duffy, 2010) that there are some flaws with each theory, however there is a place in inclusive pedagogy for both Behaviourism and Constructivism. They are very important approaches that each of us keep in our tool kits ready to facilitate learning.
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By Leah Jones || January 2025 || Blog.



You know the drill by now, I am here to save the day and save you from pages of reading and (let’s say it together) big words. In today’s blog I am going to explain how I personally use Skinners – Operant Conditioning theory and Vygotsky’s – Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) in an Autistic Unit in a Primary School setting. In the unit we are fortunate enough that the class sizes are small (ranging from 6 – 10 pupils) and each class is staffed well. We prioritise a child centred approach to pedagogy and actively remove any barriers that may prohibit a child learning (Pwll Primary School).
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Description automatically generated]
Understanding where the learner is at.
Before we begin implementing the approaches, we first asses what level the pupil is at. We use a range of different resources such as Assessment of Basic Language and Learning Skills (ABLLS) (Partington, 2018),  (Middletown Centre for Autism, 2012) this provides teaching staff with an understanding of the pupils capabilities (Estyn, 2024). From here a tailored programme for each child is made and this is where we utilise the approaches. At the start of each year pupils and staff time pairing, this allows teaching staff to find out what the learner likes and dislikes. (Partington, 2006).


[bookmark: BFSKINNER][image: A person holding a child

Description automatically generated]                                                        Operant Conditioning.
Positive reinforcement is everywhere you look throughout the unit. It varies in form depending on what class you visit and the individual needs of the child (Aubrey and Riley, 2019), but it is a pedagogical approach that it is firmly embedded in out teaching. Each learner in the class has their own individual programmes (Welsh Government, 2022), Operant conditioning is utilised whilst working through the programme, the teacher is always facilitating positive reinforcement when they see the wanted behaviour (Pwll Primary School, 2020). We use a range of varying positive reinforcers, such as: tickles, high fives, running, ball pool, a weighted blanket, toy or a point if using a points system to work towards reinforcers. They will vary for each learner and change over time. (Adobe Stock, 2025)


How it is taught.
Example: A learner is unable to wait.
You would begin by modelling, then allowing the learner to take over. Starting at an appropriate level for your learner, it could be 5 seconds, or it could be 20 seconds. Reinforcing when you see the wanted behaviour, when they have mastered waiting for the 5 seconds you can then progress to the next step in the programme. You can use a timer as a prompt to help the learning through this process. Ensure that you are aware of what reinforces your learner and changing it when needed.
[bookmark: ZPD]ZPD:
ZPD is another approach that is embedded throughout our teaching, we utilise this approach to allow our pupils to reach their full potential by removing barriers and facilitating learning (Welsh Assembly Government, 2004). When working through this approach it is imperative to understand the appropriate language to use for the pupil, to allow you to successfully facilitate learning to the pupil (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). Through a collaborative process we then help the pupil master their targets, using scaffolding or modelling to help them through this approach (Bates, 2019). Once these targets are mastered, we then move on to work in their new ZPD. 
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Description automatically generated]How it is taught.
Example: A learner is working on a puzzle.
The size of the puzzle changes where you may start in this approach. If it’s a 2-piece puzzle you could begin by modelling, teaching the learner how to put the pieces together. As this progresses, you can begin to explore different scaffolding ideas. Such as, finding the corners and the outside pieces first and building the puzzle from the outside in. It could be as simple as putting an image of the finished puzzle in front of the learner to follow.(Shutterstock, 2025)


I hope that this blog has given you an understanding of how these two approaches by phenomenal theorists are used in today’s inclusive pedagogy. How different would education be without the influence of these 2? I guess we’re lucky we’ll never have to know .



Operant Conditioning.


Behaviourism.


Positive and negative reinforcers.


Observable behaviour.


                    ZPD.


Social Constructivism


MKO's and Scaffolding.
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