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Differences Between Behaviorist and Cognitive Perspectives of Learning


Behaviorism is the study of observable and measurable human behaviors. Behavioral theorists study the changes in human responses when faced with stimuli. A stimulus is an event that activates behavior. Behaviorists observe responses and categorize them into lists of respondents. A respondent is the range of automatic or involuntary responses that are elicited by specific stimuli. For example, if a child is stung by a bee it will cry.


It is through this list of respondents that behaviorists developed their theory of conditioning. Conditioning is the altering of responses through stimuli. Classical conditioning was discovered in the 1920s by Ivan Pavlov. Classical conditioning focuses on the learning of involuntary responses. These include sweating, salivation and fear. Pavlov led many experiments on classical conditioning. “Pavlov’s dog” is perhaps the most famous study into classical conditioning. Pavlov used neutral stimuli to create a conditioned response. This is how many parents and teachers train students to behave properly.


The other type of conditioning is operant conditioning. In operant conditioning, operants are voluntary behaviors from humans or animals. Researchers refer to stimuli as antecedents. Antecedents precede all behaviors. What follows is referred to as a consequence. Consequences are then categorized. Reinforcers are events that will increase the likelihood of a behavior occurring again. There are three types of reinforcers; positive, negative and aversive. The other consequence is called punishment. Punishments are events that decrease the likelihood of a behavior. Examples include spanking, grounding and chastisement. 


  The cognitive theory on learning focuses on plans, intensions, goals and memories to actively construct meaning from stimuli. Cognitive theorists believe that learning is based on knowledge acquisition. Cognitive theorists believe that once children acquire new information that they will then be able to apply it to various situations. However, this is only possible if students truly understand what they have learned and can organize it in their long term memory. 

Cognitive research has the goal of discovering the mechanisms that fuel the transformation of knowledge. In the past the focus of cognitive research was the amount of knowledge one possessed. This focus has now shifted to a focus on the structure of knowledge. Traditionally, intelligence is classified as the amount of facts a person possesses. The current trend is to measure intelligence by the ability of a person to solve problems using the knowledge they possess. 

There are vast differences between the two theories. In the cognitive theory, knowledge is learned and shapes behaviors. According to behaviorists, the behaviors themselves are learned. Both theories believe in reinforcement but view it differently. Behaviorists believe that reinforcement strengthens a response, while cognitive theorists see reinforcement as a source of information. Finally, cognitive theorists study learning environments and the knowledge gained from them, while behaviorists study behaviors and look for connections in order to make general rules on human behavior. 

Reinforcement

There are two classifications of reinforcement; positive and negative reinforcement. Positive reinforcement occurs when a new behavior occurs. Positive reinforcement strengthens a response. Examples of positive reinforcement are students laughing at someone passing gas, a child receiving candy after saying “trick or treat” or getting compliments on a new hair cut. The term positive reinforcement does not refer the nature of the behavior, just the strengthening of a behavior. 

Negative reinforcement occurs when the consequence leads the avoiding the stimulus that caused the consequence. When negative reinforcement occurs it is likely that the stimuli will be taken away. A common classroom use of negative reinforcement is the extinction method. By not responding to a stimulus it is less likely that a student will repeat the behavior. Negative reinforcement strengthens a response to stimuli. 


There is a vast difference in punishment and negative reinforcement. These two are often confused with each other. Negative reinforcement strengthens a response to stimuli. Punishment suppresses a behavior. A behavior followed by a punishment is less likely to be repeated. It must be noted that punishment is subject to the perception of the individual. 


By confusing the two, teachers and parents are often making their jobs more difficult. Studies have shown that punishment alone does not work. Punishment, alone, does not lead to positive behaviors. Punishment must be combined with both positive and negative reinforcement in order to be effective. This is a lesson that all teachers must learn. Punishment by itself can lead to a disconnect between teachers and students. 

Mary and Joe


As a master teacher, I would first suggest that Mary and Joe get to know the abilities of their students. I have experience in teaching both remedial and honors classes. The students in these classes can all benefit from the same types of learning. The difference in the presentation and pace is what separates these classes. 

The first learning strategy that I would recommend would be increased student engagement. This would come from students actively participating in classroom discussions. Many young teachers make the mistake of lecturing students repeatedly. By allowing students to express their perceptions of information presented, Mary and Joe would be able to assess their students’ abilities.


The next strategy I would suggest would be mastery learning. This would allow Mary and Joe to prove that their students are able to use the knowledge gained in real world applications. This can be done in various ways. I personally prefer to allow students to choose their method of presenting knowledge to their fellow students. Methods of extension include skits, videos, power points, songs, posters and adaptations. These methods allow students to use their personal strengths to share their knowledge gained.


The final strategy I would recommend is project-based learning. By presenting students with learning projects, Mary and Joe will encourage teamwork and multiple-intelligence learning. Students work together on a scaffolding structured project and learn by doing. This is a common practice used by master teachers. Mary and Joe will be able observe student behaviors and address any social discrepancies a student may have. These strategies will enable Mary and Joe to have a successful first year and truly connect with their students. 
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