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Behaviourism Learning Theory
Behaviorism, a foundational theory in educational psychology, posits that all behaviors are

learned through interaction with the environment, emphasizing observable behaviors shaped

by conditioning processes. In the context of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) instruction,

behaviorist principles have significantly influenced teaching methodologies, particularly

through the use of repetition, reinforcement, and conditioning to foster language acquisition.

Founders of Behaviorism

 John B. Watson (1878–1958): Often regarded as the father of behaviorism, Watson

promoted the study of observable behavior over introspection. His 1913 publication,

"Psychology as the Behaviorist Views It," laid the groundwork for behaviorist

principles. ​

 Ivan Pavlov (1849–1936): A Russian physiologist known for his work on classical

conditioning, Pavlov's experiments with dogs demonstrated how neutral stimuli could

elicit conditioned responses, influencing behaviorist theories. ​

 B.F. Skinner (1904–1990): An American psychologist who expanded behaviorism

through his research on operant conditioning, Skinner introduced concepts like

reinforcement and punishment to explain behavior acquisition and modification
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Principles of Behaviorism
Behaviorism is based on the following core principles:

 Learning is Observable: Behavior must bemeasured and observed, rather than

inferred.

 Stimulus-Response Mechanism: Learning occurs when a stimulus (S) triggers a

response (R).

 Reinforcement Strengthens Learning: Behaviors followed by positive outcomes

are repeated, while those followed by negative outcomes are reduced.

 Habit Formation: Through repetition, correct responses become automatic and

habitual.

 Classical Conditioning (Pavlov’s Theory)

Definition: Learning occurs when a neutral stimulus becomes associated with a naturally

occurring response. Example in Language Learning:

 Before Conditioning: A student feels anxious about speaking English.

 During Conditioning: The teacher creates a positive classroom environment

(smiling, encouragement) while students practice speaking.

 After Conditioning: The student associates English speaking with a positive

experience and feels more confident.

Teaching Application: Using visual cues, gestures, and consistent prompts to establish

associations between words and meanings.

 Operant Conditioning (Skinner’s Theory)

Definition: Learning occurs through rewards and punishments that shape behavior over

time.

Types of Reinforcement:

1. Positive Reinforcement (Adding a reward to encourage behavior). For example a

student receives a sticker or verbal praise for correctly using past tense verbs.

2. Negative Reinforcement (Removing something unpleasant to encourage behavior),

for example a teacher stops correcting pronunciation errors after a student finally

pronounces a word correctly.

3. Punishment (Reducing unwanted behavior). For example a student loses participation

points for speaking in their native language instead of English.
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4. Extinction (Ignoring behavior until it disappears). For example a teacher ignores off-

task behavior until the student refocuses.

Teaching Application: Using positive reinforcement to encourage language production,

rather than punishment, which may cause anxiety.

Behaviorism in EFL Teaching

In behaviorist-informed EFL classrooms, teaching and assessment are closely intertwined,

focusing on the reinforcement of correct language habits and the evaluation of observable

behaviors. This integrated approach ensures that learning outcomes are both tangible and

measurable.

Teaching Methods

Behaviorist principles have played a crucial role in shaping English as a Foreign Language

(EFL) instruction, particularly through structured, repetitive, and reinforcement-based

learning activities. These methods are designed to reinforce correct language use through

conditioning, ensuring that learners develop fluency and accuracy in a controlled learning

environment.

1. Drills and Repetition

Drills and repetition are fundamental techniques in behaviorist-based language learning.

These methods rely on habit formation—the idea that through repeated exposure and

practice, learners internalize correct language structures and usage.

Example 1: Substitution Drills for Teaching Verb Tenses

A teacher introduces a present-tense sentence and asks students to convert it into the past

tense through guided repetition:

 Teacher: "I go to school every day."

 Student: "I went to school yesterday."

The teacher gradually increases difficulty by substituting different subjects or verbs:

 Teacher: "She eats breakfast at 8 AM."

 Student: "She ate breakfast at 8 AM."

These drills reinforce grammar rules through constant repetition, minimizing errors and

building automaticity in sentence construction.
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Example 2: Pronunciation Drills

Pronunciation is practiced through listen-and-repeat exercises:

 The teacher models a word or sentence, such as "She sells seashells by the seashore."

 Students repeat the phrase multiple times until they produce the correct pronunciation.

This method is effective for accent reduction, intonation practice, and fluency building, as

learners form habits of correct articulation.

2. Positive Reinforcement

Positive reinforcement is a key concept in operant conditioning, where rewards encourage

the repetition of desired behaviors. In language learning, reinforcement can take various

forms, such as verbal praise, tangible rewards, or additional privileges.

Example 1: Teacher Praise and Encouragement

 Teacher: "Great job, Ahmed! Your pronunciation was perfect!"

 Effect: The student is more likely to continue practicing and using correct

pronunciation in future interactions.

Example 2: Reward-Based Learning

 Scenario: A teacher introduces a point system in class. Students earn points for

correctly using target vocabulary or sentence structures.

 Effect: Learners associate correct usage with positive feedback, motivating them to

participate more actively.

Example 3: Immediate Feedback on Writing Assignments

A student writes: "Yesterday, I go to the market."

The teacher corrects: "Yesterday, I went to the market. Great effort! Keep practicing past

tense verbs!"

Effect: The correction, paired with encouragement, reinforces the correct verb form while

keeping motivation high.
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Evaluation Methods

Behaviorist-based language instruction relies on structured and measurable assessment

methods to evaluate students' progress. These methods focus on observable behaviors,

accuracy, and reinforcement, ensuring that learners develop strong language habits through

repetition and feedback.

1. Objective Assessments

Objective assessments are widely used in behaviorist language teaching because they

provide clear, quantifiable measures of a student’s ability to recognize and apply language

rules. These assessments are designed to test rote learning, pattern recognition, and recall

accuracy.

Example 1: Multiple-Choice Tests

Multiple-choice questions (MCQs) assess a student’s understanding of grammar,

vocabulary, and sentence structure.

Example Question (Grammar – Past Tense):

"Yesterday, she ______ to the store."

a) go

b) goes

c) went

d) going

The student must recall and apply the correct past tense form. Immediate grading provides

reinforcement, rewarding correct answers and highlighting areas that need improvement.

Example 2: Fill-in-the-Blank Exercises

Fill-in-the-blank activities reinforce grammatical structures and vocabulary usage through

structured repetition.

Example Exercise (Prepositions):

"The book is ______ the table." (Answer: on)

This method reinforces habitual language recall while eliminating guessing strategies

common in multiple-choice tests.
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Example 3: Sentence Reordering Tasks

Students are given scrambled words and must arrange them into a correct sentence structure.

Words: yesterday / went / the / park / I / to

Correct answer: I went to the park yesterday.

Encourages pattern recognition and syntactic accuracy, reinforcing correct word order.

2. Performance Observations

While objective tests measure knowledge recall, performance observations assess language

use in real-time. Teachers evaluate students' accuracy, fluency, and responsiveness during

structured activities, providing immediate feedback to reinforce learning.

Example 1: Observing Pronunciation Drills

Students practice pronunciation by repeating after the teacher or engaging in phonetic

drills. The teacher listens for correct pronunciation and provides real-time correction.

Scenario:

 Teacher: "Repeat: 'She sells seashells by the seashore.'"

 Student: (mispronounces 'seashells')

 Teacher: (Models correct pronunciation) "Try again: 'seashells'..."

 Student: (Repeats correctly)

 Teacher: "Great job! That was much clearer!"

Immediate feedback prevents fossilization of errors and encourages accurate

pronunciation habits.

Example 2: Observing Structured Conversations

Teachers monitor students during guided dialogues to assess fluency, grammar, and

comprehension.

Scenario: Role-Playing a Restaurant Order

 Student A (Customer): "I like a pizza, please."

 Teacher: "Great effort! But remember, we say 'I would like a pizza, please.'"

 Student A: "I would like a pizza, please."

 Teacher: "Perfect! Keep practicing polite requests."
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Teachers immediately correct errors, reinforcing correct sentence structures and

functional language use.

Example 3: Tracking Progress in Repetition Drills

A teacher records how many times a student correctly conjugates verbs in a drill-based

activity. Progress is tracked over multiple lessons to assess improvement.

Scenario: Teaching Irregular Verbs

 Day 1: Student gets 5/10 correct.

 Day 5: Student gets 9/10 correct.

 Teacher: "You're improving! Keep practicing, and soon you'll get 10/10!"

Repeated exposure to the same structures strengthens recall and builds automaticity.

 Behaviorist approaches closely integrate teaching and assessment to ensure

consistent practice, immediate reinforcement, and measurable progress.

Drills → Evaluated through pronunciation and grammar accuracy.

Repetition → Assessed using multiple-choice and fill-in-the-blank tests.

Role-play & dialogues → Measured through fluency and structured observation.

By using both objective and performance-based evaluation methods, behaviorist EFL

instruction ensures that learners form strong, habitual language skills that can be reinforced

through structured, repetitive practice.

Criticisms of the Behaviorist Approach

Despite its structured methodologies, the behaviorist approach in EFL education has faced

several critiques:

 Overemphasis on Memorization: Critics argue that behaviorist strategies often

prioritize rote memorization over meaningful communication. Students may become

adept at repeating language patterns during drills but struggle to use the language

creatively or in novel contexts, limiting their communicative competence.
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 Neglect of Internal Cognitive Processes: Behaviorism focuses on external behaviors

and disregards the internal mental processes involved in language learning. This

omission has been challenged by cognitive theorists who emphasize the importance of

understanding the mental activities that underpin language acquisition.

 Lack of Communicative Competence: The behaviorist approach has been criticized

for its focus on repetition and drills, which may not effectively develop students'

ability to use language in real-life communicative situations. This limitation can

hinder learners from achieving fluency and adaptability in the target language.

 Chomsky's Critique: Linguist Noam Chomsky challenged behaviorism by

introducing the concept of an innate Language Acquisition Device (LAD), suggesting

that language learning is not solely a product of environmental conditioning but also

involves inherent cognitive capacities. Chomsky argued that behaviorism fails to

account for the creative and generative aspects of language use.

 These critiques have led educators to seek more balanced approaches, integrating

behaviorist techniques with methods that address cognitive processes and promote

communicative competence.

While behaviorism has provided valuable insights into language learning through its focus on

observable behaviors and reinforcement, its application in EFL education is accompanied by

notable limitations. A comprehensive language teaching strategy benefits from incorporating

behaviorist methods alongside approaches that emphasize cognitive engagement and

meaningful communication, fostering a more holistic and effective language learning

experience.


