Theories in Second Language Acquisition (Behaviourism) 
Definition 

The learning theory dominant in the first half of the 20th Century was behaviourism. Throughout the 1950s and 60s behaviourism remained influential, although since that time new theories have begun to make substantial inroads in general acceptance. Behaviourism is an approach to psychology and learning that emphasizes observable measurable behaviour. The behaviourist theory of animal and human learning focuses only on objectively observable behaviours and discounts mental activities. Behaviour theorists define learning as a more or less permanent change in behaviour. In behaviourism, the learner is viewed as passively adapting to their environment. Two of the most famous experiments upon which proof of learning is based are the "Dog Salivation Experiment" by Ivan Petrovich Pavlov and the " Skinner Box" experiment with pigeons by B.F. Skinner.

"Give me a dozen healthy infants, well informed, and my own specified world to bring them up in and I'll guarantee to take anyone at random and train him to become any type of specialist I might select--doctor, lawyer, artist, merchant-chief; and yes, even beggar-man and thief, regardless of his talents, penchants, tendencies, abilities, vocations, and race of his ancestors." John Watson

Behaviourism is derived from the belief that free will is an illusion. According to a pure behaviourist, human beings are shaped entirely by their external environment. Alter a person's environment, and you will alter his or her thoughts, feelings, and behaviour. Provide positive reinforcement whenever students perform a desired behaviour, and soon they will learn to perform the behaviour on their own.

The behaviourists tried to explain learning without referring to mental processes. The focus was on observable behaviour and how an organism adapts to the environment. The famous "Dog-Salivation-Experiment" by Ivan Petrovich Pavlov where he makes dogs salivate at the sound of a bell and later experiments by Burhus Frederic Skinner (Refere nce date; 25th of April 1998) with pigeons in the so called "Skinner Box" are very famous examples of behaviouristic learning experiments. Despite these very "low-level" learning experiments focusing largely on reflexes, the behaviouristic theories have been generalized to many higher level functions as well.

Basics of Behaviorism :

The Behaviorism Learning Theories are the earliest in the development of Instructional Design.  This theory focuses on observable changes in behavior.  It focuses on a new behavior being repeated until it becomes automatic.  The Behaviorism theories were very popular in the 1960's.  While some still follow their views, other learning theories have gained popularity.  Behaviorists choose to examine the reflex action of a person after they received a stimuli.  Behaviorists believe it is possible to explain learning without examining the mental processes.   

Behaviorists view the mind as a "black box". This mean they believe the mind reacts to stimulus and the subsequent behavior that results from this can be quantitatively measured.  This ignores any of the thought process that may have occurred in the mind.  

Key Players in the Development of the Behaviorist Theory

Background:
Theory: Classical Conditioning

Ivan Petrovich Pavlov was a Russian Physiologist of circulation and digestion.  He is best known for his work in classical conditioning or stimulus substitution.  He won the Nobel Laureate in Medicine for his work on the physiology of digestion. (Nobel e-Museum).

Pavlo’s experiment 

Classical conditioning:

is the process of reflex learning — investigated by Pavlov —through which an unconditioned stimulus (e.g. food) which produces an unconditioned response (salivation) is presented together with a conditioned stimulus (a bell), such that the salivation is eventually produced on the presentation of the conditioned stimulus alone, thus becoming a conditioned response.   

Classic conditioning occurs when a natural reflex responds to a stimulus. The most popular example is Pavlov's observation that dogs salivate when they eat or even see food. Essentially, animals and people are biologically "wired" so that a certain stimulus will produce a specific response.

COMPONENTS OF CLASSICAL CONDITIONING 
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The easiest place to start is with a little example. Consider a hungry dog who sees a bowl of food. Something like this might happen:


Food ---> Salivation

The dog is hungry, the dog sees the food, the dog salivates. This is a natural sequence of events, an unconscious, uncontrolled, and unlearned relationship. See the food, then salivate.

Now, because we are humans who have an insatiable curiosity, we experiment. When we present the food to the hungry dog (and before the dog salivates), we ring a bell. Thus,

Bell

with

Food ---> Salivation

We repeat this action (food and bell given simultaneously) at several meals. Every time the dog sees the food, the dog also hears the bell. Ding-dong, Alpo.
Now, because we are humans who like to play tricks on our pets, we do another experiment. We ring the bell (Ding-dong), but we don't show any food. What does the dog do? Right, 
Bell ---> Salivate

The bell elicits the same response the sight of the food gets. Over repeated trials, the dog has learned to associate the bell with the food and now the bell has the power to produce the same response as the food. (And, of course, after you've tricked your dog into drooling and acting even more stupidly than usual, you must give it a special treat.)
This is the essence of Classical Conditioning. It really is that simple. You start with two things that are already connected with each other (food and salivation). Then you add a third thing (bell) for several trials. Eventually, this third thing may become so strongly associated that it has the power to produce the old behaviour.
Now, where do we get the term, "Conditioning" from all this? Let me draw up the diagrams with the official terminology.

Food ---------------------> Salivation

Unconditioned Stimulus ---> Unconditioned Response

"Unconditioned" simply means that the stimulus and the response are naturally connected. They just came that way, hard wired together like a horse and carriage and love and marriage as the song goes. "Unconditioned" means that this connection was already present before we got there and started messing around with the dog or the child or the spouse.

"Stimulus" simply means the thing that starts it while "response" means the thing that ends it. A stimulus elicits and a response is elicited.)

Another diagram,

Conditioning Stimulus

Bell

with

Food -----------------------> Salivation

Unconditioned Stimulus------> Unconditioned Response

We already know that "Unconditioned" means unlearned, untaught, pre-existing, already-present-before-we-got-there. "Conditioning" just means the opposite. It means that we are trying to associate, connect, bond, link something new with the old relationship. And we want this new thing to elicit (rather than be elicited) so it will be a stimulus and not a response. Finally, after many trials we hope for,

Bell ---------------------> Salivation

Conditioned Stimulus ---> Conditioned Response

Let's review these concepts.

1. Unconditioned Stimulus: a thing that can already elicit a response.

2. Unconditioned Response: a thing that is already elicited by a stimulus.

3. Unconditioned Relationship: an existing stimulus-response connection.

4. Conditioning Stimulus: a new stimulus we deliver the same time we give the old stimulus.

5. Conditioned Relationship: the new stimulus-response relationship we created by associating a new stimulus with an old response.

There are two key parts. First, we start with an existing relationship, Unconditioned Stimulus ---> Unconditioned Response. Second, we pair a new thing (Conditioning Stimulus) with the existing relationship, until the new thing has the power to elicit the old response.

A LITTLE HISTORY AND A COMPARISON 

The example we used here is from the first studies on classical conditioning as described by Ivan Pavlov, the famous Russian physiologist. Pavlov discovered these important relationships around the turn of the century in his work with dogs. He created the first learning theory which precedes the learning theory most teachers know quite well, reinforcement theory.

The point is this: Classical conditioning says nothing about rewards and punishments which are key terms in reinforcement theory. Consider our basic example,

Conditioning Stimulus

BELL

with

Food ---------------------> Salivation

Unconditioned Stimulus ---> Unconditioned Response

There is nothing in here about rewards or punishments, no terminology like that, not even an implication like that. Classical conditioning is built on creating relationships by association over trials. Some people confuse Classical Conditioning with Reinforcement Theory. To keep them separated just look for the presence of rewards and punishments.

Watson drew heavily on the work of Pavlov, whose investigation of the conditioned reflex had shown that you could condition dogs to salivate not just at the sight of food, but also at the sound of a bell that preceded food. Watson argued that such conditioning is the basis of human behaviour - if you stand up every time a lady enters the room, you're acting not out of 'politeness', but because behaviour is a chain of well-set reflexes. He claimed that recency and frequency were particularly important in determining what behaviour an individual 'emitted' next: if you usually get up when a lady enters the room, you're likely to get up when one enters now. 

Skinner

Burrhus Frederic Skinner was born March 20, 1904. He was a very active man, doing research and guiding hundreds of doctoral candidates as well as writing many books.  While not successful as a writer of fiction and poetry, he became one of our best psychology writers, including the book Walden II, which is a fictional account of a community run by his behaviorist principles.

Skinner was not satisfied that all behaviour was based on reflexes. He argued that we behave the way we do because of the consequences generated by our past behaviour. If, every time a man takes his wife out to dinner, she is very loving, then he learns to take her out to dinner if he wants her to be very loving. For Skinner, it is the history of reinforcements that determines behaviour. We learn to choose or avoid behaviours based on their consequences.

The behaviourists' basic mechanism of learning is 

stimulus => response => reinforcement

Skinner particularly insisted on the importance of reinforcement (shifting the emphasis from reflexes) in the learning process, learning being operationally defined as changes in the frequency of a particular response. Skinner developed Pavlovian classical conditioning, where an old response (salivation) is evoked by a new stimulus (bell), to focus more closely on operant conditioning, where a new response (turning the tap anti-clockwise) is developed as a result of satisfying a need (thirst).

Stimulus Response Theory:

S-R theory is a learning theory associated particularly with the American psychologist B.F. Skinner, which describes learning as the formation of association between responses. A stimulus is that which produce a chance or reaction in an individual or organism. A response is the behaviour which is produced as reaction to a stimulus. Reinforcement is a stimulus which follows the occurrence of a response and affects the probability of that response occurring or not occurring again. Reinforce which increase the likelihood of a response is known as positive reinforcement. Reinforcement which decreases the likelihood of a response is known as negative reinforcement. If no reinforcement is associated with a response the response may eventually disappear. This is known as extinction. If a response is produced to similar stimuli with which it was not originally associated this is known as “stimulus generalization”. Learning to distinguish between different kinds of stimuli is known as discrimination. 

Reinforcement is the key element in Skinner's S-R theory. A reinforcer is anything that strengthens the desired response. It could be verbal praise, a good grade or a feeling of increased accomplishment or satisfaction. The theory also covers negative reinforcers -- any stimulus that results in the increased frequency of a response when it is withdrawn (different from adversive stimuli -- punishment -- which result in reduced responses).

Implications of reinforcement theory 

1. Practice should take the form of question (stimulus) - answer (response) frames which expose the student to the subject in gradual steps

2. Require that the learner make a response for every frame and receive immediate feedback

3. Try to arrange the difficulty of the questions so the response is always correct and hence a positive reinforcement

4. Ensure that good performance in the lesson is paired with secondary reinforcers such as verbal praise, prizes and good grades.

Behaviouristic view of language acquisition simply claims that language development is the result of a set of habits. This view has normally been influenced by the general theory of learning described by the psychologist John B. Watson in 1923, and termed behaviourism. Behaviourism denies nativist accounts of innate knowledge as they are viewed as inherently irrational and thus unscientific. Knowledge is the product of interaction with the environment through stimulus-response conditioning.

Broadly speaking, stimulus (ST) – response (RE) learning works as follows. An event in the environment (the unconditioned stimulus, or UST) brings out an unconditioned response (URE) from an organism capable of learning. That response is then followed by another event appealing to the organism. That is, the organism’s response is positively reinforced (PRE). If the sequence UST --> URE --> PRE recurs a sufficient number of times, the organism will learn how to associate its response to the stimulus with the reinforcement (CST). This will consequently cause the organism to give the same response when it confronts with the same stimulus. In this way, the response 

becomes a conditioned response (CRE).

When language acquisition is taken into consideration, the theory claims that both L1 and L2 acquirers receive linguistic input from speakers in their environment, and positive reinforcement for their correct repetitions and imitations. As mentioned above, when language learners’ responses are reinforced positively, they acquire the language relatively easily.


These claims are strictly criticized in Chomsky’s "A Review of B.F. Skinner’s Verbal Behaviour". Chomsky (1959) asserts that there is "neither empirical evidence nor any known argument to support any specific claim about the relative importance of feedback from the environment". Therefore, it would be unwise to claim that the sequence UST --> URE --> PRE and imitation can account for the process of language acquisition. What is more, the theory overlooks the speaker (internal) factors in this process.

Another point is illustrated by the following dialogue: A caregiver is attempting to correct a child's use of the prescriptively negatively-valued double negative construction, with frustrating results on both sides:

  

	Child:
	Nobody don't like me.

	Mother:
	No, say, "Nobody likes me."

	Child:
	Nobody don't like me.

	Mother:
	No, say, "Nobody likes me."

	[6 further repetitions of this interaction]

	Mother:
	No, now listen carefully. Say, "Nobody likes me."

	Child:
	Nobody don't likes me


There have been many criticisms of behaviourism, including the following:

1. Behaviourism does not account for all kinds of learning, since it disregards the activities of the mind.

2. Behaviourism does not explain some learning--such as the recognition of new language patterns by young children--for which there is no reinforcement mechanism.
How Behaviourism Impacts Learning


This theory is relatively simple to understand because it relies only on observable behaviour and describes several universal laws of behaviour. Its positive and negative reinforcement techniques can be very effective--both in animals, and in treatments for human disorders such as autism and antisocial behaviour. Behaviourism often is used by teachers, who reward or punish student behaviours.

------------------------
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