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Behaviorism may be most usefully conceived of as the scaffolding from which modern psychology has been built.  It definitely falls into the category of "ignore at your own peril" for any educator (or, indeed, any social scientist), but its practical, day-to-day applicability is fairly limited.

This is not to say that the basic observations of behaviorism are invalid, just that they are now construed as lying within a much larger framework.  By way of analogy, relativity and quantum mechanics have not thrown Newtonian physics out the window, they are just considered simplified “special case” explanations for situations much slower than light and much larger than an atom.  So the basic model of stimulus-response still stands, it’s just that the situations that may be adequately modeled thereby are typically too simple to be terribly interesting.  Thanks to the cognitive revolution, we may more robustly model more, and more complex, situations using a stimulus-intervening cognitive variables-response model (the intervening variables being broken down into short-term memory, encoding methodologies, propositional or feature-comparative schemas of long-term storage, etc. etc.).  A fortiori, we may even more richly still analyze human behavior with newer constructivist models incorporating considerations such as motivation, metaphor and embodied cognition, making “simple” behaviorism quite the poor cousin by relation.

Despite the great many advances made by theorists, however, the ghosts of behaviorism continue to haunt us in the form of bureaucratic-academic requirements from, via legislative mandate, the pull of industry.  Some background is in order.  In the last decade of the nineteenth century, and the first decade of the twentieth, William James was the undisputed king of American psychology.  Although a pragmatist by philosophy, he was a psychological idealist in that he pursued the loftiest goals—explanations of consciousness, dreams and religious experiences—a full century before (by his own prescient estimation) science would know enough about the brain to begin to correlate neural states with mental states.


Enter James Broadus Watson.  Inspired by Pavlov’s work (as well as by the nagging perception of psychology as something other than a “hard” science) he developed the basic form of behaviorism.  This was by the nineteen twenties, the days of Henry Ford and truly efficient assembly-line industrial technology.  Big business was ecstatic that at last it saw eye to eye with psychological and educational theorists about the desired goals of instruction, namely producing workers that could produce the correct behaviors (pull that lever, lift that barge, tote that bale).


The demands of industry in peacetime nineteen-twenties were greatly exacerbated in the wartime nineteen-forties, and remained fairly high throughout the Cold War (and even to this day) through the ongoing demands of a military-industrial complex.  This ugly legacy is in greatest part responsible for a system that continues to insist upon standardized testing of objectively-analyzable fact-regurgitation even when best evidence that this may not be in the best service of young people’s mental health, let alone intelligence.  This is where the analysis of the utility of behaviorism crosses over into a social critique of the society that continues to engage it, so here I will stop.
