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What is learning?

This question was asked many times throughout this semester. What is learning? How do the Behaviorists view learning? The Cognitivists? The Social Learning theorists? Each of these theories view learning very differently. This paper examines learning as seen through each of these theories and how they inform instructional design.  

According to Ormrod, in the text, Human Learning, “learning is a means through which we acquire not only skills and knowledge but values, attitudes, and emotional reactions….” This, to me seems very social in its description, because the behavioral and cognitive views didn’t necessarily take values, attitudes, and emotions into account. Ormrod also states the following two definitions: 1. Learning is a relatively permanent change in behavior due to experience, and 2. Learning is a relatively permanent change in mental associations due to experience. Each of these definitions reflect a change due to experiences.  This is learning. The different theories will argue what kinds of experiences cause what kinds of changes. However, the basic fact is that there is a change due to the experiences that the learner encounters. 

The Behavioral Learning Theory focuses on the learning of tangible, observable behaviors or responses. Through a continual process of stimulating a desired response and reinforcing that desired response, the learner eventually changes their behavior to match the desired response. Learning occurs in the most basic way, and it is something that we can see. As long as the desired behavior is occurring, then learning has occurred. That is not to say that there is not a mental process involved in learning the behavior, but the behavioral theorists do not address this mental process. They limit their explanation to the very rudimentary behavioral change. They don’t really even acknowledge that the change in behavior might require in-depth mental processes to bring about. I think the fact that this was tested mostly on animals, leads to this, in my opinion, lower level explanation of learning.  Behaviorists would certainly argue that there is a higher level of learning occurring here, but in my opinion, there is certainly more of a mental process to learning. Now, I will agree that there is something to be said for the schedules reinforcement and the differences between positive and negative reinforcement and punishments. These certainly can be applied if the ultimate goal is just the basic behavioral change, such as getting a child to clean their room, or do their homework. However, I still believe that there is a mental process going on as well, that needs to be addressed.  I don’t believe that it is as simple as “if I clean my room, I get to watch TV”, because as a parent you can see those wheels turning as the child determines if there is anything on TV worth watching and whether or not that means they should clean their room.  Its just not as simple as getting your dog on a set feeding schedule.  Your child begins to out-think you!

The Cognitive Learning Theory focuses not on the behavioral outcomes but on the thought processes involved in human learning. These theorists make a distinction between learning and memory. Learning is viewed as the acquisition of new information. Memory, on the other hand, is related to the ability to recall information that has been previously learned. Cognition is about a process by which we receive information, we process that information, and then we do something with that information, either discarding it or keeping it. Information is everything.  The weather, the time, the lighting, and what’s on the chalkboard, are all information that could be processed concurrently.  How we take in these pieces of information and filter or encode them so that only the information on the chalkboard is hopefully remembered, is part of our cognitive learning process. This too can be considered a stimulus-response cycle, where the learner is reinforced using various controls within the learning environment.  The instructor can control certain factors and influence attention on the desired information using size, intensity, novelty, incongruity, emotion, and personal significance. The objective of the cognitive theorists is to help the learner organize the information for later retrieval building on information previously obtained. In my opinion, this certainly more logically describes how learning occurs.  I don’t think that the mental processes of learning can be ignored.  However, next comes a theory of how the environment also affects learning.  In a sense, cognitivism starts to address environmental effects, but only those that the instructor can “control”. They don’t necessarily acknowledge the “uncontrolled” factors that can affect the learner and how learning occurs. Especially in this day and age, I don’t see how one could expect to ignore how the environment affects learning. The environmental “un-controls” are screaming at us and children especially are pulled in so many different directions it makes instruction very difficult. One must take these environmental concerns into consideration.

The Social Learning Theory seems to me, to be the most complete theory for understanding how learning occurs. Social Learning Theory [SLT] describes how the environment affects a person’s behavior. It’s not that SLT is a combination of behavioral and cognitive, but that SLT rejects that either one of these occurs alone or without the affect of outside stimulus. The general principles of SLT are that people learn by observing; that learning can occur without a change in behavior; and that consequences of behavior and cognition, both play a role in learning.

Each of these three theories describes a possibility of how learning occurs. I find it interesting that Ormrod barely talks about the Social Learning Theory. Though, certainly a base understanding of both the behavioral and cognitive theories helps, for me, to see how social learning actually occurs in our day-to-day lives. Learning theories describe how learning occurs.  Instructional design strategies prescribe how to promote learning.  Gagne’s Principles of Instructional Design gave me a look into some of these strategies.  We read only about a third of the book, so I would like to continue reading.  Gagne does concentrate on many of the cognitive elements of learning such as verbal learning, and memory organization, creating schemas, and having the learner be an active participant in the learning process. I’m not sure that my understanding of learning has changed, but it has certainly deepened.  

My current job position does not necessarily involve instruction. However, my interests certainly lie in better designing instruction to promote the “most and best” learning possible. This semester I have taught for the first time.  I had the privilege of teaching IST 195 to primarily freshman and transfer students in the School of Information Studies.  I was fortunate to be coordinating with a colleague who has taught this course previously and has been teaching in some capacity for over 10 years. His experiences along with my IDD&E coursework have provided me with some great insight into how learning occurs and how to design instruction to promote it. He and I have had various discussions on how learning occurs and the different learning styles of individuals.  With his help, I have now delivered an entire course.  It has been a great experience for me and one that I certainly have also learned from, myself.  

I think I have a pretty good grasp of how learning occurs. What I am still developing is my own instructional strategies. I will continue to develop my lessons for IST 195 and hopefully will continue to teach on other levels.  I actually want to thank you, Tiffany and Chun-Ping, I think this was a great class.  I have a BA in Psychology, so many of these basic concepts rooted in “personality theories” came rushing back to me with renewed clarity. I witnessed my own retrieval of long-term memory.  Thanks again.
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