PAGE  
14

Learning Theories

And Instruction in the Classroom
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Explore the intriguing theories of Skinner, Gagne, Weiner, and Piaget.

Discover the combination of components and assumptions that create cognitive enhancement.

Learn the practical approaches to instruction that can benefit the learner and produce academic success. 

Skinner’s Operant Conditioning Theory

[image: image2.wmf] What is this theory about? Behavior modification occurs when a behavior is changed by altering the consequences, outcomes, or rewards that follow the behavior (Moore, 2001).

· What are the basic assumptions of the theory? (Gredler, 2001)

1. Learning is a behavioral change.

2. Learning is related to changes in the environment.

3. Relationships between behavior and the environment must be studied in a controlled atmosphere.

4. Causes of behavior are determined by the data collected from the study.

5. The behavior of the individual is the data source.

6. The interaction between an organism and its environment is consistent with other species.
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· What are the basic assumptions regarding instruction based on this theory?

1. Behavior that has been analyzed can be applied to the classroom.

2. Behavior in the classroom can be shaped like any other behavior.

3. Reinforcement for behavioral responses can be provided through technology.

[image: image4.wmf]


· What are the components of Skinner’s theory?
1. Future behavior may be changed due to the affect of consequences on the organism. These consequences are produced by emitted responses.

2.The three essential components are: stimulus, response, and reinforcing stimulus.
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· How are the components of instruction based on this theory?

1. When a response is evoked for the first time and is reinforced, teaching occurs.

2. The selection of the discriminative stimuli (teacher directions, text) and reinforcement must be carefully planned and executed.

3. Stimulus control is transferred as cues signaling the appropriate 

     responses are slowly withdrawn.

4. Artificial reinforcement replaces natural reinforces that are      

unavailable.
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· What are some other educational issues?

1. Learner characteristics: Skinner defines these as particular behaviors that students bring to the learning situation, thus influencing new behaviors. These include:

a. Individual differences (genetics, and history of reinforcement)

b. Readiness for Learning (array of behaviors brought to the class))

c. Motivation (interest, enthusiasm, appreciation, and dedication behavioral traits)

2. Cognitive processes: Mental events are translated into identified behaviors. 

a. Transfer of Learning is excluded from Skinner’s data.

b. Learning “How–to-Learning Skills” are incorporated into self-management behavior.

c. Problem solving is explored. 

3. Social context: Positive reinforces for socialization include:

 Attention, approval, affection

      Negative reinforces are:

 Disapproval, insult, contempt, ridicule

[image: image7.wmf]
· What are some strategies and examples for instruction based upon the Skinner theory?

A positive classroom climate is emphasized with instructional application. Behavior is shaped when a teacher responds to a student’s successes rather than his failures. If reinforcement follows the response to a stimulus, the response is more apt to occur in the future (On Purpose Associates, 2003) the following steps can create this positive experience:

1. Analyze the current classroom environment. (Positive student behaviors that occur, behaviors requiring punishment, frequency of the punishment).

2. Develop a list of potential positive reinforces. (Student’s preferred activities, natural setting activities that serve in this capacity).
3. Select the behavioral sequences to be initially implemented in the classroom. (Which punished behaviors can be transformed into positive ones? What is the frequency of the behavior?)
4. Implement the behavioral sequences, maintaining anecdotal records and making changes when necessary. (Are the rules and methods clear? Can everyone earn reinforcement?)
Gagne’s Conditions of Learning

[image: image8.wmf]   What is this theory about? It discusses the relationship of steps in the information process to the type of learning taking place as well instructional features.

· What are the basic assumptions of the theory? (Gredler, 2001)

1. Learning is a casual factor in the individual’s development. 

2. Human learning is not acquiring isolated items of information; but rather, it is generalized to a wide variety of situations.

Complex skills are developed based on prior learning.

3. Learning is diverse and complex and results in a variety of    

different capabilities.
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· What are the basic assumptions regarding instruction based on this theory?

1. Instruction should be planned to provide learning for individual students.

2. Long-range and immediate phases are incorporated into the instructional design.

3. Instruction should be designed systematically in order to facilitate development.

4. An organized, sequential selection of informational components or systems approach is necessary for academic achievement.

5. Instructional design should target how human beings learn.
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· What are the components of Gagne’s theory?

1. The five varieties of learning include: verbal information, intellectual skills, cognitive strategies, motor skills, and attitudes.

2. Internal conditions focus on the phases of cognitive development.

3. External conditions examine the environmental supports for learning.


· How are the components of instruction based on this theory?
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1.
Performance objectives reflect the outcome for school learning.

2. The individual’s capabilities and the analyzation of various learning    

requirements are essential to this theory.

3. The five varieties of learning identify the capabilities of the learner.

4. The nine instructional events support cognitive enhancement and serve as an instructional guide.

[image: image12.wmf]
· What are some other educational issues?
1. Learner characteristics: Gagne is concerned with the needs of personalized instruction. Learner characteristics examined include:

a. Individual differences (cognitive strategies, and the rate of learning)

b. Readiness (capabilities)

c. Motivation (identified and channeled into activities)

2.       Cognitive processes: Gagne is concerned with factors that make 
a difference in education. These factors include:

a. Transfer of Learning (sequencing and generalizations)

                b. Learning “How-to-Learn” skills  (cognitive strategies)

                c. Teaching problem solving (combine previously learned skills     


       
    with new situations)

3. 
Social context: Gagne’s methods centers upon educational events that foster small group interaction. His main concern in this area is the relationship to other perspectives. The benefits of socializing in small group situations include: the development of communication skills, leadership abilities, open-mindedness, persuasive arguing, and other interpersonal skills (Moore, 2001).
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· What are some strategies and examples for instruction based upon the Gagne theory? (TIP, 2003)
Learning tasks are organized into a hierarchy based on their complexity. Gagne’s Conditions of Learning parallels my teaching approach. A “set” is created that provides an attention-getting monologue introducing the history lesson. In the transition from the set to the lesson, an explanation is given stating what will be studied that day. Recall questions are presented regarding previously covered material. A stimulus is then offered that is often a project involving group work.  Acting as a facilitator, I provide guidance in the initial instruction and my feedback is constructive and always positive. I assess the performances as projects are graded and shown to the class. Finally, retention is enhanced and transferred through the use of discussion and written evaluations. I believe this approach generates higher-level thinking and a lasting transfer of information.
Piaget’s Developmental Epistemology

[image: image14.wmf]What is this theory about? It describes the growth of intelligence from infancy to adulthood. Piaget found and reported four major levels of development: the sensor motor level, the preoperational level, the level of concrete operations, and the level of formal operations (Doll, 1996)

· What are the basic assumptions of this theory? (Gredler, 2001)

1. The nature of intelligence and biological organisms’ function in similar ways. Both are organized systems that interact with the environment.

Intelligence is constantly changing.

2. Knowledge is a process that is created by the activity of the learner.

3. There are four essential factors in cognitive development: Physical environment, maturation, social influences, and equilibrium. 
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· What are the basic assumptions regarding instruction based on this theory?

1.   Knowledge should be taught as if it were a set of truths that can be relayed through abstract thinking.
2.  The learner builds knowledge through self-directed analysis and peer

observations.
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· What are the components of Piaget’s theory?

1. Processes that are responsible for progress from a lower level of reasoning to a higher level are studied.

2. The psychological nature of logical thinking targets the operations that change due to performances on data or with objects.
3. The fundamental processes demonstrate how intelligence interacts with the environment. Adaptation and growth are often noted.
· How are the components of instruction based on this theory?
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1. The teacher creates meaningful problems through organized situations.

2. Cooperation and discussion among the students should occur during experimentation.

3. The teacher’s role is to provoke the child’s thoughts

4.  Self-directed exploration results in cognitive enhancement.
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· What are some other educational issues?

1.
Learner characteristics: Piaget’s theory targets the following issues in their relationship to long-term cognitive development:

a. Individual differences (cultural)

b. Readiness (capacity to learn new information and the construction of cognitive operations)

c. Motivation (physiological, affective, or intellectual needs)

2.
Cognitive processes:  Organizational skills are stressed in Piaget’s “how-to-learn” skills. “Transfer of learning skills” vary in that they prepare the learner for the next level. Problem solving cannot be taught but it can be discovered through experimentation.

3.
Social context: Peer interactions are encouraged in self-directed experimentation. Students reflect on their own thinking and conclusions.
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· What are some strategies and examples for instruction based upon the Piaget theory?

Teachers must emphasize the critical role that experiences-or interactions with the surrounding environment play in student learning. Educators must plan a developmentally appropriate curriculum that enhances their students’ logical and conceptual growth (On Purpose Associates, 2003). 
The four- step classroom strategy that implements Piaget’s concepts is ideal for my eighth grade social studies students. This concept creates an interactive environment where students discover motivation, exploration, and application. Each step allows the students to build on prior knowledge as they deepen their understanding through varied experiences and opportunities for generalization. The four steps utilized in this approach are:

1. Determine which principles in a course or curriculum typically taught by verbal means may be replaced by student-directed research.

2. Select or develop classroom activities for the identified topics. Evaluate the selected activities.
3. Identify opportunities for teacher questions that support the problem-solving process.
4. Evaluate the implementation of each activity, noting successes and needed revisions (Gredler, 2001).
Weiner’s Attribution Theory

[image: image20.wmf] What is this theory about? It examines the influence of the learner’s beliefs about success and failure on achievement-related behavior. Attributions can influence people’s self talk, and resulting behaviors (Iverson, 1999).

· What are the basic assumptions of this theory?
1. A motivator for action is the learner’s search for understanding.

2. Attributions are complex sources of information about behavior.

3. Future behavior is dictated in part by the expectations of the learner.
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· What are the basic assumptions regarding instruction based on this theory?  (Gredler, 2001)

1. Motivation is provided through a search for understanding.

2. The determination of a person’s beliefs concerning results from the past affects an individual’s behavior.
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· What are the components of Weiner’s theory?
1.Outcome attributions and their characteristics influence achievement. These dimensions include: ability, luck, task difficulty, effort, mood, illness, interest, and help from others.

2. The functions of attribution dimensions may influence motivation through expectancy and generated emotional reactions. 

How are the components of instruction based on this theory?
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· Teacher-student interactions are analyzed. The factors that influence this interaction are: the classroom model, the characteristics of students and teachers, and classroom and personal goals.

· The classroom model monitors teacher feedback, and behavior towards the student.
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· What are some other educational issues?
1.
Learner characteristics:  Weiner feels these characteristics influence a student’s beliefs about failure and success:

a. Individual differences (personal attributes)

b. Readiness for Learning (capability to succeed with instruction for new skills)

c. Motivation (student’s success and failure beliefs)

2. 
Cognitive processes: One area of importance to Weiner’s theory is transfer of learning which focuses on the approach the student takes to a problem.

3. 
Social context: The theory is concerned with the learner’s perception of his ability to handle a multitude of situations.
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· What are some strategies and examples for instruction based upon the Weiner theory?

“The two key steps to effective use of Attribution. First, it must be applied in a situation where people are thinking about why things are happening. Second, the explanations must be an internal attribution (Attribution theory, 2003).” Examples would include the following statements:

A teacher states, “These homework assignments were very well done. There must be a lot of good students in this class, I guess.”

Or “Larry, I don’t know if you realize it, but you’ve been sitting here quietly working alone on your projects. You must be a very hard-working person.” The little things a teacher does leads to internal attribution.

External attribution such as rewards and punishments can be used effectively if the leaner believes he earned the reward for internal reasons. “I got the gold sticker because I am a good student who did well on the assignment.”
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