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[bookmark: _Hlk219253876]1. Introduction 
The critical reflection on the learning theory is also at the heart of the construction of how education works in the context of more complex and evidence-based environments. It is no longer the view that learning is merely the amassing of knowledge, but a process by which individuals create meaning and use understanding and come up with transferable capabilities in real-world situations (Illeris, 2018). Reflective critical practice can thus entail going beyond the description, to explore the way in which theoretical views can inform, limit or transform pedagogical practice.
This assignment is on theories of learning namely behaviorist, cognitivist, constructivist and social learning approaches. Although the theories have had an immense impact on educational philosophy, their applicability to present-day studies and classroom conditions has to be discussed. The idea of juxtaposing the learning theories with evidence-based pedagogy is especially important nowadays when educational practice becomes more and more influenced by the results of the studies in the fields of cognitive science and in-class studies (Deans for Impact, 2015; Jones, 2024). This type of comparison allows us to make a more fined-tuned vision of the interaction between theory and evidence instead of placing them as rival sources of authority.
Modern pedagogy is characterized by an increasing focus on the role of teachers in enhancing active participation in knowledge with the help of reflection, dialogue, and systematic direction, instead of passive transfer. This is a representation of more general theoretical changes conceptualizing learning as purposeful, socially mediated, and context-dependent learning (Hammad et al., 2020; Panthi, 2023).
The comparison further addresses the main theories of learning critically, relating them to evidence-based teaching, refusing on the adopted practice and discussing the broader issues of pedagogy in the 21st century. In this form, the critique assesses the usefulness, relevance, and constraints of learning theories to contemporary educational practice.
2. Framing Learning, Pedagogy and Critical Reflection 
To be critical of pedagogy, one has to first clarify what learning entails. The definitions learned during the module transcend the interpretation of learning as a data collection process, placing it in the arena of change that entails the acquisition of knowledge, skills, and their intentional use. Learning may be perceived as a comparatively long-term change in the ability to think or act in an individual due to experience and by being exposed to knowledge and the environment (Gagné, 1972; Illeris, 2018). This criticizes transmissive approaches to education which identify learning with recall, foregrounding learning as a process of active engagement and meaning making.
This conceptualization demands an explicit differentiation of pedagogy, curriculum and assessment that is involved in educational practice. Pedagogy has been defined as the provision of learning through methods of instruction, relationship, and conception of learning. Curriculum encompasses what is being taught, which indicates the knowledge of discipline and social priorities. Evaluation is the outcome of pedagogical and curricular decision-making, which offers evidence of learning and at the same time influences the behavior of learners and the focus of instructions (Moore, 2012). Assessment is taking over as the power behind practice, which is why pedagogy is in danger of being reduced to the easily measurable instead of educationally valuable and focusing less on education and more on performance (Waring and Evans, 2014).
Critical reflection builds upon critical thinking by asking educators to be interrogative about the assumptions they make when taking pedagogic choices. Instead of only focusing on results, reflective criticism means questioning the conceptualization of learning, knowledge that is prized, and the role of power in educational systems (Brookfield, 2017). This position is especially noteworthy in the evidence-informed discourse, where strategies are occasionally introduced as being effective across the board and not in any context.
In a digital, high abundance era, synthesis is a factor that is considered more important than information accumulation. Access to information will not be sufficient unless learners synthesize the information they have; they might have challenges connecting ideas or applying learning to new situations (Jones, 2024). Educational wisdom is formed through incorporation, assessment, and practice of knowledge, which resonates with the pedagogical practices where meaning-making and judgement are the main learning outcomes (Beetham and Sharpe, 2019).
[bookmark: _Hlk219283721]3. Critical Comparison of Learning Theories 
Theory of learning offers various perspectives in which educational practice can be interpreted, legitimized, and criticized. Their remaining usefulness relies not so much on their historical impact, but on their ability to define the role that learning plays in modern educational settings that are defined by digitalization, diversity, and accountability. This section is a critical comparison of behaviorism, cognitivism and constructivist and social learning perspectives in terms of conceptualizing learning, and defining the role of both the teacher and the learner and in either facilitating or limiting meaningful learning in contemporary education.
Behaviorism defines learning as a change in observable behavior that is measurable as the result of stimulus response interaction and reinforcement. In that regard, internal mental processes are deemed unreachable or unhelpful in the comprehension of learning (Skinner, 1953). Learning is thus perceived to be externally constructed but not internally constructed. The teacher is in a position of relative control by shaping the environment, rewards and punishments to bring about the desired behavioral result whereas the learners are relatively passive subjects of conditioning. Behaviourism is straightforward, predictable, and effective for teaching routines, procedural skills, and managing behaviour, particularly in early education (Illeris, 2018). However, it prioritises control and observable performance, limiting learner autonomy, meaning-making, motivation, and transfer, making it unsuitable for developing critical thinking and innovation (Hunaepi et al., 2024).
In contrast, cognitivism changes the perspective of the eyes on inner mind processes. The concept of learning is taken to mean the acquisition, organization and retrieval of knowledge in the memory systems which entails attention, perception and schema building (Gagne et al., 2005). Teachers are essential in organizing content, sequence of instructions and controlling cognitive load in learning and learners process information. The strength of cognitivism is that it has a high explanatory power and is consistent with evidence-based teaching methods based on cognitive science, such as explicit instruction, worked examples, retrieval practice, and spaced learning (Deans for impact, 2015; Kalyuga, 2011). These strategies aid in depth learning as they help in the transfer and long-term learning. Cognitivism, however, has been in criticism of defining learning as mainly an individual cognitive process, and has not adequately addressed the social, cultural, and emotional aspects of learning (Illeris, 2018). Although it decreases the over-control of behaviorism, the teacher remains the key driver of learning, and there is not much regard to the voice, identity, or collaboration of the learners.
Constructivist theories have a very different concept of learning. The process of learning is considered active where the learners create meaning by incorporating the new information with the preceding knowledge and experience (Piaget, 1970). Knowledge is not passed on in the same manner that teacher to the learner but is an active interpretation and re-building. Thus, teachers are not so much the makers of behavior or dispensers of information, but rather as the designers of environments, givers of problems and stimulators of reflection. The key advantage of constructivism is the focus on learner autonomy and deep learning and transfer of learning to new contexts, which go hand in hand with modern educational goals (Beetham and Sharpe, 2019). Nevertheless, constructivism has received a lot of criticism as well. Studies have indicated that minimally guided discovery learning may saturate working memory especially to new learners such that they form misconceptions instead of understanding (Kirschner et al., 2006). This brings to light one of the main weaknesses, namely, although constructivism encourages autonomy, the absence of structure may negatively affect the learning process, particularly the systems that are time-intensive and assessment-based.
Social constructivism goes further on constructivist thought by highlighting the essential social aspect of education. Based on the sociocultural theory, learning can be viewed as a process that occurs during interaction, language, and involvement in cultural situations (Vygotsky, 1978). The idea of the zone of proximal development places learning as a social-interactive process where facilitation, scaffolding, and discussion are among the major concerns. The teachers serve as facilitators and co-participators, and they assist learners to transcend the present capabilities by facilitating social interaction. Social constructivism answers the drawbacks of behaviorism and cognitivism by anticipating meaning, identity, and belonging which are also noted to be essential to learner interest and motivation (Giroux and Filippakou, 2020). However, its practical use is a challenge. Mass classes, fixed curriculum, and high-stakes testing may limit the possibility of sustained discussion and cooperative learning, and this begs the question of scalability and consistency of formal education.
Social learning theory goes ahead to strengthen relational aspects of the learning process by focusing on observation and modelling learning processes and the evolution of self-efficacy in the context of social interactions (Bandura, 1977). The concept of learning is seen to be influenced by contact with colleagues, educators, and communities, which puts emphasis on identity, motivation, and self-belief. Teachers become role models and creators of social space that facilitates belonging, as well as positive learner identities. This view is especially applicable to the inclusion, learner wellbeing, and engagement concerns in the contemporary context. Nevertheless, social learning theory does not provide much advice regarding the order of knowledge acquisition and continuation, which makes it less helpful as an independent curriculum design framework (Khalil et al., 2023).
Comparatively, the theories expose long term contradictions in education. Behaviorism puts more emphasis on control at the expense of autonomy and depth. Cognitivism increases orderly knowledge at the cost of removing learning from a social setting. Constructivist and social learning theories encourage autonomy and deep learning but should be carefully scaffolded lest cognitive overloading occurs. The difference between personal cognition and social learning highlights the necessity to see learning as the mental and relational process. The modern education does not require the choice of one theoretical standpoint, but the integration of knowledge in all theories by using the empirical data and the professional discretion. This type of synthesis allows pedagogical flexibility and educators to react in a meaning-driven manner to varied learners and complicated educational situations.
[bookmark: _Hlk219283740]4. Comparing Learning Theories with Evidence-Informed Teaching 
Evidence-based pedagogy has been on the rise as teachers are advised to base pedagogical choices on sound research instead of conventional and intuition. It is also true though that evidence does not exist outside of theory and as such invariably reflects refined and/or challenged underlying assumptions regarding the nature of the learning process. Critical comparison of learning theories and evidence-informed approaches thus provides a useful insight into the way research supports, reforms and limits the practice in pedagogy in modern education.
Research from cognitive science has provided strong empirical support for cognitivist perspectives on learning, particularly in relation to memory, attention, and knowledge acquisition. The Science of Learning synthesized by Deans for Impact (2015) aligns closely with cognitivist assumptions that learning involves durable changes in long-term memory and that understanding depends on how knowledge is organised, retrieved, and applied. Cognitive Load Theory also enhances this correspondence and proves that learning is limited by working memory as it has limited capacity, and it is important to structure instruction, sequence it, and be clear (Kalyuga and Singh, 2016). Instead of disapproving of cognitivism, this evidence narrows it down by providing practical ways on how an instructional design can bring about deep insight as opposed to surface learning.
Cognitive findings inform Rosenshine’s Principles of Instruction, including modelling, guided practice, and review, reflecting cognitivist ideas of scaffolding and gradual release of responsibility (Rosenshine, 2012). Evidence challenges strong constructivist approaches, showing unguided discovery overloads novices’ working memory and hinders learning (Lee and Anderson, 2013). Evidence-based teaching therefore clarifies when learner autonomy is appropriate. It also extends beyond behaviorism: while repetition and reinforcement support procedural learning, they are limited for conceptual understanding and transfer (Willingham, 2021). Learning is strengthened through retrieval, explanation, and active engagement, aligning more with cognitivist and constructivist perspectives (Deans for Impact, 2015).
Formative assessment is one of the areas where there is a good synthesis between the learning theory and evidence. Studies show that feedback, questioning, and self-assessment are very important in promoting learning since they help people make their thinking visible and to direct their next steps (Wiliam, 2011). These results dispute the limited views of assessment as a post hoc assessment of achievement and instead place assessment as a part and parcel of the learning process. It fits in both social constructivist perspectives of learning being dialogic and iterative as well as upholding cognitive principles of feedback, metacognition and retrieval. Evidence-based assessment practices thus facilitate individual cognition and social interaction as opposed to giving precedence to one over the other.
The Great Teaching Toolkit further illustrates this synthesis by conceptualizing effective teaching as a set of dimensions—such as cognitive activation, classroom climate, and instructional clarity—rather than prescriptive methods (Coe et al., 2020). This framework resists reducing evidence-informed teaching to rigid “best practice” recipes, acknowledging that effectiveness depends on how strategies are enacted within specific contexts. In doing so, it implicitly challenges behaviorist notions of control and uniformity, supporting a more relational and responsive view of pedagogy.
Another way in which evidence informs the learning theory is in generative learning research. The research on strategy use, including summarizing, explaining and making connections, proves that learners engage in a deeper meaning in a process of constructing it (Fiorella and Mayer, 2016). Although this substantiates the constructivist arguments of active learning, it is also evident that such an undertaking should be well-planned and thinking within its ability. Learning to generate is best supported by teacher guidance to organize student interaction which supports the importance of balancing between autonomy and support.
Evidence-based teaching has its advantages, but its use has risks, which can be observed when it is employed blindly. Practices of simplified strategy translation may promote technical, but not professional, adherence to research, excluding ethical and contextual aspects of education (Karatsiori, 2023). Pedagogical decision-making should therefore not be replaced by evidence but should be informed by it. The quality of teaching is achieved through the processes of reflective synthesis, where theory gives conceptual basis, evidence gives empirical direction and teacher judgement giving response to learners and context.
[bookmark: _Hlk219283769]5. Reflection on Implemented Teaching Examples 
The practices that I have learned and investigated throughout the module offered me great chances to explore how learning theories and evidence-based principles are converted into classroom practice. The examples of explicit instruction, collaborative learning and formative assessment showed that pedagogical effectiveness cannot be obtained because of following only one theoretical stance, but in the context of learner needs and contextual limitations. A consideration of these practices underscores the reason why some methods facilitated learning whereas others show shortcomings when embraced blindly.
Examples of explicit instruction, including teacher modelling followed by guided and independent practice, reflected strong cognitivist influences. These approaches were particularly effective when introducing new or conceptually demanding material, as structured explanation reduced cognitive load and supported the development of accurate mental representations (Paas et al., 2010). The inclusion of retrieval practice further strengthened retention and understanding, aligning with evidence that active recall enhances learning more effectively than repeated exposure (Deans for Impact, 2015). However, where explicit instruction was implemented rigidly, with limited opportunities for discussion or application, learning risked becoming procedural and surface-level, reinforcing critiques of overly directive pedagogy.
The impact of the social constructivist and social learning theories was demonstrated through collaborative learning activities, especially when learners participated in the organized dialogue, peer explanation, and jointly solving a problem. These practices assisted in further insight since they prompted learners to give reasoning and negotiate meaning, which aligns with sociocultural perspectives of learning, being socially mediated (Hills et al., 2015). It is believed that properly planned cooperation may also assist the motivation and clarity of ideas (Kirylo et al., 2010). Conversely, instances which had a loose structure underscored the weaknesses of considering social interaction as a sole source of learning. Such cases led to the strengthening of misconceptions and are an indication of research warning against the least guidance of group work (Dunham et al., 2020).
The application of formative assessment strategies especially questioning and feedback proved how evidence-based practice can help close the gap between theory and practice. Learners were more engaged and self-regulated when feedback was based on learning processes instead of the performance outcomes, which supports the research indicating that formative assessment should be seen as part of the learning process (Cisterna and Gotwals, 2018). Nevertheless, time pressures and assessment requirement usually restricted the ability to receive continuous feedback, making it less effective.
Overall, reflection on implemented teaching examples confirms that effectiveness depends less on the selection of strategies than on professional judgement in enactment. Learning was most powerful where theory and evidence were integrated responsively, rather than applied as rigid prescriptions.
6. 21st-Century Pedagogical Challenges 
The modern education is working under the circumstances where traditional views of the way learning takes place and the way teaching is performed are being put into question. Among the most important tensions, there is the information overload versus meaningful learning. Students have never been able to access information as much as they can and do at present, but the access is not enough without understanding. Studies show that too much information may impair understanding and transfer of information to the working memory (Kalyuga, 2011). Although learning theories, such as classic theory, which focus on knowledge acquisition still apply, they cannot be adequate unless they are coupled with pedagogical methods which are more concerned with synthesis, evaluation, and use as opposed to accumulation.
The growth of online learning settings also makes attention and engagement more difficult. Online technologies provide a possibility to collaborate and be personalized, but they also divide the attention and promote shallow engagement with information (Kirschner and De Bruyckere, 2017). The behaviorist techniques of high dependence on external reinforcement also pose a danger to this issue in that they reinforce completion of tasks instead of the understanding. Cognitivist and constructivist approaches, in turn, are much more solid guides to digital pedagogy by focusing on cognitive load management, guided instruction, and purposeful interaction with the learner (Langer, 2009). Nevertheless, these theories need to be critically modified to the online and hybrid contexts, instead of blindly being transferred to the traditional classes.
A further challenge emerges in balancing evidence-informed practice with pedagogical creativity. While empirical research offers valuable insights into effective teaching, uncritical adherence to “what works” risks narrowing pedagogy and reducing teaching to technical compliance (Biesta, 2015). The theories of learning that place emphasis on autonomy, meaning making and exploration underscore the role of creativity in maintaining engagement and intense learning. Evidence-based teaching thus needs professional judgement to strike the right balance between structure and flexibility without giving in to the urge to implement the findings of research as strict instructions (Coe et al., 2020).
One more aspect that affects standard pedagogical models is the increasing diversity among learners. Learners come with different cultural identities, past experiences, and needs in learning institutions and one-size fits all becomes ineffective. The social constructivist and the social learning theories prove especially useful when it comes to acknowledging learning as the relational and culturally situated (Vygotsky, 1978). However, without deliberate pedagogical and curricular planning, theory cannot be applied to the problem of systemic inequities. The key to inclusive practice requires the ability of educators to deliver theory and evidence in their context to affirm learner identity and belonging in addition to academic success (Panthi, 2023).
Finally, tensions between teacher autonomy and policy accountability continue to shape pedagogical decision-making. High-stakes assessment and standardization often privilege measurable outcomes, reinforcing surface learning and constraining professional discretion (Waring & Evans, 2014). Addressing these challenges requires synthesis across disciplines and an educator who acts as a facilitator of learning, exercising informed judgement to support understanding, agency, and meaningful participation.
[bookmark: _Hlk219283811]7. Critical Reflective Synthesis 
The interaction with the learning theories and evidence-based pedagogy in the module has hugely changed my perception of learning and the role of the teacher. It seemed that initially learning was most conveniently articulated in discrete theoretical stances, all of which were clear and coherent. However, prolonged critical reflection has shown that there is no single theory that can fully explain learning. Rather it comes out as an intricate procedure that is cognitive, social, contextual, and moral. This has changed my mind set by shifting towards the desire to find absolute pedagogical solutions to the need to appreciate informed judgement, flexibility and reflexivity in making decisions in education.
Through comparative analysis, I have come to value cognitivist and social constructivist perspectives most strongly, though not uncritically. Cognitivism has deepened my understanding of how learning depends on prior knowledge, memory, and the management of cognitive load, particularly in relation to instructional clarity and sequencing (Kalyuga, 2011). Evidence-informed practices such as retrieval and explicit instruction have demonstrated that structure is not opposed to deep learning but often a prerequisite for it (Deans for Impact, 2015). At the same time, social constructivist and social learning theories have highlighted dimensions that cognitive accounts alone underplay, including dialogue, motivation, identity, and belonging (Gredler, 2015; Bandura, 1977). I now recognize that meaningful learning depends on the integration of cognitive structure and social mediation rather than privileging one over the other.
Evidence-based teaching has reshaped my understanding, revealing evidence not as prescriptive solutions but as a means to clarify theory. Research on formative assessment and generative learning links theory with classroom realities (Wiliam, 2018; Fiorella and Mayer, 2016), while critiques of “what works” reinforce professional judgement and ethical awareness (Biesta, 2015).
This combination has contributed to my new professional identity. Teaching is no longer being seen as the process of delivering content or implementation of strategies, it is a reflexive relational practice. The field of facilitator has been put into the limelight where facilitator entails designing learning environments that are structured but need autonomy and guidance and responsive. In the future, I am planning to establish myself as an active learner and a reflective practitioner ready to engage constantly with theory, evidence, and practice based on learners and the situation.
[bookmark: _Hlk219283837]8. Conclusion 
This critical reflection has explored the learning theories and their applications to the evidence-informed teaching method and the modern-day teaching and learning practice and has revealed that their usefulness does not exist in prescriptive practice but can inform professional judgement. The learning theories continue to be very useful as theoretical frameworks that assist teachers to comprehend the way learning takes place, the variance among learners as well as how pedagogical choices influence the result. The behaviorism, cognitivism, constructivism and social learning theories present the various facets of learning and provide an insight into behavior, cognition, meaning-making and social interaction. Nevertheless, not one theory can be applicable to explain the complexity of learning in contemporary learning settings.
Relevancy wise, learning theories will still be relevant if they are interpreted critically and flexibly applied. Modern evidence of cognitive science and classroom studies have narrowed theoretical assumptions and emphasized the role of organized teaching, feedback, and retrieval, as well as reaffirmed the role of dialogue, identity, and belonging. Learning theories thus are not value neutral models, but dynamic prismatic through which they have to subject themselves to empirical tests and contextual realities. They are most relevant in that they promote depth of understanding, learner agency and meaningful transfer, as opposed to surface performance.
The analysis has also identified key challenges for education, including information overload, digital distraction, increasing learner diversity, and tensions between accountability and professional autonomy. These challenges expose the limitations of rigid pedagogical approaches and underline the risks of reducing teaching to technical compliance or unstructured creativity.
In conclusion, the 21st century of pedagogy relies on the combination of theory, evidence and reflective judgment. Learning theories offer conceptual foundation, evidence-driven instruction offers empirical instructional guidelines, and reflections allow the educators to be responsive to the situation and the needs of the learner. It is on this synthesis that responsive, ethical and meaningful educational practice is supported.
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