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Learning outcomes

•Introductions 

•Explore key learning theories – how do adults learn

•Determine applicability of these learning theories to education now



Introductions 

•What is your name

•Area of interest for teaching currently

•If you were a fruit or vegetable, what would you be and why?

•Explain a value you think is important



What is learning?

•From your conversations last week –

•What is learning?

•Where do adult learn?



Learning theory

•Behaviourism

•Humanism

•Cognitivism

•Constructivism



Activity (10 mins)

•In groups chose one of the following to research and find out their approach 

to learning

•Behaviourism

•Humanism

•Cognitivism

•Constructivism

•Each group will feedback before we cover it here



Behaviourism

•Key theorists include:

• Skinner

• Pavlov

• Watson

•What did you find out?



•Focus on idea that all behaviours are learned through interaction with the 
environment, from the environment and that innate or inherited factors have very 
little influence

•Disregards mental activities such as IQ

•New and repeated behaviours eventuality become automatic

•Re-enforcement can influence this – if you do something good you get a treat which 
will make you do it again

•Teachers can therefore, according to behaviourism, directly influence students' 
behaviours by rewarding or holding rewards



•They view the learning process as a passive activity and believe that 

knowledge is given and absolute – an empty box to be filled

•The amount of learning that takes place can be measured by observing 

behaviours, specifically correct answers. 

•Students are given knowledge and asked to reproduce what they have learnt 

to the teacher. 

•Learning process is passive

•Completely ignores the possibility of thought processes occurring in the mind



Pavlov (1849 -1936) 
Conditioning

•We enter the world as a blank slate.

•Our unique ways of behaving are a result of our 
environment and experiences.

•Rejected Freud’s concept of the unconscious as 
unscientific.

•Based his theories on observation alone.

•Pavlov’s dogs



What Pavlov concluded

Behaviour is learnt or conditioned according to associations in 
our environment and upbringing.

Human beings can widen their associations using their 
imaginations



Watson (1878-
1958)

•Humans learn by a process of conditioning.

•He believed you could take any child and turn 

them into whoever you wanted: 

•“I’ll guarantee to take anyone at random and turn 

them into the specialist which I select”.

•He believed he could make anyone anything – a 
painter, a robber, a scientist… anything

•Baby Albert



B.F. Skinner (1904-90) 
Operant Conditioning 

•We learn by positive and negative feedback.

•These feedbacks are called reinforcements.

•The more positive reinforcement we receive, the 

more we will voluntarily repeat that behaviour 

(praise, prizes, rewards, satisfaction).

•By operant Skinner means “behaviour occurring 

just before the stimulus”.

•So…operant conditioning means causing repeat 

behaviour patterns just before a stimulus occurs.

•Skinners Rats



Skinner’s conclusions

Operant

conditioning

in action

A behaviour 

followed by 

reinforcement 

causes the 

behaviour to 

be repeated

If the 

reinforcement 

is withdrawn, 

the behaviour 

diminishes

So frequency and 

nature of 

reinforcements 

are vital to 

sustain a desired 

behaviour

Operant 

conditioning 

in action 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5XUvm_smWHY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5XUvm_smWHY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5XUvm_smWHY


Strengths and weaknesses

Strength: 

•The learner is focused on a clear goal and responds automatically to the signs of 

that goal.

•Ensures that a person behaves in the same way whenever the same circumstance is 

presented, for example, it is important that a computer user runs the same query at 

the end of each month to produce the monthly sales report.

Weakness:

•The learner may find themselves in a circumstance where they needs to respond

•What if mental cues they receive do not match what they has previously learnt.



Opinion…

•Do you think this is relevant to post 16 learning?

•How might it fit in with you teaching style, or is it a theory to be acknowledged 

and disregarded?



Humanism

•Theorists include

• Roger 

• Maslow

• Dewey

•What did you find out?



•Humanists take into consideration the learners’ experiences, motivations, drives

•Humanism is a paradigm or philosophy of beliefs concerned with the needs of 

people and their being 

•The Humanist Approach is a method of doing something that is concerned with 

the needs of people

•It is a world living in complexity, uncertainty, instability, the uniqueness of 

individual response and the conflicts of values

•Self / motivation / experience / goals of particular interest.



John - Dewey Principles 
and Key Concepts

•Philosophical pragmatism 

•Concern with interaction - Experiential learning 

•Reflection and experience - Education must 
engage with and enlarge experience 

•Interest in community and democracy

•Informal /formal learning.

•Significant learning takes place when the subject 
matter is relevant to the personal interests of the 
student 



Malcolm Knowles -
Andragogy 

•Adult Educator – adopted the term andragogy in 

his application of humanist learning to adult 

learners

•Adult learners seen as self-directed and 

autonomous

•Teachers seen as facilitators.



Maslow : 
Hierarchy 
of needs

Who can tell us about 

Maslow's’ hierarchy of needs?



Strengths and weaknesses

Strengths:

•Seen as empowering

•Considers individuals in learning and how experiences, emotional state can impact their 
learning

•Holistic view of education – see the ‘whole learner’

Weaknesses:

•Seen as not based in ‘formal’ research but as anecdotal

•Seen as subjective – everyone's experience is different and therefore can it be measured

•Concerned with the process of learning rather than what is learnt



Opinion…

•Do you think this is relevant to post 16 learning?

•How might it fit in with you teaching style, or is it a theory to be acknowledged 

and disregarded?



Cognitivism

•Theorists include

• Piaget

• Erikson

•What did you find out?



•Emphasis on the active mental processing on the part of the learner. 

•Different types of tasks will incur different cognitive processes.

•Learning a new language will require different processes than learning to spell

•It is very important to appreciate those processes are different to eventually 

understand how the learner engages in the learning process so that the learning 

process may be enhanced.

•The learner’s role as an active and creative activity rather than a passive one

•Cognitive theory usually relates to the role of information processing. 



•The aspects involved in processing such as memory, organisation and neurological 

connections are viewed as central in the cognitive theories. 

•Learners tend to formulate a hypothesis about the rule underlying a particular 

concept so that they can be expressed in the if-then form

•for example, if an animal has four legs, a hump or two, is large, has fur that malts in 

the summer and it spits, then it is a camel

•Cognitivists’ concept is fundamentally different from the behaviourists’ view of 

learning. However, like behaviourists, cognitivists also agree that knowledge is given 

and absolute, but the cognitivists focus and emphasise on the internal mental 

processes of the learner during the learning process. 



Jean Piaget 
•Studied human knowledge - the nature of thought and how it develops

•Based on studying the cognitive development of children

•Came up with stages of development:

• Sensorimotor – development of senses and movement (1 - 2 yrs)

• Preoperational – symbolic thought; need for constant stimulation; 
egocentric (2 – 7 yrs)

• Concrete operational – able to perform more complex ‘real/concrete’ 
mental operations and tasks; decentred (7 – 12 yrs)

• Formal operational – able to solve hypothetical problems (ability 
dependent on a wide range of experiences) (12 – 19 yrs)



Guy Claxton 

•Learning can be hard, lonely, confusing, frustrating and upsetting

•But it can also be exciting and exhilarating

•Self-efficacy is key

• What you believe about learning

• What view you have of yourself as a learner

•Robust and fragile learners



Robust vs. fragile learners

ROBUST LEARNERS

Intelligence not fixed can be improved

Strong self-efficacy

Value own goals

Resilient

Bounce back

Recover from difficulties

Fight, not flight

FRAGILE LEARNERS

Fatalistic about their own intelligence

Weak self-efficacy

Question own goals

Panic and collapse

Low self-esteem and self-confidence

Give up

Flight, not fight



Influence of Claxton

Educators should:

•Show concern for the learner’s self-worth

•Develop a learning culture

•Help learner’s build resilience – not ‘of course you can’

•Provide a high challenge / low stress situation

•Focus on the process as well as the content

•Provide transferable learning strategies



Strengths and weaknesses

Strength: 

•Learners are to be trained such that they accomplish a task the same way on a 

number of occasions – for example, all members of a customer service department 

must be able to respond the same way to similar queries. 

Weakness: 

•Learners learns a way to accomplish a specific task but it may not necessarily be the 

best way or suited to that particular situation or learner, for example, in response to 

a programming question, students may produce different working versions of the 

system but some may be much less efficient than others.



Opinion…

•Do you think this is relevant to post 16 learning?

•How might it fit in with you teaching style, or is it a theory to be acknowledged 

and disregarded?



Constructivism

•Theorists include:

• Vygotsky

• Bruner

•What did you find out?



•Constructivism is a learning theory that is actively constructed in the mind of 

the learners out of their experiences in the world. 

•Each learner generates his own rules and mental models through 

experiencing things and reflecting on those experiences

•Learning, as described by constructivists, is simply the process of adjusting 

our mental models to accommodate new experiences 

•The principle is that the learners start with a complex problem and work out 

to discover the basic skills required to solve the problem. 



•This method of learning involves cooperative learning, experimentation, open-

ended problems and real-life scenarios in which the learners discover 

learning on their own through active involvement with concepts and principles 

•The role of the instructors hence changes from teachers who give didactic 

lectures to cover a particular lesson, to facilitators who help the learners to 

get their own understanding of the content 

•Facilitators motivate their students to find solutions by exploring, 

collaborating, inventing, and experimenting



The zone of proximal 
development

•Distance between what a learner is 
capable of doing unsupported, and 
what they can do supported.

•Breaking up the learning into chunks 
and providing a tool, or structure, with 
each chunk

•As teachers we work with the zone of 
proximal development to narrow the 
gap between what learners can and 
cannot do



Jerome Bruner 

•Learning as an active process

•Relationship between the learner and teacher is central

•Language is key

•Discovery learning 

•The role of the teacher as facilitator 



Strengths and weaknesses

Strength: 

•The learner is better able to adapt to real life situations since he/she will be able to tackle 

new problems by relating them to similar difficulties solved in the past

•They are able to relate this particular case study to earlier ones that have been solved in the 

tutorial classes and come up with good solutions. 

Weakness: 

•This learning theory is not suited for circumstances where conformity in thinking and actions 

is required. 

•It doesn’t allow for there is a right or wrong answer and there is a single way to get to that 

answer



Opinion…

•Do you think this is relevant to post 16 learning?

•How might it fit in with you teaching style, or is it a theory to be acknowledged 

and disregarded?



Learning 
Styles

K AT IE  G AR D NE R



Mumford and Honey (1986)

4 learning styles:

•Activist 

•Reflector 

•Theorist  

•Pragmatist



Theorist

Theorists like to understand the theory behind the actions. They need models, 

concepts and facts in order to learn. They like to analyse and synthesise, and feel 

uncomfortable with subjective judgements. 

Theorists learn best when: 

•an activity is backed up by ideas and concepts that form a model, system or theory

•in a structured situation with a clear purpose

•they have the chance to question and probe

•required to understand a complex situation. 



Theorists learn least: 

•in situations that emphasise emotions and feelings; 

•when activities are unstructured or ambiguous; 

•when asked to act without knowing the principles or concepts involved.



Pragmatist 

Pragmatists are keen on trying things out. They look for new ideas that can be 

applied to the problem in hand. They like to get on with things and tend to be 

impatient with open-ended discussions; they are practical, down-to earth people. 

Pragmatists learn best when:

•there is an obvious link between the topic and a current need

•they are shown techniques with clear practical advantages

•they can try things out with feedback from an expert

•they can copy an example, or emulate a role model. 



Pragmatists learn least when:

•there is no immediate practical benefit

•there are no clear guidelines on how to do it

•it appears to be ‘all theory’.



Reflector

Reflectors learn by observing and thinking about what happened. They like to 

consider all the possible angles and implications before coming to a considered 

opinion. They spend time listening and observing, and tend to be cautious and 

thoughtful. 

Reflectors learn best when:

•able to stand back and observe first

•given time to think and investigate before commenting or acting

•given an opportunity to review what has happened

• doing tasks without tight deadlines. 



Reflectors learn least when: 

•forced to take a lead in a group

•doing things without preparation

•rushed by deadlines.



Activist 

Activists are people who learn by doing. They like to involve themselves in new 

experiences, and will ‘try anything once’. They tend to act first and consider 

the consequences afterwards. 

Activists learn best when:

•involved in new experiences, problems and opportunities

•thrown in at the deep end

•working with others in problem solving, games, role-playing exercises 

•able to lead a group. 



Activists learn least when:

•Listening to lectures or reading long explanations

•Reading, writing and thinking on their own; analysing and interpreting lots of 

data 

•Following precise instructions.



Who do you think you are?

•Based on the descriptions please get yourselves into the learning style you 

think you are?

•Activist 

•Reflector 

•Theorist  

•Pragmatist



Which learning 
style are you?

•which one are you? Pdf version: 

https://www.mycit.ie/contentfiles/Caree

rs/4.%20HoneyandMumfordLearningSty

lesQuestionnaire.pdf

•which one are you? online version: 

https://www.mint-hr.com/mumford.html

https://www.mycit.ie/contentfiles/Careers/4.%20HoneyandMumfordLearningStylesQuestionnaire.pdf
https://www.mycit.ie/contentfiles/Careers/4.%20HoneyandMumfordLearningStylesQuestionnaire.pdf
https://www.mycit.ie/contentfiles/Careers/4.%20HoneyandMumfordLearningStylesQuestionnaire.pdf
https://www.mycit.ie/contentfiles/Careers/4.%20HoneyandMumfordLearningStylesQuestionnaire.pdf
https://www.mycit.ie/contentfiles/Careers/4.%20HoneyandMumfordLearningStylesQuestionnaire.pdf
https://www.mint-hr.com/mumford.html
https://www.mint-hr.com/mumford.html
https://www.mint-hr.com/mumford.html
https://www.mint-hr.com/mumford.html
https://www.mint-hr.com/mumford.html


Were you right?

•Are you the learning style you thought you were?

•Why does this matter for

• You

• Your students



Learning outcomes

•Introductions 

•Define learning 

•Explore key learning theories – how do adults learn

•Determine applicability of these learning theories to education now
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