A Critical Review of Learning Theories

Introduction
Learning theory explains how students obtain, operate, and maintain knowledge during learning. The influences of cognition, emotion, environment, and previous experience all play a vital part in how understanding, or worldviews, are gained or changed and knowledge and skills are maintained (Illeris, 2005). This paper will introduce four main learning theories: Behaviourism, Cognitivism, Constructivism, and Social Learning. By exploring and reviewing each learning theory's definition, development, main principles, and criticism, this paper will critically analyse the impacts of the four learning theories on the global education system. In conclusion, this paper will suggest improving the students' learning outcomes by implementing the four learning theories.

Behaviourism 
Definition
Behaviourism is a systematic approach to understanding the behaviour of humans and other animals (Araiba, 2019, p. 158). Behaviourists define learning as a relatively permanent change in behaviour as the result of interacting with the environment, and this behaviour change is always observable. Some behaviourists argue that if no observable change happens, no learning occurs. For instance, Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) is a prime example of behaviourism (Kamkuimo Kengne et al., 2018, p. 76). There also is a Chinese saying that once bitten by a snake, one is afraid of a good rope for years. The pain one suffers after being bitten by a snake creates a fear of snakes, and even objects similar in shape can cause panic to him. 

Development
Behaviourism has three stages of development: previous behaviourism, neo-behaviourism, and new neo-behaviourism.
1: previous behaviourism
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]A famous behaviourist is John B. Watson. In 1913, Watson published a classic paper, "Psychology as the Behaviourist Views It." 
In 1914, Watson published another book, An Introduction to Behavioural-Comparative Psychology.
In 1918, Watson began research on young children, the earliest attempt to use human infants as subjects.
In 1919, his masterpiece, Psychology from a Behaviourist Perspective, was published. In this book, Watson adopted Pavlov's concept of conditioned reflexes and systematically formulated his theoretical system of behaviourist psychology.
In 1925, Watson published his book Behaviourism. This work is a clear expression of his extreme environmentalist views.
2: Neo-behaviourism 
After the 1930s, some psychologists became dissatisfied with the extreme view of early behaviourism, which ignored the internal factors of the organism and simplified complex problems (Duit and Treagust, 1998). They began to try to adopt early behaviourism, which became known as neo-behaviourism. Edward C. Tolman (1932) proposed the theory of Purposive Behaviourism. B. F. Skinner (1938) proposed the theory of Operant Behaviourism.
3: New neo-behaviourism
Behaviourism has been the dominant and overwhelming force in American and world psychology for over fifty years but has also revealed serious flaws and shortcomings (Miller, 2020a). Many psychologists began to abandon the behaviourist position in favour of the study of the internal mental processes of people. ​At the same time, cognitive psychology was rapidly emerging. Mental concepts rejected by earlier behaviourism, such as consciousness, thought, representation, and memory, once again became legitimate objects of study in psychology (Miller, 2020b). ​
Under these historical conditions, a section of neo-behaviourists attempted to forge a compromise between behaviourism and cognitive psychology, leading to the birth of the new neo-behaviourism. ​

Main principles
Behaviourism is a psychological approach that emphasises the role of environmental factors in shaping behaviour. It has several fundamental theories that help us understand how behaviour is learned and changed. One of the earliest and most influential behaviourists, John B. Watson, developed the theory of classical conditioning, which associates neutral stimuli with reflex responses to produce new learned responses (Watson, 1913). For example, Pavlov's famous dog experiment demonstrated how a neutral stimulus (the sound of a bell) could be paired with an unconditioned stimulus (food) to produce a conditioned response (salivation at the sound of a bell) (Pavlov, 1927).
Another major theory of behaviourism is operant conditioning, as proposed by B.F. Skinner. Operant conditioning involves the use of reinforcement and punishment to shape behaviour. Skinner argued that behaviour is more likely to occur with a reward or positive consequence. In contrast, behaviour is unlikely to occur without punishment or negative consequences (Skinner, 1953). This theory has been applied in various settings, including education and therapy.
Social learning theory, developed by Albert Bandura, combines elements of classical and operant conditioning but also includes the influence of observation and demonstration in the learning process (Bandura, 1977). Bandura argues that individuals learn by observing and imitating the behaviour of others and that reinforcement and punishment are not always necessary for learning to occur. This theory has important implications for understanding the role of media and socialisation in shaping behaviour.

Criticism
Behaviourism oversimplifies human behaviour by reducing it to a stimulus-response model that ignores the complexity of internal mental processes (Cherry, 2022). This approach fails to consider that humans are capable of complex cognitive processes, such as thinking, problem-solving, and decision-making, which cannot be explained by external factors alone.
Furthermore, behaviourism does not consider the role of genetics and biology in shaping behaviour, which is vital in many aspects of human behaviour (Funder, 2019).
Furthermore, some critics argue that behaviourism fails to recognise the importance of individual differences and the individual experiences that shape each person's behaviour (Cherry, 2022). This approach assumes that all individuals respond to stimuli in the same way and that behaviour can be predicted and controlled through reinforcement and punishment. However, research has shown that individual differences in personality, cognitive ability, and life experiences can significantly impact behaviour, making it difficult to predict and control behaviour through external factors alone (Funder, 2019).
While behaviourism has made an important contribution to our understanding of how behaviour is learned and changed through environmental factors, it has also been criticised for oversimplifying human behaviour, ignoring the role of internal psychological processes, and failing to take into account individual differences and unique experiences. It is, therefore, important to consider the limitations of behaviourism when seeking to understand and change human behaviour and to complement this approach with alternative theories and perspectives.

Cognitivism
Definition
Cognitivism is a psychological approach that emphasizes the role of mental processes, such as perception, attention, memory, and problem-solving, in shaping human behavior (Sternberg, 2017). Unlike behaviorism, which focuses on observable behavior, cognitivism emphasizes the importance of internal mental processes and how they influence behavior. Cognitivists believe that behavior results from the interaction between internal mental processes and external stimuli rather than simply a response to external stimuli.

Development
It is generally accepted that cognitive learning theory began with the epiphanies of Gestalt psychology, the representative school of early cognitive theory. However, the actual formation of cognitive learning theory took place in the 1960s and 1970s.
In terms of the social context in which cognitive learning theory emerged, it was a product of the developmental needs of modern society. Before World War II, almost all psychological research was confined to the laboratory, and the behaviourist paradigm dominated the field of learning. The study of learning at that time dealt only with the external behaviour of animals and humans and rarely with the internal psychological processes of people. However, this was challenged by the plethora of practical problems that emerged from World War II, which placed increasing demands on human cognition and decision-making. After the Second World War, the information age, and the advent of today's knowledge economy, placed greater emphasis on the study of people's selection and reception of information and the processes of encoding, storing, extracting, and using information. These practical social needs have directly stimulated the emergence and rise of cognitive learning theories.
From the scientific and technical background of cognitive learning theory, it is also a product of cross-pollination between psychology and neighbouring disciplines. The development of cybernetics and information theory, as well as computer science and linguistics, directly influenced the emergence and orientation of cognitive learning theory. Many of the key ideas of cognitive learning theory are inextricably linked to these disciplines. For example, Gagne's general theoretical model of cumulative learning draws directly on specific important ideas from cybernetics and computer science. Another example is the linguist Chomsky, who in 1957 offered a sharp critique of Skinner's book Verbal Learning, a representative of neo-behaviourism, emphasising the study of human cognitive processes and the innate and generative nature of human language, and whose views directly influenced many learning researchers to begin to move away from behaviourism towards cognitivism.

Main principles
Mental processes mediate behaviour: According to cognitive theorists, behaviour is not simply a response to external stimuli but is mediated by internal mental processes. Mental processes such as perception, attention, and memory play a key role in shaping behaviour, and how individuals process information can significantly impact their behaviour.
Learning involves acquiring and manipulating knowledge: Cognitivists believe that learning involves acquiring and manipulating knowledge and that individuals actively construct their own understanding of the world around them. Learning is not simply a matter of stimulus-response associations but involves the active processing of information and forming mental representations.
Behaviour is goal-oriented: Cognitivists believe that behaviour has goals and individuals engage in behaviour to achieve specific outcomes or goals. These goals are influenced by internal and external factors and can be shaped by an individual's past experiences and mental representations.
Mental processes can be studied using the scientific method: Cognitivists argue that mental processes can be studied using scientific methods such as experimental studies and cognitive models. By studying mental processes, researchers can gain a deeper understanding of how these processes influence behaviour and can develop interventions to improve cognitive functioning and behaviour.

Criticism
Although cognitivism has contributed to our understanding of how internal mental processes shape behaviour and learning, it has also been criticised for several limitations. One criticism of cognitivism is that it tends to focus on the cognitive processes of individuals and ignores the larger social and cultural contexts in which learning and behaviour occur (Säljö, 2010). This approach does not consider the role of social and cultural factors in shaping cognition and learning, such as language, social norms, and cultural practices.
Furthermore, cognitivism has been criticised for relying heavily on laboratory experiments and manual tasks that may not accurately reflect real-world learning and behaviour (Salomon & Perkins, 1998). These tasks often involve abstract, non-contextualised stimuli that do not reflect the complexity of real-world learning situations. As a result, cognitivist theories may need to be more generalisable to real-world contexts and may ignore social and environmental factors that influence learning and behaviour.
Another criticism of cognitivism is that it places too much emphasis on individual cognition and ignores the role of emotions and affect in shaping behaviour and learning (Pekrun & Linnenbrink-Garcia, 2014). Emotional and affective states have been shown to influence cognition and learning, affecting factors such as attention, motivation, and memory. By focusing solely on cognitive processes, cognitivism may overlook the critical role of emotions and affect in shaping behaviour and learning.

Constructivism
Identify
Constructivism is a learning theory that emphasises the importance of students actively constructing their knowledge and understanding through their experiences and interactions with the world (Jonassen, 1994a). Constructivism asserts that the world exists objectively but that it is up to everyone to make up his or her mind about things. People will have different understandings of the same thing because of their previous experiences (von Glaserfeld, 1989). Constructivist learning theory states that learning is about guiding students to grow new experiences from their previous ones.
Constructivism also suggests that learners should be encouraged to engage in active exploration, experimentation, and problem-solving activities, rather than simply being passive recipients of the information. This approach encourages learners to develop their own mental models and frameworks for understanding the world and to continually refine and revise these models over time (Jonassen, 1994b).

Development
The main constructivism theorists are J. Piaget, O. Kornberg, R.J. Sternberg, D. Katz and Vygotsky.
J. Piaget was one of the most influential psychologists in cognitive development and founded the school of cognitive development of children known as the Geneva School. Piaget’s basic idea of constructivism is that children develop their cognitive structures by gradually constructing knowledge about the external world as they interact with their surroundings (Piaget, 1977a). The interaction between children and their environment involves two basic processes: assimilation and adaptation. Assimilation is the process by which an individual integrates the information provided by external stimuli into his or her original cognitive structure; adaptation is the process by which the influence of external stimuli changes an individual’s cognitive structure. Assimilation is expanding the number of cognitive structures, while conformity is changing cognitive structures. The cognitive individual achieves equilibrium with the surrounding environment through both assimilation and conformity: when the child can assimilate new information with existing schemata, he is in a balanced cognitive state; when existing schemata cannot assimilate new information, the equilibrium is disrupted, and the process of modifying or creating new schemata is the process of finding a new equilibrium. The child’s cognitive structure is gradually constructed through assimilation and adaptation and is constantly enriched, improved, and developed through the cycle of balance - imbalance - new balance (Piaget, 1977b). 
Based on Piaget’s cognitive structure theory, O. Kornberg further investigated the nature of cognitive structure and the conditions for its development. 
R.J. Sternberg and D. Katz emphasised the crucial role of individual initiative in constructing cognitive structure and discussed the role of individual initiative in constructing cognitive structure. 
Lev Vygotsky’s cultural-historical development theory emphasised the role of the socio-cultural-historical context in the cognitive process and put forward the theory of the zone of proximal development (John-Steiner, 2013). Vygotsky’s cultural-historical development theory emphasised the role of the learner's socio-cultural context in the cognitive process and proposed the theory of the zone of proximal development. Vygotsky believed that individual learning occurs within a specific historical and socio-cultural context and that society can play an important role in supporting and facilitating individual learning development (Daniels, 2017). Vygotsky distinguished between two levels of individual development: the actual level of development, which is the level that an individual can achieve through independent activity, and the potential level of development, which is the level of activity that an individual can achieve with the help of adults or individuals who are more mature than him. The area between these two levels is the zone of proximal development. 

Main Principles
Trivial constructivism 
Trivial constructivism posits that learners construct their knowledge and understanding of the world through their experiences and interactions. However, this knowledge is largely pre-determined by the environment and the information presented to them (Kirschner, Sweller & Clark, 2006). This approach contrasts with more radical constructivist theories, suggesting that learners actively create their knowledge without external guidance or constraints.

Social constructivism 
Social constructivism emphasises the role of social interaction and collaboration in constructing knowledge and understanding (Vygotsky, 1978a). This theory suggests that learners actively construct knowledge through their interactions with others and the cultural context in which they are situated (Gergen, 1999).
Social constructivism thinks that learners’ understanding of the world is shaped by their social and cultural experiences, and that learning is most effective when it occurs in a social context where learners can collaborate with others, negotiate to mean, and engage in joint problem-solving activities (Vygotsky, 1978b). This approach has important implications for educational practice, highlighting the importance of creating learning environments that foster social interaction and collaboration.

Critical constructivism
Critical constructivism is an extension of constructivist learning theory that emphasises the importance of social and cultural context in constructing knowledge (Kincheloe, 2008a). This theory acknowledges the power dynamics and social inequalities in society and encourages learners to critically examine and question these structures. Critical constructivism promotes the idea that learners should construct their understanding of the world and engage in critical dialogue and reflection on how social and cultural factors influence their learning and understanding (Kincheloe, 2008b).

Criticism
Although the theory has existed since the 1960s and gained popularity recently, it has been criticised for its lack of empirical evidence and practical application. It is also very difficult to see it in the classroom.
One criticism of constructivism is that it relies heavily on subjective interpretation and personal experience rather than objective, verifiable evidence. This subjectivity can lead to consistent and reliable results. Additionally, constructivism must provide clear classroom guidelines or techniques for teachers, making it challenging to implement in practice (Hummel, 2012).
Another criticism of constructivism is that it places too much emphasis on individual learning and neglects the social aspect of learning. In a classroom setting, students often learn from each other through collaboration and discussion, but constructivism needs to address how to facilitate these interactions (Duffy & Jonassen, 1992).
Finally, some critics argue that constructivism can lead to a lack of accountability for teachers and students. Because constructivism emphasizes the learner's responsibility for learning, teachers may feel less responsible for ensuring student success. This can result in a lack of structure and guidance for students, leading to frustration and confusion (Kirschner, Sweller, & Clark, 2006).
In conclusion, while constructivism has gained popularity in education, it has been criticized for its lack of empirical evidence, practical application, neglect of social learning, and potential lack of accountability. Further research is needed to determine the effectiveness of constructivism in the classroom.

Social learning 
Identify
Social learning theory explores the influence of three factors: individual cognition, behaviour, and environmental factors, and their interaction with human behaviour. The theory was first proposed by Albert Bandura in the 1970s and has since become widely studied and influential in psychology and education. According to Bandura, previous learning theorists have generally ignored the role of social variables in conditioning human behaviour. They usually experimented with animals using physical methods. They used this to construct their theoretical systems, which seems to need to be more scientifically convincing for studying people's behavior in society (Bandura, 1977a). Since humans always live in certain social conditions, Bandura advocates studying human behaviour in natural social situations rather than in the laboratory. For instance, there is a popular story about Mencius, a famous educator in ancient China, from ancient China: the mother of Mencius moved three times to choose the best environment so that Mencius could focus on study.

Development
In the 1960s, the disadvantages of environmental determinism became apparent, and theories that attributed human behaviour to internal forces such as needs, internal drives, and forms of impulses were not convincing (Macionis and Gerber, 2015, p.21). So, Bandura built on the work of his predecessors and broke away from the traditional behaviourist theoretical framework to look at learning from the perspective that cognition and behaviour work together.
Although social learning and control point theories were once dominant in the 1960s and 1970s, the situation has changed considerably since the 1980s, both because of these theories themselves and because of a change in the orientation of motivation research (Ryan and Deci, 2000). Motivation research has become more concerned with environmental variables, whereas social learning and control point theories primarily concern intra-individual traits and individual differences. 

Main Principles
Sociology aspect: Charles Cooley’s three influential groups
Charles Cooley was a prominent American sociologist who contributed significantly to studying human behaviour and social psychology in the early 20th century. One of Cooley's most significant contributions was the theory of three influential groups shaping human behaviour and learning: the primary, secondary, and reference groups. 
According to Cooley, these three groups play a vital role in shaping an individual's personality, attitudes, and behaviour by providing different levels of socialization and learning experiences throughout their lives.
As defined by Cooley, the primary group is the most intimate and influential group in an individual's life, consisting of family members, close friends, and other individuals who share a strong emotional bond with the person. Cooley believed that the primary group provides individuals with the foundation for their social development, including emotional support, identity formation, and moral guidance (Cooley, 1983).
The secondary group, which includes larger social groups such as schools, workplaces, and other formal organizations, provides individuals with opportunities for instrumental learning, including developing new skills and knowledge and acquiring resources necessary for survival (Cooley, 1983).
The reference group, as described by Cooley, is a group to which individuals compare themselves and use as a benchmark for their behavior, values, and attitudes. Reference groups may be natural or imaginary and may change over time, depending on an individual's life circumstances (Cooley, 2017).

Psychological aspect: Identity and Self-esteem
Social interactions significantly impact individuals, influencing their sense of identity and self-esteem. According to social identity theory, people tend to categorize themselves and others into social groups based on shared characteristics, such as ethnicity, gender, or hobbies, which can influence their self-concept and self-esteem. Additionally, social comparison theory suggests that individuals evaluate their abilities, traits, and beliefs by comparing themselves to others, leading to either positive or negative self-evaluations (Festinger, 1954). Thus, positive social interactions can enhance an individual’s self-esteem and sense of identity, while negative interactions can lead to decreased self-esteem and a weakened sense of identity. Furthermore, social support can play a crucial role in buffering the adverse effects of stress on mental health, leading to improved well-being and resilience (Cohen & Wills, 1985). Thus, social interactions shape an individual's sense of identity and self-esteem and impact their overall mental health and well-being.


Criticism
One criticism of social learning theory is that it overemphasizes the importance of observational learning and modelling in acquiring behaviour, while underestimating the role of biological and cognitive factors (Bandura, 1977b). While social learning theory acknowledges that individual characteristics and contextual factors can impact behaviour, it places more weight on the social environment as the primary source of learning. Additionally, critics argue that the theory fails to account for individual differences in behaviour and ignores the role of genetic factors and temperament (Eysenck & Rachman, 1980).
Another criticism is that social learning theory needs to be more specific in explaining the mechanisms underlying behaviour change. It does not provide a clear explanation for why or how behaviour is acquired through observation and modelling, nor does it distinguish between different types of modelling (i.e., live, symbolic, or verbal). Some scholars suggest expanding the theory to include more specific cognitive processes and neural mechanisms involved in observational learning (Grafton, 2010).

Conclusion
A systematic review of learning theories reveals that the development of learning theories has not been independent of social development but has developed following socio-historical trends and philosophical and theoretical thinking. From behaviourism, cognitivism, and constructivism to social learning theories, the learning process is no longer defined as the individual behaviour of the student or teacher but as a process of cognition in which multiple factors interact. Moreover, no learning theory is perfect. Only through the continuous enrichment and refinement of theories in learning and teaching practice can the learners reach good learning outcomes with conduting by multiple-learning theories.
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