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1
Introduction                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  

This block provides a brief overview of learning theories for ILM students. It contributes to the curriculum, aims and learning outcomes of an Information Literacy module for Masters level courses in information and library management. 
Aims

· To introduce students to learning theories so that they achieve an understanding of how their users can learn effectively from the wide range of resources available
· To encourage students to think about the changing roles for Information Professionals to support learning for improved information literacy.
Learning Outcomes

On completion of the study pack students should be able to:

· Understand the nature of learning theories and the development of different approaches identified through research 
· Appreciate how recent approaches to learning provide interesting challenges for Teachers and Information Professionals in encouraging effective learning and information literacy for a diverse range of students

· Reflect on their own learning preferences and the factors that contribute to their information literacy.
2 Directed Readings on Learning Theories
There are many psychology text books available in bookshops and libraries that cover learning theories at AS, A2 plus first degree levels.  
I have chosen several which cover general, psychological principles and some that cover the more recent approaches. A few of these items have also been listed in the block on Intelligence. Several web resources have also been listed which will provide you with a quick read into the topic to gain a clear understanding of learning. These are listed below in an order of reading from the more general introductory texts, to specialist applications of learning. 
Gross, Richard D. (2005) Psychology: The Science of Mind and Behaviour. Hodder & Stoughton, 5th ed. Chapter 11 Learning and Conditioning. 

This chapter deals with definitions, historical developments of theories.  It is more useful for the early approaches to learning such as Classical and Operant Conditioning but there is some brief detail on Insight and Social learning.  Remember, it is written for Psychology students but as most academic institutions teach Psychology, Librarians will almost certainly be dealing with this group of students, so this knowledge will not be wasted.

Perhaps the greatest benefit of reading it will be the realization of how complex learning is. The chapter refers readers to useful Web addresses

Hayes, Nicky.  (2005) Foundations of Psychology: An Introductory text. 4th ed. Business Press. (Chapter 18 in 3rd ed)
This is a useful introductory text that deals with the early and more recent developments in a chapter on learning. It is especially useful for reading about the acquisition of skills. This book is also written for Psychology students but could have more relevance for Librarians than Gross so is well worth attempting to read.  

I have also included three books that have a more direct use of intelligence in the learning process and you may have read these already when you studied the block on Intelligence.  The Buzan book will be useful for academic librarians if they participate in study skills and information literacy programmes.  The Jensen and Smith books are especially interesting when thinking about the physical and organizational learning environment and its influence on the learning process

Jensen, Eric. (2000) Brain - Based Learning: The new Science of Teaching and Training.  www.thebrainstore.com
This text combines intelligence and learning and will be of use for both areas of your study. It provides an interesting combination of applying psychological understanding to learning environments, motivation to learn and the learning processes. It is a fascinating read by a leading psychologist and offers many ideas for improving learning environments and brain based learning approaches. Jensen has published several books on this theme so other titles will also be useful if you have difficulty locating this one.
Smith, Alistair. (1998) Accelerated Learning in Practice: Brain-based methods for accelerating motivation and achievement. Network Educational Press. 

This is a practical guide to applying the principles of brain-based learning in the classroom. A range of strategies is outlined which highlight the importance of the learning environment for effective learning.

Whilst the emphasis is on school situations, many of these can be adapted and used in different organizational settings. Even though it is 10 years old, many of the ideas are still relevant to IL.
Buzan, Tony. (2004) The Mind Map Book. BBC Books. 
This is a useful book for understanding the concept of mind mapping and what Buzan calls ‘Radiant thinking’.  It promotes techniques that encourage and develop the thinking processes for learning and improving memory.  This is especially useful for learners today, who are expected to develop their knowledge from a wide range of resources and styles of presentation.  

For information professionals who deal with users in a tutorial role, these techniques could also be used to create resource maps or ‘learning webs’ for a range of topics or modules. This activity is a valuable part of the learning process for the student.  ‘Skeletal webs’ could be developed, by academic and library staff, which give locations of relevant resources but which also enable individual approaches to be included.

Web sites

There are many websites related to learning and specifically learning styles. The following web sites provide several useful articles about Learning.  You may wish to browse these sites to see the range of materials available and choose articles that have a direct relevance to your needs or interests. Many of these sites provide further links that you may find interesting such as Howard Gardner’s personal site from an article on Multiple Intelligences.

You will probably notice that there is a movement in the USA & the UK to use new approaches to learning, to make schools more effective.  This is influenced by behavioural problems, raising levels of achievement and from a motivation approach.  You may not have time to read about these in depth but it is interesting to note the directions that these are taking.

http://www.funderstanding.com
This is a commercial organization whose mission is to make learning fun by working with schools and other organizations to design and create active learning environments.  The site contains some useful brief outlines of different learning theories with links to more psychology-based articles.

http://tip.psychology.org/
A useful list of brief articles relating to a wide range of learning theories 
http://www.21learn.org
This site aims to facilitate the emergence of new approaches to learning that draw upon a range of insights into the human brain, the functioning of human societies, and learning as a community-wide activity.

http://www.learntolearn.org
This is an example of an online course to help children learn how to learn. It contains material for parents, teachers and students. 

http://www.cainelearning.com/html/
Use this site to review The Brain/Mind Learning \ Principles and see how these adopt a constructivist approach through Brain Based learning and the importance of learning environments.

See also sites included in the Learning Styles handouts.

3 Learning Theories
Learning is a process of acquiring new knowledge, understanding and skills which can be used in our daily lives. Learning involves our emotions as well as our intellectual processes such as intelligence, perception and memory. New knowledge may be stored in our memories but it can also help us to adapt and survive in our social and cultural environments. This may be evident in behaviour, which can be observed and assessed. 
Over the previous one hundred years, psychologists have developed many theories of learning each of which has adapted and evolved through application and research. This is a dynamic area but to gain a general understanding of learning theories, it is useful to group them into 3 broad areas. 

Rationalism

Associationism

Constructivism

These are the key theoretical areas, which have evolved from psychological research.  However, as the diagram below illustrates, none can be seen as distinct, each make a contribution to learning. Many of the recent emerging approaches can be located within or across these approaches. Also, knowledge from the medical sciences on brain patterns and structures, plus computing and thermal imaging technologies, have contributed to new approaches such as ‘brain – based learning’ within the broader field of constructivism.
Brief outlines are provided below but you will also need to study some of the suggested readings. 

Rationalism

This theory holds several beliefs, some of which are controversial:
· Humans are born with pure conception of ideas such as a what is a  chair  or a tree

· Learning is based on revelation at different stages of development. The knowledge that we have already and are born with is revealed through logical discussion
· Motivation for learning is innate, it comes from desires, impulses and instincts which are different between social classes, gender or nations 

· We are born with special aptitudes which are individual, such as we are a ‘born teacher’, artist, sportsperson 

· Humans display different aptitudes for learning but some people are good at most things. These people are the most intelligent
· Learning is maturational, there is a gradual unfolding of a strict biological plan that is a pre-destiny for our learning

Examples to support this theory
Babies are born with a sucking reflex which helps them to survive.
 As children mature they develop the abilities to walk, talk, use skills and tools and develop the ability for mental reasoning such as sequencing at the age of 5 or 6, alphabetical skills 6 to 8, use of an index from 8 to 10. 

Children can learn a language very quickly in spite of complex grammatical and syntactic rules. They have a ‘language acquisition device’ the ability to speak and use the language before they understand the rules. (Chomsky 1972).
Critique of Rationalism

Rationalism is important for recognizing the importance of newborns’ capabilities to survive through some innate abilities.

It is useful to remind us that some knowledge is just too complex for children to understand before they have matured and developed to certain stages of their maturity.

Rationalism has been criticized for:
1. Supporting the need of strong hierarchical social orders within societies. It implies this social order is fixed rather than fluid.
2. Encouraging competition to influence our motivation to learn.
3. Supporting the idea of selective education, which is seen as an efficient and effective method for educating large populations of children.
4. Being less supportive of equal opportunities, liberal comprehensive education and social inclusion policies. These are too expensive.
5. Extrapolating evidence from lower order animals of a few simple functions to more complex ones in humans.
Future: gene research will improve our understanding of child development and change our understanding of this type of learning.
Associationism / Behaviourism

This theory states that:
· Experience is the basis of all learning. We are able to deal with infinite varieties of influences by associating aspects that regularly occur together. A child learns that their carer reaching for a coat means they are probably going out of the house. They learn about bath times and mealtimes in this way by pairing the stimulus with the response. 
· Interaction between behaviour & environment is the basis of learning as individuals develop behaviours to cope with their environment.
· Differential reinforcement can be used to shape behaviour through using rewards and punishment. The individual eventually selects successful behaviour patterns for the rewards available. 
· Learning outcomes are predictable through a cause and effect relationship. Learning for all who participate should be the same. Any differences in student learning will result from different ability levels. NB. There is no concern for other variables such as levels of concentration, health, social problems and family variables.
Examples of theories and research:

Thorndike (1911) used cats to develop his ‘Law of Effect’.

Pavlov (1927) used dogs to develop his theory of ‘Classical Conditioning’.
Skinner (1938) used rats and pigeons to develop his theory of ‘Operant Conditioning’.
Examples of Associationism in Education

This approach was popular in 1930s USA as a part of Roosevelt’s ‘New Deal’ to reduce unemployment by increasing training to produce a skilled workforce and raise levels of education for all of the population.
In the UK, it was popular after WW2 with rise of welfare state, secondary education for all and as part of the tripartite system of education that used considerable amounts of rote learning and testing.
It was used in programmed learning in the 1960s and in more recent computer assisted learning (CAL) packages.
Open / Distance learning programmes sometimes use this approach.
It has been used for pupil behaviour control measures such as the BATPACK scheme in Birmingham primary schools used in the 1980s to shape & improve pupil behaviour in schools.
Associationism is used in special needs education where learning is broken down into very specific tasks with rewards for achievement.
It can be used for some IT training packages where different screens are used as stimulus for a desired learner response. Indeed this approach can be used to train people in the use of some databases. 

Other educational and training uses
Prisons and the armed forces use these methods to create conformity, shape behaviour and maintain control of large numbers of individuals. This is sometimes referred to as the ‘short, sharp shock treatment’.
Associationism is used by Psychotherapists for the treatment of phobias but may need to be supported by the history or context of the problem through counselling. A recent adaptation is used in Cognitive Behaviour Therapy (CBT) where an individual concentrates on the learned sequences of behaviours in order to cope with some aspect of their life that is causing them stress. The learned behaviours act as a coping strategy for deflecting attention away from the problem and reducing their stress. The belief is that using the learned behaviours will eventually remove the stress associated with the problem. Eventually, the behaviours will be associated with the problem and these can gradually be reduced and removed as the fear or phobia disappears.
Critique of Associationism

1. Learning is seen as a response to a stimulus and the formation of habits rather than as an intellectual process for understanding and knowledge development.

2. This theory is more concerned with learning that is observable through behaviour, than with new knowledge that remains in the memory.

3. It abstracts isolated events from their total context. An example could be at the start of learning to drive a car when this is a dominant form of learning. However as the learner becomes more competent in operating the vehicle, this learning becomes automatic and the driver becomes less aware of changing gear or braking and accelerating. The learner then needs to learn to ‘read the road’ and drive safely anticipating other traffic and pedestrian behaviours. This needs a constructivist approach that combines knowledge, understanding and skill to become a proficient driver..  
4. It de-humanizes learning by almost seeing the learner as an automaton. This has manipulative undertones but it has been successful in behaviour modification programmes. See below. 
5. Such learning has very little lasting value without reinforcement and periodic reward. However, it has been successful in cognitive behaviour therapy.
Constructivism

This theory states that:

· Learning is continuous. It is a function of the natural and continual variability in the world and our actions upon it

· Learning involves constructing cognitive representations (abstract models) to reflect variable experiences 

· Learning involves verifiable mental operations that reflect these abstractions. These evolve and change over time to incorporate new knowledge

· Motivation to learn is an intrinsic desire, which is not only dependent on reward but on other factors such as a desire for knowledge and self improvement
· New experiences are continuously assimilated into existing schemata, which are always changing to accommodate new experiences in a continual, dynamic process of consolidation & growth.
(NB. Rationalists & Associationists see motivation to learn as extrinsic. Learning is a means to an end, influenced by external factors).

Examples of theorists

Piaget (1973) – children move through developmental stages, which influence their learning.
Bartlett (1932) – we develop concepts which are used to generalize for understanding new information. These concepts evolve as our learning increases.
Bruner (1964) – a learner constructs new knowledge based on current or past knowledge and experience.
Examples of Constructivism in Education

Primary Education 

Developmental learning – we learn as we are able to deal with more complex concepts and knowledge linked to age and cognitive development.
Concept learning eg. Mathematics and sciences
We only learn through constructing our own meanings which requires us to understand the wholes as well as parts of a subject or topic. We learn when we understand fundamental concepts and how they relate to the whole, rather than learning isolated facts that have no real meaning for us.

Discovery learning – we use our own experience to discover new knowledge. Trial & error learning is more effective than being ‘told’ something. This emphasizes the value of play in learning through experience.
Secondary & Tertiary Education

Resource based learning was popular in the1970s and influence the development in school library resource areas in Nottinghamshire, Hertfordshire and London.
Projects are used to assess the pupil’s progress at GNVQ, GCSE / AS & A levels.
Universities use projects, research, dissertations, and experiential learning in placements and in laboratories, especially on vocational courses.  
Constructivism – the Role of the Educator

The Teacher / Tutor/ ILM Professional play an important role in learning. 

This role involves:

· Encouraging students to discover key principles for themselves

· Encouraging dialogue, discussion and participation to enable students to offer examples and relate new knowledge to that which they already know
· Creating an environment where students can: analyze / interpret / predict / question.
· Translating information into a format that is relevant to the learner’s current state of understanding.
· Developing curricula organized in a spiral so that students continually use and build upon their existing knowledge

Constructivism rejects formal methods of assessment and encourages students to play a larger role in:

· Assessing their own performance 

· Understanding how they learn

· Setting their own targets

Constructivism – Critique

1. Constructivism places emphasis on activities in the brain which cannot be measured as easily as stimulus /response Learning. It claims that some learning cannot be measured in this way.  Grades and other formal assessment methods should be eliminated in favour of students’ own forms of assessment. This would be difficult for the purposes of comparison within and between groups and ages of pupils.
2. It is difficult to know when the infant or child develops a concept. Children develop at different stages over time so how helpful is it to generalize to developmental stages? There is a danger of labelling!

3. Constructivist approaches seem to be based on ‘common sense’ learning & understanding, we need to understand the basics before we develop our understanding of more complex knowledge.  However, this is a useful approach to all learning but is criticized by some as being too vague, ‘trendy’, left-wing and liberal.
4. It is useful where class members are at different stages of learning (mixed ability) but can be criticized for ‘holding back more able pupils’.

5. This type of learning may initially take longer to establish new knowledge but it can prove more effective over time. 
6. Constructivism is especially relevant to IL skills sessions where the trainer needs to engage the students and build upon what they already understand. The new learning needs to have relevance to their needs.

Social Learning Theory/ Observational Learning

This theory emphasizes the importance of learning from experience through the learner observing and modeling the behaviours, attitudes and emotional reactions of others.
It explains human learning through the continuous interaction between cognitive, behavioural & environmental influences.

It supports the belief that learning involves a combination of:

ATTENTION - MEMORY – MOTIVATION

The theory acknowledges the influence of rewards and punishments on learning. These can be a powerful influence when the learner observes another person being rewarded or punished for certain behaviours or attitudes. This approach can be very effective when there is a role model to be copied or another learner is shown in a negative context such as being ill through use of harmful drugs or being punished to deter similar deviant behaviours.
Examples 

Bandura’s studies of psychological disorders and aggression (1965, 1977) highlighted the influence of role models on children’s learning. This has caused much discussion about the influence of watching adults or older children behaving violently or of viewing violence on television and in computer games. Bandura and some other psychologists believe that this is a form of social learning that can cause the behaviour of children to change as they begin to copy the violent behaviour.
Social learning theorists believe that the media are a powerful influence on the young, and on some impressionable adults. These theorists are concerned about levels of violence in the media and the impact of viewing violence on young people’s behaviour. 

Research into the impact of celebrity role models in commercials on audience attitudes & behaviours has shown them to be influential on some young people, in both positive and negative ways. Social learning theorists see this as evidence of the influence of social learning. Libraries have used this approach to promote boys’ reading through images of male footballers claiming to enjoy reading. The underlying belief is that if they do, boys will think it is acceptable, even ‘cool’ to be seen reading books.
Social learning is used in behaviour modeling / role playing in training programs / prisons / schools / and many other organizations. It is currently being used for learning mentor schemes across all sectors of education. 

This is also used for staff training purposes, for example in customer care training programmes. It is used in apprenticeship programmes and traditional factory training where it used to be described as ‘sitting next to Nellie’. The belief is that another individual will be more influential on the learner to achieve the desired skills and behaviours than the learner reading how to do something from a document or website. Mentoring schemes and graduate training programmes build social learning approaches into their programmes of staff development.
Brain-based learning (BBL)
Fundamental to BBL is the belief that traditional schooling often inhibits learning through discouraging or ignoring the brain’s natural learning processes. (Caine & Caine 1994, Jensen 1996)

· This is a learning theory based on the structure and functions of the BRAIN which is a very powerful processor. 
· Learning takes place through our innate searching for meaning.
· Meaning comes through patterning which involves our emotions and embedding facts in our spatial memory

· Learning involves both conscious and unconscious processes

BBL Emphasizes the importance in learning of: 

· memory 
attention
thinking
emotions
· active processing of information

· the learning environment
BBL Teaching strategies to improve learning (Accelerated learning):
· Students should be immersed in real and complex experiences e.g. learning a language by living abroad and problem solving in real situations

· Students need challenges to stimulate their learning
· Learning is inhibited by threat and fear
· Analysis & discussion are important for gaining insight into a problem

· Feedback is more important from reality situations than from authority figures

· Students need to see the big picture as well as the detail. These should not be separated. New facts are embedded in existing knowledge and understanding 
· As each brain is individual, so is the learning experience. Therefore learners should be able to customize their learning environments to suit their own learning style
· Educators need to understand individual needs and styles and design / develop flexible learning packages to cater for a range of these styles
Critique of Brain-based learning

Like Rationalists, this theory supports the belief that humans have an innate ability to learn but where they differ is in their belief that everyone has the capabilities to learn well through their individual, preferred styles.

The emphasis on individuality provides challenges for the more traditional methods of teaching large groups of pupils. It requires a radical change in how learning is organized and delivered in educational organizations. 

4 Information Literacy and Learning Theories
These learning theories can be combined to develop effective IL sessions for library users. They inform the following suggestions for developing and delivering interesting sessions:
· Provide a context for the session or course. Explain the relevance and benefits to the student for the learning

· Identify what is important for the user to learn, not for the librarian to cover in the session. Many people drive cars but do not care about how they work as long as they DO work. This is how most users feel about libraries.
· Divide the topic into small units and tasks for learning. Users who feel overwhelmed will ‘switch off’. Help them to feel they have achieved something by attending the session.
· Recognize individual learning styles and abilities and develop learning sessions to cater for individual difference. Create several formats or entry points if possible. Use demonstrations with volunteers.
· Try to make learning interesting by including some ‘surprises’. Link these to existing knowledge and then encourage them to do further research.
· Provide opportunities for practice, some in the sessions and some independently.
· Tell users what further support is available.
· Create a suitable learning environment / physical / intellectual

5 Conclusions

Learning theories contribute to our understanding of the nature and complexity of learning processes

No single theory provides a definitive explanation of learning but each makes a contribution to our awareness of issues and processes which need to be explored

Each theory is useful for raising questions about learning rather than for offering solutions

The inadequacy of each theory has led to further research and the more recent approaches that emphasize understanding and application

These approaches combine a deeper understanding of the structures and activities in the brain, with an emphasis on creating effective learning environments

Contributions from the field of Multiple Intelligences and Learning Styles highlight the importance of individual differences in learning rather than something that can be accurately measured and remains constant over time

Successful learning is a combination of several approaches that suit the situation and the individual learner. IL sessions can use a combination of these theories.

Finally, think about your own learning experiences at different stages in your life:
1. Analyze the factors that have led to successful learning and those that have prevented or delayed it.
2. Which theories seem to have specific relevance to your own experience?
3. What have you learned from your reading and these handouts about the process of learning?
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