
Learning Theory 
& Major 
Theorists 

Understanding of Learning Major concepts Learners are expected 
to acquire 
knowledge/skills 

Instructor’s Role Needs for 
Assessment 

Behaviorism 
Ivan Pavlov, J. B. 
Watson, B. F. 
Skinner 

Learning is knowable only 
by measurable changes in 
behavior 

Classical and Operant 
Conditioning 
Positive and Negative 
Reinforcers 
Punishment 
 

Passively, through 
exposure to stimulus-
response-feedback 
cycles 

Authority figure who 
provides appropriate 
stimulus and feedback 
to develop the desired 
response 

Any summative 
assessment that can 
accurately measure 
changes in 
observable behavior 

Constructivism 
Jean Piaget, Lev 
Vygotsky, 
Jerome Bruner 

Learning is a mental 
process where learners 
build on their prior 
knowledge and 
experiences; language 
plays a major role in 
development 

Discovery play 
Zone of Proximal 
Development (ZPD) 
More Knowledgeable 
Other (MKO) 
Scaffolding 

Actively, through 
independent and guided 
exploration, 
collaborative activities, 
and social interaction 

Mentor and guide who 
determines the ZPD and 
provides the support 
needed to achieve 
mastery of the new 
skill/information; should 
eventually step away to 
let learner develop 
independently 

Formative 
assessment that 
considers process; 
focus is on quality of 
learning and 
progression rather 
than on meeting 
specific benchmarks 

Cognitivism 
Jerome Bruner, 
Albert Bandura, 
Richard Mayer 

Thought processes are an 
important part of learning, 
and must be accounted for; 
past experiences affect 
mental processes, and new 
information slows down 
cognition until that 
information is understood 

Agency 
Self-efficacy 
Cognitive 
load/overload 
Chunking 

Actively, internalizing 
new information and 
experiences so that they 
can be linked into 
existing knowledge and 
experience 

Guide who assesses 
learner’s needs 
according to past 
experience & learning; 
“chunking” content into 
manageable segments 
that can be 
incorporated without 
cognitive overload 

Formative 
assessment using 
problem-solving and 
collaborative efforts  

Connectivism 
George Siemens, 
Stephen Downes 

Modes and methods of 
learning change with 
available technology; 
technology can take over 
some processes that were 
previously internal 

Half-life of 
Knowledge 
Know Where, Know 
What, Know How 
Knowledge Flow 

Actively, but by 
identifying, evaluating, 
and curating relevant 
knowledge sources 
rather than personally 
experiencing and 
internalizing all 
necessary knowledge 

Guide who focuses on 
broad critical skills that 
will help learners 
independently navigate 
knowledge networks 
and appropriately 
directly knowledge flow 

Formative 
assessment with an 
emphasis on 
knowing where to 
find information and 
resources 

Andragogy 
Malcolm 
Knowles 

Learning modes and 
motivations change as 
humans mature; adults 
learn differently from 
children 

Knowles’ 5 
Assumptions of Adult 
Learning 
Knowles’ 4 Principle 
of Andragogy 

Actively, through 
problem-based learning 
and learning directly 
relevant to immediate 
needs 

Moderator and 
knowledge resource 
who provides 
opportunities that 
learners can choose or 
leave 

Problem-solving, 
focus on application 
to current 
needs/interests 
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