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Learning Processes

One of the keys to release a student’s full potential in learning in the classroom is to understand the ways in which he might learn. There are several theories that speculate about how a student learns. Some believe that learning is an individual process that can be seen.  Some believe that learning is in simply thinking, while still others base learning on a student’s change in thinking. There is no definite answer as to how every student learns.  Perhaps that is because no one student learns in the same manner as any other.  


Initially learning is about new concepts and new ideas. Understanding of one thing comes from one’s knowledge of other things. A person draws from her previous experiences to make conclusions regarding a new situation. Students learn both from their own individual experiences as well as through her surroundings. Learning is a clear visible difference or change in behavior. A small child who is learning about heat is a good example. A young boy is curious what that shiny metal object sitting on the table is. He reaches out, feels something different around the metal object. The boy then lightly touches it with the tip of his finger. He experiences a sensation that is not recognizable but he immediately knows that it is a feeling that he does not care for. This is pain because the item is hot. A parent comforts the child and explains to the child about heat and that it can hurt the boy. Two days later, the child sees the same object in the same place. He reaches for the object again. Again he feels something around the object before he touches the metal and this time he does not touch the object. This child has learned about heat. This is a clear example of Jean Piaget’s Cognitive-Developmental Theory. Jean “Piaget thought that the child develops a series of fairly distinct “understandings” or “theories” about the way the world works, based on her active exploration of the environment” (Child and Adolescent Development, p. 19). There was a clear difference in the boy’s actions, in his actual behaviors regarding heat and it was based entirely on his own experience. Lev Vygotsky took Piaget’s theory a step further and stated that a child’s base for learning does not lie solely within the individual, but also through social interactions.  Regardless of whether the source of a child’s learning comes from individual experiences or through social interaction, there is a clear measurable difference in the behavior from a student when learning has occurred. Students are active participants in their own development.

A second vision of learning is more quality based rather than Piaget’s or Vygotsky quantitative cognitive-developmental theories. Here a student’s learning is believed to take place through stimulus happening to him.  Pavlov’s experimentation with his dog was based on this condition-based learning theory.  I have two cats.  The cats used to know that when their bag of food was being rustled food in their bowl was soon to follow.  They now seem to know that once the children are in bed I begin walking down the stairs that dinner will soon be in their bowl.  I believe that they have learned through my actions that dinner will come. Students learn the same way to some degree. Taking classical conditioning a bit further, operant or instrumental conditioning brings about learning the “appropriate principles of reinforcement” (Child and Adolescent Development, p. 23). Here clear examples of this learning theory can be illustrated through the process of a child learning how to read. A child reads a word correctly for the first time, parents, grandparents anyone around to hear the word read react almost comically. The child is rewarded to the greatest level. They read the word again. The process will continue. The major flaw in this theory is apparent in its’ very title. This is conditioning, not learning. There is no actual thought process occurring in the child’s brain. The child thinks, “if I read a word, I get praise. I will read it again, get praise, and again, receive praise, and again.”  There is no progress with conditioning, and therefore no learning. I see conditioning as more like training than actual learning.

Another example of how I see learning can be illustrated in sight reading music.  
When I pick a new song to sight read, I know how to read the notes, I know what the notes sound like, I have not learned anything new but I am thinking about the notes and sounds.  Not until I start applying that knowledge and forming an understanding of the new music am I learning that new music. This is true learning. There is only one portion of any learning theory that I do see as learning. Bandura’s influential version of learning brings modeling into play. Again, learning music can help illustrate this form of learning. Sight reading music can be taught. It is a process that can be learned by the willing student. There are singes however that are not willing students of sight reading. An easier form of teaching music is through modeling. A person can listen to a song being sung then sing it back without reading a single note of music. I believe this is modeling and this too is learning. 


Learning occurs on several levels. Children can be trained as Pavlov’s dog and my cats were. This could be considered learning at its most basic level. Next a student can learn through his experiences and surroundings. Experimentation with his environment is some of a child’s most well spent time and most educational in regard to the world around. Learning at its highest level occurs in a change in thinking. As a fact does not stand alone, neither does thinking. A change in thinking must occur for learning to occur. One of the most intriguing concepts about learning it that no form of learning stands alone. Each theory relies on another to some degree. It is the blend of all thinking that creates learning at all levels and degrees of life. 

