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17.1		  INTRODUCTION 
You may recall that in Unit-7 of Block-2 of this course, i.e. MAE-001, you 
studied “Theories of Learning and their Relevance to Adult Learning” with 
special reference to theories of ‘Learning by Association’, ‘Learning by 
Conditioning’, ‘Learning by Doing (Trial and Error)’ and ‘Learning by Insight’. 
Further, in Unit-16 of this Block, i.e. Block-4 of MAE-001, you have studied 
basic assumptions underlying traditional approach to learning (pedagogy), new 
approach to learning (andagogy) and management of learning for self-managed 
learners (heutagogy) and their relative significance in the process of learning 
by the individuals.

We are aware that adults bring a wealth of life experiences to their learning 
situations, as well as strong opinions and attitudes toward their learning. 
Thus, there exist differences between adults and others, in terms of their age, 
experience and abilities. If the differences between adults and other learners 
are not addressed meaningfully, their learning experiences will be far from 
optimum. 

Adult learning is a process of adults gaining knowledge, skills, and competence. 
It is defined as the practice of teaching and educating adults, theory and study of 
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adults learning, or pedagogical process (Aaltola, 2020). Adult learning, or the 
act of pursuing one’s own education as an adult, can be done in a formal setting 
such as higher education, a trade school, or an apprenticeship. It can also refer 
to an adult simply wanting to learn about a new skill or topic independently 
(WGU, 2020). 

New technological developments, including artificial intelligence and machine 
learning, will reshape both the job market and the retail market. Effective adult 
learning practices can help with the transition and ensure that the adults of 
tomorrow are well equipped to handle the resulting changes (Vipond, 2023). 
These practices of learning in the current time pose many challenges to adults. 
This calls for further understanding of adult learning theory and it is important 
for us in our ever-changing society. 

Challenges of Adult Learning

Learning new skills or studying new subjects as an adult can be challenging for 
many reasons (WGU, 2020), most notably the following:

i.	 Lack of time: Adults often have full-time jobs and sometimes children 
or other dependents relying on them. This can make finding the time to 
continue their learning very difficult.

ii.	 Self-doubt: It’s common for adult learners to feel that they are too old to 
continue their education. They may feel it is too late and that they have 
missed their chance, but whether someone has five years or 50 years left 
in the workforce, they deserve to follow a passion and pursue a career that 
they are excited about.

iii.	 Neuroplasticity: The human brain has an element of plasticity that helps 
one learn and grow. Younger people have brains that are more plastic, so 
changes are easier for them. As one ages, the brain becomes less plastic. 
That can result in a struggle for adult learners who are trying to take on 
new concepts, forge new pathways, and more. These learners may have a 
harder time understanding new things simply because their brains are less 
plastic. While this is a difficulty, it is not something that is insurmountable.

iv.	 Financial Barriers: Younger learners may have parental help when it 
comes to higher education. That is usually not the case for adult learners. 
Finances can get in the way of adult learners pursuing their dream of 
earning a degree. 

v.	 Contradiction: Some of the things adult learners will learn in their education 
may be different than what they thought they knew or learned before. This 
can mean a shift in a person’s worldview, opinions, and knowledge, which 
requires mental flexibility.

vi.	 Lack of Support: It can be overwhelming to try and tackle earning a degree 
without a strong support system. Adult students may find that they don’t 
have the emotional or social support they need in place to be able to tackle 
the difficulty of classes and learning. 
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Adult Learning Principles 

There are ten simple principles of adult learning for future educators to keep 
in mind. All of these aspects are important when building curriculum and 
expectations for adult learners (WGU, 2020):

i)	 Self-Directing: For many adults, self-directed learning happens naturally 
without anyone explaining it or suggesting it. Adult learners are more 
prone to plan, carry out, and evaluate their learning experiences without 
the help of others. When instructing adults, it’s important for learners to set 
goals, determine their educational or training needs, and implement a plan 
to enhance their own learning.

ii)	 Learning by Doing: Many adults prefer not only to read or hear about 
subjects but to actively participate in projects and to take actions related to 
their learning. Project-based curriculum utilizes real-world scenarios and 
creates projects for students that they could encounter in a job in the future. 
Many adult learners find that this kind of learning is hugely beneficial for 
them as they apply what they have been taught to their careers, giving them 
direct access to seeing what they can do with their knowledge. 

iii)	 Relevance: While some enjoy learning as an end in itself, adult learners are 
more likely to engage in learning that has direct relevance to their lives. For 
example, if they are taking a certification course to improve their chances 
of promotion on the job, then the course should immediately address their 
needs. 

vi)	 Experience: Adults are shaped by their experiences, and the best learning 
comes from making sense of those experiences. Adult learners can greatly 
benefit from finding ways to get hands-on learning. Internships, job 
shadowing opportunities, projects, and other experiential opportunities can 
help them get a firmer grasp of their learning and be more excited about 
how what they learn can be applied to their interests and careers.

v)	 Utilization of Senses: Most adult learners don’t thrive as well in a lecture-
style environment. Due to the lack of brain plasticity in older learners, it’s 
important to fully engage the senses when learning to successfully solidify 
new knowledge. Learning practices need to incorporate audio, visual, 
reading/writing, kinesthetic, independent, and group techniques. 

vi)	 Repetition: Repetition is essential for adult learning. If learners can practice 
new skills in a supportive environment, self-efficacy will develop to take 
those skills outside of the classroom. And the more they can practice a 
particular subject or skill, the better the chances are for mastery.

vii)	 Guiding their own Development: Utilizing dilemmas and situations to 
challenge an adult learner’s assumptions and principles helps them guide 
their own development. Adults can use critical thinking and questioning to 
evaluate their underlying beliefs and assumptions and learn from what they 
realize about themselves in the process. 

viii)	Thrive with Goal Setting: Learners who have a specific career or personal 
goal in mind will have a better experience as they pursue their degree 
programs. For example, if a student wants to learn Spanish before a trip to 
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Mexico, they might have a specific goal to be conversational by a certain 
date. Adult learners need these goals because their learning is more in their 
own hands than younger learners.

ix)	 Learn differently than Children: Children and adults are very different 
when it comes to how they learn, so different techniques must be used 
in order to make learning effective for adults. In addition to reading and 
memorizing, adult learners utilize their past life experiences and their 
current understanding of a subject as they learn. Also, adult learning needs 
to be problem-centered, making the impact more focused on current events 
or real life.

x)	 Require Ownership: With a more nuanced and advanced hierarchy of 
needs, adult learners place more value on intrinsic motivation and personal 
ownership of their learning. It’s important to give adults internal motivation 
by recognizing their success and promoting increased self-esteem and 
confidence.

In this Unit, keeping in view the above mentioned challenges and principles 
of adult learning, we will discuss Gestalt Theory of Learning as explained 
by Wolfgang Kohler, Kurt Koffka and Max Wertheimer, Piaget’s Theory of 
Learning, Vygotsky’s Theory of Learning, Bandura’s Theory of Learning and 
Malcolm Knowles’ Theory of adult learning.

Before you proceed further we advise you to read the glossary of terms (Section 
17.13) given at the end of this unit. It will enable you to have a full grasp of 
what you read in the following sections.

17.2		  LEARNING OBJECTIVES 
After going through this Unit, we expect you to be able to:

●	 Explain the meaning and concept of adult learning and adult learning 
theory;

●	 Explore the Gestalt Theory of Learning and how Max Wertheimer, Kurt 
Koffka, and Wolfgang Kohler developed the Gestalt Theory on a strong 
basis; and

●	 Discuss other theories of learning such as Piaget’s Theory of Learning, 
Vygotsky’s Theory of Learning, Bandura’s Theory of Learning, and 
Malcolm Knowles’ Theory.

17.3		  GESTALT THEORY OF LEARNING 
Learning theory describes how students receive, process, and retains knowledge 
during learning. Cognitive, emotional, and environmental influences, as well 
as prior experience, all play a part in how understanding, or a worldview, is 
acquired or changed and knowledge and skills retained. (Illeris, 2004). In simple 
terms, theories of learning are ideas about the ways students learn and retain 
information. These principles provide different frameworks that teachers can 
use to adapt to students’ diverse learning styles and academic needs. In addition 
to helping students absorb the information being taught, learning theories can 
also help teachers manage students’ behavior. This empowers educators to 
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create an atmosphere that’s more inclusive and conducive to learning — a skill 
that’s essential whether teaching online or in a traditional classroom setting.

There are significant differences between most theories of learning. However, 
what all of them share in common is that they seek to understand and explain 
the learning process so that educators can act accordingly, taking approaches to 
teaching that are appropriate, effective, and efficient (NU, 2023).

Max Wertheimer (1880–1943), Kurt Koffka (1886–1941), and Wolfgang 
Köhler (1887–1967) founded Gestalt psychology in the early 20th century.

Gestalt Psychology Principles

Gestalt psychology is a school of thought that looks at the human mind and 
behavior as a whole. When trying to make sense of the world around us, Gestalt 
psychology suggests that we do not simply focus on every small component. 
Instead, our minds tend to perceive objects as elements of more complex 
systems.

Gestalt meaning in psychology calls attention to the several ways the human 
brain perceives individual parts of a whole object compared to the object as a 
whole. The seven gestalt psychology principles are discussed below.

i)	 Principle of proximity: This principle is established when we notice 
objects that are located close to each other. They tend to share a more direct 
relation between themselves when compared to objects that are placed 
far away from each other. This principle is well used in the marketing 
campaign of the Univer Company that uses the signature ‘U’ shaped logo 
which includes 25 different icons. We neglect these smaller components 
but perceive the logo as a whole.

ii)	 Principle of closure: Our brain always tries to organize information 
rationally. Thus the priority of human minds lies in simplifying complex 
patterns and designs into simpler segments. This formulates the principle 
of closure. Even if we miss bits and pieces that are compulsory to construct 
a predictable pattern, our brain pictures them automatically. An example 
of Gestalt Psychology of this stature is observed when our brain perceives 
a triangle drawn with broken lines as a regular triangle version. 

iii)	 Principle of similarity: This principle comes into play when someone sees 
shapes or objects that are identical to one another. We tend to assume 
that these things must serve the same function. This behavior is used to 
categorize materials present in a group by representing them with distinct 
colors, clubbing, or sub-grouping techniques. An example in the real world 
can be taken from a person’s manner of organizing his study table. He 
probably keeps his books on a separate shelf and notebooks inside the 
drawer as the two things serve separate functions. 

iv)	 Principle of continuity: This principle of Gestalt psychology explains the 
human mindset of believing things that are arranged in a continual line 
or curve are related to one another to form a compound. Music videos on 
YouTube are an ideal illustration of this principle. Our mind gets a soothing 
effect after perceiving the collective feeling of small video fragments with 
the song that keeps on progressing fast until the end. 
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v)	 Principle of perception: This principle determines the base of our logical 
reasoning behind stating the components of a picture as the focal point 
and the background. When living and nonliving things are present in a 
single frame, our mind tries to create uncomplicated relationships between 
each of them depending on their size and position. Sometimes, we can be 
creative in using this principle to draw the attention of our target audience.

vi)	 Principle of organization: This principle is composed of five sub-groups: 
uniform connectedness, common regions, synchrony, focal point, and 
parallelism. Uniform connectedness creates a correlation between objects 
that are attached. Common region gestalt psychology principles relate 
items that share a common space. Synchrony is established when objects 
move in the same direction instead of opposite paths. Parallelism connects 
parallel texts or images to create a complete sense. 

vii)	 Principle of symmetry: People assume that symmetrical elements club 
together to build a common structure. The arrangement of symmetrical 
objects helps to create a sense of order and formal organization. Examples 
of this visual display can be noticed in colleges, schools, hospitals, and 
government buildings that are familiar to a formal environment.

Gestalt psychology teaches us that the entire component is more significant 
than the single units of that component in terms of the perception of human 
minds. This concept surfaced in the psychology field in the early 20th century. 
Gestalt meaning in psychology refers to the shape of something. In the modern-
day world, gestalt therapy is used to execute numerous marketing campaigns to 
attract the target audience.

17.3.1	 Wolfgang Kohler (1887-1967) 
Wolfgang Kohler was a German psychologist and 
phenomenologist who, like Max Wertheimer and Kurt 
Koffka, contributed to the creation of Gestalt psychology. 
Kohler’s Gestalt psychology is a type of learning 
theory that suggests that the mind perceives sections 
of information as a whole. Furthermore, the problem-
solving theory explores the ways in which animals use 
insight and purpose, rather than trial-and-error to learn. 
He adapted these findings in his insight learning theory, 
which suggests that people use their insight to find 
solutions to problems.

Insight learning is the sudden understanding of the relation between a problem 
and a solution. By learning through insight, the correct solution not only appears 
seemingly out of nowhere but also repeated readily in subsequent presentations 
of that problem. Once solved, the problem, no matter how many times repeated, 
will no longer be a problem (Sujan, 2021).

In insight learning, the perceptual stimuli are restructured in different ways 
and rely on cognitive processes. Occasionally insight comes dramatically and 
makes the problem solution suddenly clear.
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Kohler Learning by Insight theory

Kohler, first of all, used this term (insight) to describe the learning of his apes. 
In the theory of Learning by insight, Kohler did his experiment on chimpanzees 
and his name is Sultan. Kohler conducted many experiments on chimpanzees 
and brought out a book ‘Mentality of Apes’ in 1925 which was the result of his 
experiments, conducted during the period 1913-17 on the Canary Island.

Experiment of Kohler Learning by Insight Theory

This experiment shows learning by insight. Some of them are given below with 
pictures (specialeducationnotes).

Figure 17.1: Kohler’s experiment on chimpanzee

	 In one experiment, Kohler put a chimpanzee (Sultan) inside a cage and 
a banana was hung from the roof of the cage. A box was placed inside 
the cage. The Sultan tried to reach the banana by jumping but could not 
succeed. Suddenly, he got an idea and used the box as a jumping platform 
by placing it just below the hanging banana.

	 In another experiment, Kohler made this problem more difficult. Now it 
requires two or three boxes to reach the banana. Moreover, the placing of 
one box over the other required different specific arrangements.

	 In another experiment, the banana was placed outside the cage of the 
chimpanzee. Two sticks, one larger than the others, were placed inside the 
cage. One was hollow at one end so that the other stick could be thrust into 
it to form a longer stick. The banana was so kept that it could not be picked 
up by one of the sticks.

	 The chimpanzee first tried these sticks one after another but failed. Suddenly, 
he got a bright idea. The animal joined the two sticks together and reached 
the banana. In these experiments, Kohler used many different chimpanzees. 
Sultan, who was the most intelligent of Kohler’s chimpanzees, could solve 
all the problems. Other chimpanzees could solve the problems only when 
they saw the sultan solving them.
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	 With such experiments, Kohler concluded that in the solution of problems, 
his apes did not restore to blind trial and error mechanisms. They could 
solve their problem intelligently. Kohler used the term “Insight” to describe 
the learning of his apes (Hoque, 2022).

Insight involves the following criteria:

	 The situation as a whole is perceived by the learner;

	 The learner tries to see and judge the relationship between various factors 
involved in the situation; and

	 As a result, the learner is helped in the sudden grasping of the solution of 
the problem.

Gestalt’s Insight learning theory

Gestalt psychologists also did other experiments they found that at some stage 
there is a new organization of the perceptual field resulting in the sudden 
discovery of the solution. Therefore, learning according to Gestalt’s is re-
structuring the field of perception and insight. As a whole, insight depends 
upon the factors like experience, intelligence, learning situation, initial efforts, 
repetition and generalization.

●	 Experience: Past experience helps in the insightful solution of the problems. 
A child cannot solve the problems of modern mathematics unless he is 
well-acquainted with its symbolic language.

●	 Intelligence: Insightful solution depends upon the basic intelligence of the 
learner. The more intelligent an individual is, the greater will be his insight.

●	 Learning Situation: How insightfully the organism will react depends upon 
the situation in which it has to act. Some situations are more favourable 
than others for an insightful solution. As a common observation, insight 
occurs when the learning situation is so arranged that all the necessary 
aspects are open for observation.

●	 Initial efforts: Insightful learning has to pass through the process of trial 
and error. But this stage does not last long. These initial efforts are in the 
form of a simple trial and error mechanism.

●	 Repetition and Generalization: After having an insightful solution to 
a particular type of problem, the organism tries to repeat it in another 
situation, demanding a similar type of solution. The way found in one 
situation helps him to react insightfully in the other identical situation.

Application of the Gestalt theory of learning in classroom teaching

These are implications of the Gestalt principles in the teaching and learning 
process (Hoque, 2022).

i)	 Law of Proximity: Related concepts or lessons should be taught aligned 
or closely to each other. This is the reason why subtraction is taught after 
addition, multiplication after subtraction then division after multiplication. 
Imagine teaching addition then jumping directly to polygons.
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ii)	 Law of Similarity: Similar lessons or contents should be grouped together 
to make learners develop understanding more efficiently and effectively. 
This is the reason why lessons are grouped into units: part I is for the 
human body, part II is for energy and motion, so on and so forth.

iii)	 Law of Closure: When a concept or topic is incomplete thus isn’t “closed”, 
incomplete information may make learners want to discover what’s 
missing, rather than concentrating on the given instruction. If students find 
a math algorithm confusing because a certain question is left unanswered 
or a step isn’t clear, they will tend to concentrate on that confused part of 
the process rather than the total process as a whole. This is why students 
get “lost”‘. Thus, make the lesson complete. Present it clearly, simply and 
always be ready for students’ clarifications.

iv)	 Law of Good Continuation: Lessons should be presented in such a way 
that learners will see these as connected and continuous. Now you know 
why we have the “Review” part of the lesson plan. This way, students will 
realize that their new lesson actually has continuity and is related to what 
they already know or to the previous lesson.

v)	 Law of Pragnanz: Pragnanz states that when things are grasped as whole, 
the minimal amount of energy is exerted in thinking. In short, make your 
lesson holistic, complete and most of all simple.

vi)	 Law of Figure/Ground: For a figure to be perceived, it must stand out 
from the background. Emphasis should be done on important aspects of the 
lesson. For example, teachers should vary the tone of their voice or write 
boldly or underline the important key words of the lesson.

17.3.2	 Kurt Koffka (1886 - 1941) 
Koffka believed that most of early learning is what he 
referred to as, “sensorimotor learning,” which is a type of 
learning which occurs after a consequence. For example, 
a child who touches a hot stove will learn not to touch it 
again. Koffka also believed that a lot of learning occurs 
by imitation, though he argued that it is not important 
to understand how imitation works, but rather to 
acknowledge that it is a natural occurrence. According 
to Koffka, the highest type of learning is ideational 
learning, which makes use of language. Koffka notes 

that an important time in children’s development is when they understand that 
objects have names (King, 2009).

Koffka’s Major Contribution to Psychology:

	 Koffka’s major contributions to psychology include his work on the 
perception of objects, which he believed was based on the Gestalt principle 
of “figure-ground” organization.

	 He also developed the concept of “functional fixedness,” which refers 
to the tendency of people to think about objects only in terms of their 
conventional uses, and to overlook their potential for other uses.
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	 He believed that the study of perception and cognition needed to focus 
on the whole, rather than just the sum of its parts. He argued that the 
mind actively organizes sensory information into meaningful patterns and 
holes, which he referred to as “Gestalten.” This led to the development 
of the Gestalt theory of perception, which emphasizes the importance of 
understanding the whole picture, rather than just its individual parts.

Kurt Koffka was a prominent figure in the development of the Gestalt theory 
of psychology, which emphasizes the importance of understanding the whole 
picture or “Gestalt” rather than just its individual parts. Koffka’s theory of 
perception focused on the Gestalt principles of organization, which include:

i)	 Figure-ground organization: Objects are perceived as being distinct from 
their background.

ii)	 Proximity: Objects that are close to each other are perceived as a group.

iii)	 Similarity: Objects that are similar to each other are perceived as a group.

iv)	 Closure: The mind completes incomplete patterns to create a coherent 
whole.

v)	 Continuity: The mind perceives smooth, continuous lines and patterns 
rather than disjointed ones.

Figure 17.2: Gestalt psychology

Source: https://www.simplypsychology.org/what-is-gestalt-psychology.html

Koffka’s theory of functional fixedness focused on the idea that people tend to 
think about objects only in terms of their conventional uses, and overlook their 
potential for other uses. This idea has implications for problem-solving and 
creativity, as it suggests that people need to think outside the box and consider 
alternative uses for objects in order to come up with innovative solutions to 
problems (Jain, 2023).
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17.3.3	 Max Wertheimer (1880 – 1943)
Max Wertheimer was one of the three founders of Gestalt 
psychology, along with Kurt Koffka and Wolfgang 
Kohler. He is known for his book, Productive Thinking, 
and for conceiving the phi phenomenon as part of his work 
in Gestalt psychology. Gestalt theory emphasized higher-
order cognitive processes in the midst of behaviorism. 
The focus of Gestalt theory was the idea of “grouping”, 
i.e., characteristics of stimuli that causes us to structure 
or interpret a visual field or problem in a certain way 
(Wertheimer, 1922). The primary factors that determine 

grouping were: (1) proximity – elements tend to be grouped together according 
to their nearness, (2) similarity – items similar in some respect tend to be grouped 
together, (3) closure – items are grouped together if they tend to complete some 
entity, and (4) simplicity – items will be organized into simple figures according 
to symmetry, regularity, and smoothness. These factors were called the laws 
of organization and were explained in the context of perception and problem-
solving.

“Man is not only part of a field, but a part and member of his group. When 
people are together, as when they are at work, then the most unnatural behavior, 
which only appears in late stages or abnormal cases, would be to behave as 
separate Egos. Under normal circumstances they work in common, each a 
meaningfully functioning part of the whole.” – Max Wertheimer (1924 cited in 
Ansbacher, 1954, p. 11)

The Phi Phenomenon: Max Wertheimer began the formal founding of Gestalt 
psychology in 1910 as he began experiments on the phi phenomenon. He 
published these experiments in a paper titled “Experimental Studies on the 
Perception of Movement”. The phi phenomenon is apparent movement caused 
by alternating light positions. Wertheimer illustrated this phenomenon on 
an apparatus he built that utilized two discrete lights on different locations. 
Although the lights are stationary, flashing the lights at succeeding time 
intervals causes the retina to perceive the light as moving. Wertheimer worked 
with partners Koffka and Köhler to collect data which ultimately led to their 
launch of the Gestalt movement. Their findings further demonstrated that the 
quality of the whole is different from the sum of the parts. The explanation 
of the phi phenomena was that movement is perceived because the eye itself 
moves in response to the successive flashes of light. The movement an observer 
experiences is based on feedback from the moving eye (Tietz, 2016).

.

Figure 17.3: Example of the Phi Phenomenon
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Wertheimer was especially concerned with problem-solving. Werthiemer 
(1959) provides a Gestalt interpretation of problem-solving episodes of famous 
scientists (e.g. Galileo, Einstein) as well as children presented with mathematical 
problems. The essence of successful problem-solving behavior according 
to Wertheimer is being able to see the overall structure of the problem: “A 
certain region in the field becomes crucial, is focused; but it does not become 
isolated. A new, deeper structural view of the situation develops, involving 
changes in functional meaning, the grouping, etc. of the items. Directed by 
what is required by the structure of a situation for a crucial region, one is led 
to a reasonable prediction, which like the other parts of the structure, calls for 
verification, direct or indirect. Two directions are involved: getting a whole 
consistent picture, and seeing what the structure of the whole requires for the 
parts.” (Wertheimer, 1923).

Gestalt theory applies to all aspects of human learning, although it applies most 
directly to perception and problem-solving. The work of Gibson was strongly 
influenced by Gestalt theory.

The classic example of Gestalt principles provided by Wertheimer is children 
finding the area of parallelograms. As long as the parallelograms are regular 
figures, a standard procedure can be applied (making lines perpendicular from 
the corners of the base). However, if a parallelogram with a novel shape or 
orientation is provided, the standard procedure will not work and children are 
forced to solve the problem by understanding the true structure of a parallelogram 
(i.e., the figure can be bisected anywhere if the ends are joined). (Wertheimer, 
1959).

The main principles lying with the Gestalt theory are given below:

	 The learner should be encouraged to discover the underlying nature of a 
topic or problem (i.e. the relationship among the elements).

	 Gaps, incongruities, or disturbances are an important stimulus for learning

	 Instruction should be based upon the laws of organization: proximity, 
closure, similarity and simplicity (Culatta, 2023).

Check Your Progress

Notes: 	 a) 	 Write the answer in the space given below the question.

	  	 b)		 Check your answer with the one given under “Answers to 		
			   ‘Check Your Progress’ Questions” of this Unit.

1. 	 What is Gestalt theory of learning? 

.................…………………………………...…………………………

.................…………………………………...…………………………

.................…………………………………...…………………………

.................…………………………………...…………………………
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Piaget learning theory was first developed by Jean Piaget (1896-1980) – a 
psychologist and epistemologist specializing in child development who gave 
his name to his research. Today we can understand and appreciate children’s 
cognitive development, thanks to Piaget learning theory – one of the first 
theories to map out how children’s cognitive skills develop and change as they 
grow (Thinkific, 2023). 

Cognition refers to thinking and memory processes, and cognitive development 
refers to long-term changes in these processes. One of the most widely known 
perspectives about cognitive development is the cognitive stage theory of a Swiss 
psychologist named Jean Piaget. Piaget created and studied an account of how 
children and youth gradually become able to think logically and scientifically.

After observing children closely, Piaget proposed that cognition developed 
through distinct stages from birth through the end of adolescence. By “stages” 
he meant a sequence of thinking patterns with four key features:

a)	 The stages always happen in the same order.

b)	 No stage is ever skipped.

c)	 Each stage is a significant transformation of the stage before it.

d)	 Each later stage incorporated the earlier stages into itself.

Basically, this is a “staircase” model of development. Piaget proposed four 
major stages of cognitive development, and called them (1) sensori-motor 
intelligence, (2) preoperational thinking, (3) concrete operational thinking, and 
(4) formal operational thinking. Each stage is correlated with an age period of 
childhood, but only approximately (Open Library, 2017).

1)	 Sensori-motor (birth to 2 years): understanding of the world is limited to 
visual and tactile interaction with the world. Imitation provides a foundation 
for thinking in visual images. 

2)	 Pre-operational (2 to 7 years): thinking involves visual images about 
sensori-motor actions and experiences, and symbolic thought. Thought is 
focused on the particular without abstracting general principles, and relies 
on perception and intuition. 

3)	 Concrete operational (7-8 to 11-12 years): cognitive structures have 
developed sufficiently to be used as logical systems (termed “operations”) 
and used across contexts rather than being specific to a certain type of 
problem in a particular context. At the operational stage of thought, children 
understand notions of reversibility (subtraction can cancel addition, a clay 
ball can be transformed into a sausage and back again) and associativity 
(an ability to identify several ways to pursue an objective, such as a range 
of ways to solve 25 x 25). 

4)	 Formal operational (11-12 to 16-17 years): abstract and decontextualized 
reasoning using verbal propositions, premises, ideas and concepts is 
possible without access to concrete objects. Students can hypothesise, 
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solve problem, note relations between ideas and things, hold a number 
of ideas in mind, and develop and relate concepts. (The Education Hub, 
2023).

Piaget believed individuals must adapt to their environment. He described 
two processes for adaptation which is an organism’s ability to fit in with its 
environment, assimilation and accommodation. Assimilation is the process of 
using or transforming the environment so that it can be placed in preexisting 
cognitive structures. Accommodation is the process of changing cognitive 
structures in order to accept something from the environment. It changes the 
schema, so it can increase its efficiency. According to Piaget, the developmental 
ideal is a balance between assimilation and accommodation, which is also 
known as equilibrium. Piaget believed when a balance between children’s 
mental schemas, which is a “…mental image produced in response to a stimulus 
that becomes a framework or basis for analyzing or responding to other related 
stimuli” and the external world has been reached, children are in a comfortable 
state of equilibrium (Agnes, 1999). Thus, students have already mastered what 
has been taught and have confidence in their abilities to do or perform the 
assigned task. During this time, students are not in the process of acquiring 
new information or learning. Disequilibrium occurs when children come 
across new environmental phenomena; these new environmental phenomena, 
however, often do not fit exactly into children’s mental schemas. Students 
are drawn towards disequilibrium because of their curiosity. Teachers should 
use disequilibrium to motivate their students because it allows for changes in 
students’ mental structures. 

Piaget’s theory has not been universally accepted by all. Some researchers 
believe Piaget underestimated children’s knowledge. Complex skills can be 
acquired easily once simpler prerequisite skills have been learned. Some have 
noted that the stages in his theory have inconsistencies. He ignored social 
and cultural groups in his research. Piaget’s tasks underestimated the impact 
of culture by being culturally biased. And, formal operational thinking is not 
universal (Blake, 2008). 

Check Your Progress

Notes: 	 a) 	 Write the answer in the space given below the question.

	  	 b)		 Check your answer with the one given under “Answers to 		
			   ‘Check Your Progress’ Questions” of this Unit.

2. 	 Why is Piaget’s theory important in education? 

.................…………………………………...…………………………

.................…………………………………...…………………………

.................…………………………………...…………………………

.................…………………………………...…………………………
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Lev Vygotsky (1896-1934), a Russian psychologist and the founder of 
sociocultural theory, believed that human development and learning originate 
in social and cultural interaction. In other words, the ways people interact with 
others and the culture in which they live shape their mental abilities. 

Vygotsky’s theory suggests that each stage builds upon the previous ones, and 
he believed that adults learn from observing children. He also believed that 
children learn through play, and that play is a form of sociocultural learning. 
His work has become an integral part of contemporary psychology. His theory 
revolves around the idea that social interaction is central to learning. This 
means the assumption must be made that all societies are the same, which is 
incorrect. He emphasized the concept of instructional scaffolding, which allows 
the learned to build connections based on social interactions. 

A simple and concrete example of this is when we help children learn to ride a 
bicycle - first with training wheels, then as we hold the bicycle steady for them 
(with some verbal coaching as well), and finally without any help, as children 
ride independently. 

Vygotsky claimed that we are born with four ‘elementary mental functions’: 
Attention, Sensation, Perception, and Memory. It is our social and cultural 
environment that allows us to use these elementary skills to develop and 
finally gain ‘higher mental functions.’ He believed everything is learned on 
two levels. First, through interaction with others, and then integrated into the 
individual’s mental structure. A second aspect of Vygotsky’s theory is the idea 
that the potential for cognitive development is limited to a “zone of proximal 
development” (ZPD).

Vygotsky developed concepts of cognitive learning zones. The Zone of Actual 
Development (ZAD) occurs when students can complete tasks on their own. 
There is nothing new for the students to learn. In this zone, the students are 
independent. The Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) requires adults or 
peers to provide assistance to students, who cannot complete the assigned 
task without help. The ZPD is the gap between what learners are able to do 
independently, and what they may need as instructional help in accomplishing 
(Daniels, 2001). Instruction and learning occurs in the ZPD. When students are 
in this zone, they can be successful with instructional help.

Vygotsky explores three different types of speech: social, private, and internal. 
He refers to social speech as the instructions given by adults to children. Private 
speech allows children to process what the adult has said and try to apply it to 
similar situations. For example, a teacher tells the class to keep their hands to 
themselves. Self-control is an example of private speech because children are 
using for themselves the same, “language that adults use to regulate behavior” 
(Wilhelm, 2001). So, since their teacher has informed them to keep their hands 
to themselves, the students do not hit or punch each other in class. Both teacher 
and student share the responsibility of developing students’ private speech. 
Internal or inner speech takes place “as the student’s silent, abbreviated dialogue 
that she carries on with self that is the essence of conscious mental activity” 



52

Andragogy and Its 
Applications

(Wilhelm, 2001). In the earlier example, these students must internalize the 
consequences of hitting another student, which could lead to a disciplinary 
referral. Thought is the result of social speech becoming private speech that 
has been internalized. When the cultural signs become internalized, humans 
acquire the capacity for higher order thinking (Huiitt, 2000).

There are fundamental differences between Piaget and Vygotsky. Piaget 
believed the individual is primary in the learning process, while Vygotsky 
believed that social life is primary in the learning process. As Dimitriadis and 
Kamberelis (2006) note, “Piaget grounded his developmental learning theory 
in the individual learner and positioned children as active, intelligent, creative 
constructors of their own knowledge structures” (p.170). In contrast, Vygotsky’s 
main construct of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) learning “depends 
upon outside social forces as much as inner resources” (Palmer, 2001). Vygotsky 
believed that if students were not improving academically, their instruction was 
inappropriate. This belief contradicts Piaget’s reasoning that the students may 
have “plateaued” in a specific developmental stage.

Developmental growth is another area of difference. Piaget’s theory focuses on 
fixed stages of development, whereas Vygotsky’s theory notes a more fluid, 
on-going repertoire of development (Blake, 2008).

Check Your Progress

Notes: 	 a) 	 Write the answer in the space given below the question.

	  	 b)		 Check your answer with the one given under “Answers to 		
			   ‘Check Your Progress’ Questions” of this Unit.

3. 	 How is Vygotsky’s theory used in the classroom? 

.................…………………………………...…………………………

.................…………………………………...…………………………

.................…………………………………...…………………………

.................…………………………………...…………………………

17.6		  BANDURA’S THEORY OF LEARNING 
Psychologist Albert Bandura’s social learning theory suggests that observation 
and modeling play a primary role in how and why people learn. Bandura’s 
theory goes beyond the perception of learning being the result of direct 
experience with the environment. Learning, according to Bandura, can occur 
simply by observing others’ behaviour. He explains in his book Social Learning 
Theory, “most human behavior is learned observationally through modeling: 
from observing others one forms an idea of how new behaviors are performed, 
and on later occasions, this coded information serves as a guide for action.” 
(Berkeley, 2023).

It’s no surprise that social interaction plays a role in learning. Albert Bandura’s 
Social Learning Theory states that people learn behavior from their environment 
through observation, imitation, and modeling (Robcondon, 2022).
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Albert Bandura (1925-2021) stressed that individuals may simply learn from 
the behavior rather than imitate it. Observational learning is a major component 
of Bandura’s social learning theory. He also emphasized that four conditions 
were necessary in any form of observing and modeling behavior: attention, 
retention, reproduction, and motivation (Stone, 2017).

Figure 17.6: Illustration of Bandura’s Social Theory of Learning

Social Learning Theory, proposed by Bandura, posits that people learn through 
observing, imitating, and modeling others’ behavior. This theory posits that we 
can acquire new behaviors and knowledge by watching others, a process known 
as vicarious learning. He emphasized the importance of cognitive processes in 
learning, which set his theory apart from traditional behaviorism. He proposed 
that individuals have beliefs and expectations that influence their actions and 
can think about the links between their behavior and its consequences.

For example, if a child observes their parents going to work every day, 
volunteering at a local community center, and helping their significant other 
with tasks around the home, the child is likely to mimic those behaviors. If 
rewarded, these behaviors become reinforced and most likely repeated by the 
individual. 

Social learning theory helps us understand how our environment and the people 
around us shape our behavior. It helps explain how individuals develop new skills 
and behaviors by paying attention to the behavior of others and then trying to 
reproduce that behavior themselves. It is an important theory for psychologists, 
educators, and anyone interested in human behavior and development (Mcleod, 
2023).

The Four Phases of Social Learning

According to the social learning theory, the learning process is divided into four 
stages: attention, retention, reproduction and motivation. Each of them plays an 
important role in the learning process. So, let’s take a closer look at each of four 
stages (Ritchie, 2022).

1.	 Attention: People are exposed to much different behaviour over the course 
of their lives and choose a role-model that grabs their attention. The role-
model is the person that is going to be observed and imitated and could 
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be a parent, teacher or peer. They are the ones that hold the knowledge 
and experience that the learner wants and, therefore, will be the person 
that transmits the learning experience. If the role-model does not hold the 
learners attention, the flow of information is interrupted and learning will 
not take place.

2.	 Retention: Once their attention has been caught, the learner must be able to 
retain and store the information that has been transmitted to them. If they 
can’t do this, only a limited amount of learning will take place. 

3.	 Reproduction: Simply storing this information successfully does not 
necessarily imply that the learner knows how to use it correctly. It is the 
process of imitation that helps them reproduce it. Imitation also can be 
limited by many factors such as the physical or the mental state of the 
learner.

4.	 Motivation: In the last phase, rewards come into play. Here, we are 
referring to prizes or punishment based on the success or failure of the 
learning process. If the rewards are seen as being adequate compensation 
for the effort of learning, then the process will be more successful. If not, 
the learner may fail completely in this last phase. In essence, this is the 
mechanism through which all humans learn. Children might be rewarded 
with praise or sweets, while adults may be thinking about promotions, or 
enhanced relationships.

The main criticism of all Bandura’s studies is that they lack validity. The children 
were put in a strange situation, exposed to some unusual adult behaviour and 
given toys to play with which encouraged them to act unnaturally.

Check Your Progress

Notes: 	 a) 	 Write the answer in the space given below the question.

	  	 b)		 Check your answer with the one given under “Answers to 		
			   ‘Check Your Progress’ Questions” of this Unit.

4. 	 What is Albert Bandura’s learning theory? 

.................…………………………………...…………………………

.................…………………………………...…………………………

.................…………………………………...…………………………

	 .................…………………………………...………………………… 

17.7		  MALCOLM KNOWLES’ THEORY
In the previous sections, i.e. 17.3 to 17.6 we have discussed Gestalt Theory of 
Learning (propound by Wolfgang Kohler, Kurt Koffka and Max Wertheimer), 
Piaget’s Theory of Learning, Vygotsky’s Theory of Learning and Bandura’s 
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Theory of Learning which looked at learning as it takes place in the individual 
from different perspectives. However, they do not pertain to how adults learn 
in particular. This section (i.e. 17.7) specially focuses on adult learning theory.

In the 1980s, educator Malcolm Knowles popularized the concept of andragogy, 
the practice of teaching adults, and contrasted it with pedagogy, the practice 
of teaching children. The andragogy theory states that adult learners are 
vastly different from children in terms of their motivation, the relevancy of 
the education to their lives, and how they apply that education. In practice, 
adult learning focuses on giving adults an understanding of why they are doing 
something, lots of hands-on experiences, and less instruction so that they 
can tackle things themselves. Many adult learning theories developed out of 
Knowles’ work in the following decades, all with the specific goal to enhance 
teaching methods and experiences for adult learners (WGU, 2020).

History of Adult Learning Theory

American adult educator Malcolm Knowles initially developed the adult 
learning theory in 1968, with six key points or assumptions. The assumptions 
are as follows (Vipond, 2023):

i.	 Readiness to Learn – Adults who are ready to learn are usually spurred 
by a specific reason, such as self-development and growth related to their 
work or career path.

ii.	 Orientation of Learning – Adults are more prone to learning when it is 
applicable to everyday lives instead of general learning about certain 
subjects that are unrelated to our their lives. In general, adults will want to 
learn practical skills that will make their lives and work more efficient.

iii.	 Motivation to Learn – Adults require their own motivations and reasons 
to learn new things. As for children, the reason for learning is simply 
because they are directed to learn; however, adults need to develop their 
own motivation to learn.

iv.	 Reason to Learn – Adults require a strong reason to learn, such as a problem 
that they need to solve and an immediate application of new knowledge.

v.	 Self–concept – Adults’ learning is much more self-directed and independent 
as they mature. It allows adults to decide when they want to learn, what 
they want to learn, and how they want to learn. Such an assumption shows 
that educators need to develop a plethora of choices for adult learners, 
allowing them to design their own learning environment.

vi.	 Experience – Adult learning, in contrast to children, includes a significant 
amount of previous life experiences to rely upon to assist with new learning 
experiences. The previous experiences can bring a unique perspective that 
fosters discussions and are valuable learning resources. However, they 
may also result in some biases and misinformation.
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Figure 17.4: Key Assumptions of Adult Learning Theory 

Understanding Adult Learning Theory

Adult learning theory is also known as andragogy. As mentioned above, 
Malcolm Knowles developed the theory based upon the six assumptions of 
adult learners. It is based upon the concept that adults will usually choose what 
they want to learn, where they want to learn, and how they want to learn. A key 
distinction between adult learning and children’s learning is that, in the former 
there is more autonomy over their learning.

Adult learning theory also places importance on the ability to share life 
experiences as adults with each other, which can enhance the overall learning 
experience. Therefore, other adult experiences can be used as resources to learn. 
Furthermore, adults will base their learning on situations that arise in their 
life, which they may require new learning in order to deal with such situations 
(Vipond, 2023).

Practical Applications

As adults progress through life and develop skills and their career, understanding 
adult learning theory is crucial in order to develop training programs for adults. 
The training programs are important for employees who are learning new skills 
and job functions. They are also essential for customers who may be learning to 
use a new product or new technologies (Vipond, 2023).

To apply adult learning theory, there are a few steps that should be loosely 
followed, including:

a.	 Analyzing learning with the theory in mind to create a learning process and 
overall framework for training.

b.	 Fostering collaboration within the learning process, which gives an 
opportunity for adult learners to benefit from each others’ life experiences.

c.	 Creating a self-directed learning experience where the learners are able to 
control when, where, and how their learning is conducted. New technologies 
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have made this self-directed learning much easier through e-learning.

d.	 Deriving examples from real-world cases. It allows the trainees to see the 
application of what they are learning.

e.	 Allowing learners to solve problem and figure out solutions on their own. 
It fosters creativity and critical thinking at a deeper level.

f.	 Allowing learners to experiment and test different things is important to 
training, as trial and error, at times if not all times, is important for adult 
learning.

Importance of Adult Learning Theory

i.	 Understanding adult learning theory is important in our ever-changing 
society. New technological developments, including artificial intelligence 
and machine learning, will reshape both the job market and the retail 
market.

ii.	 Effective adult learning practices can help the transition and ensure that the 
adults of tomorrow are well-equipped to handle the resulting changes.

Check Your Progress

Notes: 	 a) 	 Write the answer in the space given below the question.

	  	 b)		 Check your answer with the one given under “Answers to 		
			   ‘Check Your Progress’ Questions” of this Unit.

5. 	 How do you summarise Malcolm Knowles’ andragogy?

.................…………………………………...…………………………

.................…………………………………...…………………………

.................…………………………………...…………………………

.................…………………………………...…………………………

17.8		  LET US SUM UP 
Adult learning or the act of pursuing one’s own education as an adult can 
be done in a formal setting such as higher education, a trade school, or an 
apprenticeship. It can also refer to an adult simply learning about a new skill 
or a topic independently. Adult learners are result-oriented. They need to know 
that the material is relevant to their goals. They prefer the practical to the 
theoretical, and want to be able to apply what they learn immediately. Adult 
learners are more self-directed. Malcolm Knowles propounded the theory of 
adult learning, and is called the founder of andragogy. 

On the other hand, the Gestalt theory of learning is the concept that a deeper level 
of understanding or learning can come from critically thinking about the whole 
picture and how the summation of the parts that create the whole interact. An 
example of Gestalt psychology in everyday life is in the way people complete 
jigsaw puzzles. Rather than looking at each piece as an individual unit, they 
form meaningful relationships between the pieces to see the big picture more 
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quickly and efficiently. Max Wertheimer along with Kurt Koffka and Wolfgang 
Kohler developed the gestalt theory of learning in 20th century. Piaget’s theory 
of cognitive development, Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, and Bandura’s 
social learning theory contributed a lot in developing adult learning theory. We 
have discussed all these in this unit.

17.9		  ANSWERS TO ‘CHECK YOUR 				 
			   PROGRESS’ QUESTIONS
1.	 Gestalt Theory is all about the notion of summation of parts and how they 

interact, or the whole of something is more significant than the individual 
pieces. This theory emphasizes that the individual parts that make up the 
whole cannot be individualistically used to completely describe the whole.

2.	 By using Piaget's theory in the classroom, teachers and students benefit in 
several ways. Teachers develop a better understanding of their students' 
thinking. They can also align their teaching strategies with their students' 
cognitive level (e.g. motivational set, modeling, and assignments).

3.	 Vygotsky's theory promotes the belief, “What is learned must be taught”. 
Teachers should be explaining, modeling, and using guided practice in the 
classroom. By modeling what they want their students to do, students will 
be better able to work through their assigned tasks.

4.	 Social learning theory, proposed by Albert Bandura, emphasizes the 
importance of observing, modeling, and imitating the behaviors, attitudes, 
and emotional reactions of others. Social learning theory (SLT) considers 
how both environmental and cognitive factors interact to influence human 
learning and behavior.

5.	 Andragogy is built on the premise that adults are more experienced, self-
directed and motivated to learn than children, and that they need to be 
given the opportunity to learn in ways that are relevant to their lives.
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17.11	 UNIT-END EXERCISES
In your own interest, you may prepare the answers to the following questions 
which may be useful as a part of your preparation for your term-end examinations.

1)	 What is adult learning called?

2)	 Who is the father of adult learning theory?

3)	 What is the origin of adult learning theory?

4)	 What is the basic idea of Gestalt theory?

5)	 Who is the founder of Gestalt theory?

6)	 Where can we apply Gestalt theory?

7)	 Discuss in brief the Kohler’s theory of learning.

8)	 Explain the works of Kurt Koffka in developing the theory of learning.

9)	 Write the contribution of Max Wertheimer in developing and shaping the 
Gestalt theory of learning.

10)	 Make a comparative study between Piaget’s Theory of Learning, 
Vygotsky’s Theory of Learning, and Bandura’s Theory of Learning.

11)	 Discuss the adult learning theory developed by Malcolm Knowles.

17.12	 UNIT-END ACTIVITIES 
If you like to further enhance your interest, you may attempt to perform the 
following activity. 

1.	 Draw the experimental results of Max Wertheimer, Kurt Koffka, and 
Kurt Koffka. Find the similarities and dissimilarities of their experimental 
results. 

2.	 Talk to few interested adults and apply Malcolm Knowles’s theory of adult 
learning on them. Write down the results what you will achieve from this 
experiment.

3.	 Apply the pedagogy and andragogy method on child learners and adult 
learners respectively. From practical experiences, make a comparative 
study between pedagogy and andragogy. 

17.13	 GLOSSARY OF TERMS 
Adult Education: According to Encyclopedia Americana (Vol. 1), adult 
education includes all experiences that help mature men and women to acquire 
new knowledge, understanding, skills, attitudes, interests or values. Adult 
education does not mean only literacy; it also means the awareness about their 
surroundings, problems, rights and duties. It is non-formal and meant for adults in 
the age group 15 and above. It is lifelong continuing education and life oriented. 
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It aims at bringing about a positive and a definite change in the knowledge skill 
and attitude of the people. It is need based and dynamic in nature. It emphasizes 
more on experiential learning and is multi- disciplinary in nature. The concept 
of adult education has now emerged from mere adult literacy to ‘man making’ 
where the emphasis is not only on physical, intellectual, social, economic and 
aesthetic aspects but also on moral and spiritual aspects in order to make the 
individual educated and cultured in the true sense.

Adult Learning: Adult learning is a process of adults gaining knowledge, skills, 
and competence. It is defined as the practice of teaching and educating adults, 
theory and study of adults learning, or pedagogical process.

Adult Learning Theory: It is the concept of learning in adults and how it differs 
from that of children’s learning patterns. The theory is based on the idea that 
adult learning is highly distinct from the learning that humans do as children. 
It also emphasizes the determination of suitable learning techniques for adults. 
(CFI, 2023)

Andragogy: According to Oxford Dictionary, andragogy is the method and 
practice of teaching adult learners Typically, andragogy means the understanding 
of the science and practice of adult learning. This contrasts to pedagogy, which 
is the understanding of the science and practice of children learning.

Heutagogy: Heutagogy is the management of learning for self-managed 
learners. It is a student-centred instructional methodology that focuses on the 
development of autonomy, capacity, and capability.

Pedagogy: Pedagogy refers to the method and practices of a teacher. It’s how 
they approach their teaching style, and relates to the different theories they use, 
how they give feedback, and the assessments they set. When people refer to the 
pedagogy of teaching, it means how the teacher delivers the curriculum to the 
class.




