
271

Shifting Psychological
Theories to Understand

Education
UNIT 15 SHIFTING PSYCHOLOGICAL

THEORIES TO UNDERSTAND
EDUCATION

Structure

15.1 Introduction

15.2 Objectives

15.3 Behaviourism

15.3.1 Classical Conditioning

15.3.2 Operant Conditioning

15.4 Understanding Self-Concept

15.5 Group and Social Behaviour

15.6 Cognitivism

15.6.1 Gagne’s Hierarchy Theory of Learning

15.6.2 Ausubel’s Theory of Meaningful Learning

15.6.3 Bruner’s Theory of Learning

15.7 Social Cognition

15.8 Social Constructivism

15.9 Let us Sum Up

15.10 References and Suggested Readings

15.11 Answers to Check Your Progress

15.1 INTRODUCTION

Education is universal and a lifelong process. All organisms and animal learn as
per the pace of their learning. Human beings are bestowed with different qualities
like intelligence, reasoning, thinking, problem solving, etc. They are educated
through formal, non-formal and informal agencies. The process of educating human
beings has been changing due to the influence of different psychological learning
theories. Psychological learning theories explain the process of educating human
beings, factors affecting learning environments and learning outcomes, factors
promoting learning in educational settings, etc. Hence, understanding different
psychological theories is essential for teachers and educators for helping their
learners in different contexts. This unit presents different psychological theories
such as behaviorism, cognitivism and constructivism, their principles and implications
for education.

15.2 OBJECTIVES

After reading this Unit, you should be able to:

 explain the concept, theories and educational implications of behaviourism;
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 discuss the concept, nature, theories and educational implications of self-
concept;

 describe the concept, theories and educational implications of cognitivism;

 discuss the concept, theories and educational implications of social cognition;
and

 explain the concept, theories and educational implications of social
constructivism.

15.3 BEHAVIOURISM

Learning is a lifelong process. It starts from birth and ends with his/her death.
Since it is the most important component of human development, we must know,
what is learning? How does it occurs? What are the favourable conditions required
for learning? Different schools of psychology have provided answers to such
questions regarding learning. Different theories have been proposed by psychologists
belonging to Behaviouristic School of Psychology. There are two major theories
of learning under Behaviouristic School of Psychology. They are: classical
conditioning and operant conditioning.

15.3.1 Classical Conditioning

Ivan P. Pavlov (1849-1936), a Russian physiologist, was the proponent of Classical
conditioning theory of learning. He was awarded Noble Prize for his work on
studying the digestive process of dogs. In his study, he noticed that the dog was
not only salivating at the sight of food but also at the sight of bowl, the experimenter
and sound. Earlier, Pavlov was of the opinion that it was because of the physiological
secretion; but later on he realized that psychological reasons were the causes of
these secretions. We can conclude that he shifted his view on the phenomenon
of dog’s salivation from physiological to psychological process.

Pavlov Experiment

Pavlov used some terms such as Unconditioned Stimulus (US), Unconditioned
Response (UR), Conditioned Stimulus (CS) and Conditioned Response (CR) to
explain the phenomenon of salivation in his experiment. Salivation in response to
food placed in the mouth is a natural response, thus it is called unconditioned
response. Food was the unconditioned stimulus as it elicited the saliva which was
unconditioned response. When Pavlov rang the bell continuously followed by
food, it led the dog to salivate. The bell alone acted as the condition stimulus
whereas the saliva was the conditioned response. The model of classical conditioning
is given below.

1. Unconditioned Stimulus (food)…………Unconditioned Response (saliva)

2. Conditioned Stimulus (sound of bell) combined with Unconditioned
Stimulus (food)………….Unconditioned Response (saliva)

3. Conditioned Stimulus (sound of bell)……Conditioned Response (saliva)

Classical conditioning can be defined as a sequential process in which a neutral
stimulus combined with a natural stimulus acquires all the characteristics of natural
stimulus. It is also called as stimulus substitution.
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Higher order conditioning is another type of conditioning which is presented
below.

1. Unconditioned Stimulus (food)………..Unconditioned Response (saliva)

2. Conditioned Stimulus + Unconditioned Stimulus (bell+food)….
Conditioned Response (saliva)

3. Conditioned Stimulus1 (Bell) + Conditioned Stimulus 2 (bell+light)…
Conditioned Response (saliva)

4. Conditioned Stimulus2 (light)……………..Conditioned Response (saliva)

Educational implications

Pavlov was a pioneer who contributed significantly to the field of psychology. His
theory of classical conditioning was used as a theoretical framework and a practical
technique for solving a variety of problems. He was of the view that individuals
‘capacity to learn depends on the type of the nervous system and practice of the
activity under reinforcement’. For any learning to occur, drive plays an important
role and it motivates one for action. The following are the areas in which the
theory of classical conditioning can be used in educational situations.

i. Children must be rewarded for their good deeds such as cleanliness, respect
for elders and punctuality, etc.

 Children’s wrong actions or bad habits can be reduced by providing
appropriate conditioning.

 The principles of classical conditioning help children with poor mental
health to overcome their emotional fears through love, affection and
good treatment.

 It can be used to develop positive attitude towards learning, teachers
and break negative attitude.

 The principle of classical conditioning is used by teachers in classroom
teaching for language learning and subjects like Mathematics.

15.3.2 Operant Conditioning

The theory of Operant conditioning was developed by B.F. Skinner (1904-1990)
of Harvard University. He conducted his experiments mainly on rats and pigeons.
He developed his own apparatus to analyse the behavior of rats and pigeons. He
recognized two types of conditioning in his experiment which are mentioned
below:

i) Respondent conditioning; and

ii) Operant conditioning.

In operant conditioning, reinforced stimulus is paired with a neutral stimulus and
acquires properties of natural stimulus which is known as respondent conditioning.
When a response occurs spontaneously in the absence of any stimuli, it is known
as operant conditioning. This response of organism is instrumental in receiving the
reward, so it is also called instrumental conditioning. Let us try to understand with
an example of operant conditioning.
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Skinner conducted numerous experiments on rats, pigeons, etc. and evolved the
concept that creatures exhibit two kinds of behavior (i) response and (ii) operant.
Response is connected with stimulus whereas the operant from the behavior is not
associated with any known stimulus. It is an independent from behavior. On his
experiment on rats, he constructed a box fitted with a lever which made a striking
sound as soon as the rat’s foot fell on it. When the rat moved forward after
hearing this sound, it found food lying ready for it in a cup. The food performed
the function of reinforcement which is a natural stimulus, and it encourages the rats
to press the level is the response. Being hungry, the rat was driven and hence it
became active or operant. In this process, Skinner observed that the rat is doing
the response first and then it gets certain stimulus. It is therefore, in operant
conditioning, response comes first then stimulus.

In the process of operant conditioning as defined by Skinner, there are two kinds
of reinforcement, (i) positive and (ii) negative reinforcement. It was evident that
when the subject (let a human child) gets a positive reinforcement (appreciation/
praise) results with an active performance and a negative reinforcement (blame)
results with avoiding in participating activities.

The difference between classical conditioning and operant conditioning are as
follows:

 In classical conditioning, stimulus is given first, then the subject elicits the
response.

 In operant conditioning, the subject does the response first, and then the
subject receives stimulus.

 The bond between stimulus and response is weak in classical conditioning in
comparison to operant conditioning.

 Learning occurs both types of conditioning.

 In the education process, both types of conditionings have importance and
applications for the purpose of teaching-learning.

Educational Implications

The theory of operant conditioning has important implications for human learning
and classroom teaching-learning practices.

 If theory of operant conditioning is appropriately used by teachers in
classroom, it will facilitate student learning.

 The operant conditioning can be used for shaping the behaviour of the child
with the help of both positive and negative reinforcements. Positive
reinforcement strengthens the desirable behaviour and negative reinforcement
eliminates the reoccurrence of undesirable behaviour.

 Programmed learning is the greatest contribution of Skinner. It is used to
strengthen student learning. Programmed learning is individualized and
systematic instructional strategy for teaching different school subjects. It helps
students in self learning at their own pace in a joyful way. It reinforces child
to proceed to next level if the responses are correct. It helps a teacher to
cater to the needs of the students individually. Skinner has emphasized the
utility of programmed learning in improving the vocabulary of students and
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the acquisition of learning. In programmed learning, words are presented to
students in a logical order.

Table 15.1

Comparison between Classical and Operant Conditioning

Classical Conditioning Operant Conditioning

It was developed by Ivan Pavlov. It was developed by B F Skinner.

It is also called Pavolian or type- It is also called Skinnerian or type-2
1learning learning

The experiment was conducted The experiment was conducted on
on dogs. rats and pigeons.

Learner is passive in classical Learner actively participates in
conditioning. order to be rewarded or punished.

The association between stimulus The association between stimulus and
and response is due to law of response is due to law of effect
contiguity (sequential occurrence (response producing satisfying effect
of proximity of stimulus and likely to occur again and responses
response). producing discomforting effect

become less likely to occur).

It is controlled by autonomous It is controlled by central nervous
nervous system. system.

Reinforcement is provided before Reinforcement comes after the
the response is made. response is made.

It is concerned with single stimulus It is concerned with chain of response
response bondage. to get the desired goal.

There is a pairing of There is no pairing of un-conditioned
un-conditioned stimulus and stimulus and conditioned stimulus.
conditioned stimulus.

It has zero strength to begin with It does not have zero strength because
as it is classically conditioned it has to occur at least once before
reflexes. it can be reinforced.

Check Your Progress 15.1

Note: a) Write your answer in the space given below.

b) Compare your answers with the ones that are given at the end of
the Unit.

1. What is classical conditioning?

.............................................................................................................

.............................................................................................................

.............................................................................................................
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.............................................................................................................

.............................................................................................................

.............................................................................................................

15.4 UNDERSTANDING SELF-CONCEPT

The idea of self-concept explains about ‘our beliefs and knowledge about
ourselves’. Self-concept is generally thought of as individual perceptions of our
behaviour, abilities, and unique characteristics. For example, a person’s beliefs
such as ‘he/she is a good friend’ or ‘he/she is a kind person’ are part of an overall
self-concept of that person. Basically, self-concept is influenced by our sense of
identity. Some of the definitions of self-concept are as follows:

Carl Rogers (1951) defined, “self is an organized configuration of self-perceptions
about an actual or idealized self of which the individual is aware”.

Hamacheck (1987) defined, “self-concept is a person’s total view of himself or
herself”.

Burns (1993) defined, “Self-concept is self-esteem, self-worth or self-acceptance
that includes all beliefs and judgements about ourselves. It defines who we are in
our own minds, what we can do in our minds, and what we become in our
minds.”

Piers & Herzberg (2002) defined, “self-concept as a relatively stable set of
attitudes reflecting both description and evaluation of one’s own behaviour and
attributes”.

Nature of Self-Concept

 The self-concept is one’s beliefs about himself/herself.

 It constitutes beliefs that come to mind when you think about yourself.

 Self-concept is constructed from one’s past experiences and is integrated
with your personality traits, abilities, physical features, values, goals, and
social roles.

 Each self-schema (a schema is an organisational pattern or a conceptual
framework) is defined by relatively distinct conceptions and feelings. For
instance, you might have considerable information about your social skills
and feel quite self-assured about them but have limited information and less
confidence about your physical skills.

 Beliefs about one’s own self not only influence current behaviour of a person,
but also his/her future behaviour.

Brief Explanation of the Concept of Self-Concept

The following points can be deduced from the above discussion about self-
concept:

 Self concept is the overall idea about our own cognitive and affective levels.
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 Self-concept is a multi-dimensional construct which includes different views
regarding social, religious, spiritual, physical, and emotional aspects.

 It is not innate rather learned or formed with experience.

 Social interaction plays an important role in forming self-concept.

 It is influenced by heredity and environmental factors.

 Self-concept begins to develop in childhood. It develops maximum between
childhood and adolescence, although it continues to be formed throughout
our lives.

 Once self-concept of a person is formed, it is difficult to change, but it may
change in later years.

Educational Implications

 It helps children develop socio-personal relationship both inside and outside
the classroom.

 Self-concept helps the children in their career development.

 Self-concept helps children in their academic achievement.

 Self-concept creates self-motivation in children.

 Self-concept fosters self-consciousness in children with the help of good
peer groups.

Check Your Progress 15.2

Note:a) Write your answer in the space given below.

b) Match your answers with solutions given at the end of unit.

3. What is self-concept?

.............................................................................................................

.............................................................................................................

.............................................................................................................

.............................................................................................................

4. Describe the nature of self-concept.

.............................................................................................................

.............................................................................................................

.............................................................................................................

.............................................................................................................

15.5 GROUPAND SOCIAL BEHAVIOUR

Social behaviour involves active interaction between or among the individuals with
stimuli coming from the social environment. The consequences of such interaction
are changes in perceptual response, motor response and affective responses.
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However, altruistic behaviour is an important component of social behaviour,
which means selfless concerns for well-being of others and helping others with no
intention of getting anything out of it. Hence, when you are in a group, you learn
how to behave collectively with others. We change and modify our behaviour as
per the need of the group.

Group is formed when two or more individuals work together to achieve common
goals and objectives. Member of the group interact among themselves and become
interdependent. The group of students studying in a particular class is the best
example of a social group. Classroom is an appropriate place for developing
group behavior. Apart from this, children also develop group behavior outside the
classroom like in playground, club activities, during field visits and social festivals,
etc. Studying group dynamics is one of the important aspects of social behavior
of group.

Educational Implications

Educational implications of group and social behavior are as follows:

 Group and social behaviour will help students develop good citizenship.

 They improve cooperation, collaboration within the social group, and make
a chain for all types of social welfare of a society.

 Decent social behaviour of a child helps him/her to become more rationale
for the society.

 It helps for unity and integration for the society among the people and nation
too.

 Good social behaviour provides social recognition and friendly social living.

15.6 COGNITIVISM

In the section on behaviourism, we have discussed that human being learns when
he/she observes certain objects or events happening outside of him/her. In this
case, psychologists focus their studies on observable behavior. In contrast with
behaviourism, cognitivism is the study of psychology which concentrates on our
mental processes such as how we perceive, think, learn, solve problem, etc.

Robert Gagne (1916-2002) an American psychologist developed the theory of
learning in terms of the degree of complexity of the mental processes involved.
According to him, learning is something which takes place inside of an individual’s
brain which cannot be seen directly. It is concluded from observable behaviour
or from change in one’s ability to perform certain actions. Thus the major reason
behind learning is the development of capacity to change the performance and
alter qualities like attitude, interest or values which we call a change of behavior
due to acquisition of new learning.

His theory deals with external and internal conditions of learning. The internal
condition refers to previous learning capabilities of the learner i.e. what learner
knows prior to instruction? The external condition refers to stimulus that is presented
externally to learners. He suggested four phase of learning which are as follows:

i. Receiving the stimulus situation

ii. Stage of acquisition

iii. Storage

iv. Retrieval
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Gagne was of the view that learning cannot be explained with the help of learning
theories only. He used the principle of classical conditioning and operant
conditioning for simple type of learning; but they are not enough for explaining
concept learning and problem solving.

15.6.1 Gagne’s Hierarchy Theory of Learning

Gagne was of the view that learning conditions are prerequisite to understand the
concept of learning. He considers that there is a numerous range of learning
conditions and behaviours. The act of teaching is continuous from memory to
reflexive level. He considers teaching as arrangement of conditions for learning at
each stage of learning. He identified eight different types of conditions in which
human learning takes place. The arrangement of these learning is from simple to
complex. The signal learning is simple and problem solving is complex one. His
theory of learning is also known as Hierarchy Theory of Learning. He identified
following eight types of learning as presented in Figure 15.1.

Fig. 15.1 : Hierarchy Theory of Learning

(Note: Problem solving, rule learning, concept learning and multiple
discrimination learning are concerned with more of cognitive aspects; and
verbal association, chain learning, S-R learning and signal learning are
concerned with more of behavioural aspects.)

Educational Implication

Gagne’s theory of learning comprises eight levels of learning where the learner
masters the lower level before mastering the next higher level. The lowest four
levels focus on behavioural aspects, whereas highest four levels on cognitive
aspects. It starts with signal learning and ends with problem solving. Likes and
dislikes of the children are acquired through signal learning. Gagne advocated that
learner should learn from simple thing to complex things so that he/she can easily
learn the things in a systematic way.

Problem
Solving
Learning

Rate Learning

Verbal Association

Concept Learning

Chain Learning

Multiple Discrimination

S-R Learning

Singal Learning
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Chain learning occurs when learners are able to connect previously learned stimulus.
Concept learning plays an important role in forming a systematic structure for
deep learning. Rule learning is important in school subjects like Mathematics,
Science and Geography. Problem solving is the last level where learners develop
their ability to invent procedures to solve problems. Hence, it is the responsibility
of the teacher to organize learning experiences in a proper way and to formulate
suitable strategies to cater to the needs of the students.

15.6.2 Ausubel’s Theory of Meaningful Learning

David P. Ausubel (1918-2008) was the pioneer of meaningful learning theory. He
was an American psychologist. Verbal learning is the main concern of his theory.
He explains how the learner incorporates new information into their cognitive
structure (the structure of knowledge in mind). For him the existing cognitive
structure is the main factor influencing learning and retention of a new material. He
was interested with questions like how a child acquires knowledge. Either he
receives knowledge that is presented to him/her or gets knowledge independently
by him/her through discovery. Ausubel advocated four types of learning such as:

1. Reception learning

2. Discovery learning

3. Rote learning

4. Meaningful learning

Reception Learning: When child merely receives knowledge that is presented
to him via classroom teaching, textbooks, reference materials, various aids, etc.
is known as perception learning. For example, when a teacher teaches his/her
learners about the concept of environment, learners receive the concept of
environment as explained by teacher, is known as reception learning. Here child
only receives knowledge as it is presented to him.

Discovery Learning: When child gets information about the new information
independently by himself/herself, it is called discovery learning. It is basically
inquiry based learning in which learner himself/herself finds the solution to the
problem on the basis of his/her past and present knowledge. For example, learner
him/herself learners new information through experimentation in the laboratory or
discovers new ideas through project work.

Rote Learning: Memorization of information based on repetition without
understanding is known as rote learning. Children in primary classes learn
multiplication tables by rote without knowing the principles of multiplication.

Meaningful Learning: Meaningful learning is active, constructive and long lasting.
Meaningful learning takes place when new information is incorporated in the
existing information in the cognitive structure. For example, a learner knows about
the concept of ‘animal’, which is in his/her existing cognitive structure. Now, his/
her teacher shows him/her the picture of a kangaroo, a new animal which he/she
has not seen earlier. This new information gets incorporated into the existing
information and becomes meaningful. According to Ausubel, both reception and
discovery learning can be rote learning, if the new information to be learnt is not
meaningfully incorporated into the existing cognitive structure.



281

Shifting Psychological
Theories to Understand

Education

Educational Implications

Ausubel gives importance to the meaningful learning instead of rote learning.
School must adopt methods through which learners develop ability to learn
meaningfully. Teachers should help students to understand the concepts instead of
retaining or memorizing them. Teaching-learning process need to stress on meaningful
learning. Students should be encouraged to develop their own concepts on the
basis of their past learning relating with present experiences. The teaching materials
presented by teachers to learners need to be properly structured, systematic and
meaningful. This is called as Ausubel’s ‘advance organizer’. It is used as a tool
by teachers through which learners integrate new information with their existing
knowledge in the cognitive structure and are able to form meaningful learning..

Ausubel advocated didactic and expository teaching method which facilitates
learner’s rapid learning and retention. He laid emphasis on active nature of reception
learning. Teacher must help learners in understanding, completing missing word
and rewording sentences by giving additional examples.

15.6.3 Bruner’s Theory of Learning

Jerome Bruner (1915) was an American psychologist, who advocated the theory
of instruction. He was of the opinion that knowledge is represented and organized
through different modes of thinking and reproduction. His view on the cognitive
development is based on the premise that the knowledge of individual is based
on the manmade models of reality. He lays stress on language for cognitive
development. Bruner developed three stages of cognitive development which is
listed below:

Enactive stage (0-1 years): It is the representation of knowledge through actions.
There is a direct manipulation of objects by infants without any internal representation
of the objects. Thinking is based on physical action. Infants learn by doing rather
than internal representation of the learning object.

Iconic stage (1-6 years): In this stage child represents external objects visually
in the form of mental image or icon. Information is stored as visual images like
pictures in the mind. Visual images like diagrams and pictures need to be presented
while providing learners verbal information.

Symbolic stage (7 years onwards): This is the stage where information is stored
in the form of a code or symbol, such as language. Knowledge is stored primarily
as words, mathematical symbols, or in other symbol systems, such as music.

According to Bruner, learning takes place by the active processing of information
which is constructed and organized by the learner in a unique way. Individuals do
not get readymade knowledge about the world, rather they select the environment,
process and organize the information which they take from the environment and
store it in their own way for future use.

Educational Implications

Bruner gives stress on readiness of learner in the learning process. Teacher must
take into account the experiences and contexts of child which motivate him/her
to learn. Teaching learning process should take into account nature of the learner
and predispositions in him/her. The role of structure in learning and how it may
be made centre of teaching need to be focused by the teacher. Educational goals
must be clear and related to the life of learner as they help develop intrinsic
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motivation which activates the process of exploration. The learner must be aware
of goals of life because they desire to learn.

He has given importance to child in learning process and he was also of the
opinion that knowledge must be related to the previous experience of the child.
It must be designed in such a way that it is effective for development of the
learner. Selection of subject matter must be appropriate for children at different
levels of development and there are three ways of representation of subject
matter i.e. through actions, images and symbols.

Teaching learning materials (curriculum, textbooks) should be systematically
arranged for effective teaching and must be prepared following the principles of
simple to complex, easy to difficult, known to unknown and concrete to abstract.
Bruner developed spiral curriculum (repetition of topics of a subject at curriculum
in different stages of school education with increasing order of difficulty). Bruner
believed that any child of any age could be taught any subject at any stage of
development.

The sequence of teaching and learning is a combination of actually performing it
(through doing it), through sensing it and through a symbolic means such as
language leading to effective learning. The progress starts with doing; then moves
to picture and finally to useing symbolic representation.

Check Your Progress 15.3

Note: a) Write your answer in the space given below.

b) Compare your answers with the ones that are given at the end of
the Unit.

5. What are the four types of learning as per Gagne?

............................................................................................................

............................................................................................................

............................................................................................................

6. What is ‘discovery learning’ in Ausubel’s Theory of Meaningful Learning?

............................................................................................................

............................................................................................................

............................................................................................................

7. How should be the teaching learning materials and curriculum as per Bruner’s
Theory of Learning?

............................................................................................................

............................................................................................................

............................................................................................................

15.7 SOCIAL COGNITION

Social cognition is the sub-topic of social psychology that gives importance on
how people process, store information about different people and social situation
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as well as apply these information to new social situations. Social Psychology
mainly deals with cognitive than general psychology. Social psychology deals with
internal mental state such as beliefs and desires. Social information helps people
to make different judgments and decision. It is the sum total of the processes that
allow human-being to live in the society, to develop the ability to create effective
relationships with others and is able to interact with them. Social cognition helps
us to understand the social psychological phenomena by finding out the cognitive
processes that remain behind them. Thus, what we think about others plays an
important role in what we feel and how we interact with others around us. We
have discussed in details about social psychology and its role in education in Unit-
14 of this course.

The four core processes of social cognition are:

 Select (Social Information)

 Interpret (Social Information)

 Remember (Social Information)

 Use (Social Information)

Theories of Social Cognition

The core concept of social cognitive theory is focused on the concept that individual
learn by observing others. Bandura explained it through schematization of triadic
reciprocal causation.

 Personal: If the individual has high efficacy or belief in his/her abilities that
he/she will perform the behaviour correctly then he/she will be able to do the
things in a proper way and vice-versa.

 Behavioural: If the individual performs any task which receives positive
feedback it motivates him/her to perform correctly.

 Environmental: Environment plays an important role in acquiring any
behaviour or it shows the ability of person to perform it successfully with the
help of proper condition, support and material.

 Human Agency: Human agency theory says that human is pervasive in
nature. No one can suggest or tell him/her to do anything. He/she can decide
about his/her own actions. People set their own goals, plan for them, apply
strategies to implement the plan and reflect on their action.

Check Your Progress 15.4

Note: a) Write your answer in the space given below.

b) Compare your answers with the ones that are given at the end of
the Unit.

8. What are the core processes of social cognition?

............................................................................................................

............................................................................................................

............................................................................................................

............................................................................................................
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............................................................................................................

............................................................................................................

............................................................................................................

............................................................................................................

15.8 SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIVISM

Constructivism is not a new concept. It has its roots in philosophy and has been
applied to sociology, anthropology, cognitive psychology and education. Glasersfeld
(1992) explained that constructivism is a theory of knowing that recognizes the
real world as a source of knowledge. It implies that reality is dependent upon the
mind for its existence, hence knowledge is constructed by the mind rather than
being a facsimile of reality. John Dewey proposed that education should work
with student’s current understanding, taking into account their prior ideas and
interest. Bruner (1986) defined “construction learning theory is an active process
in which learners construct new ideas based upon their current or past knowledge”.

Constructivism is a relatively new paradigm which takes into account the subjective,
contextual and pluralistic nature of knowledge. It maintains that individual create
or construct their own knowledge through the introduction of what they already
know and experience. Knowledge is acquired through involvement with content
instead of imitation or repetition. Learners actively receive knowledge, connect it
to previously, assimilated knowledge and make it theirs by constructing their own
interpretation. Learning occurs by an active construction of meaning, rather than
by passive recipient (Piaget, 1977).

According to Piaget (1973), Constructivism is a system of explanations of how
learners, as individuals adapt and refine knowledge. In this view learners actively
restructure knowledge in highly individualized ways, basing fluid intellectual
configurations on existing knowledge and formal instructional experiences.
According to Vygotsky (1978), the social view of constructivism defines that
knowledge is co-constructed through social and cultural context. The teacher’s
role is to be a collaborator in constructing reality by engaging in open-ended
inquiry that elicits and addresses student misconceptions.

Principles of Constructivism

The principles of constructivism are as follows:

 The teacher is supposed to engage students with real world problems which
they can explore with their interest and motivate themselves to deepen their
understanding about the problem.

 Students need to learn cause and effect relationship in a phenomenon through
inquiry based exploration. For example, students should explore why rainbow
has different colours.

 Students have their own views about any phenomenon, ideas or events. So
they should be given opportunities to share and exchange views from their
perspective.
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 Teacher is supposed to know the cognitive abilities of the students and
design the lesson accordingly to meet their cognitive abilities.

 Assessment of students learning should not be based on criteria such as right
or wrong, rather on focusing on what inputs still need to be provided for their
success. The role of assessment is, therefore, to enhance student learning.

Theories of Social Constructivism

John Dewey, propounded constructivism as a philosophical approach. Bruner
(1990) and Piaget (1972) are the chief contributors of the cognitive constructivists,
while Vygotsky (1978) is the main proponent of the social constructivism. According
to Dewey, education has its roots in real experiences. He said, “If you have
doubts about how learning happens, engage in sustained inquiry: study, ponder,
consider alternative possibilities and arrive at your belief grounded in evidence.”
It emphasizes that both experiences and inquiry are the base of constructing and
acquiring knowledge. Every experience contributes to construction of one’s
knowledge and further that can be experimented, verified and authenticated by
using the process of inquiry.

Piaget argues that learners produce their own knowledge on the basis of their
experiences. Individuals construct their knowledge on the basis of two cognitive
processes i.e. accommodation and assimilation, which emphasise creating a new
structure of the existing knowledge and accommodate new information/knowledge
into it. He also said that learning is a dynamic process in which learners construct
their knowledge on the basis of their own theories of the world and adapt themselves
to the reality.

Vygotsky Theory of Constructivism

Lev Vygotsky (1978) believed that culture is the principal determinant of cognitive
progress. Vygotsky was of the opinion that in constructivism, knowledge leads to
further cognitive development and it is not possible to explain this on the basis of
single idea. The societal arrangement of intelligence emphasizes that the growth of
the individual is not possible without his/her interaction with societal and cultural
settings.

Vygotsky (1978) also said that for intellectual development, social and practical
activities are required. Cognitive development is the product of dynamic relation
between the individual and the society. There is a mutual relation between individual
and society and it has its impact on both individual and society. Social interaction
influences cognitive development by creating cognitive structures and thinking
process. Let us try to understand the principles of constructivism as per vygotsky.

Four Principles of Vygotsky

1. Children construct their own knowledge: It is rightly said that knowledge
is not transferred passively, but it is personally constructed by the individual.
It means that for transfer of knowledge, some medium is necessary on the
basis of which knowledge can be received but every individual has his/her
own way of perceiving the things and as per his/her perception or
understanding, he/she constructs his/her knowledge.

2. Acquisition of knowledge cannot take place without social context: It
is correct to say that knowledge cannot be acquired without social context
as human being is a social being and he/she lives in society by following
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certain rules, norms of the society and learn or expand his/her knowledge by
interacting with the social surroundings.

3. Learning is mediated: Mediated learning takes place when there is an
interaction between a learner and a person who is more knowledgeable and
helps the learners to modify stimuli and change his/her own cognitive structure.
The person can be parent, adult, grandparents, peers and is called by Vygotsky
as More Knowledgeable Other (MKO). (Mediation is also defined as a use
of certain tools within socially organized activity).

4. Language plays a central role in cognitive development: Language is
the means of communication and socialization. With the passage of time it
becomes the tool for cognitive development or thinking.

Fig. 15.2: Zone of Proximal Development

Educational Implications

 It provides scope for reciprocal teaching in which students play the roles of
teacher and when they face difficulties, teacher helps them as a facilitator.

 Teachers and students collaborate among themselves in learning and practise
four key skills: summarizing, questioning, clarifying, and predicting. Teacher’s
role in the teaching-learning process is reduced over time.

 Scaffolding provided by teachers or peers helps learner to structure or arrange
the learning task so he/she works on it successfully.

 It provides learners scope to participate in creative activities and self
organisation of ideas.

 It helps teaching shift from teacher centred to learner centred.

 It provides scope for new knowledge to be acquired and present knowledge
to be expanded by learner.

 It provides scope for where contradictions need to be investigated, clarified
and discussed.

Zone of Proximal Development

The Zone of Proximal
Development (ZPD) is
understood as the zone of the
closest, most
immediate psychological
development of the children that
includes a wide range of their
emotional, cognitive, and
willingness of psychological
processes.

(Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Zone
of_proximal_development)

?
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 It helps to discover individual intellectual capacity.

 In this approach, teacher monitors and flexibly guides the students to the
correct answer while encouraging critical thinking.

 It provides scope for situated learning where learner should be taught in a
relevant or authentic Context (Maddux, Johnson, Wills 1997).

 It encourages team work and collaboration.

Check Your Progress 16.5

Note:a) Write your answer in the space given below.

b) Compare your answers with the ones that are given at the end
of the Unit.

10. Explain the concept of constructivism as per Vygotsky.

.............................................................................................................

.............................................................................................................

.............................................................................................................

11. Discuss the role of teacher in constructivist approach to teaching-learning
process.

.............................................................................................................

.............................................................................................................

.............................................................................................................

.............................................................................................................

15.9 LET US SUM UP

In this Unit, we have discussed about different types of theories of learning i.e.
behaviourism, cognitivism and constructivism. With the help of these theories,
teacher can develop self concept and different social and group behavior among
the children. Different theories on cognition by Gagne, Ausubel and Bruner have
been discussed. We have discussed how learning is acquired by interacting with
environment and gradually fits to the frame of knowledge structure of individual.
In other words we can say that learning is integrating new information in learners
existing knowledge meaningfully, systematically or in a spiral form. Constructivism
as the name itself reveals, refers to constructing or building knowledge of the
students. The role of teacher is to support and provide all necessary facilities to
the students. Students have requisite prior experience for construction of their
own learning. The Unit ends with discussing educational implications of social
constructivism theory of Vygotsky.
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15.11 ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS

1. Classical conditioning of learning is a bond between stimulus and response.
If we provide certain stimulus to the learners, the learners will exhibit the
response. This is being used in the teaching-learning process to teach the
young children.

2. Both classical and operant conditionings establish a bond between stimulus
and response. In classical conditioning, stimulus is provided first, followed by
response, whereas in operant conditioning, the subject exhibits the response
first, then stimulus is given. Both types of conditioning are used for teaching
the children. For details, follow the section 15.3.2, Table No. 15.1.

3. Self-concept is generally our individual perceptions, abilities, and unique
characteristics. Self-concept determines our strengths and weaknesses and
also prepares ourselves for new assignments.

4. The following explains the nature of self-concept:

- Self-concept is one’s beliefs about own personality.

- It constitutes beliefs that come to mind when you think about yourself.

- Self-concept is constructed from past experience, and is integrated with
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your personality traits, abilities, physical features, values, goals, and social
roles.

- Beliefs about the self-influence not only current behavior of a person but
also with his/her future behaviour.

5. Receiving the stimulus situation, stage of acquisition, storage and retrieval.

6. When child gets other information about the subjects independently by himself/
herself, it is called inquiry based learning in which the learner himself find the
solution to problem on the basis of his/her past and present knowledge.

7. The teaching learning materials (curriculum, textbooks) should be systematically
arranged for effective teaching and they need to be designed following the
principles of simple to complex, easy to difficult, known to unknown and
concrete to abstract. Bruner developed spiral curriculum. Bruner believes
that any child of any age can be taught any subject at any stage of development.

8. The core processes of social cognition are ‘select (Social Information), interpret
(Social information), remember (Social Information), and use (Social
Information).

9. Human agency theory says that human is pervasive in nature, no one can
suggest or tell him/her to anything. He/she can influence his/her own actions.
People set their own goal, plan, apply strategies and reflect.

10. The concept of constructivism implies that individual has the capacity to
create or construct his/her own knowledge through the introduction of what
he/she already knows and believes. Mostly, it is based upon the prior
experience of the individual that he/she has already acquired.

11. In constructivist approach to learning, the role of teacher is to provide all
supports to the students and facilitate them in their learning.




