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Abstract: Abstract: This study discusses the basic framework and urgency of learning theory as a scientific basis in educational 

practice. The learning process is understood as a complex phenomenon involving cognitive, emotional, social, and environmental 

aspects, thus requiring a roadmap in the form of learning theory and frameworks. Without this understanding, educational practice 

can become directionless and ineffective. This paper comprehensively examines three main paradigms of learning theory: 

Behaviorism, Cognitivism, and Constructivism. For each theory, it outlines the philosophical foundations, basic principles, key 

figures, applications in educational settings, and criticisms directed at it. Behaviorism, with its focus on observable behavior and 

environmental influences, has bequeathed techniques such as programmed instruction and behavior modification. Cognitivism, 

which emerged as a reaction to the limitations of behaviorism, shifts the focus to internal mental processes such as information 

processing, memory, and metacognition. Meanwhile, Constructivism emphasizes that learners actively construct their own 

knowledge through experience and social interaction. This study concludes that while no single theory is perfect, a deep 

understanding and thoughtful integration of these three perspectives enables educators to design learning experiences that are more 

structured, relevant, adaptive, and meaningful. Mastery of learning theory frameworks is a fundamental competency for educators 

to create learning environments that not only transfer information but also transform the way students think and solve problems in 

the 21st century. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 The learning process in education cannot be 

simplified as an activity of transferring information from 

teachers to students. It is a complex phenomenon involving 

cognitive, emotional, social, and environmental aspects. To 

understand and design effective learning experiences, a clear 

roadmap is needed. This roadmap is called learning theory. 

The study of learning theory is the scientific basis for creating 

effective and meaningful teaching practices. 

 In the field of education, the learning process cannot 

be viewed as an instantaneous and baseless activity. Every 

effort to educate and teach, whether in formal or informal 

settings, must be based on a solid foundation and clear 

direction. This foundation and direction are manifested in two 

closely related key elements: the Framework and the Study of 

Learning Theory. The basic framework serves as a conceptual 

map that provides structure, principles, and boundaries for 

learning design. Meanwhile, the study of learning theory 

provides a philosophical, psychological, and pedagogical 

foundation that explains how humans learn, so that the basic 

framework that is built is not fragile and has a strong empirical 

and theoretical basis. 

 Without a deep understanding of learning theories, 

an educator is like a captain sailing without a compass or a 

map. Learning practices will tend to be trial and error, 

traditional, and ineffective. Conversely, mastery of various 

learning theories and frameworks enables educators to design 

learning experiences that are more structured, relevant, 

adaptive, and ultimately meaningful for learners. Therefore, 

understanding the essence, components, and urgency of these 

two elements is a fundamental first step for every practitioner 

and academic in the field of education. 

2. EXPERT OPINIONS 

Several experts have highlighted the critical position of 

theory and frameworks in education: 

1. Theory as a Guide for Practice 

"There is nothing so practical as a good theory." Kurt 

Lewin (1951). 

o Meaning in Context: This classic quote emphasises 

that a good theory is not merely a collection of abstractions, 

but a practical tool that can guide action and solve real 

problems. In learning, theory provides principles that can be 

translated into effective teaching strategies. 

2. Knowledge Construction 

"The central act of teaching is the creation of a learning 

environment in which students are encouraged to think 

critically and to learn how to learn." - Jerome Bruner (1996). 

o Meaning in Context: Bruner, a cognitive theorist, 

emphasises that the role of the teacher is to create a learning 

environment that allows students to actively construct their 

own knowledge, rather than being passive recipients of 

information. 

3. The Importance of Theoretical Foundations in 

Research 
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"A theory helps to identify the right facts and to give them 

meaning. Without theory, we are overwhelmed by an 

avalanche of unrelated information." W. James Popham 

(2008). 

o Meaning in Context: Popham emphasises that in 

educational research, theory functions as a lens that filters and 

makes the collected data meaningful. A theoretical framework 

prevents researchers from getting lost in a sea of unstructured 

data. 

4. Theory as the Basis for Change 

"Learning is a process of active construction of knowledge, 

not passive reception. Effective teaching involves creating 

cognitive and social conditions that facilitate that 

construction." Lauren B. Resnick (1989). 

o Meaning in Context: Resnick underlines that constructivist 

learning theory shifts the teaching paradigm from "transferring 

knowledge" to "creating conditions" for learning to occur. 

3. BASIC FRAMEWORK OF LEARNING THEORY 

In general, learning theories can be grouped into three main 

paradigms: Behaviourism, Cognitivism, and Constructivism. 

Each theory has a different focus, principles, and implications 

in learning practice. 

3.1 Behaviourism (Behavioural School)  

 Behaviourism is one of the most fundamental and 

influential schools of thought in the history of educational 

psychology, focusing on observable and measurable 

behaviour. This school of thought emerged as a reaction to the 

introspectionist approach that was dominant in the late 19th 

and early 20th centuries, which focused on consciousness and 

subjective experience. Behaviourism rejects the study of 

consciousness and internal mental processes because they are 

considered impossible to observe directly and measure 

objectively. Instead, behaviourism argues that psychology 

should be a completely objective and experimental science that 

studies the relationship between stimuli and responses. 

 Focus on observable behaviour. This theory disregards 

mental processes because they are considered unobservable 

and unmeasurable. Learning is viewed as a relatively 

permanent change in behaviour as a result of experience 

(stimulus-response).   

 The birth of behaviourism was marked by the publication 

of John B. Watson's 1913 article entitled "Psychology as the 

Behaviourist Views It", often referred to as the "Behaviourist 

Manifesto". In the article, Watson stated that psychology 

should abandon the study of consciousness and focus entirely 

on observable behaviour. He argued that by controlling the 

environment appropriately, one could shape individuals into 

anything one desired, as famously stated in his declaration: 

"Give me a dozen healthy infants, and my world specially 

designed for raising them, and I guarantee that I can take one 

at random and train him to become any type of specialist I 

choose—doctor, lawyer, artist, merchant, and even beggar or 

thief—regardless of his talents, tendencies, abilities, 

vocations, and race of his ancestors." 

 The behaviourist movement developed through several 

phases, beginning with classical Watsonian behaviourism, 

followed by neo-behaviourism pioneered by Edward Tolman, 

Clark Hull, and B.F. Skinner, and finally Skinner's radical 

behaviourism, which became the most influential in the field 

of education. Each of these figures made significant 

contributions to the development of behaviourist learning 

theory with slightly different emphases, but all agreed that 

behaviour is a valid and primary subject of study in 

psychology. 

 In the context of education, behaviourism has provided a 

strong foundation for the development of various learning 

strategies, behaviour modification techniques, and classroom 

management approaches. The principles of behaviourism have 

been widely applied in both formal and informal educational 

settings, from early childhood education to higher education, 

as well as in training programmes in the workplace. A deep 

understanding of behaviourism is essential for educators 

because many modern educational practices are still rooted in 

behaviouristic principles, even though they may have been 

modified or combined with approaches from other schools of 

thought. 

3.2 The Philosophical Foundations of Behaviourism 

        observed. Watson and other behaviourists adopted 

this positivist view by rejecting the study of consciousness and 

mental processes that cannot be directly observed. In addition, 

American pragmatism, developed by Charles Sanders Peirce, 

William James, and John Dewey, also influenced 

behaviourism, particularly in its emphasis on the practical 

consequences and adaptive functions of behaviour. 

Behaviourism views behaviour as a way for organisms to adapt 

to their environment, and learning as a process of behavioural 

change that improves the organism's ability to adapt. 

 Materialism and determinism are also important 

philosophical foundations for behaviourism. This school of 

thought adheres to materialism, arguing that everything, 

including human behaviour, can be explained through physical 

and physiological processes without reference to the soul or 

consciousness. Behaviourist determinism argues that 

behaviour is entirely determined by environmental and genetic 

factors, not by free will or independent mental processes.. 

3.3. Basic Principles of Behaviourism 

      Behaviourism is built on several basic principles that 

distinguish it from other schools of psychology. The first and 

most fundamental principle is a focus on observable and 

measurable behaviour. Behaviourism rejects the study of 

consciousness, thoughts, feelings, and other mental processes 

because they are considered impossible to observe directly and 

measure objectively. Instead, behaviourism only studies 
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stimuli (environmental events that affect organisms) and 

responses (organisms' behavioural reactions to stimuli). 

 The second principle is an emphasis on learning as a 

relatively permanent change in behaviour. According to 

behaviourism, learning occurs when there is an observable 

change in an organism's behaviour as a result of experience. 

This change in behaviour must be relatively permanent, not 

just temporary due to factors such as fatigue, medication, or 

other physiological changes. 

 The third principle is environmental determinism. 

Behaviourism argues that behaviour is entirely determined by 

environmental factors, particularly through an individual's 

history of reinforcement and punishment. By controlling the 

environment appropriately, one can predict and control an 

organism's behaviour. This principle leads to great optimism 

about the potential of education and social engineering through 

environmental manipulation. 

 The fourth principle is reductionism. Behaviourism 

attempts to explain complex behavioural phenomena by 

reducing them to simple stimulus-response relationships. This 

approach contrasts with the holistic approach, which views 

behavioural as an integrated whole that cannot be understood 

by analysing its parts alone. 

 The fifth principle is experimentalism and 

empiricism. Behaviourism emphasises the importance of 

rigorous experimental methods and the collection of objective 

empirical data in the study of behaviour. Behaviourists use 

experimental paradigms with strict control over variables to 

identify functional relationships between environmental 

variables and behaviour. 

 The sixth principle is inter-species generalisation. Many 

behaviourists, particularly Skinner, believe that the basic 

principles of learning apply to all species, from the simplest to 

the most complex, including humans. This belief underlies the 

use of animals in behaviourist experiments with the 

assumption that findings from animals can be generalised to 

humans. 

4. Key Figures in Behaviourism 

     1. Ivan Petrovich Pavlov (1849-1936) 

 Ivan Pavlov was a Russian physiologist who initially 

studied the digestive process in dogs. By accident, he 

discovered that his dogs not only salivated when food was 

placed in their mouths (a natural reflex), but also when they 

saw food, saw the person who usually fed them, or even heard 

that person's footsteps. Pavlov realised that this was a form of 

learning that he called a "conditioned reflex". 

 Pavlov then conducted a series of controlled 

experiments to study this phenomenon systematically. In his 

classic experiment, he used the sound of a metronome as a 

neutral stimulus paired with the presentation of food 

(unconditioned stimulus). After several pairings, the sound of 

the metronome alone was able to elicit a salivary response 

(conditioned response). Pavlov's findings on classical 

conditioning became an important foundation for the 

development of behaviourism, even though Pavlov himself 

identified more as a physiologist than a psychologist. 

 Pavlov's main contributions include the identification 

of the basic processes in classical conditioning: acquisition, 

extinction, spontaneous recovery, generalisation, and 

discrimination. His work demonstrated that learning processes 

could be studied objectively and scientifically through 

controlled experiments, providing a methodological model for 

subsequent behaviourists. 

 

2. John Broadus Watson (1878–1958) 

 John B. Watson is widely recognised as the founder 

of behaviourism as a separate school of psychology. In his 

famous 1913 article, "Psychology as the Behaviourist Views 

It", Watson stated that psychology should be a wholly 

objective branch of natural science that studies observable 

behaviour, not consciousness or mental processes. He rejected 

the method of introspection as subjective and unscientific. 

 Watson was greatly influenced by Pavlov's work and 

applied the principles of classical conditioning to humans. His 

most famous (and controversial) experiment was with "Little 

Albert", an 11-month-old baby. Watson and his assistant, 

Rosalie Rayner, showed that fear responses could be 

conditioned in humans. They paired the presentation of a white 

rat (neutral stimulus) with a loud, frightening sound 

(unconditioned stimulus) until eventually the white rat alone 

was able to elicit a fear response (conditioned response) in 

Albert. 

 Watson was also famous for his extreme views on 

environmental determinism. In his book "Behaviourism" 

(1924), he stated: "Give me a dozen healthy infants, and my 

special world to bring them up in, and I guarantee that I can 

take one at random and train him to become any type of 

specialist I choose—a doctor, lawyer, artist, merchant, and 

even a beggar or thief, regardless of his talents, tendencies, 

abilities, vocations, and race of his ancestors." This statement 

reflects his strong belief in the power of the environment in 

shaping human behaviour. 

 

3. Burrhus Frederic Skinner (1904–1990) 

 B.F. Skinner was the most prominent and influential 

behaviourist of the 20th century. He developed a variant of 

behaviourism called "radical behaviourism" that differed from 

Watson's methodological behaviourism. Skinner did not deny 

the existence of internal mental processes, but argued that 

these processes were not the cause of behaviour; rather, it was 

the behaviour it s that needed to be explained. According to 

Skinner, the cause of behaviour lies in the environment—

specifically in the consequences that follow behaviour. 
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 Skinner's main contribution was the development of 

the concept of operant conditioning, which differs from 

Pavlov's classical conditioning. In operant conditioning, 

behaviour is controlled by its consequences. Skinner designed 

an experimental device called the "Skinner box" to study how 

animals learn through the consequences of their behaviour. In 

this box, animals (usually rats or pigeons) learn to perform 

certain behaviours (such as pressing a lever) to obtain a reward 

(reinforcement) or avoid punishment. 

Skinner identified several types of consequences that 

influence behaviour: positive reinforcement, negative 

reinforcement, positive punishment, and negative punishment. 

He also studied different schedules of reinforcement and how 

they influence behaviour patterns and persistence. 

 Skinner's work has broad applications in education 

through programmed instruction and teaching machines. His 

concepts of shaping (gradual behaviour formation) and 

chaining (behaviour chains) have also been highly influential 

in the development of behaviourist learning strategies. 

 

4. Edward Chace Tolman (1886-1959) 

 Edward Tolman developed a variant of behaviourism 

called "purposive behaviourism" or "cognitive behaviourism" 

that was somewhat different from Watsonian and Skinnerian 

behaviourism. Although Tolman considered himself a 

behaviourist and used objective methods, he introduced the 

concept of intervening variables to explain the relationship 

between stimulus and response. 

 Tolman is famous for his experiments using mazes 

with rats. He showed that rats not only learn a series of 

automatic responses, but also form a "cognitive map" of the 

maze. In his experiments, rats that were allowed to explore the 

maze without reinforcement showed latent learning and were 

able to immediately perform well once reinforcement was 

introduced. 

 Tolman's work introduced cognitive elements into 

behaviourism and challenged the orthodox behaviourist view 

that rejected all forms of mental processes. Although 

considered controversial in his day ( ), Tolman's work paved 

the way for the development of cognitivism in psychology. 

5. Clark Leonard Hull (1884–1952) 

 Clark Hull developed a highly influential 

behaviourist system known as "the theory of behaviour" or 

"systematic behaviour theory". Hull sought to create a formal 

deductive theory of learning that used postulates and theorems 

as in mathematics. His theory was highly mechanistic and 

based on the concept of drive reduction. 

 According to Hull, behaviour is motivated by 

biological drives such as hunger, thirst, and avoidance of pain. 

Learning occurs when a response results in drive reduction, 

which functions as reinforcement. Hull developed complex 

mathematical formulas to predict the strength of behaviour 

based on variables such as drive strength, stimulus intensity, 

and reinforcement history. 

 Although Hull's system was very influential in the mid-

20th century, its influence faded due to its complexity and the 

difficulty of testing its predictions experimentally. However, 

his contribution in emphasising the importance of motivation 

and a rigorous theoretical approach remains significant in the 

history of behaviourism. 

5. Applications of Behaviourism in Education 

a. Programmed Instruction 

 Based on the principles of operant conditioning, 

Skinner developed programmed instruction, which divides 

learning material into small frames arranged in sequence. 

Students progress through these frames at their own pace, 

receiving immediate feedback after each response. This 

approach ensures that students experience consistent success 

and receive regular positive reinforcement. 

Characteristics of programmed instruction: 

1. Presentation of material in small steps 

2. Active responses required from students 

3. Immediate feedback 

4. Self-pacing (students learn at their own pace) 

5. Empirical testing and validation of programme 

material 

b. Mastery Learning 

 Mastery learning, developed by Benjamin Bloom, 

applies behaviourist principles by emphasising that all 

students can achieve mastery of the material if given the right 

amount of time and learning conditions. In mastery learning, 

the material is divided into small units with specific learning 

objectives. Students must demonstrate mastery of each unit 

before moving on to the next unit. Students who have not 

achieved mastery receive additional remedial learning. 

c. Applied Behaviour Analysis (ABA) 

 Applied Behaviour Analysis is a systematic 

approach to modifying behaviour based on behaviourist 

principles. ABA is widely used in special education to teach 

skills to children with autism and other special needs. ABA 

techniques include: 

 Discrete trial teaching: Breaking down skills into 

small steps 

 Task analysis: Analysing complex tasks into 

teachable components 

 Prompting and fading: Providing assistance and then 

gradually reducing it 

 Token economies: A system where students earn 

tokens that can be exchanged for reinforcement 

d. Classroom Management 

 Behaviourist principles are widely applied in 

classroom management to create an effective learning 

environment. Techniques include: 

 Clear expectations: Establishing clear rules and 

expectations 
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 Consistent consequences: Being consistent in 

providing reinforcement and punishment 

 Positive reinforcement: Using praise, rewards, and 

privileges to reinforce desired behaviour 

 Behaviour modification plans: Individual plans to 

modify specific behaviours 

 

 

 

e. Computer-Assisted Instruction (CAI) 

 Computer-assisted learning widely adopts 

behaviourist principles, particularly in the design of tutorials 

and exercises that provide immediate feedback, allow for self-

pacing, and adjust difficulty based on student performance. 

CAI enables the implementation of behaviourist principles on 

a large scale with high efficiency. 

 

6. Criticism of behaviourism 

Although behaviourism has made a significant 

contribution to education, this school of thought has also 

received various criticisms: 

Neglect of Mental Processes 

 The most fundamental criticism of behaviourism is 

its neglect of mental processes such as thinking, memory, 

intrinsic motivation, and creativity. Critics argue that by 

focusing solely on observable behaviour, behaviourism 

ignores important aspects of human experience that cannot be 

directly observed. 

 Excessive Environmental Determinism 

Behaviourism is considered to have an overly deterministic 

view of human behaviour, ignoring the role of free will, 

personal agency, and other internal factors. Critics argue that 

humans are not merely passive products of their environment 

but active agents who choose, interpret, and modify their 

environment. 

 Excessive Generalisation from Animals to Humans 

Many principles of behaviourism are based on research 

with animals, and generalisations from animals to humans are 

considered problematic by many critics. Although there are 

similarities in basic learning principles, humans have far more 

complex cognitive, linguistic, and social capacities that cannot 

be fully explained by simple behaviouristic principles. 

 

A Mechanistic Approach to Human Learning 

 Behaviourism is often criticised for treating learning 

as a mechanistic process that reduces rich human experiences 

to mere stimulus-response relationships. This approach is 

considered inadequate for explaining complex learning such as 

problem solving, conceptual understanding, and social 

learning. 

Ethical Issues in Behaviour Modification 

 The application of behaviourist techniques, 

particularly the use of punishment and strict environmental 

control, raises ethical concerns about manipulation and the 

removal of individual autonomy. Critics argue that the 

behaviourist approach can be used for unethical social control 

and disregards individual rights. 

 

Long-Term Ineffectiveness 

 Some studies suggest that behavioural changes 

produced through purely behaviourist techniques may not last 

long after reinforcement is stopped or may not generalise to 

other settings. Meaningful and lasting change often requires 

changes in understanding, values, and intrinsic motivation that 

cannot be achieved through external reinforcement 

manipulation alone. 

 

Behaviourism in the Context of Modern Learning Theory 

 Although behaviourism as the dominant school of 

thought in psychology has been replaced by cognitivism and 

constructivism, behaviourist principles remain relevant and 

integrated into modern educational practice. Many 

contemporary learning strategies combine behaviourist 

elements with insights from other schools of thought. 

Integration with Cognitive Approaches 

 The cognitive-behavioural approach combines 

behaviour modification techniques with cognitive strategies. 

In education, this means not only modifying external 

behaviour but also helping students change the maladaptive 

beliefs, attitudes, and thought processes underlying that 

behaviour. 

 

Personalised Learning Systems 

  Modern personalised learning systems that use 

adaptive technology often incorporate behaviourist principles 

such as dividing material into small, manageable chunks (  ), 

providing immediate feedback, and using positive 

reinforcement, while also considering cognitive and 

motivational factors (  ). 

Positive Behaviour Interventions and Supports (PBIS) 

 PBIS is a framework for supporting positive 

behaviour in schools that combines behaviourist principles 

with a more holistic approach. PBIS uses positive 

reinforcement to build a supportive school environment while 

also teaching social-emotional skills and involving students in 

the decision-making process. 

 

Universal Design for Learning (UDL) 



International Journal of Academic Pedagogical Research (IJAPR) 

ISSN: 2643-9123 

Vol. 9 Issue 12 December - 2025, Pages: 55-65 

www.ijeais.org/ijapr 

60 

 The student-centred UDL framework recognises the 

importance of providing multiple means of engagement that 

incorporate behaviourist principles such as providing choices 

and adaptations that increase motivation, while also 

incorporating cognitive and constructivist approaches. 

 

2. Cognitivism Theory 

 Cognitive Theory emerged in the mid-20th century as 

a reaction to the limitations of the dominant behaviourist 

perspective at the time, which was considered to fail to explain 

the complex learning processes involving thinking, 

understanding, and knowledge that occur within the human 

mind and cannot be directly observed. The cognitive 

movement, often referred to as the cognitive revolution, 

shifted the focus of study from merely observable external 

behaviour to the internal mental processes that underlie that 

behaviour, with the main argument being that between 

stimulus and response there is a highly complex mental 

process that is the key to understanding how humans actually 

learn.  

 The pioneers of cognitivism, such as Jean Piaget with 

his theory of cognitive development, Lev Vygotsky with his 

concept of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) and 

scaffolding, and David Ausubel with his meaningful learning, 

emphasised that learning is not merely a process of adding to 

or accumulating responses to environmental stimuli, but rather 

an active process involving the reception, processing, 

organisation, and storage of new information into existing 

cognitive structures, known as schemas. The processes of 

assimilation and accommodation proposed by Piaget describe 

how individuals actively integrate new information into their 

existing schemas (assimilation) or modify existing schemas to 

accommodate new information that does not fit 

(accommodation), so that learning is seen as a dynamic and 

constructive process, not a passive reception. Furthermore, 

cognitivism introduces the analogy of humans as information 

processors, similar to how computers work, where information 

from the environment is captured through the senses, then 

processed in sensory memory, filtered and selected in working 

memory, which has limited capacity, and finally stored in 

long-term memory in the form of organised concept networks. 

The success of learning is highly dependent on the 

effectiveness of the strategies used to encode, store, and 

retrieve information. In this context, the role of 

metacognition—that is, awareness and the ability to control 

one's own thinking processes—becomes very central, where 

effective learners are those who can plan, monitor, and 

evaluate their own learning strategies, so that learning 

becomes more independent and reflective. The implications of 

cognitivism theory in classroom learning practices are 

extensive and profound, requiring educators to move from the 

role of information providers to facilitators who design 

learning experiences that activate students' mental processes, 

such as by using advanced organisers like concept maps to 

activate prerequisite schemas, presenting information in 

meaningful chunks or sections to avoid cognitive overload on 

working memory, applying elaboration and organisation 

techniques to strengthen neural connections in long-term 

memory, and providing opportunities for students to reflect on 

and articulate their thinking processes. Furthermore, 

cognitivism's emphasis on internal factors such as motivation, 

beliefs, and attitudes towards learning has enriched our 

understanding of the affective aspects that interact 

dynamically with cognitive aspects, where intrinsic 

motivation, the desire to learn for the sake of understanding 

itself, is considered more powerful and sustainable than 

extrinsic motivation, which depends on external rewards. 

  Cognitive Load Theory, developed by John Sweller, 

is a direct derivative of the cognitivism framework that 

provides valuable practical guidance in designing instructional 

materials that take into account the structural limitations of 

human working memory, thereby optimising learning design 

to facilitate efficient information processing.  

 Similarly, the constructivist approach, often seen as 

an extension of cognitivism, further emphasises the active role 

of learners in constructing their own knowledge through social 

interaction and real experiences, although the two remain 

different in their emphasis, with cognitivism focusing more on 

the universal processes of information processing while 

constructivism emphasises the personal and contextual nature 

of knowledge construction. Overall, cognitivism's greatest 

contribution to the world of education is the paradigm shift 

from viewing learning as a product (behavioural change) to a 

dynamic and complex process that occurs in the learner's mind, 

requiring educators to have a deep understanding of how the 

brain works, processes, and stores information, so that they can 

create a learning environment that not only transfers 

information but truly transforms the way students think, solve 

problems, and understand the world around them. 

 The following are statements that summarise the 

opinions of experts who support cognitive theory in the 

framework and theory of learning: 

1.  Jean Piaget argued that children actively construct their 

own understanding of the world through the processes of 

assimilation (integrating new information into existing 

schemas) and accommodation (modifying existing schemas 

for new information), and that cognitive development occurs 

through regular and universal stages. 

2. Lev Vygotsky emphasised that the social learning 

process precedes cognitive development, and interaction with 

more knowledgeable others (MKO) in the Zone of Proximal 

Development (ZPD) is key to advancing a child's thinking. 

3. David Ausubel argued that the most important factor 

influencing learning is what the learner already knows (prior 

knowledge), and therefore, teaching should be designed to 

provide "meaningful learning" by substantively connecting 

new information with concepts already present in the student's 

cognitive structure. 
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4. Jerome Bruner advocated an approach in which learners 

actively discover principles and relationships for themselves 

through independent inquiry, and he introduced the concept of 

"scaffolding" in which temporary supports should be provided 

to help students reach higher levels of understanding. 

 

5. John Sweller, through his Cognitive Load Theory, 

argues that instructional design must take into account the 

limitations of human working memory and avoid unnecessary 

cognitive load so that information processing can proceed 

effectively towards long-term memory. 

6. Albert Bandura, in his Social Learning Theory, which 

has cognitive roots, states that humans learn through 

observation and modelling (observational learning) of others' 

behaviour, and that cognitive processes such as attention, 

retention, reproduction, and motivation play a critical role in 

determining whether a behaviour will be imitated. 

7. Richard Mayer, in his research on multimedia learning, 

concluded that people learn more deeply from words and 

images than from words alone, and that multimedia design 

principles (such as the principles of coherence, signalling, and 

redundancy) are based on an understanding of how the human 

cognitive system processes information. 

 

3. Constructivism Theory  

 Constructivism is one of the main pillars in the world 

of learning theory that has revolutionised the way we view the 

process of knowledge and teaching. Unlike behaviourism, 

which views learning as a passive process of absorbing 

knowledge from the environment, or cognitivism, which views 

it as internal information processing, constructivism 

emphasises that learners actively build or construct their own 

knowledge based on experience. The core philosophy of this 

school of thought argues that knowledge is not transferred 

wholesale from teacher to student, but is created and 

constructed subjectively by each individual through their 

interactions with the world around them.  

 This theory has deep philosophical roots, which can 

be traced back to the 18th-century thinking of Giambattista 

Vico, who stated that humans can only truly understand what 

they have created themselves, and was later reinforced by the 

seminal works of figures such as Jean Piaget, Lev Vygotsky, 

and John Dewey. Within the framework of modern learning 

theory, constructivism is not considered a single, monolithic 

theory, but rather a broad umbrella that encompasses various 

perspectives, including cognitive constructivism (Piaget), 

which focuses on individual construction, and social 

constructivism (Vygotsky), which emphasises the construction 

of knowledge through social interaction ( ). This paradigm 

shift towards constructivism requires a change in the role of 

teachers from being the main source of knowledge (the sage 

on the stage) to being facilitators who guide and mediate the 

learning process of students (the guide on the side), thereby 

creating a learning environment where students feel 

empowered to explore, question, and reflect on their own 

understanding.  

 The essence of constructivism lies in its recognition 

that each learner brings with them a unique set of experiences, 

beliefs, and cultural backgrounds that serve as lenses through 

which they interpret and give meaning to new information, so 

that the learning process must be contextual and authentic, 

closely related to real-world issues relevant to students' lives. 

This paper aims to comprehensively examine the 

philosophical foundations, main principles, major variants, 

practical implications, as well as criticisms and challenges of 

constructivism theory in the context of contemporary 

education, providing a comprehensive framework for 

understanding how this theory continues to shape pedagogical 

practices in the 21st century. 

 

Philosophical Foundations and History of Thought 

 Constructivism did not emerge from a vacuum but 

was built on a solid philosophical foundation that had been 

developed by thinkers over centuries. Its epistemological roots 

can be traced back to Ancient Greek philosophy, particularly 

in the thinking of Socrates, whose dialectical method of asking 

probing questions demonstrated how knowledge can be 

constructed through dialogue and critical examination of ideas. 

However, a more direct historical milestone comes from the 

work of Giambattista Vico, an 18th-century Italian 

philosopher, who in his book "La Scienza Nuova" (The New 

Science), wrote his famous axiom that "man knows only what 

he has made himself" (verum ipsum factum), which essentially 

states that true knowledge comes only from the act of making 

and constructing. In the 20th century, American pragmatist 

philosophy, developed by John Dewey, made a significant 

contribution by emphasising learning through experience 

(learning by doing) and the importance of providing authentic 

and meaningful educational experiences for students, in which 

they are engaged in active investigation of real-world 

problems. Dewey vehemently rejected passive, rote-learning 

models of education, advocating instead an approach in which 

schools function as miniatures of democratic societies where 

students learn through social interaction and collaborative 

problem-solving.  

 In parallel, in the field of psychology, Jean Piaget, a 

Swiss biologist and epistemologist, developed his 

revolutionary theory of development, which stated that 

children actively construct their understanding of the world 

through interaction with their environment, and that cognitive 

development proceeds through a series of distinct stages 

(sensorimotor, pre-operational, concrete operational, and 

formal operational) characterised by increasingly complex 

mental structures. Piaget introduced key concepts such as 

schemas (mental frameworks for organising information), 

assimilation (incorporating new information into existing 

schemas), accommodation (modifying existing schemas to 
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accommodate new, incompatible information), and 

equilibration (the process of cognitive balancing to reduce 

dissonance), all of which describe the active and constructive 

nature of learning. While Piaget emphasised the individual 

construction of knowledge, Russian psychologist Lev 

Vygotsky introduced a crucial social dimension with his 

theory of socially mediated cognitive development. Vygotsky 

argued that all higher cognitive functions arise from social 

interaction, and that learning precedes development, occurring 

in the "Zone of Proximal Development" (ZPD), defined as the 

distance between a child's actual level of development (what 

they can achieve on their own) and their potential level of 

development (what they can achieve with adult guidance or 

collaboration with more capable peers).  

 The concept of "scaffolding", later developed by 

Jerome Bruner and others, refers to the temporary support 

provided by more expert individuals to help learners achieve a 

higher level of understanding, which is gradually removed as 

learners become more independent. Furthermore, theorists 

such as Ernst von Glasersfeld developed what is known as 

radical constructivism, which argues that because knowledge 

is an individual construction based on their perceptual 

experiences, we can never truly know objective reality; we can 

only know our own interpretations of that reality, so 

knowledge is always subjective and adaptive to its purpose. 

The latest developments in this field include social 

constructionism, associated with Kenneth Gergen, which 

further emphasises that our knowledge and reality are socially 

constructed through language, discourse, and cultural practices 

within communities, so that truth is seen as a product of social 

and historical consensus, rather than a reflection of an external, 

fixed reality. Thus, modern constructivism is a rich synthesis 

of these various strands of thought, offering a complex and 

multi-faceted view of how knowledge is acquired and created. 

 

Basic Principles of Constructivism 

 Although there are variations within it, all 

constructivist approaches share a set of core principles that 

distinguish them from other learning theories. The first and 

most fundamental principle is that knowledge is actively 

constructed by learners, not passively received from the 

environment. This means that students are not "blank slates" 

or "empty vessels" waiting to be filled by teachers, but rather 

active agents engaged in making interpretations, connecting 

new ideas with existing knowledge, and revising their 

understandings based on new experiences. Learning, 

therefore, is seen as a process of continuous reconstruction, not 

transmission of information. The second principle is that 

learning is contextual and situational.  

 Knowledge cannot be separated from the context in 

which it is used and learned; what we know is closely related 

to the activities, culture, and environment in which that 

knowledge is developed. This highlights the importance of 

authentic, problem-based learning, in which students engage 

in tasks that resemble real-world practices and have direct 

relevance to their lives outside the classroom. The third 

principle emphasises the importance of prior knowledge. Each 

learner brings with them a set of prior experiences, beliefs, and 

understandings that serve as a foundation for building new 

knowledge. Effective learning occurs when new information 

is meaningfully connected to existing cognitive structures, so 

teachers must always strive to activate and build on students' 

prior knowledge before introducing new concepts. The fourth 

principle, which is particularly emphasised by social 

constructivism, is that learning is fundamentally a social 

process. Interaction with others through discussion, 

collaboration, and negotiation of meaning is an important 

catalyst for cognitive development. In learning communities, 

students learn to articulate their thoughts, listen to different 

perspectives, and develop more differentiated understandings 

through dialogue. The fifth principle is that learning is 

reflective and metacognitive.  

 Effective learners not only gather information but 

also continuously reflect on their own thinking processes, 

monitor their understanding, and develop strategies to manage 

their own learning. This involves awareness of how they learn 

and the ability to adjust their strategies when faced with new 

challenges. The sixth principle is that intrinsic motivation is 

essential. Because knowledge is constructed internally, the 

desire to learn must come from within the learner from a sense 

of curiosity, a need to understand, or a desire to solve 

meaningful problems rather than solely from external rewards 

such as grades or praise. Teachers, therefore, must create an 

environment that fosters curiosity and encourages independent 

inquiry. The seventh principle is that knowledge is subjective 

and multi-perspective. Because each individual has unique 

experiences, there is no single "truth" that must be accepted by 

all students; rather, rich understanding emerges from the 

recognition and appreciation of diverse perspectives and 

interpretations. The goal of education is not to achieve 

uniformity of thought, but to develop the ability to think 

critically and evaluate different points of view. The eighth 

principle is that failure and cognitive dissonance are catalysts 

for learning. When students' expectations do not match their 

observations, disequilibrium occurs, creating a state of 

cognitive discomfort that motivates students to change their 

schemas through a process of accommodation. Therefore, 

challenges and difficult problems are not things to be avoided, 

but are important opportunities for cognitive growth. The ninth 

principle is that assessment must be authentic and integrated 

with the learning process. Rather than relying solely on 

standardised tests that measure the memorisation of isolated 

facts, assessment in a constructivist classroom should reflect 

the actual process of knowledge construction, often through 

portfolios, projects, presentations, and observations of student 

performance in meaningful tasks.  

 The tenth and final principle is that the role of the 

teacher fundamentally changes from a knowledge transmitter 

to a facilitator, coach, and learning partner. Teachers create an 

environment rich with resources and opportunities for 
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exploration, ask challenging questions, guide inquiry, and 

provide scaffolding appropriate to each student's needs . By 

understanding and applying these core principles, educators 

can create learning experiences that empower students to 

become independent, lifelong learners capable of critical 

thinking. 

 

Main Variants in Constructivism: Cognitive and Social 

 Although all constructivists agree that knowledge is 

actively constructed by learners, there are important 

differences in emphasis that have given rise to two main 

variants of this theory: cognitive constructivism (often 

associated with Piaget) and social constructivism (associated 

with Vygotsky). Cognitive constructivism, which has its roots 

in Piaget's work, emphasises primarily how individuals 

personally and internally construct mental representations of 

their world through interaction with objects and ideas. The 

focus is on internal development and cognitive self-regulation; 

learning is seen as a process of structural reorganisation in the 

individual's mind that occurs through assimilation and 

accommodation. In this view, social interaction is indeed 

important, but primarily as a trigger for cognitive imbalance 

that drives the process of individual reconstruction.  The 

social context is the backdrop, but the engine of knowledge 

construction is within the individual. In contrast, social 

constructivism, which owes much to the work of Lev 

Vygotsky, places social and cultural interaction at the centre of 

the knowledge construction process. Vygotsky argued that all 

higher mental functions (such as logical reasoning, problem 

solving, and the use of strategies) first emerge at the 

intersubjective (interpersonal) level through collaboration and 

dialogue, before being internalised to the intrasubjective (intra-

individual) level. In other words, learning is first and foremost 

a social process before it becomes an individual process. 

Language plays an important role as a cultural tool that 

mediates thought; through conversations with others, children 

adopt ways of speaking and thinking that eventually become 

part of their own internal thinking.  Vygotsky's key concept 

of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) highlights the 

importance of interaction with more expert individuals 

(teachers, parents, or more capable peers) in advancing 

students' understanding. Scaffolding, or the support provided 

during the ZPD, is at the heart of social constructivist 

pedagogy. While Piagetian cognitive constructivism may 

place greater emphasis on discovery learning, where students 

independently explore a rich environment, Vygotskyian social 

constructivism places greater emphasis on guided and assisted 

learning through dialogue and collaboration ( ). In practice, 

these two perspectives are not mutually exclusive; most 

contemporary constructivist educators combine elements of 

both. They create environments where students have 

opportunities for independent exploration and individual 

reflection (as emphasised by Piaget), but also engage in rich 

discussions, group work, and teacher-guided activities (as 

emphasised by Vygotsky).  

 Further developments such as Jean Lave and Etienne 

Wenger's theory of situated learning expand on the idea of 

social constructivism by arguing that learning is not only social 

but also embedded in participation in "communities of 

practice" where members share common goals and practices. 

Here, learning is seen as the process of becoming a legitimate 

participant in the community, where knowledge and skills are 

developed through engagement in authentic activities. Thus, 

the spectrum of constructivism ranges from the more 

individualistic to the highly collaborative, but all are united in 

their rejection of a passive view of knowledge transmission. 

 

Practical Implications for Teaching and Learning 

 Applying constructivist theory in the classroom 

requires a profound transformation in teaching practices, the 

role of teachers, curriculum design, and assessment. The 

practical implications are extensive and profound. First, the 

design of the learning environment must change from a space 

where students sit passively listening to lectures to an active 

workshop where students engage in inquiry, experimentation, 

and discussion. Classrooms must become rich learning 

communities with books, technology, and manipulative 

materials that encourage exploration and discovery.  

 Second, the role of the teacher is fundamentally 

shifting from a "sage on the stage" who transmits knowledge 

to a "guide on the side" who facilitates the learning process. 

The teacher's main task is to design challenging and authentic 

learning experiences, ask open-ended questions that stimulate 

thinking, monitor student understanding, and provide 

appropriate scaffolding support tailored to individual students' 

needs to help them achieve higher levels of understanding. 

Teachers become learning partners who collaborate with 

students in the pursuit of knowledge, rather than absolute 

experts.  

 Third, the curriculum should be designed around 

broad issues, essential questions, and meaningful projects, 

rather than a list of facts to be memorised. Problem-based 

learning or project-based learning curricula are well suited to 

constructivism because they place students in an active role as 

problem solvers and force them to ask questions, conduct 

research, and synthesise information.  Fourth, teaching 

strategies should prioritise activities that promote active 

knowledge construction. These include: cooperative learning, 

where students work in small groups to achieve common 

goals; Socratic discussions that encourage deep dialogue; 

simulations and role-playing that allow students to experience 

concepts first-hand; case studies that present real-world 

complexities; and cognitive apprenticeship, where teachers 

model expert thinking processes and gradually hand over 

responsibility to students.  

 Fifth, assessment must undergo a paradigm shift from 

merely measuring the final product (how many facts are 

remembered) to evaluating the learning process itself. 

Authentic assessments such as portfolios that collect students' 
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work over time, performance assessments where students 

demonstrate their skills in realistic contexts, rubrics that assess 

the quality of thinking and reasoning, and self-assessment and 

peer assessment where students reflect on their own learning 

and provide feedback to peers are essential. This type of 

assessment provides a more holistic picture of student growth 

and development.  

 Sixth, technology can be a very powerful tool in 

constructivist classrooms by providing access to rich 

information, tools for creating and collaborating (such as wikis 

and shared documents), and platforms for simulation and 

virtual world exploration. However, technology must be 

integrated in a way that supports active inquiry and knowledge 

construction, not just as a tool for behaviouristic drill and 

practice.  

 Seventh, the social-emotional environment of the 

classroom must be built on a foundation of mutual trust, 

respect for differences, and a culture of inquiry where students 

feel safe to ask questions, take intellectual risks, and make 

mistakes without fear of embarrassment. Teachers must 

actively build communities where all voices are heard and 

valued. By implementing these practical implications, 

educators can create transformative learning experiences that 

prepare students not only to pass exams, but to face the 

complexities and uncertainties of the real world with 

confidence and critical thinking skills. 

 

Criticism and Challenges to the Constructivist Approach 

 Despite its widespread influence and intuitive appeal, 

constructivism is not without criticism and challenges in its 

application. The first and most frequently raised criticism is 

that constructivism may neglect the importance of basic 

knowledge and core content. Critics argue that by emphasising 

the process of knowledge construction, this approach may not 

provide the adequate foundation of facts and information 

necessary for complex thinking. Students cannot think 

critically about World War II if they do not know the 

chronology and key facts first. There is concern that in an 

effort to avoid direct instruction, students may be left to 

"reinvent the wheel" in inefficient ways that could potentially 

lead to misunderstandings. The second criticism revolves 

around the cognitive load and teacher preparation.  

 Properly implementing constructivism requires 

highly sophisticated pedagogical skills; teachers must be able 

to design complex learning experiences, facilitate productive 

discussions, and provide differentiated scaffolding for each 

student—a task that is extremely demanding in terms of time 

and expertise, especially in classes with large and diverse 

student populations.  

 A third criticism concerns the gap between theory and 

practice. Often, what is referred to as "constructivist learning" 

in the classroom is reduced to merely fun, hands-on activities 

without any real intellectual depth or deep conceptual 

understanding. Students may be busy with projects, but it is 

not always clear whether they are actually building an accurate 

understanding of core concepts. The fourth criticism comes 

from a sociocultural perspective on equity and access.  

 Some experts warn that a highly open and 

unstructured approach may favour students who already have 

strong background knowledge, language skills, and cultural 

capital, while possibly leaving behind less fortunate students 

who may need more explicit structure and guidance. 

Constructivism can become a "silent pedagogy" that assumes 

all students know how to engage in independent inquiry. The 

fifth criticism is that the authentic assessment advocated by 

constructivism can be subjective and time-consuming. 

Evaluating portfolios and performance is far more complex 

and time-consuming than grading multiple-choice answer 

sheets, and raises concerns about reliability and validity, 

especially in highly standardised education systems. The sixth 

criticism is that not all subjects or topics are suited to a purely 

constructivist approach. For example, learning multiplication 

tables or basic grammar rules may be most efficient through 

specific practice and memorisation before they can be applied 

in meaningful contexts. Finally, from an epistemological 

perspective, radical constructivism is criticised for potentially 

leading to relativism, where all views are considered equally 

valid, potentially disregarding the importance of empirical 

evidence and scientific consensus.  Faced with these 

criticisms, many contemporary educators embrace a balanced 

or principled eclecticism approach, which combines the best 

elements of constructivism, such as its emphasis on active 

engagement, problem solving, and collaboration, with 

systematic direct instruction when necessary to ensure that all 

students master essential knowledge and skills. The challenge 

is to avoid overly simplistic dichotomies and instead create 

rich learning experiences that blend inquiry with instruction, 

autonomy with structure, and discovery with guidance. 

 

The Relevance of Constructivism in 21st Century 

Education 

 In the 21st-century educational landscape, characterised by 

an explosion of information, rapid technological change, and 

complex global challenges, the principles of constructivism 

are more relevant than ever. Today's world does not need 

individuals who can merely memorise and recall facts, but 

those who can think critically, collaborate effectively, 

communicate clearly, and create innovative solutions to 

unprecedented problems. Constructivism, with its emphasis on 

learners as active and independent knowledge builders, 

provides a strong theoretical framework for preparing students 

to meet these demands. This theory aligns with contemporary 

understandings of neuroscience, which show that the brain 

learns most effectively when it is actively engaged, making 

connections and solving meaningful problems, rather than 

when it is passively receiving information. Furthermore, 

advances in digital technology have provided powerful tools 

to realise the constructivist vision. The internet offers 
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unlimited access to diverse information and perspectives, 

online collaboration tools enable the construction of shared 

knowledge beyond the physical boundaries of the classroom, 

and sophisticated computer simulations allow students to 

manipulate complex system models and see the consequences 

of their actions. However, the true essence of constructivism is 

not about technology or hands-on activities alone; it lies in a 

deep commitment to respecting the intellectual capacity of 

each student and the belief that through authentic experiences, 

reflection, and dialogue, each individual can build a deep 

understanding of the world around them.  The challenge 

for 21st-century educators is to apply the principles of 

constructivism in a thoughtful and balanced way, integrating 

them with insights from other learning theories and adapting 

them to the cultural context and specific needs of their 

students. This may mean providing more scaffolding to less 

prepared students, explicitly teaching metacognitive strategies, 

or using direct instruction strategically to build the knowledge 

foundations necessary for meaningful inquiry. The future of 

education lies not in theoretical dogmatism but in dynamic, 

evidence-based synthesis. Constructivism, with its rich 

intellectual heritage and timeless focus on higher-order 

thinking and learner autonomy, will continue to be central to 

this conversation, inspiring educators to create classrooms 

where curiosity is nurtured, differences are valued, and every 

student is empowered to be the architect of their own 

knowledge. Ultimately, the goal of constructivist education is 

not merely to produce knowledgeable individuals, but to 

empower reflective, creative, and responsible citizens who are 

ready to contribute to an increasingly interconnected and 

complex world. 
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