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Some Major Learning Theories  
 

Theory Summary Orientations Theorists 
Activity Theory 
 

Learning is based on tool-mediated 
activity in contexts and through cycles of 
transformation and creation of objective 
knowledge of reality.  

• Functionalist 
• Goal–directed 
• Objectivist  
• Partly mechanistic 
• Partly positivist 

à Engström  
• Vygotsky 
• Leont’ev 
• Luria 

 
Assimilation Theory Learning based on assimilation into prior 

knowledge. Transfer of knowledge occurs 
because learning was meaningful.  

• Metacognitive 
• Partly positivist 

à Ausubel 
• Novak 

Behaviorist Theories Learning as change in behavior through: 
stimulus-response, automatic and 
reflexive, & simple connections. Ignores 
cognition, emotions, and consciousness.   

• Positivist 
• Mechanistic 
• Reductionist 
• Objectivist 
• Deterministic 
• Thinking is irrelevant 

• Watson, J. B. 
• Guthrie, E. R.  
• Thorndike, E.  
• Skinner, B. F.  
• Black, E. 
• Cook, D. A. 

Brain-based Theories Meaning-making through patterning.  
Parallel processing. Learning involves 
whole body, focused and peripheral 
perception, and in conjunction with other 
brains (socially).  

• Holistic 
• Multimodal 
• Multi-contextual 
• Emotions—important 

in patterning 
• Contextual 

• Caine, R.  
• Caine, G. 
• Armstrong, T. 
• Pert, C.  
• Jensen, E.  

Bateson’s Cybernetic & 
Deutero-Learning 

Learning as transformations through 
cybernetic feedback loops with mind 
extending beyond body.  

• Holistic 
• Metacognitive 
• Mutli-contextual  
• Emotions—important 
• Metapatterns 
• Contextual  

• Gregory Bateson 

Constructivist Theories Learning as the construction of meaning 
through connections to prior knowledge. 

• Holistic 
• Relativistic-subjective 
• Contextual 

à Piaget 
à von Glasersfeld 

Social Constructivist 
Theories 

Learning as the construction of meaning 
through social interaction.  

• Holistic 
• Social-communicative 
• Reciprocal 

à Bakhtin 
à Vygotsky 
à Leont’ev 

Information Processing 
Theories 

Learning as computational processing of 
information into various types of memory.  

• Mechanistic 
• Reductionist 
• Deterministic 
 

• Atkinson 
• Bransford 
• Miller 
• Rummelhart 

Neo-Schema Theories  Learning as active, transactional, and 
embodied processes of representation at 
various levels of abstraction.  

• Holistic 
• Contextual 
• Evaluative 
• Mind-Body 

Connection 
 

• McVee 
• Dunsmore 
• Gavelek 

Situated Learning, 
Apprenticeship, & 
Communities of Practice 

Learning as (unintentional) induction into 
the practices of particular communities, 
such as apprenticeships, cultures, etc.  

• Holistic 
• Contextual 
• Social-communicative 
• Multi-modal 

à Lave 
à Rogoff 
à Wenger 

Distributed Cognition Learning is a system that is distributed 
among people, tools, internal & external 
environments, artifacts, and time. Goals of 
learning tend to involve solving problems 
and acquiring expertise.    

• Partly positivistic 
• Partly functionalist.  
• Holistic 
 

• Salomon 
• Hutchins 
• Perkins 
• Pea 
• Norman 

 


