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Welcome to Psychology of Learning for Instruction, Fourth Edition. As the title 
suggests, this book is about learning, but it is also about instruction and how 
knowledge about the psychology of learning helps to ensure the quality and 
effectiveness of instruction. In other words, the focus of the book is not just on 
learning theory, it is also on the application of learning theory to instruction. 
Moreover, we are concerned not just about instruction in preK–12 schools, 
we are also concerned about instruction in a variety of formal and nonformal 
settings. Tattooed across our foreheads as we were writing this edition was 
the question, What do people really need to know about learning theory to 
inform their professional practice, wherever that happens to take place?

You could already be or on the way to becoming a classroom teacher, an 
instructional designer, a counselor or counselor educator, a professional educa-
tor, an educational technologist, or a faculty member, for instance. In any of 
these roles, you are helping others to learn and using various means to do it. 
You could be designing leadership training for a Fortune 500 company, teaching 
biology to high school students in a virtual school, or developing case problems 
for medical students learning diagnostic skills. These are among the myriad 
instructional situations the topics discussed in this book can help you to address.

In addition to having an applied focus, this book embodies a theme of 
reflexive practice. Reflexive means “to turn back on oneself” and involves 
continually reflecting on your own knowing and learning. We do not believe 
that a single learning theory is the answer to all instructional problems. Nor 
do we believe that scholars have yet discovered or figured out all there is to 
know about learning. As we updated our knowledge of the research on learn-
ing that was published since the last edition, we found ourselves rethinking 
some topics and changing some of our conceptions.

For instance, it is common to see contrasts made between three par-
adigms of learning: behaviorism (focus on behavior), cognitivism (focus 
on cognition), and constructivism (focus on knowledge building). But the 
emphasis in constructivism is cognitive. Moreover, both cognitivism and 
constructivism focus on the individual learner. What’s different about them 
is their views of knowledge as something acquired versus something con-
structed. Social constructivism, as opposed to cognitive constructivism,  
eventually emerged to account for the influences of social context on learning. 

About This Book



viii About This Book

However, the situative perspective puts learning squarely in a social, histori-
cal, and political context with a focus on the system within which individu-
als are situated, not on individuals alone. Hence, we believe the appropriate 
contrast is between the behavioral, cognitive, and situative perspectives, and 
you will see this contrast reflected in the book.

As you read this book, we hope you will use the questions and activi-
ties at the end of each chapter to reflect on your learning and how it fits with 
your prior knowledge and beliefs about learning and instruction. Consider 
the multiple perspectives discussed in relation to not only the problems of 
practice you encounter but also your personal learning goals. Doing so will 
help to inform your actions and guide your future goals.

This book is unique in its applied focus and theme of reflexive practice. 
We take a look next at what’s new to this edition.

New to This Edition

It may be a bit cheeky to ask what’s not new in this edition, but it would per-
haps be more efficient. A 15-year span from the third edition means that much 
has changed. Because of this, we felt unfettered from the previous edition and 
free to rethink both the content and organization of the book. We reflected on 
advances in the research on learning and instruction, we talked with our col-
leagues who teach courses—some using the previous edition—on learning and 
instruction, and we dreamed of what we wanted to see in this book.

The result is a simplified organization (i.e., no parts, only chapters), more 
chapters to fit easily into a semester-length course, and an intentional inter-
spersing of application chapters after every two theory chapters. We discuss 
instructional implications in every learning theory chapter, but the instruc-
tional application chapters allowed us to examine some well-established, well-
researched applications in more detail. Here, then, is what’s new to this edition:

• Four new application chapters. In Chapters 4, 7, 10, and 13, we describe 
specific instructional applications of the theories that were discussed in 
the two chapters preceding each application chapter. The application 
chapters provide additional opportunities for practice in using learning 
and instructional theories in professional settings. Application is a major 
strength of this book, and our experience has taught us the importance 
of articulating a few examples in detail to illustrate what learning theo-
ries look like in practice.

• A new chapter on learning and development. The new Chapter 5 
merges the two development chapters from the third edition and 
includes a new section on lifespan development. Questions concern-
ing development have broadened from what makes children’s learning  
different from adults to understanding how cognition and learning 
change over an individual’s lifespan. Results from neuroscience are 
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also aligning with results from psychology to provide a more complete 
picture of development.

• A new chapter on learning and prior knowledge. The new Chapter 6  
focuses on the learning of principled knowledge in subject-matter 
domains, including how learners revise implicit, intuitive theories 
about the world to align with canonical knowledge. Theories discussed 
in Chapter 4 of the third edition are revisited here, along with theories 
of conceptual change and the role of prior knowledge in comprehension, 
problem solving, and transfer.

• A new chapter on learning and situativity. As mentioned earlier, the situa-
tive perspective represents a significant departure from the behavioral and 
cognitive perspectives that preceded it. The new Chapter 8 incorporates 
situated cognition from Chapter 5 of the third edition as a core concept of 
the situative perspective and expands the discussion to the learning context 
as an activity system and knowing as successful situated participation.

• A new chapter on learning and (digital) technology. With shifts in 
perspectives on learning along with advances in computer tools and 
networking, technology can enhance learning in untold ways. The new 
Chapter 9 takes a look at the landscape of learning technology, including 
how technology supports learning, what technologies enhance learning, 
and what issues arise when technology is integrated into instruction.

• A new chapter on learning and neuroscience. The new Chapter 12 
replaces Chapter 8 of the third edition, which focused on the biological 
bases of learning and memory. In the new chapter, we focus on the bur-
geoning field of educational neuroscience, which is bringing together 
scholars in neuroscience, psychology, and education to understand how 
the brain and mind together inform the learning process. We highlight 
the problem of neuromyths and examine the role of emotions in learn-
ing, showing that cognition and emotion are integrated in the brain, 
both contributing to the control of mental activities and behavior.

• A new chapter on learning and instruction: Toward a personal theory. 
The new Chapter 14 replaces Chapter 12 of the third edition. The overall 
focus of the chapter remains the same, that is, on developing a per-
sonal theory of learning and instruction. However, we elaborate in the 
new chapter on personal epistemology, including one’s conceptions of 
knowledge and the ways one thinks about and evaluates knowledge. 
We also present a framework for epistemic reflexivity designed to guide 
you in being reflexive about your own learning and knowledge.

• Opening Chapter Scenarios at a Glance. Opening chapter scenarios 
provide a useful means of situating theoretical concepts in practical 
problems. Because the readers of this book come from different profes-
sional settings, we were intentional in the problems we chose for the 
scenarios to ensure that equivalent attention was given to K–12, higher 
education, and corporate examples. In some instances, scenarios cross 
settings, as when Anne in Curricular Conundrum (Chapter 7) relies on 
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her teaching experience in middle school to plan instruction for higher- 
education students. Similarly, Sim Central (Chapter 9) involves both 
nursing students and practicing nurses as participants in training to 
help them learn how to respond to respiratory emergencies. We provide 
an overview of all the chapter scenarios in Opening Chapter Scenarios at a 
Glance as part of the upcoming section on Pedagogical Features.

Key Content Updates by Chapter

• Chapter 1: Added a deeper discussion on learning theories and instruc-
tional theories; oriented readers to an epistemology of learning and 
instruction; moved historical approaches to other chapters of the book 
where they fit best; outlined the organization of the book

• Chapter 2: Added discussion of new behaviorism; added information 
about application of behaviorism in settings ranging from formal educa-
tion to the workplace

• Chapter 3: Added a revised model of information processing; added 
discussions of new models of working and long-term memory; added 
new implications of information processing for instruction

• Chapter 4: (old Chapter 10, revised plus new content) Reoriented chap-
ter to focus on instructional applications; added content on behavioral 
skills training; added discussion of the transtheoretical model of inten-
tional behavioral change

• Chapter 5: (old Chapters 6 and 7, substantially revised plus new con-
tent) Added lifespan development theory; added implications of devel-
opment theory for learning across the lifespan

• Chapter 6: (old Chapter 4, substantially revised plus new content) 
Added new work on conceptual change and knowledge revision; added 
discussion of the development of expertise in subject-matter domains

• Chapter 7: (old Chapter 11, substantially revised plus new content) 
Reoriented chapter to focus on instructional applications; added dis-
cussion of constructionism; added instructional design models that 
support constructivist learning; added an exploration of criticisms of 
constructivism

• Chapter 8: (old Chapter 5, substantially revised plus new content) 
Added exploration of the need for a situative perspective on learning; 
added discussion of the learning context as an activity system; added 
exploration of relevant learning concepts and processes; added discus-
sion of instructional applications from a situative perspective

• Chapter 9: Entirely new chapter that discusses the learning technology 
landscape, what and how technology supports learning, and issues of 
learning technology for instruction

• Chapter 10: Entirely new chapter that focuses on technology-enhanced 
learning environments; discusses incorporating technology into instruc-
tion, computer-supported collaborative learning, game-based instruc-
tion, and open pedagogy
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• Chapter 11: (old Chapter 9) Added discussion of mindsets; added dis-
cussion of emotions in learning, motivation, and self-regulation

• Chapter 12: (old Chapter 8, substantially revised with mostly new con-
tent) Added discussion of educational neuroscience including neuro-
myths; added discussion of learning and the brain including the impact 
of adverse childhood experiences; added discussion of the neuroscience 
of cognition and emotion

• Chapter 13: Entirely new chapter that focuses on motivation and neuro-
science for instruction, including a model of motivational design, self-
regulated learning strategies, socioemotional learning, and culturally 
responsive teaching

• Chapter 14: (old Chapter 12, substantially revised plus mostly new con-
tent) Added discussion of personal epistemology; added exploration 
of a model of epistemic cognition; added discussion of reflexivity and 
epistemic climate

Pedagogical Features

Concept Maps orient the reader to the important concepts discussed in each 
chapter and visually display how they are related to one another.

Content Outlines provide a verbal means of orienting the reader to important 
content discussed in each chapter.

Opening Scenarios present learning and instructional problems that are used 
throughout each chapter to illustrate theoretical concepts and how they can be 
applied. An overview of the opening scenarios is provided in Opening Chapter 
Scenarios at a Glance immediately following this section.

Reflective Questions and Activities at the end of every chapter provide a 
means for readers to apply chapter concepts and make connections across 
chapters.
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