UNDERSTANDING LEARNING

Historically, learning was seen in terms of behavioral responses to external stimuli.  There was also a tendency to separate mind from body, nature from nurture, emotions from intellect, doing from thinking, vocational from academic and so on.
These days we recognise that learning involves processes of change within the brain, i.e. that learning is internal to the student, a result of interactions between their personal attributes and experiences.   Modern views of learning are increasingly making connections between the different aspects of learning so that a full and proper 21st-century understanding of learning might involve some knowledge of neuroscience, cognitive development, language and semiotics, psychology, sociology, cultural studies, organizational theory etc … and it would take a l-o-n-g lifetime to achieve!
Here I give the briefest outline of some theories I found helpful to my understanding of student learning, including from placements.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Learning as construction: Learning is an innate human tendency and a process of construction.  We all build personal mental models with which to understand or make sense of our experiences.  The mental constructs we build are of ever-increasing subtly and complexity throughout our lives.  New but familiar experiences are fitted into our existing frameworks and mental equilibrium maintained but unfamiliar situations may involve complete rethinking/restructuring and altered mental frameworks.  This process of ‘dis-equilibrium’ can feel uncomfortable (see Goswami 2008).

Learning from experience: John Dewey felt there was an ‘organic connection between education and personal experience’ but that the quality of the experience determined whether or not educational growth and development would occur.  In one sense, people learn from any experience but a bad experience can lead to learning the ‘wrong’ things.  He called such experiences ‘mis-educative’. 

Learning cycle and styles: Experience is not, on its own, enough to ensure learning; we also need to think about our experiences.  Kolb suggested that a cyclical process including both doing and thinking/experience and reflection leads to successful learning.   Learners tend to be stronger in some aspects of the learning cycle, weaker in others and so have differing learning styles (Honey & Mumford).

The humanist/holistic view of learning: Humanists like Carl Rogers believed that learning involves ‘both feeling and cognitive aspects … significant learning combines the logical and the intuitive, the intellect and the feelings, the concept and the experience, the idea and the meaning’.
 
Learning in Communities of Practice: ‘Communities of practice are groups of people who share a concern, a set of problems, or a passion about a topic, and who deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis’ (see Wenger et al).  As beginners/novices move from the periphery of the new community to its centre, they become more active and engaged within the culture until they can assume the role of expert (Lave & Wenger). 

Approaches to learning: Recent studies by Marton & Säljö have shown that students respond to their perceptions of different learning situations by taking deep or surface approaches to their learning.  In some situations, students engage with the learning activity in a meaningful way, seek real understanding, focus on underlying concepts and principles, i.e. they adopt a deep approach.  Under these circumstances, their knowledge is internalised and remembered.  In other situations, students do not engage with the activity and do the minimum required to get by, i.e. they take a surface approach.  Under these circumstances, they do not gain internal knowledge and what they learn is quickly forgotten..  

Socio-cultural and Activity Theories of learning: A group of Russian psychologists put engagement with purposeful work at the centre of learning.  I much admire the work of Vygotsky and (along with that of Leontiev, Luria, Bakhtin and their followers) socio-cultural and activity theories are very impressive; they were also the theories that best explained the qualitative data provided by undergraduates in my study[footnoteRef:1].   The model for placement evaluation was derived from these. [1:  Turner, P. (2005).  Undergraduate learning at programme level: an analysis of students’ perspectives.  PhD thesis, University of Bath. http://opus.bath.ac.uk/432/
] 

 
· Activity is seen as the most powerful promoter of learning.  However, in order to facilitate learning, students have to see their work or activity as worthwhile.  The specific nature of the work does not seem to matter; we learn just as long as we are engaged in work that has real purpose, regardless of the type of work.  When given interesting activities, we engage with the task in hand, adopt deep approaches trying to understand what we are doing and why.  Having only repetitive routine work, seen as boring, causes adoption of a surface approach and consequently has little beneficial effect on learning.  Tedious work can cause alienation, de-motivation and is therefore an inhibitor of learning.
· There can be considerable difference between what a learner can do alone and what they can achieve with help; intelligence is seen as the capacity to learn with assistance from more capable mentors/supervisors.  
· Good supervisors are available, approachable and enthusiastic; students find enthusiasm contagious.  Good supervision allows students to ask questions freely and encourages dialogue.  Initially high levels of support reduce as the student gains confidence and competence.  Gradually, the student is given responsibility and becomes independent/ autonomous, often becoming an expert in the field of their placement work.  While good supervision promotes learning, students are able to learn without it (by extracting meaning from everything around them, their socio-cultural context, see below).  Worse than an absence of supervision may be low quality supervision as this can lead to mis-education when the student focuses on avoiding or appeasing a poor supervisor.
· Level of work: Good supervisors give students work to do which was close to their current ability to perform but which stretches them and encourages them, with support, to advance their understanding towards the next level.  Suitable work would not, though, be so difficult as to generate excessive stress, which inhibits learning (see below).  Students should feel challenged, not terrified.
· Knowledge is constructed in a social and cultural context and the student’s environment provides the language and other means to help build their understanding.  Much of our learning comes about through absorbing information, directly or indirectly, from the people around us and the culture we live in.  We observe, listen, read, connect to the internet etc and, whatever the medium, we derive messages and meaning from it.  Most of us are experts at meaning-making, even when the signs are non-verbal and very subtle, and the messages we derive from our environment may be positive or negative.  For example, a placement supervisor signalled his pride in one student’s achievement by providing beer at work; a university tutor inadvertently allowed a student to feel that she was a nuisance when she saw his face fall as she approached.
· The overall culture or atmosphere within a placement has a significant influence on the learning outcomes reported by students.  Students equated situations that were ‘chilled and relaxed’ with high motivation and high achievement.  In contrast, highly competitive environments and colleagues who valued personal over team success made students feel uncomfortable and influenced their future career choices away from postgraduate studies or science in general.
· Learning Outcomes achieved by students vary considerably, depending on their learning activity, the support they receive and their individual profiles of ability, prior experience, attitudes and so forth.  They are the result of complex interactions between the student’s inherent nature and the experiences they encounter in their particular cultural context.  Different students and/or different learning situations result in very different learning outcomes.  William Perry studied college students at Harvard and produced a hierarchy of nine stages of intellectual and ethical development that students may achieve.

See Vygotsky, also Daniels, Engeström, Miettinen & Punamaki.

Neuroscience: this new area and modern techniques of scientific imaging are beginning to explore relationships between learning and the science of the brain.  Some studies look at genetics and some at ways in which the brain is influenced and altered by external events. 

· Different types of knowledge can be associated with different brain regions.  
· Our brains adapt in response to experience, with some nerve pathways enhanced (firing and wiring together) and some pruned away.
· Neural pathways are strengthened by repetition (i.e. you need to practice what you are learning).
· Taxi drivers gaining ‘The Knowledge’ of London routes have been shown to have enlarged hippocampus formations, with the level of enlargement correlated to their time spent driving (Goswami 2004). 
· The limbic system, involved in pleasure and other emotions, can be shown to have a strong influence on learning.  A state of relaxed attention promotes learning while excessive stress interferes with pathways in the limbic system to inhibit learning.

See  Damasio, Goswami and Turner & Curran.
 
Theories of Action: Argyris & Schön pointed out that organisations (like individuals) have underlying theories that inform their actions and that there can sometimes be disparity between their espoused theories, i.e. those that they announce to the world, and their theories in use, those that may be inferred from their actual behavior.   This theory is included, although not directly concerned with learning, to explain the disparity that sometimes occurs between the learning situations espoused by organisations (whether the University or external institutions hosting placement students) and those actually experienced by students. 


The different theories outlined above are not mutually exclusive but place different in emphasis on various aspects of learning, probably because of the differing perspectives of the researchers who devised them.  For example, Piaget’s constructivism arose from his focus on individual child development.  Vygotsky, however, looked at collective Activity Systems and at ‘Mind in Society’ as did Lave & Wenger, whose ‘Communities of Practice’ are similar to Activity Systems.

These theories, taken together, have helped my understanding of student learning from placements and a range of university-based learning opportunities.  They have also contributed towards my analyses and evaluations.
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