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‘ ractitioners in the field of medical education have used a wide range
Received: 3 Jul 2024

Accepted: 10 Nov 2024 of learning theories for teaching. Researchers have discussed a to-
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2024 P tal of 13 theoretical approaches to medical education: behaviorism,

cognitivism, constructivism, humanism, social learning, situated learning, com-
munity of practice, workplace-based learning, experiential learning, reflective
practice, adult learning, transformative learning, and self-directed learning (1, 2).
Several other theories have also been discussed in medical education, including
cognitive apprenticeship theory, cognitive load theory, and multimedia learning
theory (3). Why are there so many theories about learning? Researchers have sug-
gested two reasons. First, there is more than one type of learning, and each learning
theory is useful in a different learning context. For example, a theory that explains
how facts are remembered does not necessarily explain how a learner understands
an abstract piece of science. An analogy in medicine is that the germ theory of
disease does not explain genetic defects. Second, different researchers have looked
at the phenomenon of learning from different perspectives. This has been likened
to the Indian story of the blind men examining an elephant but arriving at different
understandings (4). Therefore, the existence of multiple perspectives is a boon for
Key Words: medical educators to understand both the theories and their application to specific
Behaviorism, Cognitivism,
Constructivism, Cognitive | l€arning contexts (3).

Load Theory, Self-Directed
Learning. Behaviorist theory equates learning with changes in the form or frequency of

* Corresponding Author:

Dr Hamid Mahdavifard

Address: Neyshabur University of Medical Sciences, Neyshabur, Iran.
Tel: +98 514330254

E-mail: mahdavifthl@mums.ac.ir

Copyright © 2024 The Author([s];
This is an open access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License [CC-By-NC: https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/legalcode.
en], which permits use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited and is not used for commercial purposes.



http://dsme.hums.ac.ir/article-1-499-en.html

[ DOI: 10.48312/dsme.13.1.576.2 ]

Downloaded from dsme.hums.ac.ir at 21:08 +0330 on Friday May 1st 2026

Spring 2025. Vol 11. Issue 1

observable performance. Learning occurs when an
appropriate response is demonstrated following the
presentation of a specific environmental stimulus.
Behaviorism focuses on the importance of the con-
sequences of those performances and claims that
responses that are reinforced are likely to be re-
peated in the future (5). Cognitive learning theory
states that humans are learning organisms who seek
to organize, store, and retrieve information through-
out their lives. The study of human learning from
a cognitive perspective focuses on conceptualizing
the learning processes of learners and how the mind
receives, organizes, stores, and retrieves informa-
tion, believing that the acquisition of knowledge is
a mental activity that requires internal coding and
structuring by the learner and that the learner is an
active cognitive participant in the learning process
(3). Humans build cognitive structures throughout
their lives to continue learning and are constantly

searching for meaning (4).

Constructivism is the learner’s information pro-
cessing activities that involve structuring knowl-
edge. The metaphor of “building” compares the
learning process to the process of building a man-
sion. Constructivism constructs a mental map or
internal representation of the subject being learned,
that is, the learner constructs his or her knowledge
structure to create new experiences. This mental
map or cognitive representation of knowledge about
a given subject is called a schema. This internal cog-
nitive structure is the main focus of constructivist
theory, and from the perspective of schema theory,
learning can be seen as a process of construction and

transformation (5).

Cognitive load theory is based on the assumption

that the human cognitive architecture consists of a

limited working memory and an unlimited long-
term memory that stores cognitive schemas. Accord-
ing to this theory, three types of cognitive process-
ing load are placed on working memory that deal
with information: intrinsic, germane, and extrinsic
load. Intrinsic load refers to the level of intrinsic dif-
ficulty of the learning material. Germane load is the
working memory resources of “brain power” used to
understand and manage intrinsic load. Extrinsic load
is determined by the way information is presented to
the learner. Confusing explanations increase extrin-
sic load, while clear and focused presentation in an
easy-to-understand manner helps reduce extrinsic
load on the learner’s working memory; Therefore,
teaching should consider appropriate levels of dif-
ficulty and use optimal delivery methods so as not
to unintentionally increase learners’ cognitive load
or reduce learning effectiveness. Researchers have
suggested useful principles for medical educators to

improve learning or control cognitive load (5).

The concept of self-directed learning originated
in the humanistic tradition of adult education in
the second half of the 20th century and is based on
the belief in the human capacity for responsibility,
choice, positive orientation, and self-actualization.
Self-directed learning is defined as “a process in
which individuals, with or without the assistance of
others, take the initiative to identify their learning
needs, formulate learning goals, identify human and
material resources for learning, select and imple-
ment appropriate learning strategies, and evaluate
learning outcomes.” To carry out self-directed learn-
ing, an appropriate environment is needed in which
learners are assisted by others, such as instructors

and peers (3).

While the learning theories described so far have
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been developed by psychological researchers or
educational theorists, situated learning theory origi-
nates from a very different disciplinary perspec-
tive—social anthropology. Many previous learning
theories focus primarily on the learner’s individual
cognition. In contrast, situated learning theory is
a sociocultural theory of learning and is therefore
more interested in the social context in which the
learner engages in practice. Rather than examin-
ing the types of cognitive processes and conceptual
structures that occur during individual learning pro-
cesses, situated learning theory views learning as
occurring in social engagement. In this regard, re-
searchers have focused on Based on their anthropo-
logical studies of how learners learn in the context
of apprenticeship, they used the term “community-
based learning” to describe how inclusive develop-

ment occurs (1)

Conclusion:

Learning theories provide explanations about
the nature of learning, how learning occurs,
and the factors that influence learning. This
article demonstrates that concepts of learning
have evolved over time. Over time, the focus
has expanded from an emphasis on individuals
to include social interactions. The concept of
learning has expanded to emphasize the forma-
tion of professional identity as well as the ac-
quisition of knowledge and skills; and there has
been increasing attention to the role and agency
of the learner in the learning process. With the
continuous changes in educational and social
contexts, conceptual developments are likely to
continue, resulting in new theories and deriva-
tives of existing theories. Advances in learning
theories provide us with perspectives and offer
medical educators different ways to think about

their work.
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