Is There One Best Learning Theory for Instructional Design?
Why bother with Theory at all?

A solid foundation in learning theory is an essential element in the preparation of ISD
professionals because it permeates all dimensions of ISD (Shiffman, 1995).
Depending on the learners and situation, different learning theories may apply. The
instructional designer must understand the strengths and weaknesses of each learning
theory to optimize their use in appropriate instructional design strategy. Recipes
contained in ID theories may have value for novice designers (Wilson, 1997), who
lack the experience and expertise of veteran designers. Theories are useful because
they open our eyes to other possibilities and ways of seeing the world. Whether we
realize it or not, the best design decisions are most certainly based on our knowledge
of learning theories.

An Eclectic Approach to Theory in Instructional Design

The function of ID is more of an application of theory, rather than a theory itself.
Trying to tie Instructional Design to one particular theory is like school vs. the real
world. What we learn in a school environment does not always match what is out
there in the real world, just as the prescriptions of theory do not always apply in
practice, (the real world). From a pragmatic point of view, instructional designers find
what works and use it.

What Works and How Can We Use It?

Behaviorism, cognitivism and constructivism - what works where and how do we knit
everything together to at least give ourselves some focus in our approach to
instructional design? First of all we do not need to abandon the systems approach but
we must modify it to accommodate constructivist values. We must allow
circumstances surrounding the learning situation to help us decide which approach to
learning is most appropriate. It is necessary to realize that some learning problems
require highly prescriptive solutions, whereas others are more suited to learner control
of the environment. (Schwier, 1995)

Jonnassen in Manifesto for a Constructive Approach to Technology in Higher
Education ([On-line]) identified the following types of learning and matched them
with what he believes to be appropriate learning theory approaches.

1. Introductory Learning - learners have very little directly transferable
prior knowledge about a skill or content area. They are at the initial
stages of schema assembly and integration. At this stage classical
instructional design is most suitable because it is predetermined,
constrained, sequential and criterion-referenced. The learner can
develop some anchors for further exploration.



2. Advanced Knowledge Acquisition - follows introductory knowledge
and precedes expert knowledge. At this point constructivist approaches
may be introduced.

3. Expertise is the final stage of knowledge acquisition. In this stage
the learner is able to make intelligent decisions within the learning
environment. A constructivist approach would work well in this case.

Having pointed out the different levels of learning, Jonassen stresses that it is still
important to consider the context before recommending any specific methodology.

Reigeluth's Elaboration Theory which organizes instruction in increasing order of
complexity and moves from prerequisite learning to learner control may work in the
eclectic approach to instructional design, since the learner can be introduced to the
main concepts of a course and then move on to more of a self directed study that is
meaningful to them and their particular context.

After having compared and contrasted behaviorism, cognitivism and constructivism,
Ertmer and Newby (1993) feel that the instructional approach used for novice learners
may not be efficiently stimulating for a learner who is familiar with the content. They
do not advocate one single learning theory, but stress that instructional strategy and
content addressed depend on the level of the learners. Similar to Jonassen, they match
learning theories with the content to be learned:

... a behavioral approach can effectively facilitate mastery of the content of a
profession (knowing what); cognitive strategies are useful in teaching
problem

-solving tactics where defined facts and rules are applied in unfamiliar
situations

(knowing how); and constructivist strategies are especially suited to dealing
with

ill-defined problems through reflection-in-action. (Ertmer P. & Newby, T.,
1993)

Behavioral

... tasks requiring a low degree of processing (e.g., basic paired associations,
discriminations, rote memorization) seem to be facilitated by strategies most
frequently associated with a behavioral outlook (e.g., stimulus-response,
contiguity

of feedback/reinforcement).

Cognitive

Tasks requiring an increased level of processing (e.g., classifications, rule or
procedural executions) are primarily associated with strategies

having a stronger cognitive emphasis (e.g., schematic organization, analogical
reasoning, algorithmic problem solving).



Constructive
Tasks demanding high levels of processing (e.g., heuristic problem solving,
personal selection and monitoring of cognitive strategies) are frequently

est learned with strategies advanced by the constructivist perspective (e.g.,
situated learning, cognitive apprenticeships, social negotiation.

(Ertmer P. & Newby, T., 1993)
Ertmer and Newby (1993) believe that the strategies promoted by different learning
theories overlap (the same strategy for a different reason) and that learning theory

strategies are concentrated along different points of a continuum depending of the
focus of the learning theory - the level of cognitive processing required.

Ertmer and Newby's suggestion that theoretical strategies can complement the
learner's level of task knowledge, allows the designer to make the best use of all
available practical applications of the different learning theories. With this approach
the designer is able to draw from a large number of strategies to meet a variety of
learning situations.
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