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Summative Essay:

Do Teaching and Learning Theories Have Value?

In this class, we primarily discussed theories about what learning is and how it occurs.  During our discussions of learning theories, we discussed some teaching strategies we might employ using what we have learned about specific theories, but we did not have many discussions of teaching theories per se.  I assume that a teaching theory would approach specific methods of presenting concepts to a class, and perhaps might also include strategies for curriculum development and classroom control.  This could be quite helpful, although I believe that learning theories provide a more basic understanding of student needs and differences that allows a teacher to use that knowledge to develop their own methods of teaching.  I think that too much instruction in teaching could be harmful by stifling a teacher’s natural creativity and ability to develop innovative classroom approaches. 
I must offer a disclaimer: although I am enrolled in the higher education program, I have never taken a course on teaching.  My teaching experience is limited to a single time while I was a Teaching Assistant, when I gave a lecture to 300 undergraduates, and the “one-shot” library instruction sessions I have given to a number of classes over the past four years.  I don’t know much about designing curriculum or lesson plans for any level of education.  My primary interests are higher education administration, distance learning, educational technologies, and higher education research.  Because I am not seeking a faculty path, I have not sought out much information on how to teach.

However, I have to say that this class has caused me to open my mind a bit toward teaching.  I am still not convinced that the tenure-track faculty path is for me, but our class discussions about our experiences as students and as teachers have been fascinating.  It has reminded me of many of the things that I have taken joy in as a student, and has showed me that there are other joys to experience as a teacher who helps students learn.  
Despite my teaching inexperience, I believe that learning theories are important.  I can see how they could be helpful for teachers who are having trouble reaching, inspiring, or explaining concepts to particular students.  Learning about different ways of learning makes us more aware of differences in students as individuals.  This is obviously important for students with learning disabilities, but it is important in general.  As humans, we tend to have a self-centered view of the world by default—we assume that people learn like us, and therefore we tend to approach topics as we would like them presented to us.  However, not thinking about how others learn does a disservice to them. 

I found the class and textbook discussions of goals, motivation, and self-efficacy to be particularly helpful in pointing out how students’ differing reactions to a class may be deeper than merely their ability to learn by various methods.  Goals and motivation show that all students direct their learning goals according to their perceived needs, regardless of whether they appear to be ambitious students or not (Schunk, 98-102; 456, 460, 465).  In cases where students are not learning or not engaged in classes, one reason may be that the learning goals which the teacher has in mind are not aligned with the goals that the student has for him or herself.  Understanding this can be key to communicating with the student to find their personal goals and either aligning instruction with those goals, or showing the student how the instruction actually meets their goals in ways they had not thought.  Self-efficacy is an important concept to understand student attitudes and beliefs about their own abilities (Schunk, 105-115).  This can be a powerful tool for a teacher with students that appear hopeless, or who consistently underperform.  These students may require more positive feedback and encouragement in the classroom, over time becoming more confident in their learning abilities.  
Different concepts about learning can also help teachers think about how to approach teaching in new ways, keeping their approach fresh. For instance, several of the class presentations included exercises where we were required to brainstorm different ways of approaching teaching a particular concept.  The resulting approaches were creative and intriguing, and stretched us to think more deeply about how to teach an assignment than we might have otherwise. 

However, I do not think that learning theories are infallible, and I do not believe there is a single “correct” learning theory.  In our textbook, we studied how many learning theories built on older theories—such as Pavlov’s classical conditioning theory being refined as Watson’s behaviorism, which was further developed by Skinner as operant conditioning (Schunk, 34-36, 39-41, 45-47).  We should look at each learning theory as one view of a complex puzzle.  Each person learns a little bit differently, and each person learns in ways that can be described by multiple learning theories.  We should use these theories as tools, using them to expand our understanding and thus our practices as both students and teachers. 

Our discussions about learning have also strengthened my belief that many important concepts are learned outside of the classroom, and that students that hate school do not necessarily hate learning.  This simply serves as further evidence that learning about how people learn is important—we need to find ways of breaking outside of the traditional school mold in cases where it is hindering particular students from learning.  It is important as a teacher to break the tendency to view low-scoring students as non-ambitious, lazy, or unintelligent.  We should recognize that each student has different interests and different motivations, as well as different abilities.  We should also resist the temptation to view traditional schooling methods as “correct,” particularly since schools are different in different cultures.  I am not saying that all traditional teaching and schools should be abandoned, but that we should not view them as the default or as a gold standard.  

Theories are important in any area as a foundation and framework for understanding basic concepts, as well as pushing traditional ideas into new directions.  However, in teaching and learning, just as in any other topic, theory is no substitute for individual judgment and creativity.  We should use theories to expand our knowledge and our experience, rather than to limit us.  
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