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As a special education teacher I have to adapt to the extreme learning needs of my exceptional students. I believe that the purpose of education is determined not by me, but by my students and their families. With that as my foundation, I design instruction for their individualized educational goals. Most students learn best when I provide authentic experiences and opportunities to practice skills in a concrete, real-world context tailored to appeal to their areas of interest. For that reason I frequently apply situated learning theory in my classroom. Situated learning theory proposes that the use of social and cultural context significantly impacts learning (Driscoll, 2012). Students are encouraged to participate in, rather than observe, the relevant community. In my context, this community may be the student’s peers, family, surrounding community, or a community of professionals working in an area of the student’s interest such as plant biology. I also, however, teach students with severe autism, cognitive impairments, and emotional disabilities. These groups of students often lack motivation to learn the social, academic, and daily living skills that are prioritized by their families. For these students, I apply behavioral learning theory with great success. Behavioral learning theory is based on the idea that people respond to and learn from the consequences of their actions. Positive consequences increase the likelihood of the learner repeating the behavior in response to the same or similar antecedent, or in other words, learning the behavior (Driscoll, 2012). 

In contrast to the two theories I use daily, cognitive information processing theory relies heavily on the importance of prior knowledge (Driscoll, 2012). Students with experience in an area will have more background information to rely on when being presented with new concepts. For this reason, teachers use tools such as graphic organizers to help students make connections between what they already know and what they are currently learning (Driscoll, 2012). Those tools support learning in the abstract, practicing and pretending instead of really participating. In contrast, situated learning theory emphasizes teaching the new concepts or skills by actually doing them. For example, rather than drawing a diagram of the water cycle, the students would actually create a terrarium and adjust the water level to achieve optimum balance to support life in the container. Behavioral learning theory acknowledges the importance of prior experience too, but it characterizes the prior experience as being antecedents with positive or negative consequences. One could apply behavioral learning theory to either the terrarium experience or the graphic organizer method; so long as the student receives positive feedback throughout the learning process, either in the form of teacher praise or experiencing success in the task, the student will be more likely to learn the new concepts. 

Another contrasting theory is cognitive load theory. Like the cognitive information processing theory, this theory supports learning in the abstract. Unlike cognitive information processing theory, cognitive load theory focuses on our limited ability to process new information (Driscoll, 2012). Because of this limitation in our working memory, teachers need to decrease the cognitive load of instructional tasks by using graphics, animations, and partially completed tasks (Driscoll, 2012). Much like behavioral learning theory, tasks should be broken down into steps, but whereas behavioral learning theory does this to provide more opportunities for positive feedback, cognitive load theory supports doing this to reduce the cognitive load on the learner so that she may be more apt to process the new information and eventually develop the ability to execute the skill automatically (Driscoll, 2012).


All of these learning theories assume that a learner is taking information in from the outside world. Situated learning theory sees knowledge as coming from the social and cultural context, behaviorism involves external cues or antecedents, and the cognitive theories look at how external information is taken in and processed. Constructivism does the opposite. Constructivism views knowledge as being something that we have created ourselves as we make sense of our experiences in the world, or as (Driscoll, 2012). Despite this inversion, constructivism and situated learning theory have similarities in that they both support authentic social learning experiences (Driscoll, 2012). Constructivism emphasizes self-reflection and having the learner determine her own goals, however, and those concepts are not emphasized in the other learning theories (Driscoll, 2012). 

At first glance the two learning theories I use daily seem incompatible with one another. Situated learning theory is based on social and cultural factors influencing learning, while behavioral learning theory is based on psychology (Driscoll, 2012). Behaviorism focuses on an individual’s behaviors, while situated learning theory connects students to a community. Despite these differences, I have been able to use the principles of both theories together because both theories focus on the influence of the student’s learning experience. For example, when a student is connected to a community and allowed to participate, the experience may be innately more reinforcing than an abstract textbook problem.  Having an impact on peers may result in many positive consequences that could be more powerful than simply getting a good grade.  

The psychological and social experiences of learning that are emphasized by situated learning theory and behavioral learning theory can be supported with educational technology. There are many educational applications and web-based intervention programs that break down complex concepts into steps. As students master the sequence of steps, they receive positive reinforcement in the form of points, mini-games, or badges along with animations and sounds celebrating the students’ mastery of each skill. This is well-aligned with behavioral learning theory. For students who are more receptive to the techniques recommended by situated learning theory, the internet is a powerful tool. There are countless websites that can connect my students to communities. My students can publish their book reviews on Amazon for the public to view and even comment on. They can post a persuasive opinion to the comments section after a news article. They can report their scientific observations of local plant and wildlife to scientists studying climate change. They can produce their own instructional videos on YouTube. The options are only limited by my own knowledge of what is out there for my students to connect to. 
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A) Did you fulfill the requirement to make your first discussion post no later than Wednesday? Yes. 


B) Did you fulfill the requirement to post at least three times in each discussion topic by Saturday? Yes. 


C) Briefly summarize the salient points from this week's discussion. 

Students presented the learning theories to which they connected the most. Many students felt that multiple theories are needed. 


D) Quote your best post(s) from the week and explain why you feel these are the best.

“When my students know that what they are doing matters, not just to their report cards but to other people, they care about producing high-quality work. They try harder, ask more questions, and remember more about the experience. “ This is my most clear statement about why I use a situated learning theory approach. 

E) Quote several of the best posts from other students. Explain why you chose the ones you present.

Christen Smith: “The best teachers are prepared with well-planned lessons but are flexible enough to toss them aside when something else is needed.”
This statement was reiterated in some form throughout the discussion board. 

Andrew Pledger: “...it is so "human" of us to learn in this way. It's Nature's learning theory.” That is a good description of behavioral learning theory. When I was a new teacher, I felt uncomfortable using such a basic technique, but eventually I came to the same conclusion stated here. It may be basic, but it works on everyone, so when all else fails, apply behaviorism.  

F) What did you learn in the discussion this week that will be useful to you or that changes the way you view something?

 I learned about why the theories that did not appeal to me did appeal to other people in their contexts. 

