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Chapter 1 Learning theories and educational psychology

1. Behaviourism

Behaviourism is a theory of learning that has been developed in psychology, especially in Amer-
ica, and it comes from the English term behaviour.
The behavioural model is based on the idea that learning occurs through stimuli received by 
the subject from the environment. Once the subject receives the stimuli, he/she provides the 
answers or certain behaviours. What happens in the mind and what determines the response 
to a given stimulus is not the subject of the study. The focus of observation of behaviourists is 
rather to try to associate a person to a response to a given stimulus in a stable manner. In this 
way, the response of the subject to the stimulus is observable and can be studied scientifically. 
If it is stable, it can be said that the subject has learned to respond in a certain manner to the 
stimulus. Therefore, learning has occurred.

2. The main principles of behaviourism

Pavlov was the first to carry out his research on the connection between stimulus, response and 
conditioning, distinguishing an unconditional stimulus and response from conditional stimulus 
and response, i.e. induced from outside. The interest of Watson and Thorndike also focuses 
on the conditioning processes from which learning derives. In particular, Thorndike formulated 
the learning hypothesis based on trial and error. In order to reach a certain target, different 
behaviours are adopted, in sequence and in an almost random manner, until the behaviour con-
sidered satisfactory to reach the purpose has been identified.
Skinner outlines two types of behaviour:
 > the respondent behaviour, which follows the paradigm stimulus-response and which can be de-

fined as a behaviour induced by an external stimulus that generates a response in the subject;
 > the operative behaviour - model in which the subject, even without special stimuli from out-

side, adopts a certain behaviour in order to receive a rewarding effect that could be called 
positive reinforcement. Unlike the respondent behaviour, this is an active behaviour in that 
the subject takes the initiative to operate in an external environment in order to derive a 
benefit.

3. The Gestalt psychology

The German word Gestalt, which means form or configuration, refers to a psychological cur-
rent, Gestaltpsychologie or psychology of form, which was developed in Germany in the early 
twentieth century. Unlike behaviourism, according to this current, learning is based on cog-
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nitive processes and can be understood by going beyond the study of simple behaviour. In 
contrast to Thorndike’s behaviourism, the psychologist Wolfgang Köhler observed that - es-
pecially in mammals closest to humans from an evolutionary standpoint, such as anthropo-
morphic monkeys, they can learn in a different way, by sudden enlightenment, called insight 
(intuition), which leads to the resolution of an unusual problem thanks to a global and com-
plete vision.
The psychologist Max Wertheimer returns to the concept of insight introduced by Köhler and 
focuses his studies on cognitive mechanisms that allow us to solve situations that we have never 
faced before or situations that have occurred in the past, but in a more immediate, brilliant and 
effective way. He defines productive thinking as the mental activity that brings new knowl-
edge to the individual as opposed to reproductive thinking, which, however, “mechanically” 
leads us to deal with new or previously experienced situations, applying the same traditional 
solutions without considering the problem in an original way.

4. Human Information Processing

Human Information Processing, abbreviated HIP, can be translated into Italian as “Elaborazione 
dell’Informazione nell’Uomo”. This is a psychological theme that studies the human mind and 
its related processes, with a close analogy to computers. The multi-warehouse model describes 
how the human mind functions using a three-warehouse or memory system that exchange in-
formation. The sensory memory (SM) is in contact with the external environment and receives 
stimuli from it. A first processing at the sensory level allows us to select only certain charac-
teristics of the stimulus, which are stored in short-term memory (STM), also called working 
memory (WM). Afterwards, the transfer to the long-term memory occurs, which is presumed 
to have unlimited capacity, where information and programmes can be stored for very long 
periods of time.

5. Metacognition

The meta-cognitive activity is a self-reflection activity that accompanies cognitive activity 
with the purpose of making it more aware, monitoring and evaluating it in order to ensure 
more effective learning. The first phase of a meta-cognitive activity consists of understand-
ing the nature of the task to be carried out. This phase leads to meta-understanding. If 
understanding is an indicator for knowing what to do, the meta-understanding is an activ-
ity consisting of a conscious assessment of the level of understanding of the task. The next 
step to understanding (and meta-understanding) of the task to be carried out is choosing a 
strategy. When one talks about choice of strategy, one means the study of meta-memory 
or the ability to learn about the memory. In particular it must be taken into account that dur-
ing the performance of a task, in the implementation a strategy, it is also necessary to use 
the memory, recalling data memorised before the task or that is memorised during the task 
among the various skills available.

6. Constructivism

Constructivism hypothesises a series of psychic structures that allow one to build a personal 
way of interpreting reality. Each individual, through his/her personal vision of reality, can de-
code it and give it a meaning, learning, therefore, how to interact with the environment. This 
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interaction takes place through a continuous exchange of information that allow the individual 
to sort reality in a manner that he/she deems most functional.
There are different types of constructivism:
 > the limited realism (or critical realism), according to which there is an objective external real-

ity that can be known directly;
 > the epistemological constructivism, of which paradigm is the existence of an external real-

ity independent of the observer, which is not known by the latter, except through a process 
of construction;

 > the hermeneutic constructivism. In this case, one does not believe in the existence of an 
independent and objective reality, external to the individual. Knowledge is the result of the 
mediation in language and interaction between different observers.

The three approaches differ on the ontological level, related to the existence of reality, and on 
an epistemological level, related to the possibility of knowing reality through science.

Chapter 2 Developmental psychology

1. Jean Piaget

The starting point of Piaget’s theory is the concept of knowledge as the continuous interac-
tion between the environment and the organism. Due to the fact that there is a conscience, 
the subject must act in an active manner upon the environment. Piaget identifies two types 
of action: real (physical) and internalised (mental). Observing the child’s behaviour during the 
phases of its evolution, Piaget claims that there are functional invariants that govern all the 
actions of individuals and that they do not change their operational characteristics during the 
development of a person. Such invariants are the principle of organisation, by which thinking 
is organised into coherent structures and patterns, and the principle of adaptation, by which 
the continuous exchange between the subject and the external environment causes a variation 
of the structures of thought. Adaptation occurs by means of two processes:
 > Assimilation, that is when new knowledge or experiences are assimilated, incorporated in 

the very same structures;
 > Arrangement that is when the new knowledge cannot be consistently incorporated in the 

existing structures.
Therefore, if the organisation tends to determine the creation of structures, adaptation, how-
ever, entails a modification in the structures themselves.
Piaget identifies four stages of development, each of which can be divided into more sub-
stages (or phases):
 > The sensorimotor stage, from 0 to 2 years and is divided into 6 sub-stages;
 > The pre-operative stage, from 2 to 7 years and is divided into 2 sub-stages;
 > The stage of concrete operations, from 7 to 12 years;
 > The stage of formal operations, from 12 to 16 years.

2. Lev Semënovic Vygotskij

According to Vygotskij, the greatest figure of the historical-cultural school, psychic develop-
ment is not only influenced by biological factors, but also by historical, social and cultural ones, 
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