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Learning Philosophy Statement– Why of Adult Learning
The following is the current iteration of my learning philosophy statement on adult learning. While I’m sure there are more similarities than differences in learning across age groups, I am focusing on adult learning as it is the area in which I am most interested in studying. 

This statement is presented as an elevator pitch that synthesizes what I view to be the why of adult learning based on my experiences as a learner, trainer and instructional designer. I start with a central belief about learning. Depending upon how many floors I have to pitch the rest of my learning philosophy, I expand upon this central belief as we proceed up the building. In presenting my philosophy in a chunked hierarchy starting with my central belief and adding to it, I attempt to also convey the relative influence self, society, nature, and nurture have on my conception of adult learning.
The 20 second pitch – the first 10 floors. The heart of my learning philosophy is my belief that learning is an internal cognitive process that is regulated by the individual, but is influenced by the external environment. As new information is perceived by the individual, the information is synthesized and integrated with existing knowledge in a process that I conceive of as learning. Therefore, perception of new information by the individual and integration with existing knowledge is central to my philosophy of learning.

The 40 second pitch – the next 10 floors. All learning is not equal. Learning occurs on a continuum from rote to meaningful learning. Rote learning requires the least cognitive effort on the part of the learner while meaningful learning requires the most. Effort includes such learner actions as perceiving, considering, integrating, comparing, testing, and judging new information. In order to best achieve meaningful learning, the learner must take an active role in self-regulating. Such learner self-regulation includes having a clear forethought of the learning task, attempting performance, and modifying actions based upon the perceived outcome. 
The 60 second pitch – the next 10 floors. As noted, the environment within which information is perceived and integrated is also central to the learning process. The environment influences how the individual perceives and integrates new information. 
Last ditch pitch. By the end of our ride you may be wondering why I have not mentioned the influence of nature and nurture. I view nature is the influence biological inheritance has over learning. In contrast, nurture is the influence environmental conditions had on the learner during development. Nature and nurture do not play a central role within my adult learning philosophy. This is not to say that I believe nature has no influence over one’s ability to learn or that nurture has not impacted the learner. Rather, I believe a focus on either within an adult learning theory is misplaced as both nature and nurture focus on the learner’s given or developed capacity to learn. This capacity is completely outside the learner’s control and is based on conditions set in the past. In contrast, my adult learning philosophy focuses on the learner’s internal cognitive processes and conditions in the current environment which exist regardless of the learner’s natural or developed abilities.

Learning Theory Statement – The How of Learning
My first attempt at assessing my personal theory of learning followed an introductory learning theories course – see http://designedtoinspire.com/drupal/node/162 . The class was my first online class and my first exposure to learning theory. I entered the class with a jumbled conception of learning and instruction. My conception was that learning happened in a classroom, was directed by an instructor in the front of the classroom, and the learner’s role was to memorize and repeat back what the instructor taught. I share this as a baseline for how my learning theory has evolved.
In this current iteration of my learning theory statement, I draw heavily on social-cognitive theories of learning to describe the how of learning. As suggested within cognitive theory, learning occurs as part of an internal cognitive process in which new information is perceived and encoded into memory. As new information is perceived by the individual, the information is integrated with existing knowledge. In addition, as is argued within social-cognitive theory, factors outside of the individual also influence how knowledge is constructed. 
Bandura’s Triadic Reciprocal Determinism model shown in Figure 1 offers a compelling conception of the social-cognitive perspective (Bandura, 1989). Bandura’s model is founded on the premise that it is incomplete to consider in a vacuum either a) internal cognitive processes, b) observable behaviors, or c) environmental influences. Instead, the model suggests that the critical consideration is the interplay among personal, behavioral, and environmental factors. 
Figure 1. Bandura’s Triadic Reciprocal Determinism
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In focusing on the interplay of personal, behavioral and environmental factors, Bandura’s model brings together conceptions about learning forwarded by behavioral, cognitive, and social theories of learning. From a behavioral standpoint, the model suggests an individual’s actions are influenced by environmental stimuli. From a cognitive perspective, the model acknowledges the cognitive processes at work within the individual, as well as the importance of the individual’s attitudes and beliefs about learning. The model also recognizes that social interactions influence the individual. 
What is arguably the most compelling aspect of Bandura’s Triadic Reciprocal Determinism model is his suggestion that the learner is both a product of and producer in the learning environment. This two-way relationship between the individual and the learning environment plays a significant role in the instructional theory statement that follows.
Instructional Theory Statement – A Prescriptive Guide

As noted above, the two-way relationship between the individual and the learning environment is central to this instructional theory statement. Learners are neither blank slates nor empty vessels waiting to be filled with information from the instructor. Instead, each learner has existing knowledge structures to build upon. Instruction should foster connections between what the learner knows and the to-be-learned knowledge and skills. In addition, instruction should provide opportunities for external interaction which can greatly influence how the to-be-learned instructional content is received and processed. Interaction within the learning environment includes the learners’ interactions with the instructional content, peer learners, and the instructor.
Central to this instructional theory statement is an attempt to define instruction.  In contrast to self-directed learning, instruction implies another hand helping to support and guide the learner. Instruction is more than a presentation of information. Instruction also includes opportunities for learner practice and interactions with others in the learning environment. However, instruction does not need to occur in physical classrooms. Successful instruction can be designed to support learners who participate in learning environments with others who are separated by time and by physical space. Therefore, the core elements of instruction within this instructional theory statement include 1) presentation of to-be-learned instructional content, 2) learner practice, and 3) learner support from the learning environment, as described in greater detail below:

Presentation. Presentation involves some form of planned exposure to the to-be-learned instructional content. Presentation is the other hand pointing the learner to relevant instructional material. Presentation by another makes the instruction deliberate for the benefit of another versus purely self-guided learning. There are countless ways to design how the instructional content and message will be presented ranging from direct presentation to guided discovery by the learner.

Learner practice. Fundamental to this instructional theory is the notion that meaningful learning requires significant cognitive effort in order to effectively process the to-be-learned instructional content. Learner practice is where most of that cognitive effort happens. Therefore, instruction should require active cognitive engagement in practice, including opportunities for meaningful learner self-reflection.
Learner support. As noted above, instruction implies a helping hand guiding the learner toward processing of the to-be-learned material. Therefore, instruction should be designed to support effective and efficient cognitive processing, as well as to support meaningful interactions between the learner and the learning environment.  Learner support goes beyond feedback to broader assistance that guides the learner through and after practice. While this guidance certainly can come directly from an instructor, interactions with instructional materials and peer learners should also be incorporated as sources of learner support. 
Genealogical Tree
In crafting the Genealogical Tree shown in Figure 2 below, I focused on the learning and instructional theorists who presented me with key a-ha moments. While it is entirely possible that these were borrowed theories from others who came before them or concepts and theories I had learned before, something in the viewpoints or presentations of the noted theorists offered highly memorable (a-ha) moments which shaped my instructional theory statement as it stands today.
Figure 2. Geneological Tree
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