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in psychology the formal definition of learning is commonly understood as a
relatively permanent change in behavior or knowledge that results from
experience or practice. This definition highlights learning as a process that
is not merely about temporary changes but involves lasting adaptation in an
organism’s actions or cognitive frameworks. In psychological studies,
learning encompasses various mechanisms, including conditioning,
observational learning, and cognitive processes that modify how an individual
responds to their environment. Understanding this formal definition is
essential for exploring the diverse theories and types of learning that have
shaped educational, clinical, and developmental psychology. This article will
delve into the core aspects of learning in psychology, its formal definition,
different learning theories, the biological basis of learning, and practical
applications. Each section will provide a comprehensive overview to clarify
how learning is conceptualized and measured within the field.
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The Formal Definition of Learning in Psychology
The formal definition of learning in psychology is centered on the idea that
learning involves a change that is relatively permanent and results from
experience. This definition excludes changes that are temporary, such as
those caused by fatigue, injury, or motivation. Instead, learning is
recognized as a process that enables organisms to adapt their behavior or
knowledge base based on interaction with environmental stimuli. Psychologists
emphasize that learning is not innate but acquired through exposure and
practice, distinguishing it from reflexive or instinctual responses.

Key Characteristics of Learning
According to the formal definition, learning in psychology possesses several
defining features that separate it from other behavioral changes:



Relatively Permanent: Changes in behavior or knowledge are stable over
time and not fleeting.

Experience-Based: Learning results from direct or indirect exposure to
stimuli or practice.

Behavioral or Cognitive Change: The outcome of learning can be seen in
altered actions or improved understanding.

Not Due to Maturation: Learning differs from natural biological growth
or aging processes.

Distinction Between Learning and Performance
It is important to differentiate learning from performance, as changes in
performance may not always reflect genuine learning. For instance, an
individual may perform poorly due to external factors such as stress, but
this does not mean learning has not occurred. Conversely, improvement in
performance is often, but not always, indicative of learning. The formal
definition thus stresses the underlying change in knowledge or behavior that
persists beyond immediate performance variations.

Types of Learning
Learning in psychology is broadly categorized into several types based on the
processes involved and the nature of the acquired knowledge or behavior. Each
type aligns with different mechanisms through which learning occurs.

Classical Conditioning
Classical conditioning, first described by Ivan Pavlov, is a fundamental type
of associative learning where a neutral stimulus becomes associated with a
meaningful stimulus, eliciting a conditioned response. This form of learning
illustrates how behaviors can be acquired through repeated pairings of
stimuli.

Operant Conditioning
Operant conditioning, developed by B.F. Skinner, involves learning through
consequences. Behaviors are strengthened or weakened based on reinforcements
or punishments, demonstrating how voluntary actions are shaped by their
outcomes.



Observational Learning
Also known as social learning, observational learning occurs when individuals
acquire new behaviors by watching others. Albert Bandura’s work on modeling
highlights the importance of imitation and cognitive processes in learning
without direct reinforcement.

Non-Associative Learning
Non-associative learning includes habituation and sensitization, where an
organism’s response to a stimulus changes over time without forming
associations between stimuli. Habituation involves decreased response to a
repeated stimulus, while sensitization increases the response.

Explicit and Implicit Learning
Explicit learning is conscious and intentional, such as studying for an exam,
whereas implicit learning occurs unconsciously, such as acquiring language
skills or motor coordination.

Learning Theories and Models
Numerous theories and models have been proposed to explain the mechanisms and
processes underpinning learning in psychology. These frameworks provide a
structured understanding of how learning occurs and guide practical
applications.

Behaviorism
Behaviorism focuses on observable behaviors and emphasizes the role of
environmental stimuli and reinforcement in shaping behavior. It treats
learning as a change in behavior due to conditioning and reinforcement
schedules.

Cognitive Learning Theory
Cognitive theories emphasize internal mental processes, such as attention,
memory, and problem-solving. These theories propose that learning involves
understanding, organizing, and applying knowledge rather than just behavioral
changes.



Constructivism
Constructivist theory suggests that learners actively construct their own
understanding based on experiences and prior knowledge. Learning is seen as a
dynamic process of building mental models rather than passive absorption of
information.

Social Learning Theory
Developed by Albert Bandura, social learning theory integrates behavioral and
cognitive perspectives by highlighting the importance of observational
learning, imitation, and modeling within social contexts.

Information Processing Model
This model compares the human mind to a computer, describing learning as a
process involving encoding, storage, and retrieval of information. It
emphasizes the role of attention and memory in acquiring and applying
knowledge.

The Biological Basis of Learning
Learning is not solely a psychological phenomenon; it is deeply rooted in
biological processes. Understanding the neurological and physiological
foundations of learning provides insight into how experiences translate into
lasting behavioral changes.

Neuroplasticity
Neuroplasticity refers to the brain’s ability to reorganize itself by forming
new neural connections throughout life. This adaptability is fundamental to
learning, enabling the brain to change in response to experience, practice,
and environmental demands.

Role of Neurotransmitters
Certain neurotransmitters, such as dopamine, glutamate, and acetylcholine,
play critical roles in learning and memory. These chemical messengers
facilitate communication between neurons and influence synaptic plasticity,
which underlies learning processes.



Memory Systems
Different types of memory, including sensory, short-term, and long-term
memory, interact during learning. The consolidation of information from
short-term to long-term memory is a key biological mechanism ensuring the
persistence of learned behaviors and knowledge.

Brain Structures Involved in Learning
Several brain regions contribute to learning, including:

Hippocampus: Critical for forming new declarative memories.

Prefrontal Cortex: Involved in planning and decision making.

Cerebellum: Important for procedural learning and motor skills.

Basal Ganglia: Plays a role in habit formation and reward processing.

Applications of Learning in Psychology
The formal definition of learning in psychology has extensive applications
across various fields, impacting education, therapy, behavior modification,
and artificial intelligence.

Educational Practices
Understanding learning processes guides the development of effective teaching
methods, curriculum design, and learning assessments. Educators apply
principles from learning theories to enhance student engagement and knowledge
retention.

Behavioral Therapy
Therapeutic approaches, such as cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) and
behavior modification, utilize learning principles to alter maladaptive
behaviors and develop healthier responses through reinforcement and cognitive
restructuring.

Skill Acquisition and Training
Learning theories inform training programs in various professional fields,
facilitating the acquisition of skills through structured practice, feedback,



and reinforcement techniques.

Artificial Intelligence and Machine Learning
Insights from psychological learning models contribute to the development of
artificial intelligence systems that simulate human learning, enabling
machines to improve performance based on data and experience.

Habit Formation and Change
Knowledge of learning mechanisms assists in understanding how habits form and
how they can be changed or reinforced, which is valuable for health
psychology and behavior change interventions.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the formal definition of learning in
psychology?
In psychology, learning is formally defined as a relatively permanent change
in behavior or knowledge that results from experience or practice.

How does psychology distinguish learning from
temporary changes in behavior?
Psychology distinguishes learning as a relatively permanent change in
behavior or knowledge, excluding temporary changes caused by fatigue, injury,
or motivation.

Why is experience important in the formal definition
of learning in psychology?
Experience is crucial because learning involves acquiring new information or
behaviors through interaction with the environment, leading to lasting
changes.

Does the formal definition of learning in psychology
include changes due to maturation?
No, the formal definition excludes changes due to maturation; learning refers
specifically to changes resulting from experience or practice.



Can learning be measured according to the formal
psychological definition?
Yes, learning can often be measured by observing changes in behavior,
performance, or knowledge that persist over time.

How is learning related to behavior in the formal
psychological definition?
Learning is closely related to behavior as it is defined as a change in
behavior that is relatively permanent and results from experience.

Is learning in psychology limited to conscious
processes according to the formal definition?
No, learning includes both conscious and unconscious processes that lead to
relatively permanent changes in behavior or knowledge.

What role does practice play in the formal
definition of learning in psychology?
Practice contributes to learning by reinforcing experiences that bring about
relatively permanent changes in behavior or knowledge.

How does the formal definition of learning in
psychology differentiate from adaptation?
Learning involves changes due to experience, while adaptation refers to
biological changes over generations; learning is a behavioral or cognitive
change within an individual's lifetime.

Can learning occur without a change in behavior
according to the formal psychological definition?
Typically, learning is identified by a change in behavior or knowledge;
however, sometimes learning may occur without immediate observable behavior
change, such as latent learning.

Additional Resources
1. Learning and Behavior by Paul Chance
This book provides a comprehensive introduction to the principles of learning
in psychology, emphasizing empirical research and theoretical frameworks. It
covers classical and operant conditioning, cognitive learning theories, and
the neural mechanisms underlying learning. The text is accessible for
students and offers numerous real-world examples to illustrate key concepts.



2. Principles of Learning and Behavior by Michael Domjan
Domjan’s book explores the experimental analysis of behavior and the
psychological processes involved in learning. It delves into associative
learning, habituation, sensitization, and cognitive influences on behavior
change. The author integrates classical studies with contemporary research,
making it a foundational text for understanding how learning is formally
defined and studied.

3. Behavioral Psychology: The Science of Learning by John A. Mills
This text focuses on behavioral theories of learning, highlighting the formal
definition of learning as a change in behavior due to experience. It examines
key experiments and methodologies in behavioral psychology, including
conditioning and reinforcement. The book is useful for students seeking a
clear, behaviorally oriented perspective on learning.

4. Foundations of Learning and Instructional Design Technology by Seung Y.
Song
Song’s book bridges psychological theories of learning with practical
instructional design. It explains formal learning concepts, such as the
acquisition and retention of knowledge through experience, and applies these
ideas to educational technology. The book is valuable for understanding both
the theory and application of learning principles.

5. Learning Theories: An Educational Perspective by Dale H. Schunk
This book provides an overview of major learning theories, including
behaviorism, cognitive learning, and constructivism. Schunk clearly defines
learning from a psychological standpoint as a relatively permanent change in
behavior or knowledge due to experience. The text is particularly suitable
for educators looking to apply learning theories in classroom settings.

6. Contemporary Learning Theories: Instrumental Conditioning and Social
Learning by Philip J. Hesketh
Hesketh presents a detailed examination of instrumental (operant)
conditioning and social learning theories, emphasizing their role in the
formal understanding of learning. The book discusses how behavior
modification through reinforcement and observational learning contributes to
the learning process. It is ideal for readers interested in the behavioral
and social dimensions of learning.

7. The Psychology of Learning and Motivation edited by Brian H. Ross
This edited volume compiles research articles that explore the mechanisms and
theories of learning from a psychological perspective. It covers topics such
as associative learning, memory consolidation, and motivation’s role in
learning. The book offers advanced insights into the formal definitions and
models that shape contemporary learning research.

8. Learning and Memory: From Brain to Behavior by Mark A. Gluck, Eduardo
Mercado, and Catherine E. Myers
Focusing on the biological bases of learning, this book links psychological
concepts with neuroscience findings. It explains learning as a process
involving changes in the brain that result in new or modified behavior. The



text is well-suited for those interested in the intersection of psychology
and neurobiology in understanding learning.

9. Human Learning by Jeanne Ellis Ormrod
Ormrod’s book provides an in-depth look at how humans acquire knowledge and
skills, defining learning as a lasting change in behavior or thinking
resulting from experience. The text integrates cognitive, behavioral, and
social perspectives on learning, making it comprehensive and accessible for
students and practitioners alike.
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