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Abstract:

Background:

Research on teachers' representations of children's learning is currently ongoing.

Social representations are common-sense theories built and shared in everyday interactions. Their analysis can detect the possible differences
between teachers’ naïve beliefs and scientific learning theories.

Objective:

The objective of this pilot study is to analyse the beliefs about children’s learning of a group of teachers. The beliefs will be related to the most
acknowledged learning theories.

Methods:

A mixed methods research was employed to analyse 100 pre-service teachers’ representations of the origins of learning and the psychological
processes involved.

Results:

It emerged from the results that the teachers interviewed consider children’s learning mainly as culturally acquired, which reveals the prevailing
constructivist conception of learning. Many pre-service primary school teachers, however, tend to see learning as mere ‘transfer of information’;
many pre-service kindergarten teachers perceive learning as ‘behaviour modification’. The most considered psychological aspects are ‘knowledge’
and ‘acquisition’, while emotions are barely considered.

Conclusion:

Linking implicit theories and disciplinary theories could support pre-service teachers in integrating the theory and the practice of learning so as to
understand the way their models influence their educational choices.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Previous research indicates that pre-service teaching can be
a  difficult  experience  [1  -  6].  In  fact,  for  both  pre-service
teachers  and in-service  teachers,  the  process  of  teaching and
learning  is  influenced  by  numerous  interacting  variables
(operational,  contextual,  relationships  and  personal)  that
interact  with  one  another.

Among the psychological variables underlying the teach-

*  Address  correspondence  to  this  author  at  the  Department  of  Pedagogy,
Psychology and Philosophy, University of Cagliari, via Is Mirrionis 1, 09100,
Cagliari, Italy; Tel: 39070/6757519; E-mail: pedditzi@unica.it

ing-learning  process  are  teachers’  beliefs  about  and
representations  of  acquisition:  these  provide  the  base  upon
which teachers build the implicit theories on learning that, in
turn, guide their teaching choices [7, 8].

In  educational  psychology,  the  study  of  teachers'  beliefs
about children's learning is an important field of study [7 - 14].
The  attitude  of  teachers  is  particularly  influenced  by  their
concept  of  learning,  of  which  they  are  often  unaware,  and
which  is  strongly  tied  to  their  own  training  and  cultural
references  [15].  Social  representations  are  common  sense
theories built on everyday interactions and shared by a group of
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individuals [16].

Social  representations,  unlike  prior  knowledge,  unknow-
ingly  influence  action  and  form  the  basis  for  behaviour  and
stereotypes.  Since  the  very  beginning,  research  on  social
representations  has  focused  on  the  contents  of  knowledge
objectified  and  shared  within  specific  cultural  contexts  [17,
18]. These studies highlighted the way people translate abstract
concepts using mental images and everyday language, where
scientific  definitions  are  absorbed  into  different  cultural
belongings  [19,20].  Social  representations  can  then  be
investigated,  starting  from  people’s  objectified  concepts
detectable  in  teachers’  language  and  the  most  common
definitions  concerning  the  various  objects  of  study  [21,  22].
Teachers’ beliefs are affected by the definitions given by the
scientific community of reference [23] via disciplinary theories
(Learning  Theories  in  particular)  taught  in  universities  and
training  courses,  but  also  by  common-sense  theories  shared
within  groups  and teacher  communities  and  known as  social
representations [14].

1.1.  Scientific  Theories  and  Implicit  Theories  About
Learning

Learning  theories  are  a  source  of  verified  instructional
techniques  and  provide  the  foundation  for  an  intelligent  and
reasoned strategy selection [24]. In educational psychology, the
main  learning  theories  come  from  different  perspectives:
behaviourism,  structuralism,  cognitivism,  constructivism and
socio-cultural theories.

Moreover, today, other recent perspectives about learning
are  oriented  towards  specific  interpersonal  and  emotional
processes.  These perspectives  consider  learning as  a  situated
phenomenon,  mediated  by  the  relationship  with  others,
emphasizing  the  importance  of  positive  social,  educational
contexts  [25  -  27].  Learning  is,  therefore,  intended  as  a
constructive  process  that  takes  place  while  the  participants
contribute  to  their  “community  of  practices”  [25].  Further
recent  perspectives  also  tend  to  focus  on  the  relationship
between emotions and learning, highlighting the prominent role
of positive emotions in facilitating learning processes and well-
being at school. In teacher training, the importance of bridging
the gap between learning theories and educational practice is
widely  discussed  [28,29].  The  various  methods  for
understanding  learning  bring  us  back  to  both  constructions
elaborated by the scientific community and transmitted through
learning, and common-sense theories shared within the group
and  the  teacher  community.  The  major  differences  among
teachers’  shared  learning  theories  lie  in  the  way  teachers
interpret their definitions. These differences revolve around a
number of key issues [24]. Schunk [30] lists some key issues
and  questions  that  help  distinguish  the  various  learning
theories:

How does learning occur?
Which factors influence learning?
What  types  of  learning  are  best  explained  by  the
theory?

The  links  between  disciplinary  theories  and  implicit

theories  could  help  pre-service  teachers  integrate  teaching
theory  and  practice.  However,  even  for  those  working  in
education, the answer to a direct question such as: “What do
you think learning is?” can prove very difficult indeed [31].

The underlying concepts on learning can be grasped by the
specific verbs teachers use when referring to it:  for instance,
using the verb ‘to learn’ as a synonym of ‘to assimilate’,  ‘to
internalise’  or  ‘to  memorise’  indicates  that  learning  is
understood  as  a  process  of  receiving,  sorting  and  acquiring
content.  Teachers’  representations  of  learning  can  be
investigated  via  the  analysis  of  teachers’  narrations  and
answers  to  interviews.  The  content-oriented  approach  to  the
study of social representations allows detecting objectified and
shared  contents  of  knowledge  and  can  contribute  to  a
preliminary  understanding  of  trainee  teachers’  possible
learning  representations.

1.2.  An  Overview  of  Recent  Research  on  Pre-service
Teachers

Research on pre-service teachers’ beliefs about children’s
learning is divided into two main branches.

The first branch is usually focused on learning theories and
analyses  of  teachers’  prior  epistemological  knowledge  about
teaching-learning  processes.  The  second  branch  studies
teachers’ social representations of teaching-learning processes
and  aims  at  revealing  teachers’  naïve  and  common-sense
theories on children’s learning. Studies of both branches will
be considered in this contribution to highlight the gaps in our
knowledge  of  the  field,  which  require  further  investigation.
Nehls,  König,  Kaiser  and  Blömeke  [23]  stressed  that  pre-
service  teachers’  competence  is  influenced  by  their  prior
knowledge  and  allows  distinguishing  two  distinct  profiles:
teachers  with  high  levels  of  general  pedagogical  knowledge,
markedly  characterised  by  adaptivity  and  a  constructivist
vision  of  learning,  and  teachers  with  low  levels  of  general
pedagogical  knowledge,  characterised  by  weaker  adaptivity.
Schunk  [30]  focused  on  teachers’  knowledge  of  Learning
Theories and also on the way it is developed, considering pre-
service  teachers’  questions  on  the  origin  of  learning  and  the
teaching  strategies  usually  adopted.  Recent  psychological
studies  on  teacher’s  social  representations  of  learning  [13]
highlight  that  pre-service  teacher  trainees’  social  repre-
sentations  pivot  around  constructivist  theories.

Pre-service teachers’ conception of learning is focused on
the  students’  active  role  in  the  learning  process  and  their
teaching  strategies  are  shaped  by  the  idea  of  learning  as
connected  to  experience,  research  and  problem-solving.
However,  these  constructivist-oriented  strategies  are  not
intensively used due to time limitations and the high number of
students  per  class.  Few  contributions  focus  on  teachers’
representations of the affective dimension learning. Naude, van
den  Bergh  and  Kruger  [10]  explored  this  aspect  via  focus
groups and individual interviews with students enrolled in an
academic  facilitation  programme  pursuing  collaborative  and
experience-based  learning.  The  pre-service  teachers  inter-
viewed  stated  that  a  learning  environment  evoking  positive
emotions  increases  personal  involvement,  broadens  thought
processes and actions,  and fosters behavioural  change. Other
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studies on teachers’ social representations of learning focused
on  the  differences  between  groups  (teachers  and  students;
teachers and parents). Martikainen [32] emphasised the varied
social  representations  of  teachership  among  teachers  and
students.  Vasquez  and  Bochaca  [14]  stressed  the  different
representations of the family-school relationship among future
teachers.  Few  studies,  however,  tackle  the  social  repre-
sentations of children’s learning in primary school pre-service
teachers and kindergarten teachers.

1.3. Aims

The  objective  of  this  study  is  to  analyse  the  main
representations of children's learning in a pre-service group of
teachers  to  verify  how  their  implicit  theories  differ  from
scientific  theories.  A  further  goal  is  to  observe  the  potential
contrasting  representations  between  primary  school  teachers
and kindergarten teachers.

2. METHODS

The  beliefs  of  a  group  of  pre-service  teachers  about
children's  learning  have  been  analysed  at  the  beginning  of  a
training course. We have extended Schunk’s questions [30] as
follows:

(1) What are the origins of learning?

(2)  What  are  the  psychological  processes  involved  in
learning?

(3) What are the learning theories that inspire you?

(4) What is the focus of learning?

We subsequently analysed the teachers' replies through a
qualitative and quantitative study, examining teachers' lexicon
and recording the underlying concepts.

The  replies  were  evaluated  by  two  independent  raters,
using the  Cohen Kappa coefficient.  The differences  between
the categories were analysed using the χ2 test.

2.1. Participants

The  participants  were  100  Italian  pre-service  teachers
enrolled in a training course for teachers in infant and primary
education  at  the  University  of  Cagliari  (Italy).  97%  of  pre-
service teachers were female and the remaining 3% were male.
The  participants  were  training  in  infant  education:  50%  in
primary school and 50% in kindergartens.

50% of teachers had a high school diploma in education,
thus  qualifying  for  school  teaching  with  children,  and  had
previous  experiences  as  a  primary  school  teacher  or  for
kindergartens. The study was conducted according to the APA
guidelines for ethical research in psychology.

2.2. Procedure

The  approach  is  content-oriented,  focused  on  objectified
contents of knowledge. The approach aims at contributing to
preliminary  knowledge  of  the  possible  representations  of
learning  among  the  interviewees.

The teachers' replies to the questions were ascribed to the
following categories:

(1) Origins of learning (nature, culture, other aspects);

(2)  Psychological  aspects  considered  (cognition,  beha-
viour,  cultural  aspects,  experience,  intelligence,  emotion,
motivation,  other  aspects);

(3) Underlying theories of reference (behaviourist, cogni-
tive,  classic  Piagetian,  socio-cultural,  mixed  concepts,  other
aspects);

(4) Focus on learning (teacher, pupil and other aspects).

The assignment to one of the above-mentioned categories
was  determined  using  the  calculation  of  the  percentage
agreement  and  the  Cohen  Kappa  coefficient,  taking  into
account  the  evaluation  of  two  independent  raters.  The
percentage agreement is calculated using the formula: those in
agreement/(agreement + disagreement) *100.

The Cohen Kappa coefficient allows the calculation of the
agreement rate between adjudicators to ensure objectivity.

The estimate for the Kappa coefficient is  (Po-Pc)/(1-Pc),
where  Po=  ‘Observed  proportion  of  agreement’  and  Pc=
‘Proportion of agreement expected by chance’. The difference
between the categories is analysed using the χ2 test (α. <0.05),
which verifies if the frequency of a determinant distribution is
significant or random.

2.3. Response Categories

Text categories were critically formed by two independent
raters,  taking  into  account  the  constant  comparative  method
and  comprehensive  data  treatment  [33].  The  problem  of
reliability  was  resolved  using  a  digital  recorder  to  allow file
reproduction and access to interview transcriptions [34]. The
text  interpretation  followed  a  cyclical  process:  after  a  first
reading came the construction of the categories associated with
words or short sentences taken from narrative text. The specific
macro-categories considered are described below.

The  ‘origins  of  learning’  dimension  emphasizes  the
following aspects: ‘nature’, referring to the biological
dimension  of  learning  and  mental  structures,  and
therefore  indicating  the  genetic  propensity  of  the
individual  to  learn.  ‘Culture’  concentrates  on  the
external  stimuli  such  as  environmental,  cultural  and
interpersonal  relationships  that  aid  the  learning
processes.
The  ‘emphasised  psychological  aspects’  dimension
focuses  on  the  subjective  dimensions  in  defining
learning, largely quoted by the interviewees: cognition,
behaviour,  cultural  aspects,  experience,  intelligence,
emotion and motivation.
The  ‘underlying  theories  of  reference’  dimension
attempts  to  evaluate  the  theoretical  origins  of  the
definition of learning given by the teachers: they could
derive from a behaviourist, cognitive, classic Piagetian
or  socio-cultural  theory,  or  even  from  a  mixed
theoretical  framework.
The ‘focus on learning’ dimension concentrates on the
subjects  involved  in  the  process  of  learning:  pupils
who learn or teachers who teach.
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3. RESULTS

The  descriptive  results  are  reported  in  the  following
paragraphs.

3.1. Origins of Learning

67%  of  the  pre-service  teachers  interviewed  consider
learning  as  an  acquisition  of  knowledge  culture.

Only 6% refer to the internal biological factors or in-born
factors;  11%  view  learning  as  a  result  of  both  internal  and
external factors to the individual;16% returned answers which
are  not  classifiable  according  to  the  criteria  adopted  (χ2

=96.080;  df=3;  p<.05).

Some  of  the  spontaneous  definitions  given  by  teachers
which fall into the 'culture' category include:

“Learning is what children are able to perceive through
the culture and the use of instruments we put at their
disposal”;
“By  learning  we  mean  the  acquisition  of  knowledge
from culture”.

Some  examples  of  spontaneous  definitions  given  by
teachers  which  fall  into  the  'nature'  category  are:

“Learning varies according to the students' nature and
capacity”;
“Learning is  what  is  acquired  over  a  period  of  years
and depends on the child's mental development”.

3.2. Psychological Aspects Emphasized

In considering the psychological aspects of learning, 49%
of  pre-service  teachers  refer  to  cognition;  13%  refer  to
behaviour; 6% mention cultural aspects and only 3% consider
emotions and motivation as fundamental factors in the learning
process. Six percent of the interviewees emphasise several of
the mentioned aspects (included experience and intelligence).
Seven  percent  refer  to  none  of  the  above-mentioned  aspects
and (sixteen) 16% propose other answers not included in the
considered  criteria  (χ2  =106.02;  df=6;  p<.05).  Some  of  the
examples  given  by  teachers  which  emphasize  cognitive  and
behavioural aspects are:

“Children  learn  when  they  acquire  new  information
and arrive at their own cognition and concepts”;
“We can see children have learnt when they manifest
new behaviour and know how to do things they did not
know previously.”

Examples of definitions referring to aspects of culture and
experience are:

“To learn means to enrich your own culture”;
“You learn from your own mistakes and experience”;
“You are constantly learning thanks to experience and
the relationship with others”.

Finally,  examples  of  definitions  emphasizing  the

importance  of  the  emotional  and  motivational  aspects  of
learning  are:

“It  is  possible  to  help  children  to  learn,  taking  into
account their motivation and emotions they feel while
learning”;
“Often  children  who  are  de-motivated  at  school  are
children whose emotions are not understood”.

3.3. Teachers’ Theories About Children’s Learning
The majority of the pre-service teachers interviewed (38%)

seem  to  have  a  personal  underlying  theory  on  the  nature  of
cognitive  learning  which  considers  learning  as  being
essentially “transfer of information”. Fifteen percent (15%) of
teachers  seem  to  embrace  the  behavioural  type  of  theory,
according to which learning is understood as a “modification in
behaviour”. Fourteen percent (14%) of educators seem inspired
by  Piaget's  theory  of  learning  as  a  process  of  structural
cognisance  tied  to  specific  stages  of  development.  Thirteen
percent (13%) of the answers are shaped by the socio-cultural
theory  and  only  4%  are  influenced  by  mixed  concepts  or
current theories. Finally, 16% of the answers are considered as
unclassifiable  (χ2  =38,36;  df=5;  p<0.05).  Most  definitions
given  by  the  teachers  interviewed,  therefore,  can  be  brought
back  to  the  cognitive  framework,  as  demonstrated  by  the
following  statements:

“Learning is when new information is acquired”;
“Learning  is  first  and  foremost  learning  knowledge
and new content”.

“Cognitive” teachers emphasize how the learning process
is guided by the acquisition of knowledge that must be worked
out by children. They point out that, above all, it is necessary to
be  able  to  codify,  store  and  remember  information.  With
reference to the behaviourist view, we quote definitions such
as:

“Learning  depends  on  the  stimuli  and  reinforcement
given”;
“Learning  is  favoured  by  the  teacher  who  motivates
children's  capability  development  through  the  use  of
praise and recognition”.

The  Piagetian  and  structural  approach  subordinates
learning to the phase of development in which the child is at a
specific moment. Definitions consistent with this approach are:

“Learning takes place when there is, on the child's part,
the capacity to undertake specific activities linked with
their stage of development”.

Teachers  who favour  the  socio-cultural  point  of  view on
learning  assign  significance  to  the  socio-cultural  context  of
reference and cultural artefacts, as evident in definitions such
as:

“Learning  derives  from culture  and  the  use  of  tools,
such as books, film, films, lessons, that aid learning”.
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3.4. Focus on Learning

According  to  65%  of  pre-service  teachers,  learning  is  a
process  that  involves  the  pupil  solely.  Only  13%  consider
learning  as  a  process  involving  both  teacher  and  pupil,  6%
focus only on teachers, while 16% report responses not being
classifiable according to the criteria considered (χ2 = 85.121; df
= 3; p <0.05).

3.5.  Differences  Between  Primary  School  Teachers  and
Kindergarten Teachers

The  majority  of  the  primary  school  teachers  interviewed
(40%)  see  learning  as  ‘construction  of  knowledge’  and
acknowledges the student’s active role in the learning process,
thus revealing a constructivist conception of learning. Thirty-
seven  percent  (37%)  see  learning  as  mere  ‘transfer  of
information’,  linked  to  the  cognitivist  vision  on  learning.
Thirteen  percent  (13%)  see  learning  as  ‘behaviour
modification’, linking the various definitions to the behavioural
perspective  (according  to  which  learning  is  the  result  of
responses  to  environmental  stimuli).Three  percent  (3%)
connect learning mainly to the student’s socio-cultural context
and 7% have to be included in the 'Other' category, for which
the  answers  were  either  missing,  too  vague  or  impossible  to
relate to a specific theory.

Most  kindergarten  teachers  (34%),  like  primary  school
teachers,  share  a  constructivist  perspective  on  learning.
Twenty-eight  percent  (28%)  relate  learning  to  stimulus-
response behaviour; 21% define learning in cognitive terms, as
the transfer of information.; 4% relate learning mainly to the
socio-cultural context; 2% mention children’s emotions and the
remaining 11% have to be included in the 'other' category.

4. DISCUSSION

The teachers interviewed attribute the origins of learning to
essentially  cognitive  and  cultural  factors.  The  reference  to
emotions  is  rare.  Learning  is  predominantly  understood  as
‘construction of knowledge’ by both primary school teachers
and  kindergarten  teachers.  For  the  former,  learning  is  also
‘transfer  of  information’,  while  the  latter  see  learning  as
‘behaviour  modification’.  This  result  is  consistent  with
previously published literature [31, 23, 13],  highlighting that
teachers’  training  is  mainly  constructivist  and  anchored  in
specific cultural models. However, the cognitivist perspective
on learning, pivoting on the notion of transfer of information,
prevails  among  primary  school  teachers,  whereas  the
behavioural  perspective  on  learning,  seen  as  behaviour
modification,  prevails  among  kindergarten  teachers.  Both
groups  of  pre-service  teachers  probably  embraced  the
representations of learning traditionally rooted in the type of
school  in  which  they  would  like  to  work:  the  kindergarten
teacher modifies behaviour, while the primary school teacher
‘teaches notions’.

The lack of reference to emotive and motivational aspects
of  learning  is  quite  striking,  in  particular  among  primary
teachers, who never referred to emotions in their definitions of
learning.  Many  teachers  probably  consider  motivational
aspects of learning to be fundamental when devising strategies
and techniques in their own teaching and practical application.

However,  when  invited  to  provide  spontaneous  definitions
about  learning,  teachers  feel  the  effect  of  previous  cultural
training,  employ  a  terminology  centered  on  old  cultural
models,  and  cannot  fully  express  the  importance  of
motivational aspects of learning. How can a proper integration
between teacher's implicit theories and disciplinary theories in
educational psychology be facilitated? At the level of training,
it  would  be  useful  to  encourage  the  self-understanding  of
implicit  theories  on  learning  in  pre-service  teachers,  to  help
them understand how their personal models may influence their
educational  choices.  The  various  methods  for  understanding
learning bring us back to both constructions elaborated by the
scientific  community  and  transmitted  through  learning  and
common-sense theories shared within the group and the teacher
community.

CONCLUSION

The analysis of social representations within the teachers
interviewed could enable the recognition and the understanding
of  the  mechanisms  which  stabilize  the  social  representation
over time, thus facilitating the analysis of the learning process
anchored in scientific-oriented definitions.

If teachers’ contents emerging from their implicit theories
are made explicit, the beliefs which may impede learning can
be  detected  via  a  contribution  to  the  reflection  on  the
construction  and  reconstruction  of  knowledge.

Finally,  promoting  awareness  and  reflection  during
training,  by  merging  research  and  practice,  can  facilitate  the
acknowledgement  of  the  processes  underlying  the  social
construction  of  knowledge  and  the  mechanisms  which  ease
positive relations within school contexts [31, 35 - 38].

The training of the pre-service teachers interviewed could
be  implemented  with  a  mindfulness  training  program  to
increase  the  awareness  of  their  implicit  beliefs  and  the
importance  of  emotions  in  the  teaching-learning  process.  A
growing body of research, in fact, emphasizes the benefits of
mindfulness  in  pre-service  teachers  [39,  40]:  mindfulness
practices  can  enhance  teachers’  skills  and  knowledge  of
psychological processes. In conclusion, the present pilot study
was useful to understand the implicit theories of the pre-service
teachers  in  the  sample  considered  and  to  hypothesize  some
future training courses.

The  main  limitation  of  this  study  concerns  the  use  of
external  pre-built  categories,  which  could  be  solved  by  a
textual analysis of the interviews. Such conversation analysis
could improve the knowledge of the most frequently naming
processes [16] used by teachers, detecting which terms refer to
static representations and naïve theories of reference.
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