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● WHAT ARE COGNITIVE LEARNING THEORIES?

Cognitive learning theories explain learning as an active internal mental process — not just a behavioral response.

Learners perceive, organize, store, and retrieve information using mental structures called schemas. These theories

form the scientific foundation of modern instructional design, L&D, and workplace training.

Active Processing Learners construct meaning — they don't just absorb facts.

Schema Formation New knowledge is integrated into existing mental frameworks.

Metacognition Awareness of one's own thinking processes improves learning outcomes.

Memory Systems Info flows through sensory → working → long-term memory.

Transfer of Learning Deep learning enables knowledge application in new contexts.

● 8 MAJOR COGNITIVE LEARNING THEORIES AT A GLANCE

Theory Theorist Core Idea Best Used For

1. Piaget's Cognitive
Development

Piaget Learning = Schema + Assimilation +

Accommodation

Staged L&D;

programs; structured

skill progressions

2. Vygotsky's Sociocultural
Theory

Vygotsky ZPD: Learn in the gap between solo &

guided performance

Mentorship, peer

coaching, pair-work

programs

3. Ausubel's Meaningful
Learning

Ausubel Anchor new knowledge to existing schemas

via advance organizers

Onboarding programs;

new system/process

training

4. Bandura's Social
Cognitive Theory

Bandura Observe → Encode → Reproduce → Reflect;

Self-efficacy drives performance

Video modeling,

shadowing, leadership

development

5. Information Processing
Theory

Atkinson &

Shiffrin

Sensory → Working Memory (7±2 items) →
Long-Term Memory

Microlearning, spaced

repetition, dual coding

6. Bruner's Constructivism Bruner Spiral curriculum: Enactive → Iconic →
Symbolic modes

Project-based learning,

simulation training

7. Schema Theory Bartlett Mental templates shape how we interpret &

recall new info

Experienced learner

programs;

analogy-based training

8. Cognitive Load Theory Sweller Intrinsic + Extraneous + Germane load must

be balanced

eLearning design,

complex skill training,

UX/tools



● MEMORY SYSTEMS (Information Processing Model)

Memory Type Capacity Duration Training Implication

Sensory Memory Very large < 1 second Hook attention immediately with strong visuals or

statements

Working Memory 7 ± 2 items 15–30 seconds Chunk content. Never exceed 5–7 new concepts per

session.

Long-Term Memory Virtually

unlimited

Lifetime Connect new material to existing schemas. Use spaced

repetition.

● COGNITIVE LOAD THEORY — THE 3 TYPES

Intrinsic Load Inherent complexity of the material

itself.

Sequence content from simple → complex. Scaffold

prerequisites.

Extraneous Load Unnecessary mental effort from poor

design.

Clean visuals, minimal clutter, logical structure. Reduce

tool friction.

Germane Load Productive effort building new

schemas.

Maximize this. It IS the learning. Use practice,

reflection, examples.

● WORKPLACE APPLICATION CHECKLIST

BEFORE TRAINING

■ Assess prior knowledge

(activate schemas)

■ Create advance organizers

■ Sequence content: simple →
complex

■ Identify ZPD for each learner

group

■ Reduce tool/system friction

(extraneous load)

DURING TRAINING

■ Chunk content (max 5–7 new

items)

■ Use dual coding (visuals +

verbal)

■ Include expert modeling /

demos

■ Build in collaborative practice

■ Use enactive, iconic, and

symbolic modes

AFTER TRAINING

■ Schedule spaced repetition

(Day 1, 7, 30)

■ Facilitate debriefs and reflection

■ Assign low-stakes real tasks

(self-efficacy)

■ Measure transfer to actual job

performance

■ Update schemas with new

experience loops

● KEY TERMS GLOSSARY

Schema A mental framework or template built from experience that helps interpret new information.

Assimilation Integrating new information into an existing schema without changing it.

Accommodation Modifying or creating a new schema when new information doesn't fit existing frameworks.

Zone of Proximal Dev. The gap between what a learner can do alone vs. with expert guidance (Vygotsky).

Scaffolding Temporary instructional support that helps learners operate within their ZPD.

Advance Organizer A pre-lesson framework that connects upcoming content to prior knowledge (Ausubel).



Self-Efficacy A person's belief in their ability to successfully execute a task (Bandura).

Cognitive Load The mental effort being used in working memory during learning (Sweller).

Dual Coding Using both verbal and visual information together to strengthen memory encoding.

Spaced Repetition Reviewing material at increasing intervals to move knowledge to long-term memory.

Metacognition Thinking about one's own thinking — awareness and regulation of learning processes.

Transfer Applying knowledge learned in one context to a new, different situation.

Created by Corexta — All-in-One Business Management Platform | corexta.com | Project Management · CRM · HR · Finance · AI

Automation


