
Teaching and Learning 
for Social Justice
and Equity in 
Higher Education

Foundations
Edited by 
Laura Parson · C. Casey Ozaki



Teaching and Learning for Social Justice  
and Equity in Higher Education



Laura Parson · C. Casey Ozaki 
Editors

Teaching and Learning 
for Social Justice 

and Equity in Higher 
Education

Foundations



Editors
Laura Parson
North Dakota State University
Fargo, ND, USA

C. Casey Ozaki
University of North Dakota
Grand Forks, ND, USA

ISBN 978-3-030-44938-4 	 ISBN 978-3-030-44939-1  (eBook)
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-44939-1

© The Editor(s) (if applicable) and The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature 
Switzerland AG 2020
This work is subject to copyright. All rights are solely and exclusively licensed by the Publisher, 
whether the whole or part of the material is concerned, specifically the rights of translation, 
reprinting, reuse of illustrations, recitation, broadcasting, reproduction on microfilms or in any 
other physical way, and transmission or information storage and retrieval, electronic adaptation, 
computer software, or by similar or dissimilar methodology now known or hereafter developed.
The use of general descriptive names, registered names, trademarks, service marks, etc. in this 
publication does not imply, even in the absence of a specific statement, that such names are 
exempt from the relevant protective laws and regulations and therefore free for general use.
The publisher, the authors and the editors are safe to assume that the advice and information in 
this book are believed to be true and accurate at the date of publication. Neither the publisher 
nor the authors or the editors give a warranty, express or implied, with respect to the material 
contained herein or for any errors or omissions that may have been made. The publisher remains 
neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

Cover illustration: © Maram_shutterstock.com

This Palgrave Macmillan imprint is published by the registered company Springer Nature 
Switzerland AG 
The registered company address is: Gewerbestrasse 11, 6330 Cham, Switzerland

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-44939-1


v

Contents

1	 Introduction		  1
C. Casey Ozaki and Laura Parson

2	 Learning Theory Through a Social Justice Lens		  7
Laura Parson and Claire Major

3	 Beyond Behaviorism: Engaging Students in the Age  
of Neoliberalism		  39
Jeffery L. Jackson Jr. and Patrick White

4	 Persistent Myths About the Psychology of Education: 
Implications for Social Justice and Equity		  53
Wilson S. Lester, Kamden K. Strunk and Payton D. Hoover

5	 A Framework for Social Justice Education: Combining 
Content, Process, and Holistic Development		  73
Jessica Belue Buckley, Stephen John Quaye,  
Stephanie H. Chang and Aileen N. Hentz

6	 Postcolonial Approach to Curriculum Design		  93
Laura Parson and Jessica Weise

7	 Creating Inclusive College Classroom:  
Granting Epistemic Credibility to Learners		  117
Karla I. Loya



8	 Engagement with Diversity Experiences:  
A Self-Regulated Learning Perspective		  137
Christy M. Byrd, Ritika Rastogi and Erin R. Elliot

9	 Critical Teacher Responsibility in Tumultuous Times: 
Engaging in a Community of Practice		  157
Hannah Carson Baggett, Alyssa Hadley Dunn  
and Beth L. Sondel

10	 A New Narrative About Emotions and Their  
Connection to Learning		  179
Sarah E. Schoper and Elijah C. Amelse

11	 Critical Culturally Relevant Synergism in Higher  
Education: Equitable Educational Experiences  
Through Neuroscientific Curricula		  199
Christopher J. Kazanjian and Cesar A. Rossatto

12	 Understanding the Failure to Help Marginalized  
Students Succeed in Higher Education: A Social Theory 
Perspective of the Science of Teaching and Learning		  219
Stefan A. Perun

13	 Association Awareness: Pedagogically Reframing  
Difficult Dialogues		  239
Addrain Conyers, Christina Wright Fields, Martha Lucia Garcia, 
Michele Rivas, Daria Hanssen and Stacy A. S. Williams

14	 Adult Learning and Critical Contemplative Pedagogy  
in Higher Education		  259
Maryann Krikorian

15	 Establishing Equitable Graduate Mentoring  
in Higher Education		  279
Lindsey Almond, Eric Hall and Elizabeth Devore

16	 Decolonizing Knowledge and Fostering Critical Allyship		  303
Elizabeth Laura Yomantas

17	 Conclusion		  329
Laura Parson and C. Casey Ozaki

Index� 333

vi   CONTENTS



vii

Notes on Contributors

Lindsey Almond  (she/her/hers) received her Bachelor’s degree in Child 
Development from Appalachian State University with a minor in Psychology 
and Master’s degree in Human Development and Family Science from East 
Carolina University. She is a Ph.D. student in the Human Development 
and Family Studies program at Auburn University where she works with the 
Alabama Healthy Marriage and Relationship Education Initiative. Lindsey is 
also pursuing two certificate programs at Auburn University in College and 
University Teaching and Advanced Research Methods. Her research interests 
include romantic relationships, technology, teaching practices, mentoring, 
and emerging adulthood.

Elijah C. Amelse, M.S.  (he/him/his) is a hall director at Concordia 
College, Moorhead, Minnesota. Elijah earned his Bachelor’s degree in human 
development from the University of Wisconsin-Green Bay and Master’s 
degree in college student personnel from Western Illinois University. Elijah’s 
interests include reading, learning about learning, exploring queer theory, 
and enjoying the outdoors.

Hannah Carson Baggett, Ph.D.  (she/her/hers) is a former high school 
teacher and current Assistant Professor of Educational Research in the 
College of Education at Auburn University. Her research interests include 
critical theories, race and education, and educator beliefs. She also has par-
ticular interest in qualitative and participatory methods. Her work has been 
published in journals such as the American Educational Research Journal, 
Teaching and Teacher Education, Whiteness and Education, and Qualitative 
Inquiry.

Jessica Belue Buckley, Ph.D.  (she/her/hers) is a Clinical Assistant 
Professor in the Higher Education Administration Program at the University 
of Louisville. She is a Teaching Fellow in the Master Educator Course, a 



partnership program with US Army Cadet Command, and the Director of 
the Recruiting and Retention College Advanced Instructor Course with the 
US Army Recruiting and Retention Command. Her research interests include 
campus climate, students’ experience of diversity in higher education, and the 
intersection of environmental sustainability and higher education. Her work 
is published in journals including the Journal of College Student Development, 
Race Ethnicity and Education, and The Review of Higher Education.

Christy M. Byrd, Ph.D.  (she/her/hers) research examines how students 
make sense of race and culture in their school environments. She uses quanti-
tative and qualitative methods to explore topics such as racial discrimination, 
multicultural education, and culturally relevant teaching. One area of research 
focuses on adolescents’ perceptions of school climate for diversity, which 
includes intergroup interactions and school ethnic-racial socialization, and 
how perceptions are shaped by identity development and contextual factors. 
A second area of research considers the motivational factors that promote stu-
dent engagement in diversity workshops, courses, and programs. 

Stephanie H. Chang, Ph.D.  (she/her/hers) is the Director of Student 
Diversity & inclusion in the Division of Student Life at the University of 
Delaware. She is responsible for deepening Student Life’s engagement 
around equity, diversity, and inclusion. She leads the Division’s efforts in the 
development of new curricular and co-curricular learning related to diversity. 
Her research interests include campus culture, critical theories, Asian and 
Asian American student experiences, leadership development, and social jus-
tice education.

Addrain Conyers, Ph.D.  (he/him/his) is an Associate Professor and Chair 
of Criminal Justice at Marist College. He is also the Director of Academic 
Diversity and Inclusion. His teaching and research interests center on crim-
inology, deviant behavior, corrections, social psychology, and race relations. 
He has authored and edited numerous articles, chapters, and readers in the 
areas of deviance and criminology, and is the recipient of multiple teaching 
and mentorship awards. Dr. Conyers is a member of several professional 
organizations, including the Academy of Criminal Justice Sciences (ACJS) 
and Criminal Justice Educators Association of New York State (CJEANYS).

Elizabeth Devore  (she/her/hers) received her Bachelor’s and Master’s 
degrees in Electrical Engineering from Auburn University. She is a Woltosz 
Fellow and PhD student in Electrical Engineering specializing in power sys-
tems at Auburn University. She holds a graduate teaching assistantship, 
serving as an instructor for undergraduate level courses in the Department 
of Electrical and Computer Engineering. Ms. Devore also holds a graduate 
certificate in College and University Teaching from Auburn University. Her 
research interests lie in mentoring, STEM education, and retention of minor-
itized students in STEM.

viii   NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS



Erin R. Elliot  (she/her/hers) is a P.h.D. student in Educational Studies 
at University of Michigan. Her research interests include the experiences of 
Black girls and imagining a Black girl epistemology in education. 

Christina Wright Fields, Ph.D.  (she/her/hers) is an Assistant Professor of 
Education at Marist College. She is a higher education scholar whose research 
agenda focuses on historically marginalized students’ experiences both in 
K-12 and postsecondary education contexts, social justice, and the influence 
of teacher and student cultural identities within the classroom. Fields pos-
sesses over a decade of experience with supervising student and professional 
staff, developing student affairs and academic affairs partnerships, overseeing 
college preparation programs, creating innovative multicultural and interna-
tional initiatives, and developing cultural competency courses and workshops. 
She has presented at the Association for Study of Higher Education (ASHE), 
Student Affairs Administrators in Higher Education (NASPA), College 
Student Educators International (ACPA), and National Council on Race & 
Ethnicity (NCORE) conferences. Fields has been recognized by the NASPA’s 
Region II for Distinguished Excellence in Diversity Award, ACPA Supporting 
Latino/a Student Success Award, and NASPA’s African American Knowledge 
KUUMBA New Professionals Award.

Martha Lucia Garcia, Ph.D.  (she/her/hers) teaches in the Social Work 
Program at Marist College. At Pacific University, she helped create and 
taught in the Master in Social Work Program. She was previously at CUNY 
School of Law in the Clinical Program where she co-developed an innova-
tive interdisciplinary program, training legal interns in the practice of commu-
nity lawyering, collaboration, and client-focused legal representation. Before 
acquiring her Ph.D., she practiced in a variety of capacities, settings, and issue 
areas including gender violence, trauma and recovery, immigrant rights, cul-
turally relevant and appropriate practices, managing conflict, and interdisci-
plinary collaboration. She has been program developer, executive director, 
grants officer, clinician in private practice, clinical supervisor to social workers, 
and an organizational consultant. She brings this experience to her teaching, 
providing her a wide range of contexts from which to draw to teach the prac-
tice of inclusive, socially conscious social work.

Alyssa Hadley Dunn, Ph.D.  (she/her/hers) is an Assistant Professor of 
Teacher Education at Michigan State University in East Lansing, Michigan. 
A former high school English teacher, she now researches justice, race, and 
equity in urban education; teacher preparation; and educational policy. In 
addition to publishing in journals such as the American Educational Research 
Journal, Teachers College Record, Journal of Teacher Education, and Urban 
Education, she is the author of Teachers Without Borders? The Hidden 
Consequences of International Teachers in U.S. Schools (Teachers College 
Press, 2013).

NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS�   ix



Eric Hall  (he/him/his) received his Bachelor’s degree in Accounting and 
Master’s degree in Higher Education and Administration from the University 
of Alabama in Tuscaloosa. Mr. Hall is a Ph.D. student in the Administration 
of Higher Education Program at Auburn University. He possesses student 
affairs experience in housing, student conduct, career services, and diversity 
initiatives. Currently, Eric serves as the Program Coordinator for Engineering 
Academic Excellence Program at Auburn University. In this role, he focuses 
on recruiting, retaining, and advising minoritized students pursuing an engi-
neering degree. His research interests lie in formal mentorship programs for 
marginalized students, the relationship between career readiness competen-
cies and higher education’s core curriculum, and the experiences of minor-
itized STEM students at flagship institutions.

Daria Hanssen  (she/her/hers) joined the BSW program at Marist College 
in 1996 as a part-time faculty member and field liaison, as well as coordinat-
ing the adult BSW programs on Marist’s Goshen and Fishkill campuses. In 
2001, Daria was offered a tenure track position as Director of the BSW pro-
gram and has held this position since. Prior to teaching at Marist, she taught 
at Lyndon State College in Lyndonville, Vermont, as well as at SUNY New 
Paltz. Daria practiced in the fields of mental health with children and fami-
lies, family preservation, hospice, and corrections. Currently, Daria continues 
to consult with community agencies and serves on local boards of directors 
for Hudson River Housing and the New York State Social Work Education 
Association. She held committee positions on the national board of the 
National Association of Social Workers and serves as an accreditation site visi-
tor for the Council on Social Work Education.

Aileen N. Hentz, Ph.D.  (she/her/hers) is the Program Director of 
Undergraduate Studies in the Department of Aerospace Engineering at the 
University of Maryland. She is responsible for all aspects of student services 
for the department. She also helps lead departmental assessment efforts 
and curriculum development for non-technical courses. Her research inter-
ests include multiracial student experiences and identity development, lead-
ership development in engineering students, and diversity and inclusion in 
engineering.

Payton D. Hoover  (she/her/hers) is a Ph.D. student in the Educational 
Psychology Program at Auburn University. She earned her Bachelor’s degree 
in Psychology from Hanover College. Her research interests focus on social 
justice and equity in education.

Jeffery L. Jackson Jr.  (he/him/his) is a professional and creative writer 
with research interests in teaching strategies and methods, curriculum and 
instruction, critical pedagogy, diversity, usability testing, rhetoric, digital rhet-
oric, and entrepreneurship. He teaches first-year English composition and 
serves as both instructor and writing coach in higher education. In addition 
to co-writing this book chapter, Jeffery has created an academic plan for an 

x   NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS



Introduction to Technical and Professional Communication course and is 
currently working on research centered around student learning. Lastly, 
Jeffery has earned a Master’s in Technical and Professional Communication 
(MTPC) and a Graduate Certificate in College and University Teaching in 
the Administration of Higher Education, and served as an Instructor and 
Graduate Teaching Assistant during his time at Auburn University.

Christopher J. Kazanjian, Ph.D.  (he/him/his) is Assistant Professor 
of Educational Psychology at El Paso Community College. Dr. Kazanjian 
focuses his research on fashioning culturally responsive pedagogies for pri-
mary and secondary educators. His research focuses on culturally relevant 
pedagogies and humanistic psychological methods for facilitating the growth 
of youth in diversifying educational settings.

Maryann Krikorian, Ph.D.  (she/her/hers) serves as a Clinical Assistant 
Professor at Loyola Marymount University (LMU) School of Education in 
the Department of Teaching and Learning. In 2016, she earned a Doctor 
of Philosophy in Education from Chapman University with an emphasis on 
Culture and Curricular Studies as a first-generation student. In 2011, she 
received her Master of Arts in Guidance and Counseling at LMU where 
she was named Student of the Year for the LMU School of Education and 
in 2008, earned her Bachelor of Arts in Psychology and Philosophy from 
California State University, Long Beach. Dr. Krikorian comes from a multi-
racial family unit and strives to deepen understandings of diverse perspectives, 
different forms of knowledge, and holistic approaches to education. Her per-
sonal and professional experiences position her well to advocate for students 
as integrated whole beings and pedagogical philosophies that unionize the 
mind, body, and inner-self.

Wilson S. Lester  (he/him/his) is a graduate research assistant, student 
director of the Educational Psychology Student Committee, and third-year 
graduate student in the Educational Psychology Ph.D. program at Auburn 
University. His research interests are in academic behaviors, identity forma-
tion, and motivation among the student-athlete population in higher edu-
cation. He has earned his Bachelor’s and Master’s in Psychology from the 
University of Alabama in Huntsville.

Karla I. Loya, Ph.D.  (she/her/ella) is an Assistant Professor of Educational 
Leadership in Higher Education at the University of Hartford. She has a 
M.S. in Higher Education Administration from the University of Kansas 
and a Ph.D. in Higher Education with a minor in Women’s Studies from 
Pennsylvania State University. Her research interests focus on higher educa-
tion issues and agents, in three areas: (1) faculty and student experiences and 
success in colleges and universities, with particular attention to how identity, 
social justice, and equity issues might play a role; (2) college teaching and 
learning; and (3) research methods and assessment. Broadly, she is interested 
in finding ways for colleges and universities to be more inclusive places for 

NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS�   xi



everyone. At the University of Hartford, Karla teaches instructional develop-
ment, diversity in higher education, the professoriate, research methods, and 
dissertation preparation courses. She also supervises doctoral dissertations in 
Educational Leadership.

Claire Major, Ph.D.  (she/her/hers) is a Professor of Higher Education 
at the University of Alabama. Her teaching and research interests center on 
instructional approaches and instructional technology. She has authored and 
co-authored ten books, including four with Elizabeth Barkley: interactive 
lecturing, learning assessment techniques, collaborative learning techniques, 
and student engagement techniques. In addition to these, she has published 
teaching for learning: 101 intentionally designed instructional activities to 
put students on the path to success, with Michael Harris and Todd Zakrajsek, 
and online learning: a guide to theory, research, and practice, as well as sev-
eral books on qualitative research methods. She has published her research in 
top-tier journals and presented it at national and international conferences. 
Major has also presented public lectures and faculty workshops, as well as 
online workshops and webinars, for dozens of colleges and universities in the 
United States and abroad.

C. Casey Ozaki, Ph.D.  (she/her/hers) is an Associate Professor in the 
Department of Education, Health, and Behavior Studies at the University 
of North Dakota. She has a M.Ed. in Student Affairs from the University of 
Southern California and a Ph.D. in Higher Education from Michigan State 
University. Her research bisects both the student affairs and teaching and 
learning areas of college campus with a shared focus on diverse students, their 
outcomes, and factors that influence those outcomes. As part of this focus, 
she has explored the role of student affairs professionals at community col-
leges—the institutions that serve the most diverse and high-risk college stu-
dents. Dr. Ozaki also researches assessment of learning across creative arts 
and a range of disciplines and professional fields. Her recent focus has been 
on the integration of diversity, inclusion, and equity as a critical perspective 
and framework in college teaching and learning. Dr. Ozaki also serves UND 
as a Faculty Fellow for Inclusive Excellence where her role is to provide edu-
cation and consultation for faculty and departments on the development and 
integration of inclusive and equitable practices in their teaching, curriculum, 
programs, and overall relationships with students. She teaches courses related 
to college teaching, learning, and student diversity and practices in higher 
education.

Laura Parson, Ph.D.  (she/her/hers) is an Assistant Professor of Higher 
Education at North Dakota State University. Her Ph.D. is in Teaching and 
Learning, Higher Education, from the University of North Dakota. She has 
a M.Ed., Adult Education from Westminster College with a certification in 
teaching English as a second language. Her research interests focus on effec-
tive teaching and learning in higher education, explored through a critical 

xii   NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS



lens. Laura’s recent research has focused on the institutional factors that dis-
empower undergraduate women in STEM education. Additionally, she has 
conducted research on the use of instructional technologies to validate and 
empower women students, rigor in the curriculum design process, and crit-
ical discourse analysis in STEM in higher education. Dr. Parson has eight 
years of teaching diverse student populations at both the undergraduate and 
graduate levels and in face-to-face and online formats. In her current role, 
she teaches graduate students and faculty how to effectively teach in higher 
education settings, with a focus on critical pedagogy, effective curriculum and 
program design, and authentic assessment. Laura has facilitated workshops on 
active learning at Auburn University, the University of Louisville School of 
Medicine, and the Delphi Center for Teaching and Learning.

Stefan A. Perun, Ph.D.  (he/him/his) is an Assistant Teaching Professor of 
Public Administration at Villanova University. He earned a Ph.D. in Higher 
Education Leadership, Management, and Policy from Seton Hall University 
and his research interests include understanding how the learning experiences 
of students who are deemed underprepared for college shape their success 
or failure in developmental English. Dr. Perun’s research is aimed at inform-
ing pedagogical and organizational development to achieve more equitable 
outcomes in higher education. He has published his findings in Community 
College Review and Community College Journal of Research and Practice.

Stephen John Quaye, Ph.D.  (he/him/his) is an Associate Professor in the 
Higher Education and Student Affairs Program at the Ohio State University. 
His research concentrates on engaging students in difficult dialogues about 
privilege, power, and oppression, and the strategies educators use to facili-
tate productive dialogues about these topics. Most recently, his current work 
focuses on student and scholar activism, as well as the strategies Black student 
affairs educators use to heal from racial battle fatigue. His work is published 
in different venues, including Teachers College Record, Journal of College 
Student Development, and The Review of Higher Education.

Ritika Rastogi  (she/her/hers) is a Ph.D. student in the Developmental 
Psychology program at the University of California, Los Angeles. She earned 
her B.A. from Northwestern University in 2016. Her research examines the 
various roles that youth of Color play in their school communities, with a 
focus on the interpersonal, psychosocial, and academic outcomes associated 
with their peer relationships.

Michele Rivas, Ph.D.  (she/her/hers) is a New York State Licensed Mental 
Health Counselor with a Ph.D. in Counseling and Counselor Education 
from Syracuse University and a Master’s degree in Clinical Mental Health 
Counseling from Long Island University. She also has a Certificate of 
Advanced Studies in Disability Studies from Syracuse University. Dr. Rivas is 
currently an Assistant Professor of Psychology and Counseling in the School 
of Social and Behavioral Sciences at Marist College. Dr. Rivas is committed 

NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS�   xiii



to professional engagement that strengthens counseling, counselor education, 
and clinical supervision of counselors. Her scholarly interests include multi-
cultural counseling competencies, disability counseling competencies, counse-
lor development, and disability rhetoric within the counseling discourse. 

Cesar A. Rossatto, Ph.D.  (he/him/his) is an Associate Professor at the 
University of Texas at El Paso. His main research interests are the US and 
Mexican border within the context of globalization and neoliberalism, social 
relations and Brazilian identity formation in the United States and its implica-
tions to schooling, the phenomenon of fatalism and optimism in contrast to 
social classes’ differences, the application of critical pedagogy, and the effects 
of whiteness in Brazil and in the United States.

Sarah E. Schoper, Ph.D.  (she/her/hers) is an instructor of higher educa-
tion at Lindenwood University in St. Charles, MO. Sarah has been a student 
affairs practitioner within the areas of new student programming, first-year 
experience, leadership development, fraternity and sorority life, and student 
government advising, or a faculty member within a student affairs preparation 
program for over 18 years. Sarah’s research focus includes the development of 
emerging professionals, first-generation students, the experiences of students 
with disabilities, and transformative learning. Furthermore, she has published 
and presented in these areas numerous times. Sarah also serves as a consultant 
and speaker to institutions, organizations, and groups regarding how to put 
transformative learning into practice.

Beth L. Sondel, Ph.D.  (she/her/hers) is the Director of Education at the 
Women and Girls Foundation. In this position, she runs GirlGov, a civic 
engagement and social justice advocacy program for high school-aged young 
women from 62 high schools across Southwest Pennsylvania. She is passion-
ate about facilitating experiences for people to better understand their role in 
disrupting systems of racism, sexism, and oppression; amplifying youth voice; 
creating community; dancing; bright and bold colors; and being a mother.

Kamden K. Strunk, Ph.D.  (he/him/his) is an Associate Professor of 
Educational Research, coordinator of the Educational Psychology Ph.D. pro-
gram, and coordinator of the graduate minor in Critical Studies in Education 
at Auburn University. At present, he teaches quantitative methodologies and 
critical studies courses. His research focuses on intersections of sexual, gen-
der, and racial identities in education, particularly in higher education. He 
earned his Ph.D. in Educational Psychology from Oklahoma State University. 
He is an author of Design and Analysis in Educational Research: ANOVA 
Designs in SPSS and Oppression and Resistance in Southern Higher and Adult 
Education, and editor of Research Methods for Social Justice and Equity in 
Education and three volumes of Queering the Deep South.

xiv   NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS



Jessica Weise  (she/her/hers) is a doctoral student in the Administration 
of Higher Education program at Auburn University. She is a gradu-
ate research assistant working with Air University on Maxwell Air Force 
Base in Montgomery, Alabama. She has an M.Ed. in Higher Education 
Administration and a minor in Sport Management from Auburn University 
and a B.S. in Sociology from Northern Arizona University. Her research 
interests focus on critical queer studies and examining inequitable power 
structures in higher education that reinforce hetero-cisnormativity affecting 
campus climate and LGBTQ student sense of belonging.

Patrick White  (he/him/his) is the University Risk Manager at Auburn 
University. He completed Masters of Education in Administration of Higher 
Education from Auburn University in addition to receiving a Bachelor 
of Business Administration in Risk Management and Insurance from the 
University of Georgia. Patrick also holds the highest professional designation 
in the commercial insurance industry, the Chartered Property and Casualty 
Underwriter (CPCU) designation. Patrick’s research and professional interest 
include workforce development, mentoring and apprenticeship programs, and 
the efficacy of servant leadership in contemporary organizational models.

Stacy A. S. Williams, Ph.D.  is an Associate Professor at Marist College. She 
is also a Licensed Psychologist and Certified School Psychologist in New York 
State. At the national level, Dr. Williams serves on the Trainers of School 
Psychologists (TSP) executive board, where she co-chairs the Social Justice 
Task Force and serves as membership coordinator. In addition, Dr. Williams 
mentors students and early career faculty of color through the National 
Association of School Psychologists (NASP) mentoring program. At the state 
level, Dr. Williams has mentored school psychology candidates, and created 
and managed content for the state association annual conference. At the last 
conference (NYASP 2017), Dr. Williams and her students organized a Social 
Justice Student strand. Dr. Williams provides training in social justice, inclu-
sive classrooms, academic and behavioral interventions, data-based decision 
making, and university/school partnerships.

Elizabeth Laura Yomantas, Ph.D.  (she/her/hers) earned a Ph.D. in 
Education with an emphasis on cultural and curricular studies from Chapman 
University. Currently, she is an Assistant Professor in the Teacher Preparation 
Program at Pepperdine University in Malibu, CA. Elizabeth enjoys work-
ing alongside pre-service teachers, particularly in the context of profes-
sional development schools. Elizabeth serves on the board of the Fiji Kinde 
Project, a nonprofit organization that aims to equip Fijian educators and pro-
vide essential resources to strengthen early childhood education in Fiji. Her 
research interests include indigenous Fijian education, culturally responsive 
experiential education, and core reflection in teacher education.

NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS�   xv



xvii

List of Figures

Fig. 5.1	 A learning environments framework for social justice education	�  84
Fig. 6.1	 Stage one of the postcolonial competency-based curriculum  

design framework	�  111
Fig. 8.1	 Process model of learning and resistance in diversity experiences	�  138
Fig. 12.1	 Enacting lesson plans that meet the needs of students  

in diverse settings	�  230
Fig. 13.1	 Race pedagogy and faculty preparation	�  244
Fig. 15.1	 Mentoring structure for student	�  297
Fig. 15.2	 Mentoring structure for faculty	�  297



xix

List of Tables

Table 3.1	 Comparative lesson plan: Behaviorist vs Engaged pedagogy	�  48
Table 5.1	 Learning environments in social justice education	�  86
Table 5.2	 Structuring holistic content and process through learning  

outcomes	�  90
Table 6.1	 Stage one steps: Postcolonial approach to competency-based 

curriculum design	�  108
Table 12.1	 Sample lesson plan helping students develop mathematical  

literacy	�  231
Table 12.2	 Sample lesson plan using student texts alongside typical  

college-level texts	�  232
Table 12.3	 Guiding questions to develop learner-centered lesson plans	�  233
Table 13.1	 Workshop outline to explore the hidden associations and biases	�  254
Table 14.1	 Syllabi Exemplar	�  274
Table 15.1	 Outstanding Graduate Mentor Award rubric	�  298



1

CHAPTER 1

Introduction

C. Casey Ozaki and Laura Parson

As awareness of social inequity grows, higher education is often touted as a 
way to promote social justice and equity in society. Research suggests that 
higher education may reinforce societal inequity through teaching and learn-
ing practices that promote dominant ways of viewing and thinking about the 
world, practices that are formalized and reinforced in a neoliberal environ-
ment (Giroux, 2005, 2010; Hager, Peyrefitte, & Davis, 2018; Lynch, 2006). 
Similarly, the field of learning sciences (e.g., cognitive psychology, motivation 
research) has advanced significantly in the last decade, yet many teaching and 
learning practices are rooted in an outdated or incorrect understanding of 
how learning occurs (e.g., learning styles, andragogy vs pedagogy, personality 
tests). These outdated practices create a higher education environment that 
struggles to promote learning equitably and may extend as far as to be harm-
ful to marginalized and underrepresented students (Howell & Tuitt, 2003). 
This environment has led to calls for actionable approaches to teaching and 
learning in higher education that promote social justice (Hager, Peyrefitte, & 
Davis, 2018).

Building on the work of scholars who have called for critical pedagogical  
approaches to the scholarship of teaching and learning (SoTL; Hager,  
Peyrefitte, & Davis, 2018; Howell & Tuitt, 2003), the goal of this 
three-volume series is to provide a meaningful exploration of teaching and 
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learning for social justice and equity specifically in current classroom and 
co-curricular contexts in higher education (see Adams, Bell, & Griffin, 2007). 
Our experience in teaching courses in and designing curriculum for college/
university teaching courses has illustrated that faculty and graduate students 
lack understanding about current research on effective teaching and learning 
(Ambrose, Bridges, DiPietro, Lovett, & Norman, 2010; Brown, Roediger, 
& McDaniel, 2014; Carey & Bourret, 2014), how to apply teaching and 
learning to promote social justice and equity (Adams, Bell, & Griffin, 2007; 
hooks, 1994, 2009; Howell & Tuitt, 2003; Pulliam, Wininger, Derryberry, &  
Redifer, 2017) in content-specific ways in the classroom, and the applica-
tion of SoTL in higher education but in co-curricular contexts to maximize 
the effectiveness of student affairs programming. This series is designed to 
address all three.

While Laura and I have had different walks through our education, we 
have shared similar observations and disappointments about the presence of 
higher education theory in our graduate programs and teaching. We both 
have experienced graduate education that was theoretically grounded and 
taught us how to apply theory and think theoretically. We also share experi-
ences where we were underwhelmed by a lack of theory in a program’s cur-
riculum and approach, feeling that perhaps the educational preparation we 
were engaged in was strong in its focus on practice but hollow because of 
a lack of critical, theoretical foundation. As a result, our belief in the impor-
tance of theory for graduate education in higher education was reinforced 
and the desire to provide a resource that promotes and examines theory for 
higher education in the current era of social justice and shedding light on 
educational inequities. Volume One: Theory and Foundations is our response 
to that desire. The purpose of this volume is to appraise the scholarship of 
teaching and learning historically in the context of the modern university, 
and present and promote theory that is advancing understanding of college 
teaching and learning for diverse students, varied teaching modalities, and 
institutional settings with a goal of socially just education.

We believe that Volume One will be useful for a range of purposes. Higher 
education and other educational program curricula would benefit from hav-
ing a text that can help students understand where we have theoretically 
been and what current scholars are theoretically advocating for advance-
ment of teaching and learning. While faculty, instructors, and students are 
the most obvious audience for this text, there are other professionals on the 
college campus that both should and need to be current on the theoreti-
cal scholarship undergirding their work. Faculty development professionals, 
administrators who provide faculty leadership (e.g., provosts, deans, chairs), 
and, similarly, those accountable for student success are also responsible to 
understand how teaching is tied to equitable success and the theoretical 
underpinnings for best practice. Finally, many student services and student 
affairs professionals span the work of co-curricular and academic services  
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in their work with students. Advising, tutoring, career services, and other 
campus units rely on teaching and learning strategies without knowledge of 
or access to their literatures.

The first three chapters of Volume One examine the history of teaching 
and learning theory, its interdisciplinary character, and use a social justice lens 
to critique its current application to higher education today. In Chapter 2, 
Parson and Major review the theoretical biography of teaching and learn-
ing in higher education, arguing that they were both insufficient to explain 
learning and concurrently contributors to a reproduction of inequities in 
education. Similarly, in Chapter 3, White and Jackson examine behaviorism, 
an early learning theory, in the context of a neoliberal society. And, Lester, 
Strunk, and Hoover (Chapter 4) debunk myths about learning, grounded in 
psychological theories, that are often pervasive in education. These chapters 
lay the groundwork for the remainder of the book by demystifying the read-
er’s understanding of traditional teaching and learning theories.

In the remainder of the chapters, the authors present and propose theoret-
ical approaches to teaching and learning through critical and justice-oriented 
perspectives. While not in chronological order, the chapters fall into two cate-
gories—diversity education and pedagogy and curriculum. First, four chapters 
focus on models and theories that can (and often should) be part of efforts to 
build and support students’ cultural competence. In Chapter 5, Buckley et al. 
use a case study of intergroup dialogue (IGD) to propose a theoretical frame-
work for learning environments within social justice education that can serve 
as heuristic for educators who work to facilitate well-designed learning oppor-
tunities for students, rooted in fostering holistic development and learning 
for social justice. Chapter 13 also takes up diversity education as Conyers 
et al. describe a faculty-led workshop designed to uncover students’ biases 
in hopes of proactively changing their perspectives and advancing cultural 
awareness. Not focused on a course but on learning through and from diver-
sity experiences, Byrd, Rastogi, and Elliot, in Chapter 8, propose the use of 
a self-regulated learning perspective to examine how students respond to the 
cognitive and emotional challenges of diversity experiences. Finally, Yomantas 
(Chapter 16) describes an undergraduate elective course taught in rural Fiji 
as an application of critical pedagogy coupled with an experiential education 
framework for the purpose of fostering critical allyship.

The remaining chapters in the book are grouped by a shared focus on ped-
agogy and curriculum. Parson and Weise advocate for a postcolonial approach 
to competency-based curriculum (re)design and propose a framework that 
centers the knowledges and voices of marginalized people as a way to disman-
tle oppressive systems in higher education in Chapter 6. In Chapter 7, Loya 
examines how faculty members might create classrooms that include some 
voices and exclude others from a shared creation of knowledge and learn-
ing in the classroom, asserting that classrooms can become more inclusive 
through the authentic granting of epistemic credibility, or the recognition 
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that students are both receivers and producers of knowledge. Baggatt et al. 
(Chapter 9) use data from K-12 educators’ practices, drawing on the concept 
of community of practice to articulate a critical responsibility in higher edu-
cation as part of our efforts as teachers for social justice. Chapters 10 and 11 
discuss the role of emotions in teaching and learning. Schoper and Amelse 
use the current cognitive and neuroscience research, to explore the impor-
tant role emotions and feelings play in the learning process through decon-
structing the myth that the learning process should feel easy with particular 
attention on gendered and racialized conceptions of emotions. However, 
Kanzanjian and Rossatto argue that incorporating the emotions of culturally 
diverse students as pedagogical resources facilitate improved academic perfor-
mance, socio-emotional intelligence, and brain development. Specifically, they 
show how critical culturally relevant pedagogies that utilize students’ daily life 
experiences are highly effective in stimulating the brain’s emotional centers. 
Perun, in Chapter 12, takes a critical perspective and draws on Bourdieu’s 
theory of practice to illuminate how course designs and pedagogies can 
help students from diverse backgrounds learn and practice the knowledge 
required for success in higher education and beyond. Similar to Chapter 7,  
Chapter 14, from Krikorian, addresses the role of epistemic ideologies advo-
cating for the adoption of critical contemplative pedagogy to better serve 
holistic human development and transformative adult learning. Finally, in 
Chapter 15, Almond and Hall explore graduate-level mentoring and propose 
a mentoring program using social justice and equity lenses so that the process 
of mentoring practices becomes one of critical consciousness.

Volume One: Theory and Foundations is a collection of critical and 
equity-focused theories that the authors have cultivated and advanced theo-
retically and through examples in specific teaching and learning contexts. We 
hope this book provides fodder to examine theories of the past used to build 
knowledge and best practices for teaching and learning in higher education, 
while advancing theories and perspectives that are more suited to today’s 
higher education and college student learning. We implore the reader to 
delve into the theory, while continuing to draw on the practical examples and 
artifacts to create more socially just and equitable learning environments.
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CHAPTER 2

Learning Theory Through a Social Justice Lens

Laura Parson and Claire Major

Key Terms and Definitions

Behaviorism: Learning is when students can generalize and apply their newly 
acquired skills, knowledge, and understandings to new situations (Bryant, 
Vincent, Shaqlaih, & Moss, 2013).

Cognitivism: Learning is complex and consists of contextual internal 
processes.

Constructivism: Knowledge lies in the minds of individuals who construct 
what they know on the basis of their own experiences and do so within a 
social context (Barkley & Major, 2020).

Andragogy: Learning in adults is different from learning of children (“ped” in 
pedagogy).

Transformative Learning Theory: Learning is a process where one’s mind-sets 
become more open and reflective and, therefore, better at guiding action 
(Alfred, Cherrstrom, Robinson, & Friday, 2013; Mezirow, 2000, 2003).

The question of what constitutes learning has intrigued scholars for centu-
ries, and today, there are many different opinions about what learning is and 
how it happens. Scholars hold different ideas about the nature of knowledge, 
knowledge acquisition, catalysts for learning, conditions that must be met 
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in order for learning to occur, and the criteria by which one may judge that 
learning has happened. Despite the variability in opinion, most scholars agree 
that learning involves acquiring new or modifying existing knowledge, behav-
ior, skills, attitudes, or values. At its most fundamental level, then, learning is 
change. The following definition of learning reflects this idea, “Learning is an 
enduring change in behavior, or in the capacity to behave in a given fashion, 
which results from practice or other forms of experience” (Schunk, 1991, p. 2).

Learning theories, for the most part devised by psychologists, offer a sim-
ple, succinct description of what learning is and suggest how it is possible to 
recognize whether learning has happened or not. Because of these functions, 
learning theories have the potential to help educators in two critical ways. 
First, they provide a vocabulary and framework for understanding observed 
learning. Second, they suggest where to look for solutions to practical prob-
lems that higher education instructors encounter. Both of these purposes 
have implications for pedagogical theory and research as well as the practice 
of instructional design, instructional delivery, and learning assessment.

These theories, however, are not perfect. At best, they offer only partial 
and incomplete descriptions of how humans learn. Generally, they do not 
paint a picture of the whole person as a unique individual existing within a 
system of academic and social constructs. At worst, learning theories can be 
misapplied in given context or situation and lead educators down the wrong 
pedagogical path. Thus, while they point to useful understandings of learn-
ing, none of them offer a single comprehensive view about how individuals 
learn. Thus, they have the potential not only to help but also to hinder the 
learning of individuals.

Chapter Purpose

Learning theory is and can be a useful tool for teaching and learning in 
higher education, but there is much to challenge and problematize about 
many of the traditional learning theories, from the epistemological lens that 
frames theories to the ways they conceptualize the ideal learner. Most of these 
theories were not created with social justice in mind, but even those that are 
critically oriented, such as conscientization and transformative learning the-
ory, are used to maximize learning Western knowledges in the classroom set-
ting. Altogether, there is room to do more. Much more.

Perhaps the eventual outcome from a critical review of learning theories, 
such as our overview in this chapter, will be a new theory of learning in higher 
education, but we suggest that any work toward an overarching theory should 
begin with a review of current and existing theories as they are applied to 
higher education. There is value in these theories, not only as a foundation for 
teaching and learning decision-making but also because there are applications 
to their use in the traditional higher education classroom. There is, however, 
significant risk of using any of these theories without an attention to them as 
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colonizing learning theories designed to replicate existing social structures. 
Indeed, without such problematization, higher education instructors will also 
replicate inequities in their classroom and risk not meeting the learning needs 
of their students. As such, in this chapter, we begin by reviewing traditional 
learning theories, discussing the core concepts of the theory, and, then, explor-
ing the potential for each theory to be used in higher education to promote 
equity and diversity in the classroom, before concluding with a critique of each 
theory through a critical lens. Second, we review theories from the field of 
education that developed in an attempt to address the shortcoming of earlier 
foundational theories when applied to education settings. We also explore the 
potential for each of those theories to be used in higher education. Finally, we 
conclude with a synthesis of learning theory and provide what we hope is a 
comprehensive overview of the strengths of different theories to guide teach-
ing and learning decision-making in the higher education classroom.

Organization

Our first goal in this chapter is to explore learning theories through a critical 
lens and to consider how those theories inform teaching in higher education 
in ways that promote equity and diversity in the classroom. As Jarvis suggests:

Profound doubt is cast on many contemporary theories of learning as providing 
logical understanding of human learning, including behaviorism, information 
processing, and all forms of cognitive theory. This is not to say that they are not 
valid in as far as they go, simply that they do not go far enough: they all have an 
incomplete theory of the person. (Jarvis, 2018, p. 26)

As we explore each predominant theory, we identify who was the theory was 
for (i.e., who was the learner), who were the participants in research conducted 
to validate the theory (and the identities of the researchers), and what interests 
the theory promote(d) (e.g., educated workforce, lifelong learner). Finally, we 
explore the theory through a critical lens, seeking to understand the theory 
from a social justice perspective. Specifically, for each theory we asked:

1. � How/why/for whom was the theory created? What is the research base 
for the theory?

2. � What does research suggest about the validity of the theory (and who 
has been the sample in those studies)?

3. � What knowledge is assumed to be “normal” or accepted as valid forms 
of knowledge in this theory? What outcomes are viewed as valuable?

4. � How are differences in background taken into account (or not) in the 
application of the theory? Who is left out?

5. � How can the theory be used to promote equity and diversity through 
pedagogical decisions?
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First, we begin by exploring traditional learning theories as they are most 
often organized. Second, we explore education theories, asking the same 
questions. For each predominant theory we review, we also include a briefer 
discussion of theories that built on or were developed from that theory. 
Finally, we make suggestions for future theorizing and research.

Learning Theories from the Field of Psychology

Behaviorism

One of the oldest and most familiar learning theories is behaviorism, an 
approach devised to aid in understanding the learned behavior of animals 
and humans. Many people have heard of behaviorism in large part due to 
the work of early behaviorists, such as Pavlov, who investigated stimulus and 
response behavior of dogs that were conditioned to salivate at the sound of 
a bell in expectation of food, an experiment leading to the theory known as 
classical conditioning. Likewise, Skinner (1991), another well-known behav-
iorist, studied rats (along with pigeons) to determine whether they could be 
conditioned to push a lever to receive food, an experiment that led to the 
theory known as operant conditioning. The work of these early behaviorists 
has often been generalized to humans and extended, by more recent behavio-
rists, in an attempt to explain human learning.

Position on knowledge and learning.  Behaviorists see knowledge as a col-
lection of behaviors. In a similar vein, they view learning as an outward and 
demonstrable change in behavior. This change, behaviorists believe, occurs 
as a result of positive and negative reinforcement individuals receive from 
their actions and experiences (Bryant et al., 2013). Behaviorists believe that 
all behaviors can be measured, trained, and changed. Core assumptions of 
behaviorism are as follows:

•	Behaviors are “observable and measurable”;
•	Behaviors can be “predicted and controlled”; and
•	Behaviors are a product of individuals working within the context of 

their environments (Bryant et al., 2013, p. 92).

Behaviorists believe that learning has happened when students can generalize 
and apply their newly acquired skills, knowledge, and understandings to new 
situations (Bryant et al., 2013). The entire United States educational system 
reflects the influence of behaviorism, largely through reward systems related 
to demonstration of learning (e.g., high grades, bonus points, praise, recogni-
tion strategies for the best work, and so forth).

Application to teaching in higher education.  In higher education, instruc-
tors who have views of learning that align with behaviorist theories believe 
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that they can help students learn by reinforcing desired learning behavior 
(such as attentiveness in class, careful and thorough work on assignments, 
thoughtful and frequent contributions to discussion, and so forth), thereby 
encouraging students to continue these behaviors. If students are not able 
to engage in these behaviors immediately, behaviorists believe that students 
will gradually improve if the correct behaviors are reinforced and less effective 
behaviors are extinguished through non-reinforcement or, if necessary, sup-
pressed through disincentives or even punishment.

According to behaviorists, learning activities should be organized to lever-
age acquisition of content knowledge and skills. The instructor is centered in 
the learning environment and effective teaching strategies include providing 
students with reinforcement, whether positive (grade bonuses) or negative 
(point penalties), to encourage desired behaviors or discourage undesirable 
behaviors. Behaviorists also believe that frequency and repetition reinforce 
learning, and hence, they believe that students benefit from multiple oppor-
tunities to practice new skills and demonstrate understandings. Moreover, the 
student’s key responsibility is to learn to make the best responses to assigned 
learning activities and assignments (Barkley & Major, 2020).

Application to higher education research.  While behaviorism is no longer  
as prominent in education research as it once was, it is still present. 
Examination of task-based English language teaching (Ahmad & Farrukh, 
2015), influence of delayed learning feedback (Polat, Doğan, & Demir, 
2015), and student perspectives of learning (Smith & Kimball, 2010) are 
current examples for how education researchers continue to acknowledge 
the presence of behaviorism in higher education settings and to study stu-
dent learning through this lens. Behaviorist principles have been applied 
to student learning and teaching since nearly the inception of their study; 
however, because behaviorist principles do not fully explain the acquisition 
of higher-order skills or level of processing, research does not trend in this 
direction.

Critique.  Despite its influence on higher education research and practice, 
behaviorism has its challenges. Among these challenges is the focus on behav-
iors as manifestation of learning rather than examination of cognitive process. 
In short, treating behavior as the only evidence of internal states does not 
present a full picture of learning. Some educators argue that simply consid-
ering behaviors as the only evidence of learning in essence means conflating 
humans with animals rather than seeing humans as complex, evolving, and 
occurring within their environment and, therefore, contextual beings (Bryant 
et al., 2013). Moreover, behaviorism’s assertion that continued behavior may 
be understood simply as a stimulus followed by a response fails to take into 
account human development, disposition, motivation, and social and cultural 
interaction as factors (Bryant et al., 2013).
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The process of learning in the behaviorist tradition also has some chal-
lenges. Behaviorism, for example, suggests that the instructor is fully in 
charge of the classroom and administering rewards and punishments (Bryant 
et al., 2013), which does not allow for sharing authority and control; shared 
authority and control can be motivating to students. Moreover, the behavio-
rist promotes direct instruction, which can be useful, but more research (see, 
for example, Freeman et al., 2014) indicates that active learning can be bene-
ficial to learning. Behaviorism suggests that there is a “correct” answer to be 
rewarded, which does not support a contextual view of knowledge or apply 
in subjects where answers are not clear or there is no one correct answer. In 
addition, behaviorist theory does not consider that individuals with different 
backgrounds might react differently or find “reasonable explanations” for 
differences in behaviors for individuals from different cultures (Bryant et al., 
2013, p. 98).

In sum, behaviorism persists in higher education and, as a result, even 
though it has largely been abandoned as a theory to guide pedagogical deci-
sions, behaviorism is written into the structure, practices, and procedures of 
higher education. This not only creates problems because humans are not 
reducible to action and responses but also raises questions about how pun-
ishments and rewards are distributed in higher education. As researchers have 
pointed out, humans do not operate within a simple reward-repetition para-
digm, so even in higher education things that might be viewed as rewards 
might not mitigate the challenges of being a minoritized individual in higher 
education. Similarly, punishments might also be a deterrent beyond what was 
intended if those punishments are interpreted as further evidence that one does 
not belong or cannot be successful in higher education settings. It is impor-
tant to understand behaviorism as it is a historic and dominant framework of 
higher education but critical thought needs to occur about how to dismantle 
behaviorist systems that are not leading to results that maximize learning for all 
students (see additional discussion of behaviorism in Chapter 3).

Cognitivism

The second major category of theories from psychology, cognitivism, grew 
as a direct reaction to the behaviorist tradition, springing from the idea that 
“learning takes place through unobservable mental actions within the mind/
brain that are influenced by the learner’s own thoughts and experiences” 
(Paciotti, 2013, p. 105). Cognitivism began with the concept that learning 
is complex and consists of contextual internal processes; this theory was rev-
olutionary in its approach because it suggested learning might occur without 
external evidence (Paciotti, 2013). While early behaviorists focused on exter-
nal measures of learning (behavior), early cognitivists believed that learning 
occurs through mental internal processing of information. Early cognitivist 
scholars also were interested in complex cognitive processes such as thinking, 
problem-solving, language, and concept formation (Snelbecker, 1983).
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Cognitivists believe that the “black box” of the mind can and should  
be opened, studied, and understood. Their work focuses on the concep-
tualization of student learning processes. There are several well-known 
underpinning cognitive theories that indicate this focus including cognitive 
development theory, schemata theory, and the information-processing model. 
Piaget’s (1936) cognitive developmental theory is one of the more famous of 
these models; it suggests that children construct their understanding of the 
world and go through specific stages of cognitive development: sensorimotor, 
preoperational, concrete operational, and formal operational period.

A key concept within cognitivism is schemata. While British psycholo-
gist Sir Frederic Bartlett (1932) first introduced the idea of schemata, it was 
Anderson (1977) who introduced schemata theory to education. A schema 
is a cognitive structure that consists of facts and ideas organized into a mean-
ingful system of relationships. The idea behind schema theory is that indi-
viduals have existing knowledge and, when they learn, they add to their 
existing mental models. Thus, cognitivists see learning as a relatively perma-
nent change in a learner’s schema or, in plural form, schemata. Human brains 
have schemata for events, places, procedures, and people. Each learner’s 
schema is the organized collection of bits of information that has gone into 
constructing their unique and individual concept of the college. Schemata 
change and grow as new events, filtered by perception into the schema, are 
organized and connected to the existing structure to create meaning. Thus, 
new information results in meaningful learning only when it connects with 
what already exists in the mind of the learner, resulting in change in the net-
works that represent our understandings.

Atkinson and Shiffrin (1968) advanced information-processing theories 
that individuals manipulate information, monitor it, and strategize about 
it. In this view, “learners attempt to build meaningful connections between 
words and pictures and that they learn more deeply than they could have 
with words or pictures along” (Sorden, 2013, p. 155). Meaningful learning 
occurs when “learner engages in five cognitive processes: 1) Selecting rele-
vant words for processing in verbal working memory; 2) Selecting relevant 
images for processing in working memory; 3) Organizing selected words into 
a verbal model; 4) Organizing selected images into a pictorial model; and 5) 
Integrating the verbal and pictorial representations with each other and with 
prior knowledge” (Sorden, 2013, p. 157). Cognitive overload occurs when 
working memory capacity is exceeded. The three types of cognitive over-
load are intrinsic—when the content exceeds the knowledge/expertise of the 
learner; extraneous—when the methods and content are too split between 
multiple sources; and germane—when material is delivered at an inappropri-
ate rate for working memory to process (Sorden, 2013).

Cognitivist theories applied to education.  Cognitivism is the foundation 
for several theories of teaching and learning, some that are still widely used 
to guide teaching and learning decisions in higher education. An example is 
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Gardner’s (1991) theory of multiple intelligences. While the theory of multi-
ple intelligences is still widely used, it has also been widely criticized (discussed 
in greater detail in Chapter 4). For Gardner (2018), the theory of multiple 
intelligences informs teaching and learning decisions as a tool for assessing 
deep learning, “a concept can only be well understood – and can only give 
rise to convincing performances of understanding – if an individual is capa-
ble of representing that core in more than one way, indeed, in several ways” 
(Gardner, 2018, p. 134). This informs teaching and learning decisions by 
directing teachers to spend a lot of time on a topic, to present the topic in 
multiple ways, and those approaches need to call on a range of “intelligences” 
(Gardner, 2018). The concept of “intelligences,” the most controversial por-
tion of the theory, suggests that topics have different intelligences associated 
with it and those topics should be presented to incorporate those intelligences. 
However, many have taken the theory of multiple intelligences to mean that 
individual learners also have intelligences and therefore teachers must identify 
a learner’s intelligence and then teach every topic using a variety of methods 
that address every intelligence in the room. Despite that misconceptualiza-
tion, the theory of multiple intelligences has contributed positively to teaching 
and learning in higher education by reinforcing that multiple representations 
of content are important and that even in a large classroom, individualized 
instruction is possible and necessary.

Building on and from the theory of multiple intelligences, experiential 
learning theory (ELT; Kolb, 1984) emphasizes that knowledge is constructed 
through experience and that learning occurs through adaptations that happen 
as a result of interactions with the environment (Zijdemans-Boudreau, Moss, 
& Lee, 2013). According to Kolb (1984), learning consists of four stages:

1. � Concrete experience;
2. � Reflective observation;
3. � Abstract conceptualization;
4. � Active experimentation (Zijdemans-Boudreau et al., 2013).

Through ELT, learning experiences in the classrooms should facilitate these 
four stages through the following steps: (1) introduce the topic through a 
real-world experience to students that results in some sort of disorient-
ing emotion or question; (2) prompt students to reflect on that experience 
and possible responses; (3) provide direct instruction on how to respond to 
or conceptualize the experience; and (4) facilitate an opportunity for stu-
dents to practice or apply what they learned. Critics of ELT point to dif-
ferences according to gender in validation research (Zijdemans-Boudreau 
et al., 2013) and ask if ELT is a theory or a practice. As a practice, critics 
find the ELT model reductionist and inflexible (Zijdemans-Boudreau et al., 
2013) and suggest that a more representative model must consider context, 
power, and learner differences (Merriam, Caffarella, & Baumgartner, 2007). 


