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INTRODUCTION

The changing educational landscape in the 21st century drives the need
for a more reflective and contextual approach to learning. Global challenges such
as digital transformation, high social mobility, and the demands of 21st-century
competencies demand educators to not only master learning strategies, but also
understand the philosophical foundations that underpin teaching practice
(BSKAP, 2022). In this context, learning theories are an important foothold in
designing a learning process that is not only effective, but also meaningful.
Although learning theory has been widely discussed in the educational
literature, the understanding of its epistemological dimension is still often
ignored. In fact, epistemology provides a critical foundation for how knowledge
is viewed, acquired, and developed in the learning process.

Phenomenologically, there is still a gap between the application of
learning theory in the classroom and educators' understanding of the essence of
knowledge itself. (Subroto et al., 2023) Many teachers use certain learning
approaches mechanically, without realizing that each strategy is based on a
philosophical view that influences the way learners build understanding.
(Napitupulu et al., 2022) In practice, this has an impact on the weak adaptation
of learning approaches to diverse and contextual student needs. Therefore, there
is a need for a study that not only explains the theories of learning conceptually,
but also relates them to the epistemological foundations that support them.

The contribution of this paper lies in the effort to enrich theoretical
understanding by dissecting the relationship between learning theory and its
epistemological basis, as well as explaining the relevance of these relationships
to contemporary learning practices. This study is not only descriptive, but also
analytical, so that it can broaden the insights of educators, academics, and
education students regarding the importance of philosophical awareness in
learning practice. This approach offers theoretical enrichment in the form of
integration between pedagogical and philosophical dimensions that have tended
to be studied separately.

This study aims to review the main learning theories of behaviorism,
cognitivism, and constructivism through the lens of epistemology and analyze
their implications for learning in the contemporary educational era. In this way,
it is hoped that a more complete and deeper understanding will be built in
designing an adaptive, relevant, and philosophical learning process.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Learning theory has long served as the epistemological foundation of
educational practice, offering insights into how knowledge is constructed,
acquired, and transferred (Schunk, 2020). Rooted in both psychology and
philosophy, learning theories provide various perspectives on the nature of
knowledge and the cognitive processes underpinning learning. Understanding
these foundations is critical for developing effective instructional strategies and
shaping content education (Ertmer & Newby, 2013).
Early behaviorist theories, pioneered by scholars such as Pavlov, Watson, and
Skinner, emphasized observable behaviors and the effects of external stimuli on
learning (Skinner, 1953). This perspective led to instructional practices focused
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on reinforcement, repetition, and conditioning —methods still relevant in certain
content areas, such as skill-based education and training (Ormrod, 2016).
However, behaviorism was later critiqued for neglecting internal cognitive
processes.

The cognitive revolution shifted attention toward the mental mechanisms
of learning, with theorists like Piaget (1970) and Bruner (1960) emphasizing
schema development, information processing, and discovery learning. These
cognitive perspectives highlighted the importance of understanding learners'
prior knowledge and conceptual frameworks, thus influencing instructional
design to incorporate scaffolding, active engagement, and meaningful context
(Mayer, 2002).

More recently, constructivist approaches, championed by Vygotsky (1978)
and further developed by contemporary scholars, argue that learning is a socially
mediated, active process in which learners construct knowledge through
interaction with their environment and peers. This view underscores the
relevance of collaborative learning, authentic tasks, and culturally responsive
pedagogy in content education (Jonassen, 1999).

Moreover, epistemological beliefs —learners’ conceptions of knowledge
and learning—have been shown to influence motivation, engagement, and
learning outcomes (Hofer & Pintrich, 1997). Educators must therefore be mindful
of how their teaching practices support or hinder the development of
sophisticated epistemological understanding (Schraw & Olafson, 2002).

In sum, the evolution of learning theory from behaviorism to
constructivism, alongside emerging insights into epistemological beliefs, has
significant implications for content education. Effective learning practice requires
aligning instructional strategies with an understanding of how learners
conceptualize knowledge and learning processes, thereby promoting deeper
engagement and meaningful knowledge construction.

METHODOLOGY

This study uses a qualitative approach with a literature study type
combined with case studies on learning practices at the secondary education
level. This approach is used to examine the relationship between learning theory,
epistemological foundations, and its implementation in contemporary learning.

The research subjects consisted of Christian Religious Education teachers
who were selected purposively, with the criteria of having at least five years of
teaching experience and a background in teacher education. Data collection was
carried out through semi-structured interviews and literature studies, while the
data analysis technique used was thematic analysis, with the support of
triangulation of sources and techniques to ensure the validity of the findings.

RESULT AND DISCUSSION

This study examines the main learning theories, namely behaviorism,
cognitivism, and constructivism, and examines the epistemological foundations
that underlie each theory and its impact on learning practices in the
contemporary era. The literature review revealed fundamental differences in the
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understanding of the nature of knowledge and the learning process, which in
turn resulted in diverse learning approaches.

Behaviorism, as one of the oldest theories of learning, is rooted in the
epistemological views of empiricism and positivism.(Sulaswari et al., 2021)
Within the epistemological framework of empiricism, knowledge is seen as
something acquired from sensory experience that can be objectively observed
and measured. (Purnama et al., 2022) In behaviorism, the learning process is seen
as a behavioral change that arises as a result of a response to external stimuli.
Figures such as John B. Watson and B.F. Skinner emphasized the importance of
reinforcement and punishment to form desired behaviors.(Isnaini et al., 2023)

The impact of behavioristic approaches on learning practices is the focus
on repetition, positive reinforcement, and concrete and observable measurement
of learning outcomes.(Saragih et al., 2023) This approach is effective for teaching
basic skills that require repetitive practice, such as reading, writing, or technical
procedures. However, literature review also reveals the limitations of
behaviorism, especially the lack of attention to students' internal processes such
as motivation, concept understanding, and creativity. In the context of modern
education that increasingly demands a holistic approach and the development of
high-level thinking skills, behaviorism is considered inadequate if used
exclusively.

In contrast to behaviorism, cognitivism emerged in response to these
limitations by emphasizing internal mental processes during learning. From an
epistemological perspective, cognitivism is based on rationalism and cognitive
psychology, which sees knowledge as the result of active processing of
information in the individual's mind. Figures such as Jean Piaget and Jerome
Bruner affirmed that learning involves the process of understanding, organizing,
and storing the information obtained.(Hanafi & Sumitro, 2020) Knowledge is not
just the result of stimulus inputs, but complex mental constructions.

In practice, cognitivism encourages teachers to design activities that
stimulate critical thinking, problem-solving, and reflection. (Nurhadi, 2020)
Methods such as concept mapping, mnemonic strategies, and scaffolding are
commonly used forms of cognitive theory applications. Literature studies show
that cognitivism contributes greatly to developing meaningful learning models,
where students actively construct meaning according to their cognitive schema.
However, criticism of cognitivism states that this approach still tends to focus on
the individual and pay less attention to the social dimension and cultural context
of learning.

In response to the individualistic limitations of cognitivism,
constructivism places constructivist epistemology as the primary foundation.
Constructivist epistemology rejects the view that knowledge is absolute and
objective, but emphasizes that knowledge is the result of the active construction
of individuals through experience and social interaction. (Pramono, 2023)
Figures such as Lev Vygotsky and John Dewey highlight the importance of social
and cultural contexts and interaction in the learning process.

In practice, constructivism requires teachers to play the role of facilitators
who guide students to discover knowledge through exploration, discussion, and
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reflection together. Student-centered, real-context-based learning is a hallmark of
this approach. Literature review shows that constructivism is highly relevant to
the demands of 21st-century education that emphasizes critical thinking skills,
creativity, collaboration, and adaptability to change. With this approach, learning
not only focuses on mastering the material, but also on developing students'
social and emotional competencies. (Elitasari, 2022)

From the results of the literature review, it is clear that each learning
theory has philosophical consequences that affect the way of looking at
knowledge and the way of organizing the learning process. (Deak, Wahidin, et
al., 2022) Behaviorism provides a foundation for reinforcement-based learning
and objective outcome measurement, cognitivism prioritizes information
processing and the development of thinking skills, while constructivism
emphasizes learning as an active and social process.

In the context of contemporary education influenced by technological
developments, the demands of 21st century competencies, and the diversity of
students, the integration of these three theories is essential. Teachers and
educators cannot just stick to one approach because each theory has advantages
and disadvantages. Therefore, an in-depth understanding of the epistemological
basis of each learning theory is crucial so that the learning methods applied are
in accordance with the characteristics of students and learning objectives.

Furthermore, this study also highlights the importance of teacher
education that strengthens the understanding of learning theory and educational
epistemology. Mastery of teaching techniques without a strong philosophical
foundation can make teachers easily influenced by rapidly changing trends and
methods without understanding the essence of the learning process. Conversely,
teachers who have good epistemological insight can become reflective learners
who develop innovative, effective, and meaningful learning strategies.
(Pakpahan et al., 2022)

In addition, the results of the study show that in modern education
practice, especially in Indonesia, there is still a gap between theory and practice.
(Ningsih, 2024) Many teachers still apply traditional learning methods that are
dominant to behavioristic aspects, while the understanding of cognitivism and
constructivism is not optimal. This shows the need for teacher training and
professional development programs that focus on understanding epistemology
and integrating learning theories into daily learning practices.

This literature study reinforces that learning theory and its
epistemological foundation are not just abstract concepts, but must be used as a
foothold in designing adaptive and contextual learning processes. Thus,
education can answer the challenges of the times and produce students who not
only excel academically, but also have good critical, creative, and social thinking
skills.

In addition to the epistemological differences that are the basis of learning
theories, the literature study also reveals how these theories make a practical
contribution in answering the increasingly complex challenges of contemporary
education.
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First, behaviorism still has relevance, especially in learning practical skills
and forming positive learning habits. (Sulaswari et al., 2021) In a formal
education environment, the use of rewards and structured feedback has been
proven to be effective in increasing students' learning motivation, especially at
the primary and vocational education levels. However, as the educational
paradigm shifts towards the development of 21st-century competencies such as
creativity and problem-solving, behaviorism needs to be combined with a more
humanistic and reflective approach.

Second, cognitivism provides an important theoretical foundation for
curriculum development that focuses on the development of higher-order
thinking skills. Examples of the application of this theory can be found in the
problem-solving-based learning model, project-based learning, and
metacognitive learning. The cognitivistic approach encourages teachers to create
a learning environment that stimulates students to organize information and
build a deep understanding.(Aeni & Syarifudin, 2023) However, the literature
review also notes that the application of cognitivism that overemphasizes the
individual aspect can ignore the very important social dimension of learning.

Third, constructivism places learning in a dynamic social and cultural
context. Through social interactions, group discussions, and cooperation,
learners can build knowledge actively and relevant to their real-life experiences.
(Purnama et al., 2022) This approach is very suitable for the demands of
education in the digital era that requires communication skills, collaboration, and
the ability to adapt to rapid environmental changes. Constructivism directs
educators to develop student-centered learning strategies and utilize technology
as a supporting medium. The challenge that arises is the uneven readiness of
teachers and support facilities in various regions.(Deak, Haans, et al., 2022)

Fourth, the integration of these three learning theories can create a
comprehensive and holistic learning framework. On the one hand, behaviorism
provides structure and control in learning; On the other hand, cognitivism
emphasizes internal processes and conceptual understanding, while
constructivism adds social aspects as well as real experiences. Literature review
shows that teachers who are able to integrate these three theories in learning
practice will be better able to meet the needs of diverse students and deal with
contemporary learning dynamics more effectively.(Prihanto et al., 2023)

Furthermore, this study confirms that the epistemological understanding
behind learning theories not only enriches educators' theoretical insights, but
also improves their ability to design and implement learning that is in accordance
with the characteristics of learners and the learning context. This is very
important in facing the challenges of globalization, technological advancements,
and rapid socio-cultural changes.

In addition, this literature research found that the development of teacher
professionalism needs to emphasize not only mastery of teaching techniques, but
also philosophical and epistemological understanding as the basis for
pedagogical decision-making. (Seruni et al., 2022) Thus, teacher education must
integrate the study of learning theory in depth as well as applicatively.
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Overall, the results of this study confirm that a learning approach that
relies on only one learning theory is not enough to answer the complexity of
today's education. On the contrary, the integration of various learning theories
based on strong epistemology can result in a more meaningful, effective, and
sustainable learning process. (Pakpahan et al., 2022) This approach also supports
the development of learners who are not only cognitively superior, but also have
essential social and emotional skills in daily life.

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

This research emphasizes the importance of a deep understanding of the
main learning theories, namely behaviorism, cognitivism, and constructivism,
along with the epistemological foundations that form the philosophical basis of
each approach. The three learning theories not only provide a variety of
perspectives on how knowledge is acquired and processed, but also serve as a
foothold for diverse learning practices. Behaviorism, which is rooted in the
epistemology of empiricism, views learning as a behavioral change that can be
observed through response stimulus relationships. (Purnama et al., 2022) This
approach is especially appropriate for teaching skills that require repetitive
practice and reinforcement, such as basic reading, writing, and other technical
skills. However, behaviorism has limitations because it lacks emphasis on aspects
of students' internal processes, such as motivation, concept understanding, and
creativity.

On the other hand, cognitivism focuses on the internal mental processes
in learning, which are based on the epistemology of rationalism and cognitive
psychology. This theory views learning as an active process of information
processing, in which learners build meaning through thinking, solving problems,
and organizing knowledge.(Tatang & Deak, 2022) The cognitivistic approach
encourages teachers to create a learning environment that supports the
development of higher-level thinking skills and metacognition. However, critics
of cognitivism argue that this approach is sometimes too individual-focused and
does not accommodate social and cultural aspects of learning.

Constructivism exists as an answer to these shortcomings by emphasizing
that knowledge is not something static or absolute, but rather the result of active
construction by individuals through experience and social interaction. (Tatang &
Deak, 2022) Based on constructivist epistemology, this theory views social and
cultural context as important factors in the learning process. This approach
requires teachers to play the role of facilitators who support students in building
knowledge independently through exploration, collaboration, and reflection. In
the modern world of education, constructivism is very relevant because it is able
to answer the demands of the 21st century, such as creativity, the ability to work
together, and adapt to change.

The literature review in this study also reveals that in facing the
complexity and dynamics of contemporary education, the three learning theories
should not be viewed separately. The combination of behaviorism, cognitivism,
and constructivism can form a more holistic and holistic learning framework.
Behaviorism provides structure and control in reinforcing desired behaviors,
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cognitivism emphasizes thought processes and deep understanding, while
constructivism adds a social dimension and real experience as a learning context.
Teachers who are able to integrate these three approaches can create a learning
process that is more flexible, adaptive, and able to meet the diverse needs of
students.

In addition, this study emphasizes that a deep understanding of the
epistemological basis of learning theory is an important capital in improving
teacher professionalism. Mastery of teaching techniques alone is not enough
without a philosophical understanding of the nature of knowledge and the
learning process.(Ayu Lestari & Deak, 2023) With a strong epistemological
understanding, teachers are able to make more appropriate and innovative
pedagogical decisions, so that the learning process is designed not only to follow
trends or methods that are currently popular, but is truly meaningful and
sustainable. This is very important in the midst of the rapid development of
digital technology, globalization, and socio-cultural changes that require teachers
to be reflective and adaptive learners.

Furthermore, this study found that in educational practice in some places,
especially in Indonesia, there is still a gap between theory and learning practice.
Many teachers still apply more behavioristic approaches that focus on
memorization and reinforcement of behaviors, while the understanding and
application of the theories of cognitivism and constructivism is still not
optimal.(Deak & Mengga, 2023) This condition shows the need to improve
teacher training programs and professional development that not only teaches
teaching techniques, but also deepens epistemological understanding and
integration of learning theory into daily learning practices.

This conclusion emphasizes that learning theories and their
epistemological foundations are not mere abstract concepts, but must be used as
a foundation in designing contextual and adaptive learning processes. Today's
quality education requires an approach that not only emphasizes material
mastery, but also the development of students' social, emotional, and critical
thinking skills.(Prihanto et al., 2023) Therefore, the incorporation of various
learning theories allows for the creation of richer, more effective, and meaningful
learning models.

Thus, this study makes an important contribution in enriching knowledge
about the relationship between learning theory and epistemology, as well as its
impact on modern educational practice. A thorough understanding of learning
theory can assist educators and policymakers in formulating learning strategies
that are relevant and responsive to the needs of 2l1st-century learners.
Furthermore, this opens up opportunities to develop more innovative and
sustainable education, resulting in graduates who not only excel academically,
but are also able to adapt and make a positive contribution to a changing society.

ADVANCE RESEARCH

Future research should examine how integrated learning theories—
behaviorism, cognitivism, and constructivism—can be effectively applied in
digital and blended learning environments. Special focus is needed on how
teachers” epistemological beliefs influence their adoption of emerging
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technologies and innovative pedagogies. Longitudinal and cross-cultural studies
can also help bridge the gap between theory and practice, guiding the
development of more adaptive, relevant, and sustainable education for 21st-
century learners.
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