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How We Lea 
w 

UNIVERSITY OF MINNESOTA • 
As Extension workers we bring information to 

farm families . However , this communicat ion isn't 
complete until some change occurs i n farm fam
ilies--in t heir a ttitudes, knowledge, p r actices, 
and in the ways the y think, feel , and act. 

Every Extension worker communicates or pre
sents information in many ways - -individual c on .!' 
tacts , meet ings, TV, radio, displays, printed ma
terial , news articles , etc. Presenting alone , how
ever, does not necessarily m ean either comm uni
cation o r learning. There m ay be a m i s s ing factor 
.. . our knowledge of learning principle s. 

WHAT IS L EARNING? 

Learning is ·acquiring habit s, knowledge, a nd 
attitudes, inv olving new ways of doing things. 
Actually it i s self initiated and the lear ne r him self 
must be aroused so that he will persist in this 
learning activity . 

TYPES OF LEARNING 

Sensations 

T his i s the first and most simple of all learn
ing processes. They involve the sense organs - 
eye, nose, t ongue, ear, feel , etc. 

Eye--About 85 p e rcent of our learning is derived 
through our eyes. How ever , there are wide diffe r 
ences among individuals in how efficiently t hey us e 
their eyes. 

In Ext en sion it is import
ant to recognize thes e differ 
ences. For ex ample , in i n 
struction in culling poul try 
the agent may say "Se e this 
eye ring? " However , the f a r
mer may not see i t and he 
won ' t achnit he doesn't. Con
sequently, no learning t a k es 
place. 
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Ear- -About 10 percent of all learning comes 
through the ear. As with the eye there is wide var
iation in the effectiveness with which different per 
sons actually use their ears. For example, not 
everyone can tell the difference between the sound 
made by a smoothly working tractor engine and one 
that is throwing a bearing. 

Smell--Here, too, human abilities vary. Smell 
is sometimes used as an informal quality check in 
dairying or as a factor in cooking, but we can't 
assume everyone can smell what we do. 

Taste--Obviously there is a great variation in 
the --aoriTty of people to taste. 

Feel--A large number of skills on the farm de
penCISOn the sense of feel. 

Kinesthetic sense--This might be defined as 
muscle sense, the sense which is stimulated by 
bodily tensions. This sense is important in such 
activities as operating machinery, chopping wood, 
sewing and knitting, etc. 

Perceptions 

A sensation or stimulus has value only when it 
has meaning. Thus, sensations plus meaning or 
equal perceptions or percepts. Not all people give 
the same meaning to a sensation. The following 
factors may determine the meanings they apply. 

Experience- -Experience has the powerful influ
ence on the meaning we put on any sensation . We 
learn by "building on", putting experience on top 
of experience. Each new stimulus is interpreted in 
terms of all our older experiences. For instance, 
information about a new variety of wheat would have 
different meanings to a farmer who successfully 
grew the last variety of wheat recommended, as to 
one who tried the last recommended variety unsuc
cessfully. 

Interest--Interest is essential to learning, but 
unfortunately a person's interest varies from time 
to t ime. This brings up two important questions 
we'll discuss later . 1. How can you create interest? 
2. How can you maintain it? 



Attitude- -A distinguishing characteristic of an 
attitude is that it is emotional in nature. The ego is 
deeply involved; a person will defend it strenuously. 
Consequently, an attitude should never be attacked 
frontally or by reasoning. Such attacks may pro
duce an emotionally based resentment and block a 
behavior change. 

Attention:..-!£ there is no attention, there is no 
learning. Attention is be.st when the learner feels 
that the material being presented is important, in
teresting, or appealing to him. 

Stimulation- -Stimulation is the degree of inten
sity with which a sensation arouses one or more 
of the learning factors. 

Interpretation--Interpretation gives depth and 
significance to meaning, and, therefore, to per
ceptions. Interpretation will vary according to the 
individual's interest, attitude, related experience, 
and stimulation. 

Association 

We learn by associating new percepts with our 
own experiences. This is done in many ways: 

125 

100 

75 

50 

Contrast-- We tend to remember things that are 
exactly opposite. In Extension, 
teaching is easier if a new 
concept can be tied to some
thing familiar but opposite. 
Examples are 11before 11 and 
"after" appearance of a kitch
en arrangement and the "Corn 
--Yesterday and Today" 
demonstration. 

Recency-- We associate with things that happen
ed recently or which we learned recently. Talking 
about rust-free wheat at the time of the rust epi
demic; about a practice followed by a state 4-H 
winner named yesterday; or about irrigation dur
ing a drouth ties new knowledge to something that 
happened recently. 

Vividness-- We remember 
things that are vivid, dramat
ic, or striking. Examples 
are accident scenes, poison 
labels, fertilized vs. unfer
tilized plots, or a judge order
ing reckless drivers to tour 
the morgue. 

Frame of Mind-- "Frame of mind" is the learn
er's momentary attitude. He can be swept with 
feelings of anger, resentment, happiness, or sad
ness. Therefore,, frame of mind helps determine 
if a person makes any association and what asso
ciations, he makes. Strong emotions can block any 
reaction. 

Frequency-- The frequency with which an asso
ciat10n is used increases its retention. Remem
ber Hitler taught very effectively. His prescrip
tion was 11 Tell it simple, but tell it often! Keep 
on telling them, telling them, telling them! 11 

Hitler misused this principle, but it can be used 
effectively. An example might be using several 
media to tell about a new practice. 

Similarity-- We remember, 
through association, similar 
things. Thus we should try to 
tie our message to known things 
that are similar or related, 
such as comparing nutritional 
requirements for a baby and 
chicks. 

Motor Learning 

Motor learning means acquiring a skill or a habit 
and depends entirely upon sensations and perceptions. 
To develop correct motor learning remember these 
points: 

1. Present correct instruction so you don't have to 
correct errors. 

2. Practice using proven techniques. 

3. Avoid adverse criticism. 

4. Stress accuracy and speed for efficiency. 

5. Stress consistent practice. 

Trial and Error Learning 

Most living creatures will respond to a new situ
ation by making more intense movements or more 
different movements than are actually necessary to 
meet the situation. If the learning situation is well 
organized and meaningful, then we can avoid wasting 
of time through trial and error. 

LAWS THAT AFFECT LEARNING 

1. Law of Exercise--Other things being equal, 
practice tends to strengthen the new action. 
"Practice makes perfect. 11 

2. Law of Effect--A new response is strength
ened or weakened by the satisfaction or the 
annoyance which may accompany or follow it. 

3. Law of Frequency- -Other things being 
equal, the more frequently a connection is ex
ercised, the rnore likely a given response will 
be made to a given situation. Learning cannot 
take place all at once. 

4. Law of Recency--The more recent are
action, the stronger will be the learning by 
connection. 

5. Law of Readiness--The more ready the 
subject is, the more effective the learning. 

Adapted from material prepared by Milton Hanoon, Abbott Laborato
rleo, Chicago, for the National Project on Ag r icultural Communicationo . 
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