02
Modern Perspectives on the Psychology of Learning:
Insights from the PTE Organization’s Top 20 Principles

for Teaching and Learning
Enoka Randeniya

Faculty of Education, University of Colombo

Abstract

The Top 20 Principles for Teaching and Learning, developed by the American
Psychological Association (APA), provide a research-based framework to enhance Pre-K—12
education by integrating cognitive, motivational, social, and emotional perspectives on
learning. This chapter explores these principles with a focus on their application in the Sri
Lankan educational context, emphasizing teacher professional development, student well-
being, and instructional effectiveness. Each principle highlights evidence-based strategies for
promoting mastery, creativity, self-regulation, intrinsic motivation, and effective classroom
management, while also addressing assessment practices grounded in fairness and
psychological science. By adapting these principles to local cultural and classroom
environments, Sri Lankan educators can foster deeper understanding, meaningful engagement,
and holistic development in learners. The chapter underscores the value of aligning theory with
practice to create supportive learning environments that enhance both teaching and learning

outcomes, preparing students for lifelong learning and success.
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Introduction

Psychology of learning is a prominent and widely discussed area within the field of
educational psychology in contemporary education. At its core, learning can be defined as a
relatively permanent change in an individual’s behavior resulting from experience, practice, or
interaction with the environment. More broadly, learning is understood as a lifelong process

through which individuals acquire new attitudes, knowledge, skills, and values. This process
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is influenced by multiple interrelated factors, including biological, cognitive, cultural, social,
emotional, and spiritual dimensions. Consequently, learning plays a crucial role in shaping how

individuals behave, think, and perceive the world around them.

Understanding the psychology of learning involves examining how individuals learn,
how they interact with their environments, and how both internal and external factors influence
learning processes. It encompasses a wide range of topics related to motivation, cognition,
emotion, social interaction, and behavioral change. For educators, researchers, and
professionals working in educational settings, knowledge of the psychology of learning is
essential for understanding how learning occurs and for designing effective teaching strategies
that support meaningful and sustained learning outcomes. In contemporary education, the
psychology of learning has undergone significant transformation, with modern educational
practices emphasizing learners as active participants who construct knowledge through
experience, reflection, and social interaction. Increasing attention is also given to motivation,

emotional well-being, resilience, and the overall quality of the learning environment.

While the Pearson Test of English (PTE) organization provides extensive teaching
resources and task-specific strategies for educators to enhance the psychology of learning. This
conceptual framework known as the “Top 20 Principles for Teaching and Learning” is a
landmark document developed and published by the American Psychological Association
(APA) to enhance Pre-K—12 education. The Pre-K—12 system encompasses early childhood,
primary, and secondary education. Pre-kindergarten (Pre-K) serves children typically aged four
to five years and focuses on school readiness, social development, and foundational academic
skills. Kindergarten represents the first year of formal schooling, usually for children aged five
to six years. Grades 1 to 12 constitute the subsequent years of primary and secondary education
and are commonly divided into elementary, middle, and high school stages, covering learners
from early childhood through late adolescence. Already it is the standard educational sequence
in the United States, Canada, and many other countries to prepare students for college or the

workforce.

The purpose of this chapter is to examine key concepts in the psychology of learning
reflected in the Top 20 Principles for Teaching and Learning. It highlights their contribution to
teacher professional development, learner outcomes, and teacher—student well-being,
emphasizing their role in enhancing instructional effectiveness and holistic educational
development in Sri Lanka.
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Top 20 Principles for Teaching and Learning

This chapter primarily discusses the Top 20 Principles from Psychology for PreK—12 Teaching
and Learning introduced through professional resources associated with the PTE organization,
and examines the application of these principles to teacher and student well-being within the

Sri Lankan education context.

The Top 20 Principles are organized into five broad areas of psychological functioning. The
first eight (Principles 1-8) principles focus on cognition and learning and address the question,
How do students think and learn? The next four principles (Principles 9-12) address
motivation and explore the question, What motivates students? The next three principles
(Principles 13—15) emphasize the social and emotional dimensions of learning, focusing on the
question, Why are social context, interpersonal relationships, and emotional well-being
important for student learning? The next two principles (Principles 16—17) relate to classroom
context and management and address the question, How can the classroom be managed most
effectively to support learning? Finally, the last three principles (Principles 18-20) focus on

assessment and examine the question, How can teachers assess student progress effectively?

This chapter explains the each principle seperately and discusses their practical application in
promoting effective teaching, learning, and teacher and student well-being within the Sri

Lankan educational context.

How do students think and learn?

Principle 1: Students’ beliefs or perceptions about intelligence and ability

affect their cognitive functioning and learning.

This principle highlights those students’ beliefs about their intelligence and abilities strongly
influence their learning behavior, problem-solving, and persistence. Students with fixed beliefs
about intelligence may avoid challenges and disengage after failure, whereas those with a
growth mindset-believing that abilities can be developed through effort and practice - show
greater engagement, resilience, and academic performance. In the Sri Lankan education
system, where strong emphasis is placed on examinations and academic competition, students
may develop fixed perceptions of ability based on exam results. Teachers can address this by

promoting growth-oriented feedback, valuing effort and learning strategies, and using
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formative and reflective classroom practices to strengthen student self-efficacy, motivation,

and emotional well-being.
Principle 2: What students already know affects their learning

This principle highlights that students’ prior knowledge strongly influences how they
understand new learning. Existing knowledge supports both concept developments, by adding
new ideas, and concept modification, by correcting misconceptions. In Sri Lankan classrooms,
students bring diverse prior knowledge shaped by culture, language, family background, and
schooling experiences. If this knowledge is not considered-particularly in examination-oriented
subjects -learning may remain superficial. Teachers can apply this principle by assessing prior
knowledge through questioning and diagnostic activities and by linking new content to familiar
Sri Lankan contexts, thereby promoting meaningful learning and improved academic

outcomes.

Principle 3: Students’ cognitive development and learning are not limited by

general stages of development

Research shows that learners possess early biological competencies and develop knowledge
structures (schemas) through experience. Students are capable of higher-level thinking when
they have prior familiarity with a subject, interact with more capable peers or teachers, and
learn within meaningful sociocultural contexts. Learning is further enhanced when instruction
is provided within the zone of proximal development, where tasks are slightly challenging but

achievable with support.

In the Sri Lankan context, this principle highlights that students’ abilities should not be judged
solely by age, grade level, or examination performance. Teachers can apply this principle by
using baseline assessments to identify students’ existing knowledge, linking new lessons to
familiar cultural and social experiences, and providing guided support through peer learning
and scaffold instruction. Such practices enable students to achieve higher levels of reasoning,

promote inclusive learning, and support diverse learners within Sri Lankan classrooms.
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Principle 4: Learning is based on context, so generalizing learning to new

contexts is not spontaneous but instead needs to be facilitated

This principle emphasizes that learning is strongly influenced by the context in which it occurs.
Students often struggle to apply knowledge or skills learned in one situation to new or different
contexts unless teachers intentionally facilitate this transfer. Generalizing learning is not
automatic; it requires guided practice, explicit connections, and relevant examples. In Sri
Lanka, where teaching is often exam-focused, students may memorize facts without
understanding how to apply them in real-life situations. Teachers can promote transfer by:
Using real-life examples relevant to students’ cultural, social, and local experiences, Designing
problem-solving activities that require applying learned concepts in new situations,
Encouraging reflection on how knowledge can be used beyond the classroom, connecting
textbook content to local contexts, such as environmental issues, social norms, or everyday
mathematics. By facilitating contextual transfer, Sri Lankan educators can help students
develop deeper understanding, critical thinking, and practical skills that extend beyond

examination preparation.

Principle 5: Acquiring long-term knowledge and skill is largely dependent

on practice

This principle emphasizes that students retain knowledge and develop skills more effectively
through repeated, deliberate practice. Learning is reinforced when students actively apply what
they have learned over time rather than relying on one-time exposure. Practice helps

consolidate understanding, correct errors, and build automaticity in skills.

When considering how this concept can be applied to the Sri Lankan classrooms, most probably
rote memorization is common. Instead of it, teachers can enhance long-term learning by
incorporating regular practice activities, such as exercises, projects, and collaborative tasks.
Providing timely feedback and encouraging repeated application of concepts - especially in
subjects like mathematics, languages, and science can help students retain knowledge, improve

problem-solving skills, and achieve deeper learning beyond examinations.
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Principle 6: Clear, explanatory, and timely feedback to students is important

for learning

Learning improves through repeated practice accompanied by timely, constructive feedback,
which can affect students both positively and negatively. If delivered carelessly, feedback may
hurt a student’s self-esteem or be perceived as criticism. Therefore, teachers need to provide
feedback thoughtfully, ensuring it is supportive and encourages improvement. In Sri Lankan
classrooms, this principle can be applied by using exercises, quizzes, and in-class activities
with immediate feedback. By emphasizing effort, recognizing progress, and addressing
misconceptions, teachers help students internalize skills more effectively while fostering

confidence, motivation, and a positive attitude toward learning.

Principle 7: Students’ self-regulation assists learning, and self-regulatory

skills can be taught

Students’ ability to monitor and control their own learning - through goal-setting, planning,
and self-assessment - enhances understanding, persistence, and academic performance.
Importantly, self-regulatory skills can be explicitly taught and practiced. In the Sri Lankan
context, teachers can support self-regulation by guiding students to set achievable learning
goals, use checklists or study planners, reflect on their progress, and develop strategies to
manage time and effort effectively. Encouraging these practices helps students take ownership
of their learning, improves motivation, and supports success in both examination -oriented and

real-life learning situations.
Principle 8: Student creativity can be fostered

Student creativity refers to the ability to generate original ideas, approach problems in novel
ways, and think flexibly across different situations. Creativity is not an innate trait possessed
only by a few; it can be cultivated through intentional teaching practices, a supportive learning
environment, and opportunities for exploration and experimentation. Educational psychology
research studies emphasize that students demonstrate higher creativity when they are
encouraged to take intellectual risks, make connections between concepts, and reflect on their

thinking processes.
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In the Sri Lankan classroom context, fostering creativity involves designing learning activities
that go beyond rote memorization. Teachers can implement open-ended tasks, project-based
learning, and collaborative group activities that require students to explore multiple solutions
to a problem. Incorporating local cultural elements, arts, environmental issues, and real-life
problem-solving scenarios encourages students to connect learning with their own experiences.
Providing opportunities for curiosity, experimentation, and reflection helps students develop

critical thinking and innovative skills.

Furthermore, assessment methods should recognize creative processes as well as outcomes.
For example, teachers can evaluate students based on originality, problem-solving strategies,
and the ability to integrate ideas rather than solely focusing on correct answers. By nurturing
creativity in these ways, Sri Lankan educators can prepare students to adapt to complex, real-
world challenges, promote lifelong learning, and enhance their ability to contribute

meaningfully to society.

What motivates students?

Principle 9: Students tend to enjoy learning and to do better when they are

more intrinsically rather than extrinsically motivated to achieve.

Students learn more effectively and enjoy the learning process when they are intrinsically
motivated—driven by curiosity, interest, and personal satisfaction—rather than solely by
external rewards such as grades or approval. Intrinsic motivation promotes deeper engagement,
persistence, and creativity, leading to better learning outcomes. In the Sri Lankan education
context, where exam results often dominate teaching and learning, teachers can foster intrinsic
motivation by designing lessons that connect to students’ interests, real-life experiences, and
cultural backgrounds. Strategies include using problem-solving activities, encouraging student
choice in assignments, promoting inquiry-based learning, and highlighting the relevance of
knowledge beyond exams. By nurturing intrinsic motivation, teachers can help students
develop a love for learning, increase engagement, and achieve meaningful, long-term learning

outcomes.
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Principle 10: Students persist in the face of challenging tasks and process
information more deeply when they adopt mastery goals rather than

performance goals

Students persist longer and process information more deeply when they focus on mastery goals
-aiming to understand, improve, and develop competence - rather than performance goals,
which emphasize outperforming others or achieving high grades. Mastery-oriented students are
more resilient to challenges, more willing to take risks, and engage in meaningful learning

rather than memorizing for exams.

In Sri Lanka, where education is often examination -focused, teachers can encourage mastery
goals by emphasizing personal progress, understanding concepts, and applying knowledge
rather than solely ranking students by grades. Strategies include setting individualized learning
objectives, providing constructive feedback on effort and strategy, and promoting self-
reflection. By fostering mastery goals, teachers can help students build persistence, critical

thinking skills, and a deeper, long-term understanding of subject matter.

Principle 11: Teachers’ expectations about their students affect students’

opportunities to learn, their motivation, and their learning outcomes.

Students’ learning, motivation, and opportunities are strongly influenced by their teachers’
expectations. High expectations can encourage greater effort, persistence, and achievement,
while low expectations may limit engagement and potential. In Sri Lankan classrooms, where
teacher authority is highly respected, positive expectations can have a powerful effect on
student performance. Teachers can apply this principle by setting high but realistic goals,
providing support and encouragement, and treating all students as capable learners. By
maintaining consistent, positive expectations, teachers can foster motivation, self-confidence,

and improved learning outcomes across diverse classrooms.
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Principle 12: Setting goals that are short term (proximal), specific, and
moderately challenging enhances motivation more than establishing goals

that are long term (distal), general, and overly challenging

Students are more motivated and perform better when goals are short-term (proximal),
specific, and moderately challenging, rather than long-term, vague, or overly difficult. Clear
and achievable goals help learners focus, monitor progress, and experience a sense of

accomplishment, which reinforces persistence and engagement.

In Sri Lanka, where examination pressure is high, teachers can motivate by breaking larger
learning objectives into smaller, manageable steps. For example, teachers can set weekly
targets for completing assignments, practicing problem-solving, or mastering a concept.
Providing clear instructions, regular feedback, and celebrating small achievements helps

students maintain focus, build confidence, and develop a positive attitude toward learning.

Why are social context, interpersonal relationships, and emotional well-

being important for student learning?

Principle 13: Learning is situated within multiple social contexts

Learning occurs within various social contexts, including families, peer groups, classrooms,
and the wider community. Students’ understanding, attitudes, and behavior are shaped by these
interactions, as knowledge is co-constructed through communication, collaboration, and shared
experiences.In Sri Lanka, teachers can leverage social contexts to enhance learning by
promoting group work, peer tutoring, and collaborative projects. Engaging families and
community resources—such as local cultural practices or environmental initiatives—can
provide meaningful, real-life contexts for learning. By situating instruction within familiar
social settings, teachers help students connect concepts to their experiences, fostering deeper

understanding, social skills, and a sense of belonging.

Principle 14: Interpersonal relationships and communication are critical to
both the teaching—learning process and the social-emotional development of

students
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Positive interpersonal relationships and effective communication between teachers and
students are crucial for both learning and social-emotional development. Supportive
interactions build trust, motivation, and engagement, while poor communication can hinder

learning and affect students’ emotional well-being.

In Sri Lanka, where teacher-student relationships are highly valued, teachers can foster strong
connections by showing respect, actively listening, providing encouragement, and maintaining
open communication. Group discussions, peer interactions, and collaborative activities also
promote social skills and emotional development. By prioritizing positive relationships,

educators can enhance students’ learning experiences, motivation, and overall well-being.

Principle 15: Emotional well-being influences educational performance,

learning, and development

Students’ emotional well-being plays a critical role in their learning, motivation, and overall
development. Positive emotions enhance engagement, attention, and cognitive processing,
while stress, anxiety, or negative emotions can hinder concentration, memory, and academic
performance. In Sri Lanka, where exam pressure and competitive environments are common,
teachers can support emotional well-being by creating a safe and supportive classroom climate,
recognizing students’ efforts, and integrating mindfulness or stress-reduction activities.
Encouraging self-expression, peer support, and balanced workloads helps students manage

emotions, stay motivated, and achieve better learning outcomes.

How can the classroom be managed most effectively to support learning?

Principle 16: Expectations for classroom conduct and social interaction are
learned and can be taught using proven principles of behavior and effective

classroom instruction

Students learn appropriate classroom behavior and social interaction through explicit guidance,
consistent expectations, and structured instruction. Using proven behavioral principles,
teachers can shape positive conduct, encourage cooperation, and manage classroom dynamics

effectively.
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In Sri Lanka, teachers can model expected behaviors, establish clear rules, and reinforce
positive actions through praise, rewards, or corrective guidance. Role-playing, group activities,
and collaborative learning can teach communication, respect, and teamwork. By explicitly
teaching social and behavioral expectations, educators create a respectful, organized, and
productive learning environment that supports both academic and social-emotional

development.

Principle 17: Effective classroom management is based on (a) setting and
communicating high expectations, (b) consistently nurturing positive

relationships, and (c) providing a high level of student support

Effective classroom management relies on setting and communicating high expectations,
consistently nurturing positive teacher-student relationships, and providing strong academic
and emotional support. These elements create a structured, respectful, and motivating learning

environment that promotes engagement and achievement.

In Sri Lanka, teachers can manage classrooms effectively by clearly communicating rules and
learning objectives, building trust and rapport with students, and offering guidance and
assistance when challenges arise. Consistently reinforcing expectations, encouraging positive
behavior, and providing individualized support helps maintain discipline while fostering

motivation, participation, and overall academic and social-emotional growth.
How can teachers assess student progress effectively?

Principle 18: Formative and summative assessments are both important and

useful but require different approaches and interpretations.

Both formative and summative assessments are essential for understanding student learning,
but they serve different purposes and require distinct approaches. Formative assessments
provide ongoing feedback to guide instruction and improve learning, while summative

assessments evaluate overall achievement at the end of a learning period.

In Sri Lanka, where education is often examination-focused, teachers can use formative
assessments such as quizzes, discussions, peer feedback, and in-class activities to monitor

progress and address misconceptions. Summative assessments, such as end-of-term exams or
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projects, can evaluate cumulative understanding. Using both types effectively allows teachers
to support learning continuously while accurately measuring achievement, promoting deeper

understanding and improved student outcomes.

Principle 19: Students’ skills, knowledge, and abilities are best measured
with assessment processes grounded in psychological science with well-

defined standards for quality and fairness

Students’ skills, knowledge, and abilities are most accurately measured using assessment
methods grounded in psychological principles, with clear standards for quality, reliability, and
fairness. Well-designed assessments ensure that results reflect true learning rather than bias,

guessing, or external factors.

In Sri Lanka, teachers can apply this principle by designing assessments that are valid,
reliable, and appropriate for students’ developmental levels and cultural contexts. Clear rubrics,
consistent scoring, and alignment with learning objectives help maintain fairness.
Incorporating diverse assessment methods, such as projects, oral presentations, and practical
tasks alongside written examination, provides a comprehensive picture of student learning and

supports equity in evaluating performance.

Principle 20: Making sense of assessment data depends on clear,

appropriate, and fair interpretation

The value of assessment depends not only on how it is conducted but also on how the results
are interpreted. Clear, appropriate, and fair interpretation ensures that data accurately reflects
students’ learning, guides instruction, and informs decision-making. Misinterpretation can lead

to incorrect conclusions about students’ abilities and needs.

In Sri Lanka, teachers can apply this principle by carefully analyzing assessment results
in the context of students’ backgrounds, prior knowledge, and learning environments. Using
clear rubrics, multiple assessment sources, and considering individual differences ensures fair
interpretation. Proper analysis of assessment data helps teachers provide targeted support,

improve instructional strategies, and enhance student learning outcomes.

Conclusion
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The Top 20 Principles for Teaching and Learning, developed and published by the
American Psychological Association (APA), provide a comprehensive, research-based
framework to enhance Pre-K—12 education. These principles highlight how cognitive,
motivational, social, and emotional factors interact to influence student learning and
development. Applying these principles in the classroom enables teachers to foster deeper
understanding, promote intrinsic motivation, support emotional well-being, and develop

essential skills such as creativity, critical thinking, and self-regulation.

In the Sri Lankan context, where education is often highly examination -focused, integrating
these principles can transform teaching and learning practices. Teachers can adapt strategies to
suit local cultural, social, and classroom environments, using evidence-based methods to
encourage mastery, meaningful engagement, and holistic development. By aligning
instruction, assessment, and classroom management with these principles, educators can create
supportive learning environments that enhance both teacher professional development and
student outcomes. Ultimately, the APA’s framework serves as a valuable guide for evidence-

informed educational practices that prepare students for lifelong learning and success.
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