Table 1. Conceptual and pragmatic definitions of learning surveyed from different disciplines
CONCEPTUAL DEFINITIONS: LEARNING AS THE PROCESSING OF INFORMATION OR EXPERIENCE
Psychology
“We can divide all learning into (1) learning by trial and accidental success, by the strengthening of the
connections between the sense-impressions representing the situation and the acts—or impulses and
acts—representing our successful response to it and by the inhibition of similar connections with
unsuccessful responses; (2) learning by imitation...”
“Learning is a relatively stable unspecified change within an organism that makes a change in behaviour
possible; that is due to experience; and that cannot be accounted for in terms of reflexes, instincts,
maturation, or the influence of fatigue, injury, disease or drugs”
“Learning refers to the process by which an animal (human or non-human) interacts with its environment
and becomes changed by this experience so that its subsequent behaviour is modified”
“The process of acquiring new and relatively enduring information, behaviour patterns or abilities
characterised by modification of behaviour as a result of practice, study or experience”
“In a representational theory of learning, the brain computes a representation of the experienced world,
and behavior is informed by that representation. By contrast, in associative theories of learning,
which dominate neurobiological thinking, experience causes a plastic brain to rewire itself to make
behavior better adapted to the experienced world, without the brain’s computing a representation of
that world”
“[…]learning is a process of change that occurs as a result of an individual's experience”
“Learning is a process by which an organism benefits from experience so that its future behaviour is
better adapted to its environment”
Cognitive Psychology
“Learning is any process that modifies a system so as to improve, more or less irreversibly, its subsequent
performance of the same task or of tasks drawn from the same population.”
"...learning is conceived in terms of the storage of information in memory as a consequence of any
experience the individual might have had.”
"Learning and memory involve a series of stages. Processes occurring during the presentation of the
learning material are known as "encoding" and involve many processes involved in perception. This
is the first stage. As a result of encoding, some information is sorted within the memory system. Thus,
storage is the second stage. The third (and final) stage is retrieval, which involves recovering or
extracting stored information from the memory system."

Thorndike 1911/2000
[1]
Chance 1979 [2]
Hall 2003 [3]
Breedlove et al 2007 [4]
Gallistel 2008 [5]

Mazur 2013 [6]
Rescorla 1988 [7]

Langley and Simon
1981 [8]
Medin 2001 [9]
Eysenck and Keane
2010 [10]

"The [incidental] acquisition of knowledge about the structural properties of the relations between objects
or events."
Neuroscience
“Learning is the process of information input and processing as well as storage, and, on the other hand it
is a product which changes in the behaviour of an animal due to experience”
“We define memory as a behavioral change caused by an experience, and define learning as a process for
acquiring memory.”
“Learning is the process by which we acquire knowledge about the world, while memory is the process
by which that knowledge is encoded, stored, and later retrieved.”
“Learning is the process of acquiring new information.”
“[…]learning is the capacity to change behaviour as the result of individual experience in such a way that
the new behaviour is better adapted to the changed conditions of the environment”
Behavioral Ecology
“that process within the organism which produces adaptive change in individual behaviour as a result of
experience”
“The process which produces adaptive change in individual behaviour as the result of experience. It is
regarded as distinct from fatigue, sensory adaptation, maturation and the result of surgical or other
injury.”
“[…]learning can be defined as a process by which long lasting changes in behaviour are acquired by
experience”
“[…]learning involves the acquisition, storage and retrieval of information that can potentially affect
behavior”
Machine Learning
“The capacity… to acquire or develop new knowledge or skills from existing or nonexisting examples for
the sake of optimizing performance criterion.”
"A system is said to learn if it can acquire (synthesize) declarative knowledge from data and/or it
displays performance/competence improvement through practice".
“[Learning is] the acquisition of structural descriptions from examples.”
“[Learning is] the process of forming general concept definitions by observing specific examples of
concepts to be learned.

Buchner and Wippich
1998 [11]
Korte 2013 [12]
Okano, et al. 2000 [13]
Kandel, et al. 2000 [14]
Rudy 2008 [15]
Menzel 2013 [16]

Thorpe, 1943 [17]
Thorpe 1951 [18]
Sitter 1999 [19]
Bekoff 2004 [20]

Alpaydin 2004 [21]
Neri and Saitta 1997
[22]
McQueen and Holmes
1998 [23]
Haglin et al 2005 [24]

LEARNING DEFINED AS BEHAVIORAL CHANGE
Psychology
“[…]the acquisition, maintenance, and change of an organism's behavior as a result of lifetime events”
“[…]more or less permanent change in behaviour that occurs as a result of practice”
“[…]change in behavior that occurs as the result of practice”
“[…]specific and only partly reversible change [in behavior], often related to a positive or negative
outcome”. “Experience can change behavior in many ways that manifestly do not involve learning”
“[…]changes in the behavior of an organism that are the result of regularities in the environment of that
organism”
Neuroscience
“[…]any fairly persistent change in behavioral attributes produced by the action of experience on the
central nervous system”
“[…]a change in the behavior of an animal as a consequence of the animal’s experience”
“Learning is a change in an organism’s behaviour as a result of experience”
“[…]a relatively permanent change in behavior that results from experience”
Behavioral Ecology
‘[…]a change/modification in behaviour with experience’

“a reversible change in behaviour with experience”
No longer willing to define learning. Instead, offer criteria to specify learning
1. The individual’s behavior changes in a repeatable way as a consequence of experience
2. Behavior changes gradually with continued experience

Pierce and Cheney 2008
[25]
Kimble 1961 [26]
Dewsbury 1978 [27]
Staddon 1983 [28]
De Houwer et al. 2013
[29]
Krasne 1976 [30]
Delcomym 1998 [31]
Kolb & Whishaw 2011
[32]
Kolb & Whishaw 2014
[33]
Shettleworth 1984 [34];
van Alphen and Let
1986 [35]; Szentesi &
Jermy 1990 [36];
Vet et al. 1990 [37];
Stephens 1993 [38];
Barron 1999 [39]
Papaj & Prokopy, 1986
[40]
Papaj & Prokopy, 1989
[41]

3. The change in behavior accompanying experience wanes in the absence of continued experience
of the same type or as a consequence of a novel experience or trauma
“Learning is the adaptive modification of behaviour based on experience”
“a change in state due to experience”
“Learning is the modification of behaviour due to stored information from previous experience”
Machine Learning
"A computer program is said to learn from experience E with respect to some class of tasks T and
performance measure P, if its performance at tasks in T, as measured by P, improves with
experience E"
“Things learn when they change their behaviour in a way that makes them perform better in the future.”

Alcock 2005 [42]
Shettleworth 2010 [43]
Breed 2012 [44]
Mitchell 1997 [45]

Witten and Frank 2005
[46]

LEARNING DEFINED AS CHANGES IN BEHAVIORAL MECHANISMS
Psychology
“[…]the process by which a relatively stable modification in stimulus-response relations is developed as
a consequence of functional environmental interaction via the senses”
“[…]an enduring change in the mechanisms of behavior involving specific stimuli and/or responses that
results from prior experience with those or similar stimuli and responses”
“[…]a long-term change in mental representations or associations as a result of experience”
Neuroscience
“[Learning is] either a case of the differential strengthening of one from a number of more or less distinct
reactions evoked by a situation of need, or the formation of receptor-effector connections de novo; the
first occurs typically in simple selective learning and the second, in conditioned-reflex learning"
“Learning is a manifestation of the malleability of the nervous system because it is a change in the
behavior of an animal based on experience. Memory refers to the stored experience and to the
process by which it is stored. Memory is a requirement for learning.”
Offer no definition of learning – rather provide mechanistic definitions of specific learning
subtypes, e.g. habituation.

Lachman 1997 [47]
Domjan 2010 [48]
Omrod 2012 [49]
Hull 1943 [50]
Delcomym 1998 [31]
Carew 2000 [51];
Schwartz, et al. 2002
[52]; Kalat 2007 [53];
Reznikova 2007 [54];
Squire, et al. 2008 [55];

Gluck, et al. 2008 [56]
Behavioral ecology
“[…]the acquisition of neuronal representations of new information”
“Learning is a change in the nervous system manifested as altered behavior due to experience”
“Learning is a specific change or modification of behaviour involving the nervous system as a result of
experience with an external event or series of events in an individual’s life”

Dukas, 2009 [57]
West-Eberhard 2003
[58]
Grier 1992 [59]

Table References
1 Thorndike, E.L. (1911) Animal Intelligence. Macmillan
2 Chance, P. (1979) Learning and Behaviour. Wadsworth Publishing Company
3 Hall, G. (2003) Psychology of learning. In Encyclopedia of Cognitive Science (Nadel, L., ed), pp. 837–845, Nature Publishing
Group.
4 Breedlove, S.M., et al. (2007) Biological Psychology an Introduction to Behavioural, Cognitive and Clinical Neuroscience.
Sinauer Assoc.
5 Gallistel, C.R. (2008) Learning and representation. In Learning theory and behavior. Vol. 1 of Learning and memory: A
comprehensive reference, 4 vols. (J. Byrne Editor) (Menzel, R., ed), pp. 227-242, Elsevier
6 Mazur, J.E. (2013) Learning and Behavior (7th ed.). Pearson
7 Rescorla, R.A. (1988) Behavioral studies of Pavlovian conditioning. Annu. Rev. Neurosci. 11, 329-352
8 Langley, P. and Simon, H.A. (1981) The central role of learning in cognition. In Cognitive Skills and their Acquisition.
(Anderson, J.R., ed), pp. 361-381, Lawrence Erlbaum Associates
9 Medin, D.L., et al. (2001) Cognitive Psychology. Harcourt College Publishers
10 Eysenck, M.W. and Keane, M.T. (2010) Cognitive Psychology a Student's Handbook. Psychology Press
11 Buchner, A. and Wippich, W. (1998) Differences and commonalities between implicit learning and implicit memory. In
Handbook of Implicit Learning (Vaccarino, A.L., ed), pp. 3-46, Sage Publications
12 Korte, M. (2013) Cellular correlates of learning and memory. In Neurosciences – From Molecule to Behaviour: A University
Textbook. (Calizia, C.G. and Lledo, P.-M., eds), pp. 577-608, Springer-Verlag
13 Okano, H., et al. (2000) Learning and memory. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 97, 12403–12404
14 Kandel, E.R., et al. (2000) Principles of Neural Science. McGraw-Hill
15 Rudy, J.W. (2008) The Neurobiology of Learning and Memory. Sinauer Assoc.
16 Menzel, R. (2013) Learning, Memory and Cognition: Animal Perspectives. In Neurosciences – From Molecule to Behaviour: A
University Textbook (Galizia, C.G. and Lledo, P.-M., eds), pp. 629-653, Springer-Verlag
17 Thorpe, W.H. (1943) Types of learning in insects and other arthropods. Part I British Journal of Psychology 33, 220-234
18 Thorpe, W. (1951) The definition of terms used in animal behaviour studies. . Bulletin of Animal Behaviour 9, 34-40
19 Sitter, R.J. (1999) An introduction to Animal Behaviour. Brooks/Cole
20 Bekoff, M. (2004) Encyclopedia of Animal Behaviour. Greenwood Press
21 Alpaydin, E. (2004) Introduction to Machine Learning. MIT Press
22 Neri, F. and Saitta, L. (1997) Machine learning for information extraction. In Information Extraction: A Multidisciplinary
Approach to an Emerging Information Technology, pp. 171-191
23 McQueen, R. and Holmes, G. (1998) User perceptions of machine learning. AMCIS 1998 Proceedings, Paper 63
http://aisel.aisnet.org/amcis1998/1963

24 Haglin, D., et al. (2005) A tool for public analysis of scientific data. Data Science Journal 4, 39-53
25 Pierce, W.D. and Cheney, C.D. (2008) Behavior Analysis and Learning. Psychology Press
26 Kimble, G.A. (1961) Hilgard and Marquis’ Conditioning and Learning. Appleton-Century-Crofts.
27 Dewsbury, D.A. (1978) Comparative animal behavior. McGraw-Hill
28 Staddon, J.E.R. (1979) Operant behavior as adaptation to constraint. Journal of Experimental Psychology: General 108, 48-67
29 De Houwer, J., et al. (2013) What is learning? On the nature and merits of a functional definition of learning. Psychonomic
Bulletin & Review 20, 631-642
30 Krasne, F. (1976) Invertebrate systems as a means of gaining insight into the nature of learning and memory. In Neural
mechanisms of learning and memory (Rosenzweig, M.R. and Bennett, E.I., eds), pp. 401-429, MIT Press
31 Delcomyn, F. Foundations of Neurobiology
32 Kolb, B. and Whishaw, I.Q. (2006) An Introduction to Brain and Behavior. Worth
33 Kolb, B. and Whishaw, I.Q. (2014) An introduction to Brain and Behaviour. Worth Publishers
34 Shettleworth, S.J., et al. (1984) Learning and Behavioural Ecology. Blackwell Scientific Publications
35 Van Alphen, J.J.M. and Vet, L.E.M. (1986) An evolutionary approach to host finding and selection. In Insect Parasitoids : 13th
Symposium of the Royal Entomological Society of London (Waage, J. and Greathead, D., eds), pp. 23–61, Academic Press
36 Szentesi, A. and Jermy, T. (1990) The role of experience in host plant choice by phytophagous insects. Insect-plant
interactions 2, 39-74
37 Vet, L.E.M. and Groenewold, A.W. (1990) Semiochemicals and learning in parasitoids. Journal of Chemical Ecology 16, 31193133
38 Stephens, D.W., et al. (1993) Learning and behavioral ecology: incomplete information and environmental predictability. pp.
195-218, Chapman & Hall
39 Barron, A.B. (1999) Influences of the chemical environment on the behaviour of adult Drosophila melanogaster. In
Department of Zoology, University of Cambridge
40 Papaj, D.R. and Prokopy, R.J. (1986) Phytochemical basis of learning in Rhagoletis pomonella and other herbivorous insects.
Journal of Chemical Ecology 12, 1125-1143
41 Papaj, D.R. and Prokopy, R.J. (1989) Ecological and evolutionary aspects of learning in phytophagous insects. Annu Rev
Entomol 34, 315-350
42 Alcock, J. (2005) Animal Behavior: An Evolutionary Approach. Eighth edition. Sinauer Associates
43 Shettleworth, S.J. (2010) Cognition, evolution, and behavior, second edition. Oxford University Press
44 Breed, M.D. and Moore, J. (2012) Animal Behavior Elsevier
45 Mitchell, T.M. (1997) Machine Learning. McGraw-Hill Inc.
46 Witten, I.H. and Frank, E. (2005) Data Mining: Practical Machine Learning Tools and Techniques. Morgan Kauffman
47 Lachman, S.J. (1997) Learning is a process: toward an improved definition of learning. Journal of Psychology 131, 477-480
48 Domjan, M. (2010) The Principles of Learning and Behavior. Wadsworth
49 Omrod, J.E. (2012) Human Learning. Pearson

50 Hull, C.L. (1943) Principles of Behavior, an Introduction to Behavior Theory. D. Appleton-Century Company
51 Carew, T.J. (2000) Behavioral neurobiology: The cellular organization of natural behavior. Sinauer Associates
52 Schwartz, B., et al. (2002) Psychology of Learning and Behaviour Norton
53 Kalat, J.W. (2007) Biological Psychology. Thomson
54 Reznikova, Z. (2007) Animal Intelligence from Individual to Social Cognition. Cambridge University Press
55 Squire, L., et al. (2008) Fundamental Neuroscience. Elsevier Academic Press
56 Gluck, M.A., et al. (2008) Learning and Memory from Brain to Behavior. Worth Publishers
57 Dukas, R. (2009) Learning: mechanisms, ecology, and evolution. In Cognitive Ecology II (Dukas, R. and Ratcliffe, J.M., eds), pp.
7-26, University of Chicago Press
58 West-Eberhard, M.J. (2003) Developmental Plasticity and Evolution. Oxford University Press .
59 Grier, J.W. and Burk, T. (1992) Biology of Animal Behavior. Ed Mosby Year Book

