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Introduction

 The Oxford Dictionary defines disrupt as , “to interrupt something by causing a 

disturbance or problem.” If we apply this definition to Disruptive Innovation, we think that 

Disruptive Innovation is an innovation that causes a problem. While it is slightly true that 

by implementing student-centric learning, it may cause a problem with some in the edu-

cation community, there is a much better way to look at it and to describe it. A second 

definition for disrupt, as defined by The Oxford Dictionary, is “to drastically alter the 

structure of something.” This definition fits much better with the Disruptive Innovation 

Theory. Apple definitely drastically altered the structure and design of computer tech-

nology. In the same light, Disruptive Innovation Theory drastically alters the structure 

and design of learning. This theory seeks to help educators realize that education is in 

need of a drastic change in the way information is delivered in the classroom.

 The purpose of this paper is to apply this disruptive innovation theory to other 

learning theories and explain why disruptive innovation succeeds and fails in certain 

educational settings. The other learning theories that will be used to explain this phe-

nomenon are the Behaviorism Learning Theory, Social Cognitive Learning Theory, and 

Multiple Intelligences Learning Theory. The disruptive innovation that we are trying to 

implement is student centric learning paired with computer technology. 

Behaviorism Learning Theory

 Behaviorism Learning Theory is based on the work of J.B. Watson, Edward, 

Thorndike, B.F. Skinner and many others. “The behavioral view generally assumes that 

the outcome of learning is change in behavior and emphasizes the effects of external 
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events on the individual” (Woolfolk, 2004, p. 198). So if a child cannot prove that he or 

she has learned something by changing their behavior, then they indeed have not 

learned the concept. Behaviorists seek to predict and and control learned behaviors by 

analyzing specifics causes and effects (Skinner, n.d., p. 1). Behaviorist are big propo-

nents of standardized tests because, to them, if students know the material their behav-

ior, or performance on the test will show what they know. While it is extremely important 

to be able to link knowledge with actions, there are several other variables, such as 

“mentalisms” and “socialisms” (Woolfolk, 2004, p. 236) that behaviorists do not consider.

 Because behaviorist do not consider these variables and others it would be very 

hard for student-centric learning to disrupt an environment that is dominated by behav-

iorism. Because behaviorists like to be able to control causes and effects, the innovation 

of technology and student-centric learning would not be received with open arms. In or-

der for student-centric learning to take place, teachers have to give up some control in 

the classroom. The teachers would need to go from the main source of information to a 

facilitator of information. Since behaviorists place a high value on control, they also 

place a high value on teacher control, which transfers into teachers using direct instruc-

tion almost exclusively in the behaviorist model. This is where the disruption takes place 

and that main problem that behaviorist would have implementing student-centric learn-

ing. Behaviorist are so key on changing behavior, that they put all the pressure on 

themselves and the student is just along for the ride. Student-centric learning puts the 

student in the drivers seat, and this concept is inherently wrong for a behaviorist. 

Student-centric learning to a behaviorist would the the equivalent of drums and electric 
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guitars to old school baptist churches.  I do not see a scenario where a disruption would 

be successful in a behaviorist organized and run educational facility.

Social Cognitive Learning Theory

 The Social Cognitive Learning Theory is founded on the work of Laurence Stein-

berg, Albert Bandura,N.E. Miller, J. Dollard and others. This theory suggests that there 

are some social influences in the learning process. Proponents of the Social Cognitive 

Learning Theory suggest that students can learn by observing others and that there are 

three chief factors that influence development reciprocally. Those factors are environ-

ment, behavior, and cognition (Social Cognitive Theory, 2009). This means a change in 

a person’s environment can effect their behavior in the same way a change in the way 

someone thinks can change their environment.

 In some ways the Social Cognitive Theory was disruptive to the Behaviorism 

Learning Theory. The fact that Bandura suggests that, “we may know more than we 

show” (Woolfolk, 2004, p. 315) was disruptive to behaviorist who say we only know 

what we are able to show. Student-centric learning may succeed or fail in a Social Cog-

nitive environment depends more on the attitude of the staff rather than the theory of 

learning. The reason I think that proponents of this theory are more likely to accept this 

innovation is because Bandura “challenged and expanded behavioral concepts of learn-

ing” (Woolfolk, 2004, p. 315) to arrive at the conclusion that a student’s social influences 

can effect their education. Bandura’s early work was on classical conditioning and be-

haviorism, then he sees that there is more to the learning process than simple causes 

and effects outlined by behaviorists Social Cognitive theorists are more focused on stu-
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dents than behaviorists. I also think they are more focused on student learning based 

on the fact that environment plays a huge role in a students learning. Because technol-

ogy is a big part of a majority of students environments, then that would cause their 

learning experience to be different and I think that social cognitive theorists would have 

the insight to capitalize on this opportunity to further take advantage of these students’ 

environment and migrate towards use of technology, which lends itself to student-centric 

learning. One thing that I think would halt student-centric learning in a social cognitive 

environment is the fact that they are still holding on to some outdated behaviorist princi-

ples. So for the same reasons that I think this disruptive innovation would not work in a 

behaviorist heavy environment, I think it may cause some hang ups in a social cognitive 

environment.

Multiple Intelligences Learning Theory

 Multiple Intelligences is a learning theory based, primarily on the work of Howard 

Gardner. This theory is a “pluralistic view of mind, recognizing many different and dis-

crete facets of cognition, acknowledging that people have different cognitive strengths 

and contrasting cognitive styles” (Gardner, 2009, p. 6). Multiple Intelligences Theory is 

completely different from the previous theories discussed in this paper because it looks 

at the whole student instead of just a part or 2 of that student. Gardner outlines seven 

intelligences that are apparent in the world’s population. These seven intelligences are 

linguistic, logical-mathematical, spatial, musical, bodily-kinesthetic, interpersonal, and 

intrapersonal. Gardner had specific guidelines that he used in outlining these seven in-

telligences. This allowed him to distinguish between and intelligence and a talent. These 
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guidelines were potential isolation by brain damage, the existence of savants, a distinc-

tive developmental history, an evolutionary history and evolutionary plausibility, support 

from psychometric findings, support from experimental psychological tasks, susceptibil-

ity to encoding in a symbol system, and an identifiable core operation or set of opera-

tions (Gardner, 2009, p. 3, 7-8).

 The Multiple Intelligences, I think, is a disruptive innovation in its own right. At its 

core, this theory, is centered on students and their best interest. A part of Gardner’s 

plan, based on this theory, is to disrupt the way that school currently run (Gardner, 

2009, p. 10). Based on how disruptive Gardner’s theory is and how centered his re-

search and findings are on students, I think that student-centric learning would be incor-

porated in a lot of Gardner’s suggestions and approaches. Just as moving from teacher-

centric to student centric would drastically change the role of educators, Gardner calls 

for for a new set of roles for educators based on the multiple intelligences theory as well 

(Gardner, 2009, p. 10). If educators would effectively teach and manage students learn-

ing using a multiple intelligences approach, then it would naturally lend itself to being 

student-centric as well as technology heavy. Proponents of the Multiple Intelligences 

Theory already think disruptively as well, which lends itself even more to student-centric 

learning and technology. An educational facility that is seeking to teach students with 

multiple intelligences is on the road to becoming a student-centric site. 

Conclusion

 As these three learning theories have been discussed and applied to disruptive 

innovation, there has been a progression from least likely to succeed to most likely to 
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succeed. Behaviorists are old school, content with how things are going, don’t want 

things to change drastically, and seem to care more about when they can retire than 

how many students have actually learned and retained the necessary material from his 

or her class. These educators are stuck on teacher-centric learning and rely on their 

ability only to get the job done. Sadly, they cannot successfully teach the material to a 

majority of their students, and they sleep at night because they know they have taught it 

well. While there is no doubt in my mind that there are some excellent communicators in 

this bunch, they are not reaching and teaching enough students to be considered suc-

cessful. Next we have the Social Cognitive Theorists who agree with the behaviorist but 

think their ideas are incomplete. And since there are a plethora of similarities between 

the two, social cognitive theorists are at risk of facing the same fate as the behaviorists. 

But this group acknowledges that a student’s environment plays a factor in their reten-

tion of knowledge. This fact shows that they are looking more at the students and in 

turn, might would be susceptible to moving from teacher-centric learning to student-

centric learning. And finally, proponents of the Multiple Intelligence Theory are already 

on the right track in becoming student-centric. Their minds are geared towards disrup-

tion, and they already have some thought about how to make it work in a school setting. 

Moving toward teaching multiple intelligences, student-centric learning, and technology 

based learning are all very close to synonymous in my mind. Each road may have its 

distinct and unique path and bumps, but they will all end up at the same place.

 When a disruptive innovation enters a new market, it creates a paradigm shift in 

that market. People are not going to be used to it and it will face opposition, but the end 

result is worth the price paid. And once the disruptive innovation sets its roots in the 
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market, the consumers will not remember what life was like before the disruption. Can 

you imagine having to have an engineer’s degree to operate a minicomputer that would 

have to have its own room? Life and markets without disruption would make for a boring 

and orderly world (Christensen, 2008, p. 47). In order to keep up with the demands of 

society, and continue to provide the youth of our nation with the best education possible,  

education must move toward student-centric learning, it seems inevitable, are we going 

to help build the plane while its flying, or sit on the sidelines?
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