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Evidence for the superiority of guided instruction is explained in the context of our knowledge
of human cognitive architecture, expert—novice differences, and cognitive load. Although un-
guided or minimally guided instructional approaches are very popular and intuitively appeal-
ing, the point is made that these approaches ignore both the structures that constitute human
cognitive architecture and evidence from empirical studies over the past half-century that con-
sistently indicate that minimally guided instruction is less effective and less efficient than in-
structional approaches that place a strong emphasis on guidance of the student learning pro-
cess. The advantage of guidance begins to recede only when learners have sufficiently high
prior knowledge to provide “internal” guidance. Recent developments in instructional research
and instructional design models that support guidance during instruction are briefly described.

Disputes about the impact of instructional guidance during
teaching have been ongoing for at least the past half-century
(Ausubel, 1964; Craig, 1956; Mayer, 2004; Shulman &
Keisler, 1966). On one side of this argument are those advo-
cating the hypothesis that people learn best in an unguided or
minimally guided environment, generally defined as one in
which learners, rather than being presented with essential in-
formation, must discover or construct essential information
for themselves (e.g., Bruner, 1961; Papert, 1980; Steffe &
Gale, 1995). On the other side are those suggesting that nov-
ice learners should be provided with direct instructional
guidance on the concepts and procedures required by a par-
ticular discipline and should not be left to discover those pro-
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cedures by themselves (e.g., Cronbach & Snow, 1977; Klahr
& Nigam, 2004; Mayer, 2004; Shulman & Keisler, 1966;
Sweller, 2003). Direct instructional guidance is defined as
providing information that fully explains the concepts and
procedures that students are required to learn as well as learn-
ing strategy support that is compatible with human cognitive
architecture. Learning, in turn, is defined as a change in
long-term memory.

The minimally guided approach has been called by vari-
ous names including discovery learning (Anthony, 1973;
Bruner, 1961); problem-based learning (PBL; Barrows &
Tamblyn, 1980; Schmidt, 1983), inquiry learning (Papert,
1980; Rutherford, 1964), experiential learning (Boud,
Keogh, & Walker, 1985; Kolb & Fry, 1975), and
constructivist learning (Jonassen, 1991; Steffe & Gale,
1995). Examples of applications of these differently named
but essentially pedagogically equivalent approaches include



