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CENG466 REPORT

GESTALT THEORY
One of the early movements to offer alternatives to the stimulus-response approach to learning started in Germany in the first part of the twentieth century. 'Gestalt' is the German word which means a unified whole, with properties which are more than the sum of its parts. 

Gestalt theory is a broadly interdisciplinary general theory, which provides a framework for a wide variety of psychological phenomena, processes, and applications. Human beings are viewed as open systems in active interaction with their environment. It is especially suited for the understanding of order and structure in psychological events, and has its origins in some orientations of Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Ernst Mach, and particularly of Christian von Ehrenfels and the research work of Max Wertheimer, Wolfgang Köhler, Kurt Koffka, and Kurt Lewin, who opposed the elementistic approach to psychological events, associationism, behaviorism, and to psychoanalysis. 

Max Weirtheimer, Wolfgang Kohler, Kurt Koffka, and Kurt Levin were the leaders of what became known as Gestalt Theory. Wertheimer was especially concerned with problem solving. Werthiemer (1959) provides a Gestalt interpretation of problem-solving episodes of famous scientists (e.g., Galileo, Einstein) as well as children presented with mathematical problems. The essence of successful problem-solving behavior according to Wertheimer is being able to see the overall structure of the problem: "A certain region in the field becomes crucial, is focused; but it does not become isolated. A new, deeper structural view of the situation develops, involving changes in functional meaning, the grouping, etc. of the items. Directed by what is required by the structure of a situation for a crucial region, one is led to a reasonable prediction, which like the other parts of the structure, calls for verification, direct or indirect. Two directions are involved: getting a whole consistent picture, and seeing what the structure of the whole requires for the parts." 

Thus, gestalt theory was one of the very early cognitive learning theories, and an important forerunner of current information processing theories. 

A very important part of gestalt thinking related to the role of insightful behaviors.  These are the experiences during which one finally 'gets the picture', and everything seems to come quickly together and make sense. 

Gestalt sees practice as a process of consolidating the memory trace system, for example. The fundamental 'formula' of Gestalt theory might be expressed in this way. There are wholes, the behavior of which is not determined by that of their individual elements, but where the part-processes are themselves determined by the intrinsic nature of the whole. It is the hope of Gestalt theory to determine the nature of such wholes. With a formula such as this one might close, for Gestalt theory is neither more nor less than this. 

Visual Principles of Gestalt Theory

1. Law of Proximity

The Gestalt law of proximity states "objects or shapes that are close to one another appear to form groups" (Moore, Fitz 1993). Even if the shapes, sizes, and objects are radically different, they will appear as a group if they are close together. How they are grouped is important also, as in the example below:
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The same number of faces is in each graphic, but how they are grouped determines if you see rows or columns. In designing instruction, it may be sometimes necessary to eliminate or place elsewhere elements of the instruction that do not lend themselves to the grouping taking place, to "create a stronger sense of groups and differences" (Moore, Fitz 1993). In their example, Moore and Fitz eliminated two sentences of information from instructions on disassembling a light switch; this information did not pertain directly to the tasks at hand but rather on background information that may best be located elsewhere (or even assumed by the learner).

 

2. Law of Closure

Gestalt theory seeks completeness; with shapes that aren’t closed, they seem incomplete and lead the learner to want to discover what’s missing, rather than concentrating on the given instruction. Moore and Fitz draw boxes around the illustrations in their instruction, to separate it from other illustrations and group the elements of one illustration together. Otherwise, the user is not sure which parts belong to what illustration (Moore, Fitz 1993). The mind must work harder to fill in the gap, as shown in the example below:
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3. Law of Symmetry

Gestalt theory espoused the symmetrical so that the learner is not given the impression that something is out of balance, or missing, or wrong. (Moore, Fitz 1993). Again, if an object is asymmetrical, the learner will waste time trying to find the problem instead of concentrating on the instruction. The chunking, or grouping, of information should follow a logical pattern. 

Below are there two overlapping diamonds, or three objects, a small diamond and two irregular objects above and below it? If you are perceiving according to the principle of symmetry, you will probably see two diamonds overlapping.


 

4. Figure-Ground Segregation

For a figure to be perceived, it must stand apart from its background. This principle says, areas, which can be seen as surrounded by others, tend to be perceived as figures. Moore and Fitz’s example had labels of switch parts overlapping the switch graphic, so that the words were hardly visible and therefore lost information (Moore, Fitz 1993). In the picture below, all elements of the boardroom are clearly visible, though each element is on top of the other, and each is black or white.
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In the familiar example below, the figure-ground segregation is lost. Is the figure a young or old woman?
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Now we're in this frame of mind, interpreting the image shown above should not be too difficult. What tends to confuse observers initially is that they assume that the white area is the ground rather than the figure. If you couldn't before, you should now be able to discern the word 'TIE'.

5. Law of Good Continuation

This Gestalt law states that learners "tend to continue shapes beyond their ending points" (Moore, Fitz 1993). The lines identifying switch parts on Moore and Fitz’s example simply continued onto the graphic itself. The improved version stopped the lines before reaching the graphic and used arrowheads to identify specifically to which part of the graphic the label belonged (Moore, Fitz 1993). 

The example below illustrates that learners are more apt to follow the direction of an established pattern rather than deviate from it.
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 We are more likely to identify lines a-b and c-d crossing than to identify a-d and c-b or a-c and d-b as lines. 
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6. Law of Similarity

Gestalt theory states that objects that appear to be similar will be grouped together in the learner’s mind (Moore, Fitz 1993). For visual instruction, this can include font styles, size, and color, for example.
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Here the little circles and squares are evenly spaced both horizontally and vertically so proximity does not come into play. However, we do tend to see alternating columns of circles and squares. This, the Gestalt psychologists would argue, is because of the principle of similarity - features which look similar are associated. Without the two different recurrent features we would see either rows or columns or both... 

 In summary, the Gestalt Theory believes individuals use insight and their prior experiences to determine their responses to stimuli. They also use the laws of Gestalt Theory to try to make sense of, and provide order to, information in their perception. This information leaves a trace in memory; traces link together to form connections of information. The Gestalt theory is closely related to the present day cognitive constructivist view of learning. Problem solving is a good choice of instructional methods to use to incorporate the beliefs of the Gestalt theory.
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