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Theoretical and Empirical Background  
Analogies provide an interpretive bridge in comparing features of familiar and unfamiliar concepts. As such, 
they serve a conduit function in allowing us to arrive at hybrid conceptualizations that invoke shared 
similarities between old and new understandings.   
  
Classroom research on successes of analogical reasoning has focused heavily on analogies created by 
teachers and textbook authors for introducing new concepts. To counterbalance that, I have spent the past 
two decades systematically investigating the impact that student-generated analogies have on learning within 
my own undergraduate psychology classes (Mayo, 2001, 2006, 2010, 2019
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Example. Identifying when one concept is like another epitomizes analogical reasoning. For example, in 
teaching a cell’s organizational boundaries in an introductory science class, a teacher might tender the 
partial analogy: A cell membrane is like ________. If a student responds “an Oreo cookie,” the instructor 
might then ask, “Why?” A viable answer might be that a cell membrane is like the phospholipid bilayer of 
an Oreo cookie with cholesterol as the cream filling (Glynn, 1991). Again, be sure to encourage students to 
uncover where the 
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