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DAI’s Focus: on learning not on teaching

Malcolm Knowles (1975)

Adults:
Need to know why they need to learn something
Learn experientially
Approach learning as problem-solving
Learn best when they see the topic is of immediate value
Are self-directed
Bring their experience and knowledge to their learning
Know what they want out of their learning
Seek relevance to their lives
Need to be shown respect

Phil Race (2005, 2010 & 2014)
Five Factors that underpin Effective Learning
Wanting to Learn
Needing to Learn
Learning by Doing
Making Sense of the Learning
Learning through Feedback

Most training programmes are over- as opposed to under-loaded with

content

As teachers we have in our minds the amount of material we think the learners ought to
cover; this compulsion may encourage us to employ formal modes of presentation
(lectures and the like). On the whole the pressure of trying to cover a good deal of subject
matter in a limited time leads to a concentration by teachers on their own presentation of
the material to more or less passive students. However, it is more important that our
student participants learn than we as teachers complete for our own satisfaction the
completion of the subject matter. If covering the whole of the material means going so fast
that the student learner cannot learn deeply enough, with understanding and the ability to
use the new learning, then the learning programme is not effective. What'’s the point in the
teacher covering the syllabus if the student learner does not really learn?

Creating such pressures is not only harmful, it is unnecessary. The aim is to make more
effective learners, people who will carry on with their own learning when our learning
programme is over. If we claim that we have to cover everything, it assumes that the
learners we’re working with can’t be trusted with their own learning! It is far better to help
the students learn how to learn more effectively by concentrating on part of the syllabus
and let them do the rest by themselves than to try to teach them everything.

Alan Rogers & Naomi Horrocks: Teaching Adults, 2010
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Spacing in Learning

There is an additional factor that underpins effective learning. This is what is becoming
known as the “Spacing Effect”. When we talk about the “Spacing Effect” we mean that we
intentionally space repetitions of learning points over time. The “Spacing Effect” occurs
when we present learners with a concept or skill we want them to learn, wait some time
and then present the same concept or skill again. Spacing can involve a few repetitions or
many repetitions.

The Nineteenth Century author, Robert Louis Stephenson once said, “I've a grand memory
for forgetting.” And that’s the problem, we so easily forget. And often when we design and
deliver learning events we avoid confronting the fact that most of what learners are
learning is quickly forgotten and in fact their learning is rarely applied. The “spacing effect”
helps to retain what they are learning more effectively.

In 2001, the American Psychological Association published some interesting results
(Journal of Experimental Psychology: Learning, Memory and Cognition, 2001, Vol 27, No
4) which concluded that practicing different skills in concentrated blocks of time was not
the most effective way to learn. The researchers discovered that when learners focused on
a particular skill in a learning workshop, they tended to over-estimate how well they
learned the skill and it resulted in poorer long-term learning. They also discovered that for
long-term retention, repeating the learning at different intervals of time was much more
effective; and they also discovered that mixing the learning with other tasks resulted in
even more effective learning.

A couple of other research projects also point to the importance of “spacing” in the learning
process. An experiment conducted in the UK in the 1970s into staff being trained to
operate new machines had one group completing their training in one continuous session,
a second group completing their training in two sessions while a third group completed the
same training over four sessions. This third group was the one that demonstrated the best
recall and subsequent job performance.

In another piece of research into adult retention span (Pike, 1994), it was concluded that if
people were exposed to an idea on a single occasion, at the end of 30 days they retained
less than 10%. However, if they were exposed to the idea at six different times over the 30
days, they retained more than 90%.

The “spacing effect” suggests that that knowledge and learning presented once, and then
reviewed perhaps ten minutes later, and then an hour later, a day later, three days later,
and then a week later is assimilated in the brain in a more robust and usable manner, and
thereby dramatically improves active recall of the learning.
Spacing repetitions do not need to be verbatim repetitions, although they can. Other
repetitions of learning points can also include the following:

* Repetitions using different words

» Stories, examples, demonstrations, illustrations

* (Case studies, role plays, simulations

* Discussions and debates

* Practice

* Testing

* Re-reading course content

John Rogers, Teaching and Learning for Impact, DAI, 2011, Page 66
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