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When I communicate with other people...what I have 

in mind is an idea that I intend they should 

understand.  However, this idea arises from my 

mental model of the world, which is itself the product 

of my unique personal biography.  

Nobody has exactly the same mental of the world, 

since nobody else has had exactly the same 

experience.

The Meaning Makers – Gordon Wells



The ‘illusion’ of shared clarity



Cognitive Load Theory (CLT)

‘our working memory is only able to hold a small amount of information at any one time 
and that instructional methods should avoid overloading it in order to maximise 
learning’

John Sweller, 1988



Working Memory And Long-Term Memory

Working memory has a limited capacity and consists of multiple components that are 
responsible for directing attention and coordinating cognitive processes. 

Long-term memory, on the other hand, has an endless capacity for storage and works 
with working memory to retrieve information
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Working Memory levels

University Challenge 11+

Mastermind 8-10

5-7

Less than 5Weakest Link

Family Fortunes



Working Memory - Characteristics

Working memory is limited in size. Typically for adults, 

according to Miller’s Law, this is 7 +/- 2 chunks.  

Storage time can be as little as 5 seconds

1. What will be the effects on our learners if we 

exceed this limit?
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What are the main causes of 
cognitive overload for young 

people in lessons?



Teaching ≠ Learning

Telling ≠ Understanding

Assuming = Guessing



Overloading lesson 

sequences



A plane figure with four equal sides 
and four interior right angles. This 
figure is a quadrilateral and also a 
regular polygon









R.D. Laing

“The range of what we think and do is 
limited by what we fail to notice.  And 
because we fail to notice that we fail to 
notice, there is little we can do to change; 
until we notice how failing to notice shapes 
our thoughts and deeds.”





Interviewing Learners or Questionnaires



Why?

What?

How to?









Why ‘whole class’ teaching?



Seating and Activities…

72%

81%



Engagement 
Tally



Movement





What is learning?

“Learning is a change in 

  long-term memory.”

Kirschner, Sweller and Clark (2006)



Key principles when 
“teaching for memory”

• Engagement is not enough

• Learners need to engage in thinking hard about what 
we want them to remember

• Don’t overload working memory

• Regular re-visiting of content is required

• Low stakes testing 



Prior learning…?

‘Humans in the Stone Age ate dinosaurs.’

‘History calls them Romans because they never stayed in one 
place for very long.’

‘H2O is hot water and CO2 is cold water.’

‘Noah’s wife was called Joan of Ark.’

‘Christians have only one spouse.  This is called monotony.’



Benefits of Knowing Starting Points

• Saves time

• Identify misconceptions and confusion

• Builds learner competence

• Enables real differentiation

• We can measure our impact

• Provides opportunities for retrieval practice



Ways To Find Out Starting Points

• Pre/Post Testing

• Cold/Hot Tasks

• Observation

• Discussion/Feedback

• KWI or Knowledge Grids



Knowing Starting Points Is Linked To:

• Activating Prior Knowledge

• Revisiting

• Retrieval

• Feedback

• Progress
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Q&A


	Slide 1: My brain is hurting! Causes of Cognitive Overload
	Slide 2
	Slide 3
	Slide 4: Cognitive Load Theory (CLT)
	Slide 5: Working Memory And Long-Term Memory
	Slide 6
	Slide 7
	Slide 8
	Slide 9: Working Memory levels
	Slide 10: Working Memory - Characteristics
	Slide 11
	Slide 12:   What are the main causes of cognitive overload for young people in lessons? 
	Slide 13: Teaching not equal Learning
	Slide 14
	Slide 15
	Slide 16
	Slide 17
	Slide 18
	Slide 19:  R.D. Laing
	Slide 20
	Slide 21: Interviewing Learners or Questionnaires
	Slide 22
	Slide 23
	Slide 24
	Slide 25
	Slide 26: Why ‘whole class’ teaching?
	Slide 27
	Slide 28: Engagement Tally
	Slide 29: Movement
	Slide 30
	Slide 31: What is learning?
	Slide 32: Key principles when  “teaching for memory”
	Slide 33: Prior learning…?
	Slide 34: Benefits of Knowing Starting Points
	Slide 35: Ways To Find Out Starting Points
	Slide 36: Knowing Starting Points Is Linked To:
	Slide 37
	Slide 38: Q&A

