
AN INITIAL QUESTION

 If learning is reduced to a matter of long term memory, 

what is the implication for teaching? (Particularly in the 

Arts and PE) 
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SOME QUOTES…….

 “Learning is defined as an alteration in long-term memory. If nothing has altered in 

long-term memory, nothing has been learned” 

(Sweller, Ayres and Kalyuga, 2011, as cited by OFSTED “Towards the Inspection Framework, 2019)

 “Metacognition….is built on strong subject knowledge”

 Daniel Mujis, OFSTED Head of Research 2018

 “Cognitive processes make bad candidates for empirical research”

 Jerry Fodor, 1983 



SOME QUESTIONS

 Why has OFSTED chosen to commit to cognitivist views of learning?

 Why has OFSTED chosen to harness these to social realist views of 

curriculum? (many of which actually reject cognitivist views of learning!) 

 What can we learn from the Structural Learning project which might 

shed some light on the role of cognition and metacognition in learning? 



SOME KEY TERMS

 Cognitive processes; memory, perception, attention, motivation etc. (but if you’re OFSTED, 
apparently mainly memory) 

 Schema theory: the idea that there are cognitive structures in out brains which connect and 
construct networks of knowledge

 Social Realist views of curriculum: “powerful knowledge” , “disciplinary knowledge” etc. 

 Metacognition – Knowledge of your own cognition, as a learner, and self-regulation of that 
cognition. 

 Structural Learning – a tool developed by Paul Main which aims at supporting learning and 
metacognitive processes. 



WHY HAS OFSTED CHOSEN TO COMMIT TO COGNITIVIST VIEWS OF 

LEARNING? SOME POSSIBILITIES

 Desire to see education as a positivist domain (parallels with Medicine and the “hard” sciences”)

 Prominence of the “evidence-informed” agenda, which seems to be a common-sense approach, but is 

actually more problematic (see Biesta, 2010) 

 Equating what has been remembered with what has been learnt makes for easier measurement of 

learning. 

 Promotion of schema theory as a way of explaining the need for knowledge to be interconnected 

indicates that there is desire to see knowledge in slightly more holistic ways. 



SOME PROBLEMS WITH THIS VIEW

 Is all learning about memory? Possibly, but does “memory” mean what OFSTED thinks it means here? 

 To what extent can we ever really know about cognitive processes? (Fodor) 

 “Cognitivism is not a theory of everything” John Sweller,  David Bordwell etc.

 Accepting cognitivism does not always mean rejecting more social views of learning (Sharon Derry) 

 https://peerreviewededucationblog.com/2019/12/31/learning-memory-and-the-ruck-schema-problem/

https://peerreviewededucationblog.com/2019/12/31/learning-memory-and-the-ruck-schema-problem/


WHY HAS OFSTED CHOSEN TO HARNESS THESE TO SOCIAL REALIST VIEWS 

OF CURRICULUM? (MANY OF WHICH ACTUALLY REJECT COGNITIVIST 

VIEWS OF LEARNING!) 

 Desire to have students “develop a deep body of knowledge” (Amanda Spielmann, 

2019) 

 “Powerful knowledge” arguments allow for the appearance of a social justice agenda 

e.g. all pupils who have this powerful knowledge will be have access to opportunities 

that have previously been the province of only those who were permitted to have 

that knowledge. 

 Social realist views of knowledge emphasise disciplinarity, rather than cross-curricular 

learning, which means that its easier to prescribe curricular knowledge.



SOME PROBLEMS WITH THIS:

 HOWEVER, many social realist thinkers reject the idea that education can or should be reduced to the cognitive

 “Whilst freedom in relation to the knowledge content cannot be wide ranging (it should be based on subjects derived from 

disciplinary knowledge, which also have their own order and implied methods), the practice of teaching needs the greatest 

level of freedom from prescription.. This necessary component of freedom is threatened if methods borrowed from science, 

which seek predictability and generalization, are applied to education”  

 Alka Seghal-Cuthbert, 2015



WHAT ABOUT METACOGNITION? 

 For OFSTED metacognition relies upon explicitly teaching metacognitive processes 

and so involves: 

 Application to all types of learning processes 

 Effective teaching , (which has two components): 

 Explicit strategy instruction and modelling by the teacher

 Guided practice and application by the pupil 

 Embedding in subject teaching 

 Building  on strong subject knowledge 

 Activating Prior Learning



WHAT ABOUT STRUCTURAL LEARNING? 

 Structural Learning is a manipulative tool which 

consists of interlocking plastic blocks with a grooved 

aperture in both the front and back of each block. 

 Into this aperture a small plastic sheet can be 

inserted and written on, rather like a mini-

whiteboard.  

 The blocks interlock both fully and partially on all 

four sides, so that they can be joined in numerous 

arrangements



STRUCTURAL LEARNING – THE RESEARCH

 Three different projects investigating the use of Structural Research 

 Initial focus groups with middle school teachers discussing potential use of SL

 Longer,  (term-length) project looking at the use of SL in GCSE English Lang/Lit.

 Interviews with senior teachers in primary/secondary schools who had used SL to 

raise outcomes with particular groups of pupils 



STRUCTURAL LEARNING – EXAMPLES OF USE FROM THE RESEARCH

 GCSE English – Comparative Poetry work, Sentence Structures for Creative Writing, 

Critical Analysis of a text

 KS3 – Developing writing skills in History, Analysing complex word problems in 

Maths

 KS2 – Planning writing in Geography, History and RE



STRUCTURAL LEARNING – WHAT WE CONCLUDED

 Many of the teachers involved thought that SL promoted metacognition. It helped students “order” 

their thinking and subsequently, their writing.

 Many of the teachers also thought that successful use of the tool didn’t necessarily depend on prior 

knowledge of the subject. This is interesting, as it questions some of those assertions made about 

metacognition earlier. 

 The tool was a popular way of connecting topics within a subject and with learning from other 

subjects (suggesting an interesting link to schema theory) 

 There was a broadly held view that the tool promoted discussion and that this interaction was 

essential for learning  (Connections between cognitive and social views of learning) 



TEACHERS SAID……

 “I don’t know that it did depend on prior knowledge…some of them just didn’t know what I was talking about . Whether 

or not there was some inherent prior knowledge and they’d just forgotten it, I don’t know. It was quite a good way of, well 

the only other way of teaching it is to give them examples…but I thought there must be a more creative way of teaching it 

and this was it; put the clause in, take it out.”  (Year 11 English teacher) 

 “Once a bit of time was spent on getting the key information on the blocks re-ordering it thinking about what they wanted 

to write about and when, the piece of Writing followed.This happened very quickly , very accurately, with lots of detail and 

using a high level of language”  (SLT member, 3-18 Academy) 



TEACHERS SAID…..

 “One of those things that students don’t do….when they’re writing about language is to compare those aspects of 

language very effectively, particularly those grade 4, 5 and 6 students. Some of them are just not that confident, so I think

being able to take the blocks and have that autonomy over the way that they connect them and move them around. Then 

they can almost start making those connections because they are in front of them, whereas I think, when you’ve got two 

poems and they’re in an anthology, a few pages apart, they’re having to sort of flick and move between them and that’s….. 

Well, you or I couldn’t do that, so students that aren’t very good at skimming or scanning it takes that step away and puts 

it in front of them and I think that was the biggest difference. (Year 10 English teacher) 



MEMORY, METACOGNITION AND LEARNING – SOME FINAL 

THOUGHTS

 If learning is reduced to a matter of long term memory, what is the implication for teaching (particularly in Arts 
and PE) ?

 If metacognition does rely upon activating previously learnt, “strong” subject knowledge, how are a set of plastic 
blocks able to make that happen?

 Memory learning is closely associated with explicit teaching strategies (e.g. Cognitive Load Theory). If this is the 
case, why do the teachers in our research think that the oral/ discursive elements of the SL approach have such a 
positive impact?

 What onus is there on teachers to become more familiar with the findings of cognitive science? Even the people 
who think Jerry Fodor was wrong (and there are a few!) accept that he was right to say that there are probably 
some things that we will never really know about the mind. 

 To what extent are the findings of cognitive science already driving school behaviours? (e.g retrieval practice, 
wholesale acceptance of the work of Sweller and people like Barak Rosenshine)
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