
Why this book?
There is a massive literature about teaching, learning and assessment, 
referring to all levels of education and training. Some of this literature 
is about scholarship and research into how human beings learn, and 
how best to cause them to learn more effectively. Some of this literature 
is more practical in nature, advocating ways to go about designing our 
teaching and monitoring how learning is happening. So what is intended 
to be different in this book?

Perhaps the main difference is that this book aims to get back to 
straightforward language about teaching and learning, and avoid some 
of the jargon which so often gets in the way of helping teachers in post-

robust and well-argued criticism is appearing in the scholarly literature, 
questioning many of the ideas, concepts, theories and models which have 
been around for many years, some of which have been found to arise from 

critical analyses made to date of factors relating to how learning happens in 

In short, the approach I am using in this book is to leave aside most of 
the questionable thinking about learning styles, and theories and models 
of learning, and probe much deeper into the factors underpinning all 
learning. It can be argued that these factors are actually quite easy to 

environments. ‘Learning styles’ can then simply be regarded as the 
different ways that individuals respond to the main factors underpinning 
successful learning, and learners themselves can be liberated from the 
threat of being trapped in some sort of predetermined mould regarding 
how their brains go about the processes of making sense of themselves 
and the world around us.
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Starting with Einstein
Einstein is reported to have said: ‘Everything should be made as simple as 
possible, but not too simple.’ It can be argued that much of what has been 
written about learning in the last half-century or more has not been as simple 
as possible in the words and language used, but at the same time has been 
too simple in terms of many of the models proposed.

information’. We are now in an age where information is more abundant than 

is plentiful and cheap. When I myself was a student, most students left most 
lectures with about as much information as they could write in an hour or 
so, a few hundred words or equivalent, from what the lecturer said, did and 
showed. Nowadays, students are likely to emerge from an hour’s learning with 
many thousands of words or equivalent in handout materials, downloadable 

information until they 
have done things with it to turn it into the start of their own knowledge about 
the subject concerned, and link it up to other things they already know about 
that subject and about the rest of the universe.

So perhaps at one level the quest to make learning happen in post-compulsory 
education boils down to how best can we help our learners to turn information 
into their own knowledge. I argue in this book that we can go a long way 
towards achieving this mission by carefully and systematically addressing the 

Survey, that assessment and feedback are weak links in our attempts to 
make learning happen for them. Therefore, in many parts of this book I pose 
the question ‘What else may work better?’

Minding our language

Learning? Knowing? Understanding?

In a book with the words ‘making learning happen’ in the title it is probably 
mean by ‘learning’ and, since the 

to ‘make learning happen’.
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For a start it is, of course, learners who learn; we can’t do it to them, we can’t 
do it for them. One way or another, they have to do it themselves. We can, 

and so on. In other words, our actions can increase the probability that 
learning will happen. ‘Teaching’ at any level can surely be summarized as a 
purposeful attempt to cause learning to happen by those being taught.

Understanding

-
standing’, and also point out that the kinds of assessments learners meet 

which learners develop understanding.

There is uncertainty about what counts as understanding. Side-stepping some 
important philosophical issues, we suggest that a student who understands some-
thing is able to apply it appropriately to a fresh situation (demonstration by far 
transfer) or to evaluate it (demonstration by analysis). Understanding cannot be 
judged, then, by evaluating the learner’s retention of data or information; rather, 
assessment tasks would need to have the student apply data or information 
appropriately. This might not be popular in departments that provide students with 
a lot of scaffolding because their summative assessment tasks only involve near 
transfer, not far transfer. Where far transfer and evaluation are the hallmarks of 
understanding, assessment tasks will not be low-inference, right or wrong tasks, but 
high-inference ones, judged by more than one person with a good working knowl-
edge of agreed grade indicators. (Knight and Yorke, 2003: 48, emphasis in original)

Perhaps we have a problem in the English language in that words such 
as learning, knowing and understanding overlap so much in their everyday 
usage. If we intend learners to become able to soft-boil an egg, it is normally 
enough that they become able to soft-boil an egg, and do so successfully most 
times they attempt the task. We could say then that they have learned to 
soft-boil an egg, and equally we could say that they then ‘know how to soft-

soft-boiling eggs until a lot more had happened in their brains, not least 
all of the chemistry of the colloidal processes varying with temperature 
within the egg, the physics of the differences in boiling temperature of water 
at different heights above sea level, the meteorology of the effects of the 
variation in air pressure under different climatic or weather conditions, not 
to mention the zoological considerations of the differences between different 

the thinking which might just accompany the routine process of making a 
soft-boiled egg.
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A musical diversion

-
ments of his day, but frequently nowadays also played on various kinds of 

saying ‘yes’ because they knew of

play one or more of 
the preludes and fugues, but also to know how the pieces of music themselves 
actually work
what the composer may actually have been achieving when he wrote the notes 

understand

heard understand what 

youth desirous of learning, and especially for the pastime of those already skilled 
understand what 

changes this set of pieces were to make on the development of instrumental 
music and, indeed, on what we now call ‘tonality’ and ‘counterpoint’.

understood this tiny corner of the musical world best? 

in it? Certainly a likely condition might be that this someone should be able 
to play all of them successfully. This might be interpreted to mean ‘note-

perfectly accurately and hit all the right notes at the right time in the right 
order. Many an unwilling and uninterested music student has achieved 
at least some of this at one time or another, without any real commitment or 
feeling. We can indeed programme a computer to generate all of the notes in 

to. So does the computer understand
person or persons responsible for capturing their own understanding of the 
music into the technology. There are important aspects of interpretation to 

stand out speeds 

softly are the notes meant to be heard? What sort of instrument is the best one 



5Setting the Scene

some years, and always since then available in catalogues of recordings. 

recording studio tends to work in ‘takes’ and ‘re-takes’, and so on. Often, several 
attempts at getting a piece ‘right’ are made, and the best of these preserved 

legendary recordings agree with the performer himself that he never played the 

been note-perfect, but the interpretation varied every time, as he continued to 

realizing

understanding of this particular music than most 
feel that he had developed a full understanding of 

say that his ‘understanding’ was continuously unfolding and developing.
understanding

ever touched the sustaining pedal on such an instrument. Different performers 
have played this music in countless different ways, all note-perfect. Shostakovich 

word is inspired
understood

and understanding 
of either or both works?

understanding of

the benchmark for this particular achievement. Would all the critics agree

came into prominence. So perhaps this boils down to understanding being 
ephemeral as a concept in any case?

Back to learning, and mapping 
it out for learners
One of the problems of formulating a curriculum is that in the English language 
people tend to use the word ‘understand’ much too loosely. Intended learning 
outcomes are too often badly phrased along the lines ‘by the end of this course 
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along the lines ‘this course will help students to deepen their understanding of 
deepen their under-

standing, but do they know how much they are deepening it, and can we meas-
ure how much they have deepened it? In short, we can’t measure what students 
understand. We can only measure the evidence that students produce to demon-
strate their understanding. That evidence is all too easily limited by techniques 

Or whether they are note-perfect in music. We can measure such things, and 
give students feedback about them, but we can’t ever be sure that we’re measur-
ing what is present in learners’ minds. In some religions, blessings are phrased 
along the lines ‘the peace of mind which passes all understanding’. Perhaps in 
education we need to be aware of ‘the piece of understanding which passes all 
attempts to measure it’! Or, when it comes to understanding, ‘if we can measure 
it, it almost certainly isn’t it’.

Similar problems surround the words ‘know’, ‘knowing’ and ‘knowledge’. I’ve 

information’. Think of a person you know. What do you mean by know? There 
are all sorts of levels of knowing someone. Even at the closest levels, people 

really knew whoever-it-was.
So where does this leave us with ‘making learning happen’? Setting out 

on the journey towards developing learners’ understanding may well be a 

how far learners are intended to develop their understanding, and what 
evidence they need to be aiming to produce to prove that they have developed 
their understanding, and what standards this evidence must measure up 
to, to indicate that they have successfully developed their understanding 

processes are best to 
help learners to develop their understanding, and to recognize that different 
processes and environments suit different learners best. We can use similar 
arguments about knowing and knowledge. We only measure what learners 
know as far as we can assess the evidence which learners produce. In other 
words, we can only measure what learners show
what they show depends so much on what we require them to show in our 

Slow learning, repetition and building 
on what learners already know

Perhaps when, in two or three decades, we look back at the development of 

as well, we may be surprised at the speed with which we rushed into modular 
-

pled with semesteri-zation, splitting the academic year into two main sections 
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institutions are now moving back in some subject disciplines to the design of 
‘long thin modules’ which last a full year.

learning takes weeks, months or even years to construct. This resonates well 

almost invariably slow learning, taking longer to grow than most modules last’. 
They also suggest that ‘an advantage of monodisciplinary programmes is that, 
almost without the need for curriculum planning, some of the learning can 

of available modules is that learners begin any element of study with widely 

to reduce all of educational psychology to just one principle, I would say this: 

incomes’ alongside intended learning outcomes.

learning being ‘slow’, and the problems this causes when the curriculum is 
too fragmented. Practising teachers in post-compulsory education can often 
cite aspects of their own subject which seem to be necessarily learned slowly. 
In my own former discipline, the Second Law of Thermodynamics is one such 
topic. It has to be ‘lived with’ for quite a while before it begins to make sense. It 

some time after being able to use it successfully, and solve problems with it, 
that the meaning of it gradually dawns. This is not just because historically 

following on from the precedent of Newton’s Principia

leading to his masterpiece being described as ‘one of the most inaccessible 

in A Short History of Nearly Everything,

For many years, when teaching thermodynamics to chemical engineers on 
Friday afternoons, I found that by saying ‘You don’t have to understand
the Second Law; all you’ve got to become able to do is solve problems with it’ 
the relief on their faces was very evident. When later the students came up to 

I can only measure how you apply it.’
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In our target-driven systems of post-compulsory education, there seems 
little room for not-yet-successful learning. Yet the more elusive ideas and 
concepts, which can only be learned relatively slowly, often need to be 
re-learned several times during that pathway where slow learning leads 
to successful achievement. It is in fact useful to encourage learners to 
celebrate forgetting things as part of the natural process of becoming less 

need to be grasped then lost several times before they are gradually retained 
more permanently and safely. Learners, however, often feel frustrated and 
disappointed when they have mastered something one moment, and then 

during a lecture, then be found to have ‘gone out again’ when learners try 
to do the same things on their own as they seemed to be doing perfectly 
successfully during the lecture.

when appropriate, is to point out to them that repetition not only pays dividends 

or less of re-learning and it will be safely recaptured. Encouraging learners 
that ‘it’s not how long you spend learning it, it’s how often you’ve learned 
it and lost it and regained it that counts’ is a way of allowing them to feel 
ownership of a successful strategy for approaching those things which are 
best learned slowly. It is also worth encouraging them not to spend too long on 

until it begins to make sense. Meanwhile, rather than struggling to force the 

productively between attempts, refreshing their learning on things already 
learned successfully and ensuring that these don’t just slip away.

Trying to sort out the picture

I quoted Einstein earlier as advocating ‘Everything should be made as simple as 
possible, but not too simple’. I argue that the plethora of terms and processes 
that have arisen in the models of learning widely available in the literature of 
pedagogy are not at all simple enough to describe adequately something as 

in a circle’ idea in a particular direction, as in a learning cycle, is much too 
simple. In other words, though all of the processes may have a part to play in 
successful learning, they are unlikely to follow on from each other in a neat 
cycle. In fact, they are much more likely to interact with each other, and affect 
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we simplify the picture, but at the same time enrich it? My belief is that the 

One of the most detailed critical reviews of models of learning in general, 

Learning styles and pedagogy in post-16 learning – A systematic and critical 
review

This report critically reviews the literature on learning styles and examines in 
detail 13 of the most influential models. The report concludes that it matters 
fundamentally which instrument is chosen. The implications for teaching and 
learning in post-16 learning are serious and should be of concern to learners, 
teachers and trainers, managers, researchers and inspectors.

In the conclusions they refer back to their original aim as follows:

This report has sought to sift the wheat from the chaff among the leading 
models and inventories of learning styles and among their implications for 
pedagogy: we have based our conclusions on the evidence, on reasoned argu-
ment and on healthy scepticism. For 16 months, we immersed ourselves in the 
world of learning styles and learned to respect the enthusiasm and the dedica-
tion of those theorists, test developers and practitioners who are working to 
improve the quality of teaching and learning.
  We ourselves have been reminded yet again how complex and varied that 
simple-sounding task is and we have learned that we are still some consider-
able way from an overarching and agreed theory of pedagogy. In the mean-
time, we agree with Curry’s summation (1990, 54) of the state of play of 
research into learning styles: ‘researchers and users alike will continue groping 
like the five blind men in the fable about the elephant, each with a part of the 
whole but none with full understanding’. (Coffield et al., 2004: 157)

They continue by voicing various concerns, including:

Fortunes are being made as instruments, manuals, videotapes, in-service packages, 
overhead transparencies, publications and workshops are all commercially adver-
tised and promoted vigorously by some of the leading figures in the field. In short, 
the financial incentives are more likely to encourage further proliferation than 
sensible integration. It also needs to be said that there are other, distinguished 
contributors to research on learning styles who work in order to enhance the 
learning capabilities of individuals and firms and not in order to make money.

Making Learning Happen, I published a new question-
naire that aimed to put learners in the driving seat of the vehicle which 
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in the questionnaire were intended to be seen as learner-friendly language, 

their own individual ways of learning, and their preferences and dislikes. 

withdrawn it from the present edition for three reasons:

1. There were so many new things I wished to add to the present book, 
and space is limited.

questionnaire for many learners, as these two factors relate to teaching and 
assessing, areas which most learners would not readily identify with. 

Finally, we want to ask: why should politicians, policy-makers, senior managers 
and practitioners in post-16 learning concern themselves with learning styles, 
when the really big issues concern the large percentages of students within the 
sector who either drop out or end up without any qualifications? Should not 
the focus of our collective attention be on asking and answering the following 
questions?

Are the institutions in further, adult and community education in reality 
centres of learning for all their staff and students?
Do some institutions constitute in themselves barriers to learning for certain 
groups of staff and students? (Coffield et al., 2004: 157)

It is with these conclusions and questions resounding in my own mind that 
I set about the task of preparing this book about making learning happen in 
post-compulsory education.

Conclusions
In short, we have got to be really careful about the language we use to describe 
learning, and we must accept that we can never really measure learning, but 
only evidence of achievement as a result of learning. Evidence of achievement 

and so on, so we need to become ever more skilled at describing intended 
evidence of achievement in terms which will provide learners with targets to 
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reasonable learning target. Such targets only work well when everyone who 
sees the words, and hears
intended to mean. Different teachers teaching the same module need to be 
able to agree with each other about the standards and evidence descriptors 
that are associated with intended learning outcomes. Much more importantly, 
learners themselves need to be able to ‘know’ what the words mean. They more 
than anyone else need to be able to make realistic and accurate interpretations 
of the wording of our intended learning outcomes.

when we try to describe what we intend learners to become able to do. This is 
successful

not-yet-successful
that they become more aware of the directions in which they are intended to 
be moving and more aware of the nature of the intended destination of each 

what is to be learned. We need to ask why too. We need to think about when
and where. so what’ of learning, so that learners 
can see the point of it all.

Most importantly, we need to think about the processes of learning, and 
avoid the danger of oversimplifying them. How does learning happen best? 

in straightforward language which we can share with our learners, so that 
all of us can co-operate and play our respective parts in making learning 

as the human brain uses when learning.


