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REVIEWS


With crystal-clear explanations and practical insights, Cottingham's expertise in cognitive science and teacher education shine through in this masterful exploration of Ausubel's theory of learning.


Peps Mccrea – Dean at Ambition Institute, Director at Steplab and author


Sarah links the theory to other research which has become more familiar such as retrieval practice, scaffolding and checking for understanding and explains the impact we can have in the learning process by utilising Ausubel's theory. It really is a must-read for anyone wanting to effectively drive meaningful learning for students.


Rachel Ball – Assistant principal in charge of teaching and learning


We are all aware of the importance of prior knowledge to learning. What we haven't had, until now, is a clear explanation of how we can take account of this in our teaching. Luckily, this book does exactly that. There are SO many takeaways that will improve the learning of ALL of our pupils. This book really is a must read.


Jade Pearce – Teacher educator and Director of Programmes


Clear, concise, and full to the brim with practical, actionable advice, this book is a demonstration in the art of making academic literature meaningful for teachers. Very rarely do I finish a book in one sitting, but I just couldn’t put it down.


Kieran Mackle – Primary mathematics specialist, author and podcast host


Sarah’s clear and connected, organised and accessible explanation of Ausubel’s assimilation theory – 100% delivers ‘meaningful learning.’ If an education title could be referred to as unputdownable? ‘Ausubel’s Meaningful Learning In Action’ is that book.


Kristian Still – School leader and author of Test-Enhanced Learning


Many educators will have heard Ausubel’s 1968 quote on ascertaining what students already know, but this book takes that seemingly simple line and delves into worked reality of making this happen in the classroom. For those that want an insight into Ausubel’s theory of learning and how to make it work in the classroom, this is the place to start.


Neil Almond – Deputy headteacher


This book is an outstanding resource for teachers, providing a clear and easy-to-understand explanation of Ausubel's meaningful learning. The use of examples from a range of subjects, diagrams, and practical teaching strategies make this book an essential tool for anyone looking to enhance their students' learning outcomes.


Dr Maria Courel – Department head


The book sensitively and methodically interprets Ausubel’s fascinating works with a gentle and purposeful ‘Sarah spin’. It brings a fresh perspective to how we understand the evolution of learning and how we can powerfully utilise this knowledge in the classroom.


Rachel Higginson – Creative Education Consultant


Sarah Cottingham has done a brilliant job in bringing Ausubel’s insights to the current discourse on learning. In providing us with an overview of Ausubel’s work and its resonance with current findings from cognitive science, Sarah has given us a new lens through which to adjust our practice. Essential reading.


Mary Myatt – writer, speaker and curator of Myatt & Co
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SERIES FOREWORD


TOM SHERRINGTON


The idea for the In Action series was developed by John Catt’s Teaching WalkThrus team after we saw how popular our Rosenshine’s Principles in Action booklets proved to be. We realised that the same approach might support teachers to access the ideas of a range of researchers, cognitive scientists and educators. A constant challenge that we wrestle with in the world of teaching and education research is the significant distance between the formulation of a set of concepts and conclusions that might be useful to teachers and the moment when a teacher uses those ideas to teach their students in a more effective manner, thereby succeeding in securing deeper or richer learning. Sometimes so much meaning is lost along that journey, through all the communication barriers that line the road, that the implementation of the idea bears no relation to the concept its originator had in mind. Sometimes it’s more powerful to hear from a teacher about how they implemented an idea than it is to read about the idea from a researcher or cognitive scientist directly – because they reduce that distance; they push some of those barriers aside.


In our In Action series, the authors and their collaborative partners are all teachers or school leaders close to the action in classrooms in real schools. Their strategies for translating their subjects’ work into practice bring fresh energy to a powerful set of original ideas in a way that we’re confident will support teachers with their professional learning and, ultimately, their classroom practice. In doing so, they are also paying their respects to the original researchers and their work. In education, as in so many walks of life, we are standing on the shoulders of giants. We believe that our selection of featured researchers and papers represents some of the most important work done in the field of education in recent times.


This superb book shines a light on the fascinating and important work of David Ausubel and his theory of meaningful learning. The ideas are profound and, without doubt, deserving of wider recognition amongst the community of practising teachers. Ausubel reinforces the imperative for each and every student in a class to 'make meaning', bridging the gap between what they already know and the knowledge that forms any particular curriculum sequence. As ever, this is easier said than done but we need to be able to apply the ideas to real classroom situations. Thankfully, Sarah Cottingham is on hand to lead the way!


Sarah's background in teaching, research and teacher development has given her a superb grasp of both elements of the In Action concept: the research and the practice. Her blog overpractised.wordpress.com is an educational goldmine where, over the last couple of years to great acclaim, she has developed a wonderfully powerful writing style, communicating ideas about learning and memory in a highly engaging, accessible manner that has resonated strongly across the teaching community. Each blog post is in some ways a mini In Action piece, providing clarity in an area of research or conceptual thinking and then, crucially, offering ideas that teachers can then use in their classrooms. Sarah's approach to structuring this book in two parts follows the same pattern, carrying her blog style with it. It's an absolute joy.


Finally, in producing this series, we would like to acknowledge the significant influence of the researchED movement run by Tom Bennett that started in 2013. I was present at the first conference and, having seen the movement grow over the intervening years, I feel that many of us, including several In Action authors, owe a significant debt of gratitude to researchED for providing the forum where teachers’ and researchers’ ideas and perspectives can be shared. We are delighted, therefore, to be contributing a share of the royalties to researchED to support them in their ongoing non-profit work.
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FOREWORD


CHRIS SUCH, PRIMARY SPECIALIST AND AUTHOR OF THE ART & SCIENCE OF TEACHING PRIMARY READING



Teaching is a tough gig. Putting aside the well-documented stresses and annoyances of being an educator, at the heart of the profession we find profound questions that every teacher spends their lives attempting to adequately answer: What exactly is learning? And how on earth do I ensure that it happens on a consistent basis in my classroom? But this is also what gives teaching its wonderfully compulsive edge. Teachers grapple with some of the most fundamental epistemological questions and apply the answers they come up with to the teaching of subjects as varied as equivalent fractions, the carbon cycle and the sociopolitical commentary of Dickens. Have I already said that teaching is a tough gig?


Thankfully, we are not alone. Every facet of teaching is subject to lively debate. Everyone benefits from the discussions that swirl within the profession as we try to find ways to teach just a little more effectively than we did the day before. Even those whose classrooms are islands of idiosyncratic pedagogy are inevitably affected by the conversations that the profession has with itself. And these conversations are at their most productive when we have a shared vocabulary to describe the concepts to which we are referring. Much of this shared vocabulary has been created by teachers in response to the exigencies of the classroom. But just as often it has been created or popularised by influential learning theorists, whether it be Piaget’s ‘schemas’, Bruner’s ‘scaffolding’ or Sweller’s ‘cognitive load’. Alongside the memetic evolution that has culled any terminology too obscure or too impractical to be of use, there is an element of historical happenstance in the range of concepts we use to describe teaching and learning. Consequently, there are theorists whose ideas warrant closer inspection than they have yet received.


And this is where David Ausubel comes in. Ausubel’s theory of meaningful learning offers a fascinating and underappreciated perspective on the learning process. Any discussion of learning is necessarily metaphorical, and a common metaphor that we take for granted is that of connections between concepts in bodies of knowledge. Ausubel’s theory explores this metaphor and considers its implications. Like all worthwhile learning theory, Ausubel’s work combines intuitive ideas with unexpected ways of seeing the learning process. It has the potential to broaden the teaching profession’s lexicon, allowing us to discuss learning in fresh, potentially valuable ways…


…Or at least, I suspect it does. There is, after all, a reason why ideas remain on the periphery for decades, and Ausubel’s work is no exception. His theory, to this novice at least, is tricky to get to grips with. His writing can feel impenetrable and his ideas overly abstract. Under such circumstances, what is required is someone with an uncanny ability to take complex ideas and render them accessible through a mixture of conscientious scholarship and sharp writing. I am sure that I am not alone in thinking that Sarah Cottingham is perfectly suited to such a task.


If you ask Sarah about the initial stages of writing this book, she is likely to say that I provided a useful sounding board for her nascent ideas. In reality, I was primarily a spectator as she absorbed everything she could find about Ausubel’s work and crystallised it into the core of this book. In fact, I was in the exact same position as you are now: I was keen to deepen my knowledge of the learning process by understanding Ausubel’s theory of meaningful learning, and I hoped that Sarah could give me a new set of tools that I could use to think about learning and to discuss it with colleagues. I was not disappointed, and neither will you be.
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INTRODUCTION


What does it take for students to develop a deep understanding of the plethora of ideas across the multitude of subjects we teach them? It takes minds capable of storing large quantities of connected ideas that are accessible when they need them. Our students’ minds are capable of this if they learn in a certain way.


American psychologist and psychiatrist David Ausubel (1918–2008) explained that the type of learning that is needed is ‘meaningful learning’. Meaningful learning is the first phase of Ausubel’s assimilation theory that explains how learning, retention and forgetting occur. He was influenced by the work of Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget. Ausubel’s theory is compatible with Piaget’s but also differs somewhat (Nielsen, 1980).


In two of his many important works, ‘Educational Psychology: A Cognitive View’ (1968) and ‘The Acquisition and Retention of Knowledge: A Cognitive View’ (2000), Ausubel focuses on meaningful reception learning. Reception learning is when ideas are presented in full to students by a teacher (sometimes called teacher-led learning or expository learning) as opposed to discovered for themselves (discovery learning). While Ausubel explained that both reception learning and discovery learning could be meaningful depending upon how and when they are delivered (Ausubel, 1964), he was clear that students do not need to discover ideas for themselves for the ideas to be meaningful (Ausubel, 2000). He felt that claims about discovery learning had been overstated and under-substantiated by the research (Ausubel, 1968a, p.472) and that reception learning is more efficient. Therefore, this book focuses on how teachers can support meaningful reception learning.


Evidence supporting assimilation theory comes from a particular testable aspect of the theory, advance organisers, which we will look at later in the book. There is also evidence from both psychology and neuroscience to substantiate various aspects of Ausubel’s theory, in particular one of his main points: ‘The most important single factor influencing learning is what the learner already knows. Ascertain this and teach him accordingly’ (Ausubel, 1968a, vi). For example, evidence from neuroscience supports Ausubel’s contention that what the learner knows – what we will call their ‘existing knowledge’ – critically impacts the learning process (Gilboa & Marlatte, 2017). And activating existing knowledge makes the learning process more efficient as new memories integrate with related ones at the expense of some detail (van Kesteren & Meeter, 2020).1


But why do we need Ausubel’s theory of learning? Don’t we already know enough about learning and teaching from research? It’s true that we have a lot of helpful principles about learning and teaching already. However, the research these are drawn from often (necessarily) focuses on narrow goals: short-term retention of isolated ideas that participants had little or no existing knowledge about (Ausubel, 1968a, p.10), for example, testing which of two methods best supports participants to remember nonsense words or random facts over a one-week period.


The problem with drawing conclusions about teaching and learning from this research, Ausubel says, is that short-term retention of isolated ideas is not the type of learning we want for our students. We want students to learn vast bodies of connected knowledge. This means educators need a theory of learning that explains how vast bodies of knowledge are formed, retained and forgotten.


Enter Ausubel’s assimilation theory.


From this comprehensive theory that focuses on the right goal, we can glean many practical insights for our teaching.


Before we start, here are a few important points about reading this book:


‘According to the theory’: for brevity, I won’t keep saying ‘according to the theory’ and assume the reader keeps in mind that the points made are based on Ausubel’s assimilation theory, unless I say that they are my extrapolations from the theory.


Teacher-led student-centred learning (Heal, 2023): when I use verbs such as ‘supporting’ or ‘assisting’ to describe how teachers can help students learn, it is not to suggest that students should be left to discover ideas for themselves or that tasks should be unstructured. It is a recognition that learning happens in the minds of students not merely through the words of the teacher. What students already know is crucial for what they can learn and so teaching should be student centred, i.e. building from students’ existing knowledge. And teachers have a vital role to play to catalyse this learning process hence ‘teacher-led student-centred learning’.


Structure of the book: the book is divided into two parts – the theory (part 1) and the practical implications (part 2). Grasping the theory first in part 1 allows the reader to best understand why the practical implications in part 2 are likely to support learning. After all, if we don’t underpin our teaching with a theory of learning, how can we make decisions about what is likely to be effective?


We start part 1 with an understanding of our end goal for student learning: the development of vast bodies of knowledge.





1. Ausubel did not believe that neuroscience had much to tell us about the type of learning educators are interested in. However, after his death in 2008, more modern neuroscientific techniques have become commonplace and these offer us deeper insights into how memory works (with significant caveats). It is interesting how many insights from Ausubel’s theory have come to be supported by modern neuroscientific evidence.





















CHAPTER 1


BODIES OF KNOWLEDGE




What is a body of knowledge and why is it our end goal?


History specialist, John Hough, gives us an example of a key stage 3 student who has been learning about the idea of ‘Church and monarchy’ across the curriculum. In this instance, the student has developed their understanding of Church and monarchy through the Investiture Controversy and Thomas Becket. They produce the following answer:




[image: What does Becket’s murder reveal to us about the struggles

between the Church and the monarchy?]




What is this students’ knowledge like that enables them to think in this way?


Let’s start with what their knowledge is not. It is not disconnected islands of knowledge about the topic. Islands of knowledge wouldn’t permit the student to recognise the relationships between ideas.


This student’s knowledge is:




	vast



	stable



	connected



	organised



	accessible






The way this knowledge is stored gives it these positive qualities. It is stored in bodies of knowledge. Bodies of knowledge are organised ideas in a domain, for example, your organised knowledge about rivers or algebra. Thinking about the student’s response, we could depict the organisation of their knowledge in concepts and propositions:




[image: The diagram consists of three steps depicts the organisation of their knowledge in concepts and propositions.]




Here we can see that the student has an organised body of knowledge around concepts. The most general and inclusive concept being ‘the relationship between Church and monarchy’. They learned more about this concept through more specific concepts: ‘the Investiture Controversy’ and ‘Thomas Becket’. The more detailed concepts are fuelling the understanding of the more general one, allowing the student to develop a deeper understanding of Church and monarchy overall.


Ausubel talks about knowledge in terms of concepts and propositions. These are the building blocks of bodies of knowledge. Concepts are individual ideas (e.g. tiger, monarchy, window, hope) with common attributes (Ausubel, 2000, p.2). For example, items with covers and pages that often communicate a story or information have been designated the label ‘book’. Concepts can be linked together to form ‘propositions’ (Novak, 2010, p.26). Propositions are whole ideas, for example: ‘Sophie can’t seem to tie her shoelaces’, or ‘Do unto others as you would have them do unto you’, or ‘The book speaks of his dream that one day his country will be a democracy’. Individual concepts such as book, dream, day, country and democracy might be understood by students. However, a proposition is more than just the sum of its parts and, therefore, understanding the meaning of a proposition is more than just understanding its individual concepts. Students need to understand the meaning of the composite ideas. Concepts and propositions (what we shall refer to collectively as ‘ideas’) make up students’ bodies of knowledge in a domain.


It’s worth noting that at a young age we seem to learn concepts through concrete experience (Novak & Cañas, 2008). When a toddler thinks of a ‘dog’, they think of their dog or a dog they have encountered. A few short years later, they know that dog signifies any creature with the standard attributes of a dog (Ausubel et al., 1978, p.53). And as the child gets older, they can learn new concepts without needing concrete experience of them. They can learn them by combining concepts they already know. They can do this through assimilation, which we will look at in more detail later. Concrete experience might help but it isn’t necessary anymore.







What are the benefits of bodies of knowledge?


Supporting students to develop more and more complex bodies of knowledge through integrating more concepts and propositions should be a goal for teachers (Ausubel, 1968a). Why? Because well-developed bodies of knowledge enable students to…


Remember longer: bodies of knowledge are stable. This is because the ideas are connected to one another. It is also because the more generalised ideas act as anchors for the more detailed ones. This means ideas can be remembered for longer periods. For example, if a student understands the more generalised concept of ‘air pressure’, when the teacher explains how aeroplanes can fly, students can anchor and retain the explanation for longer than a student who does not know this concept. Similarly, with the example from John Hough, the student that understands the Investiture Controversy may better appreciate the significance of the tension between Becket and Henry II, allowing them to anchor and retain this knowledge.


Connections create stability.


Remember more: bodies of knowledge contain the gist of ideas – the residue that remains after the detail has been forgotten. Think of a book you’ve read. If someone asks you to tell them what it’s about, you’ll relay the gist not the content word for word. Why is it beneficial to store gists of ideas? It’s easier for us to spot connections between the gists of ideas than between individual detailed ideas. Also, storing connected gists of ideas means we can store vast quantities of knowledge because we aren't trying to hang onto the detail.


Gists mean we can store more.


Understand more: bodies of knowledge contain knowledge that is organised around concepts. Concepts such as ‘the relationship between the Church and monarchy’, ‘equality’ and ‘changes of state’ are gradually fed with more and more ideas. This develops students’ understanding of them.


Organising knowledge around concepts helps develop understanding.


Keep learning: ideas that are stable and organised in bodies of knowledge can be accessed more easily in new situations. This is called transfer: students will be able to recognise where their existing ideas relate to a new situation and use these existing ideas to understand new ones. This is a virtuous cycle, where knowledge begets knowledge, referred to as the Matthew effect (Merton, 1968).


Having accessible knowledge allows students to use it in new situations to understand new ideas and keep learning.
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What does Becket's murder reveal to us about the struggles
between the Church and the monarchy?

Thomas Becket was the Archbishop of Canterbury and disgreed
with King Henry Il about whether the Church or the monarchy
should have more power. This wasn't a new disagreement. For
example, the pope had disagreed with kings and emperors many
times before in Medieval Europe, especially about who got to
choose bishops and what privileges people from thie Church got.
This is known as the Investiture Controversy. However, what made
this disagreement different was that Becket and King Henry were
good friends, but Becket turned against his friend. For example,
when Becket was archbishop he excommunicated King Henry's
supporters, which meant they couldn’t go to heaven. This was the
last straw for King Henry and led to Becket's death. This reveals
that although Henry was very bitter and had his ex-best friend
killed, what they were arguing over was nothing new and
reignited the ongoing argument between popes and kings that
had been happening for a long time.

The student has made a good
link here to the Investiture
Controversy and is starting to
see the big picture of struggles
between the Church and the
monarchy.

The student has started to
recognise the distinctive nature
of Becket and Henry's dispute.

The student has made a strong
claim about the continuities
between the ongoing disputes
between the Church and the
monarchy and Becket’s death.
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(Europe-wide)
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Propositions

The relationship between the Church and monarchy is a
fundamental idea in history. The Church and monarchy
are institutions that can work in harmony or in tension

to produce transformational periods in history.

One aspect of understanding the relationship between
the Church and monarchy is the tension and conflict
between the two over who had authority.

One of the best ways to explore this tension is through
the Investiture Controversy (the dispute over who
appointed bishops and archbishops — who played an
important role in religious life and domestic politics).

One of the most informative encounters with conflict
and tension between the Church and an English
monarch is the reign of King Henry Il and the life of
Thomas Becket. This is because it's an example of how
the longstanding disputes between the popes and
Europe’s monarchs bitterly played out between former
friends and results in Becket’s death






