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Learning Theory & EFL/ESL
Study Skills

Brent A. Jones
Teachers Helping Teachers

at Lao-American College 2008

Good Morning/Afternoon and thank you for coming. My name is Brent
and this is my second time to the lovely city of Vientiane. I enjoyed my
time here last year so much that I was determined to come again. [I’m
happy to see some familiar faces in the audience.]

Today I would like to talk about learning. I think the areas we cover
today will be of interest to both students and teachers. At least I hope
so. I may go back and forth from the teaching side to the learning side
of the fence, but I hope you can see the other side when I do so.

The title says EFL/ESL but much of what I will be talking about applies
to other types of learning.
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Learning is
a long,
uphill

struggle.

Students here at Lao-American College will realize by now that there
are so many things to learn. We can study every waking minute of
every day for the rest of our lives, and there would still be so much
more to learn.

We should also recognize that some things are easier to learn and
some are more difficult. Why is this? I’m sorry, but I don’t have a clear
cut answer for that.

Of course learning is not limited to school. We also go through the
learning process when we start a new job or hobby or any new
endeavor. Each new area of study, each new job, each new thing we
do involves learning.
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What can we do to succeed at
school and beyond?

So what can we do? How can we decide what we need to learn? How
can we make the most efficient use of our energy and time? These
have been the questions I have been asking . . . And now I think I have
the answer.
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Your answer is
here!

Well . . .
Almost

Today is your lucky day, because I have found the answer and will
happily share it with you now.

(1)  I give you . . . the most efficient teaching methodology to date . . .
The Nuremburg Funnel. So all we need to do is drill a hole in our
heads and find teachers and other people to fill our heads with what
we need to know. Okay?

(2)  Sorry! The Nuremburg Funnel is an idiomatic expression that
comes to us from Germany I believe. You may know the expression
“funnel something in” or “pound something in” to our heads. But as
you probably guessed, this won’t work. Drilling a hole in our head is
not a great option.

So let’s look at another way.
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Learning Domains

Joking aside, I would like to share a mixture of theories and advice in
four of the main learning domains.

(1)  Cognitive . . .
(2)  Psychomotor . . .
(3)  Interpersonal . . . And
(4)  Affective

An easy way to understand these learning domains is to think about
cognitive as using the mind, psychomotor as using the body,
interpersonal as interacting with others, and affective as using the
heart, or emotions, or feelings.

So, let’s get started.
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• Cognitive
• Psychomotor
• Interpersonal
• Affective

The cognitive domain can actually be broken into two sub domains:
factual learning and conceptual learning.

Factual learning includes memorizing math formulas, historical dates,
political leaders of the world, etc.

Conceptual learning comes into play when we try to understand the
relationship between supply and demand, or other concepts such as
return on investment (ROI).

Again, think about the cognitive domain as using the mind.

How can this help us? Let’s look at some theories related to this
domain.
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Cognitive Load Theory

Basically, this theory says that the human mind has limitations. We can
only handle so much new information at one time.

I have included some references in the handout for all of the theories,
so please take a look if you are interested.

For teachers, this theory says we need to structure lessons so that we
don’t overload our learners.

For students, this means we should be looking for ways to group
information together or sequence things in such a way that we are not
flooded with new information.

Do you know why telephone numbers around the world are about 7
digits in length? Research has shown that the human mind can keep
track of about that much information at one time.
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Chunking

The young man / sat on the bench /

took out his lunch / and began to eat.

Another thing we can do is break information into manageable chunks.
A simple example from language teaching is chunking of sentences.

(1) The young man
(2)  sat on the bench
(3)  took out his lunch
(4)  and began to eat.

With chunking, we only have 4 things to remember, not 15 separate
words.

Can you remember now without looking.
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Memory (forgetting) curve

Another consideration is how to keep things in memory.

Maybe you know about the 3 kinds of memory,

(1)  working memory
(2)  short term memory
(3)  long term memory

Does this graph show how we retain or keep information?

Not quite!
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Memory (forgetting) curve

According to researchers, this is a more realistic picture. Please notice
that we do most of our forgetting soon after we hear or read something.
This is the steep drop we see at day 1 and day 2.

How many people remember my name and the title of today’s
presentation?

For students, this means that we shouldn’t wait until the last minute to
review for a test.

A much better strategy would be to review at day 1, day 2, day 4, day 8,
day 16 and then one more time right before the test.
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• Cognitive
• Psychomotor
• Interpersonal
• Affective

Do you remember what this domain involved . . . The . . . Body. Think
about things like learning to ride a bicycle, playing tennis, or the piano.
You might also consider things like touch typing or weaving, or even
using the lips and tongue in pronunciation practice.

Again, I would like to offer three things to consider.
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Scaffolding

A couple of weeks ago, my eight-year old daughter was watching over
my shoulder as I prepared this presentation. She asked me if she could
make her own PowerPoint with pictures of her stuffed animals. I have a
hard time saying no to my daughter, so she has quite a few stuffed
animals. Also,I quickly set aside my project and found our camera. After
getting her started, she took each animals’ picture in turn and came
back when she was finished. We opened a new PowerPoint project. At
first, I helped her with each step, adding a new slide, selecting the
format, double-clicking the photo icon and searching for the photo,
adding the text, etc. Slowly, I let her do more of the steps by herself.
After four or five slides, I sat back and let her complete her
masterpiece. This is an example of scaffolding.

The main point here is that the learner is provided with as much help as
needed in the beginning, but that this help is gradually removed.

Another good example of scaffolding in the psychomotor domain is
gymnastics. In the beginning, the young gymnast is given lots of
support by her coach. When they are ready, this support is taken away
step by step.
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Back Chaining

Another concept is back chaining, where we start by practicing the end
of a process and slowly add on steps to the front. The reverse of back
chaining is front chaining, where we start from the beginning.

Back chaining is normally used in language teaching. I will give you a
quick example. Let’s learn a new expression in Japanese.

Please repeat . . . SEN Okay, now . . . MA SEN
Next, . . . MAI MA SEN Finally . . . KA

MAI MA SEN

The meaning is “don’t worry” or “no problem.”  Example, (A)  “I’m sorry
to be late.”  (B) KAMAIMASEN

This same concept or approach can be used in psychomotor domain.
Think about learning a dance step. The teacher can model the last part,
and the student practices until they are comfortable. Then they add one
part at a time until they master the whole dance.
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Muscle memorization

In the psychomotor domain as well as the other domains, practice
makes perfect.

If you do something enough times, your muscles, nerves and the rest of
your body will memorize the action to the point where you don’t need to
think about it.

Do you know Tiger Woods? How many times do you think he has
swung a golf club?

Tak Rak players probably react to a shot instinctively. This is muscle
memorization.
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• Cognitive
• Psychomotor
• Interpersonal
• Affective

Learning in the Interpersonal Domain involves interacting with other
people. Think about a teacher giving feedback to a student, or a
manager organizing a meeting.

Skills in this domain are extremely useful at school as well as the work
place. Learning is this domain will certainly help your career (as a
teacher, doctor, salesperson, tour guide, hotel worker, etcetera,
etcetera, etcetera).
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Listen with your HEART

This is not really a theory , but more like common sense advice. Lots of
research has shown that most people are not very good at listening
when communicating with others. They are so busy thinking about what
they will say next, that they miss much of what their speaking partner
said.

If you want to improve in the interpersonal domain, focus more attention
on listening than speaking. A good place to start is listening with your
heart. Listen to what the person says, but also consider the deeper
meanings and nuances and feelings.

Listen to the person as well as the words.
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Storytelling

Many experts in the field of education now realize the importance of
storytelling. But the value of storytelling is not limited to education.
Storytelling has a long history in most cultures and stories continue to
have a special power.

As a teacher, we should be finding ways of weaving the target
knowledge and skills into stories. We need to improve our own
storytelling skills, but also help our learners share their stories and build
skills in narration.
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Communities of Practice

The last theory I wish to talk about here is Communities of Practice.
Each of us belongs to several communities of practice. Here at school,
you belong to several communities of practice. Also, at work, in our
neighborhood, clubs, etc. We naturally learn from each other. We start
out on the periphery (the outer edge) and normally work our way toward
the center or full participation.

Apprentice Learning is a related concept. The apprentice learning from
the master and slowly taking on more responsibility. Can you see the
relationship with scaffolding?

This picture was taken a couple of years ago with a group of my
learners in Japan. As a teacher, I work hard to create a classroom
community that encourages collaboration but also friendly competition,
risk taking and critical thinking.

This concept of classroom community is also related to our final domain
. . . Which is . . . ?
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• Cognitive
• Psychomotor
• Interpersonal
• Affective

The Affective Domain.

We are getting close to the end, but there is one more important
learning domain . . . And this is the area that much of my research has
been concerned with.

Do you remember  . . . Learning with the heart.
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Flow Theory

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi did most of his work at the Department of
Psychology at University of Chicago. He has been interested in what
makes people truly happy, satisfied and fulfilled.

This chart shows that we can experience flow in a small range with a
balance of challenge and skills. As our skills increase, we need more
challenge to obtain flow. To much challenge and not enough skills . . .
And we have anxiety. To little challenge and we have . . . Boredom.

Interestingly, M.C. found that people report getting more flow from what
they do on their jobs than from leisure activities.

Where can we find FLOW? (A) Challenge requiring skills, (B) Joining of
action and awareness, (C) Clear goals and feedback, (D) Concentration
(focused attention), (E) Sense of control, (F) Loss of self-
consciousness, (G) Transformation of time

Path to Flow
(A) Make the task a game. Establish rules, objectives, challenges and
rewards, (B) Have a powerful goal, (C) Focus your attention (no
distractions), (D) Let go (enjoy the process), (E) Put everything into the
activity, (F) Push your limits (creativity, skills, energy)
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The Experience Economy:
B. Joseph Pine and James H. Gilmore

Commodities
Products

Services

Experiences

These two gentlemen published a book several years ago called the
Experience Economy. Basically, the authors tell the story of how
different company offerings fall somewhere on a value scale from
commodities to products to services to experiences and eventually
transformations where the customer is the product.
They offer the example of coffee. Raw coffee beans are one of the
world’s big commodities. Buyers are interested in quality, but the
competition is usually over price. Per cup of coffee, this commodity is
worth only about 2 or 3 cents. If someone roasts this coffee, grinds it
and puts it in a bag, the value goes up . . . Maybe 10 or 20 cents.Then,
if someone buys this coffee, brews it and puts it in a cup, we have a
service . . . Up to one dollar or more.Now, can coffee be an
experience? There is a place called Café Florentine in Venice where
people pay something like 10 dollars for a cup of coffee. But are they
paying that much for the coffee . . . or the experience? Definitely the
experience.
As teachers, I feel we should be trying to make each meeting with our
learners an experience. This takes a new way of thinking, but it is
necessary if we don’t want our services to be commoditized.



22

One of the great examples of the experience economy is Disneyland.
Of course they sell products ( t-shirts, hats, toys) and services
(restaurants, photography, rides) but what they really sell is
experiences.
People don’t remember t-shirts, hats and restaurants, but the do
remember EXPERIENCES. And Disney makes a lot of money for their
efforts.
As teachers, I feel we should be trying to make each meeting with our
learners an experience. This takes a new way of thinking, but it is
necessary if we don’t want our services to be commoditized.
The authors also talk about 4 Experience Realms: Entertainment,
Educational, Escapist, Esthetic. Can you think of business involved in
each of these realms? Can you think of examples of businesses
involved in these different realms?
“The richest experiences encompass aspects of all four realms.”
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Attitude

The last point I want to talk about is ATTITUDE with a capital A.

This is my daughter Alyssa trying to move a rock on Kangaroo Island in
South Australia. Nobody told her she cant.

A big part of success is thinking that you can.

We were looking at this picture before I came on this trip, and she told
me she wasn’t able to lift it, but she believed she loosened it so the next
person would have an easier time of it.

Learning is strongly tied to things such as beliefs, attitudes and
motivation. The relationship between these is important for both
teachers and learners.
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Learning is facilitated when

• learners are engaged in solving real-world problems
• existing knowledge is activated as a foundation for

new knowledge
• new knowledge is demonstrated to the learner
• new knowledge is applied by the learner
• new knowledge is integrated into the learner’s world

Merrill (First Principles of Instruction)

In conclusion, I would like to share 5 first principles of instruction
outlined by David Merrill. Your homework is to think about (1) how
these principles apply to the different domains, and (2) how these
principles relate to your own experiences in the classroom and other
learning contexts.
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How will you use what you learned today?

Thank you for listening. Please check the handout for extra references
on each of the topics I discussed today. Also, I would happy to share by
e-mail any information I have on these topics.

Good luck in all of your learning and teaching endeavors.


