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Levels of Learning & Teaching Strategies

Overview

Teaching and learning are not synonymous, the fact that we teach does not automatically mean that the desired learning is achieved. This raises questions for teaching design. 
Teaching activities need to be matched to the desired learning and as far as possible should address how people learn best.

Bloom's Taxonomy
Bloom's taxonomy identifies three domains of educational activities or domains of learning, these being:

· Cognitive: mental skills (Knowledge) 

· Affective: growth in feelings or emotional areas (Attitude) 

· Psychomotor: manual or physical skills (Skills) 

Each domain defines learning levels which are widely used when, writing objectives, selecting teaching methods and evaluating learning.
The levels reflect progression within a domain of learning, each level builds on the previous level. The aim of any teaching is to move up levels of learning, consequently action verbs in learning objectives usually map to the appropriate level. 
The Cognitive domain is outlined below:
	
	Evaluation Judging the worth of materials or methods as they might be applied in a given or new situation. 

	
	Synthesis Creating something new and innovative by combining different ideas and knowledge.

	
	Analysis Breaking information and ideas into their component parts and showing relationships between the parts. 

	
	Application, Using general concepts, information, ideas, and skills to solve problems by selecting and applying them appropriately. 

	
	Comprehension, Understanding the material being presented without necessarily relating it to anything else. 

	Knowledge Remembering or recognising something previously encountered or learned without necessarily understanding, using or changing it.


Learner Autonomy

Simply put this is the ability to take charge of one's own learning and can be gauged by defining how much direction a learner needs to meet learning outcomes. Kathryn Ecclestone (2000) indentified three levels:

Procedural 

Where learners need direction to carry out procedures to meet pre-defined outcomes. Learners need significant direction from teacher and work to predefined outcomes and teacher led processes

Personal

Learners possess a level of self management and direction, are able to discuss   learning, plan and organise work. At this level they are able to decide when best to work alone, collaboratively, and to seek advice
Critical

Learners at this level are capable of selecting and using appropriate learning strategies. They also have the capability to reflect on their progress and make strategic decisions about the next phase of the learning cycle

Learning Approach

This is essentially the depth and level of engagement with learning and can be split into three approaches as defined by Biggs, 1987, and Entwistle, 1994.
Surface learning

The main function is Information reproduction, memorising facts and procedures and possessing the capability to cope with set content and tasks. 

Strategic learning

The main function is organising learning to geared to achieving. Learners are alert to assessment criteria and are capable of forming structured, efficient study methods

Deep learning

The main function is knowledge transformation, being able to understand material for oneself and develop awareness of subject in wider context with the capability to apply knowledge in new or different settings.

Delivery Methods

There are essentially three delivering approaches - all learning situations incorporate some or all of these elements:
Transmission 
In this approach the teacher acts as knowledge presenter. The emphasis is placed on fixed strategies aimed at achieving pre-set outcomes. This is normally achieved through directed instruction, task analysis and reinforcement. Behaviourist approaches are favoured, for example simply instructing the student what to do and they follow instruction, learning by repetition or rote.
This approach is typically seen in the transmission of external knowledge and the teacher’s expertise, knowledge and advice.
Transaction 
In this approach the teacher acts as facilitator of learning. The emphasis is on more flexible learning strategies which are more student centred. Learning activities adopt a scaffolded approach.

Scaffolding is a process in which students are given support until they can apply new skills and strategies independently (Rosenshine & Meister, 1992). The student is given a framework to work within. They are not given all the answers but are guided and have to ‘fill in the blanks’ themselves. The assistance or support is decreased gradually in order to shift the responsibility for learning from the teacher to the students
Typically seen in the transaction between teacher’s and learners, or between learners about process or activity, the content of an activity or task or about its goals

Transformation 

Here the teacher acts as advisor or mentor in the learning process. The emphasis in this approach is on dynamic strategies aimed at higher level learning, delivered through constructivist approaches to learning, with the student planning their own way of working to achieve an outcome, receiving only guidance from the teacher.. Learning is successful when students can demonstrate conceptual understanding, Arseneau, R., & Rodenburg, D. (1998).
This is typically seen in the transformation of learners’ and teachers' understanding and insight in concepts and processes associated with learning a subject. 

Constructing a Learning Framework
The aim of a learning framework is to identify;

· The level of learning required 

· The autonomy of the learners

· The desired learning approach to achieve this

· The type of learning activity which will be used

· The best method to deliver the relevant teaching

Figure 1 shows the levels of learning spanning Bloom's taxonomy in the cognitive domain with relevant autonomy and learning approaches attached. Transmission, transaction and transformative activities are likely to take place at all levels, but the emphasis will shift, with largely transmission at the lower levels and transformation at the higher levels. 
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Figure 1 - Levels of Learning
Often the teaching method can be mismatched to the intended learning outcome – a higher-level outcome is desired, but teaching methods are transmissional (eg a lecture) and foster lower rather than higher level learning. 

Blending Learning Activities

Teaching sessions should be designed so that activities maximise learning. Beginning with a storyboard or flowchart approach which can be extended into a more detailed session plan will help the planning process. The resulting solution should be consistent with related teaching methods where as far as possible the outcomes of one activity feed into next thereby building learning progression.

To achieve this, a variety of activities is essential to maintain interest, accommodate different learning styles and include periods of ‘downtime’ for reflection.
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A great site to learn about teaching and learning theory, with reflections from the site author, is:

http://www.learningandteaching.info/learning/
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