Peter C. Brown, Henry L. Roediger and Mark A. McDaniel on making learning stick

Make It Stick, written by Brown, Roediger and McDaniel, is an excellent book that helps teachers understand what strategies to use to ensure that students remember and understand difficult new concepts. One problem is the way that many schools design their curriculum with chunked units of work. This can also be applied to revision time. Instead of chunking the curriculum – traditionally half-termly units of work with an end of topic test before moving onto the next unit – the authors suggest interleaving. Interleaving is the process of introducing a new concept or topic, then layering in a new concept or topic and then returning to the original concept or topic. The authors argue that the most powerful way of students remembering what you’ve taught them is to force them to retrieve information just when they’re on the brink of forgetting the information. This is called ‘effortful retrieval’ and making the brain work hard to remember helps the students’ long term memories. 

Another issue is that students are very good at thinking they know something when, in fact, they don’t really know it all. They’ve tricked themselves into thinking they know something because they are using passive revision strategies; better options are ones which force the students to think metacognitively about their learning and to test themselves. 

Finally, all learning requires a strong foundation of knowledge so it is important that teachers support students in building a strong foundation of prior knowledge to help them make connections between different pieces of new information. Mastering key concepts and going over them many times is important before moving on too quickly to something new.
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