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Introduction

We know that the brain has a hugely important role to play in the students' learning that goes on in our classrooms. However, surprisingly, scientists still know relatively little about the workings of the brain, and most of what we do know has been discovered only in the last 15 years. Our challenge is to ensure that what we do know about the brain is translated into classroom practice and used to maximise student learning – this is the idea at the heart of Accelerated Learning. This unit introduces some of the principles of accelerated learning and explores techniques for you to try out with your pupils. 

Find out more about studying with The Open University by visiting our online prospectus. 

Learning outcomes

After studying this course, you should be able to:

· understand better the principles of accelerated learning

· develop some techniques to use in the classroom

· change ways of teaching to use these techniques.

1. Efficient brain performance

Two sources of fuel are particularly important to ensure a healthy and efficiently functioning brain – oxygen and water. Fortunately, in many countries, both of these are in ready supply! Many schools in the UK are already beginning to recognise the need for students (and their brains) to be sufficiently hydrated, and have installed water-coolers at strategic points. Oxygen is easier to supply, but sitting down for a typical 50-minute lesson could decrease the amount of oxygen delivered to the brain by 15 per cent. Something as simple as getting students to stand up or fetch a textbook from a designated point across the classroom could ensure a more thoroughly oxygenated supply of the blood to the brain, and therefore more efficient brain performance. 

Start of Activity
Activity 1

Start of Question
Recent research (for example Trevor Brocklebank at Leeds cited in Lucas, 2001) has discovered that most of the students with the best results at school were those who drank around eight glasses of water per day. Find out if your school has a policy on allowing drinking water in classrooms. Is this something you might investigate for them? Try to involve your students in the discussion. Where would they like water fountains? Or water coolers? How would they be funded? 

End of Question
End of Activity
2. Connecting the hemispheres

We know that our brains are divided into two hemispheres, and that different areas of the brain have a dominant responsibility for different functions and actions. It is important to maximise our brain use; some studies say that we use less than 5 per cent! 

In general, the Western educational system is strongly weighted towards the functions of the left brain – reading, writing, listening, and activities involving logic and sequence. ‘Right brain’ activities involving images, colour, music, creativity and intuition seem to be edged out of the curriculum more and more with the increasing pressures and demands for exam performance and other statutory requirements. However, introducing right brain activities to the classroom does not only improve right brain skills, but improves the brain's performance as a whole. The more we can use activities in our classrooms that connect the two hemispheres of the brain, the more learning that will take place. 

Learning will also be maximised if we can help our brains develop an appropriate filing system for all the new information we receive. The easiest way to do this is to share with your students the ‘big picture’, the overall objective for that lesson, unit or module of work. You objective is the one thing you would want all of your students to have learned or understood in your lesson, or perhaps the one thing you would teach if your lesson only lasted two minutes. In this respect, learning is like doing a jigsaw – it is much easier if you have seen the picture on the box first! 

Start of Activity
Activity 2

Start of Question
Start of Figure
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Figure 1

End of Figure
Look at the simple diagram of the brain's hemispheres above. It is the back of the brain that deals with visual data, what we see under normal everyday circumstances. Click on and play the short interactive quiz. 

Take part in the quiz either below, or lauch it in a separate window.

Start of Media Content
Interactive content is not available in this format.

End of Media Content
You can see that the further we go down the quiz list, the more of the brain we use. The more of the brain we use, the more learning that will take place. 

Now consider some of these simple strategies to connect the two hemispheres of the brain.

‘To connect the hemispheres and enhance learning, ask students to:

· Describe (left) a picture or diagram (right)

· Visualise (right) a written description (left)

· Convert text (left) into a picture (right)

· Turn key words (left) into a poem (right)

· Identify key words (left) and write them in a different colour (right).’

(Hughes, 1991, p. 46)

Try out at least three of these strategies in your classes this week. Assess whether you think they have had a positive impact on learning and recall of the information learned. 

End of Question
End of Activity
3. Review and recall

Learning cannot take place without memory, and we expect our students to be able to process, synthesise and recall a vast amount of information every day. There are, however, some simple strategies that we can employ to help them to do this. 

Firstly consider the natural concentration span. A rough guide is that concentration span in minutes is equivalent to chronological age in years, +/− 2 minutes. That means that even our most attentive 18 year olds need a short concentration break every 15–20 minutes. So when planning lessons, think about providing a brief break or change of focus or activity every 15 minutes or so. This is sometimes known as ‘chunking’, e.g. give 10 minutes to answer questions 1–3, then have some feedback/checking of answers, before a further 10 minutes to answer questions 4–7. Concentration breaks may also be a useful time for quick administration tasks like collecting in homework or taking the register. 

Beginnings and endings of lessons are vital times in terms of review and recall. Evidence shows that students will remember most information from these parts of the lesson, yet they are the times when extremely valuable learning time can be easily wasted. So get in and get learning straight away – have an activity ready on the board for students as they enter, and look for short, engaging starter activities. Chunking lessons also means that you automatically create many ‘smaller’ beginnings and endings within a lesson. 

Reviewing information is also vitally important for longer-term recall. Ideally, students should be reviewing key learning points from their work at the end of each lesson, then at the end of the day, after a week, after a term and after a year. This obviously involves some effort on their part, but teachers can get students into good reviewing habits by ending the main part of each lesson at least five minutes early, and devoting the time remaining to a review of key learning points. This activity might be to summarise three key points from the lesson, a simple quiz or word puzzle, or a small group discussion. 

Start of Activity
Activity 3

Start of Question
Review a lesson you have recently taught which involved a long activity. Break this down into smaller ‘chunks’ of 10–15 minutes’ activity, interspersed with short 1–2 minute tasks that allow students to process the information they have learned. These processing tasks are to get away from the idea of ‘in one ear and out the other’ – by forcing the brain to engage with the new information, students are much more likely to be able to recall it in the future. The simplest way to do this is to get a student to verbally explain to another student what they have just learned. This also relates to what we know about the ‘pyramid of learning’ – we retain most information after teaching others. 

End of Question
End of Activity
4. Music and learning

Start of Quote
‘In music the sages found pleasure, and saw that it could be used to make the hearts of the people good. Because of the deep influence it exerts on man, and the change it produces in manners and customs, the ancient kings caused it to be one of the subjects of instruction.’ 

Confucius (551–479 BCE)

End of Quote
Dr Georgi Lozanov has done considerable research into the effects of music on learning, and ‘the Mozart Effect’ is now a well publicised theory (UNESCO, 1977). However, the use of music in the classroom needs to be seen in a wider context if it is to appeal to all of our students, and you will need to experiment with what works best in certain circumstances. 

Some teachers find it beneficial to keep baroque music or Indian classical music playing as a gentle background noise at all times in the classroom. This does indeed seem to have a calming effect on many classes, and removes the need for students to talk while they are working, to ‘fill in’ the silence. Some psychological studies have suggested that listening to these types of music can improve brain performance and perhaps even boost IQ. Whether this is the case is debatable, but we can at least be sure that music does have an effect on our moods and emotions, and can therefore have an impact on how well we learn. 

Another way to use music in the classroom is to use short extracts to evoke a particular mood or enhance an activity. For example, something like the theme to Mission Impossible might be a good choice for a small group brainstorming activity – all ideas must be written down before the music stops! On the other hand, Vivaldi's Four Seasons might be a more appropriate choice for a comprehension or written task. 

Start of Activity
Activity 4

Start of Question
Please click on "view document" below and read What is the role of the music?

View document
End of Question
End of Activity
Start of Activity
Activity 5: The excerpt exercise

Start of Question
Prepare three short extracts of music to be played to your class:

· one current pop/dance track;

· one baroque ‘classical’ track (e.g. Mozart, Vivaldi);

· and one ‘heavy metal’ track.

Play about a minute of each, and as you do so, ask students to write down how each track makes them feel. Ask for some brief feedback, then ask the question: ‘Based on your feelings, which one would be best to do your homework to?’. Most students will reason that the classical one that made them feel ‘quiet’, ‘calm’ and perhaps even a bit ‘bored’ will be better than one that is ‘lively’ and ‘makes them feel like dancing’ or one that makes them feel ‘aggressive’ or ‘angry’. 

Open a class discussion about background music and sounds when working.

End of Question
End of Activity
5. Learning styles

There are now numerous resources available on learning styles or multiple intelligences, and their implications for classroom learning. At the simplest level, what teachers need to recognise is that not all of their students will prefer to learn in the same way. Although everybody is capable of working in most learning styles, we will all have our preferred learning style in which we learn most efficiently. 

Click on "view document" below and read the brief definitions of visual, auditory and kinaesthetic learning styles and about multiple intelligences. 

View document
While much of this makes very interesting reading, the main thing to remember is that we need to provide for a wide variety of learners in our classes, and should not always expect every student to do things in the same way. As long as they all achieve the learning objective you have identified, students should be afforded some flexibility in how they achieve it. 

Start of Activity
Activity 6

Start of Question
Click on the links below and use one of the two online tests to establish your own learning style.

Click here to go to the VARK website 

Click here to go to the Learning Styles Questionnaire 

You could also use these to analyse the learning styles of a particular class or student you teach.

Now plan a lesson where students have the choice of at least five different ways to reach the same learning objective, e.g. answer the questions, write a poem, design a symbol, perform a role play, etc. These five ways should appeal to a range of different learning styles. 

End of Question
End of Activity
Some of the techniques suggested here are quick and simple, while others will take more research and development before they become truly effective. Research in the field of whole brain learning continues to develop rapidly; here are some suggestions for further reading. 

· Colin Rose, Accelerated Learning, Accelerated Learning Systems Ltd, 1985. 

· Alistair Smith, Accelerated Learning in the Classroom, Network Educational Press Ltd, 1996. 

· Mike Hughes, Closing the Learning Gap, Network Educational Press Ltd, 1991. 

· Bill Lucas, Power Up Your Mind, Nicholas Brearley Publishing, 2001. 

· Eric Jensen, Super Teaching, The Brain Store, Inc., 1995. 

Conclusion

This free course provided an introduction to studying Education, Childhood & Youth. It took you through a series of exercises designed to develop your approach to study and learning at a distance, and helped to improve your confidence as an independent learner. 

Keep on learning

Start of Figure
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End of Figure
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