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Principles of Learning and Their Implications

Principle 1: Effort Produces Achievement

For a long time American have operated on the belief that inherited intelligence
mainly determines academic achievement.  It is now clear that the amount of effort
the student makes has much more to do with one’s academic achievement than
inherited ability. Given the right conditions and support, almost everyone can
achieve at high levels.

Implications of Principle 1

A primary condition for high achievement is high expectations and challenging
targets. The single biggest obstacle to high achievement is the belief by faculty members that certain students--often those from low-income families and minority groups--can’t achieve at high levels. The principal has to engage the faculty in setting challenging targets and find a way to create a culture of high expectations in which the whole faculty expects all of the students to reach those targets and communicates those expectations to the students. 

High expectations and pressure to achieve must be accompanied by appropriate support. Because different students need different amounts and kinds of help to reach the targets, one of the most important roles of the principal is to see to it that the school is organized to accurately assess where every student is with respect to the standards at any point in time. And for those students who are falling behind, the principal must ensure that programs of assistance are in place that will get those students to the standards, no matter how far behind the students are when they start out. While the standards remain the same for everyone, the support given to students must be varied according to individual need.

Principle 2: Learning is About Making Connections

Knowledge is a “constructive process”. We learn by adding new knowledge to the knowledge we already have and integrating it with that knowledge. To make that process of integration effective, we have to organize our existing knowledge into some sort of structure. 

Among the most useful functions of formal education is the way in which it provides powerful frameworks on which students can “hang” new knowledge. Those frameworks come in the form of the theories and concepts associated with the academic disciplines and the very structures of the disciplines themselves. It is the very process by which we fit new and unfamiliar facts to frameworks we have made our own that constitutes what we mean by the word “understanding”. And it is understanding that permits us to use what we have learned to solve problems that are not quite like any that we have encountered before. Either the new knowledge that we acquire fits the structures we carry with us, or we must alter the structure to accommodate the new knowledge.

The act of fitting the new knowledge with the old and adjusting the structure until it fits both new and old knowledge is a creative act, not simply a passive act of “adding another book to our shelf of knowledge”. We are constantly selecting what new knowledge we want to integrate with what we already know, making connections to that old knowledge and then making adjustments to our whole understanding of the world and how it operates. We learn by activating and constructing networks of related concepts or “schemata.”  This is an active process that is greatly facilitated by constant interaction with other people and the larger world around us-interaction that helps us try out new frameworks on which to “hang” our knowledge, provides challenges from which we can learn and problems for us to solve, and thereby provides both new knowledge and an opportunity to find out whether our explanations of how the world works hold up in practice.

Implications of Principle 2

The principal has an important role to play encouraging teaching that places a premium on students as active learners and problem solvers. This involves encouraging teachers to present the core concepts of the subject matter clearly and straightforwardly, on the one hand and, on the other, to create an environment in which students:
· Internalize those concepts

· Test their own knowledge against them

· Use the concepts and theories as frameworks in which they can hang new knowledge

· Challenge the concepts and theories constantly, both as a means to better understand them and to makes changes to the frameworks of their understanding as they interact with the world. 

Thus principles should not only coach teachers to help students create the structures on which they can hang new knowledge, but also help them create classrooms that are busy places, full of talk and movement, so that they can become the scene of a constant interplay between ideas and action.

Principle 3: We Learn With and Through Others

Most learning is done in a setting in which others are present. We teach one another, exchange ideas, reinforce concepts, solve problems, debate ideas, and challenge assertions with others. Student learning is greatly enhanced when students understand and accept the conventions that structure such social interactions in the classroom. This embraces rules of discourse including everything from the criteria for demonstrating that a mathematical solution is correct to making a point about a piece of literature based on evidence taken from the text, to understanding the conventions for determining what order students are recognized in class. 

Implications of Principle 3

The principal’s role is to recognize the link between social interaction and learning and to encourage the notion of a “community of learners” in which students articulate and justify their thinking, and listen and respond constructively to the views of their peers. The principal can also seek opportunities to promote cooperative learning and the use of powerful strategies such as peer-and cross-age tutoring, which have been shown to exert a powerful impact on learning. 

Principle 4: Learning Takes Time

How much we can learn is a function of how much time we have to learn it. A given task will be learned only if the learner spends the amount of time needed to learn it. Moreover, individuals need different amounts of time in order to learn the same things. 

Implications of Principle 4

When time is not available to do all that the curriculum calls for, then priorities must be set on the basis of what it is most important to learn. When time is not available in the regular school day to teach all that is high priority, then time must be made available outside the regular school day to teach it. It is mainly up to the principal to set the priorities for what is most important to learn during the regular school day. This may mean providing double periods for students who are having difficulty, and making sure that those double-period courses are properly staffed, which will entail cutting back on some other aspect of the curriculum or of the sports program. Similarly, it is the responsibility of the principal to make sure that students who are behind get the extra instructional time they need before school, after school, on Saturdays and during the summer break.

Of course, it is not just the total amount of time available for learning that matters, but rather the amount of engaged learning time. This implies that the principal will take action to minimize interruptions and disruptions and maximize the time students are on task. 

Principle 5: Motivation Matters

Our levels of motivation affect our readiness to learn. Students who see a connection between something they want for themselves and what they are being asked to learn, who believe in their ability to learn and who feel good about themselves as learners, make more progress than those who see no purpose in learning, who doubt their abilities, who are fearful of failure, or who are excessively anxious about their results.

Deep understanding and a feeling of mastery can produce highly motivated students. So can the demonstration of what they have learned to peers and adults when they have met a high standard of accomplishment. Finally, high levels of motivation can arise when students see purpose and meaning in what they are learning at school.

Implications of Principle 5

The principal has a key role to play in promoting across the school a culture in which students have a belief in their capacity to succeed as learners and in which positive reinforcements are given for effort and achievement, as opposed to punishments for failure to learn. This could mean establishing a system of rewards that give tangible recognition to all students who meet expectations and achieve excellence. It also means listening to students’ feelings about learning and themselves as learners and constantly encouraging positive attitudes. 

Principles of Teaching and Their Implications

Principle 6: The Teacher Matters

How much a student learns depends much more on which teacher within the school the student gets than what school he or she goes to. This suggests that if all teachers in the school in a given subject taught as well as the best teacher, the result would be far higher student achievement throughout the school as a whole. It follows that improving the quality of teaching is the key to school improvement. 

Implications of Principle 6

The principal must become knowledgeable about every teacher with respect to their ability to enable the students in their classes to reach high standards. He or she must know what practices produce effective teaching and provide detailed coaching assistance to teachers to enable them to improve their teaching in a standards-based environment. He or she must also create a school culture in which the constant monitoring and improvement of teaching practice is one of the highest values of the professional staff of the school and make sure that the resources (chief among them time) are made available to support that priority. Establishing the new culture will mean breaking down the old culture in which how the teaching of any one teacher is the business of no other teacher. It will involve the creation of a culture in which teachers are constantly collaborating to define what good teaching is and learning from and critiquing the teaching of one another to advance the practice of teaching throughout the school.


Principle 7: Focused Teaching Promotes Accelerated Learning

The key to accelerating learning lies in matching instruction to the level of the learner. When students are presented with tasks that are well beyond their level of competence, learning is unlikely to occur. Instead they become anxious and quickly to give up. When they are presented with tasks that are easy and well within their competence, learning is also unlikely to occur, because they have already learned how to do the task and without specific motivation to repeat it, they quickly become bored.

Rapid learning is likely when the difficulty of the task is in alignment with the ability of the learner. Teaching that aligns instruction we refer to as “focused teaching.”  The teacher’s role is to ‘scaffold’ the learning of the new task, revealing to the learner how to move from what he or she can currently do independently to a higher level of cognitive functioning. Vygotsky referred to this critical zone in which learning can be facilitated as the “zone of proximal development.” He defined this zone as, “the distance between the actual development level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers” (p.86). Higher levels of understanding occur as a result of focused teaching and of performance in the zone of proximal development.


Implications of Principle 7

The concept of the zone of proximal development has far-reaching implications for teaching and for school and class organization. It implies constant monitoring of each student to establish starting points for instruction and to enable matching of instruction to the development level of the student. It also implies that teaching that is driven by knowledge of what students can do and what assistance they need to move to a higher level of cognitive functioning. The principal has an important role to play in legitimating teaching that seeks to accelerate learning by supporting students to move from actual to potential levels of development. The principal can also assist by facilitating forms of school and class organization that allow teachers to respond effectively to the wide range of student abilities encountered within a given grade, such as cross-age grouping and use of within-class instructional groups.

Principle 8: Clear Expectations and Continuous Feedback Activate Learning

Students achieve at higher levels when they have a clear image of what is expected of them. The most effective image for that purpose is an example of student work that meets the standards to which they are expected to work. Their chances of producing work that meets those standards is further enhanced if they have access to clear criteria for judging the quality of their work, in addition to examples of work that meet the standard. Finally, students are most likely to produce work that meets the standard when they have access to continuous feedback on their work so that they know how to bring it up to the required standard. 


Implications of Principle 8

The principal must ensure that standards are at the heart of classroom teaching and that each lesson is focused on meeting those standards. The most effective way to help students internalize these standards is to prominently display them, along with criteria that indicate whether the standard has been met and examples of student work that meet the standards.

The principal should visit classrooms on a daily basis. These visits should be purposeful and focused. The primary focus should be on student work and the extent to which it is meeting the standards. The principal should seek to establish the extent to which students are aware of the standards and the criteria for meeting them. Finally, the principal should be alert to the extent to which students are receiving feedback on their work related to the standards.

Principle 9: Good Teaching Builds on Students’ Strengths and Respects Individuals’ Differences

Each child arrives at school with a unique mix of strengths and weaknesses. Learners make use of different ways knowing and have individual strengths that they exploit in learning a new task. Some may have strong language skills and others may have unusual artistic talent. Some may get along very well with other people and others may have gift for logical-mathematical reasoning. Individuals find it easier to learn using a particular ability or adopting a particular style. But these are not set in concrete; abilities and styles are capable of being developed in school. 

Implications of Principle 9

The principal can establish a culture within the school that seeks to respond to and develop different learning styles and a wide range of cognitive abilities. Within schools, there is a danger that teaching will focus on and value a narrow range of abilities and be insensitive to different learning styles. Good teaching builds on student strengths and respects differences in the learning styles of individuals because by doing so, students are able to progress more rapidly to address areas of weakness.

Principle 10: Good Teaching Involves Modeling What Students Should Learn

Much of what students need to know and be able to do is best learned the time-honored way, by apprenticing to an expert, in the form of a teacher. The student is presented with a challenge. The facilitator models the behavior the student is being asked to demonstrate.  Then the student is asked to attempt the set task. In the early stages, the teacher provides a lot of guidance and support; later on, progressively less guidance is provided until the student is able to perform the task independently. For example, the teacher might begin by reading to a group of young students. Later on, they work together in shared or guided reading sessions, finally moving to independent reading.

The students’ performance is evaluated in relation to explicit standards and associated criteria, and the student is asked to make revisions in response to the feedback provided.

The assigned tasks get progressively more demanding as time goes by. The teacher sets the level of difficulty of each new task at a level that is within the students “zone of proximal development.” That is, it is demanding but not so demanding as to demoralize the student, thus enabling the student to make rapid progress. At key points the student’s work product is presented to a wider audience. This process is repeated through as many cycles as necessary to enable the student to produce work that meets the standard. 

Implications of Principle 10

In schools one frequently encounters teaching that reflects very different but equally dangerous, views of effective teaching. One is that students are “empty vessels” that need to be “filled up” and that the role of the teacher is to “tell” the students what they need to know. The other is that learning is a natural process and that the role of the teacher is to simply be on hand to “facilitate” the learning. While there are times for telling and times for facilitating, accelerated learning calls for a form of cognitive apprenticeship of the kind described above in which the teacher models the desired behavior, initially providing a lot of structure as students learn to perform independently. The principal can act as a coach to teachers in assisting them to find the right balance in their teaching.



Principles of curriculum and their implications

Principle 11: The Curriculum Should Focus on Powerful Knowledge

ln a world in which information is growing exponentially and in which much higher levels of knowledge and skill are needed by most people to do the work for which they will be responsible, it is vital that educators provide students with access to powerful knowledge. Knowledge is powerful when it provides a basis for further learning and when it concerns important and validated knowledge. Three of the most important kinds of powerful knowledge are:
· The new basics, since these provide the foundations of learning in almost all other areas. According to Murnane and Levy (1996, p.32), they include:

-  The ability to read at a ninth grade level or higher
-  The ability to do math at the ninth grade level or higher
-  The ability to solve semi structured problems where hypotheses must be formed and tested
-  The ability to work in groups with persons of various backgrounds
-  The ability to communicate effectively, both orally and in writing
-  The ability to use personal computers to carry out simple tasks like word processing.

· Discipline-based subjects (especially history, mathematics, and science), since these provide entry-points to the stock of human knowledge and foundations for understanding validated and important knowledge; and

· Skills, strategies, and attitudes that support independent, purposeful learning and problem solving, since these are capabilities that remain important throughout one’s life in coping with change.

Implications of Principle 11

In many schools, the curriculum that is provided to students is predicated on the assumption that all students have mastered the basics, despite overwhelming evidence that this is an invalid assumption. When we try to teach literature, history, math and science to students who have not yet become independent readers or who lack fundamental concepts about number and space, we condemn them to frustration and failure. The principal has to give first priority to ensuring that all students are given the required assistance to master the basics and that students are not condemned to failure by being denied this support.

In many schools, the failure of students to engage and succeed in the traditional curriculum has led to the rejection of systematic study in favor of the teaching of a disconnected set of topics chosen because of their assumed interest and “relevance” to the everyday lives of students. The problem is that the learner is not given a framework in which to place ideas and to understand the world. The principal has to ensure that the subjects taught to students draw upon the disciplines and focus on the main ideas that are the building blocks of learning within these domains.

In many schools, teaching rarely goes beyond the content to develop and reinforce generic competencies that will have lasting value. The principal has to promote the goal of students as independent learners and problem-solvers and seek to establish links between teaching in different areas of the curriculum.

Principle 12: All Students Should Experience a “Thinking Curriculum”

Our culture believes that some people are born smart and others are not, and that there is nothing that can be done about it. But research shows that it is quite possible to learn how to act intelligently. We can all be taught to manage our own thinking and learning processes. Challenging tasks that support deep thinking will stimulate intelligent behavior, as will explicit teaching of cognitive and metacognitive strategies. It is not true that students must be taught basic facts and procedures before they can engage in challenging tasks that require deep thinking and learning. The contrary is true. Students can more easily acquire those facts and learn those procedures if they have conceptual framework on which to hang those facts and can understand why the procedures work the way they do. Thus the learning of basic skills and higher-order thinking should go hand in hand.

Higher-order thinking is particularly facilitated by an emphasis on extended problem-solving around “fertile questions” that are of intrinsic interest and relevance to students, that have no one correct answer, that are open-ended, that lead in many directions and that tap into a number of disciplines or fields of knowledge.

Implications of Principle 12

The principal is critical to establishing within the school a curriculum in which there is an emphasis on higher-order thinking. All too often, teachers feel pressured to cover far too much content and because of the lack of time, do so in a very shallow and superficial way. The principal can promote the idea that covering less content in greater depth can mean greater understanding. To facilitate in-depth learning, the principal can create larger blocks of instructional time. The principal can also encourage explicit teaching of cognitive and metacognitive strategies and teaching in which all students are provided with challenging tasks that stimulate and support deep thinking.

Principle 13: The Best Results Come From Having an Aligned Instructional System

The best results for the greatest number of students are obtained when the assessments, curriculum framework, instructional materials and teaching are in full alignment with the standards and with one another. The standards must be clear and reflect a balance among skills, concepts and applications. The assessments must be matched to the standards and be seen to be fair by all parties.

If effort is to pay off in this system, the student must know in advance what he or she must study to do well on the test or assessment. And the grades that are given must be based on the standards and not distributed on a curve. The curriculum framework must lay out what topics are to be taught at what grade levels in each subject in such a way that mastery of each topic leads to mastery of the standards.

The instructional materials must correspond to the framework and contain all the elements needed to enable the students to reach the standards at each appropriate point in the framework. And the teaching must enable the students to use the materials and classroom experiences to reach the standards. To the extent that any of these elements are out of alignment, the students’ chances of reaching the standards are reduced.


Implication of Principle 13

The principal, as an instructional leader and as the chief architect of the learning environment of the school, is the person who is ultimately responsible for ensuring that an aligned instructional system is in place. Alignment is a conscious outcome of good design and requires the principal to work with the staff and with all stakeholders to ensure that alignment efforts are successful.
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