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REVIEWS


Understanding how the mind works transforms human performance, and Mental Models is the brilliant blueprint for that understanding. This book manages to take a complex, scientific understanding of the mind and plugs it into real-life examples that are at once practical, powerful, and essential to how we all learn. I don’t know how else to say it: life-changing ideas are inside.

Holly Korbey, editor of The Bell Ringer, education journalist, and author of Building Better Citizens

What a book! In clear and non-jargon filled prose, Heal and Berlin open up the world of cognitive science. Mental Models makes cognitive science both accessible and actionable, offering a powerful framework for improving how we teach, lead, and learn. Essential for anyone looking to unlock the power of the mind in daily life.

Jal Mehta, Professor of Education at the Harvard Graduate School of Education and author of In Search of Deeper Learning

Mental Models brilliantly bridges the gap between research and real-world application, offering an accessible and actionable guide to how we think and learn. Heal and Berlin translate cognitive science into practical strategies that anyone—educators, leaders, and professionals—can use to improve understanding, communication, and decision-making. A must-read for those looking to harness the power of the mind to drive meaningful impact.

Bridget Hamre, Cofounder and Chief Executive Officer at Teachstone and Associate Research Professor at the UVA School of Education and Human Development

The mental model is one of the most important concepts in teaching and learning. Experts understand ideas and make decisions quickly and effectively because they have a rich mental model—a blueprint in their mind of how a concept is supposed to look or work and why. But the critical question of how powerful mental models can be developed in learners is also poorly understood. This tremendously powerful book removes the mystery, providing practical steps educators can follow to understand mental models and help construct them optimally in the minds of learners. It is an exceptional contribution to the growing literature describing how cognitive science can and should inform learning.

Doug Lemov, author of Teach Like a Champion and Practice Perfect

Finally a book that clearly discusses mental models, what they are, and why they’re important for teaching and learning. This book is a perfect combination of good science and what good science means for good learning. Heal and Berlin have an uncanny ability to make the most difficult concepts easy to understand. Their use of examples and analogies (two very powerful instructional techniques) serve as a ‘hook’ to capture your interest, as a ‘facilitator’ to make even the most difficult concepts easy to understand, and as an ‘anchor’ to help you to remember. A must for all teachers, educators, and trainers!

Paul A. Kirschner, Emeritus Professor of Educational Psychology, former President of the International Society for the Learning Sciences, and author of several books including How Learning Happens, How Teaching Happens, and Evidence Informed Learning Design
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INTRODUCTION


What makes some people succeed where others fail? Why do we experience success in some parts of our life but not others? Often, we attribute effectiveness to intangible qualities like “charisma” and “talent.” We see great speakers and managers, and surmise that “they must have what it takes’’ without asking what “it” actually is. By the same token, whenever we strive to emulate others’ successes and come up short, we’re left thinking “it’s just not for me.” Such notions of ability and effectiveness stymie our growth and cause us to overlook factors that influence everyday human interactions, many of which are hiding in plain sight.

To consider what we mean, think of the last time you gave a presentation at work or tried teaching something to a child. What about the last time you led a team through a complex project or tried explaining a new idea to a friend? Now think of all the ways those situations may have gone awry: Countless hours preparing your presentation doesn’t stop people asking about information you explicitly covered (were they even listening?); leading your team through a project goes from “finely oiled machine” to “herding cats” in what seems like no time at all; and attempting to explain something to your friend leaves you saying, “Actually, never mind. Don’t worry about it.”

Thankfully, we know that the likelihood of success in these, and a host of everyday interactions, can be improved by applying an understanding of our minds at work – otherwise known as cognitive science.

Cognitive science deals with how we make sense of the world, including how we attend to, process, and remember the information that makes up our lives. It can explain why people struggle to stay focused in presentations, why teams lose sight of an objective, and why it’s notoriously difficult to explain an idea to someone when you know the concept all too well and they don’t know where to start.

More importantly, cognitive science provides us with a roadmap that can help us be more effective more of the time, and that’s what this book is all about.


Mental Models

So, what about the name of this book? Whether we’re making a ham sandwich or playing a Beethoven sonata on the piano, most of us hold what cognitive scientists call “mental models” for how we go about doing a specific task. These mental representations allow us to see the whole, zoom in on individual parts, and consider the relationship between the two.

A mental model serves as a cognitive blueprint that guides our actions. When you floss your teeth, you might have a mental model that includes steps like: 1) wrapping each end of the floss around a finger; 2) starting in the bottom left quadrant and moving toward the bottom right; and 3) repeating with your top teeth. You can also probably play a movie of yourself going through these motions in your mind, with the ability to pause or zoom at any moment.

Mental models also serve as a reference point for our performance. Imagine you are cooking dinner, tasting along the way, and you realize it’s under-salted. It’s your mental model that is guiding you. It tells you what you want your dish to taste like, so you can keep adjusting the seasoning until you hit that bar.

We also refine our mental models over time. Your mental model of an effective pedal stroke is going to change if you are a toddler on a tricycle versus a pro cyclist in the Tour de France. With increasing expertise, our mental models become more accurate and often more complex.

While your mental model for how you floss your teeth or ride a bike may need no adjustment, most of our mental models need work. This is because much of what we do in the day-to-day involves complicated cognitive processes. And when we interact with others, we also have to contend with their cognitive processes, which only adds to the mess. To do this successfully, we need mental models informed by how the mind actually works, but there’s a problem. Most of us operate with mental models that are informed not by research, but simply by what we’ve heard or seen others do.

As our examples suggest, two things can be said of cognitive science and its role in determining our daily successes or failures:


	Our lives are full of opportunities to teach, learn, and grow with those around us.


	Most of us don’t recognize these opportunities as such. Even when we do, we’re ill-prepared to apply an understanding of how the mind actually works to those moments.




In other words, we often enter into these situations with a particular mental model of success that is inadequate for the job at hand. We say to ourselves: This is what it takes to hold people’s attention; this is what it looks like to set tangible objectives for a group; or this is what it takes to break down a concept for someone new to the idea. Our mental model for each of these acts (and countless more) could be enhanced by an understanding of how the mind works. However, despite massive strides in cognitive science over the last 50 or so years, most of us still go about our business unaware of its application to daily life.

The result of all these missed opportunities is clear: Nothing is taken away from the presentation; the team’s work doesn’t meet your standards; and the friend or family member walks away confused.



Refining Our Mental Models for Greater Effectiveness

If fostering growth in ourselves or supporting it in others were an intuitive act like learning to speak, this book wouldn’t need to exist. In reality, refining one’s mental models to align with principles of cognitive science is something closer to learning to read or write in that it demands a more intentional and systematic approach. Over the course of this book, we’ll do just that by breaking down the cognitive processes that inform our daily activities.


	We’ll start with The Learning Mind and introduce to you a model of cognition for everyday application. Here, we’ll explore what happens in our minds when we encounter a new idea, process it, and (hopefully) remember it for future use.


	Then we’ll encounter The Ordered Mind and see how experts’ minds differ from those of novices, particularly in relation to the structure of long-term memory. We’ll learn the role this plays in acquiring knowledge and how we make sense of the world around us, all with a focus on how to build understanding effectively.


	From there, we’ll move on to The Wheels of Cognition to discover what has to happen if we want information to actually make it from our working memory into our long-term memory, why it often doesn’t make it back out again, and what to do about it.


	We’ll stop in on The Weight of Thought to understand cognitive load theory and learn how to “game” the learning process by managing the mental load we bear when we think.


	Finally, we’ll explore Journeys of the Mind and put all the pieces of the learning process together. You’ll leave with a coherent approach that can inform any situation where learning is the aim.




In all parts of our lives, we possess mental models for what we ought to do (or not) if we are to be effective and impactful. This book will guide you as you hone your mental models, preparing you to be more effective as you engage with the people and ideas that make up your life.
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At Hachette Learning (formerly Hodder Education), there’s one
thing we're certain about. No two students learn the same way.
That's why our approach to teaching begins by recognising the
needs of individuals first.

Our mission is to allow every learner to fulfil their unique potential
by empowering those who teach them. From our expert teaching
and learning resources to our digital educational tools that make
learning easier and more accessible for all, we provide solutions
designed to maximise the impact of learning for every teacher,
parent and student.

Aligned to our parent company, Hachette Livre, founded in 1826,
we pride ourselves on being a learning solutions provider with a
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