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SERIES FOREWORD
TOM SHERRINGTON


The idea for the In Action series was developed by John Catt’s Teaching WalkThrus team after we saw how popular our Rosenshine’s Principles in Action booklets proved to be. We realised that the same approach might support teachers to access the ideas of a range of researchers, cognitive scientists and educators. A constant challenge that we wrestle with in the world of teaching and education research is the significant distance between the formulation of a set of concepts and conclusions that might be useful to teachers and the moment when a teacher uses those ideas to teach their students in a more effective manner, thereby succeeding in securing deeper or richer learning. Sometimes so much meaning is lost along that journey, through all the communication barriers that line the road, that the implementation of the idea bears no relation to the concept its originator had in mind. Sometimes it’s more powerful to hear from a teacher about how they implemented an idea than it is to read about the idea from a researcher or cognitive scientist directly – because they reduce that distance; they push some of those barriers aside.

In our In Action series, the authors and their collaborative partners are all teachers or school leaders close to the action in classrooms in real schools. Their strategies for translating their subjects’ work into practice bring fresh energy to a powerful set of original ideas in a way that we’re confident will support teachers with their professional learning and, ultimately, their classroom practice. In doing so, they are also paying their respects to the original researchers and their work. In education, as in so many walks of life, we are standing on the shoulders of giants. We believe that our selection of featured researchers and papers represents some of the most important work done in the field of education in recent times.

An In Action book about Cognitive Load Theory was right at the top of our original list and Ollie Lovell immediately came to mind as the ideal person to write it. He has made a very significant contribution to the education community via his blog, including the extraordinary weekly blog of 'Takeaways', and his superb Education Research Reading Room podcast. Whilst Ollie shares ideas on a wide range of topics, it was through his exploration of Sweller's CLT that I first came across him. His direct contact with John Sweller throughout the writing process has added a degree of conceptual rigour but, importantly, it is Ollie's grounded experience as a practising teacher that really brings it alive.

Finally, in producing this series, we would like to acknowledge the significant influence of the researchED movement that started in 2013, run by Tom Bennett. I was present at the first conference and, having seen the movement go from strength to strength over the intervening years, I feel that many of us, including several In Action authors, owe a significant debt of gratitude to researchED for providing the forum where teachers’ and researchers’ ideas and perspectives can be shared. We are delighted, therefore, to be contributing a share of the royalties to researchED to support them in their ongoing non-profit work.










FOREWORD
BY JOHN SWELLER


To be useful, an instructional theory has many prerequisites. Two prerequisites are critical. First, the theory itself needs to be guided by our knowledge of human cognition – how we learn, think and solve problems. Second, the effectiveness of the theory’s recommendations must be testable and to have actually been tested with positive outcomes using randomised, controlled trials. Cognitive load theory meets both of these requirements. It rests on a bedrock of largely uncontroversial assumptions about human cognitive architecture, especially the characteristics of working memory and long-term memory along with the intricate relations between them. That cognitive architecture has been used to generate novel instructional procedures that then have been tested for relative instructional effectiveness by comparing them with more conventional procedures. If a new cognitive load theory procedure results in better learning than the currently conventional procedure as indicated by randomised, controlled experiments, a new cognitive load effect has been found, resulting in a new instructional procedure based on our knowledge of human cognition and rigorously tested for effectiveness.

The research literature describes many such procedures conducted by many researchers from around the globe with all those procedures available to practitioners, but there is a universal problem. That research literature is written primarily for technically competent researchers, not for practitioners who for the most part have not been trained as researchers nor have the time to assess the research literature in between their busy teaching duties. This superbly written book resolves this issue.

I first met Oliver Lovell, who is a high school teacher, several years ago. He asked to interview me for publication on his blog. I receive far more such requests than I possibly can accommodate but he was unusual in that he seemed to have a considerable familiarity with the cognitive load theory literature. I readily acceded to his request and even more readily agreed to provide him with feedback on the subsequent cognitive load theory book he intended to write. That book, which you now are reading, was intended for practitioners, unlike the research literature.

Oliver Lovell is not just familiar with cognitive load theory, he is a brilliant writer with a skill in distilling complex concepts into readily intelligible prose. I wish I could write as well as he writes. Accordingly, I would like to recommend this book in the highest possible terms to all educators who wish to familiarise themselves with cognitive load theory.

John Sweller

10 July 2020
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1. This is available at: https://www.ollielovell.com/pedagogy/johnsweller/

2. The best book that I have ever encountered on teaching students how to write.

3. Dylan asserts that this isn’t a line from him originally, but it is nonetheless one that he brought to my attention.
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