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Learning to Learn: Psychology, Memory and Motivation - 
Level 3 
Section 3: Advanced Cognitive Strategies for Learning 

Cognitive Load Theory 
 
Understanding how the human brain processes and stores information is critical for 
effective learning. Cognitive Load Theory (CLT) postulates that our working memory has 
limited capacity and can only hold a few pieces of information at any given time. To 
learn optimally, it is essential to manage this cognitive load efficiently. 

 

Intrinsic Load 

This is inherent to the material you are studying. To manage it, break down complex 
information into simpler concepts before gradually combining them for a fuller 
understanding. 

Extraneous Load 

This refers to how information is presented. Ensure that study materials are clear and 
free from unnecessary complexity to avoid overloading your working memory. 

Germane Load 

This involves the mental effort used to create a permanent store of knowledge, or 
schema. To optimize this, engage in activities that help to construct and automate 
schemas, such as practicing problem-solving or applying concepts to different 
contexts. 
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3.1 Metacognition and Self-Regulated Learning 

Metacognition is ‘thinking about thinking’. It involves self-awareness about your 
cognitive processes and controlling them to improve learning. Self-regulated learning 
(SRL) is a component of metacognition that focuses on the self-directive process by 
which learners transform their mental abilities into academic skills. 
 
Planning 

Before commencing a study session, outline what you want to achieve and how you will 
go about it. 

 
Monitoring 

During the study session, keep track of your understanding and adjust your strategies if 
you find certain concepts difficult to grasp. 

Evaluating 

After studying, reflect on the effectiveness of the strategies used and the level of 
understanding achieved. 
 

Problem-Solving and Critical Thinking 

Problem-solving and critical thinking are essential skills that enable you to apply 
knowledge in various situations. Developing these skills involves: 
 
Identifying the Problem 

Clearly define the problem you are trying to solve. 

 
Generating Solutions 

Brainstorm multiple solutions before selecting the most effective one. 

 
Evaluating Outcomes 

After implementing a solution, assess its effectiveness and learn from the experience. 
To enhance critical thinking, question assumptions, assess the validity of arguments, 
and make reasoned judgments. 
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3.2 Concept Mapping and Visual Aids 

Concept mapping is a visual representation of the relationships between ideas. It can 
help you to: 
 
Organize and structure knowledge 

Identify and connect concepts to see the bigger picture. 

Enhance comprehension and recall 

By visually linking new information with what you already know, you can improve 
memory and understanding. 

Identify gaps in knowledge 

Recognizing missing links can guide further study. 
 
Visual aids, such as charts, diagrams, and infographics, can also help in visualizing 
information, making complex data more accessible. 

Memory Palace Technique (Advanced Method of Loci) 

Building on the Method of Loci from Section 1, the Memory Palace technique involves 
creating a complex and detailed mental space where you can ‘place’ the information 
you want to remember. 
 
Select a Familiar Place 

Use a location you know well, such as your home or a regular walking route. 

Associate Information 

Link the material you wish to remember with specific locations in your memory palace. 

Use Vivid Imagery 

Make the associations as vivid and detailed as possible to improve recall. 
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3.3 Advanced Mnemonics and The Feynman Technique 

Mnemonics are memory aids that help encode difficult-to-remember information in a 
way that is easier to recall. 
 
Acronyms: Create a word from the first letters of the items you need to remember. 
Rhymes: Use rhyming phrases to remember sequences or lists. 
Image-Name Associations: Link names to images that resemble or remind you of the 
name. 
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The Feynman Technique 
 
This technique, named after physicist Richard Feynman, is a method of learning by 
teaching. It involves four steps: 
 
Choose a Concept: Pick a topic you want to understand and write it down. 
Teach it to a Child: Explain the topic as if you were teaching it to a child. Use simple 
language and examples. 
Review: Identify gaps in your understanding when you struggle to simplify the concept. 
Organize and Simplify: Refine your explanation and create a narrative that links all the 
pieces together. 
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3.4 Overcoming Barriers to Learning 

Identifying and addressing barriers to learning is crucial for success. 

Cognitive Barriers: These can include a lack of focus, mental fatigue, or inadequate 
background knowledge. Tackle these by taking breaks, ensuring you’re well-rested, and 
reviewing foundational concepts before progressing. 

Emotional Barriers: Stress, anxiety, or lack of confidence can hinder learning. 
Techniques such as mindfulness, positive self-talk, and setting realistic goals can help 
manage these barriers. 

Motivational Barriers: Lack of interest or perceived relevance can reduce motivation. To 
counteract this, find ways to connect the material to your interests or life experiences. 

 

Practical Exercises for Cognitive Enhancement 

Practical exercises can be incorporated to improve cognitive function and facilitate 
learning. 

Memory Drills: Practice recalling information at set intervals to boost retention. 

Analytical Writing: Write essays or reports that require critical analysis and synthesis of 
information. 

Puzzle Solving: Engage in puzzles or games that challenge your problem-solving abilities 
and mental flexibility. 

 

Continuous Improvement through Reflection 

Reflective practice should be an ongoing process. Use a learning journal to record not 
just what you learn, but how you learn. Reflect on: 

What strategies worked well and why they were effective. 

Challenges faced and how you overcame them. 

Areas for further development, including plans to address these in future learning 
sessions. 
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Section 3 Conclusion 

In conclusion, Section 3 has provided a deeper dive into advanced cognitive strategies 
and techniques that can be used to enhance the learning process. By applying 
Cognitive Load Theory, metacognition, and self-regulated learning principles, as well as 
engaging in problem-solving, critical thinking, and using visual aids, you can improve 
your ability to absorb and apply knowledge. Mnemonics, the Feynman Technique, and 
overcoming barriers to learning are additional tools that can assist you in becoming a 
more effective learner. 
 
Remember, learning is a dynamic process, and it’s essential to continually adapt and 
refine your strategies to suit your evolving needs and objectives. Through practice, 
reflection, and a willingness to experiment with different techniques, you can develop a 
personalised approach to learning that will serve you well throughout your educational 
journey and beyond. 
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Section 3 Quiz 

1. What is a component of metacognition that focuses on transforming mental 
abilities into academic skills? 

A. Cognitive Barriers 

B. Memory Palace Technique 

C. Self-Regulated Learning 

D. Advanced Mnemonics 

2. What does concept mapping help you do? 

A. Memorize facts through repetition 

B. Organize and structure knowledge 

C. Increase intrinsic cognitive load 

D. Implement the Feynman Technique 

3. Which technique involves creating a narrative to link all pieces of information 
together after simplifying them? 

A. Problem-Solving and Critical Thinking 

B. The Feynman Technique 

C. Continuous Improvement through Reflection 

D. Memory Drills 

4. When attempting to overcome motivational barriers to learning, what is a 
recommended strategy? 

A. Engage in complex puzzle solving 

B. Connect the material to your interests 

C. Focus only on emotional barriers 

D. Increase the extraneous cognitive load 
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Answers: 

1. What is a component of metacognition that focuses on transforming mental 
abilities into academic skills? 

C. Self-Regulated Learning 

 

2. What does concept mapping help you do? 

B. Organize and structure knowledge 

 

3. Which technique involves creating a narrative to link all pieces of information 
together after simplifying them? 

B. The Feynman Technique 

 

4. When attempting to overcome motivational barriers to learning, what is a 
recommended strategy? 

B. Connect the material to your interests 

 


