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How do we learn?

At its most basic, learning is about how we take in information and use it.  There are infinite ways of processing information, but for educational purposes, we often focus on sensory processing, which is how we take in information through our five senses, and cognitive processing, which involves how we organize and understand information.

When we receive a piece of information, or input, we use our five senses to perceive it.  If we are able to pay attention long enough, it enters our short-term memory.  When we make use of that information right away, we use our working-memory.   Once the information has entered our brains, we use our cognitive processing skills to try to understand the ideas and organize them for future use.  Then the information can be committed to long-term memory, and we can bring it back either by recalling it in the filing system of the brain or recognizing it when we see it again.  Once we have processed the information, we are able to produce output, either through language, movement (motor skills), or both (writing).  Everyone has a different speed of processing information.  
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Imagine it is your first day of school, and you are getting to know your own class.  When you first walk into the room, there are all kinds of input, coming at you.  Your teacher introduces herself.  She uses linguistic information, or language, to tell you about herself.  This information is also sequential because it comes at you in a certain order.  You look at the people around you to remember their faces, and glance at the posters on the wall.  This information is holistic, because you see it all at once as a complete whole.  Then the teacher gives you some free choice time to look around the room and explore.  You take in the spatial layout of the room.  

While you are exploring the class, you use all five of your senses to perceive the world around you.  You hear the other kids talking, using your auditory processing.  You smell and taste your morning snack.  Your eyes take in the visual information of what the room looks like, and your tactile sense feels the objects around the room.  

You pay close attention as your teacher goes over the school rules.  They start out in your short-term memory, and you use your working memory to repeat them to yourself.  Your mind then organizes and files the information to help you commit it to long-term memory.  The teacher asks the class to share their own ideas for classroom rules.  Those students with quick processing speed raise their hand immediately, while others take more time.  

Your mind looks through your memory files and recognizes some of the school rules the teacher shared.  You try to recall some of the rules you had in your own class.  You express your thoughts using your language skills and write them down using your hands, or fine motor skills.  Then your teacher has you get up and act out some of the rules using your language and full body movement, or gross motor skills 

Every student has different strengths and weaknesses in their ability to process information.  It is helpful to find out what those are in order to use our strengths and build on our weaknesses.  
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