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How to learn better
during the June
holiaays and beyond

To improve academically, students should focus on the ‘how’ of learning, and not just the ‘what’

Ng ChiaWee

Eversince I wasin Primary5, the
June holidays had always seemed
like a humorous misnomer. While
it was awelcome respite from
school, June always felt more like a
“studying break” rather thana
“holiday”.

Thisyear, the pressure for
parents and students to make the
best of the mid-year break s likely
to be heightened, with June
coming on the heels ofa limited
in-person schooling disruption
that saw a rapid shift to full
home-based learning.

But the pressure to make the
June holidays productive has
alwaysbeen present, especially for
students who fared poorly during
the first half of the school year.

: Some parents may want their

: childrentorevise intensively and

: engage in extensive “drilland

¢ practice”. This is understandable

i andsome of this may be necessary,
: butitislikely to be limitedin

: overalleffectiveness.

: LIMITS OF “DRILL AND PRACTICE"

: Whyso? Considera student who
: engagesinrepeated practice,

: trying his hand atas many

: questions aspossible. Thereare

: twopoints to make about this

: approach.

First, some improvement will be

: observed, butis the student really
: learning? Is he understanding

: conceptsbetter, or merely

: becoming more familiar with

: procedures?

Familiarity with procedures

: often provides students with an

: illusion ofunderstanding thatis

: shattered once they face

: non-routine questions during

¢ exams. “Drilland practice” cannot
i trulyprovide the deeper

: conceptualunderstanding

i studentsneed to tackle these

. increasingly common questions.

Second, ifa studentis not

: performing well despite already

i puttingin reasonable effort,

: getting him to study more may not
¢ bean effective solution.

Sub-optimal performance may

: be due tosub-optimallearning

: habits; getting students to go

: through more content material

: maynot helpif they still process it
i inthe way they did previously. In

: such cases, the root cause of

: underperformance willnot be

: tackled and will continue to

: surface.

To help students perform better,

: weneedan approach that can help
: studentsattain deeper conceptual
: understanding, tackle sub-optimal :
: learning habits, and learn more

: efficiently. In other words, we

: must go beyond the approach of

: learning more, and understand

: howtohelpstudentslearntolearn
: better.

IDEA WHOSE TIME HAS COME

: Inhisbook How We Learn: Why

: Brains Learn Better Than Any

: Machine... For Now, cognitive

: neuroscientist Stanislas Dehaene
: writes that “learning to learn s

: arguably the most important

¢ factor for academic success”.

In Singapore, “learning to learn”

: isanidea thatis gaining ground.In
: March, the National Institute of

: Educationlaunchedits Science of
: Learningin Education Centre to

: develop effective learning

: methods and tools for students

: based on multidisciplinary

¢ research.

Separately, the National

¢ University of Singapore has

i brought the science oflearning
. directly to studentsthrougha

i “Learning to Learn Better” elective !
: module.

Thadthe privilege of beinga

¢ teaching assistant for thismodule,
: and have experienced first-hand

. thepower of these strategies. My

. onlyregret wasnot being able to

¢ learnthem earlier in life.

But my juniors need not have

¢ thisregret — they canlearn tolearn
. better fromamuchyounger age.

How can they doso? Iwill

i suggestthree strategies — based on
: insights from the science of

: learning and my experience - that

! parents canuse to guide younger

. students tolearn better,and older

: onescan employdirectly.

Of course, an individual’s

: personallearning situation should
: beevaluated first before deciding
: whether any particular strategy is
: suitable; teachers should be

. consultedifnecessary.

| THREESTRATEGIES

i First, students should actively

i reflect onwhat theyare actually

¢ doing when they work on practice
i questions. More specifically, they

: should conscientiously think

i aboutthereasonsbehind the steps :
¢ theytake when attempting holiday :

i homework or practice questions.

Practice still matters when

i learning new concepts or

¢ preparing for examinations, but it
i should be done meaningfully, not
: mindlessly.

InSmall Teaching: Everyday

i Lessons From The Science Of

¢ Learning, DrJamesM. Lang writes
¢ thatwhile repeated practice does

: lead toaminimum competency

. level, it “won’t help us growand

: improveunless we pause at least

: occasionally toreflect on what we

are doing, whywe are doingit, and
whether alternative pathways
might exist”.

One question]Ilike to ask to
reﬂect onwhatIamlearning or
! practising is: “What if I changed
¢ thisaspect of the question/task?”
¢ Attempting to answer this

§ question forces me to consider the
¢ concepts involved in more depth,
i and often surfaces gapsin

. understanding that I did not know
i existed.

Second, students should actively

: make connections between the

¢ different concepts they are

¢ learningabout. For instance, when
: revisinga particular chapter, they

: should try to articulate how

different concepts within that

: chapterare linked to one another.
. Separately, when theyare taught

: new content, they should actively
: reflect on how the new knowledge
: isrelatedto what was taught

i previously.

From the science oflearning

: perspective, making connections
. iskeytothe act of learning itself.

: Butforamore practical

. perspective, consider how

. students often say, “Why didn’t 1

¢ thinkaboutit?”, when they finally
: see the solution to a question;

i quite often, what they are saying is
: that they were not able to connect
¢ the dots between various ideas,

: connections that were key to

: unlocking the solution.

Thus, getting used to making

: connections would arguably

¢ help students do somore easily
¢ during exams, putting themina
: better position to tackle tough

: questions.

In How We Learn, Dr Dehaene

: noted that “decades of

psychologicalresearch show that
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i if you have a fixed amount of time

. tolearn something, spacing out

i thelessonsisamuchmore

. effective strategy than grouping

i them”. He saw how experiments

¢ have demonstrated that “you can

i multiply your memory by a factor

. ofthree whenyoureview at

: regularintervals, rather than

¢ trying tolearn everythingat once”.

Given how students here are

i already so squeezed for time, this
: strategy is definitely worth
: considering.

These three strategiesare justa

¢ fewthat the science of learning has
: revealed; a quick Google search on
: “how tolearn better” will yield

: more. In the longer term, in order

: foritsbenefitstoreachall

i students, “learning tolearn better”
¢ must be formallyintegrated into

i ournational curriculumand

: pedagogy.Schoolleaders, teachers
i and curriculum planners must all

! come onboard.

To this end, the 2017 launch of

: the Singapore Teaching Practice

: (STP) continues to be a promising
: development. Thisisaportal for

¢ educatorstoshare teaching

: practices; according to the

: Academy of Singapore Teachers

: website, the STP model “draws on
¢ Singapore educators’ beliefs about
: how studentslearn and teachers

¢ teach”.

Asanaspiring teacher, T hope to

see “learning tolearn better”
: become a key thrust of our
: educationsystem some day.

When theylearn tolearn better,

. students can build stronger

: academic foundations, do better
: for their examinations,andbe

: more equipped for the life of

: unlearningandrelearning that

: awaits them.

And who knows, with students

: learning more efficiently, more

: time couldbe freed up for them to
: restandrelax — more time for

¢ them to enjoy the June holidays

: theyverymuch deserve.
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:  Third, when planning their study :
: schedule, students should space

. out their revision for each subject
. strategically over the holidays

: (and during term time).
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