Tonypandy Community College

Coleg Cymunedol Tonypandy


Learning and Teaching Leaflet
The Learning ‘Pain Barrier’
Catherine Johnson puts forward a very interesting idea of accepting learning as being ‘painful’. She gives the example of when we try to learn something really difficult and our head starts to hurt. This is a common feeling for learners who need to pass through the ‘learning pain barrier’ in order to develop their skills. The problem with not making explicit to learners that ‘pain’ is a normal part of the learning process, according to Johnson, is that learners can become demoralised. We must ensure that learners understand that ‘pain leads to gain’. This is a very interesting concept and supports the idea of building resilience within our learners – an important attribute of our L2L and Glaxton’s BLP. 
According to Johnson, ALL learners should understand that:
a. Learning is a process requiring a movement through a series of stages or steps;

b. They Have successfully moved through the steps in the past and will do it again. 

c. By reflecting on past successes they can develop strategies to pass through the ‘learning pain barrier. 


The Four Stages of Learning:
1. Step One: Unconscious Incompetence – I do not know what I do not know.

2. Step Two: Conscious Incompetence – I realise how much I need to understand to be successful.

3. Stage Three: Conscious Competence – I am developing my understanding and improving my work, but I still nee to so a lot of thinking. 

4. Step Four: Unconscious Competence – I understand and know what to do, when to do it and how to do it. 
Moving Forward to Unconscious Competence:
Step One:

Create a shared experience – we have all been at this stage before and together we can move forward. Develop the ‘what’s in it for me’ (wiifm) scenario by linking to life long learning and the importance of developing resilience. This is an important step for developing the skills for learning and understanding – creating the ‘self managers’ of the future. 

Step Two:

Creating the Olympic Winner – get the students to brainstorm strategies that athletes use and qualities they possess to become Olympic winners, both physically and mentally. This is about developing the context of ‘no pain, no gain’ and the importance of trying hard to become the best. 

Learners can quickly become overwhelmed with the scale of learning tasks at this stage and it can be useful to make the link between the brain being a muscle and needing exercise for it to develop and become stronger. 
Step Three:

Learners engage with the idea that they have crossed the ‘learning pain barrier’ and recollect on their success. Use of merits, praise and awards are important here to signify this success and achievement.

Step Four:

It is now important to share the strategies that learners have developed so that we can learn from each other:

1. Appreciate that when our heads hurt it is because we are moving from conscious incompetence to conscious competence and then to unconscious competence;

2. Develop the resilience to move through these stages rather than giving up. 

Johnson provides an entertaining and interesting approach to developing the resilience of our learners and helping them understand their own strengths and weaknesses. It links well with the Learning and Teaching Leaflet on boys underachievement and the ‘What to do when you are stuck’ Poster developed by Marc, Natalie and Rhiannon. It also helps support the work of Bloom and developing learners from using ‘simple thinking’ to ‘advanced thinking’. 
Learners need to pass through the ‘pain barrier’ to understand that learning is a process that takes time dedication and hard work. 
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