John Biggs’ Levels of Learning

Let’s think about this a bit more, as we think it’s pretty crucial to the way we think about our job as teachers. John Biggs 7 identified 3 levels of thinking in relation to teaching. The level being used determines the kind of theories about learning that operate. 


But how do we get to level 3?

Context can influence the approach to a learning task as much as learning style. The range of approaches can be categorised into: 
· Deep learning (seeking out meaning from learning, and relating it to previous knowledge and experience); 

· Surface learning (memorisation of facts, rote learning) and 

· Strategic learning (adopting whichever approach is felt to be most effective to the context). 
Biggs suggests that students will adopt the deep approach when they have a personally-felt need to know. We can all recognise that feeling. Like seeing a patient who might have an obscure connective tissue disorder, and reading that section of our favourite book/internet resource really intently. Very different to when it was just another thing to be covered for an exam… We might get some really positive emotional responses to this learning – a sense of it being important, and some exhilaration, even excitement. Both students and teachers can effect whether a deep approach is adopted or not. The kind of things that deep learning more likely are:

From the student:

· A personal intention to engage in this learning, right now

· Appropriate background knowledge

· Ability to think conceptually, and a preference for this kind of learning
From the teaching environment:

· Building on what the learner already knows 
· Using teaching activities which require engagement (like questioning, and problem-solving)

· Challenging preconceptions

· Assessing principles rather than just knowledge of facts

· Creating an environment where it’s safe to make mistakes, and learn from them

· Explicitly valuing depth learning, rather than breadth of learning

· Allowing the learner to appreciate the ‘bigger picture’
· Aligning the teaching and assessment with the stated objectives – ‘practising what you preach’

Level 1 – what the student is


Effectiveness of learning depends on individual differences between students.  The learning style theories operate at this level.





Level 2 – what the teacher does


Effectiveness of learning is a function of teaching. Most courses for GP trainers and books on medical education will spend some of their time at this level, with ideas on presentation, questioning styles, assessment, and so on.





Level 3 – what the student does


Effectiveness of learning depends on students’ engagement, activities, and perceptions. This is the most effective level, and the one we should be aiming for. 
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