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Steve is a cognitive psychologist and has received multiple 
awards for his teaching and mentoring at UNSW, Harvard, and 
the University of Delaware. Currently serving as President of the 
Australasian Society for Experimental Psychology, he is also co-
author of the textbook Cognition, published by Oxford University 
Press, which received the 2022 Most Promising New Textbook 
Award from the international Textbook & Academic Authors 
Association. He is passionate about sharing his knowledge of 
cognitive science. Contact him for educational workshops and 
presentations to schools, organisations, and the general public.
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Cognitive science in the classroom

Steve Most
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The Curse of Knowledge
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Cognitive Schema: How we have structured our knowledge 
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Interactive Cognitive Schema Exercise ][ 
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Cognitive Load 
Theory 

Sweller, 1988

Intrinsic Load
Complexity of information or task

Extraneous Load
Complex communication

Germane Load
Achieving new schemas
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Reduce Extraneous Load
Simplify your delivery

Trim out unnecessary information, text, and even visual flair 

Manage Intrinsic Load
Break larger concepts into smaller, easier to understand pieces

Worked examples: walking step-by-step through a problem

  Quicker learning and ability to apply skills to new problems
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https://bit.ly/3MTbJhE
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https://bit.ly/3MTbJhE
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How can 
teachers help 
material stick 
with students?
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Retrieval practice

Space study sessions apart

Elaboration  
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Encoding
Getting stuff 
into memory

Retrieval
Pulling stuff 
out of memory
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IDEA
Start each class with trivia questions about the previous one 

Doubles as a way to 
get class 
engagement flowing
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Retrieval practice

Space study sessions apart

Elaboration  

14



9/20/24

8

Cramming

Spaced Learning

EXAM
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Consolidation
The “stablisation” of memories that have been encoded. Unfolds over time

(A bit like letting paint dry and settle before applying a second layer)   

16



9/20/24

9

IDEA
Revisit material across the year even after moving on to a new topic
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Retrieval practice

Space study sessions apart

Elaboration  
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Elaboration 

Link parts of the material to each other and to student interests, 
generate new examples. Forces engagement with deeper meaning.

The more that you can actively form mental links, the better 
you’ll remember the material.
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Interactive Depth of Encoding Exercise][ 
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DUCK
penny
ROBIN
HOUSE
window

pupil

party
COLOR

look
HALL
gate
SAFE

TREE
fox

flower
SNOW

MARKET
book

When you’re able to process the meaning, you remember it better 

Case Fits in sentenceRhyme

Medium
processing

Shallow
processing

Deep
processing
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Craik & Tulving (1975) 
The deeper the encoding, 
the better the memory

Shallow encoding
focusing on surface features

Depth of Encoding

Deep encoding
focusing on meaning
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Use “concrete”, easy-to-visualize examples

Read the following words

pizza

axe

bathrobe

although

since

lately

baby

bellybutton

binoculars

somewhat

enough

unknown

basically

antelope

armchair

zombie

except

ever
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Interactive Concreteness & Memory Exercise ][ 
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IDEA
Help students find links between the classroom material and 
concrete, real-world examples to spark their deep engagement and 
curiosity
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Kelly McCreary

Elaboration
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Jim Parsons

“I run rampant around my 
apartment saying these 
words, this dialogue over and 
over. I’d go outside and say it. 
I’d sit down and say it. I’d 
stand up and run while saying 
it. Because I thought ‘I need 
to be able to trust myself to 
have these words come out.”

Retrieval 
practice
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Matthew McConaughey

“I read it after a run … I read 
it late Saturday night … I read 
it right after church … many 
different places where I am 
personally, I’ll read a script.”

Space study 
sessions apart
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Retrieval practice

Space study sessions apart

Elaboration  

Share these tips with your students:
 YouTube: https://bit.ly/3JaFpoB
 TikTok:      https://bit.ly/3xugI49
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Education is not 
the filling of a 
pail, but the 
lighting of a fire

“

s.most@unsw.edu.au

https://bit.ly/3ZCWEs2
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