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In this article, we explore the role of an often overlooked
challenge for teacher professional development: cognitive
load. Put simply, cognitive load is the mental strain that we
experience on the finite resources of our working memory.
We argue that the cognitive load teachers face in the
classroom is an imperative consideration when designing
effective professional development.

School leaders spend huge amounts of time working to help teachers to get better at their jobs.

They do this because they know that high quality teaching is one of the most important levers in raising
attainment (Chetty et al., 2010, 2014; Rivkin et al., 2005). Yet, many of our efforts to help teachers get better

can raise their cognitive load - at least in the short term - in ways that make the task of improvement
overwhelming. So we must carefully consider how to mitigate this as part of our work. It’s our contention
that if we want Professional Development that really helps teachers to improve, we must consider the
implications of cognitive load - and how to help teachers manage it - in PD design and delivery.

In Part 1, we will look at the challenges that cognitive load presents for teachers.

In Part 2, we will consider the factors that confribute to high cognitive load for teachers.

In Part 3, we’ll focus on how we can recognise when a teacher is facing a high cognitive load.

Finally, in Part 4, we’ll discuss what we can do to mitigate this.
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Let’s begin with an example.

In Josh’s first year of teaching, whilst he was teaching an
unfamiliar topic to a challenging class, one student got
out of his seat, walked around the edge of the classroom,
got in the cupboard and stayed there until the end of

the lesson.

The other students knew this was happening but didn’t let
on. Josh simply missed it. He missed the fact that a seat
was empty where at the start of the lesson it was full, and
that to get to the cupboard, the student had first to tip its
contents onto the floor. In fact, Josh only became aware
of the cupboard incident when - at the end of the lesson

- the student exited the cupboard, politely said goodbye,
and left the room.

The fact that the ordinary demands - the “cognitive
noise” - of teaching his year 9s caused him to miss this
blatantly obvious student action highlights the intensive
cognitive challenge of classroom teaching, particularly
for inexperienced teachers. How do we help teachers like
Josh mitigate this noise in order to better direct their
limited mental resources to what matters most in the
classroom? In this example, high cognitive load presents
an obvious challenge for Josh’s teaching: he can’t uphold
his behavioural expectations for his students if he doesn’t
notice when they are not meeting those expectations.
But this is only the tip of the iceberg when it comes to the
challenges cognitive load presents for teachers.




What does the research suggest?

Over the last two decades, researchers have systematically
documented the intensive cognitive demands of teaching.
The amount of simultaneous activity requiring teachers’
attention is huge (Sabers et al., 1991), while our attentional
capacity and working memory resources are limited (Feldon,
2007; Moos & Pitton, 2014).

The gap between the cognitive demands of teaching

and a teacher’s available cognitive resources is a key
reason why Josh didn’t notice the student in the cupboard.
When we approach the limits of our cognitive capacity,
our brains automatically act to reduce the demands on our
working memory through two main strategies:

1. Narrowing the focus
Reducing the amount of information that we need
to process by focusing attention on a narrow set of
stimuli and ignoring everything else (Feldon, 2007; Moos &
Pitton, 2014)

2. Cognitive defaulting
Relying on automatic subconscious responses that
draw on long-term memory instead of conscious
decision-making (Feldon, 2007; Hobbiss et al., 2020; Moos &
Pitton, 2014)

This results in several challenges when supporting

teachers to develop effective instructional practice. First,
narrowing of focus means that teachers may fail to notice
key information that they should be reacting to, such as
student behaviour or misconceptions about learning (Feldon,
2007). No matter how skilled a teacher is at redirecting off-
task behaviour - or how well they understand the potential
misconceptions students might make in a particular topic

- they will not be able to successfully manage this in their
classroom if they can’t recognize it.
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Second, cognitive defaulting can result in teachers
reverting to ineffective or harmful teaching strategies
at times of high cognitive load (Feldon, 2007). For example,
a teacher who knows before class that they want o use
a strategy of positive narration to respond to off-task
behaviour may find that as soon as the lesson starts,
they completely forget about this and instead default
to their usual habit of focussing on and commenting

on the students who are off task. Again, no matter how
well a teacher can execute a change in rehearsal, or
how motivated they are, they may still struggle to break
old habits if they are cognitively overwhelmed by the
demands of the lesson (Feldon, 2007; Hobbiss et al., 2020).

Both narrowing of focus and cognitive defaulting can
result in feachers subconsciously relying on decision-
making short-cuts and cognitive “rules of thumb” that
result in less effective decision-making and problem-
soIving (Feldon, 2007; Bargh, 2000; Bertrand et al., 2005; Gigerenzer

et al., 2002; Schneider & Shiffrin, 1977; Sloman, 2002). For exqmple,

a teacher who aims to use positive narration to respond
to off-task behaviour may forget to use this strategy
once their lesson begins. Instead, they’re more likely to
default to their usual habit of commenting on students
who are off-task. Evidence from other fields demonstrates
that the short-cuts and “rules of thumb” we rely on when
experiencing high cognitive load often include implicit
biases and stereotypes (Bertrand et al., 2005; Greenwald & Bandiji,
1995; Kahneman, 2011). This means that teachers facing high
cognitive demands may subconsciously draw on their
implicit biases about race and gender, for example, when
responding to student behaviour and may contribute to
the disproportionate rates of exclusionary discipline for
students of colour (Demie, 2021; Parsons, 2008).




Conclusion

These challenges have important implications for teacher educators. Professional
development tends to be additive in quality: when we work with teachers, we tend to focus
on helping them to implement new strategies. Such an approach can often cause an increase
in cognitive load. Of course, to improve as a teacher, learning new things is required,

and, over time, new strategies can be automated, reducing the cognitive load involved in
executing them. However, because of the high cognitive load involved in teaching, helping
teachers to become more effective in the classroom often initially requires not adding,

but taking away: finding ways to help teachers free up cognitive resources - or stop doing
something - so that they can focus on what matters.

In the next three sections we will examine this.

In Part 2, we will consider the factors that contribute to increased cognitive load.

In Part 3, we’ll focus on how we can recognise when a teacher is facing a high cognitive load.

Finally, in Part 4, we’ll discuss what we can do to mitigate high teacher cognitive load.
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Understanding why teachers face overwhelmingly
high cognitive load is a vital first step in helping them
to mitigate it. In this part, we’ll consider the factors that
contribute to increased cognitive load in the classroom.

COﬂSCiOUSly Even the most common aspects of a teacher’s role can cause major cognitive

. load challenges. A central part of teaching is explaining things to students. Yet,
reca |li ﬂg a nd particularly at the start of our teaching careers, trying to recall what to say and
processi ng how to say it can cause such a huge cognitive burden that we effectively lose
. . the ability to pay attention to anything else during this portion of our lesson.
information

Likewise, even a seemingly simple routine like circulating to read student work
during independent practice can require extensive cognitive resources. For
teachers for whom this routine is not yet automatic, the brain must recall and
process, at a minimum, the following pieces of complex information:

*  The circulation route that they planned,

*  What it is that they are looking for in a piece of work,

*  What likely misconceptions students might make and

*  How many and which successful pieces of work they wish to find to show off
to the class.

On top of this, they still need to be attentive to all the normal challenges of
running a classroom.

To implement or change something in the classroom, teachers need to recall
information about the strategy they want to implement or the change they want
to make. Consciously recalling information requires retrieving that information
from long-term memory and holding it in working memory to consider or act
upon (Ericsson & Kintsch, 1995; Sweller, 2004; Miller & Buschman, 2015; Cooper & Sweller, 1987; Wood
& Runger, 2016). The more novel information being processed in working memory at
one time, the greater the cognitive load.
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Teaching is all about making decisions. What should we do about the boy who
came into the lesson without school shoes on? I'm running out of time, so which
activities can I afford to skip? My students seem confused: how should I respond?

Any time we have to make a decision in the classroom, we are relying on our
working memory resources to identify the relevant options, evaluate them, and
select the best one. The more decisions we have fo make at one time - or the more
complex the decision-making process - the greater the contribution to cognitive
load (wolfram, 2013; Nee & D’Esposito, 2018).

C h a OTiC We all know that a quiet, orderly classroom is essential for helping students to focus.
. The same is true for teachers. Noise, movement, and other stimuli increase cognitive
environments load by attracting our attention and often requiring us to use our limited working
memory capacity to evaluate their relevance, determine how to respond, and/or
actively ignore them to refocus on more important issues (van Merrienboer & Ayres, 2005;
Block et al., 2010).

This is an especially relevant source of cognitive load for newer teachers who may
have more chaotic classrooms because they are less skilled at managing pupil
behaviour. These teachers will likely also have more difficulty implementing new
instructional strategies to create a more orderly classroom, creating a vicious cycle.

Stress and Teaching can be a stressful profession. Perhaps we’re struggling to build strong
. . relationships with a particularly difficult group. Perhaps we have an important
negOTIVG emoftions exam class and they’re not taking their revision seriously. Or, maybe it’s just a
normal teaching day and we’ve only got one free period, two people to line-
manage, three playground duties and there’s just not enough time to fit it all in.

Researchers have found that stress, conflict and other negative emotions raise
cognitive load (Plass & Kalyuga, 2019; Schilbach et al., 2016). Not only can this cause us
problems in our classroom teaching, it can also hold us back from getting better
(Feldon, 2007; Moos & Pitton, 2014). The endemic stress of teaching has been found to
impede the sort of deliberate reflection that helps us to make improvements to
our proc’rice (Broyles et al., 2011; Moos & Pitton, 2014; Schilback et al., 2016).

Conclusion

We have surveyed some of the many factors that contribute to high cognitive load, learning
that it arises from consciously recalling and processing information, decision-making, chaotic
environments, as well as stress and negative emotions.

Now that we know the problems that excessively high cognitive load can cause, and what
can lead to it, it’s time to look at what we can do about it.
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Diagnosing high cognitive load

How can we identify when high cognitive load is a key barrier to a teacher’s development?
Below are four helpful strategies for diagnosing issues with cognitive load:

Ask teachers how they’re feeling Researchers studying cognitive load often ask participants to self-report the
extent to which they experience high cognitive load in specific situations (Moos &
Pitton, 2014; Pass, 1992). Simply asking teachers how they were feeling during specific
moments in their lesson can be an effective way to begin to understand the role
cognitive load may be playing in a teacher’s instruction and development.
Of course, for teachers that are not familiar with the concept of cognitive load,
you’ll need to provide a basic definition.

Notice teacher awareness Is the teacher unaware of things happening in the classroom? Are they missing
things that seem obvious and clear to an outside observer? If so, this suggests
that they’re facing high cognitive load and are unable to process key information.

Look for patterns in when a Does the teacher always struggle with a new strategy at the beginning of the

teacher’s challenges occur lesson when they are simultaneously trying to get their students calmly into the
classroom, hand out a series of worksheets, plug in their computer, take the
register and deal with the fallout from a behaviour incident that happened at
break? When a teacher’s struggles are most pronounced during moments of the
lesson that demand the highest cognitive load (i.e. involve consciously processing
lots of information, require a lot of decisions, are chaotic, and/or trigger stress
and negative emotions), this suggests the need to help the teacher develop
strategies to reduce the cognitive load before any other changes can be made.

Rule out other issues Is the teacher failing to make a change to their practice even though they seem:
1. Motivated to make it
2. Are able to clearly explain the reasons for the change
3. Conceptually understands when and how the change should take place
4. Able to demonstrate the change in less cognitively demanding contexts

(e.g., rehearsal)?

If so, a likely reason for failure is cognitive load in the classroom.
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We’ve diagnosed that cognitive load is a potential source
of a teacher’s classroom issues. Before we can act to
address it, we need to understand where the high cognitive
load is coming from. What are the sources of the high
cognitive load that the teacher is experiencing?

In part 2, we listed four factors that are prevalent sources

Identifying sources of high cognitive load

of cognitive load.

cognitive load issues from multiple sources.

Consciously recalling and processing information

Decision-making
Chaotic environments
Stress and negative emotions

When determining how best to support a teacher who
may be struggling with high cognitive load, it can

be helpful to think through these different sources

to determine whether a particular source is causing

the most problems. In many cases, however, multiple
sources of cognitive load are at play at once. Chaotic
environments where pupils are not meeting behavioural
expectations can add fo teacher stress. Similarly,
making decisions often requires consciously recalling
and processing key information to inform the decision.

Below we provide three common examples of situations where teachers may face

Scenario one - Complex systems

Scenario

Analysis

A teacher’s new school has a
complicated behaviour system
where different instances of
misbehaviour are assigned various
sanctions. For example, low-level
disruption to learning is assigned
a warning the first time, a demerit
the second time and a lesson exit
the third. On the other hand, other
behaviours like rudeness move more
quickly up the sequence.

The teacher is facing some
disruption to their lesson. A few
students speak over them when

the teacher is talking. The teacher
only seems to see and sanction a
few instances of this, whereas other
students get away with it. One of the
more challenging students repeats
their disruption, receiving only a
warning even though the school
system calls for a demerit. The third
time they disrupt, the teacher fails
to sanction them completely. What’s
going on?

This is an example in which high cognitive load renders a behaviour
system very unwieldy to implement, particularly for teachers who are
new to the system. As a result, teachers may find it very difficult fo
successfully manage the behaviour of their class. To successfully deploy
the system requires a teacher to simultaneously process:

*  The behaviour of all students in the class: which students are
contravening the classroom rules? How?

*  The school rules: what should I do when someone interrupts me the
first, second and third times?

»  The previous instances of misbehaviour from specific students: has
Susan already disrupted the lesson today? How many times?

*  The core instructional thread of the lesson (e.g., remembering
where they were up to in their explanation when the disruption
first occurred)

Particularly for newer teachers, or for those who’ve just moved
schools or are otherwise new to the behaviour system, such systems
can dramatically increase cognitive load as teachers are required to
consciously hold a system of rules in their minds and weigh up student
behaviours against them, all while moving forward with the content of
the lesson.
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Scenario two - Chaotic cycles

Scenario Analysis

At some point in our career, Such feelings are highly likely to raise a teacher’s cognitive load,
every teacher is likely to have leading to an inability to deal successfully with - or even to notice
a ‘nightmare’ group. Even the - any issues that might arise. Such situations are challenging for
night before a lesson, our stress at least two reasons: first, teachers are subjected to the cognitive
levels are heightened at the load pressures of stress and negative emotions. Second, this is
mere thought of what might be compounded by the vicious circularity of working in a chaotic
coming: perhaps we are worrying environment: our high cognitive load is making it difficult to
about what might go wrong in manage the environment successfully, our reduced efficacy further
the lesson, and whether we can leads to an increase in the amount of chaos, which further raises
cope; perhaps we are reflecting our cognitive load.

on some of the issues we had last
lesson; perhaps we feel like we
are failing as a teacher with this
class. As the lesson gets closer,
our anxiety and stress increases,
reaching fever-pitch when the
students actually arrive. Students
notice our nerves and respond by
ratcheting up the pressure. We
find ourselves in a vicious cycle,
struggling to maintain control.
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Scenario three - Too much data

Scenario

Analysis

A teacher is working on their
use of mini-whiteboards to
determine whether students
have understood and hold any

This is an example in which the implications of cognitive load
renders a potentially high impact teaching strategy less effective.
To successfully respond to students in such an example requires a
teacher to simultaneously process:

misconceptions. The teacher

writes a multiple choice question e The right answers to the multiple choice question
and displays it on the board. At *  The wrong answers
the teacher’s signal, 30 students *  Whether the various wrong answers students gave suggest

hold their whiteboards up in similar or different errors in thinking

the air. 12 students have got the *  What the right methods of dealing with student errors are, and
answer wrong, yet the teacher when the best time to do this is

takes a quick look at the boards, * And, at the same time as processing all this information, the
nods and moves on with the

lesson. Why?

teacher has to do everything that is required to manage other
aspects of their classroom.

In many classroom situations where we might spot that teachers
seem to be facing overwhelming cognitive load, there is unlikely to
be a single cause. It’s important that we look at the whole picture.
In this situation, teachers are required to consciously recall and
process information. Second, they are required to make on- the-
spot decisions about how best to address student errors. Finally,
raising the number of stimuli that the teacher must attend to may
well make the classroom environment more chaotic: there are so
many additional factors that teachers need to process to be able
to manage learning effectively.

Conclusion

In this section, we’ve examined how coaches and teacher educators can identify potential
source(s) of cognitive load as a precursor to identifying strategies to help teachers reduce
it. Unless we recognise what the source of an issue with cognitive load is, we’ll be unable to
select an appropriate strategy.

Finally, we’ll look at strategies coaches and teacher educators can use to help reduce
teacher cognitive load.
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So far, we’ve delved into the identification of high cognitive
load in teachers, as well as many of the underlying causes.
Now, it’s time to explore potential solutions.

The main objective here is to find a strategy that is comfortable for teachers, does not add
additional stress on their working memory, can be integrated seamlessly without itself generating
new problems and that does not negatively impact on student learning.

In this section, we’ll explore seven strategies that teacher educators can use to help teachers overcome
issues with cognitive load:

Chunking and automating processes
Systemisation

Planning in advance

Narrowing and re-focusing attention
Using external reminders and cues
Managing emotions

N o o s 0N

Delaying responses

For each of the seven strategies we will begin with a brief overview of the strategy’s ‘what’ and ‘why’,
then move onto some practical examples.

Professional Development & Cognitive Load




1. Chunking and automating

What and why?

To reduce cognitive load and improve efficiency, teachers
can automate some processes and create routines. By
breaking down complex tasks into manageable chunks,
working to automate these, and then combining the

Examples

Rehearse in a simplified context initially: It is much
less cognitively demanding to perform a new skill in a
simplified context than in the complex environment of
the classroom. Support teachers to begin to chunk and
automate new skills by supporting them to do this out of
the regular classroom and in a simplified environment,
such as with you playing the role of one student rather
than the teacher contending with all students at once.

o, | e

Focus on one new skill at a time: When building new
habits, focus on only one new thing at a time. Wait till that
new skill begins to become automatic and very easy for
the teacher to complete prior to adding anything new, or
mixing in other newly established habits and skills.

Professional Development & Cognitive Load

chunks into an automated process, teachers can free

up working memory. The primary tool that we have for
automating behaviour is through rehearsal outside of the
classroom and repeated practice in the classroom.

o O

Qo d,

o O

o
NS

Rehearse multiple times: Practice makes permanent.

As such, it’s extremely important to do multiple rounds

of rehearsal. This is particularly true when over-writing
prior embedded habits, but is also true when chunking
and automating skills that are totally new and novel. Only
after multiple repetitions can the process of chunking and
automating begin to become truly embedded.




2. Systematisation

What and why?

Teachers are forced to use their working memory processing and decision-making, thereby freeing up
to solve classroom problems as they arise. Common working memory capacity.

routines and systems for the management of classroom

activities reduce the need for in-the-moment information

Examples
'

b. e I]

%) —— S
Assign roles: Assigning tasks to students, such as Use a seating chart: Using a seating chart to take
passing out handouts, can reduce chaos and stimuli in attendance, track student behaviour and note down
the classroom, while also relieving the teacher of that student errors or misconceptions can simplify these
responsibility. They are then free to sit back and watch processes and reduce the cognitive demand of managing
the classroom. them mentally.

] A A

|

Design cues: Using timers or other physical cues to direct ~ Gather tools: Keeping necessary tools in a wearable

student behaviour, reducing the need for the teacher apron or organised and clearly labelled storage can
to provide constant directions and cues, which can be reduce distractions and interruptions caused by the
overwhelming. teacher having to search for materials during class.

It’s important to note that while many of these require advanced planning outside of lessons, they are distinct from
the ‘advanced planning’ category that will be discussed below. The options above require advanced planning only
once, to create the system, and can then be re-used many times over, whereas the advanced planning category
below requires preparation before each lesson.
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3. Advanced planning

What and why?

Many teachers find that similar, specific moments in their
lesson cause them problems day-after-day. Perhaps we
find it difficult to keep on top of all the paper resources
that we need to hand out over the course of a lesson,
perhaps we become derailed by the number of students
asking for help during tasks.

If we notice patterns at specific times or moments in a
lesson that are causing problems, we can plan in advance

X

PN

Examples

Organise materials in advance: Identify ‘problem-points’
in the lesson and plan in advance to reduce the amount
of work and thinking that teachers need to do in the
moment. For example, ensure all materials for the lesson
are already on students’ desks before they arrive at the
lesson. Turn a bunch of different worksheets and lesson
materials into a single booklet to reduce the need to
manage and distribute resources through lessons.

Professional Development & Cognitive Load

to overcome these. Designing solutions to these problems
that the teacher can prepare in the relative cognitive-
quiet of their planning time that make things easier during
the cognitive-noise of the classroom. Help teachers to
remove the need for decision making during their lesson
by pre-planning difficult decisions or working through
difficult moments in the lesson in advance.

Adjust lesson planning: If there are specific activities
that seem to be causing a problem, it’s worth thinking
about how we can design solutions in advance. If group-
work is currently causing chaos, replace this with paired-
talk for now, and work tfowards group-work in the longer
term. If too many students are asking for help during the
starter portion of the lesson, manage the challenge of
these activities to ensure that students can do at least the
first few questions completely on their own.




4. Narrowing and re-focusing attention

What and why?

The classroom environment can be overwhelming

and distracting for teachers, leading to difficulties in
managing their attention. Not everything that occurs

in the classroom, however, may be central to the
teacher’s responsibilities in a given moment. For teachers
facing high cognitive load from the large amount of
information coming their way it can be helpful to provide
explicit guidance on what to focus on in the classroom
environment. This may involve identifying the most salient

Examples

Manage the first 15 minutes: When managing student
entry and behaviour at the start of a lesson, it can

be helpful to clearly state what the teacher should be
focusing on and what they should ignore. This might
involve instructing the teacher to simply monitor students
and enforce the expectation of silence and work on the
Do Now for the first few minutes of class. Other
distractions, such as the register, lesson plan, corridor

or the computer, can be ignored until the students are
settled and working.

Professional Development & Cognitive Load

features of the environment and helping teachers to
ignore less important aspects that are either distracting
or can be temporarily ignored until the teacher has freed
up mental capacity via other means (e.g. automaticity
from repeated practice).

Point out and discuss important cues: Pointing out and
discussing important cues can also be a useful strategy
to help teachers manage cognitive load and make better
decisions in the classroom. By identifying and naming
important cues, teachers can develop mental models
that allow them to quickly process and make sense of
complex classroom situations. For example, a teacher
might be struggling to manage disruptive behaviour in
the classroom. By discussing with a mentor or coach, they
might identify certain cues that indicate the behaviour

is escalating, such as students talking over each other or

tapping pens.




5. Using external reminders and cues

What and why?

Teachers often enter the lesson intending to change,
and then end up forgetting to do so. Keeping things in
your mind in the relative peace and quiet of a school PD
session or coaching meeting is one thing; remembering
to make a change while managing the learning of thirty
students is quite another.

We can help teachers to remember to change by building
the creation of external reminders and cues into our

Examples

Add cues to lesson plans: Building reminders to change
into a teacher’s lesson plan is an effective way to create
external cues. “At this moment in the lesson, I want to
remember to give longer wait time after I ask a question,
so I might add a post-it note reminding me of this on top
of my planned questions for the lesson.” A similar method
can be sticking charts, post-it notes or other reminders in
specific places in the classroom that a teacher is likely to
look. For example, putting a chart with the behavioural
consequence ladder on the wall can help a teacher
remember to use it.
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coaching routines or professional development meetings:
“How are you going to remember to make this change.
What reminders can we design?”

This can happen in two ways:

1. Adding cues fo remind feachers to make changes

2. Add cues to help teachers perform existing routines,
while using less cognitive capacity

Using ‘Live-Coaching’: Live coaching can also be an
excellent way to remind a teacher to make a change.
Agree on a specific signal that you can use to remind
the teacher to do something, then visit their lesson and
support them by cuing the change they are aiming

to make. “When I visit your lesson, I'll go and stand
behind students that you should aim to have a resetting
conversation with.”




6. Managing Emotions

What and why?

Often, it’s our emotions and feelings about the classroom
that create challenges with cognitive load. Feeling
anxious, panicked, frustrated or angry while teaching can
mean that we are distracted by our feelings and struggle
to manage the complexities of the classroom. This can
lead to a vicious cycle, as our students challenge us in
ways that we are not cognitively equipped to handle.

In some cases, stress and negative emotions can be
curtailed using other strategies to reduce cognitive load
and free up mental capacity to make improvements

to instruction that address the source of the negative
emotions and stress. In other cases, it may be important
to manage the negative emotions directly. For teachers

Examples

Processing emotions: Coaches and teacher educators
can support teachers with reflecting on their emotions
and their triggers, offering validation and ways to
reframe the triggers (Hunt, 2016). For example, coaches
may help teachers reframe challenging moments in the
classroom as the normal struggles rather than indications
of personal failure (Boguslav, 2024; Shernoff et al., 2015).
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facing a difficult group it will likely be important to help
them mitigate the heightened stress they experience
leading up to each lesson to prevent the vicious cycle of
increased stress leading to more stress as students pick up
on the teacher’s stress (Frenzel et al., 2021).

Managing one’s emotions is an enduring challenge of
being human that we don’t expect teacher educators and
coaches to solve. Diving info the complexity of emotional
regulation is beyond the scope of this working paper.
Indeed, even education researchers are only beginning to
understand emotional regulation in the classroom (Frenzel
et al.,, 2021). We can offer two suggestions, however.

Support teachers to practise mindfulness: Research
suggests the positive effects of professional development
on mindfulness for teacher stress, as well as other aspects
of well-being (Emerson et al., 2017; Jennings et al., 2017). There is
also evidence that these programs can shift teachers’
instructional practice.




7. Delayed Response

What and why?

Often, it feels like we must deal with instances of
student behaviour as soon as they happen. ‘Surely, if

I don’t address this now, it’ll just get worse’, we think.
Yet, stopping the flow of teaching to constantly address
student behaviour can be a major source of cognitive
load for both teachers and students. Similarly, if every
time a student puts their hands up and wants to ask a
question while we are teaching, we stop to answer if,

Examples

Take notes: Support teachers to use a note-taking
system to write-down decisions/actions that need to
be made later, e.g. following up on a student because
of behaviour. It can help to build a quick and efficient
notation system fo speed up transaction time, for
example making one mark for a student warning and
two marks for a demerit etc.

Pre-set rules: If teachers are distracted by continuous
student questions or responses when they want to focus
on effective instruction, pre-set the rules for portions of
the lesson to reduce distractions. Ask students to keep
their questions to themselves for the moment, or perhaps
jot them down to ask later in the lesson. Develop a clear
‘hands-down’ signal to remind students about this.
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we’re challenging our working memory capacity at a
time where we are likely to want to limit our load.

To address sources of cognitive load within lessons, we
may want to consider delaying decisions and actions
until a time where the teacher is in a state of cognitive-

quiet (e.g. after the lesson or in a different part of
the lesson).

Develop ‘breathing-systems’: If teachers are faced with
some student questions, responses or content that they’re
not sure how to deal with, design systems that allow them
some breathing space. For example, passing the question
to students for a quick write or paired discussion can
mean that they have time to consider their response.




Conclusion

Being a teacher is an incredibly challenging job. Our working memory capacities are limited,
and yet there is an almost limitless amount of sensory information that we could consider
when teaching. In contrast, what teachers really need is the mental space to consider the
most important information that our classes present, and how best to teach based on this.
Improving as a teacher, then, is about carefully considering how to manage our

cognitive load.

Over the course of this paper, we’ve examined the challenges of cognitive load within
teacher development.

In Part 1, we looked at the challenges that cognitive load presents for teachers.

In Part 2, we considered the factors that contribute to increased cognitive load

In Part 3, we focused on how we can recognise when a teacher is facing a high load.

Finally, in Part 4, we shared what we can do to mitigate this.

We hope that the work here is useful for coaches, mentors and teacher educators in
designing Professional Development that really works to develop great teachers.
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