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Failing to learn: Embracing failure for successful instruction 

Discovering Roger Schank through his own words
Learning through failure

People learn by failing. …Most failures, however, aren’t catastrophic; they are merely “expectation failures”; that is, when you expect one thing and something different occurs. It is easy to see how such expectation failures lead to learning…Generalizations provide expectations and when those expectations fail…, it signals an opportunity to learn…This is the understanding cycle at work.  We label our experiences with respect to their outcomes.  When the outcome matches our expectations, we didn’t learn a great deal…When the outcome fails to match our expectations, we need to recover from the failure so as not to repeat the same behavior next time. Thus, we can learn a lot by failing. [Engines for education, p. 123]
	Connecting teaching to learners’ goals

Whatever their source, goals drive what we do.  When we hear about something that reflects, complements, or otherwise advances our goals, we are eager to learn more about it.  All teaching should reflect this simple point. When teaching relates to students’ personal goals, rather than to those goals imposed upon them by school, students are eager to respond. 

[Engines for education, p. 157]


	Stories and understanding

Understanding, for a listener, means mapping the speaker’s stories to the listener’s stories.  One of the most interesting aspects of the way stories are used in memory is the effect they have on understanding. Different people understand the same story differently precisely because the stories they know are different.  Understanders attempt to construe new stories that they hear as old stories they have heard before.  It follows then that one of the major problems is identifying which of all the stories you already know is being told to you yet again.  [Tell me a story, p. 57]




The power of storytelling

People learn by telling stories not listening to them. And they create stories to tell from their own experiences…The more important we believe these stories to be, the more we tell them and the more they begin to define who we are…To put it another way, we never forget the experiences that have had an impact on us and we like to talk about them.  This tells you all you need to know about what education should be (and what it is outside of school).  Natural education is simply a combination of the experiences that we have had that make us reflect on them, talk about them, and become wiser because of them.    [Living stories, p. 222]
Formal education

There really is no learning without doing. There is the appearance of learning without doing when we ask children to memorize stuff. But adults know that they learn best on the job, from experience, by trying things out. Children learn best that way, too. If there is nothing to actually do in a subject area we want to teach children it may be the case that there really isn't anything that children ought to learn in that subject area. 

[Engines for education.org–Why learn by doing?  http://www.engines4ed.org/about/ourtake.cfm]
Expectation failure

Case-based reasoning is the predominant way in which people think about their worlds.  In deciding what to do in a given situation, we rely upon our memories of the most similar experiences we’ve had and use them as a guide.  Because this type of reasoning is so fundamental, it makes sense that we should tailor teaching to it…Given that students are natural case-based reasoners, how can teaching be arranged to reflect this model of thinking? … To learn a new case, a student must experience an expectation failure…So the role of teachers should be to place students in situations in which they will face failure. This…sheds a different light on the role of education. The question that most often guides teaching is “What is it that we want students to know?” But the in-the-trenches question teachers should ask daily is “What experiences do we want students to have and how can we facilitate learning from those experiences?” 
[Engines for education, p. 124-5]

Knowing vs. natural learning

Children learn by experimentation, by failing, and by being told or copying some new behavior that has better results. Inherent in this model is the idea that children are trying to learn to do something, rather than to know something. Failure is not frustrating in this context; in a deep sense, learning, until age six, depends mostly on failure...In school, natural learning goals are replaced by artificial ones. Instead of trying to learn something because one wants to be able to do something (like get places, communicate, or use objects) children learn in order to please the teacher (in order to avoid ridicule, get good grades, or get into a good college). In other words, natural learning goals that have to do with increasing understanding or increasing one's power to operate successfully in various endeavors get replaced by artificial learning goals that have to do with acceptance, approval, and socialization.

[Making Minds Less Well Educated Than Our Own, p. 261-262]

Formal education

I believe that the school system is making a great many mistakes… eradicating them would go so far towards helping kids learn: 

· Mistake #1: Schools act as if learning can be disassociated from doing.

· Mistake #4: Teachers believe they ought to tell students what they think it is important to know.

· Mistake #5: Schools believe instruction can be independent of motivation for actual use.

· Mistake #10: Schools believe students have a basic interest in learning whatever it is schools decide to teach to them.

[Engines for education.org–Our take on Education / What are the top ten mistakes in education?]:
http://www.engines4ed.org/about/ourtake.cfm
Formal education, goals, stories

School is broken because there is rarely anything that students want from the curriculum. Getting an A or passing a course isn’t enough of a goal for true learning to take place…
According to Schank, modern man, like primitive man, is set up to hear, tell and remember stories. Education needs to help people develop nonconscious knowledge: procedures and scripts.  In his opinion, we shouldn't teach anything where success isn't its own reward.
["School is profoundly broken" – a blogger’s description of Roger Schank's visit to BYU: 
http://kamccollum.wordpress.com/2008/06/05/school-is-profoundly-broken-roger-schank-visits-byu/]
	Failure and learning

A child must formulate hypotheses about how to act…and he finds out what works and what doesn’t work. In other words, a child is used to failure…He recovers from these failures effortlessly.  No child refuses to learn his language because he is embarrassed by the mistakes he makes.  That same child, ten years later, however, may die of embarrassment if he tries to learn a second language.  
Same problem, same person—what has changed? 
What has changed is that he has learned to fear failure…Schools have had their greatest effect on squelching American innovation by instilling in so many 
of us a great fear of failure…The emphasis on succeeding itself affects our personalities and our attitudes.  We teach our children that failure is to be avoided…Schools are organized so as to make it difficult to fail.  They ought instead be organized so as to make it difficult to succeed. Temporary failure can lead to ultimate success because it provides motivation for thinking about what went wrong…Schools should strive to get children over their fear of failure and of being wrong.
 [The creative attitude, p. 60-61]


	All you ever need to know about learning
First you need: 

1. A motivated learner – The learner must have a real goal, generated by the learner, and the potential to accomplish that goal with a set of existing tools and processes that the learner already knows about. 

2. A designer - The designer sets up the situations in such a way that the goal is attainable by the learner with some effort. 

3. A teacher – The teacher decides when to help the student and when not to, comments on success or failure in a way that fosters improvement, and encourages the learner to try something harder after success has been achieved. 

This is all there is. There ain’t no more. Everything else in education is an attempt to save time and money…

[Excerpted from All you ever need to know about learning]:  http://www.engines4ed.org/lib/all.pdf



Motivation, goals and learning
Whether or not your learning environment is motivating (i.e.  appealing to students’ goals), will greatly affect the degree to which your students pay attention to what they are learning or even participate in learning activities at all.  If educational activities are not motivating, students will do their best to avoid participating in them…  If however, students are forced to participate in activities that are not motivating then…they will do their best to focus their attention anywhere but on the material they are supposedly being taught…The less attention a student pays to what she is doing, the less likely it is that what she is doing will stimulate her to have relevant expectations. Without these expectations, she cannot have the expectation failures necessary for learning…

The degree to which we pay attention to experiences we are having is greatly determinative of what we remember.  For instance, experiences that have resulted in strong emotional responses tend to hold our attentions.  This results in lasting memories of those experiences…If educational experiences do not capture students’ interest, they are mostly ignored and little or no learning takes place.

Everything…points back to a need to appeal to students’ goals….Helping students to define and develop new goals is an important function of education…Goals focus our attention, determining the way we interpret new experiences and encode them in our memories…The goals we have when we are learning determine what we learn. They determine whether the knowledge we acquire will be useful…In short, students’ goals must be a driving force in the design of learning environments because they will determine both what students learn and how effectively they do so. 
[Smart machines in education, p. 65-66]

Motivation, expectation failure, and learning

The intent of a goal based scenario is to provide motivation, a sense of accomplishment, a support system, and a focus on skills rather than facts...expectation failure plus storytelling allows for reminding, explanation, and the subsequent reorganization of a dynamic memory. 

[Making Minds Less Well Educated Than Our Own, p. 266]
Learning vs. formal education

Learning is fun and school isn't. Making school fun doesn't mean having the teacher dress up in a clown suit, or making teaching into 'Jeopardy.'  It does mean making learning fun in school in the same way that it is fun out of school. 
[Engines for Education, p. 219-220]

[See Engines for education p. 156 for Schank’s provocative discourse on libraries as “enormous passive buckets of content”]
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