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Fact Sheet 43 - How to use cognitive load theory in the classroom 

A guide for teacher aides, teachers and parent helpers. 

 

The brain has a limited capacity that is shared by both simple memory tasks and higher-order tasks. In the top row, memory 
tasks are reduced so the student can focus on higher-order tasks such as creating and problem solving. In the bottom row, 
the student wastes valuable brain power trying to pull simple facts from their short-term memory. Performance on higher-
order tasks suffers. 

Cognitive load theory is premised on the idea that our brains have a limited mental 

capacity at any one time. You can think of our cognitive power as like a jar of lollies – 

only so many lollies can fit into the jar. Teachers and TAs often try to fill students’ 

cognitive ‘jars’ with way too many ‘lollies’ at any one time. This approach is ineffective 

as it overloads the brain. Learning then suffers. However, by carefully selecting which 

lollies are put into the jar and which can be left out, learning is much more targeted.  

As cognitive or ‘brain power’ is finite (limited), useless mental tasks can be removed 

to make room for more important tasks. Wasteful cognitive tasks such as trying to 

recall facts and figures can be removed. This frees up cognitive power for higher-order 

tasks such as analysing, linking, creating and solving problems (Sweller, 1988). 

Having 3 lollies to manage is much easier than having 30. 
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Teachers and TAs often have students do multiple micro tasks at the same time. Just 

like adults, juggling multiple tasks means that students cannot give any task their full 

attention. In a science class for example, students are often required to remember a 

formula, the steps to use it, the exceptions and rules, new terminology and words with 

strange spelling, as well as do mental calculations.  

They also need to make sure that their work is set out in a certain way. In addition to 

these 8 or so micro tasks, they need to manage distractions, uncomfortable seats, 

hunger and constant interruptions from teachers and TAs.  

Cognitive load theory says that educators should try to reduce the number of student 

micro tasks and distractions. The fewer the number of tasks, the more brain power 

that can be directed towards 1 or 2 important tasks. In this science case, the TA could 

provide the formula by writing it on the board.  

He or she could also have students list the steps necessary to complete the formula. 

A basic calculator or multiplication table could be provided as well. All of these things 

would help to free students’ minds up to focus on the most important part of the lesson 

– solving a problem using the formula. 
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Hint 
Working memory is a type of short-term memory that has been shown to be a 

strong indicator of academic success. It is a person’s ability to work with multiple 

pieces of information at any one time to solve a problem or complete a task. 

Working memory involves using both short and long-term memory at the same 

time. 


