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Fact Sheet 45 - How to use overlearning in the classroom 

A guide for teacher aides, teachers and parent helpers. 

Overlearning is the strategy of learning to a higher than required standard. To use a 

metaphor, imagine a student was practising to run a 1500-metre race. 1500 metres 

seems like a tall order, but not when compared to running 5km.  

The student practises running 5km so that the 1500-metre race is a cinch. The purpose 

of overlearning is to make the task seem ridiculously easy to ensure it can be 

completed to a high standard with minimal stress and little effort.  

There are many benefits of taking an overlearning approach. As students become 

more proficient at a task, they notice patterns, find short-cuts, make fewer accidental 

errors and their confidence grows exponentially.  

Importantly, their performance improves in both accuracy and speed, as does their 

ability to learn more advanced skills in the future. New information is added to their 

existing mental schemas with ease, and skills are perfected as gaps in their knowledge 

are few and far between.  

Their intrinsic motivation spills over into other subjects as they start to believe they are 

capable of learning and mastering almost anything. This results in an eagerness to 

learn and a thirst for more challenges.  

 

Take for example a student who has overlearned the pre-colonial history of Aboriginal 

people of Australia – he or she has learnt twice as much as necessary and is about to 

sit a test on the topic. However, something unexpected happens in the test – the 

Hint 
Overlearning takes longer to begin with, but it can be quicker in the long run. Take 

a student who overlearns a maths chapter. It took him/her longer to learn, but 

because of the higher level of understanding achieved, the second and third 

chapters don’t take anywhere near as much time. By the time the student gets to 

the fourth and fifth chapters, he/she moves through them even quicker. 
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student has to read an article about indigenous cultures around the world – not just in 

Australia – and then answer questions.  

As the student is confident in this area, he or she has no trouble making the 

adjustment. Had the student known the bare minimum however, this situation would 

have thrown him/her completely. 

 


