At what point can you say you
have learned something?

Research Briefing
“I learned something today…” Did you really? Like really
learned it?
We often take the idea of learning and having learned for
granted and frequently make a series of rather large and
unquestioned assumptions about at what point we can actually
say someone has learned something. The evaluation of learning
in many organisations, including our universities and
colleges, is frequently inadequate and does not really measure
or describe what many certifications and records of learning
suggest they are certifying. This critical article looks at
what it actually means to have ‘learned’.

What does having learned mean?
One of the questions I often ask my students (who are usually
university lecturing staff) is:

“At what point can you say you have learned something?”

The answers are always revealing. They tend to include:
“When
“When
“When
“When

you
you
you
you

can repeat it”
understand it”
can explain it others”
can do something with it”

At what point have you learned?

This question is one that is not asked enough, especially in
organisations. I see “learning events” (workshops, training
events, coaching, seminars, online learning etc.) being
provided with little or no idea about what the aim is in terms
of learning beyond some vague exposure to content.

Sure the ‘learning’ events all have outcomes or objectives,
but deeper than that.

Just what are your objectives or learning outcomes actually
saying?
What are we trying to achieve here with learning?
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Deeper than that
When you look at most learning systems (and I include school
and university as learning systems) they don’t appear to be
set up with an idea of what having learned means.

There appears to be a broad set of assumptions behind the way
much learning and development is carried out in organisations,
that if you expose people to something they will ‘learn’ it. I
see this particularly in some of the workshops I witness and I
am frequently asked for in many organisations.

The exposure to content = learning myth
When you look at many learning events there is an implicit
assumption that attendance = learning. Beyond the ubiquitous
happy sheet type evaluation at the end of an event there is
usually no real effort to find out if ‘learning’ has actually
taken place, if they have learned.

Workshops can be ineffective for creating
learning

However, before we start looking at describing/measuring
learning it might be an idea that we answer the initial
question. At what point can we say we have learned something?

There are a number of issues we need to answer in order to
arrive at the answer to the core question.

Permanence of learning

The first issue is to do with permanence. How long should they
retain the learning?

Is an hour enough?

Well if it is just a ‘copy and paste’ exercise of remembering
a phone number while you dial it and you won’t need it again
then possibly yes. But could you really say you had ‘learned’
the number?

If we do accept (in part at least) that the answer to when we
have learned something is to do with retention, i.e.we have
learned something if we can remember it, then the next
question is surely yes but for how long?

An interesting study a few years ago1 found that students on an

introductory psychology course knew only 8% more than a
control group, four months after the course. Further research2
has found similar worrying figures. Think about any exams you
have sat in your life. Unless you have just finished revising
for that exam or have a photographic memory, would you pass
that exam now? Most people realise the answer is no, and
certainly if I was put in front of many of the exams I have
qualifications for, I would struggle to get even elementary
pass marks.

Old school
Not so long ago I found some of my old school books. The
French and maths exercise books were particularly revealing.
Not only could I not remember the material, but I have no
memory of ever having being that proficient in those subjects!

Given this can I really say I had learned the material?

It kind of makes you wonder what many exams are actually for.

One answer is to the question at what point can you say you
have learned something?, is therefore – it depends. It depends
on the context and purpose of the learning3. If I just need to
retain the information for a day and thats all I do, then I
suppose given that context, I have learned it and then
forgotten it. That is fine as that was the purpose. You just
need to be clear that was the purpose. Clarity of learning
outcome is something most organisations shy away from.

And yet I have never seen a time frame put on exams and
training courses, workshops and coaching. Just an assumption
of learning at the point of the test or exam is made with no
thought or interest in the process afterwards.

The learning something and forgetting it makes later learning
easier myth

The next comment I frequently get is, ah but you may not
remember but it makes learning it later a lot easier. Even if
you don’t remember the detail you will have the structure in
there.
Sounds plausible but is it true?
Not only is there no evidence for this assertion at all 4, we
are actually inherently biased when we think about what we
have retained and forgotten anyway5.

The Forgetting Bias Effect
The forgetting bias effect4,5,6, a bias where we assume that what
we have forgotten is unimportant and is largely the material
we haven’t activated and used. The secondary assumption of the
forgetting bias effect is that what we remember is what we use
the most and is therefore the useful and important stuff. This
feeling we have that we only forget the unimportant and unused
stuff is, it appears, largely what the scientists call a meta
cognitive illusion6. It isn’t true.

Exams, what are they actually testing?

Use it or lose it – not quite
Now obviously, things that we work on frequently are much more
likely to be retained … or so we think. It turns out that what
we actually retain are our unique, individual and very
changeable memories. A series of studies6 in the 1990’s with
148 university students found that the retrieval process in
examinations for example, itself causes long-lasting

forgetting, not strengthening of the memories as we would
expect.
What actually happens is that we construct a version of what
we use, including all the short cuts and (bad) habits we
create. From there we build a personal version of what do do
and practice.
A series of new studies are showing that when we learn
something cognitive (memory) the context of that memory is
stored with the memory and that recall is more difficult in a
different context. So if we learn in a classroom or a library
(remember those?) recall is significantly better and more
complete in that context and more difficult in a different
7

context like in a work context for example . In effect
classroom based learning does not automatically transfer to
the workplace. Our recall tends to be heavily dependent on the
context within which the learning took place. This is one
factor for the poor transfer to workplace of most learning and
coaching events.

Learning = retrieval hypothesis
Its not looking good for the retrieval hypothesis that we have
learned when / if we can remember the item if
a) we are likely to forget it in a short space of time,
b) the recalling stuff for an exam actually speeds up
forgetting, and
c) learning out of the context it needs to be remembered in,
makes remembering it much harder.

Learning to forget?

No I think having learned something only to forget it isn’t a
very satisfactory definition of having learned. Unless that
was part of the initial plan. At best we can say that it was
incomplete learning. It didn’t stand the test of time.

What I am hinting at here (and a not very subtle hint at that)
is that to have truely said to have learned something we need
to have access to it a bit longer than a few days or weeks.

Some level of permanence therefore is a requirement of having
learned.

Learning to walk – characterisation

Different modes of learning – more than just cognitive

So far we have just been looking at one system of learning,

the cognitive memory system. Human learning is however much
more than cognitive recall. We now know that we have a number
of different learning systems.

There is certainly very good evidence that each of the 5 major
senses:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Sight (vision),
Hearing (audition),
Taste (gustation),
Smell (olfaction), and
Touch (somatosensation)

each have their own learning systems.

However we also know that there are many other senses each
with their own systems of learning, for example
Temperature or thermoception,
Kinesthetic sense or physical Psychomotor skills known
as proprioception,
Pain or nociception,
Balance or equilibrioception,
Vibration or mechanoreception,
and
various
internal
stimuli
(e.g.
the
different chemoreceptors for detecting salt and carbon
dioxide concentrations in the blood) for example, all have
effective learning and memory systems, and that all of these
systems have what is known as plasticity or adaptability. They
can learn, unlearn and change.

Affective learning

Not only that but there are also affective or emotional
systems that appear to connect to our values and belief
systems that also learn, adapt, and change. Affective
learning, I would argue, is the big untapped and most powerful
learning process, however more of that later.

Thinking like this helps
This may feel / look / sound like it is all getting a bit
complicated but actually thinking like this helps.

What we are really talking here, when we are thinking about
learning is really one thing – change.

Learning, regardless of the system is about change.

If learning means change then having learned must mean having
changed, or stability. It has happened and it is now stable.

Change and stability
Learning suggests change and having learned suggests no
change, the learning has happened therefore the change has
taken place.

Maybe, just maybe, all these evaluations that go on after a
course should be evaluating change. What are people doing,
thinking, feeling that is different than before the learning
process (note I say process not event). Learning is rarely a

single event, rather a series of events strung together in a
process.

Characterisation
One of the great thinkers in this area, Benjamin Bloom 9
referred to the having learned as characterisation 10 . What
this means is that the learning is now part of who we are.

We just do whatever it was that we were learning but now we
don’t need to think about it, with no attention needing to be
paid to it. It is just part of who I am.

It is in effect a habit.

Habit stacking
It’s how we learn. We take novel actions and adaptations and
turn them into habits so that we can then stack the habits and
free up valuable attenuational resources. Just consider the
complex set of tasks and learning involved in learning to
drive. At first you are taken somewhere safe like an airfield
or car park as you learn the basic controls, as these become
habituated you then move on to more complex manovers like
negotiating city traffic for example. Pretty soon you drive
around without thinking about it too much until something out
of the ordinary occurs.

Up to the point of characterisations habituation, the point at
which it just becomes part of who we are, we are still

learning, we are still bringing it in and making it a habit.

Learning = Change

Characterised or habituated change

This idea of characterised change as being the definition of
having learned fits in with a wide range of thinking about
learning. Often in organisations and even universities (not
all though) the intention is not create change as opposed to a
feat of memory long enough to regurgitate it an exam or test,
or to produce a good feeling after a day out of work.

The idea of learning being about creating characterised
change, building and forming new habits, habits of thinking,
habits of doing and behaving and habits of feeling certainly
makes evaluating many of the learning events that occur in
organisations interesting.

How much change do these ‘learning’ events really create?

And not just any change but relatively stable fairly permanent
change?

Now obviously there is an issue about creating permanent
change. By perminant what do we mean? For all time? That
wouldn’t be very desirable, useful, nor very adaptable in the
face of external change.

So it appears we want stable permanent change, until that is,
things change and then we want it not to be permanent.

At that point we want new change, we need to unlearn the old
habits, the old ways of thinking, reacting and feeling, and
learn new things or adapt and change the old stuff. That
requires what is termed as reversal learning or unlearning the
stuff of a different article.

The problem with understanding

The problem with using understanding as the definition of
learning (someone has learned when they understand it) is what
does it mean?

How can you tell when someone understands something? The issue

here is that understanding is

1. An internal process that you can’t see
2. Subjective, and
3. Referential

The first issue is that you can’t see an understanding. Its
almost impossible to identify when someone understands
something without the individual doing something like applying
the learning from which we then make an inference of
understanding. At best understanding is an inference or an
assumption based on observations of other attributes like
being able to do something. We would be better using that
attribute rather than the inference.

The second issue with understanding is that it is usually
subjective. Can you say a climate change denier doesn’t
understand the issue? May be they do. They may just have a
different understanding to someone who believes in climate
change. This is a central issue about understanding. To say
someone understands something has no direction. If however you
are saying I want them to have my understanding then we may be
in the territory of indoctrination.

A professors view of your understanding

Lastly understanding is pretty vague and referential. We
ascribe understanding based on our own perspective. From one
individual’s perspective they may say their colleague
understands something, but from a professor’s point of view
for instance they may well be seen as having a rudimentary
understanding or a poor or even wrong understanding of the
topic.

Understanding then is not a very useful term when considering
learning or the point at which we have learned something.

Conclusion

So the answer to the question ‘at what point can we say
someone has learned something appears to have a number of

answers:

1. The classical definition is characterisation – the point
at which the learning has become part of the individual,
it is just part of who they are.
2. A secondary definition of having learned is change.
Someoe has learned something new when they have changed
the intended behaviour, thinking or feelings in the way
that was intended or is useful for the new context.
3. Finally however, more transitory definitions of learning
revolve around the purpose the learning has. If the
purpose is to remember something for 10 minutes and they
do that then they have learned for that purpose.

The purpose I suspect, most evaluations of learning focus and
stop at the self-reported happy sheet is that little real
change actually occurs as a result of most learning programmes
and to describe or measure that would just be too embarrassing
and would highlight the ineffectiveness of almost every
learning event.
See also The Ultimate Guide to Skills Development, and
Why many people’s idea about how we learn is just plain wrong
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