PARTII e Learning and Cognition

- Does the organizer provide a means of relating unfamiliar material to
familiar, existing knowled ge?

- Is the organizer learnable, i.e., is it easy for the particular learner to ac-
quire and use?

. Would the learner fail to normally use an organizing assimilative set
for this material, e.g., due to stress or inexperience? (Mayer, 1979,
p- 382)

Research on the advance organizer since Mayer’s recommendations
were published has resulted in greater emphasis on the learners’ prior
knowledge (e.g., Sui, 1986; Mannes & Kintsch, 1987). Learners must have
necessary prior knowledge for the organizer to activate, and the organizer
must draw explicit connections between old and new topics (West, Farmer,
& Wolff, 1991). Synthesizing Ausubel’s ideas with the results of more recent
research, West et al. (1991) suggested the following procedures for construct-
ing advance organizers:

1. Examine the new lesson or unit to discover necessary prerequisite
knowledge. List.

2. Reteach if necessary.

3. Find out if students know this prerequisite material.

4. List or summarize the major general principles or ideas in the new
lesson or unit (could be done first).

- Write a paragraph (the advance organizer) emphasizing the major gen-
eral principles, similarities across old and new topics. Examine exam-
ples in this text. Use them as models.

- The main subtopics of the unit or lesson should be covered in the same
sequence as they are presented in the advance organizer. (p. 125)

As can be seen in Step 5 and in the example provided in Box 4.1, West et al.
have also emphasized the verbal (as opposed to visual) nature of advance or-
ganizers. Box 4.2, however, illustrates how visual material may serve effec-
tively as an advance organizer. In this example are two diagrams I have
successfully used to introduce different learning theories. These two meta-
phors tap what individuals know about black boxes and computers and map
these onto the major concepts of behaviorism and cognitive information pro-
cessing. In the former, for example, no reference is made to events or processes
inside the learner. In the latter, by contrast, specific hypotheses are made to
suggest that such processes are akin to what computers do with information.

Schema Signals. Like Ausubel, schema theorists recognized the importance
of activating prior knowledge in learners as they engage in new learning. In
reading, for example, comprehension and memory for what is read are facili-
tated when learners know and can access a relevant schema. This appears to
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