
HOW DO WE LEARN 

When we learn something we can learn it in one of 

two ways: surface learning or deep learning. The 

two types of learning are different and we are 

more likely to remember deep learning than we 

are to remember surface learning.  

Surface learning:  

When you memorise different facts but you may 

not understand what they actually mean. You think 

about the facts on their own and might not under-

stand how it fits in with what you are learning. 

Sometimes what you are learning might feel ran-

dom.  

Deep learning:  

When you understand how different facts work to-

gether and understand the meaning behind them. 

Deep learning involves making lots of links be-

tween the new thing you are learning and other 

things that you already know. This helps to embed 

What is SOLO Taxonomy? 

SOLO Taxonomy is a way of describing the different stages that you sometimes go 

through when you learn.  

You don’t always go through the  steps in the same order and you may not always 

reach all levels for every topic you study.   

The further up the levels you get, the more likely you are to learn something deeply 

and the more likely you are to understand and remember it in future.  

Why use SOLO Taxonomy? 

You can talk about your learning using the fancy names or you can call them levels 1

-5 or you can just draw a little symbol. 

It can help you understand your progress. 

It can help you think about and plan your next steps.  

SHALLOW LEARNING DEEP  LEARNING 



Prestructural—This is where learning starts out if it is a brand new topic that you know nothing about or if you have misunder-

stood something that’s been taught.  

Unistructural—This is where some learning starts out. You may already have an idea about a new topic or it may be something 

that you have learned previously.  

Sounds like: “I have an idea about this” “I know this…” “That’s a…” “I can label this part” “I have a definition for this” 

Multistructural—This is where you will be once you have learned several things about a topic. You might have lots of ideas 

about it. You may even see some of the connections between these things.  

Sounds like: “I know lots about…” “I have many ideas” “I can label most/all parts” “I can define these things” “I know what these 
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Relational—If you know lots about a topic and can relate those facts to see the bigger picture you will be at this stage. Once you 

start to understand the bigger picture your learning will start to seem more meaningful.  

Sounds like: “I know how this links with…” “I can see the similarities between…” “I can compare this with…”  

Extended Abstract— If you can understand how your knew learning can link into other areas of your learning or how it can be 

used in new or different ways you will be here.  

Sounds like: “I could use this in another class because...” “I think this [about topic]” “Here are the pros and cons” “Knowing this 

could help me to understand.. [other topic]” “This is kind of like…[something else]” 

When you are working at this level you will be able to back up all of your facts with evidence, explain the relationships between 

facts and think of different ways to interpret the facts.  

Level 1 

Level 2 

Level 3 

Level 4 

Level 5 

Solo symbols from: www.pamhook.com 


