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 Reducing the Cognitive Load 

 

The “cognitive load” refers to the quantity and difficulty of the demands that classroom academic tasks place upon students.  ELs, by 
virtue of having to study new content in a new language, are already doing “double duty” and face a heavier cognitive load than do 
their native-born peers.  This load is increased when teachers neglect taking steps – such as scaffolding a task – that can make 
classroom activities more accessible to their EL students.  Reducing the cognitive load does NOT mean “dumbing down” an academic 
task by making it easier, but refers to making that task more accessible by removing the unfamiliar or potentially confusing elements 
that impede comprehension; the goal is for students to only have to focus on one new element at a time.   
 

The Cognitive Load 
Each of the following conditions of an academic task containing new, unfamiliar content can make the cognitive load 
borne by students even heavier by adding extra layers of difficulty that impede overall comprehension.  Think of each 
condition listed below as yet another “stone to carry,” thus making the entire task less accessible:   
 

- Unfamiliar academic or technical language 
- Unfamiliar skill application/task 
- Unfamiliar discourse type (e.g. a scientific report, statistical tables, a newspaper, a debate)  
- Performing the task alone  
- Lack of scaffolding 

  

 
 

Teachers can remove these stones, but only if they realize that they are there in the first place.   Assessing the cognitive load of an 
academic task is the first and perhaps most important step in making curriculum more accessible to EL students.  Overcoming these 
obstacles (i.e. “removing stones”) may entail more time, but it will ultimately ensure that students are able to complete the task.   
 

“Stone to bear” Reduce the cognitive load by… 
Unfamiliar aspect 
(e.g. discourse type, 
academic language) 

Using the familiar to teach the unfamiliar: for example, to teach the new skill of text annotation, model and 
have students practice using text that is already familiar to them so that they can focus on annotating and not 
on trying to comprehend what the text says; students have only one new element (annotation) to worry about.  

Performing the task 
alone 

Having students collaborate; research has shown that collaborative tasks improve: language development, text 
comprehension, student engagement, motivation, critical thinking, retention of material, and overall learning.   

Lack of scaffolding  Adding scaffolds that strip away difficulty and make instructions and activities more accessible to EL students 
(see Scaffolding Categories Chart).  

 
 

 
 



 
 
Directions: Each sample target task below contains two or more unfamiliar elements.  Collaboratively determine how the cognitive 
load can be reduced by coming up with an intermediary activity that allows students to rehearse one of the unfamiliar elements 
first, so that when they engage in the target task, they will be grappling with only one new/unfamiliar element.  Underline the 
unfamiliar element that your intermediary activity will allow students to rehearse with more familiar elements.  
 

Target Task Containing Two or More 
New/Unfamiliar Elements 

Unfamiliar Elements Intermediary Activity Before the Target Task that  
Makes One Unfamiliar Element Familiar by…..  

Ex. A visual arts teacher wants students to 
use academic language frames for comparing 
in order to contrast the early Cubism-
influenced works of Diego Rivera with the 
more realistic ones of his later career.   

• Comparing  and 
contrasting 
 

• Art of Diego Rivera 

Providing students the opportunity to first practice comparing 
and contrasting familiar things (e.g. the USA and their native 
country, cats and dogs, different types of music, food, or video 
games) before they must compare and contrast artworks.  

A math teacher wants students to create 
bar graphs about varied sources of soil 
contamination based on the statistics they 
read about in a short text on the subject. 
  

• Creating bar graphs 
 

• Soil contamination 
 

 

A theater teacher wants students to work 
on using their entire bodies to convey 
information about their character’s 
personality, thoughts, etc. in their staged 
production of A Raisin in the Sun.  

• Characterization 
through physical 
movement 

 
• A Raisin in the Sun 

 

An ELA teacher wants students to 
participate in a debate for the first time 
and orally defend a position on the 
morality of genetic cloning using 
evidence, reasoning and debate language.  

• Debate 
 
• Morality of genetic 

cloning 

 

A social studies teacher wants students to 
make inferences about 14th century 
Muslim explorer Ibn Battuta based on 
excerpts of his travel writings. 
 

• Making inferences 
 
• Ibn Battuta 

 

 


