
74 | Part II: MAking MAsTeRy

First, there’s rote knowledge, which is what we get when we memorize some-

thing that makes no sense to us. If a student had memorized the date above 

as only rote knowledge, he might mistakenly say that someone found Islam 

(rather than founded it) in 622. In this case, he doesn’t understand the mean-

ing of founded, so he doesn’t understand much of what happened in 622.  

A similar error with the comma rule might be that a student tells a friend 

that commas are to be used any time a movie or book series is men-

tioned. Again, misunderstanding series leads to a misunderstanding of the  

whole rule.

If you’re reading those examples above with any degree of skepticism, how-

ever, you realize that these cases would be quite rare in the case of even a medi-

ocre teacher. In teaching about the founding of Islam, a teacher would surely 

share the story of Muhammad and the angel Gabriel, and this would likely 

lend enough context to the verb founded to make it sensical for the child. 

Similarly, in teaching the rule about setting off items in a series with com-

mas, sample sentences would be an obvious teaching tool, and these would 

diminish misunderstandings about the meaning of the word series. In other 

words, rote knowledge is certainly undesirable and something to avoid in 

FIGURE 3.1 • The Three Types of knowledge

� The equator is a
 managerie lion
 running around the
 center of the Earth.

rote

� The equator is an
 imaginary line
 running around the
 center of the Earth.
� The equator is where
 the Earth is closest
 to the sun.
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� How does the
 distribution of wealth
 compare between
 populations close to
 the equator and those
 forty degrees away
 from it?
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Not useful but
easily avoided
using simple
teaching
techniques

A nonnegotiable
prerequisite to flexible
knowledge or expertise
in any domain

The goal of a
twenty-first
century
education

This is an illustration created by Dave Stuart Jr. based on Daniel Willingham’s “Inflexible knowledge:  
The first step to expertise” (2002).


