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THE PROCESS OF LEARNING 

Learning involves all manner of skills: reading, conversing, listening, observation, all basic 

means of communication. People never stop learning, it is fundamental to human behaviour. 

It can be stimulated and directed by the good Preceptor or DC. (In other words, the teacher or 

mentor.) 

For example, if you praise or show your disapproval of someone who is doing some ritual, it 

is not so much what you say or do, but how you communicate that counts. To be a successful 

Preceptor depends on your ability to have your message and or instruction interpreted as 

credible and appropriate by the receiver. To achieve this you must tune in to your pupil. If 

you don't get it right, a helpful correction can come across as a reprimand. Remember, you 

want them to learn. You are not there to demonstrate your superior knowledge. Above all, 

learning is easier when it's enjoyable and your role in this aspect is vital. 

The aim of this paper is to try to give practical suggestions on how you can get your message 

across, stimulate learning and ensure that your words and actions are received and 

understood as you intended. 

People learn in many ways such as reading, feeling and watching. The information is 

absorbed and stored as pictures, words or sounds according to people's unique preferences. 

For some, visual images make the greatest impact, while for others it can be the spoken word 

or by observing examples. A person's preferred way of absorbing the millions of impressions 

being received by the brain on a daily basis is formed at a very early age. 

For us to do ritual well, the ability of the brain to store and retrieve chosen information is 

very important. This is never easy and for some of us it is extremely difficult. There are a 

few people who find this no trouble at all, but even for them there are times when trying to 

pull the word out of the "bank" is a problem. It happens to all of us, and the good Preceptors 

will realise when someone is having problems. People will look into the air or at the ground 

and sometimes close their eyes when trying to recall a passage. 

One word from you will often be sufficient to unlock the release switch in the brain. Too 

many words from you can add to the problem of recall because the speaker will start listening 

to you instead of concentrating on the recall. Prompt with one or two words then wait to see 

if that does the trick. 

Let those doing work for the first time finish without interjection at the first mistake they 

make. The interruption will not help at this stage and as you may have them under your care 

for many years, take time now and save time later. 

Acknowledge a piece of good work by nodding and smiling as it is being done. People need 

to know that they are doing well. Some preceptors seem to have a permanent frown and a 

glance from the person doing the work and spotting this will make them doubt their recall. 
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(DC's sometimes look too stern and shake their heads disapprovingly in the Lodge when 

perhaps things are not to their liking. To the new Inner Guard, or even an experienced Past 

Master, doing some work, this can be devastating. He starts to think about what he has done 

wrong and his concentration on the work in hand, and hence his recall capacity simply 

plummet. Some Grand Officers I'm afraid do it as well when they sit in the north-east. 

Officers doing work often glance at them for reassurance, and all they get is stern looks.) 

When people read anything their overall aim is to find out what it contains and to understand 

its content. When reading ritual we have a third aim which is to retain and recall exactly 

what we read. This is easiest when it is linked to actions as in the case of the Deacons. It is 

more difficult when not linked to action such as the Address to the Brethren or much of the 

work in Chapter. 

The basis for learning from reading is the ability to read fluently which some people find 

difficult. They skim over words and small word such as "with" and "have" get misread or 

"b's" are seen as "d's". If you as Preceptor realise this is a problem for someone, you should 

encourage them to spend more time watching and listening to work being done by others. I 

believe for these people when not actually doing work, following the work in the book at L 

of I is helpful. They begin to associate the words to the action and sound and when they are 

ready they will put the book away. Don't force them. Let them set their own pace, especially 

in the early stages, or they may give up and stop attending and even drop out of office. 

Allowance must be made for age. Learning for adults is more difficult and retention and 

recall become more of a problem as we get older. It so happens that many men take up 

Masonry late in life when they are past their learning peak. 

In a school classroom it is normal to have children of a similar age and often of similar 

ability. In our situation the age range could be 21 to 70 years so don't expect everyone to be 

bright young things. Also as we get older it not only becomes more difficult to memorise 

ritual, our confidence in doing so is reduced. The arrogance of youth is a great asset in 

learning. Watch a five year old with a computer. 

Shyness and fear of being seen to be hopeless at ritual is a problem for some masons. Never 

force work onto or ridicule someone who is shy. This will only make them retreat into 

themselves. Once they know the work, their shyness will reduce and they will be more 

confident. However, we must always accept that there will be some for whom the problem 

will be insurmountable. Don't make their masonry a misery. 

Learning as a team has a strong motivating effect. That is why when a Lodge has a Master 

who is confident with ritual the whole team seems to lift the level of its performance. I often 

think it is unwise to have every office filled at L of I with inexperienced Masons. For 

example if both the Junior Deacon and the Senior Warden are struggling with their roles in 

rehearsing a ceremony, then it adds to their individual problems. I would suggest that putting 

an experienced Mason in as SW would help the inexperienced Deacon. 

It can also be a problem for you as Preceptor to have every office needing close attention at 
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the same time. Recall to be communicated as speech can be difficult. The time delay 

between thought and speech varies between people and the good Preceptor will quickly 

recognise each person's ability and adjust his prompting accordingly. 

If you prompt too soon you will cause confusion as he now has his recall and your prompt to 

think about. If you leave it too late then panic may set in. The trick is always to know your 

man. Allowing sufficient time for him to think about what to say next helps to establish the 

words more firmly in his memory. 

I was Junior Deacon at a recent Provincial Grand Stewards' Lodge Meeting and we were 

doing a Passing for another Lodge. Before the meeting, the candidate's DC sought me out 

and told me that the candidate was a bit slow in his response, but not to prompt as he knew 

the answers and would be OK. A wise DC whom I suspect instinctively understood learning 

and recall, but even wiser because he made sure his candidate was not confused by my 

prompting him too soon. Although there were rather long pauses between questions and 

answers, I resisted the desire to prompt him and he sailed through. 

To prevent themselves from being overwhelmed by incoming information, people learn and 

process selectively. Again each of us is different. Some learn quicker and better in smaller 

amounts than others. As a Preceptor you should recognise as soon as possible the ability of a 

Brother to learn and absorb ritual. It is better not to overload. Get good recall on a small 

section of work and then praise him. This will encourage him and give him confidence. As it 

happens, the Inner Guard's work is ideally suited to the first office as it requires a limited 

amount of learning. 

How you feel plays an important part in how well you learn. Both long and short term 

influences have a bearing. For example if someone is not feeling well or has just had an 

unhappy experience, this can adversely affect the learning process and hinder recall. A good 

Preceptor will watch for this at CoI and make allowances where necessary. If a few mistakes 

are made and the preceptor shows his disapproval under these circumstances, then the 

Brother doing the work can become stressed and get steadily worse. (This may be the time to 

have an aside and a smile or two). 

If you have strong adverse opinions about the person you are teaching, or they do not live up 

to your expectations, this will affect your attitude to them and impact on their learning and 

response to you. It's up to you to tune into them, not the other way round. It's not their fault if 

you have had a bad day!! 

Your role as teacher and mentor is a vital one for the future of the Lodge. The way you 

handle a newly made Brother can affect his attitude to Masonry for the rest of his life. It is 

more than just ensuring he can perform ritual. It is about strengthening his commitment and 

enjoyment of Masonry. This is a big responsibility and should not be taken lightly. I hope 

this paper will help you to meet that responsibility and achieve the satisfaction of a job well 

done when one of your members lives up to or exceeds your expectations. 
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Summary 

Remember -  

People have different methods and speeds for absorbing and recalling information. 

People's emotional state can effect their learning and recall process; make 

allowances for age. 

You must be tuned into them to be really effective. 

People respond better to praise. Always look for what has been learnt and recalled well. 

Some Preceptors only pick up faults. 

Remember we put ourselves through this difficult and sometimes seemingly impossible 

learning process for pleasure. A good Preceptor (Mentor or Teacher) will help make the 

process as enjoyable as the end result can be. A section of ritual carried out in the Lodge 

with confidence, style and accuracy (for which you may not get any thanks) but you will get 

satisfaction of knowing you have played your part as Preceptor. 

Life is like that. 
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