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What is Building Learning Power?

• A value-driven journey:
– not a ‘product’ or an ‘initiative’; not for everyone

• Goals:
– results, positive learning dispositions, teacher satisfaction

• Elements:
– languages, frameworks, seeds, contacts, support

• Organisation:
– teacher network, academics, TLO

• Reach:
– UK, Ireland, Poland, Switzerland, Finland, Spain, Dubai, Singapore, 

Malaysia, New Zealand, Australia, Argentina, Brazil, Canada, USA



Two lessons

• What skills of learning?

• What ‘job’ as a learner?

• What conception of 
knowledge?



Two lessons

• Transcribing,     
accepting,                   
solo studying, 
comprehending,   
recalling

• Discussing, 
collaborating,  
empathising, 
imagining        
assaying, 



Four lessons

1. Everyone always teaches ‘general capabilities’ 
– you can’t not

2. General capabilities are habits, attitudes and 
values, not merely skills

3. They are learnable – formed through 
experience – and therefore coachable

4. Teaching for general capabilities involves 
reflecting and adapting, not bolting 
something new on



How well do you know your classroom or 
department as an ‘epistemic apprenticeship’?

Activities 

• Copying notes

• Catechism (Q&A)

• Silent reading

• Small group discussion

• Peer-evaluating

• Critiquing sources

• Activity-designing

• Perspective taking

• Extended problem-solving

Learning habits

• Acquiescing, transcribing

• Mind-reading, being drilled

• Solo comprehending

• Collaborating

• Taking and using feedback

• Assaying knowledge

• Self-coaching

• Empathising

• Persevering, crafting



• Choose your five most common activities (you can add others) and 
make a rough pie chart of their relative prevalence.

• Compare your pie-chart with your neighbour. How similar and 
different are they? What surprises you?

• How does your ‘epistemic apprenticeship’ vary with age of 
students?  How systematically? What is your rationale?

• How confident are you of your evaluations? How could the school 
get better data?

• Where and how is the ‘character curriculum’ discussed and 
reviewed?



A new metaphor – the Mind Gym

• Brains are like muscles

• Subjects are like exercise 
machines

• Each lesson is a mental 
work-out

• The curriculum is a broad 
and appropriate fitness 
regime

• Bright slackers are 
wasting their time



BLP evaluation 2010-11
Does it work?

• 18 BLP schools, 9 primary, 9 secondary
• 2 years or more
• Evidence collected (Dr Ian Millward)

– Interviews with principals / champions / 
classroom teachers / chairs of governors / 
parents

– Focus groups of students
– Lesson observations
– School documentation / materials (e.g. lesson 

planning pro-formas, students’ work, website, 
parent newsletters

– External evaluations, e.g. Ofsted reports
– National test scores at 11 / 16

• Evaluating impact/outcomes and 
implementation



What about the results?
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Comments from inspection reports

• “Parents report favourably on the growing confidence of 
their children”

• “The development of skills that prepare students for the 
world of work is exemplary”

• “Pupils’ insights into themselves as learners are quite 
extraordinary”

• Pupils with special educational needs have particularly 
benefitted from being trusted to work more independently”

• “One pupil told us, ‘If it is easy, it will be boring’, thus 
reflecting the ethos of the school as a whole”

• “Pupils are given a wonderful preparation for life in the 
future”



Students’ comments

• ‘If something’s hard you don’t want to say ‘Oh this is hard, this is hard, I’ll just 
skip it’. You try because the best thing is, if you don’t try what’s the point? 
Because when you grow up you might come to some answer you’ll still not 
know, and you can’t skip it then’ (Daneisha, 6)

• ‘BLP is quite hard because you have to think about yourself. But it’s not 
impossible – you really can change your habits!’ (Ellie, 9)

• ‘If you’ve been focusing on one of the learning muscles in school, when I go 
home I think, ‘How could I use that here?’ Like when I go to swimming club I 
think maybe I could persevere more, or ask more questions’ (Madeleine, 12)

• ‘In my old school they just gave you harder and harder worksheets. But here 
they really stretch you to learn in different ways. You get lots of 
encouragement so you learn to keep going and ‘dig deep’ when things get 
difficult. Now I always like to see if I can take things one step further’ (Tom,15)



What tweaks are needed?

• A series of small, subtle, significant habit 
shifts by teachers and school leaders
– How we talk

– What we model

– How we design lessons

– What we display

– What we record and report

– How we work together

– How a school plans and develops



Learner



Learner

Clarity and ownership about the 
character strengths of the learner



Notice students’ learning muscles

• The four main muscle groups
1. Active engagement – locking on to learning

inquiring, persisting, venturing, concentrating

2. Skilful learning – the cognitive tool-kit
imagining, connecting, crafting, capitalising

3. Thinking and reflecting – strategic awareness
organising, self-evaluating, analysing, applying

4. Social sophistication – learning with others
collaborating, resisting pressure, empathising, 
collecting feedback



Use the language all the time
e.g. how you write reports…

Sam is getting better at

– careful observation, bringing his own questions into 
class, asking when he doesn’t understand, working with 
a range of others, thinking things through, seeing how 
he can improve what he’s done…

Molly is becoming more

– resilient in the face of difficulty, imaginative in her 
writing, thoughtful about her own work, sceptical about 
what she reads, careful in her checking, willing to push 
herself…



Learner



Split screen activities

• Teaching

– Science and questioning

– History and empathy

– Maths and self-evaluating

http://images.google.co.uk/imgres?imgurl=http://www.eastgateprimary.co.uk/uploads/pictures/Dow_Trophy_1.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.eastgateprimary.co.uk/news/&usg=__sHNrtbU0puABor-EsmaisK6wItQ=&h=355&w=530&sz=73&hl=en&start=8&itbs=1&tbnid=de0xxofKJSbnxM:&tbnh=88&tbnw=132&prev=/images?q=children+science+experiments&hl=en&gbv=2&tbs=isch:1
http://images.google.co.uk/imgres?imgurl=http://www.eastgateprimary.co.uk/uploads/pictures/Dow_Trophy_1.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.eastgateprimary.co.uk/news/&usg=__sHNrtbU0puABor-EsmaisK6wItQ=&h=355&w=530&sz=73&hl=en&start=8&itbs=1&tbnid=de0xxofKJSbnxM:&tbnh=88&tbnw=132&prev=/images?q=children+science+experiments&hl=en&gbv=2&tbs=isch:1


Varied learning routines

• Try Three Before Me
– Brain – Book – Buddy - Boss

• See – Think – Wonder

• Plus – Minus – Interesting 

• Independent – Collaborative – Teacher

• Other People’s Shoes

• Two Stars and a Wish…
– For the teacher

– Cutting out the stars

– About learning muscles



Learner



Talk about the process of learning
classroom chat that foregrounds the ups and downs of 

learning

• How did you do that?
• How else could you have done that?
• Which are the tricky bits? What’s tricky about them?
• What could you do when you are stuck on that?
• How could you help someone else understand that?
• How could I have taught that better?
• Where else could you use that?
• How could you make that harder for yourself?



Talk about developing minds, not fixed  ‘ability’
Is your mind a bucket or a muscle?

BUCKET

• Fixed ability
– Born smart

• Proving

• Conservative learning

• Failure/mistakes bad

• Effort aversive

• Ignores information

• Shirk/blame/cheat

• Comparative/competitive

MUSCLE

• Expandable ability
– Get smarter

• Improving

• Adventurous learning

• Failure/mistakes useful

• Effort pleasurable

• Focuses on information

• Try/commit/be open

• Collaborative/generous



Being a model learner

• Teaching aloud

• Visible projects

• Notice my fallibility

• Your learning life

• Opportunities to 
eavesdrop and watch

– ‘watching and pitching in’

• At home too
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http://www.google.co.uk/imgres?imgurl=http://www.erroluys.com/images/WebEnglishmenPencilDraft.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.erroluys.com/CovenantAssignmentNotes.htm&usg=__n1qHhQuGDc2Rn9sqeUR6_Snxoao=&h=975&w=800&sz=197&hl=en&start=9&zoom=1&itbs=1&tbnid=p79K6Q4XaI2KzM:&tbnh=149&tbnw=122&prev=/images?q=draft+writing&hl=en&gbv=2&tbs=isch:1


Learner



Using the environment



Display students’ work-in-progress



Learner



The Learning Power Quiz

1. I know I can master new things if I try

2. I’m up for trying something new

3. I know what to do when I get stuck

4. I like working on what I’ve done to improve it

5. I get lots of creative ideas when I’m learning

6. I like working with others to figure things out

7. I don’t mind if I make mistakes

8. I can tell you lots about how I help myself learn

9. I’m ready to take feedback and advice

10. ………………………………………………



Involve pupils in designing / 
evaluating / repairing their education

• Qualified student 
teachers

• Student lesson observers

• Give you ‘2 stars and a 
wish’

• ‘How well are we 
working?’

• Glen Waverley extended 
projects – Service…

• Harris Student 
Commission – Service to 
the school



• Today’s lesson was to be honest quite tough. It taught me to 
ask a lot more questions that I usually wouldn’t even think 
about. I don’t think I showed much sign of persevering 
though…Today I wasn’t a strong contributor to my group…but 
I thought one of my strengths was being able to listen…I don’t 
think I asked the right questions to intensify my learning. If I 
were able to question myself or others more, I think I would 
have gained a much better understanding of the topic… What 
I need to improve on for the next lesson is talking about roles 
and responsibilities in the group…and persevere through 
tough times.
– Debbie Ngo, Year 9, Bankstown School

•



Learner



Building an inquisitive staff community

• “The biggest effects on 
pupils’ achievement 
occur when teachers 
become learners about 
their own teaching, 
and when pupils 
become their own 
teachers.”
– Professor John Hattie



Staff learning
teachers are made more than born

• Investing in study, e.g. Masters, EdDs

• A Teaching and Learning Club

• Professional Learning Communities

– Not muddling up learning and appraisal

• HoD as ‘pedagogical coach’

• Challenging the Closed Door

• Public sharing of experimentation

• Whole-school debates about direction



Keeping learning under review

• Looking at classroom activity from the learners’ 
end
– How do children respond to difficulty?

– How well do they listen to each other?

– How much do they share their learning insights?

– How well do they monitor and repair groups?

– How many curious questions do they ask?

– Do they know what to do when they get stuck?

– ………………………??

• www.buildinglearningpower.co.uk

http://www.buildinglearningpower.co.uk/


Learner



Leadership for Learning Power

1. Introducing – inspiring the conversation
2. Planning – The Learning Quality Framework
3. Embedding – peer observation; coaching and 

checking
4. Supporting – a community of enquiry

- ‘risky June’; action research; reading group

5. Involving students – e.g. lesson observers
6. Monitoring – The Learning Review
7. Communicating – parents 



We know how to do it



How to proceed?

• Everyone must play (somehow)

• Start small

• Embed one thing at a time

• Keep it fresh

• Talk, read and argue

• Engage the students

• Seek out mentors and advisers

• Be patient – but relentless



• www.buildinglearningpower.co.uk

• www.expansiveeducation.net

• www.learningqualityframework.co.uk

• guy.claxton@winchester.ac.uk

http://www.buildinglearningpower.co.uk/
http://www.expansiveeducation.net/
http://www.learningqualityframework.co.uk/
mailto:guy.claxton@winchester.ac.uk


The new Australian curriculum

• “All young Australians [should] become successful learners, 
confident and creative individuals, and active and informed 
citizens”

– Successful learners 
• “develop their capacity to learn”

• “are creative, innovative and resourceful…enterprising and use 
their initiative”

• “are able to plan activities independently, collaborate and work in 
teams”

• “develop personal values and attributes such as resilience and 
empathy…”



21st century character strengths

• 19th century character strengths of leadership, team spirit, 
judgement and erudition (for the elite, and accuracy, 
punctuality, honesty and deference for the rest) are not adequate 
now

• Developing 21 century character is not just for the playing 
field or the concert stage.

– It is as much epistemic as moral

• We need a 21st century character curriculum

– that is coherent and rounded

– that permeates the classroom

– and the ethos of the school



Capabilities for life?

• Being right

• Creating ideas

• Listening to teachers

• Questioning things

• Working alone

• Being active

• Remembering facts

• Showing initiative

• Following instructions

• Self-evaluating

• Being adventurous

• Copying down

• Discussing with peers

• Accepting what you’re told

• Working with others

• Sitting still

• Imagining possible solutions

• Showing deference

• Taking responsibility

• Being evaluated



• Being right

• Creating ideas

• Listening to lectures

• Questioning things

• Working alone

• Being active

• Remembering facts

• Showing initiative

• Following instructions

• Self-evaluating

• Being adventurous

• Copying down

• Discussing with peers

• Accepting what you’re told

• Working with others

• Sitting still

• Imagining possible solutions

• Showing deference

• Taking responsibility

• Being evaluated



Capabilities for school?

• Being right

• Creating ideas

• Listening to teacher

• Questioning things

• Working alone

• Being active

• Remembering facts

• Showing initiative

• Following instructions

• Self-evaluating

• Being adventurous

• Copying down

• Discussing with peers

• Accepting what you’re told

• Working with others

• Sitting still

• Imagining possible solutions

• Showing deference

• Taking responsibility

• Being evaluated



• Being right

• Creating ideas

• Listening to teacher

• Questioning things

• Working alone

• Being active

• Remembering facts

• Showing initiative

• Following instructions

• Self-evaluating

• Being adventurous

• Copying down

• Discussing with peers

• Accepting what you’re told

• Working with others

• Sitting still

• Imagining possible solutions

• Showing deference

• Taking responsibility

• Being evaluated



What kind of “epistemic apprenticeship”?

19th century clerk?

• Being right

• Copying down

• Listening to teacher

• Accepting what you’re told

• Working alone

• Sitting still

• Remembering facts

• Showing deference

• Following instructions

• Being evaluated

21st century explorer?

• Being adventurous

• Creating ideas

• Discussing with peers

• Questioning things

• Working with others

• Being active

• Imagining possible solutions

• Showing initiative

• Taking responsibility

• Self-evaluating



Who is the Character Curriculum for?

Disadvantaged youngsters

• If you don’t have a social safety net to 
protect you, you need to compensate in 
another way. To succeed, you need 
more grit, more social intelligence, more 
self-control than wealthier kids.” 

– Paul Tough, How Children Succeed

• “Say I got laid off,                                I’ve 
got no other skills…                       I’d be 
done for”

– 18 year old bricklayer

Privileged youngsters

“Imposter syndrome”(Mark Phippen)

“Pseudo-maturity” (Alan Percy)

I know I’m bright, and 
that I’m going to get good 
grades. But I worry I’ve 
become a tape-recorder. I 
worry that once I’m out 
of school, and people 
stop handing me 
information with 
questions, I’ll be lost.

Emily, 16



School – with attitude

• What’s incubating below the line?

– Self-regulation

• Concentration, planning, self-discipline, self-awareness

– Social harmony/ moral integrity

• Kindness, honesty, trustworthiness, service, empathy, 
moral courage

– Epistemic mentality - the capacity to learn

• Curiosity, craftsmanship, creativity, collaboration…



It’s an old idea - well endorsed…

• The test of successful education is not the amount of knowledge that 
pupils take away from school, but their appetite to know and capacity to 
learn. 
– Sir Richard Livingstone, Vice-chancellor, Oxford, 1942

• The skills you can learn when you’re at school will be obsolete by the time 
you get into the workplace – except one: the skill of making the right 
response to situations for which you have not been specifically prepared.
– Prof Seymour Papert, Co-founder, MIT Robotics Lab, 1998

• I can hardly think of anything more worth learning than learning to learn. 
It’s like money in the bank at compound interest! Unfortunately, most 
settings of learning give very little attention to learning the game of 
learning.
– Prof David Perkins, Co-founder, Project Zero, Harvard, 2010



…that is globally supported today

• Our vision is for young people:
– who will be creative, energetic, and enterprising
– who, in their school years, will develop the values, knowledge, and 

competencies that will enable them to live full and satisfying lives
– who will be confident, connected, actively involved, and lifelong

learners. (NZ)

• The desired outcomes of education: a confident person who is adaptable
and resilient, who thinks independently and critically; a self-directed learner 
who questions, reflects and perseveres; an active contributor who works 
effectively in teams, exercises initiative, takes calculated risks and is 
innovative… (Singapore)

• The key skills of the Junior Cycle [include]: being flexible, being positive
about learning, imagining, exploring options, taking risks, discussing and 
debating, learning with others, being curious, reflecting and evaluating… 
(Irish Junior Cycle, Key Skills)

• But how to make it more than wishful thinking or, worse, a mixed message???



“What’s at the heart of Bushfield School?”

“It’s our job not just to help children master literacy and 

numeracy but to prepare them for a very turbulent and 
complex world. We are failing if we don’t prepare them 
with the skills they need to cope with uncertainty; to 
cope with differing perspectives; to cope with working 
with different kinds of people; to ask good questions. 
Our children are at a very crucial age. We need to get 
those skills right into the DNA of the way our children 
think and learn – before it’s too late.”

Dr Simon Shum, Chair of Governors



Use visual tools





Finding out what works…
and what doesn’t…

• Not settling for

– Fine words, good intentions and toothless 
policies (Cosmetic rhetoric)
• Hand-wringing and excuses (‘Well, what can you do…’)

– Tinsel (Mind Maps and Thinking Hats)

– Teaching about learning (Multiple Intelligences)

– Training ‘thinking skills’ (don’t last or transfer)

• Gradual, relentless culture change

– Willingness to adjust habits by teachers

– Clear leadership and support 



• What does it take to embed the cultivation 
of these mental habits into the bone 
marrow of a school?

• Building Learning Power (BLP) is a 15 year 
quest by teachers and academics to answer 
this question

– 5000 schools: UK, Ireland, Switzerland, Finland, 
Poland, Dubai, Singapore, Indonesia, New 
Zealand, Australia, Chile, Argentina, USA…




