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Foreword by Ron Berger
All educators and families agree on this, and research consistently affirms it: the
character of children has a profound effect on their academic and life success. Students
who are respectful, responsible, courageous, and compassionate do better in school
and life. Students who show determination and resilience in their learning, who have
high standards for craftsmanship in what they do, are better equipped for everything
that comes their way.
Remarkably, many schools feel that they cannot focus on these skills and habits during
the school day because there is just not enough time. They see time in school as a
trade-off: we can focus on academic learning to prepare for exams – the measure of
our accountability – or we can focus on cultivating student character. Given limited
time, character must be put aside. The irony is that these things are not separate.
Focusing on character at the same time as academics builds students who are stronger
at both. They work together: the dispositions that make students good and effective
human beings also make them successful learners. We don’t need to choose.
In Powering Up Children: The Learning Power Approach to Primary Teaching,
Guy Claxton and Becky Carlzon bring together a vision, models, and resources to
help primary teachers build classrooms where “learning dispositions” are explicitly
cultivated in concert with academic skills and content. This book provides a
framework for a “learning-powered classroom” and fleshes out that framework with
concrete strategies and models that primary teachers can put to use right away.
In every chapter I found myself nodding in affirmation: this is how a classroom
should be.
All teachers understand that the biggest determinant to student success lives in each
student themself: how committed and determined they are to succeed; how much
confidence and clarity they have in order to improve; what strategies they have in
order to move forward. We often mistakenly attribute a student’s strengths in this
realm to innate qualities or family background – a student is either motivated or not
– it is an individual issue. In truth, we adjust to the cultures we enter. If a school or
classroom community expects more of students, challenges them and supports them
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more deeply, believes in their capacity and refuses to let them drift, students behave
entirely differently. They step up. We can create classroom cultures, school cultures,
of high standards and success for all students.
Powering Up Children describes what a classroom culture of high standards for
academics and learning dispositions can look like, and uses models and stories to
make that clear. It provides instructional strategies and templates that teachers can
use, and, just as importantly, coaches teachers to move beyond a teacher-centric
classroom to one in which students take significant responsibility for their own
learning. It supports teachers to gradually release responsibility to students to set
goals, critique their own and each other’s work, and to reflect on their challenges and
growth.
Students are capable of much greater things than we imagine. Powering Up Children
is an excellent guide to building schools and classrooms that empower teachers to
challenge and support children more deeply, to believe in them more authentically,
and to bring out their best as scholars, citizens, and human beings.
Ron Berger, Chief Academic Officer, EL Education
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Introduction
This book on the Learning Power Approach (LPA) is for primary, or elementary,
school teachers.1 But it is not for all of them. It is only for those who are really serious
about teaching in a way that builds character alongside delivering the traditional
curriculum. It is for teachers who are hungry for ideas and information about how to
do that, and ready to change their way of being in the classroom to achieve that end.
Let us explain.
School is about more than examination results. Everyone knows that. Everyone
agrees. No school proudly claims on its website, “Send your children to us and we
will squeeze the best grades we can out of them, by hook or by crook. And that is all
we care about.” If pressed, every school
protests that “we are not just an exam
factory, you know”. There is always
We want good results, but we
some acknowledgement that forming
want results plus: grades plus a
powerful habits of mind in children
character that is ready for the
matters too: that we all want them to
challenges and opportunities of
grow in confidence, kindness, resilience,
the mid to late 21st century.
or “mental agility”. “Fulfilling their
potential” doesn’t just mean “getting
top marks”. We want good results,
but we want results plus: grades plus a character that is ready for the challenges and
opportunities of the mid to late 21st century, as best we can predict what those will
be. We can’t imagine a school that wants results minus: children with good grades but
who are timid, dependent, unimaginative, and unadventurous.

1

Throughout the book, we will tend to use our native UK terminology of primary schooling, years, and
key stages – except when referring to case studies from other educational systems. The UK system
runs from “Reception” (which children enter at age 4, roughly) through Years 1 (5–6-year-olds), 2, 3, 4,
5, and 6 (10–11-year-olds). Often these are divided into two “Key Stages”: Key Stage 1 comprises Years
1 and 2; Key Stage 2 comprises Years 3 to 6. In the USA school years are called “grades”, and they tend
to be one year “behind” the English years, so fifth grade corresponds roughly to Year 6.

1
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The key question is: what does that plus amount to? What exactly do we want our
kids to be like when they leave our class, or move up to their high school? And how
exactly is our school – and especially our teaching – going to look different if we take
this plus as seriously as we could? How are we going to teach maths differently if we
want our children to be growing an adventurous and creative spirit at the same time?
How are our displays of children’s work going to look different if we want them to
develop a sense of craftsmanship – a genuine pride in having produced the best work
of which they are capable? We all want our children to become more resilient – to be
inclined and equipped to grapple intelligently with things they find hard. So how are
our forms of assessment going to tell us whether we are succeeding: whether our Year
4s are indeed more resilient than they were in Year 3?
Lots of teachers and school leaders espouse these values. Some of them have thought
through – in detail – exactly what it will take, and set in motion – with the requisite
degree of precision – the necessary changes. But many are still hesitant, awaiting
clearer guidance and support from
departments of education or academic
“thought leaders”. Or they have got
The LPA shows in systematic detail
a firm hold on part of the challenge,
how to go beyond the soundbites
but not yet figured out the whole if
and the posters to create
it. They work on resilience, but not
classrooms that really do grow
imagination; on collaboration, but
robust, inquisitive, imaginative, and
collaborative learners – lesson by
not concentration; on self-esteem, but
lesson,
week by week, year on year.
not critical thinking; or, conversely, on
higher order thinking skills, but not
empathy.
It is this detailed and comprehensive help that the LPA provides. It is for teachers
and schools that really want to take the plus seriously, and have begun to realise
the implications of doing so. They know that “team games” are not enough to grow
collaboration; that becoming a good collaborator is as much to do with the way in
which we teach English as it is to do with sports day. They know that a few fine
words on the home page of the school website, or in a policy document on teaching
and learning, are not enough. They have quickly realised that some glossy posters
downloaded from Pinterest about growth mindset and the power of yet are not
enough. You have to “live it, not laminate it”, as the Twittersphere pithily puts it!

2
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For example, Sam Sherratt, who teaches the Primary Years Program of the
International Baccalaureate (IB) in Ho Chi Minh City, wrote in his blog back in
2013, “All too often, in IB schools, the Learner Profile [a list of desirable attributes]
exists in the form of displays and catchphrases, but doesn’t exist as a way of life, as
a code of conduct or as an expectation for all stakeholders. We are not going to let
that happen at ISHCMC [his school]!”2 The LPA shows in systematic detail how
to go beyond the soundbites and the posters to create classrooms that really do grow
robust, inquisitive, imaginative, and collaborative learners – lesson by lesson, week by
week, year on year.
So this book is crammed full of practical illustrations, advice, and hints and tips. It is
designed for busy primary teachers who want to get started on the LPA journey, and
for others who have already made good progress but may feel a bit stuck for fresh
ideas or are wondering about the next step to take. And there is always a next step. As
our understanding of the LPA has deepened, the horizon of possibility keeps receding
in front of us. The further you go in training children to take control of their own
learning, the deeper the possibilities that are opened up.
Depending on where you are on your journey, some of our suggestions will be very
familiar to you, and some might seem rather pie in the sky. The spot we try to hit, as
much as possible, is the area in between
“I do it already. Tell me something
new”, and “in your dreams, mate”: the
The further you go in training
spot where you sense a new possibility
children to take control of their own
for tweaking your existing style and it
learning, the deeper the possibilities
feels plausible and doable with the real
that are opened up.
live children you teach. That’s what we
want you to be on the lookout for. So if
something seems familiar, we invite you
to think about how you could stretch what you already do just a little more. And if a
suggestion seems far-fetched it may nevertheless spark a train of thought that leads
to a more fruitful idea.

2

Sam Sherratt, “Parent Workshops: The IB Learner Profile”, Making PYP Happen Here [blog] (7 October
2013). Available at: https://makingpyphappenhere.wordpress.com/2013/10/07/36/.

3
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In a talk he gave a while ago that Guy attended, David Perkins suggested that each of
us is either more of a “do-think-do” person – someone who likes to dive in, give things
a go, then reflect and try again – or a “think-do-think” person – someone who prefers
to gather all the information, then gives things a go and thinks again.3 Whichever you
think you might be, we hope that you can use the ideas outlined in this book as a
guide to improving your LPA practice. Feel free to dive into whichever chapter is
most appealing to you, although we do suggest reading the whole book from cover to
cover at some point!
The LPA is not a set of rigid “recipes for success”; it is a set of tools, ideas, and examples
that we hope you will critique and customise to suit your own situation. All we ask is
that you hold fast to the spirit and the
values while you are developing your
own version. Sometimes we have seen
We are aiming to develop strong
people introduce – without meaning
mental habits in our children
to – the “lethal mutation” that kills
that will stand them in good
the spirit. For example, if you slip into
stead for a lifetime, and that
seeing the LPA mainly as a way to rack
takes time and consistency.
up those conventional test scores, you
have missed something really essential.
Rather, we develop habits of mind like
resilience and resourcefulness mainly because they are valuable outcomes of education
in their own right – and then we keep an eye on making sure that the results go
up too.
The LPA is very far from being a quick fix or the latest fad. It is actually quite
demanding because it requires us to re-examine our natural style of teaching, and
to make small but real experiments with our own habits in the classroom. As Sir
Ken Robinson has said, “If you want to shift culture, it’s two things: its habits and
its habitats – the habits of mind, and the physical environment in which people
operate.”4 The LPA requires some honest self-awareness and reflection, and that can
be quite effortful and sometimes even uncomfortable. We told you the LPA wasn’t
for everyone!
3
4

Guy has asked David if he has a published reference for this idea, but he can’t find it!
Cited in Ron Ritchhart, Creating Cultures of Thinking: The 8 Forces We Must Master to Truly Transform Our
Schools (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2015), pp. 230–231.

4

PUC_041218.indd 4

05/12/2018 14:31

Introduction

But our experience tells us that nothing less will do. Just adding some shiny new
techniques on top of business as usual – what we call the “tinsel approach” – does not
work in the long term because the same underlying messages of the medium persist.
We are aiming to develop strong mental habits in our children that will stand them
in good stead for a lifetime, and that takes time and consistency. Habits take months,
even years, to develop and change. Children’s development depends on the day-today cultures we create for them to inhabit, not on something special we remember to
pay attention to every so often. And to create those cultures, we teachers have to be
conscious, resilient, and imaginative learners too.
The beauty of the LPA, though, is that it relies on a series of adjustments that are
worked into your natural style one by one, gradually and cumulatively. You are not
being asked to transform yourself from a leopard into a tiger overnight. It is evolution,
not revolution. The LPA is a direction
of travel, supported by signposts and
The LPA is a direction of travel,
resources to guide you along the way,
supported by signposts and
and everyone can go at their own pace.
resources
to guide you along
The good news is that, on the journey,
the way, and everyone can go
teaching the LPA way becomes highly
at their own pace.
satisfying and rewarding. A roomful
of enthusiastic, resourceful learners,
who are keen to sort things out for
themselves, is a sight to behold – and a joy to teach. Instead of doing a lot of informing,
explaining, and interrogating, your role develops a subtler side to it in which you
spend more time nudging and challenging the children to “go deeper”.
In every context in which Becky has taught, this is exactly what she has found – small
tweaks to her practice have often made the biggest difference. For example, just by
positively and consistently weaving in the language of the LPA, as we will show in
Chapter 5, children have quickly locked on to “what learning is about” and realised
how they can explore and express their own learning. An illustration of this occurred
when a new child started in Becky’s class in the middle of the academic year. By the
end of his first day he was talking about how he was going to challenge himself, who
he had been collaborating effectively with, and what he had learned from his mistakes
that day. Children are usually very quick to pick up cues from adults and their peers.

5
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Children can also surprise us. For example, when reflecting on their learning process,
the 5- and 6-year-olds in Becky’s class have been known to make comments such as:
“I’d prefer to collaborate today because I need to share ideas with a friend.”
“I noticed everyone was really absorbed in their learning today because the classroom was
so quiet.”

Because this book is designed to be really practical, there isn’t much in the way of
background or rationale about the LPA in it. We only say a little about where the
approach comes from, what the scientific underpinnings are, and what the evidence
for its effectiveness is. You will find all of that, if you are not familiar with it already,
in the first book in this series, The Learning Power Approach: Teaching Learners to
Teach Themselves (published by Crown House in the UK and Corwin in the US).
The only thing worth noting here is that the LPA is not another “brand” competing
for your attention in the crowded education marketplace. It is our attempt to discern
the general principles behind a number of initiatives that have been developing, often
independently of one another, over the last twenty years or so. It is a new school of
thought about the kind of teaching that effectively stimulates the growth of agile,
tenacious, and inventive minds – as well as getting the grades. You will find examples
and ideas from a wide range of sources, and from different countries, as well as from
our own research and practice.
The book you are reading now is actually the second in a series of four books, of which
The Learning Power Approach is the first, providing the background to the approach.
This volume will be followed by two other, equally practical, books: one for high
school teachers, and another for school leaders. But we wanted to focus the first of
these books on younger children because those vital qualities of mind – the generalpurpose “learning muscles”, as we call them – are being shaped most powerfully, for
good or ill, in the early years. Set children on the right trajectory in their primary
school and they will have a precious asset for life – even if, as sometimes happens,
they go on to find themselves in a high school that is not yet as ready to welcome their
independence and maturity as it could be.
Will the LPA work in your school? We are sure it will. We have seen it work well in
early years settings in disadvantaged areas of New Zealand; in remote rural primary
schools in the forests of Poland; in international schools in Bangkok and Buenos
Aires; and in big urban primary schools across the UK, as well as in private preparatory
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Introduction

schools in the Home Counties and in special schools in London and Birmingham.
The examples, tools, and techniques with which this book is crammed have been
tried and tested in a wide range of settings.
But you will probably still have to experiment with them in the specific conditions
of your classroom and often make adjustments to get them to work. Every school
and every class is different; there’s no
getting around that. One size rarely fits
all. The key is to be ready to adapt the
… those vital qualities of mind –
ideas to each context and to be open
the general-purpose “learning
to problem-solving and to sharing
muscles”, as we call them – are
your LPA journey with your learners.
being shaped most powerfully, for
For example, when Becky moved from
good or ill, in the early years.
teaching in a Reception class in Bristol,
England, to teaching business English
in Argentina, it took a few months
before she could really make headway with developing her students as learners as
well as fluent English speakers. But by patient trial and error she found methods that
worked to get them to take more responsibility for their learning.
She invented marking schemes which built curiosity around mistake-making and also
developed a willingness to be more playful with the English language. She found ways
to tap into her students’ imaginations and make her lessons more attractive to them.
One of her business classes invented new smoothies and sent videos of their creations
to the renowned smoothie brand Innocent in the UK to see what they thought. To
their delight, Innocent replied with their own video! In the process, Becky’s students
learned about phrasal verbs, improved their pronunciation, and developed their
instruction writing – as well as building accuracy with language, reflection skills, and
the ability to collaborate with colleagues. While learning how to teach in this new
context, Becky was constantly asking herself questions like:
“How can I build my students as strong, collaborative, and reflective learners?”
“Is there a different way I could approach this to build persistence and learning
from mistakes?”
“How can I make learning English more meaningful to my students?”
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“How can I hand more responsibility over to my students?”
“How can I encourage my students to push and challenge themselves and not
take the easy option?”
By experimenting with different possible answers to these questions, Becky was able
to apply and develop the LPA in a new and unfamiliar context.
A learning-power classroom has many varied sides to it. Teachers lay the furniture out
in a different way. They choose different things to display on the walls. They involve
the children more than usual in designing their own learning. They use a specific
vocabulary when they are talking to the children, and encourage specific kinds of
talk between the children. They create particular kinds of activities and challenges.
They comment on children’s work and write reports differently. Over time, we have
distilled a clear set of design principles that teachers can follow if they want to make
their classroom a highly effectively incubator of powerful learning.
The central chapters in this book are structured around thematic clusters of these
design principles, and generally follow a common format:
1.

First we explain why the design principles we are focusing on are important;
including what’s in it for you – the teacher – and what’s in it for the children.

2.

Next, we offer a menu of practical low-risk tweaks to classroom practice that
enable you to engage with the design principles and experience some quick wins.

3.

Then we give you some ideas about how to embed the principles more deeply
in the ongoing life of your classroom, including some rich lesson examples from
across the primary age range, and from different school subjects.

4.

Finally, we address some of the common bumps and issues that may crop up
along the way, and offer some advice on how to creatively adapt and modify the
LPA until it begins to bear fruit.

And with that, let’s now dive into Chapter 1 and see what the LPA is all about.
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Chapter 1

An Overview of the Learning
Power Approach
This chapter provides a brief sketch of the LPA: what it is, where it comes from, why
it matters, how it differs from other approaches, and what it asks of teachers. These
questions are dealt with in more detail in the first book in the series, The Learning
Power Approach, which we hope you will refer back to as your appreciation of the
LPA grows and deepens.

What Is the LPA?
In essence, the LPA is a newly emerging school of thought about teaching and
learning. It is about how to teach in a particular way if you value certain outcomes for
the children in your classes. If you want your children to be quiet and well-behaved,
to remember what you have told them, and to get good marks – if those are the
behaviours and attitudes that matter to you most – then there is a kind of teaching
that will steer children in that direction (although, kids being kids, not all of them
will comply!). But that is not the LPA. The LPA is a way of teaching for teachers who
value politeness and success, but who value other outcomes even more. They want to
see children do as well as they can on the tests, to learn to read and write and do their
maths, but – more than that – they also want them to grow in their independence,
resourcefulness, creativity, curiosity, and capacity for thinking about and exploring
important matters deeply – for themselves.
Traditional teaching doesn’t reliably produce this second set of outcomes. On the
contrary, some children learn how to get good marks in a way that makes them more,
not less, reliant on the teacher. They can become more interested in getting right
answers than in really thinking and wondering about the things they are exploring.
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They grow more conservative and cautious in their approach to learning, rather than
more adventurous and resilient.
So whether you like the LPA or not
will depend on your values. If you don’t
think independence, resilience, and
curiosity are important characteristics
for the next generation, then you can
stick to more conventional teaching
methods. Nobody can force you to
change your style. But if you think,
as we do, that such dispositions are
vital if our children are to flourish in
a turbulent and fast-changing world,
then the LPA will be more likely to
appeal.

The LPA is a way of teaching
for teachers who … want to see
children do as well as they can on
the tests, to learn to read and write
and do their maths, but – more
than that – they also want them
to grow in their independence,
resourcefulness, creativity,
curiosity, and capacity for thinking
about and exploring important
matters deeply – for themselves.

Put more formally, the goal of the LPA is this:
To develop all students as confident and capable learners – ready, willing, and able to
choose, design, research, pursue, troubleshoot, and evaluate learning for themselves,
alone and with others, in school and out, for grades and for life.

All of the words in this statement matter.
Develop reminds us that cultivating these character traits takes time. We can’t just
throw children in at the deep end and expect them to be powerful learners straight
away. We have to constantly provide them with manageable opportunities to stretch
and strengthen their confidence and ability to work things out for themselves.
All says that this is vital for every student, regardless of their background or their
“academic ability”. High achievers need it if they are going to cope with the demands
of their academic/vocational pursuits beyond school. And low achievers need it even
more, because without these dispositions, they are condemned to stay in the slow lane
of learning.
We need to help children become ready and willing to learn on their own, and not
just able to. We want them to be keen to learn, as well as capable of learning. It is
not enough to train children in learning or thinking “skills”, because a skill is just
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Martin Westwell, Chief Executive, South Australian Certificate of Education Board, Australia

A must-read for anyone with the true calling of a teacher and a curious mind.
Ana María Fernández, educator and creator of the VESS Educational Model, USA

Guy Claxton is a cognitive scientist specialising
in the expandability of human intelligence
– bodily and intuitive as well as intellectual
– and the roles schools play in either growing
or stunting these capacities. A prolific author,
his practical programmes for teachers are
influencing children’s lives in Ireland, Spain,
Poland, Dubai, South Africa, Malaysia,
Indonesia, Australia, New Zealand, Argentina,
and Brazil, as well as across the UK.

Powering Up Children should transform the thinking of all primary school teachers and policy makers, both
in my native Japan and indeed across the whole world.
Asato Yoshinaga, Associate Professor, Kokugakuin University, Japan

A must for all primary school educators.
Kellie Morgan, Director of Early Learning and Junior Years, Melbourne Girls Grammar, Australia

Any teacher reading this book will feel inspired and empowered to get going with the Learning Power
Approach straight away, because it all seems so doable.
Shirley Clarke, formative assessment expert, UK

Full of practical examples and ideas to help teachers and children delve deeper into what Guy Claxton and
Becky Carlzon call “results plus”.
Tom Wallace, Specialist Leader of Education in Formative Assessment,
Ignite TSA, and co-founder of Balance Assessment, UK

POWERING UP CHILDREN

All teachers, as well as school leaders and educational innovators, will find enormous value in this book. Its
provocations will spark new ideas, challenge some existing thinking, and provide clarity about new ways
forward.

Guy Claxton and Becky Carlzon
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Kath Murdoch, education consultant, Australia

Full of exciting possibilities for those teachers and leaders looking to move beyond the recent focus on passing
statutory tests and towards a way of teaching that gives children so much more.

Rae Snape, Head Teacher, The Spinney Primary School,
National Leader of Education, The Kite Teaching School Alliance, UK
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It offers a thorough explanation of how
the LPA’s design principles apply to this
level of education and, by presenting a
wide range of practical strategies and
classroom examples, illustrates how they
can be put into action with different
age groups and in different curricular
areas – especially relating to literacy and
numeracy, but also in specific subjects
such as science, history, art, and PE.

Aidan Severs, Deputy Head Teacher, Dixons Allerton Academy Primary, UK

A unique collaboration between Professor Guy Claxton and expert classroom practitioner Becky Carlzon
that puts learning power theory into practice – and the result is a triumph!

The Learning Power Approach (LPA) is a
pedagogical formula which aims to develop
all children as confident and capable
learners – ready, willing, and able to choose,
design, research, pursue, troubleshoot, and
evaluate learning for themselves, alone and
with others, in school and out.
Building upon the foundations
carefully laid in The Learning Power
Approach, the first book in the Learning
Power series, Guy Claxton and Becky
Carlzon’s Powering Up Children embeds
the ideas of this influential method in
the context of the primary school.

I am excited by the prospect of sharing Powering Up Children with teachers around the world – it is just the
guidebook to accompany any teacher as they venture out on a journey of change.

Becky Carlzon is an optimistic primary
school teacher who specialises in the Learning
Power Approach (LPA). She has adapted the
LPA successfully while teaching students of
all ages in the UK, Argentina, and Thailand
over the last twelve years. Becky’s practice is
underpinned by the design principles outlined
in this book. Through staying connected with
LPA schools and fellow practitioners, Becky
is at the forefront of LPA practice across the
globe. Her latest thoughts, reflections, and
findings can be found on her website and
blog: www.learningpowerkids.com.

A rich resource
bursting with tips and
techniques to get your
students’ learning
muscles stretching
from a young age

Foreword by
Ron Berger

Suitable for both newly
qualified and experienced
primary school teachers
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