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To all the brave school principals we know, and the many more we don’t,  
who are forging 21st century education every day in their schools
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The Leader

I wanna be the leader

I wanna be the leader

Can I be the leader?

Can I? I can?

Promise? Promise?

Yippee I’m the leader

I’m the leader

OK what shall we do?

Roger McGough
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Foreword by Michael Fullan

The Learning Power Approach (LPA) is a highly beneficial and effective educational 
idea: one that transforms teaching and learning in schools. And Powering Up Your 
School shows school leaders exactly what it takes to turn that idea into a living reality 
that pervades the whole culture of the school. This remarkable, and oh so grounded, 
book is for those who know that something is wrong with the learning system in 
their schools but can’t quite put their finger on the problem. Powering Up Your School 
enables readers not only to identify the problem, but also to use both hands – and 
their minds – to pursue and eventually grasp the solution. 

This book is in my wheelhouse1 because it is rooted in personal, practical experience. 
Guy Claxton’s co-authors are all doers: school leaders who are already well on 
their way with the LPA. They take us on a reflective journey that reveals their own 
commitment in action – a journey that gets deeper and wider – both inside and 
outside their schools. From the beginning of the book we have the sense that these 
leaders want to be better than the systems which they inhabit. They are conscious 
that the big wide world is changing in ways that far outstrip the traditional practices 
of schools. 

Early in the book the authors spell out the challenge they faced: how to design, 
research, pursue, establish, and evaluate powerful new approaches to learning in 
their schools. They knew that their model had to be coherent and comprehensive. 
And they also knew the most important change principle: getting buy-in from all 
concerned by creating an enterprise of excitement, exploration, and collaborative 
problem-solving. They knew that their job was to build a team of leader-developers. 
In my terms, they were working out how to use internal and external pressure to 
generate the widespread internal commitment that would produce both the solution 
and the means to get there. 

Powering Up Your School poses key questions in every chapter, and offers prompts 
and suggestions, born of the authors’ own experience, that encourage readers to find 

1  A North American idiom meaning “very close to one’s own area of interest or expertise”. 
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and formulate their own ways forward. Early on, for example, they focus on how to 
create a staff culture of learning. The questions they pose are challenging; they get 
below the surface and stimulate you to understand your own setting more deeply, and 
to see how to change direction. But the authors also reveal how they grappled with 
and responded to these questions in their own situations. In so doing they not only 
leave the reader with some great ideas and insights, but also with the responsibility 
to address their own situations. Time and again the reader is taken to the key areas 
of powerful learning, shown the problems and types of solutions, and left with the 
insight and motivation to create initiatives for themselves that seem both urgent and 
doable.

What I especially like about this book is that it covers all the bases. For example, there 
is a strong chapter on how leaders might use external pressures to stimulate growth 
and change in internal cultures. This discussion is combined with eight powerful 
strategies for developing those cultures – all of which serve to strengthen teachers’ 
daily habits and get them interacting in productive ways. The discussions always 
pinpoint practical strategies to foster focused, specific learning cultures – such as 
establishing a common shared language, targeting pedagogy, involving students, and 
much more.

Everything in the school becomes grist to the LPA mill. I could find no key aspect of 
the culture change process about which the authors didn’t have something useful to 
say. There is a chapter on making learning stick, with four great ideas on how to use 
students as carriers of the new culture. The chapter on evidencing progress includes 
practical suggestions about how to determine impact, and use that information to 
embed the LPA ever more deeply. Many more specific ideas for charting and reflecting 
on the journey are presented in the appendix in a detailed self-assessment grid. There 
is a useful list of “wonderings” at the end of every chapter. Everything in this book 
resonates strongly with my, and my colleagues’, own ideas about deep learning, and 
with our experience working to embed them in over 2,000 schools in eight countries 
so far.2

Throughout the book, we are taken on the authors’ personal “odysseys” – warts and 
all. We hear them reflecting on the things they tried – their successes, failures, and 
lessons learned along the way – and constantly witness both their honesty and their 

2  See www.michaelfullan.ca.
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determination. When all is said and done, this is a book that shouts out with deep, 
practical, all-embracing analyses and suggestions, yet always wisely leaves readers 
– both school leaders and those who might manage clusters of schools or local 
systems – to make up their own minds in the light of their own unique conditions. 
In Powering Up Your School we have the information, the personal messages, and, 
above all, the guided wisdom for making our schools bedrocks of transformation. 
Guy Claxton and his friends demonstrate convincingly that schools and systems are 
already capable of transforming themselves into places not just of achievement but 
of empowerment. And they invite and encourage us to join them on the journey 
which they have so carefully mapped out. The trip is not without its challenges, but 
with such strong and experienced guides to lead us, it is surely hard to resist. Time to 
power up learning in all our schools!

Michael Fullan, Professor Emeritus, Ontario Institute for  
Studies in Education, University of Toronto
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1

Introduction

Welcome to Powering Up Your School. We hope that you will enjoy it and find it 
useful. But it is worth saying up front who this book is for and what it contains – so, 
if you are just browsing at the moment, you can save your time and money if it is not 
for you. Because it isn’t for every school leader, and it is not like the shelf-fuls of other 
books on educational leadership with which you might be familiar. 

Results Plus

This book is about how to develop the culture of your school in a particular direction. 
It is for leaders who know in their hearts that 21st century education has to be about 
more than good examination results, good inspection reports, the trophies displayed 
in the foyer, and tidy, polite youngsters. It is for people who are not satisfied with a few 
vague platitudes on the website about “helping all our students fulfil their potential”, 
or with earnest but empty protestations that “we are not an exam factory, you know”. 
It is for school principals and head teachers who know that the “examination game” 
is rigged to produce losers as well as winners, and who lose sleep wondering how to 
provide a genuinely useful education for the inevitable “losers”. It is for leaders who are 
actively searching for a way to tee all their students up for a fulfilling and satisfying 
life, not just for the next stage of formal education – as well as (not instead of ) helping 
them learn to read, write, calculate, and get the grades. It is for those who have as 
much concern for the “far horizon” of a successful life as they do for the “near horizon” 
of exams.1

1 By the way, this book is for anyone who wants to take a lead on bringing this approach to life in their 
school. We will use terms like “head teacher”, “principal”, “school leader”, and “member of the senior 
leadership team (SLT)”, but if none of those describes your role accurately, just insert a different 
form of words in your own head as you read. We do, however, frequently refer to features within the 
English system, such as: SATs, GCSEs, and A levels (all high-stakes exams, taken at ages 11, 16, and 
18 respectively); Ofsted (the body that inspects and judges schools); and Years and Key Stages (into 
which high school education is divided). The UK primary school system runs from “Reception” (which 
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This book is for those who have come to suspect that the key to a fulfilling life lies in 
the attitudes that people develop while they are young: principally, their attitudes to 
other people, and to difficulty and uncertainty. Put bluntly, you have a better chance 
of feeling good about your life if you are resilient, adventurous, and self-aware, and 
if you are a good partner, parent, friend, and neighbour. This book is for those who 
believe that school has the potential to influence the development of these attitudes 
– that education is about growing dispositions as well as knowledge and expertise.

So the Learning Power Approach (LPA) aims to develop a culture in which a clear 
and collective understanding of the valued, sought-after outcomes of education – of 
character strengths developed as well as academic successes achieved, what we call 
results plus – drive everything in the school: the curriculum content, the structure 
of the timetable, the forms of assessment and record-keeping, the degree to which 
students are involved in the running of the school, communication with parents,2 
and – most important of all – the pedagogical style of every member of staff. It is 
the LPA leader’s job to orchestrate change in all these different aspects of school life, 
so that they become ever more aligned around the core vision. The LPA is a way of 
facilitating culture change throughout the school and habit change in the style and 
focus of individual teachers. 

The LPA is a school of thought about teaching and learning that has emerged over 
the last twenty years or so in a variety of research and practitioner groups around the 
world. You may recognise the LPA in other pedagogical approaches such as New 
Pedagogies for Deep Learning, Visible Thinking, Building Learning Power (BLP), 

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. Key Stage 3 comprises the first three years of high school education (Years 
7–9, during which children are aged 11–14). Key Stage 4 comprises the final two years of compulsory 
schooling (Years 10–11, educating 14–16-year-olds). In the United States, school years are called 
“grades”, and they tend to be one year “behind” the English years, so tenth grade corresponds roughly 
to Year 11. Post-compulsory education for 16–18-year-olds is usually delivered in sixth forms or 
colleges, and is sometimes referred to as Key Stage 5. Some of our examples are from Australia, where 
the year system parallels that of the UK. High school ends with high-stakes exams that have different 
names in different states (for example, the Higher School Certificate (HSC), in New South Wales), but 
all are converted into an Australian Tertiary Admissions Rank (ATAR) score which is used to determine 
university and college admissions. 

2 By “parents” we, of course, also mean guardians and caregivers of any sort. In the interests of 
concision, we hope you’ll forgive our use of the term – we don’t intend to downplay the role of other 
carers.
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Habits of Mind, Expeditionary Learning, Learning without Limits, Challenging 
Learning, or a variety of others. Its champions include David Perkins, Carol Dweck, 
Angela Duckworth, Arthur L. Costa and Bena Kallick, Ron Berger, Ron Ritchhart, 
Michael Fullan, and a host of others. It doesn’t matter what label a school uses, or 
whether it has a label at all. What matters is the whole-hearted attempt to adjust 
classroom teaching and whole-school culture so that students do as well in exams 
as they can and, at the same time, a clearly articulated set of “independent learning 
strengths” are being deliberately, consciously, and systematically cultivated – this is 
what we mean when we refer to “the LPA”.3

Values Precede Style

So Powering Up Your School assumes that the roles and responsibilities of school 
leaders are contingent on this heartfelt sense of moral purpose. Some approaches 
to school leadership seem to assume that leadership styles are value-free: that is, 
ways of leading – authoritarian, democratic, transformational, or whatever – can 
be appraised as good or bad regardless of the underlying vision and principles. We 
disagree. We think that both leadership style and practice depend critically on where 
you are heading. Take, for example, the issue of the school principal being some sort 
of role model for staff and students alike. If the goal is just “better results”, there is no 
strong image for leaders to aspire to – other than a model of efficiency and mutual 
respect, maybe. 

But if the vision is of what we call the LPA – of a school that is dedicated to getting 
good results, not at any price, but in a way that builds student’ confidence, capability, 
and relish for taking charge of their own learning lives – then, clearly, the principal 
needs to know what the character traits of the powerful learner are, and take every 

3 You might be wondering about the relationship between the LPA and BLP, an approach with which 
several of the authors have been associated, and one that we will mention throughout the book. Our 
hope is that this book speaks on behalf of the generic school of thought, rather than any particular 
version or “brand” of the LPA. Inevitably, a good many of our contributors draw on their experience 
with BLP, but when we discuss this, we really see it only as one version of the LPA: what we are really 
talking about is the common underlying philosophy and pedagogy.
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opportunity to show colleagues and students that they possess and cherish those 
traits themselves. They need to model thinking aloud about tricky issues; having 
the confidence to express uncertainty and ask for help; keeping their own plans and 
suggestions under review; and owning up quickly when things are not going as they 
had hoped. One of the best ways to make a school a safe place for both students and 
teachers to be real learners – to venture, explore, discuss, and experiment – is for the 
principal to be willing to inhabit that “learning mode” themselves – frequently and 
visibly. This is just one small example of how the fundamental nature of leadership 
tasks and roles are critically dependent on the direction and clarity of the school’s 
specific vision for a better future. 

It follows that we aren’t much concerned about general models or theories of leadership 
in this book. We will not be discussing academic notions of “professional capital” or 
the “transactional leadership style”. They seem to us to be too abstract to be of much 
real use. Instead, this book draws on the lessons learned by a wide range of school 
principals who have successfully undertaken the LPA journey. Their experiences of 
“what worked well”, “how we had to adapt”, and “what we would do differently next 
time” are distilled into a series of detailed case studies, from which we draw out the 
leadership lessons learned, and offer a compendium of detailed advice.4 We very much 
hope that you will see your own ideals, as well as the realities of your school, mirrored 
in these stories, and that you will find inspiration and guidance here. We want this 
book to be extremely practical, brimming with guidance about concrete things you 
can try out to make this culture shift a lived reality in your school. In the chapters that 
follow you’ll find lots of practical ideas and suggestions that are specifically tailored 
to the job of building a learning-powered culture. We hope that this style, and the 
vision behind it, will appeal to you. If not, fare thee well on your own chosen course.

4 Some of our “case study principals” co-authored this book: Jann, Rachel, Gemma, and Robert. Others 
kindly contributed their reflections and are introduced as we go along.
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Culture Eats Strategy

Management guru Peter Drucker is famously supposed to have said that “culture eats 
strategy for breakfast”. He meant that in organisations (like businesses or schools) 
deliberate, explicit action plans often fail to create the shift in attitudes and behaviours 
that were intended. Why? Because they fall foul of underlying assumptions which are 
often not articulated but, nevertheless, generate a strong, invisible web of habits that 
determine “the way we do things around here”. More precisely, we think of culture 
as “the way in which we talk and act as if we believe and value”. Strategy represents 
what we say we value. Culture is a whole collection of habits of speaking, writing, 
organising, and reacting which implicitly convey our actual beliefs. 

For example, a teacher can talk to their students about the importance of having a 
growth mindset, and put up colourful displays exhorting them not to say “I can’t do it” 
but, instead, “I can’t do it yet.” The teacher consciously wants them to try harder and 
to not give up so easily when faced with difficulty. Yet other aspects of the way they 
react to students’ questions or performance may still be carrying the message that 
“Bright students understand and get things right quickly and don’t make mistakes”, 
the corollary of which is “If you have to struggle and make use of trial-and-error to get 
it right, that means you aren’t very intelligent.” They may be encouraging the students 
to keep their books neat and tidy, and to rub out mistakes so they seem not to have 
happened. They may look relieved and happy when one of the usual suspects quickly 
volunteers the “right answer”, the one that they were looking for, while ignoring other 
answers that weren’t what they wanted. And they may be unaware that things like 
this may be sending strong messages that neutralise the looked-for effect of the 
growth mindset posters. 

Changing the culture of a school as a whole doesn’t happen just by creating new 
policies and delivering exhortations. With the best will in the world, teachers may 
try to conform to the letter of the new policy, but fail to instil its spirit into their 
classrooms. We have seen lots of schools where the students can parrot back the 
key “learning dispositions” – or list Howard Gardner’s “multiple intelligences”, or 
whatever the prevalent model happens to be – without any evidence that they really 
have become any more powerful as learners, or multiply intelligent in the way in 
which they respond to challenges. It takes time, continual encouragement and 
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conversation, and coaching and modelling for a new way of being in the classroom to 
become second nature. 

Leading for culture change means having realistic expectations about how long it takes 
people to change their habits. It means leading a relentless school-wide conversation 
about what the LPA really means, and why we are doing it. It means working to win 
hearts and minds, as well as compliant hands. It means identifying your champions 
and pioneers, and setting up ways in which they can coach and mentor other 
colleagues who are more cautious or entrenched. It means finding ways to showcase 
examples of good practice, and to allow good ideas to percolate quickly across the 
different age phases, subjects, and silos of the school. It might mean reassuring the 
staff that this is not just another passing fad, perhaps – as Jann Robinson did – by 
committing yourself to adopting no other initiatives or innovations for the next five 
years. It might mean thinking about changing the length of lessons, so that students 
have time to grapple, discuss, and really think about what they are learning. It might 
mean designing a new system of peer-to-peer professional development within the 
school. It surely means constantly affirming the value of the approach in meetings 
with parents, governors or boards of trustees, and inspectors. It means (as we have 
already argued) walking the talk of powerful learning yourself. And it certainly means 
finding ways to build the capacity and desire to lead the LPA way in colleagues, so 
that, when you move on or retire, there is no risk that the LPA will fizzle out and 
teachers revert to type.

Schools are constellations of a wide variety of structures, practices, ways of doing 
things, and ways of talking that have usually accreted over time. How timetables 
are designed and decided; how new staff are interviewed and inducted; how noisy a 
classroom can be before someone intervenes; how reports are designed and written; 
how parent–teacher and student–teacher conversations are designed and framed; 
the extent to which students are involved in thinking about teaching and learning; 
how often tests and homework are set, what the purpose is, and how the work is 
marked – all of these, and dozens more aspects of the way in which the school runs, 
carry messages about how students are supposed to learn and behave. These messages 
may or may not be congruent with the LPA’s overriding intention to build students’ 
capacity for independent thought and learning. A principal won’t be able to get all 
these different aspects aligned overnight. They will need to think carefully about 
which aspects to tackle when, and how to go about making progress on multiple 
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fronts. The campaign will need planning, prioritising, and coordinating. All of these 
elements are going to be discussed and detailed, with test-driven suggestions made, 
in the chapters that follow.

Stability and Morale

Our experience is that having a strong, clear vision for your school reduces stress. Given 
all the other pressures on schools, it may sound paradoxical to suggest that taking on the 
task of implementing your own vision can make life easier – but we think that it does. 
It is like a sailing boat out on the ocean: if it isn’t going anywhere, the winds and waves 
just rock it about. If we, in schools, are just trying to react to and manage all the forces 
that are impinging on us – budget cuts, government directives, upcoming inspections, 
parental expectations, and so on – things feel very unstable and difficult. But if the boat 
has a direction of travel – if a skilful sailor knows where they are heading and are trying 
to get there – then many of those forces can be harnessed and used to impel forward 
motion. And this brings a greater feeling of both purpose and stability. Even contrary 
winds can help to drive you forward. This sense of pride and synergy is transferred 
to the crew. So too can a clear, explicit sense of moral purpose – of how we want our 
school to be better – create energy, excitement, and satisfaction among the staff.

This is not for one minute to deny that there are enormous pressures on schools, 
many of which may be unwelcome. It is only to say that we always have the choice, 
as Edward de Bono puts it, to be water thinkers rather than rock thinkers.5 If you are 
a rock thinker, what grabs your attention is all the rocks that surround you: all the 
things you can’t do that you would like to, or all the things you have to do that you 
don’t want to. But if you think like water, you don’t waste energy worrying about the 
rocks; it’s the gaps that you are after. If there are gaps, water will find them, and it will 
be on its way. Your goal is to run “downhill” like water: that’s the direction of your 
vision. And then, no matter how many rocks surround you, if you are alert to all the 
little things that you can do to progress your vision, and not preoccupied by all the 
things that you can’t, then you will find those chinks and opportunities, and you will 

5 Edward de Bono, I Am Right, You Are Wrong (London: Viking, 1990).
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turn them to your own ends. Here’s a well-known quote, often attributed to Johann 
Wolfgang von Goethe, that make the same point more poetically:

Concerning all acts of creation, there is one elementary truth, ignorance of which kills 
countless ideas and splendid plans: that the moment one definitely commits oneself, 
then Providence moves too. All sorts of things occur to help one that would never 
otherwise have occurred. A whole stream of events issues from the decision, raising in 
one’s favour all manner of unforeseen incidents and meetings and material assistance, 
which no man could have dreamed would have come his way.

Whatever you can do, or dream you can, begin it. Boldness has genius, power, and magic 
in it. Begin it now.6

Goethe is right. Half-hearted leadership sets itself up to have only partial success. 
But of course, what Goethe is talking about isn’t really magic. The world does not 
reorganise itself the minute you commit yourself to something. But your world does, 
because the commitment changes the way in which you perceive it and so act. Lots of 
things that would have previously passed you by – a chance encounter at a party; an 
article in a newspaper; a blog post skim read – now look like opportunities to forge 
a new alliance, find support, pursue funding, or try out a new idea. Both your actions 
and your words speak loudly to your staff – and, of course, to students and to their 
parents – about the vision and values you have for the school, and you are constantly 
refining ways to express your passionate commitment so that they “get it”.

Principals for the Future

It is not just for the benefit of ourselves, our schools, and our students that we need 
to have our own vision. The future of education more generally depends upon it. 
School leaders are the key to system-wide changes in education. It is our impression 
that the vast majority of educators know that schools need to change to catch up with 
the demands, the resources, and the opportunities of the 21st century. The Internet 

6 This quote is actually a hybrid. Though often presented as the work of Goethe, in fact only the second 
paragraph is his. The first is from William Hutchison Murray’s 1951 book The Scottish Himalayan 
Expedition (London: JM Dent & Sons). The quote as it stands is from Susan Hayward’s Begin It Now: A 
Book of Motivation (Sydney: In-Tune Books, 1987).
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is here, and has democratised and globalised learning to an extraordinary degree.7 In 
their out-of-school lives, probably unbeknownst to their teachers, young people are 
learning complicated things with and from each other. Children are downloading 
apps to their smartphones to teach themselves Japanese, law, orthopaedic procedures, 
and goodness knows what else. Professor of educational technology Sugata Mitra’s 
experiments have forced us to radically rethink our ideas about the extent to which 
groups of children can self-organise their learning.8 

Meanwhile, the world of work has dramatically shifted from predominantly “going to 
a place of work every day and getting a salary” to “posting your skills on a global website 
such as upwork.com and making deals project by project with a range of employers”.9 
Global employers such as Google, PwC, and Pearson are even experimenting with 
ways of recruiting that do not allow applicants to show off the class of their degree or 
where it was from, as they find that academic qualifications do not predict the kind 
of fluid intelligence that they are seeking. It is a whole different ball game out there, 
and schools must adapt or become a dying anachronism. 

In the face of these seismic shifts, the responses of politicians, policymakers, and 
academics are, as usual, disappointing. What needs to happen is too fine-grain, too 
subtle, too personal, and too radical to engage the interest of educational bureaucrats 
who think in terms of pulling the big levers of structural change: curriculum content, 
forms of assessment, governance, and funding. Tinkering with the structure of 
education – championing charter schools (in the United States) or academies (in the 
UK), for example – usually turns out to be an expensive way of having little overall 
effect. Such structural change does not reach down into the mechanics of teaching 
and learning, where you find the things that really matter. Also, many policy people 
have the mindset of an economist: they think in terms of fiscal wealth, not quality of 
life. Or they focus on raising conventional indicators of school performance – “getting 
more poor kids into good universities”, for example – rather than thinking carefully 
about the well-being of all those who will not get into university, or who may not want 

7 See, for example, Douglas Thomas and John Seely Brown, A New Culture of Learning: Cultivating the 
Imagination for a World of Constant Change (Createspace, 2011); and Howard Gardner and Katie Davis, 
The App Generation: How Today’s Youth Navigate Identity, Intimacy, and Imagination in a Digital World 
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2014).

8 Sugata Mitra, The School in the Cloud: The Emergent Future of Learning (Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin, 
2019). 

9 See David Price, Open: How We’ll Work, Live and Learn in the Future (Crux Publishing Ltd, 2013).
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to go. They like to focus on things that are easy to count. And politicians, with a few 
honourable exceptions, are prevented by the tribal nature of party politics and the 
overriding need to win frequent elections from doing anything other than too little, 
too late.

Academics, too, are unlikely to change the world. Very few, it seems, have the willingness 
to think big about education while also understanding the constraints, pressures, and 
possibilities of real schools. Scholarly research is vital, but it has no effect if it falls 
on deaf or timid ears, or if it is couched in terms that are too abstract or abstruse for 
busy teachers and principals to make use of. And much educational research punches 
well below its weight because it is driven by purely academic criteria or by intellectual 
fashion, and not by the needs of the next generation and the realities of schools. 
Harvard University’s Project Zero has been so influential because its researchers have 
put as much energy into developing practical suggestions – and communicating them 
widely and accessibly – as they have into writing scholarly papers.10 

The future of education lies in the hands of imaginative, courageous, resourceful 
school leaders – the people on the ground who can orchestrate the necessary kinds of 
debate, experimentation, and habit change. Though they are constantly buffeted by 
the whims and diktats of politicians and bureaucrats, it is they who set the cultural 
tone in schools, and mediate the way in which external policies and pressures are 
responded to. If schools are to send young people out into the world with minds that 
are strong and supple enough to cope with the demands of 21st century life – and 
not just with a clutch of grades and certificates – it will be committed and courageous 
school principals who must make it happen. 

There are thousands of such school principals, in hundreds of countries around 
the world, who are working hard and smart to develop their school cultures. But 
there are many others who would like to be doing more, but who need ideas about 
exactly where they are heading and how to get there. This book distils the wisdom 
and experience of a handful of those successful pioneers into a guidebook for their 
fellow leaders. It provides ideas that are certainly grounded in high-quality research, 
but which are translated into usable, accessible, and adaptable guidelines.

10 See www.pz.harvard.edu.
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