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			The litany against fear
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			I must not fear.

			Fear is the mind-killer.

			Fear is the little-death that brings total obliteration.

			I will face my fear.

			I will permit it to pass over me and through me.

			And when it has gone past, I will turn the inner eye to see its path.

			Where the fear has gone, there will be nothing.

			Only I will remain.

			Herbert, F. (1965). Dune. Philadelphia: Chilton Books.
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			Praise for Fear Is the Mind Killer…

			[image: ]

			‘As school systems around the world recognise that they are preparing their students for a world that no one can imagine, attention has, perhaps unsurprisingly, turned to whether it is possible to teach learners how to learn, and this has led to a rather polarised debate. On one side are those who argue that our traditional curriculum is unfit for the needs of today’s learners, and that we should instead focus on the so-called 21st century skills. At the other are those who provide mountains of evidence that such skills tend to be highly specific to particular subjects and that learners rarely transfer what they have learned in one subject area to another. The truth is that both sides are right about some things. Some of what we need our students to learn is highly specific to a subject, but there are also ideas that go across the whole curriculum. The challenge is to discover what those are and how they can be effectively incorporated into the curriculum.

			This is why Fear Is the Mind Killer by James Mannion and Kate McAllister is so welcome. The book tells the story of the implementation of a Learning to Learn curriculum in an English secondary school, and how that approach increased student achievement while at the same time closing the gap in achievement between students from more affluent and less affluent homes. More importantly, the story is told in sufficient detail that it provides a clear plan for how to implement such a curriculum elsewhere, with honest discussions of the challenges and difficulties encountered. I don’t know of any other book that provides such clear guidance on how to harness the common elements of learning across the curriculum, bringing greater coherence to pupils’ experiences in school while at the same time respecting the real differences between school subjects. Highly recommended.’ 

			Professor Dylan Wiliam (Education researcher, author of Leadership for Teacher Learning and Embedded Formative Assessment) 
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			‘I really enjoyed Fear Is the Mind Killer. One of the most original pieces I’ve encountered in a long time, it elegantly sets out the case for Learning to Learn in a way that is both robust and fair. The Sea View study is handled very carefully and the impressive results make a comprehensive case for taking Learning to Learn seriously. The measured balance of the arguments actually makes the case stronger. Fear Is the Mind Killer reclaims those important aspects of provision which bring learning alive, deepen understanding and support pupils to become learners in the deepest sense of the word. Highly recommended for everyone in education.’

			Mary Myatt (Author of The Curriculum: Gallimaufry to Coherence and Back on Track: Fewer things, greater depth)
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			‘Mannion and McAllister thoughtfully thread the needle between two prevailing camps – the advocates of transdisciplinary Learning to Learn and thinking skills, taught explicitly and applied via project-based learning contrasted with those who declare that substantive content knowledge is paramount and that teaching generic skills is fruitless. As is the case with most educational matters, the optimal approach lies somewhere in the middle, and the achievement results their students attained affirm the value of the balanced approach they advocate.’

			Jay McTighe (Educational author, consultant, and co-author of the Understanding by Design® series)
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			‘As someone who has always been somewhat sceptical about the potential for Learning to Learn, I found this book an eye-opening and refreshing read. It clearly acknowledges the criticisms of previous attempts to implement the teaching of learning skills, whilst also showing how it could be implemented successfully in the future. As interest in metacognition and self-regulation grows, this will be the handbook we’ll turn to.’

			Mark Enser (Head of Geography and Research Lead, Heathfield Community College, author of Teach like Nobody’s Watching) 
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			‘The field of Learning to Learn, or the development of “learning character”, has come on in leaps and bounds in the last 20 years – and Mannion and McAllister’s book makes a new and significant contribution: it extends still further the state of the art. It is accessible, witty and grounded in well-conducted research and a broad and deep understanding of the scientific literature. I can’t recommend it too highly.’

			Professor Guy Claxton (King’s College London, author of The Learning Power Approach) 
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			‘Engagingly written and stylistically seamless… I found it not only informative, but it filled me with hope.’

			Sue Gerrard (Education researcher and blogger) 
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			‘Fear Is the Mind Killer is an excellent, accessible, first-hand account of how teachers can successfully carry out an educational intervention in their own school which, while based firmly on available evidence from educational research, also takes into account the specific context and needs of their students. It should be an inspiration to all teachers who wish to do the same, and it makes an important contribution to our understanding of school-based research more generally.’ 

			Professor Neil Mercer (Emeritus Professor of Education, University of Cambridge; Director, Oracy Cambridge; author of Words and Minds: How we use language to think together)
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			‘Steeped in evidence, delightfully balanced and highly accessible – a much needed grand tour de force of the theory and practice around Learning to Learn.’

			Peps McCrea (Dean of Learning Design, Ambition Institute, author of Memorable Teaching) 
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			‘A fascinating read that examines the controversy and draws exciting conclusions about the purpose and future of education. Its brutally honest analysis of the story of Learning to Learn and implementation of a Learning Skills curriculum in one school is told in a pragmatic and extremely readable style. This book reflects my own experience of the transformative influence of a curriculum that embraces the Learning to Learn philosophy.

			But it offers much more than that. There is a thoroughly researched and extremely comprehensive story of a Learning Skills curriculum and its effect on outcomes. The authors show how students, especially the disadvantaged, learn more effectively if they experience a powerful Learning to Learn input delivered by a committed team of enthusiastic teachers. The GCSE results for the Learning Skills cohort demonstrate a closing of the gap for disadvantaged students and better results for all.

			The book isn’t just a convincing argument for the power of teaching metacognition, self-regulation and oracy; it offers a useful checklist for schools to create their own bespoke Learning Skills curriculum. Perhaps the most important conclusion is that schools improve when their primary focus is on the “how” of learning rather than just performance. Transferring Learning Skills across the whole curriculum creates just such a learning culture. The journey outlined at Sea View demonstrates that a laser-sharp focus on Learning to Learn develops better teaching, better outcomes and more emotionally resilient future citizens. And, as the title suggests, it might just help our kids become the fearless learners we want them to be!’

			Jackie Beere OBE (Former head teacher, author of The Complete Learner’s Toolkit: Metacognition, mindset and beyond)
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			‘A focused, ambitious and intelligent attempt to answer one of the more interesting questions of our educational era: is Learning to Learn of any use? Its authors, who have spent the small matter of 15 years (count them) researching and implementing highly developed and academically trialled programmes, argue, quite convincingly, that it is. Whilst its tone is light – on occasions it is very funny indeed – its intent is highly serious: the desire here is to find a way to make our students more independent learners. For those with an interest in this area, it will become a compulsory text.’

			Phil Beadle (English teacher, author of How to Teach)
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			‘As someone who is very critical of educational books, I was very pleased to see how James and Kate captured the great challenges of education – the personal and professional journey that is involved with engaging with deep and fundamental issues of learning. They open-mindedly explore their own claims with rigorous analysis and reference to a wide diversity of research. Their own stories and the level of commitment to a broad humanistic concept of education are still guiding many of my thoughts about my own future practice. A book to read, re-read and keep coming back to for advice.’ 

			Alex Black (Teacher, educational consultant and teacher trainer)
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			‘James and Kate’s work on the topic of Learning Skills, as laid out in this excellent book, is the initiative that I’m most excited about in education at present. I see nothing more powerful, promising or impressive than providing students with the tools and freedom to take charge of their own learning.’

			Ollie Lovell (Maths teacher, host of The Education Research Reading Room podcast, author of Cognitive Load Theory in Action)
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			‘A quite remarkable book, which describes findings that everybody in education should sit up and take notice of. Written with clarity, humour and commendable honesty, Fear Is the Mind Killer builds a compelling case for the Learning Skills curriculum. The book leaves the reader with just one question: why isn’t everyone doing this?’

			Martyn Steiner (Environmental science teacher, Halcyon London International School)
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			‘This book is a fascinating and rich account of the creation of a Learning Skills curriculum, and will be invaluable to any teacher who believes that we can help our students to become more confident, curious, proactive learners.’

			Roo Stenning (Head of High School, St Andrews International School, Bangkok)
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			‘This important book dives deeply into what many of us know instinctively as teachers – that children learn better when they connect with their peers and are given tools to reflect on and understand the process of learning. This thorough and well-documented study sheds light on why Learning to Learn has had such a rocky journey to date; looking carefully at the nuances of the classroom and learning that have so far made it difficult to implement and replicate Learning to Learn strategies. It is also a book that builds empathy and understanding across the plurality of views in the educational landscape and thus not only invites us to find ways forward to develop more confident, articulate, reflective and tolerant learners, but encourages us to uphold these qualities as well.’

			Becky Carlzon (Early years teacher, co-author of Powering up children)
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			‘What a fantastic read! Fear Is the Mind Killer brilliantly balances its grounding in research with clear practical advice. Above all else, it tells an inspiring human story of improving learning in schools to better prepare children for life. I want to buy a copy for every teacher I know.’

			Andrew Threadgould (Head of Upper School, Dulwich College)
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			‘A very thoughtful and thought-provoking book about the processes of learning that will stimulate dialogue among colleagues. The act of dialogue will, in itself, clarify thinking. The quantity and quality of references, academic books, papers, articles and blogs from a range of authors show the breadth and depth of research that underpins this book. It’s a book that questions itself and its own premise through a fascinating discussion of the pros and cons of the Learning to Learn approach.

			The book manages to be both academic and practical. It recognises that the central core of teaching is telling children things but extends this through the idea of children becoming more successful independent partners in their learning. I was struck by the resonances with other books in my career, most notably the two by John Holt that I had to read before starting my initial teacher training: How Children Learn and How Children Fail. Fear Is the Mind Killer sits very comfortably as an update to those books. It will support any teacher from beginning through to experienced colleagues.’

			Chris Chivers (Former head teacher, university tutor and advisor)
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			‘I had my highlighter all over this book as I was reading it… so many ideas… I just wanted to keep reading more. It made me feel like I was being invited into an exciting place where discourse is welcomed. How the book is written models exactly how we should work with children. It self-regulates! It’s human. It’s why I came into teaching. It’s what, for many, will provide a lightbulb moment. It may reinvigorate knowledge-swamped teachers. And it makes a strong case for the teaching of Learning Skills in any curriculum.’

			Joanne Gurvidi (Assistant Principal, Trumpington Community College, Cambridge)
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			‘This book is both visionary and realistic, rooted in classroom-based experiences that have been carefully researched and deeply examined by both scholars and practitioners. A pleasure to read, too.’

			Dr Scherto Gill (Senior Research Fellow, Guerrand-Hermès Foundation for Peace) 
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			‘Fear Is the Mind Killer is a welcome addition to education’s literary canon. It has a contemporary feel and situates itself firmly in current educational debates about the role of Learning Skills. It may come as a surprise, but some feel that education should concern itself primarily with the storage of knowledge in long-term memory. In fact, Ofsted’s current definition of learning endorses that view. The book deals with the problems of such a view before outlining the authors’ experience of introducing a Learning Skills intervention into a school.

			As such, it provides a useful antidote to an overly mechanistic view of educational practice. Additionally, it offers a detailed view on what constitutes Learning Skills – structural elements, oracy, metacognition and self-regulated learning – before considering avenues for future thinking. Fear Is the Mind Killer is a research-evidenced view of Learning Skills that would be a worthwhile addition to any educator’s bookshelf.’

			Dr Peter Ford (Advanced Digital Education and Professional Training Programme Manager, University of Salford) 
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			‘I found this book incredibly refreshing. The introduction really draws you in – I found myself nodding along. Mannion and McAllister are thorough in their use of evidence to back up claims, allowing the research to speak for itself. They present their research findings in a way that is easy to read and understand for teachers who may have limited experience of education research, without ever patronising the reader. They write as if they were talking to their peers, sharing their experiences in a frank and honest way. They tell the story of Learning Skills warts and all, leaving it up to the reader to make up their own mind. This is an important read for anyone with an interest in education.’

			Amy Cooper (Director of Teaching and Learning, Trinity School)
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			‘Power to the pupils! This inspiring, thoughtful and amusing book is jam-packed with stories, insights and practical steps and sets out an important manifesto for how the education system can be reformed to better serve the next generation of learners.’

			Simon Lancaster (Speech-writer, author of You are not human: How words kill)
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			Kate worked as a French teacher for 14 years. She first started work on a year 7 ‘junior model’ curriculum in 2005, with the aim of helping students develop the knowledge and skills they need to navigate the often difficult transition from primary to secondary school. She then spent the next 15 years refining the approach and improving the outcomes. In 2015, Kate took Learning Skills to new frontiers when she set up the School Bus Project, a charity providing mobile education for refugees. Following the closure of the refugee camps in Calais, Kate set up the Human Hive, a global community of organisations and individuals working together to create a more welcoming and inclusive world. Kate is an Associate of the Centre for Educational Leadership in the UCL Institute of Education, a Fellow of the Chartered College of Teachers and a Fellow of the Royal Society of Arts. In 2020, Kate set up the first Hive School in the Dominican Republic. The Learning Skills journey continues…

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION: 

		    WHAT’S THE ONE THING YOU WOULD CHANGE?
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			If you had a magic wand, what’s the one thing you would change about your pupils? We ask teachers this question a lot. Sometimes, they say things like this:

			‘I wish they would read for pleasure.’

			‘I wish they would behave better.’

			‘I wish they would respond to my feedback. They make the same mistakes week in, week out!’

			These are perfectly sensible things to wish for and to work towards, and there are many excellent books that can help you achieve these goals. This book is about something different. Because whenever we ask this question, by far the most common response we hear is a variation on the following theme:

			‘I want my pupils to be more independent.’

			‘I want them to be less apathetic/needy/helpless.’

			‘I wish I didn’t have to spoon-feed them all the time.’

			Let’s be clear: education is a truly wonderful thing. It’s humanity’s best hope for a brighter future. To paraphrase Dylan Wiliam: if education were a pill, you’d neck the bottle. But there is a problem with the way in which we educate young people, and it goes something like this. Children don’t know what they don’t know, and so teachers set the agenda for what needs to be learned, and how, and by when. This makes for an efficient use of time, but it has an unfortunate side effect. Many children become dependent on their teachers, and often they come to depend on them so much that they can’t do very much… well, independently. 

			This problem takes many forms, and it can reach ludicrous extremes. For example, in primary and even in secondary schools, it is quite common for a pupil to approach their teacher to inform them that they have reached the bottom of the page. These young people have become so dependent on an adult telling them what to do that they feel they need permission to turn the page in their own exercise book! And it goes way deeper than end-of-page-itis. In researching this book, we posed the following question to the wonderful world of EduTwitter:

			‘What’s the most helpless question a pupil has asked you?’ 

			We don’t typically get much reaction to our tweets, but this one attracted over 150 responses. The responses make for alarming reading. Here are some examples, grouped together into loose themes: 

			Non-problems, posed as a statement rather than a question:

			
					‘My pen’s on the floor.’

					‘My pencil broke’ (while holding the pencil out to me – it needed sharpening).

					‘I don’t have a chair’ is one of my favourites. There’s usually a stack quite obviously in the room.

					Student: ‘I haven’t got my book.’ Me: ‘Where is it?’ Student: ‘I think it’s in my bag.’ Me: ‘Well then…’ 

					It’s the questions they don’t ask. Like, five minutes into a task and you ask why they haven’t started and they say, ‘I haven’t got a pen.’ And they’re not the kind to be deliberately avoiding the work… Oh God, this is making my blood boil. 

			

			Stationery-based fun:

			
					‘Should I sharpen my (very blunt) pencil?’

					‘Can I use blue pen instead of black?’ 

					‘Should I use a ruler to underline the date and title?’

					‘Shall I stick this in my book?’ (which they then don’t)

			

			Lazy-itis:

			
					‘Why do we have to use the index? Can’t you just tell us the page?’

					‘Can you fold this piece of paper for me?’

					‘Can I get him to draw this part for me? I can’t draw.’ (Year 6 art lesson)

					In the middle of my lesson: ‘What lesson do we have next?’

			

			  
	What has that got to do with my lesson?

	Why would I have your timetable memorised?

	Why don’t YOU know your timetable, or at least have a copy to hand?



			Not listening/following instructions

			
					Five mins into task I’ve explained, had another student explain, AND is on the board, ‘Miss, what do we have to do?’

					Me: (writes p. 54 on board) ‘Turn to page 54… guys, we’re starting on page 54…’ Two sentences into reading… ‘Miss, what page are we on?’

					‘Do we have to write in full sentences?’ (after I’ve specifically told them to and it’s written on the board)

					Me: ‘Let’s discuss the lesson objective. Don’t copy it.’ Student: ‘Miss, go back. I didn’t finish copying the objective.’ 

			

			Questions they really ought to know the answer to:

			
					‘How do you spell DNA/TV/GCSE/PSHE/ICT/KFC?’ [There were a lot of these!]


					‘Do I have to put my name on this?’

					‘How do you fold in half again?’

					Student: ‘Where’s the water?’ Me: ‘In the tap.’

					When doing any form of assessment: ‘Is this a real test?’

					‘Do I need to answer in French?’ (Day before mock speaking exam)

					‘What lesson are we in?’ (Twenty minutes into it) 

					‘I’ve done question 1. What should I do now?’

					‘Where shall I put the rubbish?’

			

			Now, you might object that holding the words of children up to scrutiny in this way is a bit uncharitable, and you would have a point – to a point. For example, at first glance, ‘How do you spell TV?’ is a funny question. But a child might never have seen it written down, or been told that TV is short for television, or they might have thought it was spelt ‘teevee’ or something. Also, some schools have strict protocols around how children set out their work, and so asking whether they should use a ruler to underline the title might be a reasonable question to ask. Fair enough. Asking questions in order to find out about the world is the cornerstone of child development. We often say to children, ‘There’s no such thing as a silly question’ (even though there definitely is), but the sentiment is well intentioned: in schools, it’s important that children feel comfortable to ask questions without fear of ridicule or the dreaded sarcastic retort.

			But it would be an impressive feat of intellectual acrobatics to write off this entire list as a normal part of growing up – something that we as teachers can do nothing about. Every teacher will be familiar with questions and comments such as these, and the sense of exasperation that runs through the list is palpable. Indeed, many of the teachers we have worked with over the years have described a sense of feeling weighed down by the constant need to deal with questions that their pupils really should not need to ask. 

			It is also quite common to see these behaviours persist into late adolescence, and even into adulthood. Witness this recent account, relayed by a university professor: 

			Recently, I received an email from a student asking me the name of a writer – a writer whose book we’d been reading for two weeks. (And discussing in class. And writing about in class.) It was not a textbook, anthology or unusual digital source. It was an old-fashioned printed book containing one play by one writer. I knew that the student owned the book, because I had seen her with it in class, and in fact, she had told me she was enjoying the reading. However, when it was time for her to do an assignment on the playwright… well, she was stumped. She just didn’t know his name. I had to explain to her, carefully, and with what I hope was compassion, that if she hadn’t picked up his name in the class discussions so far (or, I was thinking, in the course syllabus and calendar), then she could always try looking on the front cover of the book.1

			Note that in all of these examples, the questions are almost always focused on mundane procedure, and not on learning. Just imagine how much more learning could be achieved if we could teach children in such a way that they become more confident, proactive, independent learners! Here, we arrive at the first of several burning questions that compelled us to write this book: Is it possible to teach children to become more confident, proactive, independent learners? 

			At first glance, this may appear to be a non-starter. How can you teach someone to teach themselves? It’s like asking how you can feed someone to feed themselves – it’s a logical absurdity, a snake that eats its own tail. And yet it remains a question worth asking. After all, we do feed children until they learn to feed themselves. At first, they make a mess of it and just mash stuff in the general direction of their face, but they get the hang of it eventually. And the messy phase is important, developmentally; the caterpillar must turn to mush before it can take flight on brightly coloured wing. 
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			What if, as well as teaching children what to learn, we could also teach them how to become confident, proactive, independent learners? Would this not be the most incredible gift we could bestow upon every young person before they head out into the world beyond the school gates, where there isn’t always (or really ever) a teacher to tell you what to learn, and how, and by when? In fact, should this not be the central aim of our education system – to equip young people with the confidence, the curiosity and the skills they need for a life where learning never ends? In this ‘post-truth’ age of fake news and ‘alternative facts’, the need to teach young people how to learn, how to think for themselves, and how to evaluate the reliability of sources, for example, has never been more pressing. Is it possible to teach children in such a way that they become more discerning, more curious, more critically engaged with the world around them? And if so, why aren’t we already doing it?

			Before we address these questions, there is another common answer that we often hear when we ask, ‘What’s the one thing you would change?’ This was expressed memorably by a teacher we worked with recently:

			‘The resident evil of fear of failure.’

			As teachers and as parents, we knew immediately what he meant. Among young people, fear of failure is all too common and can take many forms: fear of getting a bad grade, fear of public speaking, fear of putting their hand up to ask or answer a question, fear of letting people down, fear of what their peers will say if they do anything outside of accepted social norms. If they misspell a word, some young people will tear the entire page out of their exercise book and write it out again rather than have a single word crossed out. Some children’s exercise books become extremely thin because they do this so frequently. 

			Fear of failure really is endemic in our schools, and it’s really problematic. It causes many students to experience anxiety around exams. It contributes to any number of adolescent mental health conditions – especially in private schools, where students often feel an additional pressure to perform.2 And in an education system where all young people are required to sit exams that around a third will fail (by design), fear of failure can ultimately stop some students from trying, in a last-ditch attempt to preserve a sense of self-worth: if they don’t try, then they can’t really fail, because they ‘don’t care about school anyway’. When we have arrived at the point where a young person has literally stopped trying to learn stuff, we can only conclude that something has gone very badly wrong.

			Notice how, in each of these cases, fear stops people from doing things. Fear can stop young people in their tracks as they go to raise their hand, even when they’re confident they know the answer. Fear can stop young people from volunteering to speak publicly, even when a part of them really wants to give it a go. Fear can stop young people from succeeding in exams, because they’re so worked up they can’t even begin to access the contents of their long-term memory. Fear keeps you in your lane and makes you afraid even there. In a literal sense, fear really is the mind Killer. It prevents young minds from growing and developing and trying new things as young minds should. 

			Here we arrive at our second burning question: Is it possible to teach children in such a way that they become more courageous, fearless learners? Is it possible to help them become more willing to take risks, more willing to step outside their comfort zone, and more willing to recognise failure for what it is – feedback in wolf’s clothing – rather than something to be avoided at all costs?
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			Introducing the Learning Skills curriculum

			We are not the first people to ask such questions. Around 40 years ago, a field of educational theory and practice known as ‘Learning to Learn’ emerged in an attempt to answer questions like these – with mixed results to date, a fascinating puzzle that we will unpack in Part I of this book. For the last 15 years or so, we have been on a mission to rethink Learning to Learn from first principles – to examine previous initiatives in close detail, to pull them apart and see whether we might be able to salvage the best bits, ditch one or two dodgy ingredients, add a few sprinkles of our own – and stick it all back together again to create a new approach that is greater than the sum of its parts. This 15-year mission has culminated in the Learning Skills curriculum, a new approach to Learning to Learn that we developed at Sea View, a secondary school in the south of England.

			We believe (and have evidence to suggest) that Learning Skills advances the field in three important ways. First, it is a complex intervention, meaning that it has several moving parts. In this way, the ‘marginal gains’ to arise from each individual component stack up and interact, resulting in a larger effect size overall. We’ll examine each of these moving parts in detail in Part II. However, the Learning Skills approach really boils down to a combination of three key ideas:

			Metacognition: Monitoring and controlling your thought processes

			Self-regulation: Monitoring and controlling your feelings and behaviours

			Oracy: The ability to speak and listen effectively across a range of contexts

			Metacognition and self-regulation have long been associated with Learning to Learn, as ways of helping children become more independent in their learning. Previously, oracy has not generally been viewed as a critical part of this process. However, we believe that developing children’s speaking and listening skills is fundamental to helping them become more confident, proactive, independent learners. As well as learning how to listen and therefore learn more effectively from those around them, oracy helps young people find their voice – literally and metaphorically – and learn how to use spoken language as a tool for getting things done. 

			Second, we adopted a combined, taught *and* embedded approach.Throughout the last 40 years or so, there has been an ongoing debate about whether you can teach Learning to Learn through a discrete course or whether it should be embedded throughout the curriculum. There are pros and cons to each approach, and for some reason, previous Learning to Learn initiatives have almost always taken one or other of these positions. Adopting a pragmatic stance, we realised that if you really want to make this thing fly, you need to do both. You need to have timetabled Learning Skills lessons and to try as far as possible to have metacognition, self-regulation and oracy embedded in subject learning throughout the school. And third – crucially – it is necessary to put in place strategies to facilitate the transfer of knowledge, skills, habits and dispositions out of the Learning Skills classroom and into subject learning across the curriculum.
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			To cut to the chase: we are convinced that the answer to these two burning questions is a resounding YES! It is absolutely possible to teach children how to become more confident, proactive, independent, courageous, fearless, effective learners. We know this because the Learning Skills curriculum was subjected to a rigorous, eight-year evaluation as the focus of James’s PhD.3 This evaluation found that Learning Skills led to significant gains in subject learning across the curriculum, with accelerated gains among children from disadvantaged backgrounds.4, 5 We will explore this evidence in detail in Part II, but the essential ingredients of the Learning Skills curriculum – and the key findings from the Sea View study – are summarised in the infographic on the left. 

			Learning Skills was developed in a secondary school, but it’s really a universal set of ideas and practices that can help anyone – adult, teen or toddler – become a more effective learner. The approach is already taking root and bearing fruit across a range of contexts: from reception classes to universities, from schools in deprived areas to elite international colleges, from workplaces to refugee camps. Although we adapt the methods we use when working with different age groups and in different settings, the underlying approach – the combination of metacognition, self-regulation and oracy – is fundamentally the same. It is still early days, but the evidence we have collected to date suggests that we might just be on to something here – and there is good reason to believe that Learning Skills will go from strength to strength in the years to come. 

			We have so much to tell you, it’s difficult to know where to begin. So, we’ll start at the beginning… our beginning, at least.

			Kate’s story

			When I began this project, I had no idea that it would prove to be so life changing. Stuart McLaughlin, the head teacher I had worked with for a few years, phoned me up and invited me to join his new school, to help him set up a Learning to Learn curriculum. I had worked on a similar initiative at our previous school for a number of years.

			When we met, Stuart explained that we would have five hours each week with the entire year 7 cohort to deliver a bespoke curriculum. What’s more, I could build my own team to design and teach it with me. I didn’t have to think for long. From that point on, all I can really remember is Stuart waving his hand and saying, ‘Just do that thing you do – and have it ready to go in September’. Or something along those lines – I was already imagining how amazing it would be and had stopped listening properly!

			We set out to create a curriculum that would help all young people, especially the vulnerable ones, feel safe, welcome, connected to one another and able to flourish as confident, effective, courageous learners. Never in my wildest dreams did I think that it would lead to all that it has, or that it would have such a profound impact – especially on me.

			James’s story

			Even now, looking back, it’s hard to believe it happened. The first I heard of it was an email from our head teacher, Stuart, to all staff: ‘Who wants to get involved in designing and teaching a year 7 Learning to Learn curriculum?’ I had recently completed a Masters in person-centred education – the best professional development I’d ever had by a country mile – and I was keen to take my teacher-research journey to the next level.

			I was looking for a topic for a PhD; I knew in a heartbeat that this was it. I wasn’t the only one to jump at the opportunity. There was a competitive selection process to decide who should be on the team. Kate had been brought in by Stuart to lead the initiative, although – in the best possible sense – she did an amazing impression of not being the boss. This was going to be owned by the team. The early team meetings were incredibly liberating, and utterly unlike anything we had experienced before. Our brief was as follows:

			
					We would have the whole of year 7 for five lessons a week, in mixed ability groups.

					The team would have the autonomy to do with this time as we saw fit.

					We had three months to pull something together.

			

			It was clear that this was a once-in-a-career opportunity to do something bold and different. But it was incredibly daunting as well. What on earth would we do with five lessons a week?

			Our story

			As it turned out, five lessons a week was just the beginning. When the first Learning Skills cohort moved into year 8, the curriculum time expanded with them. When they progressed into year 9, it expanded again. All told, the first cohort had more than four hundred lessons of Learning Skills over a three-year period. By this time, Learning Skills had essentially become a whole-school approach to teaching and learning.

			When we left Sea View for pastures new, Learning Skills continued to evolve and adapt to new and diverse contexts. Throughout the last 15 years, we have faced countless challenges, learned from some whopping great mistakes, and made some purposeful strides in the right direction. But really, we are still at the beginning of this journey, which is a life’s work at the very least. This book is an account of the story so far, and an invitation for you to get involved in the next chapter. 

			In Part I, we’ll provide a brief history of Learning to Learn, to establish the context and the tradition in which the Learning Skills curriculum is situated – and a fascinating story it is too. As we will see in Chapter 2: A brief history of Learning to Learn, the literature on Learning to Learn has grown steadily throughout the last 50 years. Internationally, an interest in Learning to Learn remains in robust health. In the UK, the practice of Learning to Learn in secondary schools reached its peak around 2010. However, for the last ten years or so, it has been in a state of steep decline. We aren’t aware of any published data on the prevalence of Learning to Learn in the UK in recent years. So, we recently conducted a poll on Twitter, which received over 1700 responses in total:

			
					For secondary teachers who were teaching in the 2000s: Did you ever work in a school where there were timetabled ‘Learning to Learn’ lessons in year 7?



64% yes, 36% no

				
	For secondary teachers teaching currently: In the school where you work, are there timetabled ‘Learning to Learn’ lessons in year 7?

			

			13% yes, 87% no

			This is a remarkable decrease – from 64% to 13% in around ten years. The results of this poll confirmed what we suspected regarding the recent collapse in taught Learning to Learn courses in the UK. In Part I, we will explore the reasons behind this collapse. In particular, we will attempt to resolve what we refer to as the ‘Learning to Learn paradox’ – the fact that the field is rooted in apparently contradictory research findings. On the one hand, we will discover that Learning to Learn provides ‘high impact for very low cost, based on extensive evidence’.6 On the other, we will find that whenever Learning to Learn initiatives have been implemented and evaluated on a large scale, the benefits tend to fall away, leading some to conclude that Learning to Learn is ‘bad education’.

			Unpacking the research, we will conclude that reports of the death of Learning to Learn have been greatly exaggerated. Looking beyond the evidence, we will round off Part I by putting Learning to Learn on trial, to examine a number of arguments for and against teaching children how, as well as what, to learn.

			We think it’s important to understand the history of Learning to Learn, because this allows us to stand on the shoulders of giants and avoid repeating the mistakes of the past. We also believe it’s important to understand the theory of Learning to Learn, because it’s only when you grasp the ‘why’ of something that you can really get to grips with the ‘what’ and the ‘how’.7 However, if you’re a time-pressed teacher and you’re thinking, this is all well and good, but what does it look like in the classroom?, you might want to turn straight to Part II.

			Often, we describe educational research using quite scientific language: research questions, data analysis, effect sizes and so on. And indeed, all that stuff features in this book. But in our experience, when you’re a teacher, you don’t feel much like a scientist. You feel like a really busy person with an endless to-do list, trying your best to do something that is at once important and mundane, elating and frustrating. So, we begin Part II with the story of Learning Skills as we experienced it as teachers – what happened, what it felt like and what we learned along the way.

			In Chapter 5: Components of a complex intervention, we set out in detail what the Learning Skills curriculum is, and how it differs from previous Learning to Learn initiatives. Primarily, this will focus on the way in which we reconceptualised Learning to Learn as a complex intervention – an intervention with several moving parts. For each moving part, we will provide a rationale for its inclusion in the programme and consider what it looks like in practice. This is by far the longest chapter, because we really want this book to be of practical use to teachers and school leaders.

			In Chapter 6: The evidence for Learning Skills, we outline the key findings from the Sea View study, which followed four cohorts of students from year 7 through to year 11 (one control cohort and three Learning Skills cohorts). In Chapter 7: The case for Learning Skills, we pull all the evidence together and explain why and how we think it works. And we round off Part II with a checklist that we hope will serve two purposes. First, implementation: to set out five simple, practical steps you can take to maximise the chance that Learning Skills will bring about the changes you want to see in your pupils, in your setting, at this particular point in time. And second, evaluation: to serve as a set of criteria for deciding which schools to include in future evaluations of the approach, should Learning Skills become as widely implemented as we hope it will.

			Finally, in the Conclusion, we will return to the ‘resident evil of fear of failure’. We will find that even though fear can be an incredibly powerful force, it is remarkably fragile when you expose it to the light. We will identify a number of antidotes to fear – practical steps we can take to overcome, minimise and dissipate the endemic fear of failure that permeates our schools – and explain how these antidotes can be enacted by implementing a Learning Skills curriculum. And we will suggest that the question of how teachers and school leaders can help young people become more confident, independent, fearless learners really boils down to our understanding of what education is for.

			This book is about a whole-school approach to teaching and learning that improves children’s ability to learn subject knowledge and pass exams, and closes the disadvantage gap – at least, it did in the Sea View study. Whether these findings can be replicated elsewhere remains to be seen. That, we hope, is where you come in, reader, and we will get to that in good time. But when we set out on this journey 15 years ago, we were not motivated by a desire to turn Ds into Cs, As into A*s or 8s into 9s.

			What gets us out of bed in the morning is the desire to help every young person find their feet, find their voice, get better at learning stuff, develop a strong sense of identity – and, in so doing, a streak of resilience – and become a more confident, independent, critically, socially and politically engaged citizen of the world. In short, we want to help every young person find their ‘on switch’. We strongly suspected that if we set out to achieve this, we would see exam results improve and the disadvantage gap close – and indeed, that’s what we did see. Exam results are important – but in this case, they weren’t the motivating factor, because there is more to human development than passing exams. At heart, the Learning Skills curriculum is rooted in a vision of education as a process of self-actualisation – helping every young person grow into themselves, become more fully themselves, and develop into the best version of themselves they can possibly be.

			One more thing before we get started. In recent years, there has been a groundswell of interest in the concept of metacognition, which is often referred to as ‘thinking about thinking’, but a better definition is ‘monitoring and controlling your thought processes’, as we will explain in Chapter 2: A brief history of Learning to Learn. One way to promote metacognition might be to create a rule that each pupil can only ask the teacher one question in a given lesson. This kind of practice helps pupils monitor their internal dialogue and realise that ‘Where shall I put the rubbish?’ might not be the best use of their question.

			We’ll explore metacognition in detail throughout this book, but we would like to make an important point at the outset. Often, we find that metacognition is discussed in quite narrow terms – as a strategy for helping a student improve their performance on a weekly spelling test, for example.8 However, when the developmental psychologist John Flavell coined the term in the 1970s, he envisaged something altogether bolder and more far-reaching:

			It is at least conceivable that the ideas currently brewing in this area could some day be parlayed into a method of teaching children (and adults) to make wise and thoughtful life decisions as well as to comprehend and learn better in formal educational settings.9

			This is very much in line with our understanding of metacognition and our vision for education – that as well as teaching children how to read, write and add up, we might also teach them in such a way that they develop into confident, proactive, independent learners – and maybe even make some ‘wise and thoughtful life decisions’ along the way. A glance at the average news bulletin suggests that we could do with a bit more wisdom and thoughtfulness on this planet of ours.

			If we are going to realise this bold vision of education as a process of self-actualisation (with improved attainment and a closing of the disadvantage gap as happy consequences), we are going to have to face, embrace and overcome our fears – teachers and students alike. The good news is that when we do so, it makes us stronger – individually and collectively. Confronting fear may be daunting, but it is also the very thing that makes us develop and grow into the best version of ourselves that we can become. This is why we are so drawn to the ‘litany against fear’ that features on the inside cover of this book, and from which the book takes its title: ‘Where the fear has gone, there will be nothing. Only I will remain’.

			Your story

			We think the ideas and practices in this book have the power and the potential to produce generations of confident, articulate, curious, effective, proactive, switched-on, courageous learners. At present, whether the positive findings from the Sea View pilot study can be replicated elsewhere remains to be seen. We strongly suspect that they can not only be replicated, but significantly improved upon. But we are still at the start of this journey, and that part of the story lies ahead of us.

			This, we hope, is where you come in, reader. Because one thing is for sure: we can’t do this alone. So, whoever you are, whatever you think of the ideas in this book, and wherever you live and work: we want to hear from you. We invite you to dive in, discuss it with your colleagues, and let us know what you think using one or more of the many available channels:

			Contact: 		rethinking-ed.org/contact

			Twitter:		twitter.com/rethinking_ed

			Instagram:		instagram.com/rethinking.education

			Facebook:		facebook.com/groups/rethinkinged 

			Mighty Networks: 	rethinking-education.mn.co 

			Fancy an adventure?
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			PART I: 

		    THE LEARNING TO LEARN PARADOX

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1: 
HIGH IMPACT FOR LOW COST, OR SNAKE OIL FOR HIPSTERS?
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			‘Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.’George Santayana (1905)10

			[image: ]

			In 2010, the UK’s newly formed coalition government announced the establishment of a new body, the Education Endowment Foundation (EEF), on a wave of uncompromising rhetoric about ‘turning around our weakest schools’ by ‘trailblazing innovative, bold and rigorous approaches to school improvement’11. The EEF’s mission statement explains that the organisation is ‘dedicated to breaking the link between family income and educational achievement. We aim to raise the achievement of [3- to 18-year-olds], particularly those facing disadvantage; develop their essential life skills; and prepare young people for the world of work and further study’.12 

			In 2011, the EEF published the Teaching and Learning Toolkit, which aims to help schools figure out how best to spend the Pupil Premium (additional government money paid directly to schools with the aim of improving outcomes for disadvantaged children). This essentially involved carrying out a wide-ranging review of the educational research literature and comparing the effect sizes of various practices in a kind of league table, ranging from the highly impactful to the highly counterproductive.13 It proved influential; by 2016, according to EEF chairman Sir Peter Lampl, ‘a staggering two-thirds of UK schools’ were using the Toolkit to inform decision-making.14 At the time of writing, this figure is likely to have staggered even higher.

			Figure 1.1. The twelve most impactful practices in the EEF Teaching and Learning Toolkit15

			[image: ]

			As we can see in Figure 1.1, perched atop this league table of educational effectiveness – which is actually quite a problematic idea because it compares apples and oranges, but let’s park that for now16 – we find ‘feedback’, which we are told provides ‘high impact for very low cost’. That sounds absolutely amazing, doesn’t it? High impact? Very low cost? What’s not to like? Well, quite a lot as it turns out. Because when you dig into the research that sits behind this headline, you find that if you implement a feedback intervention in your school, there’s around a one in three chance that you’ll be making things worse.17, 18
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			This is rather an astonishing fact, don’t you think? Remember, this is ‘feedback’, which sits at the top of the toolkit – education’s best bet, you might say. Imagine if a head teacher stood at the front of the school hall on a training day and said, ‘Good morning, colleagues. The senior team and I have consulted the research, and we’re all going to do this new thing. There’s just one thing – there is around a one in three chance that we’ll be making things worse. WHO’S WITH ME?’ They would be unlikely to garner much support for their initiative. However, this is precisely what school leaders risk when rolling out any new research-informed policy. The moral of the story is clear: when seeking to implement findings from the research literature in new and diverse contexts, we need to tread with extreme caution.

			Metacognition and self-regulation: the dynamic duo

			In second place, bobbing in feedback’s turbulent wake, we find ‘metacognition and self-regulation’. Now, before we go any further, we should probably address the fact that the phrase ‘metacognition and self-regulation’ tends to induce a range of emotions in people, not all of them positive. This is not language you often hear at the bus stop or down the pub. Who are these impactful imposters, and what do they want? Well, that’s more or less what this book is about, so let’s get cracking. 

			The EEF toolkit suggests that metacognition and self-regulation provide ‘high impact for very low cost, based on extensive evidence’, which is even more impressive than the entry for feedback, whose claims to glory are rooted merely in ‘moderate’ evidence. To get to grips with this dynamic duo, we will begin by quoting at length the toolkit entry for ‘metacognition and self-regulation’. This is not the best definition in our view – we’ll explain why in Chapter 2: A brief history of Learning to Learn – but it will serve our purposes for now:

			Metacognition and self-regulation approaches aim to help pupils think about their own learning more explicitly, often by teaching them specific strategies for planning, monitoring and evaluating their learning. Interventions are usually designed to give pupils a repertoire of strategies to choose from and the skills to select the most suitable strategy for a given learning task. 

			Self-regulated learning can be broken into three essential components:

			
					Cognition: the mental process involved in knowing, understanding, and learning;

					Metacognition: often defined as ‘learning to learn’; and

					
Motivation: willingness to engage our metacognitive and cognitive skills.19


			

			According to the EEF, then, self-regulated learning is a broad umbrella term comprising cognition (thinking), metacognition (thinking about thinking) and motivation (the desire to learn). And all of this can be further broken down into a number of processes, including knowing and understanding; planning, monitoring and evaluating learning; thinking about learning; learning how to get better at all of the above; and being willing and able to do so. So, it should be clear at the outset that we aren’t talking about something simple here. Metacognition and self-regulation are inherently multifaceted concepts that consist of, and are intertwined with, many other aspects of cognitive, social and emotional development. To put it another way: Learning to Learn is complex. 

			It is also worth mentioning that Learning to Learn is popular. Perhaps unsurprisingly, there is no shortage of people on the planet who want to get better at learning stuff. For example, an online course called Learning How to Learn has been taken by over 2 million people in around 200 countries, and was described by the New York Times as ‘the most popular course of all time’.20 

			Here, however, we encounter the first indication that there may be more to Learning to Learn than meets the eye. The creator of Learning How to Learn, Professor Barbara Oakley, recently co-authored a book of the same name,21 which was described in glowing terms by one reviewer as ‘rescuing the idea of “learning how to learn”’.22 But hang on a minute. According to the EEF, metacognition and self-regulation – widely viewed as synonymous with Learning to Learn – are among the most impactful practices teachers can use. Why on earth might something so impactful need ‘rescuing’?

			Dissenting voices

			Despite the EEF’s glowing report for metacognition and self-regulation, not everybody is equally enthusiastic about Learning to Learn. There are a number of reasons for this, which we will explore in detail in Chapter 3: Learning to Learn on trial. Here, we will briefly consider a few common objections, beginning with the fact that Learning to Learn often involves children working in groups. Here’s the EEF toolkit again:

			These strategies are usually more effective when taught in collaborative groups so that learners can support each other and make their thinking explicit through discussion.23

			The idea of children learning through collaboration and discussion may not strike you as particularly controversial, but not everybody is on board with it. Presumably, Michael Gove, the former Secretary of State for Education in England who set up the EEF, did not familiarise himself with the key recommendations of the organisation he founded, because in 2013, he said:

			All too often, we’ve seen an over-emphasis on group work – in practice, children chatting to each other – in the belief that is a more productive way to acquire knowledge than attending to an expert.24

			To be fair to Mr Gove, who would later famously declare that people have had enough of attending to experts,25 he is not alone in his dislike of group work. For example, if you type ‘group work meme’ into an image search engine, you will find plenty of evidence for the unpopularity of group work, with reference made to different types of group member, some of whom say they will help but don’t, disappear at the start and don’t reappear until the work is done, don’t know what’s going on, or end up doing 99% of the work. Others imply that while the aim of group work may be to teach communication, responsibility, collaboration and teamwork, what a person may actually learn from group work is to trust no one.

			Whenever we share such memes in our workshops, they tend to raise the laughter of recognition. But don’t you think they’re also a bit tragic? If people’s experience of working with others leaves them feeling that they can trust no one, we have a serious problem. Human beings are amazing – we made the internet out of bits of metal we found in the ground, for goodness’ sake – but it is fair to say we could do with a few pointers on how to get along with one another a bit better, as anyone who has spent more than five minutes on the internet will attest. 

			We understand why this anti-group-work feeling exists. If you get children working in groups without first teaching them how to do so successfully, it can easily go pear-shaped. As Littleton and Mercer (2013) point out, group work is a bit like the little girl in Longfellow’s poem: when it is good, it is very good indeed – and when it is bad, it is horrid.26 Happily, it’s surprisingly easy to teach children how to talk and work productively in groups. By agreeing a simple set of ground rules for how to talk together, we can transform the quality of group work. We’ll explain how to do this in Chapter 5: Components of a complex intervention. We’ll also explore some powerful arguments for ‘children chatting’, otherwise known as oracy education. 

			But the challenges of implementing ‘metacognition and self-regulation’ successfully go beyond group work. Here’s another extract from the EEF toolkit: 

			The potential impact of [metacognition and self-regulation] is high, but can be difficult to achieve in practice as they require pupils to take greater responsibility for their learning and develop their understanding of what is required to succeed.27

			Again, the notion of students taking greater responsibility for their learning might seem reasonable enough – desirable, even. However, some people – typically, those on the traditional (as opposed to the progressive) side of the aisle – are unconvinced. Children, the argument goes, are novices – they don’t know what they don’t know. It is therefore more efficient if the curriculum is designed and taught by an expert, rather than letting the children call the shots. Traditionalists often cite a study – the unfortunately named Project Follow Through – which found that Direct Instruction, a highly structured, scripted approach to teaching, was more effective than other approaches.28 Such concerns are perhaps what prompted Tom Bennett (2013) to write: ‘Learning to Learn: It isn’t even a thing. We’ve been hoaxed... the hipsters are selling snake oil on this one, whether they know it or not.’29 

			Elsewhere, we find educational researchers and commentators objecting to Learning to Learn on the basis that ‘teaching generic skills does not work’,30 or that the idea we can teach transferrable skills is a ‘myth’.31 Essentially, the argument here is that attempting to teach generic skills such as critical thinking in the absence of subject knowledge is misguided – that in order to think critically about a particular historical event, say, the most important thing is that you are knowledgeable about that period of history.32 Knowledge is foundational, and our ability to think critically emerges from a rich knowledge base. Therefore, instead of teaching generic ‘learning skills’, schools should focus primarily on teaching subject knowledge – the stuff that critical thinking is made of. This understanding of the primacy of knowledge draws on ideas from evolutionary psychology and cognitive science, and it presents a serious challenge to advocates of Learning to Learn. We will explore these arguments in detail in Chapter 3: Learning to Learn on trial.

			We also find articles by people like Professor Dennis Hayes, who has written that ‘Education is bad for you when it is about the process of “Learning to Learn”, rather than learning’.33 In their book The Dangerous Rise of Therapeutic Education, Ecclestone and Hayes (2008) suggest that an ‘interest in personalised learning and learner voice, learning to learn and assessing soft skills erodes [the] belief that young people need subject knowledge’.34 Elsewhere, Hayes has warned against the ‘damaging claim that it is important for children and young people to engage in “Learning to Learn”… What all the supposedly exciting and innovative techniques amount to is the idea that children and young people need to learn to learn before they can, er, learn’.35 

			Educational Marmite

			Hopefully you can see by now that the literature on Learning to Learn paints a rather puzzling, polarised picture. Either Learning to Learn is one of the most effective games in town, offering ‘high impact for very low cost, based on extensive evidence’ – or it’s bad education that overlooks the importance of subject knowledge; a snake oil hoax peddled by unwitting hipsters. There is not a great deal of grey in this picture.

			This unsatisfactory state of affairs – or this fascinating mess, depending on your attitude toward complexity – is the Learning to Learn paradox, and this is the overarching theme that runs through Part I of this book. Learning to Learn, it seems, is educational Marmite. Either it leads to the palace of wisdom, or it’s the road to hell. Which, of course, begs the question: which is it? Or might the truth be something more nuanced; something more interesting; something in between? 

			As with all the best stories, if you really want to understand what’s going on, you need to start at the very beginning…

			[image: ]

			Notes:

			
				
					10. Santayana, G. (1905) The Life of Reason: Reason in Common Sense. New York: Scribner's, p284.

				

				
					11. DfE (2010) New endowment fund to turn around weakest schools and raise standards for disadvantaged pupils. London, Department for Education, Press Notice 2010/0115. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-endowment-fund-to-turn-around-weakest-schools-and-raise-standards-for-disadvantaged-pupils.

				

				
					12. EEF (2018) Our mission. Available at: https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/about/history.

				

				
					13. Higgins, S., Kokotsaki, D. & Coe, R.J. (2011) Toolkit of Strategies to Improve Learning: Summary for Schools Spending the Pupil Premium. Sutton Trust. Available at: https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/evidence-summaries/teaching-learning-toolkit.

				

				
					14. ‘The EEF at 5: We’ve done a lot. There’s a lot left to do’, by EEF Chairman Sir Peter Lampl. Available at: https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/news/the-eef-at-5.

				

				
					15. https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/evidence-summaries/teaching-learning-toolkit; accessed June 20, 2020.

				

				
					16. If you’re interested, there’s a fascinating interview with Professor Adrian Simpson on The Education Research Reading Room podcast that deals with this issue comprehensively. Available at: ollielovell.com/errr/adriansimpson.

				

				
					17. Mannion, J. (2017) Evidence-informed practice: the importance of professional judgment, Impact, the Journal of the Chartered College of Teachers. Interim edition, pp. 38–40. Available at: https://impact.chartered.college/article/mannion-evidence-informed-practice-professional-judgement.

				

				
					18. Kluger, A.N. & DeNisi, A. (1996) The effects of feedback interventions on performance: A historical review, a meta-analysis, and a preliminary feedback intervention theory, Psychological Bulletin, 119(2), pp. 254–284.

				

				
					19. Education Endowment Foundation (2020) Teaching and Learning Toolkit entry for metacognition and self-regulation. Available at: https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/evidence-summaries/teaching-learning-toolkit/meta-cognition-and-self-regulation.

				

				
					20. Schwartz, J. (2017) Learning to Learn: You, too, can rewire Your brain, New York Times, 4 August. Available at: https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/04/education/edlife/learning-how-to-learn-barbara-oakley.html.

				

				
					21. Oakley, B., Sejnowski, T. & McConville, A. (2018) Learning How to Learn: How to Succeed in School Without Spending All Your Time Studying. New York, NY: Tarcher Perigee.

				

				
					22. Christodoulou, D. (2018) Book review: Learning How to Learn. Times Education Supplement, 7 September. Available at: https://www.tes.com/news/book-review-learning-how-learn. 

				

				
					23. Education Endowment Foundation (2020) Teaching and Learning Toolkit entry for metacognition and self-regulation. Available at: https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/evidence-summaries/teaching-learning-toolkit/meta-cognition-and-self-regulation.

				

				
					24. Gove, M. (2013) Speech on the white paper ‘The importance of teaching’. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/michael-gove-speaks-about-the-importance-of-teaching.

				

				
					25. Mance, H. (2016) Britain has had enough of experts, says Gove. Financial Times, 3 June. Available at: https://www.ft.com/content/3be49734-29cb-11e6-83e4-abc22d5d108c.

				

				
					26. Littleton, K. & Mercer, N. (2013) Interthinking: Putting Talk to Work. Abindgon, UK: Routledge, p. 15.

				

				
					27. Education Endowment Foundation (2020) The Teaching and Learning Toolkit. Available at: https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/evidence-summaries/teaching-learning-toolkit/meta-cognition-and-self-regulation.

				

				
					28. Engelmann, S., Becker, W.C., Carnine, D. & Gersten, R. (1988) The Direct Instruction follow through model: Design and outcomes, Education and Treatment of Children, 11(4), pp. 303–317.

				

				
					29. Bennett, T. (2013) Teacher proof: Why Research in education doesn’t always mean what it claims, and what you can do about it. London: Routledge, pp. 160–170.

				

				
					30. Tricot, A. & Sweller, J. (2014) Domain-specific knowledge and why teaching generic skills does not work, Educational Psychology Review, 26(2), pp. 265–283.

				

				
					31. Christodoulou, D. (2013) Seven Myths About Education. London: Routledge.

				

				
					32. Counsell, C. (2011) Disciplinary knowledge for all, the secondary history curriculum and history teachers’ achievement, The Curriculum Journal, 22(2), pp. 201–225.

				

				
					33. Hayes, D. (2012) Education is bad for you, Huffington Post, 3 February. Available at: https://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/dennis-hayes/education-is-bad-for-you_b_1249900.html.

				

				
					34. Ecclestone, K. & Hayes, D. (2008) The Dangerous Rise of Therapeutic Education. London: Routledge, p. 47.

				

				
					35. Hayes, D. (2005) Learning’s too good for ’em, Times Educational Supplement, 19 August. Available at: https://www.tes.com/news/learnings-too-good-em.

				

			

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2:
A BRIEF HISTORY OF LEARNING TO LEARN
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			‘Let the beginning and the end of our didactics be: seek and find the methods where the teacher teaches less, but they who sit in the desks learn more. Let schools have less rush, less antipathy and less vain effort, but more wellbeing, convenience and permanent gain.’John Amos Comenius (1632)36
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			At heart, the idea is a simple one. Learning to Learn is a field of educational theory and practice that aims to help people – children and adults alike – get better at learning stuff. The whole enterprise is based on the observation that some people are better at learning stuff than others, and on the assumption that it is possible for anyone to get better at learning stuff, given the right opportunities, instruction and guidance. Typically, such guidance involves drawing attention to the processes of learning, as well as the content (the ‘how’ as well as the ‘what’).

			The processes of learning are often implicit, tacit, unspoken; in Learning to Learn, we draw them out into the light and make them explicit, tangible – and therefore learnable. Learning to Learn also involves people taking more ownership (and therefore control) over their own learning through things like goal setting, trying out different approaches, monitoring and evaluating their progress toward those goals, and deciding on next steps. 

			[image: ]

			Learning, performance and marginal gains

			On a deeper level, Learning to Learn is rooted in an understanding of the difference between learning and performance. Consider a sprinter. They might try to improve their performance by simply doing lots of sprinting. Over time, they will likely see some small improvements in their performance, reinforcing their belief in the idea that ‘practice makes perfect’ and deepening their resolve to practise sprinting even more. However, in recent years we have discovered that if you really want to get better at something, rather than focusing on performance, it is often more effective to focus on improving the processes that underpin high performance.37, 38

			Thus, rather than simply gritting their teeth and doing more sprinting, the best athletes and coaches spend their time thinking about things like diet, sleep, their training regime, how they breathe, how they come out of the blocks, sports psychology, race tactics and so on. This is the central idea of marginal gains theory, the wisdom of which can be seen in the astonishing success of the British cycling team in recent years.39 As described by Sir David Brailsford, the team’s former Performance Director:

			The whole principle came from the idea that if you broke down everything you could think of that goes into riding a bike, and then improved it by 1%, you would get a significant increase when you put them all together… There’s fitness and conditioning, of course, but there are other things that might seem on the periphery, like sleeping in the right position, having the same pillow when you are away and training in different places. Do you really know how to clean your hands? Without leaving the bits between your fingers? If you do things like that properly, you will get ill a little bit less. They’re tiny things, but if you clump them together it makes a big difference.40

			The sprinter who tries to improve their performance by doing lots of sprinting is analogous to the student who prepares for an exam by doing lots of practice exam papers. In each case, one’s preparations should of course include practice sprints and past papers. But such things should really be seen as checkpoints along the way, rather than as a strategy for success.
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			Characteristics of successful students

			High-performing students take many forms. Occasionally, a teacher will encounter one of those infuriating individuals who barely puts pen to paper, rarely hands in their homework and routinely achieves top marks. But such individuals are rare – and even these students often find that such a laissez-faire approach doesn’t work so well at A level, by which time it’s not so easy to change your stripes.

			Over the years, we have asked many of our most successful students about how they approach learning. Typically, they describe a range of ways in which they embody the principles of metacognition and self-regulation. In particular, successful students often:

			
					have a process for identifying what they know and what they don’t, and focus on systematically filling in the gaps in their knowledge.

					make lists of short-term, achievable goals and tick them off when they’ve been met, creating a ‘virtuous cycle’ of getting things done alongside a rewarding sense of achievement and progress. 

					experiment with a range of strategies for learning and revising, so that they come to know what works for them.

					pay attention to how they feel, physically and emotionally, and act accordingly – stretching, taking short breaks, and giving themselves tasks suited to their mood.

					monitor their own progress toward medium and long-term goals, adapting their approach by trialling new strategies and behaviours as necessary. 

					are motivated to do the above:
	in the short term, by treating themselves to simple rewards in exchange for progress (e.g. ‘I’ll finish making flash cards on this topic and then I’ll have a biscuit’).

	in the medium to long term, by having a clear idea about what all this hard work is in aid of (e.g. by having clearly defined career or educational goals).





			

			Like athletes, successful students concern themselves with the micro-processes that underpin high performance; the performance takes care of itself. When you see the recipe for successful independent learning written down like this, it can seem deceptively simple. This brings us to the next of our burning questions: Are the habits of effective learners themselves learnable?￼
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			This is the question that drives the Learning to Learn movement, which is effectively an ever-growing number of people who respond to this question by asking, ‘Well, why wouldn’t they be?’ 

			This stuff is not new

			The quote (at the start of this chapter) from Comenius – the 17th century teacher and philosopher often described as the ‘father of modern education’ – suggests that the desire for ‘methods where the teacher teaches less, but they who sit in the desks learn more’ is not exactly new. 

			Nobody is saying we should do away with teachers. However, there is clearly a balance to be struck somewhere between the situation where the teacher works far harder than their pupils, who in turn expect to be spoon-fed what they need to know, when they need to know it (exhausting in practice and all too common), and an idealised, romantic vision of education based entirely on open-ended inquiry and unguided ‘discovery learning’ (appealing in theory; in practice… not without its challenges). 

			Psychologists first started paying attention to metacognition in the late 19th century, although they used slightly different language. For example, the psychologist William James wrote in 1890 that ‘a mind which has become conscious of its own cognitive function plays what we have called “the psychologist” upon itself. It not only knows the things that appear before it; it knows that it knows them.’41 

			This central insight – that people can become aware of their own cognitive processes, and that this can be a good thing – was developed throughout the early 20th century, with theorists such as James, Piaget and Vygotsky illuminating different parts of the whole.42 By the mid 20th century, people were starting to apply the idea of ‘thinking about thinking’ to education. One of the earliest explicit references to Learning to Learn in the literature is by the American educator Alice Miel (1959):

			Curriculum workers must be alert to… the points where many people or certain individuals seem to stop short of the maturity they might achieve. They must be guided… by changes in process – developments which call for new dimensions of understanding and skill and human sympathy. In short, it appears that learning more about learning is a primary, continuing responsibility of the teacher and of all other educators with more or less direct influence on the learning opportunities being offered in any one school or college. Indeed, learning about learning is a key to curriculum development.43

			Here we can see some of the themes of later thinking around Learning to Learn beginning to emerge – notably, the idea that young people can be helped to greater maturity than they otherwise might achieve, and that doing so requires a multi-pronged approach involving curriculum design, understanding, skill and sympathy. However, it is also clear that ‘learning about learning’ is seen here as a concern for teachers rather than for the students themselves.

			The shaping of the field can also be seen in the 1966 publication Learning about Learning, edited by the influential American psychologist Jerome Bruner.44 This report was pioneering in identifying the big ideas that would shape the field in the years to come, including social and emotional learning, character education and thinking and reasoning skills. 

			The literature on Learning to Learn has grown exponentially throughout the last 50 years (Figure 2.1).45 According to the Education Resources Information Center (ERIC) database, there were no articles published on Learning to Learn prior to 1967. In the period 2016–2020, which was still not complete when this analysis was carried out, there have been over 5000 articles published – and this trend does not show any sign of slowing down any time soon. In Figure 2.1, we can also see how the literature on Learning to Learn really got going in the 1970s, following foundational work into metacognition by John Flavell, Ann Brown and others.46, 47, 48 As with so many things, the Learning to Learn movement began in that remarkable, creative decade that was the midwife to Star Wars, glam rock, email – and both the authors of this book. 

			Figure 2.1. Published literature on Learning to Learn
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			Four generations of Learning to Learn 

			Looking back over the 40 or so years since the word ‘metacognition’ entered the lexicon, it is safe to say that Learning to Learn has been on a journey. There have been highs; there have been lows; and, as we will see, this journey has some distance left to run. In a really useful publication, Claxton (2006) suggested that the theory and practice of Learning to Learn can be seen as having evolved through four distinct, if overlapping, generations of theory and practice: 

			There have, over the last twenty years or so, been three generations of response, each more powerful than the last… [We] are now ready to make a step change into a Fourth-Generation approach to helping young people become better learners. Each of these generations is still with us: they overlap and linger, rather than replacing each other in a series of neat revolutions. But there are strong signs that the third generation is rapidly metamorphosing into the fourth.49

			The characteristics of Claxton’s four generations of Learning to Learn are summarised in Table 2.1. 

			Table 2.1. Four generations of Learning to Learn50
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			The first generation – where learning was viewed in terms of outcomes and ‘good teaching’ that focused on things like subject knowledge, literacy and numeracy – can be seen in the 1959 quote by Alice Miel we saw above, where ‘learning about how learning happens’ was seen primarily as a concern for teachers.

			Second generation approaches were characterised by an emphasis on study skills and a desire to help students perform better in exams. This was based on the idea that as well as learning knowledge, students can learn a range of practical strategies to help them get better at organising information, time and resources, to revise more effectively, to make the best use of their time in an exam and so on. In the second generation, then, we begin to see the emergence of meta-learning strategies – learning about how learning happens. As might be expected, some of these efforts were more effective than others. A 2006 meta-analysis conducted by Hattie et al. concluded that the extent to which study skills interventions are successful depends on the context within which they are taught and, in particular, whether the process engages metacognitive strategies such as monitoring and reviewing.51

			And so to the troublesome thirdborn. The third generation of Learning to Learn was a wave of theory and practice that took root around the turn of the millennium. It placed an emphasis on things like personalisation, ‘active learning’ and the social and emotional aspects of learning. Third generation approaches represent a marked shift from generations one and two in that teachers began to pay more attention to the needs of individual students in their classes, differentiating their practice accordingly. 

			One practice that was widespread around this time – in the UK, at least – involved administering a survey to determine whether students are predominantly visual, auditory or kinaesthetic (hands-on) learners – the so-called VAK model. Teachers were then expected to differentiate their lesson activities to cater to the preferred learning style of different groups of students. Other third generation approaches to Learning to Learn included the theory of multiple intelligences,52 emotional intelligence,53 personalised learning,54 Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning (SEAL)55 and Personal Learning and Thinking Skills (PLTS).56 As Claxton (2006)explained, a concern for students’ self-esteem became particularly prominent during this period:

			It became widely believed that children couldn’t learn (as well, or at all) if they were stressed, and so ‘good teaching’ came to include the modulation of the emotional climate of the classroom. Self-esteem, it was thought, could be undermined by the experience of failure, so a ‘good’ teacher might try to do her best to protect her students from this distress by concealing her (inevitable) judgements of (relative or absolute) failure as much as possible, and by creating gentle gradients of difficulty in the tasks she set, so that children could proceed smoothly upwards without ever getting frustrated or confused – and therefore upset.57

			This emphasis on the emotional aspects of learning has been described as a ‘therapeutic turn’ in educational policy and practice,58 and this has been the subject of heated debate among philosophers of education. Here we find essentially two camps, with some scholars expressing concern at the way in which ‘professional and popular support for these ideas... [has] become a new social and educational orthodoxy’,59 while others suggested that a concern for self-esteem is appropriate in some circumstances.60, 61, 62

			It is understandable that the therapeutic turn triggered such unease. Third generation approaches to Learning to Learn were accompanied by a proliferation of branded teaching materials, often marketed using pseudo-scientific language. The dubious practice of Brain Gym became commonplace, which saw classrooms full of children vigorously rubbing their clavicle ‘brain buttons’ so as to increase the flow of oxygenated blood to their brain. In another exercise, children were required:

			… to take a swig of water and hold it in their mouths for a few seconds until the teacher [told] them they [could] swallow… [T]he teacher, who had been sent on a Brain Gym course by the school, informed me that the water was partially absorbed through the roof of the children’s mouths and [into] the brain, improving learning.63

			With the benefit of hindsight, it is easy to mock the naïve quackery of practices such as these, and many have expressed indignation at the snake-oil opportunism of the profiteers.64 However, Claxton offers a more forgiving analysis:

			The fact that [third generation] approaches to Learning to Learn have sometimes been guilty of exaggeration or naivety does not mean that the whole project of trying to help young people become better learners is doomed: far from it. Such lapses and excesses are part of the growing pains – the adolescence, if you like – of any worthwhile educational innovation.65

			In this view, the third generation of Learning to Learn can be seen as analogous to retrospectively risible ideas from the history of science, such as the four humours, or alchemy, or the belief that consciousness was located in the heart. Looking back, it’s hard to believe that anyone took these ideas seriously, let alone the most respected thinkers of the day. But they did, and they did so in good faith. So perhaps third-generation approaches to Learning to Learn were a necessary, painful stage of development that we just kind of had to work through – an adolescent haircut that seemed like a good idea at the time, but which is best not repeated. But it is certainly true that many third-generation practices fell short of the hype that trumpeted their arrival. In particular, the practice of learning styles – the idea that you can reliably diagnose a person’s innate learning preferences and then use this information to prescribe certain educational activities – has now been widely discredited.66, 67

			If third-generation approaches were concerned with the ‘how’ of teaching, Claxton describes the fourth generation of Learning to Learn as being increasingly focused on the ‘how’ of learning:

			In fourth-generation approaches… transparency and student participation are becoming more common. Instead of simply dishing out good advice to students as consumers, classrooms are becoming places of day-by-day knowledge generation about learning, with students being involved, in all kinds of ways, in discovering for themselves, both individually and collectively, what the ingredients of ‘good learning’ are, and how best they can help themselves develop.68

			As might be expected, the Learning to Learn field has continued to develop since Claxton published Learning to Learn: The Fourth Generation in 2006. Claxton’s 2018 book The Learning Power Approach is ‘an attempt to synthesise and synergise a variety of approaches that are already well developed and increasingly well evidenced’.69 Here, Claxton helpfully assembles a ‘nuclear family’ of approaches from around the world that exemplify best practice in the field, including:

			
					Project Zero (USA).70 This spawned a number of related initiatives, including:




	Intellectual Character/Visible Thinking71, 72


	Studio Thinking73


	Expeditionary Learning74, 75


					The Habits of Mind (USA)76


					Chris Watkins’ ‘elegant work on the powerful effect of getting students to tell their own stories of learning, and the implications of narrative approaches for the development of the learner-centred classroom’,77 which doesn’t have a snappy title (UK)78


					Cognitive Acceleration in Science and Maths Education (CASE/CAME) (UK)79


					Project for the Enhancement of Effective Learning (PEEL) (Australia)80


					The Hundred Languages of Children (Italy)81


					The Round Square Schools network (an international chain of schools in over 50 countries)82


					The International Baccalaureate Learner Profile (international, obviously, but based in Switzerland)83


			

			Drawing together insights from decades of theory and practice around the world, Claxton presents a powerful case that character traits and dispositions – the non-cognitive motivations, habits of mind and dispositions that drive the learning process – are absolutely teachable and learnable:

			Schools should be preparing kids to flourish in a complicated and demanding world. Just trying to squeeze better test scores out of them is not enough. We know that, in the long run, character counts for more than examination results. To prosper – to live good lives – today’s students will need curiosity, determination, concentration, imagination, camaraderie, thoughtfulness and self-discipline as well as literacy, numeracy, general knowledge, and the best possible grades. These attributes contribute hugely to people’s success and fulfilment in life. And we also know that they are capable of being intentionally developed – or unintentionally stifled. The desire to cultivate them has to be at the heart of every school’s endeavour.84 

			Claxton suggests that the question of how to develop these character traits is cultural rather than curricular: 

			Such dispositions cannot be ‘taught’ directly. Of course they can be made explicit and talked about, and that helps, but merely understanding the concept of ‘resilience’, say, and even being able to write an A-grade essay about it, does not by itself make you any more resilient. Character is a constellation of habits, and habits are tendencies that are built up over time. If you regularly find yourself in a culture – a family, for example – where the people you look up to continually model, value and expect politeness, honesty or curiosity, you are likely to grow towards those qualities, as a plant grows toward the sun. Such habits begin to become part of your natural way of being.85 

			As we look back over the last 40 or so years, we can see that Learning to Learn is a dynamic field of theory and practice that is continually evolving and adapting, experimenting with new ideas and keeping some while discarding others. The field is now in a state of far greater maturity than it was even 15 years ago, and there is good reason to believe that this process of maturation will continue into the future. Later in this chapter, we will examine the evidence base relating to the practice of Learning to Learn in schools, and in Part II we will explain why we think the Learning Skills approach advances the field in several important ways – in terms of theory and practice, and in terms of adding to that evidence base. 

			Before we go any further, however, we need to grasp the nettle of definitions.

			Metacognition, self-regulation and self-regulated learning: what’s the difference?86

			As we mentioned in Chapter 1: High impact for low cost, or snake oil for hipsters?, there has been considerable interest in metacognition and self-regulation since the EEF declared in 2011 that these practices provide ‘high impact for very low cost, based on extensive evidence’.87 However, teachers are not always clear about what ‘metacognition and self-regulation’ means, or what it looks like in the classroom. This is not surprising, because educational researchers aren’t always clear about what it means, either.

			Dinsmore et al. (2008) reviewed over 250 studies in an attempt to determine the ‘core meaning of metacognition, self-regulation and self-regulated learning, as well as where these constructs converge and diverge’.88 This review found that only 49% of the studies provided explicit definitions, and that where this did happen, there was considerable overlap between the three constructs. As Schunk (2008) lamented:

			These definitions have become diluted to the point where today we ask such questions as: Is metacognition part of self-regulation? Is self-regulated learning part of self-regulation? Is self-regulation more environmentally sensitive than metacognition, which is more of a personal factor?89

			In 2018, the EEF published a guidance document entitled Metacognition and Self-regulated Learning, in an attempt to simplify this complex field for busy teachers.90 The guidance outlines seven key recommendations for schools; these are great, and we would urge all teachers and school leaders to read, digest and implement them forthwith.

			However – and bear with us if this seems pedantic, but we really do think it’s important – there are a number of problems with the way in which the EEF defines its terms. If we are going to get to grips with how to teach children to become confident, independent learners, we need to understand the theory (the ‘why’) as well as the practice (the ‘what’). In this way, teachers can adapt their practice from first principles rather than taking recommendations off the shelf without a clear understanding of the underlying concepts.

			As we saw in Chapter 1, the EEF defines self-regulated learning as a broad umbrella concept comprising three components – cognition, metacognition and motivation (Figure 2.2). The EEF defines these terms as follows:

			Cognition is the mental process involved in knowing, understanding, and learning… Metacognition is about the ways learners monitor and purposefully direct their learning… Motivation is about our willingness to engage our metacognitive and cognitive skills and apply them to learning.91

			Figure 2.2. The EEF model of self-regulation/self-regulated learning92
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			However, we believe there are three fairly significant problems with the EEF’s definition. First, as we will see, this is not how metacognition and self-regulation are usually defined in the research literature. This definition therefore introduces confusion into an already complex arena.93

			Second, the EEF model is primarily concerned with cognition, and overlooks the self-regulation of emotions and behaviours. As we will argue in Chapter 5: Components of a complex intervention, developing the ability to monitor and control our feelings (physical and emotional) – and therefore our behaviours – is really the bedrock of self-regulated learning. This goes way beyond motivation, important though motivation undoubtedly is.

			And third, the EEF uses the terms self-regulation and self-regulated learning interchangeably. In the guidance document, there are 42 references to self-regulated learning and 19 references to self-regulation, and no attempt is made to differentiate between the two. This is a problem, because understanding how these concepts help define one another is actually quite illuminating. As Alexander (2008) put it: ‘How better to comprehend the nature of metacognition… than to ponder its associations with self-regulation or self-regulated learning?’94

			How indeed? Let’s consider each in turn.

			Metacognition

			As we mentioned in the Introduction, metacognition is often referred to simply as ‘thinking about thinking’, which often prompts hilarious gags about ‘thinking about thinking about thinking’.95 However, when John Flavell devised the word in 1976, he defined it as a complex, dynamic process that goes beyond merely ‘thinking about thinking’.To be precise, Flavell defined metacognition as ‘the active monitoring and consequent regulation and orchestration of [thought] processes… usually in the service of some concrete goal or objective’.96 In 1979, Flavell developed his thinking further in a short paper called ‘Metacognition and cognitive monitoring’, which remains the best model we have (Figure 2.3).97

			Figure 2.3. Flavell’s model of metacognition and cognitive modelling
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			To break this down: Flavell, a developmental psychologist, suggested that we learn to control our thinking by monitoring what we know about people (self and others), tasks and strategies. He proposed that this metacognitive knowledge grows through experience, setting goals and identifying and using strategies to achieve these goals. All of these components interact with one another, and through these interactions we develop metacognitive skills and further our knowledge, improving our ability to independently achieve our goals in the future. 

			You can see why the EEF wanted to simplify things: Flavell’s model has great explanatory power, but it is too complex to be easily called to mind in the context of a busy classroom. However, metacognition can be simplified without distorting the message too badly. For example, Chris Watkins – a giant of the Learning to Learn movement98 – defined metacognition succinctly as ‘awareness of thinking processes, and “executive control” of such processes’.99 Here, we propose an even simpler definition:
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