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Why Dispositions?
We don’t teach the most important skills: persistence,
self-control, curiosity, conscientiousness, grit and
self-confidence.
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—Paul Tough (2012)
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e need to prepare our students for both the present and a
vastly different future than what exists today. With better
health care, it is very likely that today’s kindergartners will be
living well into the 22nd century. There is a confluence of
thought and research suggesting that our inventions and innovations are continuously changing our world. Numerous international authoritative futurists, neuroscientists, educators, and
sociologists make reference to the need for problem solving, creating, innovating, and communicating to sustain the democratic
society in which we live. Although these authors use different
terms, they share much in common: The needs they list are dispositions that are necessary to lend oneself to learning. In the
absence of these dispositions, students are not able to become
the productive, innovative problem solvers for our economy and
for our democracy. If this is the case, then how are we developing
curriculum, designing instruction, and gathering assessment
data about students acquiring these dispositions? In this chapter,
we make the case for dispositional learning as essential for citizens of the future.

6
CO2427 • 9781760012427 • © 2014 Hawker Brownlow Education

30 DISPOSITIONS

FROM NAMING TO ACTION

n

Each of the lists that has been generated by the many authors
reviewed previously has named the dispositions believed to be
important for the 21st-century learner. We recommend that educators consider a three-step process for deciding which of those
dispositions they will incorporate into their school cultures—
identifying and naming the dispositions, giving them meaning by
defining them as actions, and establishing indicators for measuring growth.
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Identifying the Dispositions
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Ask the questions that we have asked so many people around
the world: “What is it about your students that makes you think
they need to learn how to think? What do you see them doing,
hear them saying, and what are they feeling? And how would you
like them to be?”
Once you have generated the list of descriptors for how you
would like them to be, analyze the list of dispositions you would
like them to consider. You should review the lists and synthesize
them into one list for you and your school staff, eliminating duplication. As you analyze, correlate the descriptors generated with
the names of dispositions from lists reviewed above. Finally, decide
what are the most important dispositions that you would like to
focus on for your school.

Defining Dispositions as Actions
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Once you have made a decision, there is a need to move from
naming to action. The essential question is, “How do you make
the disposition come alive in the minds of students?” Once you’ve
named them, the question is how to give them meaning, build
capacities, sensitize students to situations, give them strategies,
help them see the value, build commitment to improvement, and
move to action that circles back to assessment.
Defining the disposition as actions creates a more vivid picture
inside the mind of the learners as to what they will be doing, saying, or feeling if they are performing the disposition. It is more
likely that we can agree on actions than on definitions.
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Figure 3.1 Listening With Understanding and Empathy

Courtesy, Palm Beach Academy, Palm Beach, Florida
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Which dispositions do your students need?
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The major source of important dispositions for your students
is to observe them as they work in groups, as they confront rigorous problems, as they respond to conflicts, and as they make
decisions. In Chapter 2 challenging questions were posed. To
decide on which dispositions your students need, we invite you
to respond again: “What is it about your students that makes you
think they need to learn how to think?” “What do you see them
doing, hear them saying, and feeling?” “And how would you like
them to be?”
Disposition They Might Need

Giving up easily without trying

Perseverance

Blurting out answers, start a task
without knowing what to do

Managing their impulsivity

Lacking curiosity

Questioning
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Finding wonderment and awe
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Responding with apathy,
(“Who cares”) (“It’s boring”)
Being disrespectful of others
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We Observe Our Students

Listening with understanding and
empathy
Drawing on prior knowledge and
applying it to new situations

Afraid to try

Being adventuresome, risk taking
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Unable to apply what they have
learned

Creating imagining and innovating

Being satisfied with sloppy, mediocre
work

Striving for craftsmanship
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Believing that they lack creativity

Using vague, imprecise language,
“Ya’ know,” “er,” “stuff,” “things”

Using clear and precise language

Unaware of their own thought
processes

Metacognition: Thinking about
their thinking

While this list is not complete, the intent here is to start with
your students. Which dispositions do they need?
With the dispositions in mind as a filter, you will soon focus on
individual students as well as groups:
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LISTENING TO AND EMPATHIZING
WITH OTHERS
Listening is the beginning of understanding.
Wisdom is the reward for a lifetime of listening.
Let the wise listen and add to their learning and let the discerning get guidance.
—Proverbs 1:5
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Highly effective people spend an inordinate amount of time and
energy listening. Some psychologists believe that the ability to listen to another person, to empathize with, and to understand their
point of view is one of the highest forms of intelligent behavior.
Being able to paraphrase another person’s ideas, detecting indicators (cues) of their feelings or emotional states in their oral and
body language (empathy), accurately expressing another person’s
concepts, emotions, and problems—all are indications of listening
behavior (Piaget called it “overcoming ego-centrism”). They are
able to see through the diverse perspectives of others. They gently
attend to another person, demonstrating their understanding of
and empathy for an idea or feeling by paraphrasing it accurately,
building upon it, clarifying it, or giving an example of it.
To listen fully means to pay close attention to what is being
said beneath the words. You listen not only to the “music,” but
also to the essence of the person speaking. You listen not only for
what someone knows, but also for what one is trying to represent.
Ears operate at the speed of sound, which is far slower than the
speed of light the eyes take in. Generative listening is the art of
developing deeper silences in yourself, so you can slow your
mind’s hearing to your ears’ natural speed, and hear beneath the
words to their meaning.

Listening, Empathizing, and the Brain
Cells in your brain allow you to read another person’s mind.
Humans not only have the ability to judge the intentions and feelings of others, they often know what another person is thinking.
This ability is called empathy. Empathy is both a cognitive process
(the ability to understand another’s emotional state) and an affective
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Figure 7.1 Spirals of Continuous Learning
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USING THE POWER OF TECHNOLOGY
AND SOCIAL NETWORKS
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As existing knowledge becomes increasingly more accessible
through the available technologies, there needs to be a shift
toward paying more attention to the construction of meaning. We
now realize that the input of factual information at Bloom’s taxonomical (1956) levels of knowledge and comprehension are
accessed more and more through technologies and less and less
from textbooks and lectures. However, giving the new knowledge
meaning requires building the dispositions so that students are
giving meaning by asking questions such as the following:
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x How do I know whether this is a credible source?
x Whose perspective is represented here? Is there another
perspective I should be pursuing?
x How does my interaction with my peers influence the way I
am thinking?
x Where have I learned something about this before and
how does that help me to understand the meaning of this
work?
x How might I create a graphic representation of this work to
enhance its meaning?
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Questions such as these lead students to dig more deeply into
the learning. And can lead to assessment tasks that push the
students to take their insights to another level and construct new
knowledge through performances such as writing a play, creating
a film, or building a robot. Uses of technologies offer endless
possibilities for high-level performances.
Social networks increase the possibility of students sharing
their work with others around the world and opens opportunities
for feedback. The use of online protocols (McDonald, Zydney,
Dichter, & McDonald, 2012) helps to build in the dispositions as
students become online critical friends to each others’ work.
Through the discipline of a protocol, they learn to question
thoughtfully, to listen carefully to understand the intention of the
person whose work they are reviewing, and to make certain that
the work is striving for accuracy and that it has taken multiple
perspectives into account. In other words we are encouraging
students to share their strategies for developing problem-solving
dispositions.
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Is it beautiful? How might it unite and not divide? Habits of the
heart receive equal valence to guide thinking dispositions. One
such list follows.
We acknowledge and appreciate the thought-full contribution
of Angela White, Executive Director of the Middle Years Schooling
Association, and Andrew Lines of Habits of Heart Inc., Brisbane,
Australia, for giving their permission to publish this list.

HABITS OF THE HEART
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(Copyright: Lines, A., & White, A., 2013, personal correspondence)
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Compassion
An understanding and empathy for the suffering
of others.
I am living compassionately when I care for all others
with empathy and understanding.
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Love
An intense feeling of deep affection.
I am living with love when I consider what is best for
others and me in my actions and words.
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Forgiveness
A conscious, deliberate decision to release feelings of
resentment or vengeance toward a person or group
who has harmed you, regardless of whether they
actually deserve your forgiveness.
I am living with forgiveness when I let go of the past/
release anger and resentment.
Trust
Firm belief in the reliability, truth, ability, or
strength of someone or something.
I am living with trust when I have faith in those
around me.
Acceptance
A person’s assent to the reality of a situation, recognizing a process or condition (often a negative
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