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around people who love to debate 
round the dinner table they will imbibe 
the habits, rules and pleasures of 
debating. If they watch adults being 
experimental, inquisitive and tenacious 
in their learning these habits will rub 
off too. If their role models have no 
time for ideas, or become angry the 
minute their efforts are frustrated, 
that too is what they will learn. 

So we must be careful to be at our 
learning best around young children, 
especially if they like or admire us, for 
their ‘heroes’ are the people whose 
habits they will find most contagious. 
Capitalising on this rubbing-off of 
learning habits gives us a powerful 
way of influencing children’s 
development — for good or ill.

It is not just us: learning heroes (and 
heroines) come in all shapes and sizes. 
Celebrities like David Beckham can 
be heroes not just because they are 

We are built to learn by imitation. 
Evolution has equipped us with brains 
that are designed from the moment of 
birth to do what people around us are 
doing. When a baby sees you make a 
fist or a smile the neurons in her brain 
make her ready to do the same thing. 

It’s through this kind of unconscious 
osmosis that children learn the habits 
of language and culture into which 
they have been born. Without any 
instruction from us, their brains start 
moulding themselves to the social 
world around them. They pick up the 
speech sounds and accents they hear 
and the emotional reactions they see 
being modelled. By watching us they 
learn to be frightened of what we 
are frightened of, to ignore what we 
ignore, to find funny what we laugh at. 

And in just the same way they learn to 
learn in the way their parents, carers 
and teachers learn. If they grow up 

handsome and successful but because 
they overcome set-backs and put in 
the hard hours of practice. Characters 
like Gandalf, or even Tinky-Winky, 
can impress with their tenacity or 
thoughtfulness. A child’s grandmother 
can be a source of inspiration through 
her ability to invite calm discussion 
of a vexed issue in a stressed family. 
Children can be helped to see admirable 
characteristics in their playmates. And 
most importantly of all, every child 
can be their own Learning Hero, as 
they feed off the memories of their 
own resilience and resourcefulness.

This book shows how primary schools 
are capitalising on children’s powers 
of imitation, to help them build strong 
foundations for their own learning 
lives. I hope you will find much to 
admire and to imitate in these pages.

Guy Claxton

FOREWORD

Professor Guy Claxton is programme consultant, and chief inspiration, for TLO’s Building Learning Power programme
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A Practical Framework
Over the last five years or so, schools 
across the UK have been introduced 
to an approach to learning-to-
learrn known as Building Learning 
Power. Many schools are now putting 
that approach into practice. This 
eminently practical framework of 
learning dispositions and capacities 
(see opposite) was researched and 
put together by Professor Guy 
Claxton. It offers teachers a 
real opportunity to help all their 
students to become confident, 
capable, creative lifelong learners.

A Good Learner
The Learning Power framework 
provides a clear picture of what 
it takes to be a good learner. The 
purpose of the approach is to 
grow students’ learning character 
and habits. In so doing, Building 
Learning Power (BLP) develops 

the appetite and ability to learn 
in different ways, and shifts the 
responsibility for learning to learn 
from the teacher to the learner.

A Transforming Culture
Making learning power work often 
involves transforming the culture 
of the classroom and the climate 
of the school. A common language 
for learning is adopted across the 
whole school; staff model learning 
themselves by sharing their own 
difficulties, frustrations and 
triumphs in learning; students come 
to understand themselves as growing 
learners and consciously improve 
their learning habits; teachers assume 
the role of learning-power coach, 
offering students interesting, real 
and challenging activities to enable 
them to create their own knowledge 
and stretch their learning habits.

A Creative Approach
The BLP approach does not aim to 
provide teachers with neat boxes 
of resources that can be assembled 
into set lessons. Headteachers and 
staff are encouraged to work 
creatively with the principles and 
examples of practice in order 
to grow and personalise the 
approach for their own students.

The following pages reveal creative 
and practical examples of some 
ways in which four schools have 
done this: growing and stimulating 
students’ understanding of learning, 
stimulating enthusiasm for learning, 
transforming teaching, and building 
students’ lifelong learning habits.

Be ready to be inspired!

WHAT IS BLP?

BUILDING LEARNING POWER
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Emotional 
Engagement

Resilience

Feeling, 
Attending

Absorption
Being able to lose yourself 
in learning — becoming 
absorbed in what you are 
doing; rapt and attentive, 
in a state of ‘flow’.

Managing Distractions
Recognising and reducing 
distractions; knowing 
when to walk away 
and refresh yourself. 
Creating your own best 
environment for learning.

Noticing
Perceiving subtle 
nuances, patterns and 
details in experience.

Perseverance
Keeping going on in 
the face of difficulties, 
channelling the energy of 
frustration productively. 
Knowing what a slow 
and uncertain process 
learning often is.

Cognitive Range

Resourcefulness

Thinking

Questioning
Asking questions of yourself 
and others. Being curious and 
playful with ideas — delving 
beneath the surface of things.

Making Links
Seeing connections between 
disparate events and 
experiences — building 
patterns — weaving a 
web of understanding.

Imagining
Using your imagination and 
intuition to put yourself 
through new experiences 
or to explore possibilities. 
Wondering What if ...?

Reasoning
Calling up your logical 
and rational skills to work 
things out methodically and 
rigorously; constructing good 
arguments, and spotting 
the flaws in others’.

Capitalising
Drawing on the full range 
of resources from the wider 
world — other people, books, 
the Internet, past experience, 
future opportunities ...

Interpersonal 
Involvement

Reciprocity

Relating

Interdependence
Knowing when it’s 
appropriate to learn on 
your own or with others, 
and being able to stand 
your ground in debate.

Collaboration
Knowing how to manage 
yourself in the give and take 
of a collaborative venture, 
respecting and recognising 
other viewpoints; adding 
to and drawing from the 
strength of teams.

Empathy and Listening
Contributing to others’ 
experiences by listening 
to them to understand 
what they are really 
saying, and putting 
yourself in their shoes.

Imitation
Constructively adopting 
methods, habits or 
values from other people 
whom you observe.

Strategic Responsibility

Reflectiveness

Managing

Planning
Thinking about where you 
are going, the action you 
are going to take, the time 
and resources you will 
need, and the obstacles 
you may encounter.

Revising
Being flexible, changing 
your plans in the light of 
different circumstances, 
monitoring and reviewing 
how things are going and 
seeing new opportunities.

Distilling
Looking at what is being 
learned — pulling out 
the essential features — 
carrying them forward to 
aid further learning; being 
your own learning coach.

Meta-learning
Knowing yourself as a 
learner — how you learn 
best; how to talk about 
the learning process.

The Learning Power Framework

The Learning Power Dispositions

The Learning Power capacities
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Raegan Delaney Leanne day

I began my teaching career in Liverpool 
where I taught for eleven years, spending 
eight years as Deputy Headteacher at St. 
John’s C of E Primary School in Sefton. In 
2005 I joined Kent’s Advisory Service as 
a centrally based Advanced Skills Teacher. 
In this role I worked in partnership with 
teachers to develop creative approaches 
to teaching and learning; a major part of 
this being the implementation of Building 
Learning Power. I supported teachers, 
through modelling and coaching, in 
actively developing BLP in their classrooms. 
I went on to lead on the development 
of BLP, providing support to Advisory 
Service Teams, School Leadership Teams 
and teachers through the development 
of county-wide learning networks 
and a series of county conferences. 

For me BLP has brought a new dimension 
to teaching and learning. Making 
learning to learn really explicit seems 
so obvious now and something I really 
couldn’t teach without. BLP enables 
children to find ways for themselves, it 
gives them confidence to have a go and 
increases independence. Seeing children 
take great strides in their learning and 
being able to explain clearly how they 
got there is extremely rewarding.

I have been involved in primary education 
for twenty-two years in this country 
and overseas as a teacher, a school 
leader, a consultant partner and most 
recently a SIP. I am passionate about 
children’s learning and committed 
to sharing this with children, other 
teachers and school leaders. 

I have been head teacher of Nayland 
County Primary School since September 
1999. Nayland was a good school when 
I was appointed and the challenge of 
taking an already successful school to 
new heights has been a delicate process. 
A cultural change that embraces risk-
taking for teachers as well as pupils has 
been a key feature of improvement. In 
September 2005 OFSTED considered 
Nayland an outstanding school, describing 
leadership as ‘outstanding … outward 
looking and eager to get involved with 
any new initiatives that have something 
important to offer the pupils.’ 

‘Building Learning Power’ has offered 
all of our children the opportunity to 
take charge of their own learning and 
to have fun developing the skills that 
will keep them learning for life. The 
balance between the ‘what’ and the 
‘how’ of learning has enabled every 
child, regardless of age or abilities, to 
feel empowered and grow in confidence, 
motivation, self-esteem and power!

Raegan has contributed 
numerous examples of practice 

from her own school.

Leanne has contributed 
a range of examples of 

practice from schools she 

has worked with in Kent.

Maryl Chambers
Maryl Chambers has spearheaded the 
development of TLO Limited’s Building 
Learning Power programme, helping bring 
Guy Claxton’s ground-breaking work 
to schools and teachers. Maryl is one 
of the founders of TLO, where she has 
applied her wide experience of designing 
learning-focused training to creating and 
developing the innovative programmes for 
which the company is renowned. She is 
co-author of many of TLO’s publications.

About the authors
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Transforming Learning

Learning Hero Headteachers

• Nayland Primary School, Suffolk

• Christ Church C of E 
Primary School, Folkestone

Learning Hero Teachers

• Year 6 Teacher,
Christ Church C of E Primary School

• Year 6 Teacher,
Christ Church C of E Primary School

• Reception Teacher, 
Nayland Primary School

Pupils as Learning Heroes

• Year 2 Pupil,
Bures Primary School

• Year 4 Pupil,
Nayland Primary School

• Year 6 Pupil,
Christ Church C of E Primary School

• Year 6 Pupil,
Christ Church C of E Primary School

Learning Power Heroes

• Imaginary Learning Heroes

• Famous Learning Heroes

• Family Learning Heroes

• Pupils as Learning Heroes

Celebrating Learning

• Learning-Power Assemblies 
and Star Books

• Boaster Posters and
Other Celebration Ideas

Finding out about 

learning power

• Exploring Perseverance

• Using Interactive Learning Walls

• Learning-Power Tools

• Using Learning-Power Scrapbooks

A learning power 

Culture

• A Miscellany of Ideas

Learning Heroes 

in literacy

• Improving Story Writing

• Using Fables, Myths and Comics

Learning Heroes 

in maths

• An Outdoor Maths Challenge

Learning Heroes 

in Science

• Scientist Motivators

• Detective Science

• Murder Mystery Science

• Visiting Scientists

• Imaginary Experiments

Learning Heroes ACROSS 

the Curriculum

• A Cross-Curricular Project

• A Miscellany of Ideas

Contents

Section:1 
Creating A
Learning Culture

Section:2
Learning heroes
in the curriculum

Section:3
Learning heroes 
who transform 
learning
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Learning Power Heroes
• Imaginary Learning Heroes

• Famous Learning Heroes

• Family Learning Heroes

• Pupils as Learning Heroes

Celebrating Learning
• Learning-Power Assemblies and Star Books

• Boaster Posters and Other Celebration Ideas

Finding out about learning power
• Exploring Perseverance

• Using Interactive Learning Walls

• Learning-Power Tools

• Using Learning-Power Scrapbooks

A learning power Culture
• A Miscellany of Ideas1© H
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Creating a
learning Culture
In this section we meet the schools and hear about 
how they have used the idea of Learning Heroes to 
create a powerful learning culture in the school.

Firstly, we see how younger children have been introduced 
to their learning powers through the use of puppets, 
and how these imaginary learning heroes have influenced 
and enhanced pupils’ engagement with learning.

Then there are examples of how schools have used famous 
people as learning heroes to good effect, and how children 
have been encouraged to see themselves as learning heroes.

Later examples show how a school celebrates learning-to-
learn behaviours in assemblies and star books, and how, 
over time, such celebrations have moved in emphasis: from 
celebrating outcomes to celebrating learning behaviours.

We learn too about how schools are making 
good use of learning walls, scrapbooks and ‘split 
page’ books to help children reflect on and 
better understand themselves as learners.

And finally we are treated to lots of little ideas that have 
helped schools grow their learning-powered culture.
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Milan Reflective

Milan is a real planner. Before 
starting a task he thinks 
carefully about what he needs 
to learn, any obstacles that 
may get in his way and what 
he needs to be successful. He 
is a flexible learner who asks 
himself questions about how 
well things are going, and he 
isn’t afraid to change his plan 
when necessary. Milan can 
look back on his learning, tell 
everyone how he learned, and 
pick out the most important 
parts to use again. He watches 
other children carefully and 
helps them to be reflective too.

Billy Resilient

Billy is not interested in an easy 
ride because he knows that 
this will not move his learning 
on. He likes to be challenged 
and is ‘up for anything!’ That 
doesn’t mean that he is a 
brain box; he just sticks at his 
learning and tries a range of 
methods until he gets there. 
Sometimes he takes a break 
and comes back to a task later 
when his brain has had a rest. 
Billy can get absolutely lost in 
his learning and even his best 
buddy, the class clown, can’t 
distract him because he has 
learned to block out things 
that could sidetrack him from 
his goal. He also has eagle 
eyes and notices everything!

Sylvie 

Resourceful

Sylvie can’t stop herself from 
asking questions. She wonders 
about everything so much 
that she’s had to learn how 
to find answers from a wide 
range of sources. She loves to 
‘Google,’ an encyclopaedia is 
a treasure to her, she watches 
TV to store up information 
and if she cannot find out for 
herself she is confident enough 
to ask others. She even asks 
her granny by text! Sylvie likes 
to imagine what the outcome 
might look like when she starts 
something so that she knows 
what she is working towards! 
She can take a step-by-step 
approach to learning, and 
link what she has learned 
before to new learning.

Polly Reciprocity

Polly loves to learn with other 
people. She encourages 
everyone in her group to take 
on a role and get involved, but 
she can also see when it would 
be best to learn on her own. 
Polly likes to watch and listen 
to others and imitate their 
successes. But she isn’t sneaky 
about it, she will congratulate 
her friends on their great 
ideas and ask if she can use 
them to help her. She can put 
herself in someone else’s shoes 
and tries to feel how they 
feel, so her classmates love 
to work together with her.

imaginary learning heroes

learning power heroes

© H
aw

ke
r B

ro
wnlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



1010/11

© 2012 Hawker Brownlow Education • 9781743300015 • HB0015

Using Imaginary Learning Heroes
to Introduce Learning Behaviours to Young Children

Where we started
With our younger learners we wanted 
to find a way of referring to learning 
capacities that was more than a flat 
wall display: something that was fairly 
permanent, but could be moved; 
something that was interactive and that 
caught the children’s interest. We found 
some discarded puppets, two boys and 
two girls — just what we needed!

What WE DID
We introduced Polly Reciprocity, Milan 
Reflective, Sylvie Resourceful and Billy 
Resilient one at a time to the children 
and talked about the kinds of learning 
powers they each had. Teachers used 
the puppets to ask questions and make 
suggestions at the start of a learning 
activity, or comment on the children’s 
learning and nudge them along. 

The puppets have little bags containing 
suggestions and comments and 
stickers to give to the children when 
congratulating them. For example, 
Sylvie might give a ‘Sylvie’s Hero’ 
sticker for asking great questions.

HOW it DEVELOPED
The puppets were invited into assembly, 
and we were surprised by how much 
the older children identified with the 
puppets’ learning powers. The older 
children asked for posters to remind them 
of the four characters and they talked 
about their own learning behaviours 
in terms of how they were like Polly, 
Milan, Sylvie and Billy. Later they wrote 
stories about the characters and made 
animations for the younger children.

IMPACT ON

THE CHILDREN
Having an imaginary learning hero 
character to whom they could relate 
learning capacities helped the children to 
‘see’ what these behaviours looked like. 
Thus Polly showed them how to be a good 
listener and how to look at something 
from another person’s point of view.

The characters helped the children 
in a friendly way, rather like a 
super-peer role model: e.g. Billy 
encouraging a Nursery age boy not 
to give up on a rather tricky puzzle.

Nursery and Reception children now 
go and find the relevant puppet 
and tell them about their learning 
using amazing language! 

We didn’t expect the older children 
to take to the puppet characters; 
but they found the whole thing 
amusing and it has caused them to 
talk to the younger children about 
their learning and be supportive.

Over to you
•  How might you use or adapt 

this idea for your own class?

•  Do you have some old 
puppets lurking at the 
back of a cupboard?

•  What sort of imaginary 
characters would your 
children take to?

•  Which well-known imaginary 
characters act in these 
ways and would fit the bill?

•  How would you introduce 
these characters to 
your children?

•  Would you use the same 
characters in every class?

•  Could older children 
suggest and vote for 
imaginary characters 
that would become the 
class’s learning heroes?

Nayland Primary School
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