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Section One
Learning to learn for life

If, during our school years, we could not merely learn a specific content but could also

learn how the process of learning itself works and can be improved, then we would be

better equipped for all later learning.

Professor David Hargreaves (2004)

We live in an uncertain world where we do not know what we will need to learn in the future.

Technological advances are rapid. The internet gives us ready access to a mass of undifferentiated

information, so everyone needs to be able to select, evaluate and process information and to

discard what is not needed or helpful. Today, people are less likely to stay in the same job for

life. They may change jobs within an industry or move between industries and sectors. Even if

they do stay in the same organization, jobs and roles can change dramatically during a working

life. Changes in the economy and in technology have meant that the types of jobs that people are

doing have changed. Britain is no longer predominantly a manufacturing economy but

increasingly a service and knowledge-based economy. In the past, a large number of jobs did not

require basic literacy skills, while today the vast majority involve intermediate or advanced level

skills and the Director-General of the CBI, Digby Jones, predicts that in a few years’ time anyone

who is without a skill will be without a job. 

Since we do not know what people will need to learn in the future, it makes sense to develop

confident, successful lifelong learners who are ready to learn anything, able to cope with

uncertainty and skilled at managing and processing knowledge. Many people talk of lifelong

learning as what happens to some of us after we leave compulsory education at the age of 16. In

fact, of course, lifelong learning means just that – learning from cradle to grave. We are well-

programmed to learn from the outset. As babies, we learn to walk and talk and explore the world

without really being aware that we are learning. Once we enter the formal education system, we

are taught reading, writing and using numbers, often with an emphasis on what we are learning

rather than how we learn. The main function of formal education should be to help people to

learn – to give them the motivation and the ability to be confident successful learners as well as

focusing on the content of their learning. This is not to suggest that content is unimportant, quite

the contrary. Content and process are inextricably linked. You cannot develop thinking skills

without something interesting to think about. 

The Campaign for Learning defines ‘learning to learn’ as a process of discovery about learning. It

involves a set of principles and skills that, if understood and used, help learners learn more

effectively and so become learners for life. At its heart is the belief that learning is learnable.

Learning to learn is essentially about the process of learning. It offers pupils: an awareness of

how they prefer to learn and their learning strengths; how they can motivate themselves and have
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the self-confidence to succeed; factors they should consider, such as the importance of hydration,

nutrition, sleep and a positive environment for learning; some specific strategies they can use,

such as improving their memory or making sense of complex information; and some habits they

should develop, such as reflecting on their learning so as to improve next time.

A positive aspect was being treated more like adults and having the responsibility.

Pupil, Lanner Primary School, Cornwall

For teachers, learning to learn is about wanting more for your students and involving them in

their own learning process.

Children respond positively if they are included and consulted about the learning process.

They have very clear ideas about what they think should happen. It is useful for a teacher

to know what these thoughts are even if they choose not to do anything about them.

Teacher, John Street Primary, Cheshire

In Teaching Children to Learn, Professor Guy Claxton (2004) argues that there have been three

generations of teaching learning, each one more powerful than the rest and each one overlapping

and lingering, and that the third generation is rapidly metamorphosing into the fourth. The fourth

generation will be characterized, among other things, by greater intellectual rigour, more

engagement of students in how to build learning power, whole-school learning to learn strategies,

more involvement of parents and the wider community and more focus on learning for life. 

Section One
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Raising attainment
Outcome of schooling (e.g. KS2 SATs results)
Good teaching was about content and acquisition
Good teachers could put across information, develop literacy and
numeracy, and so on

Develop study skills
Hints and tips on retaining and recalling for tests
Practising techniques
Good teaching as before, plus delivering above techniques

Expanded to include emotional factors (e.g. self-esteem)
Characteristic ways of learning (e.g. multiple intelligences)
Good teaching included reducing stress levels and helping students raise
their attainment levels
Concerned with the ‘how’ of teaching

Involvement of students in the processes
Concerned with ‘how’ students can be helped to help themselves (e.g.
think creatively)
Teachers themselves involved in becoming better learners
Developmental and cumulative – encouraging the ‘ready and willing’, not
just the ‘able’

First 
Generation

Second
Generation

Third 
Generation

Fourth 
Generation

➡
➡

➡

Teaching learning – the four generations, Professor Guy Claxton (2004)



Finally, perhaps the most profound shift from G3 to the fourth generation is the real

commitment to helping students develop habits, values, skills and dispositions that will be

of use to them in ‘the big wide world’ as well as in the context of school attainment. G3

approaches had the rhetoric of lifelong learning but tended, in practice, to slide back

into focusing on traditional, more familiar, priorities. Now there is a new resolve to see

education as a preparation for a learning life.

Professor Guy Claxton (2004)

The present government has placed great emphasis on and pumped considerable resources into

improving education, and learning to learn is increasingly being recognized as central to this drive

(DfES, 2004a). As the then Minister for School Standards, David Miliband, made clear at the

Campaign for Learning’s 2004 Learning to Learn Conference:

The answer to how to move towards a high-quality, high-equity education system lies in

the schools. What is needed is personalized learning, tailored to the needs, interests and

aptitudes of each individual pupil. The relevance of this conference today is immediately

clear. Good teachers are critical but our biggest untapped resource is the energies of

students. This goes to the heart of what the Campaign for Learning and personalized

learning is all about. The ideas and insights from the Campaign for Learning fit

squarely within personalized learning and should be central to the way in which we

take it forward. I hope that from this conference you will create a professional learning

community to drive learning to learn forward. I am pleased that my Department is

supporting the Campaign in this. 

In 2003 the Department for Education and Skills (DfES) published Excellence and Enjoyment: A

strategy for primary schools, which urged teachers to develop the distinctive character of their

schools, to take ownership of the curriculum and to be creative and innovative in how they teach

and run a school. Since the publication of the primary strategy, the DfES has produced the

Excellence and Enjoyment: Learning and teaching in the primary years professional development

materials (2004b), which encompass learning to learn ideas. The materials are structured around

three key themes with two units for each theme. These are:

Planning and assessment for learning 

Designing opportunities for learning

Assessment for learning

Creating a learning culture

The conditions for learning

Classroom community, collaborative and personalized learning

Understanding how learning develops 

Learning to learn: progression in key aspects of learning

Learning to learn: key aspects of learning across the curriculum

The materials are available from the DfES website www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/primary/publications.

Thinking about learning to learn is developing all the time. Projects such as ELLI (The Effective

Learning Power Profile), Learning How to Learn: in Classrooms, Schools and Networks (see boxes

overleaf) and the Campaign for Learning’s Action Research Project (described in the next section)

are providing new insights into teaching that supports learning. The teachers, pupils and students

taking part in such projects are at the forefront of this development. 

Learning to learn for life
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The ELLI (Effective Learning Power Profile) project

The ELLI project has been co-ordinated by Professor Patricia Broadfoot, Professor Guy Claxton and
Dr Ruth Deakin Crick at Bristol University’s Graduate School of Education. The project identified seven
underlying dimensions to ‘Learning Power’ from a study that included over 1,600 learners from the age
of 7 to 25. These dimensions represent the ways in which learners are energized to think, feel and
behave in learning situations. The seven dimensions are:

● Growth orientation – a commitment to growth and change over time

● Meaning making – the capacity to make personally meaningful connections

● Critical curiosity – the tendency to want to get below the surface and find things out

● Creativity – the capacity to use imagination, playfulness and intuition

● Learning relationships – being able to learn with and from other people

● Strategic awareness – the capacity to be aware of how learning is happening

● Dependence and fragility – the contrast to all the positive dimensions.

The Effective Learning Power Profile includes a range of assessment tools that can be used to track and
develop these aspects of Learning Power. The ELLI project has involved working with a group of
schools (including one of the Learning to Learn project schools) to explore how the Learning Power
dimensions could be developed within the classroom. 

Sixteen teachers used the Effective Learning Power Profiles with their classes to identify which aspects
of Learning Power they would focus on developing. They then integrated the chosen Learning Power
Dimensions into their learning objectives and after two terms the children were assessed again to see if
their Learning Power Profile had changed. The classes showed significant increases on the positive
Learning Power Dimensions and had also reduced their profiles on fragility and dependence. However,
in control classes matched to the experimental group where there were no Learning Power
interventions the Learning Power Profile actually decreased over the course of the year.

Key text: Building Learning Power, Guy Claxton (2002)

Section One
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The Learning How to Learn in Classrooms, Schools and Networks project

The Learning How to Learn project has been co-ordinated by Dr Mary James (University of Cambridge),
Professor Robert McCormick (Open University) and Professor Dylan Wiliam (King’s College London)
and is a Teaching and Learning Research Programme project. The hypothesis of the project is that
Teachers and schools need to develop the processes and practices of learning how to learn if they are
to create the conditions for pupils to learn and to learn how to learn. 

The four-year project involves four universities (Cambridge, Reading, The Open University and King’s
College, London) working in partnership with schools in five LEAs (Oxford, Medway, Hertfordshire,
Redbridge and Essex) and two Virtual Education Action Zones. 

The research and development project aims to advance both understanding and practice of learning
how to learn in classrooms, schools and networks. More specifically it will:

● develop ‘assessment for learning’ into a model of learning how to learn for both teachers and
pupils;

● investigate what teachers can do to help pupils to learn how to learn;

● investigate what characterizes the school in which teachers successfully create and manage the
knowledge and skills of learning how to learn;

● investigate how educational networks can support the creation, management and transfer of the
knowledge and skills of learning how to learn;

● attempt to develop a generic model of innovation in teaching and learning that integrates work in
classrooms, schools and networks.

www.learntolearn.ac.uk
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