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How to use this book

This book is written for teachers. It outlines the basic ideas and concepts of
learning power as they have developed through research and it is full of prac-
tical applications of those ideas for the classroom. The examples of student
learning profiles are taken directly from statistical evidence and the stories are
fictitious but based on real-life experience. Chapters 4 and 5 are also based on
qualitative research evidence while Chapters 6, 7 and 8 are taken from real-life
examples of ways in which teachers – in action research and in their regular
teaching – have given the ideas legs and let them walk right through their class-
rooms. The final two chapters are at the edge of our research evidence and
application – and are currently the subject of research and development.

Some of the chapters, particularly Chapters 1–3, should be read through care-
fully, until the ideas are familiar. The classroom-based sections have been
designed so that you can adapt the practices to your own situation and in some
cases reproduce diagrams and checklists for use in school.

At the end of most chapters is a recommended book, website or article for
further reading which builds on the ideas of that chapter.

The bibliography at the back includes a range of targeted resources – acade-
mic and professional – which will ‘fill out’ some of the gaps and the broad ideas
of the book. If you are studying or engaging in your own research and devel-
opment project around these ideas, then this bibliography may be a good
starting point.
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Chapter 1

Learning power: what is it?

This chapter introduces the idea of learning power. It is worth reading this
chapter carefully, because it underpins all the ideas about learning power in
the rest of the book. 

It explains:

• what we know about learning power
• how we can recognise learning power in action
• how learning power is part of a complex ecology of learning
• the seven dimensions of learning power that emerged from research.

INTRODUCTION

The term learning power1 has become a popular one in schools in the last few
years. Understanding what learning power is and how it relates to learning to
learn, learning styles, assessment for learning and attainment is essential for
anyone wanting to develop learning power in themselves or in their students.
This chapter will explain what learning power is and what it is not, based on
what we know about it so far from research evidence.

Learning power is something that people recognise intuitively, but it is difficult
to explain and understand.This is partly because we have lost the language to
describe learning well and partly because it is not something that can be
touched, felt, seen or heard! 

Learning power is invisible, rather like a form of energy, and this makes it more
difficult to understand than something concrete or material. In fact we can be spe-
cific about particular dimensions of learning power, but these are presumed to be
evidence of the presence of learning power in a person, rather than learning power
itself.When we see light in a light bulb, we know electricity is present – we don’t
see the electricity itself. Learning power is similar.

In this chapter we will first explore why learning power matters and where it
fits in the ‘ecology of learning’.2 Secondly we will explore what it actually is and
finally we will look at the dimensions of learning power that have emerged from
the research.

1



LEARNING AS AN ECOLOGY

Learning is not a simple thing.There are many factors that influence learning that
are both inside and outside the learner as a person. For example the quality of
relationships in the classroom has a profound impact on learning – trust and
acceptance foster learning, whereas fear and boredom inhibit learning. How a

learner feels about herself, her aspirations and hopes as
well as physical comfort and levels of worry all have an
effect on the quality of learning.

Equally, the climate of the classroom affects how learners
can learn – assessment strategies in particular have an
impact. For example, we know that formal testing used for
grading students actually has a negative impact on learning.
It influences what students think and feel about themselves
as learners, how they perceive their capacity to learn and
their energy for learning.3 Yet some assessment strategies
are prescribed by government, and therefore, indirectly,

government policy too, is part of this complex ecology. As in a garden, the ecol-
ogy needs to be optimal for growing particular types of plants.The right sort of
temperature, moisture and nutrients really matter. In developing learning power
we need to be able to provide the optimal ecology. Some of the key ingredients
which will be touched upon throughout this book include relationships, reflec-
tion, self-awareness, motivation, dialogue, trust and challenge, time and space.

LEARNING POWER AT THE HEART OF THE
ECOLOGY OF THE CLASSROOM

In a garden the whole purpose of creating an optimal ecology is to release the
energy for plants to grow and thrive. In the learning classroom and school, the
whole purpose of attending to the ecology of learning is to release the energy
for learners to learn and change over time. That is in essence what learning
power is: the life energy which is present in all human beings that leads to
human growth, development and fulfilment over time. It is this life energy that
is behind all human cultural, scientific and humanitarian achievements.

Back in the classroom, however, this core energy for learning is still critically
important for those cultural, scientific and humanitarian achievements that
make up the fabric of everyday life in school. How we can engage and harness
that energy in young learners is the focus of this book.

It is sometimes the case that we get the balance wrong. It is as if what matters
most is what teachers do, or the content of the curriculum, rather than learners
and learning. Classrooms are still too often dominated by a focus on assessment
and testing to see if standards are improving. This has actually detracted from
student learning, although ‘assessment for learning’ strategies are beginning to
redress that balance.

Perhaps a more systemic, and therefore more pernicious, lack of balance
has been a focus on attainment and raising standards at the expense of personal
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Climate for learning

Creating a climate for
learning in the classroom
means making sure that
every activity, relationship
and process supports the
development of students’
learning power



development. That is not to say that the attainment of knowledge, skills and
understanding is not important – it is a central purpose of schooling to which we
all aspire. However, its twin purpose is personal development and preparation for
adult life, including active citizenship and enterprise. This aspect of schooling,
although enshrined in the preamble to legislation and in the inspection frame-
works, has had far less sustained attention in research, policy and practice. As we
will see throughout this book, the development of learning power is a highly
personal process which sits at the heart of both attainment and preparation for
adult life. It could also be a key to greater achievement by all students.

WHAT WE DO IS WHAT WE TEACH 

When we teach, two important things happen, whether we like it or not. We
teach the content of what is to be learned and we teach young people to love or
to hate that learning. In other words we teach the knowledge, skills and under-
standing that are usually the prescribed focus of the curriculum and, at the
same time, we teach students to form particular values and attitudes towards
learning in school.The way we teach, what we do, how we are as people in the
classroom and our own attitudes to learning all help to form in our students
particular values, attitudes and dispositions towards themselves and learning,
of which we are often unaware. Of course, these are sometimes negative
towards school learning.

The forming of values, attitudes and dispositions is a central part of personal
development. Personal development is an important part of the purpose of
education and it includes the spiritual, moral, social and cultural development
of students, the development of the dispositions and attitudes and values for
citizenship, for enterprise and for the realisation of a person’s full potential as
a human being in the community.

The development of knowledge, skills, understanding and personal develop-
ment always happen together. It is a profound mistake to treat them as though

they are separate processes. No teacher is only a teacher of
a subject – all teachers model and impart values, attitudes
and beliefs through their relationships and through all they
do. The person of the teacher as well as their professional
‘know how’ in the classroom both have an impact. A
teacher’s authenticity, integrity and orientation to learning
and learners all influence the learning ecology, as well as
the sorts of learning and teaching strategies he employs.
The personal development of the teacher is as important,
therefore, as the personal development of the learner.

BECOMING LEARNER CENTRED

Being ‘knowledge centred’ leads to a learning climate where transmission of
knowledge, skills and understanding becomes the most important value, and
learners and teachers are judged by how well they impart or acquire that

Learning power: what is it? 3
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Values: what really matters
around here.

Attitudes: clusters of
thoughts, feelings and
beliefs about people, ideas
and things.

Disposition: a tendency to
behave in a certain way.



knowledge. Being ‘child centred’ leads to a learning climate where the child’s
experience is most important and learners and teachers are judged by how
relevant the learning processes and outcomes are for the child. While both of
these are necessary, focusing on one at the expense of the other is unhelpful.
Being learner centred means that we recognise the importance of both the child
and the knowledge, but the focus is on the child as a learner and the process of
learning.When we integrate personal development and attainment we begin to
harness learning power and we become ‘learner centred’ in our approach rather
than ‘knowledge centred’ or ‘child centred’.

When we focus attention on the learner and learning and we combine this with
what we know about teaching, school and classroom organisation that best
promote the highest levels of motivation and achievement for all students, then
we are being learner centred, according to research from McCombs in the

USA (McCombs and Whisler, 1997).

Creating the optimum ecology for learning is a question of
values. A value can be understood as ‘what really matters
around here’ because that is what will actually shape prac-
tice. If it is not clear what really matters, or if what really
matters to policy-makers is different to what really matters
to teachers or learners, then the ecology suffers.

Learner centredness also relates to the beliefs, characteris-
tics, dispositions, and practices of teachers – practices pri-
marily created by the teacher. According to McCombs,
when teachers derive their practices from a learner-centred

perspective, they:

include learners in decisions about how and what they learn and how that
learning is assessed
value each learner’s unique perspective
respect and accommodate individual differences in learners’ backgrounds,
interests, abilities, and experiences
treat learners as co-creators and partners in the teaching and learning
process.

The personal qualities and skills of teachers really matter. It is as much about
who we are and how we teach as what we teach.

THE DOUBLE HELIX OF LEARNING

A metaphor for learning power that some people find helpful is the double
helix, at the heart of DNA, and therefore of life. A double helix has two strands
which run parallel to each other and never meet, but are always held together.

Teaching for learning has two strands which always run together (repre-
sented in Figure 1.1). One of the strands is personal development and the
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Ecology for learning

An ecology for learning is
a micro-climate where
learners and learning are
at the heart of all that
happens. Teachers seek to
create the best possible
conditions for learning
and growth.



other strand is the knowledge, skills and understanding that we are attend-
ing to. The question is, what is it that holds these two strands together? We
suggest that learning power is the energy that runs through the middle of
the double helix of learning. The seven dimensions of learning power are
what hold the two strands together as well keeping them distinct from each
other.

LEARNING POWER: A DEFINITION

Learning power is a complex term, and one that does not lend itself to easy
definitions. One way of explaining learning power is as:

A form of consciousness characterised by particular dispositions, values and
attitudes, expressed through the story of our lives and through the relationships 
and connections we make with other people and our world.

To put it another way, learning power seems to be a form of awareness about
oneself as a learner. It can be recognised in particular behaviours, beliefs and
feelings about oneself and about learning. It finds expression in particular rela-
tionships, where trust, affirmation and challenge are present and it is ‘storied’
in the memories people bring to their learning and in their future hopes and
aspirations.

It is a ‘way of being’ in the world, an orientation towards changing and learn-
ing over time, towards engaging with life and relationships in our personal lives
and social and political communities. It is an essential element of learning
throughout the lifespan, and it is a quality of all human beings, although the
degree to which we are aware of our own learning power may vary significantly
from person to person and in different contexts.

Learning power: what is it? 5
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Figure 1.1 The double helix of learning

DNA molecule



Some young people exhibit substantial learning power
outside of school, for instance in:

text messaging
using the internet
crime
fashion
music
sport

but these youngsters may have switched off from school
and rarely utilise those same capabilities in the classroom.

Other young people may be high achievers in school, but
actually not be aware of how they learn or their own learn-
ing power. Such youngsters may often be quite fragile and
isolated learners, dependent on their teachers to provide
them with the information they need, suffering crises of

confidence after leaving school. Typically, these learners are predicted to get
high grades in GCSEs or ‘A’ levels, but when they move on to adult learning
contexts they really struggle.

Learning power is relevant to human growth and development in any context,
not just schools.The notion of positive personal change over time is at the heart
of much psychotherapy theory. Learning, adapting, changing and growing are
central to successful enterprise and important for success in any profession. No
one who has been in close contact with a tiny baby can doubt that the learning
power that we are all endowed with – becoming aware of ourselves as learners,
and taking responsibility for our learning and growth over time – is a pro-
foundly important theme for all human beings.

Learning Power in Practice6
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Failing to learn or learning to fail?

Ben’s small class of ‘A’ level biology students were all set to get A grades.
Some of them had applied to study medicine at a university which had a
problem-based approach to learning, in which they would first encounter
real patients and their stories.

These students’ learning profiles suggested that they were diligent and
bright, but fragile, dependent and isolated learners. They discussed this
with Ben and began to develop a language for learning. They realised that
they needed to move away from depending on Ben to give them the
information they needed to pass the exams and to take responsibility for
their own learning journey.

Meanwhile, Ben began to give them the experience of what it feels like
to fail, by setting problems which were too difficult or which had many
possible answers. They began to develop resilience and team work, and
their self-esteem began to be derived from their capacity to learn, rather
than simply ‘getting it right’.

Key ideas

Learning power:

• is a form of
consciousness in all
human beings

• exists within and
between people

• runs through people’s
stories

• is about thinking,
feeling, wanting
and doing

• can be recognised in
seven dimensions.



THE SEVEN DIMENSIONS OF LEARNING POWER

The research evidence from the ELLI project suggests that there are seven dimen-
sions of learning power that we can recognise and use as a framework for learning
and assessment in many different contexts. These dimensions are not just about
thinking, not just about feeling and not just about doing.They include all of these.

They are not the same as learning styles – or learning preferences. They go
deeper than this and are qualities of human beings that form the necessary
conditions for human growth and development.

They are important for all sorts of learning, both in school and out of school, for
personal learning, growth and change, for healthy relationships and for the man-
agement and manipulation of knowledge and information for life in the twenty-first
century.They are also highly relevant to citizenship in a healthy democracy.

The dimensions were derived from research into nearly 6,000 learners.4 While
it is not the purpose of this book to go into the research evidence in any detail,
some background about where these ideas have come from may be helpful.
In the original research project that identified these seven dimensions, we
included all that we knew, from existing research and from practice, that con-
tributed to our knowledge of learning and of learning to learn. This included
concepts such as:

how learners attribute their success in learning
learners’ sense of self-esteem as learners
important relationships for learning
learning cultures
feelings about learning
learning in the classroom
learning identity and story
learning strategies, skills and dispositions.

The statistical processes applied to the data enabled us to distinguish some
strong, recurring themes which we then identified as the seven dimensions of
learning power.

Learning power is about how learners perceive themselves as learners, rather
than how they are seen by others, or how particular external criteria are applied
to learners’ behaviour. In this sense, learning power is deeply personal, though,
as we shall see, it is not private. What really matters in learning power is how
the learner becomes aware of herself as a learner over time and how she can
apply that awareness to life and learning.

INTRODUCING THE SEVEN DIMENSIONS
OF LEARNING POWER

Table 1.1 introduces each of the seven dimensions of learning power with a
brief explanation of what it means and the sorts of statements that might be
thought, said or felt by someone who is strong in that dimension.
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Chapter 3

Typical learning
profiles

In this chapter we delve more deeply into the three types of learners
identified by the research – the types represented by Emma, Sam and Habib.
We tell their stories and show how their learning profiles might help them
and us to identify ways in which they can be supported in their capacity to
learn and go on learning. First we discuss how a learning profile is assessed
and then we meet our three learners.

• Dynamic personal assessment for learning.
• Fragile learners – recognising Emma.
• Vulnerable learners – recognising Sam.
• Effective learners – recognising Habib.

ASSESSING WHAT WE VALUE

We have now begun to understand something about the concept of learning
power itself and its seven dimensions which are ways of identifying the quality
of a person’s engagement in his own learning processes. We have seen that
learning power provides an important link between personal development and
attainment for our students. Focusing our attention on learning power means
that we can relate to the learner as a person as well as to what is being learned.

Teachers are assessing students formally and informally a great deal of the time.
Good teaching requires good assessment. Finding ways to assess students’ learning
power, and to help students to assess themselves, is critically important for develop-
ing learning power in the classroom and beyond. It means assessing what we value,
rather than only valuing what we can easily assess. Our assessment strategies should
serve the purpose of learning and growth, rather than only labelling and grading.

ASSESSING LEARNING POWER

Finding ways to assess learning power is therefore important. The research
base has provided a means to do this through a questionnaire that learners
respond to. That questionnaire forms the basis of the ELLI Learning Profiles.

© 2008 Hawker Brownlow Education SA396422



Students answer a range of questions about themselves, all of which provide
information about how they perceive themselves in relation to each of the seven
dimensions of learning power.They are asked ‘How much like me is this?’ It is
all about how students think and feel about themselves as learners.

The learning profile questionnaire, which is usually completed ‘online’, then cal-
culates how much of a particular learning power dimension a student reports

him or herself to have at any one time. This is then con-
verted into a percentage and produced in the form of a spi-
der diagram with each of the spider’s legs representing
one of the seven dimensions of learning power. Look at
Figure 3.1. You will notice that there are no numbers
attached to this spider diagram. This is because numbers
don’t really help much as a form of feedback in this type of
assessment – in fact they may actually make students think
that they are not good enough rather than encouraging
them to see how they can change. The learning profile is
not about grading and comparing students, which is what
numbers are most useful for. It is about providing feedback
to learners which stimulates a response – and it is the
student’s response to that feedback that is critical.

The learning profiles invite three types of response from students:

Awareness
Ownership 
Responsibility.

RESPONSE-ABLE ASSESSMENT

One of the characteristics of learning power is that it cannot be assessed by
what teachers think about a student. Unlike a performance or a test which can
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Do we assess what we
value or do we value
what we assess?

If we believe that learning
power is important for our
young people, then we
must find ways to assess
it. This goes beyond
formative assessment to
students’ assessment of
themselves as learners.

Changing and

Learning

Learning

Relationships

Strategic

Awareness

ResilienceCreativity

Critical

Curiosity

Meaning

Making

Very  much like me

Quite like me

A little like meA little like meA little like me

Type One ELLI
Profile

Figure 3.1 Individual Learning Power Profile



be judged by externally agreed criteria, teachers’ judgements about learning
power can only really be validated by what learners think and feel about them-
selves. It is a powerful form of self-assessment.This is sometimes difficult in a
schooling system wedded to numbers and notions of objectivity.

It is the student’s self-perception that counts in providing the assessment
information.
It is the student’s self-awareness that is important in the feedback.
It is the student’s ownership of her own learning process that matters
in reflecting on the feedback from her learning profile.
It is the student’s capacity to take responsibility for her own learning jour-
ney that will make a difference to her capacity for learning.

Self-awareness is the starting point, ownership comes next
and taking responsibility is the desired outcome.

So we can see that the ELLI Learning Profiles are per-
sonal assessments, based on subjective information from
learners. They are not private because they are influenced
by the community and the relationships a learner finds
him or herself a part of. They are not public either
because they belong to the learner. Their purpose is
dynamic personal development rather than public
accountability.

The Learning Profiles provide a measure of ‘how much’ of a particular dimen-
sion a learner reports him or herself to have at any one time.The feedback pro-
duced for learners is in the form of a spider diagram. It is free of numbers and
presents a profile of how the learner is on all of the dimensions together, rather
than just looking at one thing. It is designed to be a stimulus for reflection and
action rather than as a ‘label’ or a ‘grade’.

In the next section we will look at the learning profiles completed by Emma,
Sam and Habib.We will discuss the information that the learning profiles pro-
vide for us, and will present that information in the form of a story about our
three learners. Most teachers already know a lot about their students – their
backgrounds, their temperaments and characteristics in school and, of course,
a lot about their attainment and other achievements. Interpreting individual
learning profiles should always be done carefully and teachers will draw on
their wider knowledge and professional discernment about the individual con-
cerned. Ideally, the interpretation of a learning profile should include the indi-
vidual concerned – and the profile should make sense for both the learner
and the teacher. This ‘making sense’ of a learning profile is known as ‘face
validity’. The learning profile is merely a tool to give voice to what is already
there – and the learner’s and the teacher’s judgements are as important as the
profile itself.

Sometimes a learning profile will provide information that is surprising or
unexpected. Research suggests that some students who are perceived as ‘chal-
lenging’ in school are actually very effective learners – it’s just that that learn-
ing power is not channelled well in school. Others students may be very easy
to have in class and may be high attainers but actually quite fragile and depen-
dent as learners.

Learning Power in Practice24
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Three steps to effective
learning

Awareness

Ownership 

Responsibility 
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