Learning to learn - what is happening in schools?
Learning to learn is the key skill for the 21st century – research evidence has shown it makes a difference - but is it here to stay?
Jackie Beere reviews the journey to a competency-based curriculum in one school
Jackie Beere was Headteacher of Campion School, a specialist 11-18 language college in Northamptonshire with 1500 students on roll.  She now works as a School Improvement Partner and L2L consultant for the Campaign for Learning.  This school has been involved in research into transforming learning since 2001 as part of the Campaign for Learning L2L project.  This article reflects how ideas on ‘Learning to Learn’ have developed.
In 1999 Campion school introduced Learning to Learn lessons for Year 7, one of which was televised on BBC Breakfast News and was described as being ‘groundbreaking’.  Chris Woodhead, then Chief Inspector of Schools, was interviewed on the same programme regarding L2L and scathingly said ‘I just do not understand how new research into the brain is meant to affect the practical aspects of classroom teaching.’  Eight years on, the Vision 2020 document published by Ofsted and edited by the new Ofsted Chief Inspector, Christine Gilbert, mentions learning how to learn half a dozen times, as it describes the imperatives for developing the 21st century curriculum.  In the last decade, it seems that we have established the notion that an appreciation of the ‘how’ students learn is at least as important as ‘what’ they learn.  National Strategies at primary and secondary level are promoting learning competencies and the mantra for Every Child Matters includes enjoyment and engagement with learning as a key outcome.  

The journey, however, is far from over and there have been many dead ends on the way.  Early introduction of ‘accelerated learning’ programmes and the drive to get students to self-assess their own multiple intelligences and learning styles led, in some schools, to the creation of another raft of data for teacher’s mark books rather than the yearned for development of self-motivated independent learners.  VAKed schemes of work looked great on paper - but were teachers really delivering brain-friendly, dynamic learning experiences that were less ‘chalk and talk’ and that promoted self-motivation?  The Learning to Learn lessons that were introduced in schools were mostly very popular and successful but did value-added KS3 results did improve – and could we be sure it was L2L that made the impact?  Cramlington College was one of the first schools in the project and they soon found, as we did, that we needed to change the curriculum towards a more competency-based approach if we were going to embed the principles of Learning to Learn for life.  Cramlington have gone on to achieve national recognition for their curriculum innovation and Campion moved on to develop a project-based approach to learning in year 7 that has had a remarkable impact on student achievement.

The main thrust of the competency-based curriculum was to put the life skills of emotional intelligence (resilience, empathy, optimism and interpersonal and intrapersonal communication) at the heart of what was taught, along with a novel method of delivering subject content.  The RSA introduced Opening Minds which provided a model for such a curriculum, where students studied projects that were based around competencies not subjects.  The Learning to Learn course morphed into Learning to Learn through Opening Minds for Year 7, where students were able to work on projects for 11 hours a fortnight.  The projects delivered National Curriculum content but were underpinned by competences that help students learn how to learn.  (See the attached Case Study.)  The new QCA KS3 strategy is supporting this type of approach in schools, so it is now an exciting time to be developing a learning to learn strategy.
Introducing a new KS3 curriculum which uses L2L will have a major impact on delivery of learning but schools have struggled to develop and embed L2L approaches as part of the whole-school ethos.  Analysing what has worked best and what lessons have been learnt through the research and attempts at implementation has been a crucial aspect of the Campaign for Learning’s continued research projects.
The argument that children should understand themselves as learners and acquire more independence and resilience has been reinforced by some of the latest developments in neuroscience.  With the development of Assessment for Learning, Citizenship and the ECM agenda, the whole configuration of the curriculum is suddenly being viewed in a different way - a way that values the students ability to think about themselves and their own responsibilities as a learner.  The skills and competencies needed to develop these responsibilities put learning how to learn at the heart of schooling.  Implemented effectively, it will mean students will be working harder than their teachers and develop the motivation, self-discipline and self-awareness to become successful employees and happier more participatory citizens.

If the above curriculum changes are allied to a rigorous behaviour policy which focuses on choosing to learn and an active student voice programme which encourages a sense of ownership, enterprise and responsibility, the possibility of engaging students in a learning culture become more likely.  If emotional intelligence such as persistence, optimism and self management are modelled and taught across the curriculum – in all subjects – then engaging students in the learning culture becomes even more likely.  Lessons taught in a brain friendly manner are those where active participation, variety and challenge combine to make learning exciting but demanding.  The educational environment will need to cater for flexible approaches which create individualised learning opportunities and provide a safe and inspiring backdrop to learning experiences.  This flexibility may necessitate redesigning the timetable, the school terms and, of course, the classrooms.
The Assessment for Learning principles are very powerful in creating active learners who know how to learn and who are aware of their strengths and weaknesses.  Armed with this knowledge and, therefore, with the minimum of guidance from teachers, students should be able to travel through their learning programmes as and when they are ready, with mixtures of ages in each class reflecting a really individualised approach to progress.  Embedding formative Assessment for Learning will help students to track their own progress through learning programmes which can be rigorously moderated by teachers or other adults who support their learning.  There is more evidence of the positive impact of embedding Assessment for Learning on raising achievement than for any other strategy introduced in recent years.
Finally, the whole culture of schooling could move toward one of Active Learning Centres where the day is flexible and built around individual students learning needs.  A wide range of extra-curricular activities would form part of the package of opportunities and choices.  These together with academic achievements would build up a rounded portfolio of competence that will profile accomplishment and success throughout school life.

Learning to learn – what are schools doing now that works?

But what does a L2L school look like?
The extract below is taken from a DEMOS publication ‘About Learning’ which examined work in schools which successfully implemented a Learning to Learn agenda and thereby improved results.  In the article the culture for the ‘learning school’ is clearly described:  
Such schools have:

5.4 A passion for learning central to their work; teachers and learners have a shared and agreed understanding of what effective learning is.  Learning infuses the organisation and directs its improvement agenda. All aspects of life in school or college are underpinned by the question ‘how will this impact on learning in this place?’ In some schools a discrete Learning to Learn course explicitly develops the habits, dispositions and attitudes to support learning; in other schools a similar approach is diffused across the curriculum.  

5.5 This passion for learning leads the staff to be constantly looking outward for ideas and schemes that will advance the quality of teaching and learning in the school/college. They will test these new developments, sometimes with a small group that conducts trials and experiments, then discarding practices that do not work but adopting and sharing more widely those that do. 

5.6 Classrooms are learner-centred. Close attention is paid to the knowledge, skills and attitudes which the learner brings into the classroom.  Learning is connected to what is already known and misconceptions are identified, explored and corrected. Students assume an active role in all aspects of learning, including creating their own hypotheses, setting their own questions, coaching one another, setting goals for themselves, monitoring progress, experimenting with ideas and taking risks knowing that mistakes are an inherent part of learning. The flow of work is sufficiently varied and challenging to maintain the students’ engagement but not so difficult as to lead to discouragement. This engagement gives opportunities for students of all abilities to succeed and avoid the disaffection and attention seeking from peers that gives rise to behaviour management problems.
5.7 Classrooms are knowledge-centred in that they encourage deep learning as opposed to shallow learning. An observer in such classrooms sees students contributing thought-provoking comments, posing probing questions and proposing solutions to problems while analysing the ideas of others as well as their own.  Students are encouraged and supported to take risks in their learning and to see ‘being stuck’ as a learning opportunity. 

5.8 In assessment-centred classrooms, assessment is both formative and summative and becomes a tool to aid learning: students monitor their progress over time and with their teachers identify the next steps needed to improve. Techniques such as open questioning, sharing learning objectives and focused marking have a powerful effect on students’ ability to take an active role in their learning. There is always sufficient time left for reflection by students. Whether individually or in pairs, students are given the opportunity to review what they have learnt and how they have learnt it. They evaluate themselves and one another in a way that contributes to understanding. Students know their levels of achievement and make progress towards their next goal.
Students do not learn in isolation.  There is a deliberately created learning community in which both staff and students think of themselves as learners.  Students are encouraged to help and support one another and to collaborate in a spirit of intellectual camaraderie. They work in groups with attention paid to listening skills, body language, techniques of respectful disagreement techniques etc. The ethos is characterised by mutual respect and the development of the self-management needed for resilience in learning, and it culminates in the creation of independent, reflective learners for life.

Such schools/colleges adjust the organisation of the day or week, and reconfigure the timetable, to provide experiences that strengthen student learning and motivation. There is the flexibility to create blocks of time for learning projects, off-site learning or real life experience, as well as a structured enrichment programmes through clubs and sports.

Such schools/colleges also engage with the wider community through workshops on learning for parents and governors. A website offers the online curriculum with access for parents and students to all schemes, lesson plans, extension tasks and success criteria, so that the home school-link becomes a powerful tool for extending the learning experience.

The staff ensure that their students enjoy their learning and become confident and independent in learning. The teachers’ focus on learning means that in their classrooms the art of teaching meets the science of learning.
DEMOS 2004
Innovate or Abandon?

In conclusion, in developing a 21st century approach to learning we must also think about what we need to abandon in addition to what we need to innovate.  For schools wanting to introduce a L2L approach the thoughts outlined in the table below should underpin all that they do and all the decisions they make – for example:

	Preparing students for the 21st Century
	Innovation
	Abandon

	

	KS2-3
	Transfer when ready
	Transfer when 11

	
	Teachers who can teach in primary and secondary schools
	Primary and secondary qualifications which exclude the ability to teach in each phase

	
	Phased transition
	Transition in September

	

	KS3 Curriculum
	Competency based curriculum for KS3 based on projects mapped against National Curriculum skills required for subjects.  Taught by few teachers.
	Up to 14 separate subjects from Year 7 delivered for one hour or more a week. Taught by 14 different teachers

	
	Encourage the transference of skills.  Maths / Science/ Technology based projects and English / Humanities / Arts based projects with only MFL and PE taught discretely.
	Compartmentalization of the curriculum in secondary schools which can restrict the ability to transfer skills and competencies and impede the embedding of learning.

	
	Embed communication skills including literacy and numeracy in cross-curricular projects.
	Attempt to manage literacy and numeracy across the curriculum in secondary schools with paid posts.

	
	Develop some subject specialisms through KS3 to prepare for .the 14–19 phase.  KS3 SATs and GCSE’s taken when students are ready.  Students of varying ages will study together depending on progress made.
	Students grouped by age rather than stage of learning.

	

	Assessment
	Rigorous student-led assessment for learning through KS2/3/4 using data available and tracking tools to target underachievers.
	Summative testing and school league tables

	
	Develop a portfolio of achievements and competencies in KS2-KS4 to include extra-curricular activities and levels of attainment in a variety of subjects with a diploma awarded.
	Up to 11 GCSE’s taken at 16 with no accreditation for extra-curricular achievements.

	

	Creating independent learners for life and responsible, productive citizens of the global community


	Self-management through emotional intelligence to underpin all KS3/KS4 courses.

Competency-led PSHE provision that is appropriately rewarded and accredited.
Break down the timetable to create new blocks of time over weeks/terms for self-directed learning 

Use distance learning technology to develop self study skills
	Teachers ‘towing’ students through the tests at KS2/3/4 thereby disempowering them and preventing them from becoming independent learners.

	

	Creating independent learners for life and responsible, productive citizens of the global community


	Students taught life skills such as citizenship, an understanding of the brain and their learning styles. Life skills, enterprise and ICT within the project based curriculum at KS3.
	PSHE and Citizenship tacked on to the overloaded National Curriculum.

	
	All students to have laptops for use at school and at home across the curriculum.
	Discrete classrooms and lessons dedicated to ICT.

	
	Teamwork and co-operation encouraged with accreditation for group activity inside and outside the classroom.
	Only individual achievement is assessed and accredited.

	
	
	

	Engaging learners
	Establish the ethos and belief in all schools that intelligence can be learnt and that there are a variety of ways to be clever.
	Notions of fixed IQ.

	
	Train teachers to be aware of the optimal environmental conditions for learning: stress-free, praise focused and creatively challenging.
	Controlling rather than motivating classrooms.

	
	Train students to take responsibility for their own learning through an understanding of how to learn and having responsibility for their learning.
	Students expecting to be entertained and spoon-fed for the exam.

	
	Use assessment for learning and peer / self-assessment techniques to give students a true understanding of how to progress.
	Summative assessment that neither motivates nor assists progress in learning.

	
	Create a learning environment that works with the brain in mind and which facilitates peripheral learning.
	Classrooms built for chalk and talk with the teacher as the fount of all knowledge talking at the students.

	
	Use novelty, variety, humour, colour, challenge and music which all appeal to the emotional brain and have clear, consistent, high expectations to motivate students.
	Inconsistent delivery of boring subject content through working from text books or copying from the board.

	
	Create positive relationships using a behaviour policy that describes what we want and applies sanctions consistently.
	The tolerance of bad behaviour that impacts on the learning opportunities for others. 

	
	Underpin all lessons with the development of emotional intelligence to include persistence, self-awareness, self management, optimism and deferred gratification to produce resilient learners.
	The notion that exists amongst some students and parents that students can achieve without determination and hard work.


As a consultant now working with the Campaign for Learning, helping schools to embed L2L strategies, I am working with Heads who are starting from scratch developing an ethos for Personalised Learning.  They find that L2L is a good approach, both at primary and secondary level because it puts the focus right where it should be
 – on learning.
Jackie Beere

