
 

Learning behaviours to build powerful Confident Individuals

Absorption

Noticing

Managing distractions

Perseverance: having a realistic 
and achievable life plan; pursuing self-
generated goals; reaching high, self-
imposed standards through focused effort

Questioning

Capitalising

Reasoning

Imagining

Making links

Revising: Willing to reconsider 
decisions and plans as new 
evidence emerges

Planning: Being 
prepared to think ahead 
before taking action; able 
to weigh up the pros and 
cons of a situation

Meta-learning: Having a strong 
belief in one’s personal efficacy. 
Understanding how they learn so they 
can play to their strengths and grow as 
a learner

Distilling

Collaboration: 
developing a secure set 
of values from which to 
interact with others; being 
able to explain and defend 
those values

Interdependence: 
knowing when to call on 
others to support and 
complement their efforts

Empathy

Listening
Imitation

Emotional

Cognitive

Social Strategic

noticing

absorption

managing distractions

perseverance

reasoning

questioning

capitalising

making links

imagining

revising

planning

distilling

meta-learning

empathy and
listening

imitation

collaboration

inter-
dependence

CfE says that Confident 
Individual are:
•	  self respect 

•	  a sense of physical, mental and 
emotional well being

•	  secure values and beliefs

and that they can:
•	 relate to others and manage themselves 

•	  pursue a healthy and active lifestyle 

•	  be self aware

•	 develop and communicate their own beliefs 
and view of the world 

•	  live as independently as they can 

•	  assess risk and take informed decisions

•	 achieve success in different areas of activity

Uniting the models of CfE and Building Learning Power All powerful learners cultivate a 
set of key learning characteristics. Confident Individuals, as described by the CfE, would deploy a subset of these 
characteristics, the most important of which are highlighted in the diagram below.
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Building the habits of…

Confident Individuals

The BLP approach
There are two main parts to 
the approach:

A  �a model of a learner and learning, in terms of 
a set of characteristics that work together to 
make a person a highly capable learner; we 
use ‘learning power’ to describe the effect. 
(Several of these characteristics appear in this 
card.)

B  �a view of the kind of pedagogy that will nurture 
and strengthen the learning characteristics in 
young people.

These are bound together by the fundamental 
idea that ‘learning is learnable’, and by explicit, 
detailed discussion of how learning works, sup-
ported by a rich repertoire of words and action.

Confident Individuals
This resource sketches an approach that schools 
and teachers could use to deliver the CfE promise 
of helping young people to become Confident 
Individuals.

We see ‘Confident Individuals’ as having a strong 
positive view of themselves, built upon an ability 
to manage their own learning. Persisting in the 
face of difficulty and communicating well with 
others ensure they can achieve success in all 
areas of life 

There is a lot of learning for a young person to 
get through in their school career — a powerful 
learner can expect to learn more, faster, and 
more thoroughly. Which, by the way, should help 
hugely with the ‘outcomes’ side of the curriculum 
balance.

Building Learning Power

Curriculum for Excellence:  
the educational balancing trick 
Scottish schools are more fortunate than many 
others in having, in CfE, a curriculum that pays 
balanced attention both to the higher purposes 
of educating young people for their future lives, 
and to the more obvious classroom business of 
curriculum areas with knowledge and specific 
skills to be inculcated and acquired.

But keeping the balance is always challenging. 
The ever-present pressure of the day-to-day, plus 
eventual qualifications, can squeeze out attention 
to the longer-term, higher-order learning and 
dispositions.

Yet the two sides can work synergistically instead 
of competitively, in concert rather than in conflict 
...



Constructing – How you construct 
learning activities; the tasks and 
classroom routines you use to build 
positive learning habits 

•	 Establish planned routines
»» Establish ways of operating when 

faced with a task or challenge that 
provide reliable starting points for 
exploration or experimentation

•	 Revise opinions in the light of expe-
rience
»» Encourage the habit of routinely thinking 

again as a course of action unfolds

•	 Open-ended challenges
»» Encourage students to find out for 

themselves and explore possibilities 
as they embrace uncertainty

Talking – How you talk about 
learning; the sort of language content 
and style you use to enhance and 
explain learning 

•	 Make it safe to disagree
»» Help students to say why they disagree 

with you and others and why

•	 Regular self-review
»» Build in moments for students to evaluate 

what they know, understand and can do, 
and where they need to go next as learners

•	 Time to think and talk things through
»» Allow thinking time to explore options 

individually, and collaboratively, 
using thinking tools.

Relating – How you relate to your 
students; gradually sharing more of the 
responsibility for learning with them 
 

•	 Students as leaders of their own 
learning
»» Don’t tell students exactly what they 

have to do - allow them to make 
decisions for themselves; know 
where the scaffolding stops

•	 Working to deadlines
»» Use time constraints constructively to 

drive activities to efficient conclusions

•	 Engaging resources
»» Encourage students to range 

critically across many sources 
of information and support
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A shift in relationships A shift in learning 
language

A shift in how learning 
is constructed

A shift in what is celebrated and valued

Making the 
shift
Students will first need to 
embrace the language of learn-
ing and be offered opportunities 
that enable them to become 
conscious of using their learning 
behaviours. Teachers need first 
to gradually shift the culture of 
the classroom and devolve more 
responsibility for learning to stu-
dents. Later they take a more 
forensic approach to designing 
classroom activities using the 
learning behaviours to deepen 
engagement and understand-
ing.

For many teachers this shift is 
likely to call for changes in prac-
tice. Take it steady! Think about 
what you might...

The architecture of Classroom cultures

[           ]Trying to control everything

[           ]Modelling your own 
learning

[           ]Reducing the scaffolding around learning.

[           ]Asking students to reflect 
on your teaching

Experiment with

Start slowly

Start

Stop

Celebrating – What you 
celebrate about learning; 
what you prize,recognise, 
display; the outward signs 
of beliefs about learning

•	 Public performances
»» Offer regular opportunities for students to present their work 

publicly and take pride in what they have achieved

•	 Value others’ contributions
»» Draw attention to the input made by students in 

framing ideas and suggesting directions



[           ]Understand their learning 

strengths and weaknesses

[           ]Describe how their learn-
ing is improving

[           ]Take time to think ahead

[           ]Change plans in the face of 
new information

[           ]Set and review their own 

achievement goals

[           ]Show a consistent and fair 
approach to others

[           ]Seek help from others 

when necessary

[           ]Anticipate blocks and 
obstacles

[           ]Learn from mistakes
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	 Confident Individuals

Activities – to stimulate use of the 

learning habits. For example: 

Practise prioritisation
»» Regularly ask students to plan events 

or activities, e.g. as flow diagrams.

»» Model the habit of sequencing what has 
to be done, over a range of timescales.

»» Get students to plan action in response to 
a major emergency (preferably imagined!)

Thinking routines – to embed 
learning behaviours. For example:

I used to think X but now I think Y
This routine helps students to reflect on how and 
why their thinking/understanding is changing:

Remind students of the topic you have been work-
ing on. Ask them to respond to each of the sentence 
stems: I used to think…, Now, I think…

Alternatively ask students to write down their views 
at the beginning of a topic or lesson. Invite them to 
revisit & update their answer during and at the end 
in light of what has been learned.

Starters – to engage learners. For 
example:

Going for Three
Begin each lesson with ‘Tell me Three … things we 
learned last lesson; ways we learned last lesson; 
things we still need to find out’, etc.

End each lesson with ‘Tell me Three … things we 
learned today; learning skills we used today; ways 
you could become a more effective learner’ etc.

 Do not lapse into doing it for them!

Teacher Talk – to nudge learning 
habits and open possibilities. For 
example:

•	 “How will you judge the success of what 
you have done?”

•	 “What will it look like when you have 
done it?”

•	 “Can you get things in the right order: 
what is urgent, what is important?”

•	 “Are you on track to meet this deadline?”

•	 “Can you describe how you learned 
that?”

•	 “Where else could you use this skill/
idea/knowledge?”

•	 �“Which learning behaviour would be the 
best one to help you with this?”

•	 “Think back to when you... How did you 
tackle it then?”

•	 “Draft your ideas in ways which will help 
you capture what you know

Using ‘Could be’ language rather than ‘Is’ language 
leaves open the possibility that things might not be 
cut-and-dried, that other avenues might need to be 
explored. It immediately invites students to be more 
thoughtful, critical, or imaginative about what they 
are studying.

How could you use more ‘could be’ language in 
your classroom?

Confident Individuals are 
likely to:

Classroom activities and talk  to nurture

Activities – to stimulate use of the 

learning habits. For example: 

What will it look like when it’s 
finished?

»» Set a task — physical, dramatic, written, 
practical, spoken, visual — that has clear 
parameters but which is open-ended. 

»» Make WWILLWIF the regular 
precursor to any action. 

»» Ask students to determine WWILLWIF for 
themselves in conjunction with others. 

»» Help them to visualise this in 
an appropriate form

 



Find out more:
You can find out more about how the learning habits of Building Learning Power could 
help with growing Confident Individuals (as well as Successful Learners, Responsible 
Citizens and Effective Contributors) at     blp.how/4caps   
That also has an expanded on-line version of this card, plus three more for the other 
CfE capacities (all free of charge). 

Building Learning Power

e: learningpower@tloltd.co.uk  	 t: 0117 937 8080  	 a: TLO Limited, The Park Centre, Daventry Road, Bristol, BS4 1DQ

www.buildinglearningpower.com

 

Learning behaviours to build powerful Confident Individuals

Absorption

Noticing

Managing distractions

Perseverance: having a realistic 
and achievable life plan; pursuing self-
generated goals; reaching high, self-
imposed standards through focused effort

Questioning

Capitalising

Reasoning

Imagining

Making links

Revising: Willing to reconsider 
decisions and plans as new 
evidence emerges

Planning: Being 
prepared to think ahead 
before taking action; able 
to weigh up the pros and 
cons of a situation

Meta-learning: Having a strong 
belief in one’s personal efficacy. 
Understanding how they learn so they 
can play to their strengths and grow as 
a learner

Distilling

Collaboration: 
developing a secure set 
of values from which to 
interact with others; being 
able to explain and defend 
those values

Interdependence: 
knowing when to call on 
others to support and 
complement their efforts

Empathy

Listening
Imitation

Emotional

Cognitive

Social Strategic

noticing

absorption

managing distractions

perseverance

reasoning

questioning

capitalising

making links

imagining

revising

planning

distilling

meta-learning

empathy and
listening

imitation

collaboration

inter-
dependence

CfE says that Confident 
Individual are:
•  self respect 

•  a sense of physical, mental and 
emotional well being

•  secure values and beliefs

and that they can:
• relate to others and manage themselves 

•  pursue a healthy and active lifestyle 

•  be self aware

• develop and communicate their own beliefs 
and view of the world 

•  live as independently as they can 

•  assess risk and take informed decisions

• achieve success in different areas of activity

Uniting the models of CfE and Building Learning Power All powerful learners cultivate a 
set of key learning characteristics. Confident Individuals, as described by the CfE, would deploy a subset of these 
characteristics, the most important of which are highlighted in the diagram below.
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Building the habits of…

Confident Individuals

The BLP approach
There are two main parts to 
the approach:

A   a model of a learner and learning, in terms of 
a set of characteristics that work together to 
make a person a highly capable learner; we 
use ‘learning power’ to describe the effect. 
(Several of these characteristics appear in this 
card.)

B   a view of the kind of pedagogy that will nurture 
and strengthen the learning characteristics in 
young people.

These are bound together by the fundamental 
idea that ‘learning is learnable’, and by explicit, 
detailed discussion of how learning works, sup-
ported by a rich repertoire of words and action.

Confident Individuals
This resource sketches an approach that schools 
and teachers could use to deliver the CfE promise 
of helping young people to become Confident 
Individuals.

We see ‘Confident Individuals’ as having a strong 
positive view of themselves, built upon an ability 
to manage their own learning. Persisting in the 
face of difficulty and communicating well with 
others ensure they can achieve success in all 
areas of life 

There is a lot of learning for a young person to 
get through in their school career — a powerful 
learner can expect to learn more, faster, and 
more thoroughly. Which, by the way, should help 
hugely with the ‘outcomes’ side of the curriculum 
balance.

Building Learning Power

Curriculum for Excellence:  
the educational balancing trick 
Scottish schools are more fortunate than many 
others in having, in CfE, a curriculum that pays 
balanced attention both to the higher purposes 
of educating young people for their future lives, 
and to the more obvious classroom business of 
curriculum areas with knowledge and specific 
skills to be inculcated and acquired.

But keeping the balance is always challenging. 
The ever-present pressure of the day-to-day, plus 
eventual qualifications, can squeeze out attention 
to the longer-term, higher-order learning and 
dispositions.

Yet the two sides can work synergistically instead 
of competitively, in concert rather than in conflict 
...

 

Learning behaviours to build powerful Effective Contributors
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Building the habits of…

Effective Contributors

Absorption

Noticing

Managing distractions

Perseverance: Being determined 
to keep going, channelling the energy of 
frustration, and knowing that learning is 
often a slow and uncertain process

Questioning

Capitalising: Drawing 
on a full range of resources 
from the wider world – 
people, books, the internet, 
past experience, future 
opportunities etc.

Reasoning

Imagining

Making links

Revising

Planning

Meta-learning: 
Knowing yourself as a learner, 
able to talk about and reflect on 
the learning process

Distilling

Collaboration: Working constructively 
with others to seek compromise and build 
consensus. Able to adopt different roles 
within teams.

Interdependence

Empathy: Paying heed and 
accommodating others’ points of view. Putting 
themselves in other peoples’ shoes

Listening: Listening sensitively, critically, 
and attentively to draw key information and read 
between the lines

Imitation

Emotional

Cognitive

Social Strategic

noticing

absorption

managing distractions

perseverance

reasoning

questioning

capitalising

making links

imagining

revising

planning

distilling

meta-learning

empathy and
listening

imitation

collaboration

inter-
dependence

Curriculum for Excellence:  
the educational balancing trick 
Scottish schools are more fortunate than many 
others in having, in CfE, a curriculum that pays 
balanced attention both to the higher purposes 
of educating young people for their future lives, 
and to the more obvious classroom business of 
curriculum areas with knowledge and specific 
skills to be inculcated and acquired.

But keeping the balance is always challenging. 
The ever-present pressure of the day-to-day, plus 
eventual qualifications, can squeeze out attention 
to the longer-term, higher-order learning and 
dispositions.

Yet the two sides can work synergistically instead 
of competitively, in concert rather than in conflict 
...

CfE says that Effective 
Contributors are:
• an enterprising attitude 

• resilience

•  self-reliance

and that they can:
•  communicate in different ways and different 

settings

• work in partnerships and in teams 

•  take the initiative and lead

• apply critical thinking in new contexts 

•  create and develop

• solve problems

The BLP approach
There are two main parts to 
the approach:

A   a model of a learner and learning, in terms of 
a set of characteristics that work together to 
make a person a highly capable learner; we 
use ‘learning power’ to describe the effect. 
(Several of these characteristics appear in this 
card.)

B   a view of the kind of pedagogy that will nurture 
and strengthen the learning characteristics in 
young people.

These are bound together by the fundamental 
idea that ‘learning is learnable’, and by explicit, 
detailed discussion of how learning works, sup-
ported by a rich repertoire of words and action.

Building Learning Power

Effective Contributors
This resource sketches an approach that schools 
and teachers could use to deliver the CfE promise 
of helping young people to become Confident 
Individuals .

We see ‘Effective Contributors’ as socially aware, 
skilled team players with the ability to lead and 
manage others through challenges.. 

There is a lot of learning for a young person to 
get through in their school career — a powerful 
learner can expect to learn more, faster, and 
more thoroughly. Which, by the way, should help 
hugely with the ‘outcomes’ side of the curriculum 
balance.

Uniting the models of CfE and Building Learning Power All powerful learners cultivate a 
set of key learning characteristics. Effective Contributors, as described by the CfE, would deploy a subset of these 
characteristics, the most important of which are highlighted in the diagram below.

 

Learning behaviours to build powerful Responsible Citizens
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Building the habits of…

Responsible Citizens

Absorption

Noticing: perceiving subtle 
nuances patterns and details in 
experience. Seeing meaning that 
lurks beneath the surface

Managing distractions
Perseverance

Questioning: 
Asking expansive and 
incisive questions to 
delve beneath the 
surface

Capitalising

Reasoning: Using 
logical skills to work 
things out rigorously. 
Constructing and 
presenting persuasive 
arguments and spotting 
flaws in others

Imagining

Making links

Revising: Being flexible, 
revising plans in the light 
of change, monitoring and 
reviewing how things are 
going. Making decisions in the 
light of careful reflection

Planning

Meta-learning

Distilling: being 
able to identify key points 
and salient features; 
able to state them clearly 
and persuasively to help 
others balance their own 
arguments and reach their 

own conclusions

Collaboration

Interdependence

Empathy: Paying heed and 
accommodating others’ points of view

Listening: Listening 
sensitively, critically, and 
attentively to draw key 
information and read 
between the linesImitation

Emotional

Cognitive

Social Strategic

noticing

absorption

managing distractions

perseverance

reasoning

questioning

capitalising

making links

imagining

revising

planning

distilling

meta-learning

empathy and
listening

imitation

collaboration

inter-
dependence

The BLP approach
There are two main parts to 
the approach:

A   a model of a learner and learning, in terms of 
a set of characteristics that work together to 
make a person a highly capable learner; we 
use ‘learning power’ to describe the effect. 
(Several of these characteristics appear in this 
card.)

B   a view of the kind of pedagogy that will nurture 
and strengthen the learning characteristics in 
young people.

These are bound together by the fundamental 
idea that ‘learning is learnable’, and by explicit, 
detailed discussion of how learning works, sup-
ported by a rich repertoire of words and action.

Building Learning Power

CfE says that 
Responsible Citizens are:
• respectful of others

• committed to participating 
responsibly in political, eco-
nomic, social and cultural life

and that they can:
• develop knowledge and understanding of 

the world and Scotland’s place in it

• understand different beliefs and cultures

• make informed choices and decisions

• evaluate environmental, scientific, and tech-
nological issues

• develop informed, ethical values

Responsible Citizens
This resource sketches an approach that schools 
and teachers could use to deliver the CfE promise 
of helping young people to become Responsible 
Citizens. 

We see ‘Responsible Citizens’ as effective critical 
thinkers; able to form and re-form opinions beliefs 
and values about the world, and communicate 
those empathetically with others. 

There is a lot of learning for a young person to 
get through in their school career — a powerful 
learner can expect to learn more, faster, and 
more thoroughly. Which, by the way, should help 
hugely with the ‘outcomes’ side of the curriculum 
balance.

Curriculum for Excellence:  
the educational balancing trick 
Scottish schools are more fortunate than many 
others in having, in CfE, a curriculum that pays 
balanced attention both to the higher purposes 
of educating young people for their future lives, 
and to the more obvious classroom business of 
curriculum areas with knowledge and specific 
skills to be inculcated and acquired.

But keeping the balance is always challenging. 
The ever-present pressure of the day-to-day, plus 
eventual qualifications, can squeeze out attention 
to the longer-term, higher-order learning and 
dispositions.

Yet the two sides can work synergistically instead 
of competitively, in concert rather than in conflict 
...

Uniting the models of CfE and Building Learning Power All powerful learners cultivate a 
set of key learning characteristics. Responsible Citizens, as described by the CfE, would deploy a subset of these 
characteristics, the most important of which are highlighted in the diagram below.

 

Learning behaviours to build powerful Successful Learners

Perseverance: Being determined 
to keep going, channelling the energy of 
frustration, and knowing that learning is 
often a slow and uncertain process.

Absorption

Noticing

Managing 
distractions

Questioning: Asking 
expansive and incisive questions 
to delve beneath the surface.

Imagining: Using 
imagination and intuition to 
explore possibilities playfully, 
wondering ‘what if’.

Capitalising

Reasoning: Using logical skills to 
work things out rigorously. Constructing and 
presenting persuasive arguments and spotting 
flaws in others.

Making links: Seeing 
connections between disparate 
events and experiences to weave 
a web of understanding across 
subjects and ways of working. Revising: Being 

flexible, revising plans 
in the light of change, 
monitoring and reviewing 
how things are going.

Planning

Meta-learning

Distilling

Collaboration

Interdependence: Learning alone or 
with others; understanding where to step 
forward or take a back seat; confident to 
ask for help when appropriate.

Empathy

Listening

Imitation

Emotional

Cognitive

Social Strategic

noticing

absorption

managing distractions

perseverance

reasoning

questioning

capitalising

making links

imagining

revising

planning

distilling

meta-learning

empathy and
listening

imitation

collaboration

inter-
dependence
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Building the habits of…

Successful Learners
Curriculum for Excellence:  
the educational balancing trick 
Scottish schools are more fortunate than many 
others in having, in CfE, a curriculum that pays 
balanced attention both to the higher purposes 
of educating young people for their future lives, 
and to the more obvious classroom business of 
curriculum areas with knowledge and specific 
skills to be inculcated and acquired.

But keeping the balance is always challenging. 
The ever-present pressure of the day-to-day, plus 
eventual qualifications, can squeeze out attention 
to the longer-term, higher-order learning and 
dispositions.

Yet the two sides can work synergistically instead 
of competitively, in concert rather than in conflict...

CfE says that Successful 
Learners are:
• enthusiastic and motivated 

about learning
• determined to reach high 

standards of achievement
• open to new thinking and ideas

and that they can:
• use literacy, communication 

and numeracy skills
• use technology for learning
• think creatively and independently
• learn independently and 

as part of a group
• make reasoned evaluations
• link and apply different kinds of learning

The BLP approach
There are two main parts to 
Building Learning Power:

A   a model of a learner and learning, in terms of 
a set of characteristics that work together to 
make a person a highly capable learner; we 
use ‘learning power’ to describe the effect. 
(Several of these characteristics appear in this 
card.)

B   a view of the kind of pedagogy that will nurture 
and strengthen the learning characteristics in 
young people.

These are bound together by the fundamental 
idea that ‘learning is learnable’, and by explicit, 
detailed discussion of how learning works, 
supported by a rich repertoire of words and action.

Building Learning Power

Successful Learners
This resource sketches an approach that schools 
and teachers could use to deliver the CfE promise 
of helping young people to become Successful 
Learners. 

We see ‘Successful Learners’ as the key capacity 
of the four that make up CfE’s Purpose: not 
because it is of more ultimate value, but because 
it will contribute hugely to achieving the other 
three. 

There is just a lot of learning for a young person to 
get through in their school career — a powerful 
learner can expect to learn more, faster, and 
more thoroughly. Which, by the way, should help 
hugely with the ‘outcomes’ side of the curriculum 
balance.

Uniting the models of CfE and Building Learning Power 

All powerful learners cultivate a set of key learning characteristics. Successful Learners, as described by CfE, would 
deploy a subset of these characteristics: some of the most important are highlighted in the diagram below.
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Growing learning behaviours
I can’t Tell me I’ll try I see why I make 

sure
I am

Little sense of self as learner. 
Unaware of thinking about how they 
are learning

Understand how they learn and use 
this to control how/what they achieve

Rushes ahead without considering 
the consequences. Impulsive and 
unaware of the need to plan

Considers a range of possibilities 
before committing to action. Plans 

with confident uncertainty

Rigid and rule bound. Believes chang-
ing one’s mind is a weakness

Flexible and adapts readily to 
changing circumstances or as new 

evidence unfolds

Isolated and inward looking. See little 
point in consulting others

Has a network of positive learning 
relationships with many people

Insecure and unwilling to express 
their own opinion. Lacks guiding 
principles

Self-confident and assured. Behaves 
with integrity in line with personal 

principles

Little sense of ends or goals or work-
ing towards something purposefully

Has ambitious, long-term goals which 
they pursue with enthusiasm

Meta Learning

Collaboration

Interdependence

Planning

Revising

Perseverance

This diagram outlines possible starts and ends of the growth of a Confidant Individuals. From the unskilled, untrained learner on the left to the learn-
ing-powered learner on the right lies a progression that can be mapped. The titles across the top identify the progressive phases of skill and attitude 
towards their learning which students need to be guided through.

From behaviours to habits
If the big ambition of the Curriculum for Excellence is to work, 
the learning qualities suggested have to become more than 
‘can-do’ skills; they have to become habitual tendencies that 
students adopt in learning. The point is to grow and develop 
these behaviours to become dispositions or habits. Thus over 
time, students get better at persevering, questioning, reasoning, 
changing their ideas and so forth. They use these behaviours 
more frequently and in a wider range of contexts. They become 
powerful Successful Learners not just in school but for a lifetime 
of learning and employment. Curriculum delivery becomes the 
how of Scotland’s ‘Developing the Young Workforce’.

More 
skilled

Used more 
frequently

Used in more 
contexts

Progression in 
learning habits

Three aspects of progress in 
building learning habits


