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Learning is about making connections – you will experience them through 
the ‘ah ha’ experience of seeing a connection between two previously 
isolated concepts, or the satisfaction of seeing the connection between 
an abstract idea and a ‘hands-on’ concrete experience. It’s how you make 
sense of the world. To be a good link maker you need to keep stimulating 
your brain and enriching your experiences because through active 
learning you quite literally ‘build’ your own mind. This is done in many 
ways; through having a repertoire of cognitive strategies; through the 
social process of constructing knowledge; by connecting experience and 
learning; through how you direct the work of learning, sometimes called 
meta-learning or simply reflection (see the module on Me-Learning). And 
at the heart of all this is your attitude to knowledge; whether it is bound up 
in rules and ‘is-language’, or whether you see knowledge as provisional, 
ever building and changing. When looked at from these diverse angles 
growing link making moves well beyond encouraging a student to ‘look 
for a link’..

Five big culture shifts to get you started. Ask yourself – how 
might you:
•	 Help students to connect new learning with prior knowledge; 

•	 Encourage students to consider where else new learning 
might be applied;

•	 Employ metaphors and analogies to explain new learning; 

•	 Enable students to explore the overlap between different 
subject areas;

•	 Ensure that students build their own web of understanding 
for themselves.

1 Making Links - a well formed habit

2 Five big culture shifts
In

 p
la

ce
 

G
oi

ng
 to

 tr
y

q

q

q

q
 
q

q

q

q

q
 
q



4 Copyright © TLO Limited 2018  |  Learning Diary – To accompany the online unit: Putting Making Links into Learning  |  21/12/18  |

You make it clear to students 
which learning habits and 
processes they are using. You 
try to make every aspect of the 
learning process as visible as 
possible through the language 
you use and through the words 
and images you display on the 
walls.

You design activities that 
combine the dual objectives of 
‘what’ will be learned and ‘how’ 
it will be learned. You make 
sure students know that the 
content they are learning is a 
way of giving their minds a useful 
workout. (The content is the 
vehicle for learning)

3 �The six principles that lie behind teaching 
for Learning Power

For example: Use display 
Show connections between ideas, characters, 
objects that are being studied through the use 
of classroom wall displays. Refer to them and 
encourage pupils to add new connections as 
they emerge.

For example: Mind Maps 
•	 Use mind maps to encourage pupils to link 

and explain how information and ideas seem 
to be associated.

•	 Use mind mapping at the beginning, middle 
and end of a unit of study to show how links 
and understanding change as knowledge 
grows.

•	 Use at the end of a module of learning as a 
synthesising tool.

•	 Use a ‘thought shower mind map’ at the 
outset of a lesson to connect with prior 
learning and activate link making.

1: Visible learning…Surfacing learning

2: Dual focus teaching…blending content and process In
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Your lessons are designed to 
intrigue your students. Students 
don’t put in the effort unless 
their energy and attention are 
captured by what they are doing. 
You capture your students’ 
emotional engagement by giving 
them more of a stake in the 
process of learning.

You have realised from your 
own life that what is engaging 
tends to be what is challenging. 
Since you see education as a 
preparation for a learning life, 
you help students to learn how 
to handle increasing degrees of 
complexity and uncertainty. 

For example: Word Play 
________ is like (a) ________ because….
The first blank is for the subject-related topic, 
concept etc.
The second blank is for the random (?) noun.
e.g. Punctuation is like a river because . . .
•	 Use as an engaging starter or a reflective, 

plenary activity
•	 It stimulates pupils to make links between 

what they have just learned and things they 
already know.

•	 Use it more generally towards the end of a 
topic as a transferring or distilling activity. 

You could… choose the noun at random; 
structure more carefully and choose a noun to 
help scaffold the learning;  encourage pupils to 
choose their own (random ?) noun. It could be an 
end of topic homework.

For example: Visible Thinking Routine 
Connect, Extend, Challenge
Helps pupils make connections between new 
ideas and prior knowledge. Also encourages 
them to take stock of ongoing questions, puzzles 
and difficulties as they reflect on what they are 
learning.
•	 Connect…how are the ideas and information 

presented connected to what you already 
know?

•	 Extend…what new ideas did you get that 
extended or pushed your thinking in new 
directions?

•	 Challenge…what is still challenging you or 
confusing for you to get your mind round? 
What questions, wondering or puzzles do you 
now have?

•	 The natural place to use this routine is after 
pupils have learned something new. For 
example: after exploring a work of art, a 
theory, a method, a piece of evidence. Try it 
as a reflection during a lesson, after a longer 
project, or when completing a unit of study.

The routine works just as well with the whole 
class, small groups or individually.

3: Emotional engagement…Capturing attention

4: Handling uncertainty…Challenge
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Learning is both a sociable and 
a solitary activity, and you offer 
your students opportunities to 
experience both. You develop 
interdependent learners who 
know how to handle themselves 
in collaborative groups and able 
to move around in the social 
space of learning to best effect.

You understand that students 
have to learn how to manage 
and organise their own learning 
and that the way to do this is 
by giving them increasingly 
demanding opportunities to do 
so.   You orchestrate students 
taking charge of their learning by 
expecting them to plan what they 
do, distil meaning from it, and 
revise it accordingly.

For example:
Invite groups of four to consider the different 
ways we connect ideas —logical, diverse, lateral, 
etc. Give each group a bag of items that are 
connected or linked in some sort of way. Pupils 
have to work out how they are linked. Nudge with 
“What’s happening here and what makes you 
say that?”
Debrief through discussion “What is happening in 
our minds when we make connections between 
things?” “Sometimes it is important to think 
logically and systematically, and sometimes we 
need to allow ourselves to imagine possibilities.” 
“Why is it important to make connections?” “What 
does making connections help us to do?” 
Alternatives Run activity with all groups having 
the same articles OR with all groups having 
different articles. OR having bags of items with 
no obvious links. Pupils make up their own.

For example: Learning Logs 
Introduce Learning Logs to encourage pupils to 
reflect on how they are making links in order to 
build understanding. Ensure link making ideas 
stretch  beyond school and subjects
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5: Relationships…Working together

6:  Reflection and responsibility…Taking charge In
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4 �Embedding the visible thinking routine Connect/Extend/Challenge into a lesson.
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Making 
Links

1) Ways of 
making 

2 )Ways of 
making 

3) Using 
reflection to 

4 )Fluidity of 
knowledge 5) Self Talk

Embodies
Has wide range of 
cognitive strategies to 
select from.

Use their experience to 
enhance learning and 
their learning to enrich 
application.

Regulate their behaviour 
to improve their learning. 
Have insights into how 
they learn.

Transfers new 
understandings to novel 
situations. Makes intuitive 
links.

"Learning xxx ( something 
completely new) has 
given me new 
perspectives on …"

Organises
Makes new meaning by 
regrouping and 
reclassifying across 
disciplines, knowledge 
and across experience. 

Negotiate and find 
agreement with 
knowledgeable others.

Diagnose difficulties and 
try various solutions.

Holds own knowledge 
system as provisional.

"I can review and re-
organise my own thinking 
on this."

Values
Connects new learning 
with older learning 
through finding analogies.

Apply what they know to 
problem solving in real 
situations with others.

Analyse effectiveness of 
learning. Look for patterns 
of difficulty.

Keeps an open mind. 
Knowledge system is 
adaptable.

"This reminds me of...It's 
like. I understand this in 
my own way."

Responds
Puts new learning into 
own words. Paraphrasing, 
summarising.

Talk about what they are 
learning and relate to past 
experiences.

Monitor their 
understanding/comprehen
sion of something.

Uses new learning to 
review prior learning with 
support.

"I need time to work this 
out. Do I understand 
this?"

Receives
Remembers  lists, facts 
definitions through note 
taking, highlighting, using 
mnemonics.

Relates what they are 
learning to past 
experiences with adult 
support. 

Check and correct as they 
proceed.

Knowledge system 
bounded by rules or 
conventions.

"Am I doing this right?"

Lacks
No awareness of or 
language to understand 
how meaning is made.

Doesn't relate having 
experiences  to how they 
understand things.

Has no understanding of 
how they learn or that 
such understanding is 
possible.

Knowledge base limited 
by lack of experiences. "Has no learning talk"
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6 �Team Reflection and Planning 
Personal Action Reporting

Evidence from my Making links experiments that I will report to the team at the next 
meeting

improvements in the ‘feel’ of the classroom culture

increased time on task

less low level disruption

more talk about learning

greater enjoyment in learning

more/renewed interest in the subject

more harmony in the classroom

greater willingness to try, and try different ways

Less/more avoidance of…..

Improvements in……

Increases in…….

Little of no change in…
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www.tloltd.co.uk

www.buildinglearningpower.co.uk

Approved courses from TLO
TLO offers a range of courses, on-line learning, conferences and resources to stimulate and 
extend schools’  
practice in Building Learning Power.

– Enhance understanding and skills

– Ensure BLP principles are interpreted  for full effect

– Encourage staff to explore and experiment

Our new in-depth courses fit any budget – and really work.

For more details contact

TLO Limited	 t:	 0117 937 8080
The Park Centre	
Daventry Road	 e:	 learningpower@tloltd.co.uk
Bristol
BS4 1DQ	 w:	 www.bulildinglearningpower.com

	 w:	 www.tloltd.co.uk

TLO Limited have worked closely with Professor Guy Claxton since 2001. Together we 
have sought to create a dynamic programme for translating and extending his ideas into 
effective practice, in ways that can benefit every classroom and every young person. 
Schools, teachers and children have participated in every stage of this exciting journey of 
development. Our growing range of publications, face to face and on-line training and other 
on-line materials and training is the fruit of this endeavour.




