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CHAPTER

1

What is agency?
IN A NUTSHELL
■ Teaching has traditionally been very teacher-led. Even in student-centred approaches

■
■
■
■
■

students’ perspectives can be overlooked, and they can be very dependent on their
teachers for organizing their learning.
The concept of agency helps us focus better on how students can increasingly
determine and drive their own learning.
We use agency to look at students’ self-efficacy – their ability to be autonomous, to
organize and carry out courses of action to attain their own goals.
This extends across three interconnected aspects: voice, choice and ownership.
Agency has huge implications for how we develop our schools’ communities,
communication and interaction, and the professional development of our staff.
To help show agency is a continuum, I introduce four levels of agency which I will
develop for voice, choice and ownership in the following chapters.

Agency
Students develop agency as they learn to run their own lives and take
charge of their own learning. Agency grows when they talk about their
learning and their lives in ways that are meaningful to them. We see their
agency when they are involved in decisions about what and how to learn, so
that their school is about their learning. This is quite a contrast to traditional
schooling, where students are recipients of learning that is laid out by the
teacher under the assumption that responsible professionals organize almost
everything for the students. Perhaps some of the following scenarios are
familiar to you.
■■ Scenario 1: Copy and recall

Now boys and girls, copy down the sentences on the board and write
them out ten times.
I hope that this is only familiar as a history lesson, a stereotype from
when learning was dominated by a narrow model of teacher-centred
transmission. It harks back to a previous age, before the exciting, modern
world of photocopiers, countless worksheets and glorious electronic devices.
We think back to when students were seen as passive receptacles of teaching
and were drilled until they learned something or gave up. We can be
happy – smug even – that we have moved well beyond such outdated and
ineffective lessons.
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Agency: Learners in charge

■■ Scenario 2: PowerPoint

Technology now provides a much more attractive ‘glossy’ approach to
information transmission. Many of us are familiar with the ‘death by
PowerPoint’ lesson, where information is shown between impeccable
transitions, with colourful pictures, and sometimes, if we are lucky, engaging
animations.
Thinking about agency makes us focus more on the students’ role. They
still often watch and listen, waiting to be guided step-by-step about what
to write. We can make it seem slightly more modern by calling it ‘conceptbased’ and flashing definitions of big ideas on the whiteboard for students
to copy without really understanding them, but their role only changes
slightly. When we provide adult language definitions of abstract notions
such as ‘connections’ and ‘causation’, we have to be careful in case biddable
students repeat them back to us without thinking through for themselves
what they mean. Students can seem to have become thinkers, if we do not
think too hard about it, because they repeat our ‘educated’ voice rather than
developing one of their own.
Agency helps by focusing on the students themselves, their thinking and
their roles. When we listen attentively to students’ voices, we start to hear
when too much is just echoed back from adults rather than what they are
genuinely thinking through. When they only have passive roles, they do not
take any significant decisions.
■■ Scenario 3: Teachers’ assessment

We can also reduce agency in much subtler ways:
I’ve noticed from your last assessment that you need to improve your
tables recall / paragraph structure / spelling / biology diagrams.’ (Select
whatever is most relevant to your own teaching.) ‘Practice like I told
you and I will test you again at the end of the week.
This seems much better. It is apparently informed by data, but these students
are still receiving the teacher’s plan uncritically. They are being processed.
Agency helps recognize this by putting a spotlight on how students are
thinking, evaluating, creating and inferring for themselves – how much they
are true IB learners.

■■ Change of emphasis onto learning
Agency is a change from looking at teaching onto what each student learns
to do for themselves, throughout the learning process.
6
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Chapter 1 What is agency?

In the past our schools have catered mostly for groups of learners,
for classes of kids, with a one-size-fits-all approach. Arguably, many
students felt disenfranchised in the midst of that, as they just had to
sit and do what they were told. Lessons were delivered to students who
were passive in the way that they received that.
Source: http://core-ed.org/research-and-innovation/ten-trends/2014/learner-agency/
Accessed 14 June 2019.

It is not that we have failed to make learning active and engaging. It is just
that busy learning does not in itself ensure that students are developing
their voices to the full; making increasingly informed choices; owning their
learning.
It can be tempting to look at early learners busily playing together, or
primary children concentrating, or secondary students studying hard to
learn content and say that they are getting everything that they need.
However, our goals should go beyond students being busy and engaged.
Some students are particularly happy when they are busy and do not have to
think for themselves! The role of the students in their thinking, the choices
and the decisions is just as important.
The real test of engagement is not in being happily busy, but in having a
drive to be a learner, and in gradually taking over all the aspects of learning
until you can learn independently in school and throughout the rest of your
life. Agency requires more than a ‘hands on’ classroom where students can
be physically active, but mentally dependent on teachers. It is more like ‘a
hands on – and think it through for yourself”.
Applying the ‘used to think/now we think’ routine from Visible Thinking,
we used to think that active learning was sufficient to have students become
lifelong learners, but now we think that they need to become agents in
charge of their own learning. You can read more about Visible Thinking
on their website: www.visiblethinkingpz.org/VisibleThinking_html_files/
VisibleThinking1.html.
■■ Scenario 4: Science

I have seen countless science experiments, even in IB schools, when the
students are given materials, a set of instructions to follow and a table to fill
in. Because it is an IB school, they may have a ‘prediction’ to write and then
perhaps forget, and a conclusion to write, which is sometimes even dictated
so that students get the perfect notes they ‘need’.

7
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Agency helps us turn around our approach so that experiments become a
way for students to think through concepts for themselves. Young learners
might be seeing for themselves how mud can become sticky. Chemistry
students might think through for themselves possible structures of ozone
(O3) and how to explain them or work out how to design an experiment
that tests for energy changes from one to another. It helps ensure that they
are authentically involved in making choices, explaining their thinking and
designing experiments.
This takes much longer. It needs a high level of expertise and engagement
from teachers, who have to follow and guide students’ thinking carefully.
However, agency is worth all the hard work! It provides students with the
deepest possible learning – and also develops the skills needed to excel in
Diploma Programme (DP) internal assessments – so it is best to start as
early as possible.
■■ Great examples

There are great examples at all age groups of IB learners taking control of
their learning, from very young students selecting activities and challenging
themselves every day, to diploma students organizing their own Creative,
Activity, Service (CAS) activities or Extended Essay (EE). To see how
this works, and to make them the norm, we need to tease out some key
dimensions that give them impact. We need to look at the decisions
students make and the skills and habits they are developing that will sustain
their own learning. We need to see how much of the learning came from
the teachers, and how much from the students themselves.

■■ What is agency?
This takes us to a closer look at the definitions of agency. In the Social
Sciences it can be:
●

●

an actor’s ability to initiate and plan and maintain a programme of
action, or
an actor’s ability to act independently (Campbell, 2009).

We need to examine the different aspects of students taking control, and agency
provides a set of ideas in how to do this. A key term here is self-efficacy – the
ability to be autonomous, to organize and carry out courses of action to attain
desired goals (Bandura, 1997). We can see education as the process by which
students develop their abilities to think and act for themselves in a variety of
powerful ways, across the curriculum and applied to practical situations.
8
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Since we will look at agency mainly from an IB point of view, we will now
look at the IB’s approach to agency, which helps identify its key features.

■■ Agency in the IB
Agency has formally been part of the IB Primary Year Programme (PYP)
since October 2018. However, all IB programmes have had student agency
since the founding of the DP in 1968, when it went beyond simply providing
an internationally recognized university admissions qualification for mobile
young people. The IB has always had high aspirations for developing mature
young people with the personal and mental qualities to act as responsible
global citizens. The start of the IB Diploma has included three core elements
(Hill & Saxton, 2014), which all develop students’ agency:
●

●

In the Extended Essay students develop and follow their own lines of
research.
In Theory of Knowledge (TOK) they study multiple perspectives about
knowledge and develop awareness and agency over their own thinking.
9
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●

As part of CAS, students engage in service where they make decisions
and are responsible to a breadth of physical, creative and social
engagements. CAS should never, of course, be about counting service
hours. At its best it has always been about developing responsible
students with self-efficacy.

■■ Enhancing the role of agency

In the enhanced PYP, launched in October 2018, agency now plays a key
role. It is likely to have a similarly explicit role in the other IB programmes in
the future; it is emerging as a major organizing theme. Since the enhanced
PYP was launched, every IB school that I visit says that ‘agency’ is the new
element that makes the most difference, and that it is relevant across all their
programmes. However, there is still a huge variety in what agency looks like
in different schools, with different schools having different insights, as we
learn together how to use the concept of agency best to develop our students.

■■ The three aspects
As part of the extended PYP, the IB identifies key aspects of agency
(IBO, 2017).
Agency is the power to take meaningful and intentional action,
and acknowledges the rights and responsibilities of the individual,
supporting voice, choice and ownership for everyone in the learning
community.
10
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Chapter 1 What is agency?

Voice, choice and ownership are all expanded in the coming chapters
(specifically Chapters 2, 3 and 4), but here’s a very brief overview.
■■ Voice

Voice provides students with the ability to express themselves and be
heard. It emphasizes learning from a students’ point of view. They talk and
listen meaningfully about themselves, their learning and their learning
community.
Voice is relevant for all ages: young learners are beginning to express
themselves outside the home, while adolescents need to spend time
developing their abilities and sense of self. All adults in school need a voice
to be fully part of the community.
■■ Choice

Choice can be much more than making a simple option within an
activity. For students to make good choices, they need to develop their
metacognition and self-regulation. They need to be aware of their
learning journeys and be involved in setting and monitoring their next
steps. This helps them make informed decisions about their learning.
This is vital for having truly effective differentiation, which rarely works
smoothly and consistently with only the teacher making choices. Welldeveloped choice also leads to thoughtful action, which is more likely
to be initiated by learners the more they are used to making important
choices.
■■ Ownership

Students are more motivated and successful when they have control over
their learning and when the learning is connected to their interests.
They understand school as their community which sustains their learning.
Ownership increases as their voices are heard and their choices are
respected.
For students to become self-directed learners who own their learning, they
need to share the responsibility for their learning. Responsibility needs some
student empowerment which is grounded in shared values and purpose, so a
well-functioning learning community plays a central role.
Owning their learning helps students become citizens in charge of their
lives and, if we have done our job properly, citizens who are internationallyminded and own their responsibility to act ethically.
11
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How to use this book
Links to PYP and the
Learner Profile

l

learning from mistakes

l

failure

l

resilience

The development of a growth mindset culture
across a school works in tangent with the PYP
curriculum and, in particular, the Learner
Profile. (The inter-relationship is discussed in
detail in the previous Introduction section.)
In addition, key behaviours from the Learner
Profile are highlighted through the use of
symbols throughout the lessons and are
quickly identifiable in the table contents for
each age group (see Figure 4). These symbols
can also be used on cards and on flipcharts to
reinforce the behaviours with the students.

l

perseverance

l

challenge

l

effort

l

self-efficacy.

Look out for the following symbols in the
margin to identify where certain behaviours
from the IB Learner Profile are being
developed:

Structure
The lesson plans are organized into year
groups and can be followed as a whole-school
approach. Each series of lessons has a brief
overview that explains where the students
are with growth mindset prior to beginning
the next series of lessons and what the
next set of activities will do to deepen their
understanding. You could use this to select
an alternative starting point to ensure your
students’ needs are being met.
The lessons are designed to provide students
with opportunities to learn about and discuss
the key characteristics of a growth mindset
and effective learning. These include:

As these concepts are revisited throughout the
school, it deepens the students’ understanding
and enables them to become confident,
independent learners.
The lesson plans for 4–5-year-olds have
a different format to the others to ensure
that the learning takes place in appropriate
contexts, including continuous provision.
All the lessons begin with a whole-class
introduction to the week’s focus/stimulus for
mindsets. The sessions are designed to be
short, involving the students in being active
learners, responding to the stimulus and
talking to their talk partners. This is then
developed further by the use of a group activity
and continuous provision. More detail is given
on the structure of the lessons for 4–5-yearolds on page XX, before the first lesson begins.
The lesson plans for 5–11-year-olds all follow a
similar structure. They are designed to explore
the key concepts within a range of contexts.
Often the contexts are flexible and can be
adapted to suit the needs and interests of your
students. The lessons also contain further
developments including ideas for display,
follow-up activities and links to supporting
materials. The lessons are designed to
challenge the students’ thinking and include
15
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key questions to focus them on a particular
aspect of growth mindset. In addition, there
are challenges to stretch the students’ thinking
beyond the lesson.

probably use many of these strategies already
but, if not, they will add to your repertoire.
Reminders are given throughout the text on
when to use these strategies.

■■ When?

■■ Key language

I have explored teaching these lessons at
various points in the school year and have
found that the most effective time to teach
the lessons is during the second part of the
Autumn term and the most effective medium
is through Social and Emotional Learning
(SEL). This allows teachers time to begin to
build relationships with the students prior to
beginning the mindset journey. With younger
students, it is more effective to begin teaching
the lessons at the start of the Spring term as
this again provides time for the students to
settle into school and for the staff to develop
relationships with them.

The lessons introduce the key vocabulary of
mindsets and enable the students to effectively
describe the characteristics of both growth
and fixed mindsets from an early age. This
is often done through the use of vocabulary
cards which the students are asked to sort.
In addition, the books that have been used
in certain lessons to support the students’
understanding have been carefully selected for
their use of the language we wish to promote
when developing a growth mindset. At times,
it might be useful to include images that
reinforce the vocabulary as this will ensure all
learners are able to access it.

■■ How?
I would recommend teaching all of the six
lessons over a half term and in the order they
have been written. With older students, you
could explore teaching some lessons over
more than one session depending on how the
students respond and their prior learning. It
is important, however, to revisit the concept
regularly throughout the school year through
informal, open and honest discussion with the
students about their learning.

Strategies to use in
the classroom
We have listed here a few ideas that you can
use in the classroom as you work through
the lessons to develop a growth mindset. You

Some lessons introduce specific language: for
example, Chapter 2 Lesson 5 Super snails 1:
The power of perseverance introduces the word
‘persevere’ to students within the context of
snails and in Chapter 7 Lesson 1: ‘Don’t say …
Say …’ students are given the opportunity to
reflect on the impact of the words we use.
Some lessons also contain examples of
students’ misconceptions that might occur.
Chapter 5 Lesson 4: Mindset trumps includes
possible misconceptions and potential
strategies for a teacher to help clarify a
student’s understanding.
Although the language of the classroom is a
key element in developing mindsets across a
school, it is not my intention to identify key
vocabulary for each year group as I would not
wish to limit the students’ learning. Instead,
teachers should build upon and develop

16
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How to use this book

the language that the students have been
introduced to by being an effective role model.

■■ Visible thinking and teachers as

role models
Throughout the lessons there is a great
emphasis on ensuring that the process of
learning is highly visible. An integral part of
the lessons is developing the students’ use of
language and providing opportunities to talk
about their learning – as such, the lessons
are rich with language and key vocabulary
is introduced and revisited throughout the
approach. It is essential that this language
becomes part of normal class practice and so,
as teachers and adults, we should continuously
model using it. Teachers must act as role
models and be honest and open about their
own learning. Through modelling and sharing
their own learning journeys (visible thinking),
teachers can further develop the classroom
culture.

■■ Teachers as facilitators of

learning
The teacher’s role within the lesson is often
that of a learning facilitator, but adopting
this role can initially be quite challenging.
It requires teachers to take a step back from
being directly involved in the learning
for part of the lesson and to listen to the
students’ discussions carefully without
intervening. This will reveal a lot about
the students’ attitudes to learning and their
individual mindsets. It can also provide
students with the opportunity to discuss and
reflect independently, to listen to different
opinions and to resolve issues within their
group or with peers. This is an important

skill for them to acquire and it also
encourages them to develop as independent
learners.
During the students’ discussions, it is often
useful to make a note of the students’
responses. This will allow you to share and
discuss misconceptions during the feedback or
to revisit them at a later point.
Allow the students enough time to discuss
each question but not too much time that
they become less focused. Monitor the
students closely as you want them to remain
on task, with their learning progressing
effectively. If they have too much time
they will become distracted. To ensure the
students remain focused, you could use the
strategy of ‘eavesdropping’ where you listen to
the discussions from a distance rather than
intervening and make a note of the students’
ideas. Then, rather than taking individual
feedback, you share with the class the ideas
you gleaned from listening to the discussions.
Ideas can also be shared through a display.

Arranging the classroom
■■ Talk partners
When students are working with their talk
partners, it is essential that they are sitting
next to each other. The students need to be
familiar with working with a talk partner
and with following simple rules (for example,
taking turns to speak, looking at their partner,
talking about the question in focus). Prior to
the lesson, you could remind the students of
this by briefly reviewing the success criteria
for being an effective talk partner. This might
be done through the use of photographs
illustrating the key skills.
17
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The talk partners should be changed regularly
to provide students with the opportunity to
learn with different students.
If you have students who find it difficult to
work co-operatively, you could ask them to
talk in a group of three (with at least one
member of the group being a good role model).

■■ Small groups
Often the students are required to work in
small groups. If it is the first time that they
have worked in small groups, you will need to
consider the groupings carefully.
Ensure the room is set up to encourage
effective discussion between the students. A
good arrangement is square tables with the
students sitting either side facing each other.
The tables could be arranged at a slight
angle to ensure everyone can clearly see the
board.
To encourage all students to join in the
discussion, an object could be passed around
the group to indicate turn taking.

■■ Learning groups
The learning groups are designed to provide
a clear and coherent structure to group work,
which enables students to develop a range
of skills in addition to their focus activity.
Students must take on one of four key
roles: a manager, a reporter, an encourager
or a recorder (see Figure 25 on page XX).
These are designed to be flexible and can
be adapted to suit the needs of your class,
so roles, for instance, could be shared. Two
students could share a role depending on
the number of students in your class. The
encourager is an ideal role that can be shared.

Initially it is advisable to allocate a specific
role to a child and to provide them with a
number of opportunities to explore the same
role. The students can also wear badges
to reinforce the roles they are playing. As
students mature and become familiar with
this way of working, the roles can be changed
regularly as this allows them to demonstrate a
range of skills.
Prior to using learning groups to develop
mindsets in school it would be useful to give
the students experience of working in this
way. Initially they could be introduced to
the different roles and asked to suggest ways
in which they should behave or things they
should say for each one. These ideas could
then be used to create posters to remind the
students how to be successful in the different
roles. Crucially, students should also be
given opportunities to practise the different
roles – discussing simple ideas allows them
to think more about what is happening
in the group and their role within it. This
can then be further developed by activities
that require the students to share differing
opinions.
The use of learning groups could be
developed further by students creating their
own success criteria for each role, or the roles
could be adapted or extended. For example,
the role of a questioner could be introduced
which would require the individual to ask
questions to clarify meaning and develop
ideas further.
When the students are working in roles, it
is important for you, the teacher, to act as a
facilitator.
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■■ Preparing students to give

feedback
Once the discussions are over, the teacher’s
role is to ensure that the students have the
opportunity to feed back their ideas and allow
other students to respond to them.
You might want to pre-empt any student who
could be passive or reluctant to join in by
letting them know in advance that you want
to hear their ideas. Remind students that there
are no right or wrong answers and that you
simply want to hear their opinions.
You could also remind the students that you
will be randomly selecting them to share their
ideas as this will help to ensure they focus.
Various methods can be used to select students
randomly so that they can give feedback. For
example, you could use lollipop sticks where
each student’s name is written on a stick and
one is selected at random. Another useful
alternative is to use raffle tickets, where each
student has a ticket and the teacher selects
a number at random to feedback. Various
online resources are available such as the ‘Fruit
Machine’ at http://www.classtools.net/ or the
‘Random Student Selector’ at https://www.
ehyde.com/No%20Hands/.
In some classes, you might choose to identify
a few pairs of students to initially share their
ideas with the class and act as role models.
A timer can be used to show the students how
long they have to talk for and to ensure they
remain focused.

■■ Use of equipment
When using any equipment, ensure these are
set up and ready to be used!

It can be very helpful to use a visualizer or
document camera to share a reading book with
the students. This has the benefit of enabling
you to zoom in on specific images to stimulate
discussion.
A camera or tablet can be used to take
photographs to make cards to show key skills
or to add pictures to displays for instance.
Check that YouTube clips and other websites
are not blocked in school prior to lessons that
include these.
Many of the figures throughout this book
give you examples of stimulus to show the
students or examples of work by students.
You can use these ideas to create your own
stimulus materials. The resources listed are
downloadable from the IB extras website
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/ib-extras.

The big picture: a
growth mindset culture
throughout the school
■■ Whole-school approach
I have worked with a variety of schools to
support their implementation of mindsets and
the key to their success has been the culture of
high expectations for all. The shared vision of
every child as a learner – regardless of a child’s
starting point, socio-economic or ethnic
background or home life – is key to successful
implementation. It needs to be embodied in
the culture of the classroom and staff need to
be given time to explore and reflect upon the
concept of mindsets. They need to understand
and have ownership of it with the opportunity
to review and reflect on classroom practice.
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For a whole-school approach to be truly
successful, it needs to be led from the top by
the head teacher and senior leadership team.
This is done best by the senior leader leading
whole-school assemblies to reinforce the
messages. This book contains three assemblies
that explore the characteristics of growth
mindset, the desire to be challenged, making
mistakes and learning as an incremental
process. These can be used at the beginning of
each term.
Figure 5 shows the key aspects required for the
successful implementation of growth mindsets
and a growth mindset culture in a school.
You might begin by directly exploring
mindsets through the lessons and activities
and this will have an impact on the classroom
culture, the language used and the wider life
of the school. As this develops, you might find
it useful to select an aspect that you feel is a
particular focus for your school and explore
ways of enhancing this.
Culture of
the
staffroom
Parents

Language

Classroom
culture

Mindsets
in
practice

Challenge

■■ Learning and mistakes
As the culture of the classroom shifts and
students become more open and honest about
their learning, fantastic opportunities arise to use
mistakes as part of the learning journey. At first
it is useful to model making mistakes yourself
and asking the students to identify them. This
could be done by providing the students with
opportunities to compare and contrast learning
(for example, by asking students to look at two
answers to a question in mathematics and to
discuss which one is successful and how they
know this). Initially the differences will need to be
explicit but, as the students become familiar with
this, the differences can become more subtle (for
example, where a correct strategy is being used but
there is an error in the working – see Figure 6).
This strategy is also very effective in developing
mathematical fluency, as the successful answer
can model how to correctly explain the strategy.
This, as well as giving students opportunities to
discuss the mistakes of others, opens them up
to sharing and discussing their own mistakes.
Students at my school now explain their thought
processes in maths and are extremely honest
about them, from sharing strategies to revealing
that they have copied someone’s work!

Taking away 10
87 – 10 =
Feedback

Easy, the
answer is 86.

The
answer will be
smaller as I am taking
away. The units stay the
same and ten less
is 77.

Direct
teaching and
exploration
of the
concept

Figure 5 Key factors for successful
implementation of growth mindsets in a school

Figure 6 Using mistakes in the learning journey
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Jo Boaler is an expert on mindsets and maths
and I would highly recommend her work (see,
for example, Boaler’s 2015 book, Mathematical
Mindsets (ISBN 9780470894521)).
Figure 7 illustrates the importance of mistakes
as an integral part of the learning process.

Mistakes
reveal misconceptions

specific and subsequently have a huge impact
on teaching. Students often identify aspects of
their learning that could have otherwise gone
unnoticed. At times, the students will even
set challenges for the teachers! As John Hattie
(2012) says in Visible Learning for Teachers
(ISBN 9780415690157), the most powerful
feedback is from student to teacher, not
teacher to student.

Impact quotes
Children self-regulate
their learning by
identifying and
communicating what
they cannot do

Learning

Feedback
Two-way feedback
between child and
teacher Support from
teacher Direct teaching

Figure 7 Mistakes as part of the learning process

■■ Feedback and challenge
Caroline Dweck (see page XX) emphasizes
the importance of honest and explicit
feedback that enables a learner to engage and
improve. It is important that, as teachers, we
are honest with our feedback and that we
identify specific areas of strength and the
key next steps in areas for improvement. The
word ‘challenge’ is very effective at engaging
students in their learning. Initially the
teacher should identify a challenge as part of
their feedback about a child’s learning. The
next step, of students identifying their own
challenges, then develops this further and can
be illuminating. As students become more
fluent about learning they can become very

The following quotes are testimonies of the
advantages of adopting a whole-school growth
mindset culture.

■■ Teachers
‘Working together as a staff enabled us to
embed the concepts of mindsets across
the whole school. Teaching mindsets
opens a gateway for students to challenge
themselves and learn from mistakes.’
Denise Storey, teacher

‘Embedding the concept of mindsets
in the school culture allows everyone
(staff and students) to become more
effective at challenging themselves and
embracing change.’
Frank Earp, teacher

■■ Student voice
6–7-year-olds
‘After learning about the growth
mindset I didn’t feel scared to put my
hand up and ask for help.’
‘A growth mindset really helped me
improve at maths.’
21
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‘Because I know about growth mindset I
try to challenge myself.’
‘I now love a challenge and want to be
the best I can because I understand why
having a growth mindset can help me
learn.’
10–11-year-olds
‘A fixed mindset is like being caught in
a net.’
‘If you have a fixed mindset you’ll never
be able to do the things you really want
to and you’ll end up just giving up on
what you really wanted to achieve.’
‘Growth mindset allows you to make
your mark, whoever you are, whatever
you want to do.’
‘Hold nothing back.’
‘If you have a growth mindset, it may
take a while, but you will get better and
better at what you are trying to do.’
‘Having a growth mindset is like
drinking a magical potion.’
‘I once tried to do something and, after
about five attempts, I still couldn’t do it
but I kept trying and practising and now
I can.’
‘Growth mindset is vital for learning.
Without a growth mindset you could
give up on everything.’
‘If you have a dream you need a growth
mindset to accomplish it.’

‘Having a growth mindset can
encourage everyone around you to do
better at everything.’
‘A growth mindset is the way forward. A
fixed mindset will never move you along
the learning track. If you are fixed you
are fixed, if you have a growth mindset
you are progressing, growing.’
‘With a fixed mindset, I would not be
able to overcome tough challenges.
Thank you for teaching me the way of a
growth mindset.’
‘Having a growth mindset helps me
learn and develop my brain to the best
it can be.’

The future …
From my own experience, the students become
the most powerful ambassadors for mindsets, as
they develop ownership of their learning and
their awareness of the learning process. They
begin to challenge their peers, their parents
and even staff about learning and this further
develops a learning culture in life and a ‘buzz’
in the classroom and school.
I hope this book inspires you and enables you to
develop a learning culture in your school. I would
be delighted to hear about your experiences and
receive feedback on the ideas and activities. I
can be contacted on Twitter @feedyour_brain or
everychildalearner@gmail.com. Good luck!
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CHAPTER

1

The importance of wellbeing
and SEL in the PYP classroom
IN A NUTSHELL
n This chapter introduces and defines the concept of wellbeing. Wellbeing is now

n

n
n
n
n

understood not only as an individual state, but also as being symbiotic to class and
whole school wellbeing.
Social and emotional wellbeing is an important aspect of general wellbeing and core
to the IB framework. In the classroom, social and emotional learning (SEL) can occur
through teacher modelling.
Strategies are suggested for whole school and classroom wellbeing, as well as
introducing modelling behaviour to the classroom.
This chapter includes a checklist to implement wellbeing in a whole-school or a single
classroom, depending on the support of school leaders.
Specific strategies are also provided to give students roles and responsibilities as part
of the wellbeing movement.
Wellbeing in the classroom cannot occur without organisation. This chapter includes
how to plan wellbeing initiatives into the schedule for best results.

Introduction
They may forget what you said, but they will not forget how you made
them feel.
Carl W. Buehner

Children are more sensitive than adults, given their hearing, eyesight and
senses of smell, taste and touch are heightened in comparison to their
parents and teachers. Students are more likely to be distracted by the hum
of a ceiling fan and more likely to be upset by a raised voice or sudden
movement than a colleague in the staff room. A child’s ability to recover
from an unexpected event is also likely to take longer than an adult with
more life experience.
In most contexts, children typically have less control over their environment
compared to the adults in the room. Teachers, for example, monitor the
temperature of the room, the volume of the voices, the sequence and
amount of time invested in each activity. For children, a subtle change in an
adult’s demeanour or an abrupt request to change from one activity to the
next, can trigger an unintended emotional response.
This chapter explores the importance of wellbeing and social and emotional
learning (SEL) in the Primary Years Programme (PYP) classroom.
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Wellbeing in the PYP classroom
The term wellbeing is defined as ‘the state of being comfortable, happy
and healthy’. There is a well-established link between physical activity
and psychological wellbeing, indicating that individuals who engage in
regular exercise experience more positive emotions (Malcolm, Evans-Lacko,
Little, Henderson & Thornicroft, 2013). Oxytocin is a neurotransmitter
released in response to positive events in our environment, such as physical
or social activity. On any given school day, activity breaks which include
opportunities to socialize will boost both teacher and student wellbeing.

n■ The teacher’s wellbeing
Symptoms experienced by education professionals in the last 1–2 years
Insomnia, difficulty sleeping
Irritability, mood swings

25%

Muscle tension

28%

Recurring headaches/migraines

None of these
High blood pressure

42%

27%

Forgetfulness

Under-eating

43%

33%

Difficulty concentrating

Panic attacks

44%

29%

Over-eating

Changes to appetite

48%

35%

Tearfulness

Dizziness

52%

38%

13%

29%
25%

25%
17%
21%
21%
14%
11%
13%
18%
12%
12%

38%
36%
35%

In the last year
In the last two years

2019 Base: All education professionals, in the last year (n = 2,731) in the last two years (n = 2,154)
Note: A reflective question, asking respondents in 2019 for their perceptions relating to both 2019
and 2018
Source: https://www.educationsupport.org.uk/sites/default/files/teacher_wellbeing_
index_2019.pdf
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Teacher wellbeing directly impacts student wellbeing. By understanding
how our own wellbeing influences the children in our care, we develop
greater self-awareness and an unwavering commitment to the importance
of wellbeing as a foundation for learning. According to Chief Executive,
Sinéad McBrearty of UK’s Education Support, “Good teaching requires the
highest levels of physical, social and emotional energy”. This was echoed in
the results of the Teacher Wellbeing Index 2019, which revealed work-related
stress in the teaching profession has increased for the third year in a row,
with sharp rises in tearfulness, insomnia and irritability among teachers.

n■ The classroom environment
The environment in which we live, work or study also influences
our physical, social and emotional wellbeing. By developing a shared
understanding of health and wellbeing across the entire IB learning
community, students and teachers stand to benefit. A PYP classroom filled
with fresh air, pockets of sunlight, a cozy reading corner, handmade art and
plant life, is likely to feel very nurturing and safe for students. The calm
voice of a caring teacher will also influence the atmosphere. Comfortable,
breathable clothes and soft footwear allow adults who work with children
to move gently and quietly in their environment. For example, without the
distracting ‘clip-clop’ of high heels on hard floors, children can relax and
absorb more.
As students mature, their needs change in terms of their learning
environment and what they need to feel safe. Early adolescents will readily
engage with educators only after trust has been established. Being clear
on the rules of the Middle Years Programme (MYP), as students transition
from the PYP, is a good place to start. Research suggests early adolescents
are more likely to victimize same aged peers post-transition, for example,
from PYP to MYP (Dempsey, Sulkowski, Nichols, & Storch, 2009; Heaven,
Ciarrochi, & Vialle, 2008; Pelligrini & Long, 2002). Educators can best
support MYP students with increased supervision.
The theme of ensuring student safety in order to provide a nurturing
learning environment continues as students enter the Diploma Programme
(DP). As global citizens, students of the DP study beyond the classroom, and
need educators to recommend the best sources for research to ensure their
safety in the online community and the quality of their work. This structure
along with more regular communication between educators and individual
students ensures learners feel safe and nurtured.
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n■ The role of school leaders
School leaders who nurture the wellbeing of teachers, also ensure a greater
sense of wellbeing among students (Durlack, 2018; Roffey, 2019; Weissberg,
2019). Creating a shared vision for teacher wellbeing may include setting
limits to ensure a manageable workload, encouraging healthy behaviours
and initiatives to strengthen social networks – such as mentoring programs
and professional development at lunchtime gatherings.
Anyone who has accessed quality content can appreciate the extra energy
and enthusiasm cognitive stimulation brings. When educators take this back
to the classroom, every student benefits. Being nurtured in a well-resourced
workplace of any kind has the same outcome. Clients or customers are given
more time, attention, support and respect. Students receive this same boost
to their wellbeing when we invest in our educators.

n■ Effective teamwork and collaboration
Effective teamwork and collaboration underpins teaching in all IB
programmes (IBO, 2017). This refers to the collaborative relationship
between teachers and students, but also includes promoting teamwork and
collaboration between students themselves. A focus on teamwork in the
classroom can be challenging for students as they develop turn-taking,
listening and negotiation skills. As such, teachers become practiced at
modelling problem-solving skills and emotional regulation to help students
develop greater resilience within the learning community.

n■ Generating support for wellbeing initiatives
One teacher can start the process and the momentum will build from
the positive feedback your students will share with their parents and the
observations of your colleagues. In my experience as a ‘student wellbeing
consultant’, many schools decide to implement a whole-school wellbeing
initiative in response to a traumatic event, such as a suicide within the
student population. Alternatively, the decision to implement a wellbeing
initiative may come from a forward-thinking principal or from a groundswell
of parents or teachers with a commitment to prioritizing the social and
emotional wellbeing of all students.

28

WIP PYP_1.indd 28

04/02/2020 09:04

Chapter 1 The importance of wellbeing and SEL in the PYP classroom

EDUCATOR’S CHECKLIST

How to generate support for wellbeing
initiatives at your school
✔ Use your communication board or staff room to display wellbeing

initiatives and related research.
✔ Organise for a wellbeing consultant to speak at a staff meeting or

assembly.
✔ Gather a list of colleagues who are interested in joining a small and

friendly wellbeing committee.
✔ With permission from the school leader, recruit students who would like

to join ‘Operation Wellbeing’.
✔ Schedule a fun whole-school wellbeing initiative launch party with a

guest speaker (or yourself) to introduce the idea and gather support.
✔ Think music, flowers, good vibes and warm connections – you and your

wellbeing crew can do this!

Social and emotional learning
(SEL) in the PYP classroom
SEL is designed to boost the social and emotional wellbeing of students,
resulting from strong social relationships and good psychological health
(Cooker, 2016). SEL is part of the official and unofficial IB curriculum, as
social and emotional wellbeing is embedded within a culture of support.
This entails offering care for others and accepting care for oneself.
Research shows that academic achievement increases and is sustained when
the social and emotional needs of students are prioritized (Mahoney, Durlak
& Weissberg, 2018). Conversely, students who are exposed to prolonged
academic pressure in countries such as China, Korea and Singapore, are
more prone to chronic stress, depression, anxiety and suicide ideation (Siu,
2019). New programmes in China are trying to reduce the pressure on
students by allowing outdoor exams.
New research suggests that students with greater social and emotional
wellbeing are likely to perform an average of thirteen percentile points
higher academically than their non-SEL peers (Taylor, OBerle, Durlak, &
Weissberg, 2017).
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In practice, SEL begins as a part of a whole-school commitment to
nurturing the social and emotional wellbeing of others and oneself. In the
classroom, teachers role model how to develop and maintain positive social
relationships through greater self and social awareness.
HOW EDUCATORS CAN MODEL SELF-AWARENESS AND
EMOTIONAL REGULATION
A teacher may feel excited about a new activity they have prepared for the
class. They need to use their laptop to access different types of music, but
the laptop starts an automated update just as the students are waiting for
the first song to begin. They wait patiently while the teacher attempts to
fix the problem – but this takes longer than anticipated and they become
impatient. This is an opportunity to turn to the students and say, “I’m
feeling really frustrated right now. I can feel myself rushing and worrying
as I try to resolve this quickly, so I’ll take a break and close the laptop until
I feel calmer. We can do this later. Thanks for your patience, class, I really
appreciate it”. The ability to articulate an emotion you are experiencing in
the moment and to share a technique you are using to regulate this feeling,
is an example of self-awareness.
In a social context, teachers can model social awareness be pausing and
considering different points of view. By taking the opportunity to see at least
two sides to every story, teachers will help students to empathize with others
and to better understand the reasons for their feelings.
Teachers in PYP classrooms are encouraged to practice SEL techniques by
modelling techniques to stay calm, such as opening a window, taking a deep
breath, drinking water and expressing feelings of frustration in a calm voice
as they arise. Social issues between students are normalized and resolved
by listening and turn-taking to understand the different perspectives.
Encouraging students to consider another point of view and to model the
use of empathy is helpful to young people as they discover SEL.

The benefits of wellbeing and SEL
Over time, students exposed to SEL become more attuned to peer dynamics
and more able to express themselves, develop friendships, negotiate and/
or resolve conflict. This attitude is soon reflected in the broader school
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community and can be easily absorbed by visitors to the school. A wholeschool approach to SEL ensures students are exposed to consistent role
models and a safe environment to practice SEL principles. By enabling
students to be part of a community committed to valuing social and
emotional wellbeing, skills such as emotional regulation are more easily
adopted by observing adults who value this practice.

Strategies for implementing wellbeing
CASE STUDY
How one educator started a
whole-school wellbeing initiative
Vicky was excited to join the team at a
large urban primary school. Based in an
area of disadvantage, student attendance
enrolments declined after the recent closure
of the local steelworks as many families
relocated due to high unemployment in
the suburbs surrounding the school.
In her first month of teaching, Vicky and
her colleagues experienced a change in
their school’s leadership team and 11 out of
47 staff members were made redundant.
There was low morale among the educators
and Vicky began to consider teaching
overseas, until she realised how much she
could do in the current circumstances.
She couldn’t help but give stability to the
students in her class. They wanted to know
her and seemed to crave the commitment
she brought when she first moved to the
area. Vicky saw opportunities everywhere
to bring hope in the face of financial
stress. She decided to see if small changes
could make a big social and emotional
impact on her students and colleagues.

With the permission of the new leadership
team, Vicky invited all the members of the
school staff to be part of the ‘school wellbeing
team’ to counteract the current climate with
positive whole-school initiatives for students
and staff. She made a few colourful flyers
and pinned three around the school – one
in the admin area, one in the staff kitchen
and one inside the staff toilet. The next day
Vicky was approached by many individuals
who praised her idea and offered to help or
confirmed they would come to the meeting.
On the morning of the first gathering, Vicky
was nervous. She was worried nobody
would support her idea or that people might
think she was ‘too new’ with ‘no right to
change things’. To combat her nerves, Vicky
opened all the windows in the staff room
to freshen the air, put on some background
music and filled some small jars with water
for the tiny flowers she found in the garden
outside. Finally, Vicky pulled out a brief
wellbeing survey she had created. She wanted
to know what they could offer to foster
wellbeing. Her initiative was about starting a
groundswell, not hosting a one-woman show.
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Vicky warmly greeted each person as they
entered the room. She was pleased to see
the school gardener, an admin assistant
and four teachers, including two from the
leadership team. They all seemed genuinely
happy to trial something new without a
budget and thanked Vicky for having the
courage to put up the flyers. Vicky was
humbled and pleased to be supported
by her more experienced colleagues.
In that first meeting, they sketched out a
draft wellbeing programme, including making
better use of garden space, allowing more
background music and organising social
events for the whole-school community.
Afterwards, Vicky sent a group email to all
school staff and parents to share the outcome
of the meeting and a link to a wellbeing
survey she created. It asked: “What makes
you feel good about our school?” and
“What would you like to do to make it even
better?” She asked them to rate their sense
of wellbeing at school on a scale of 1 to 10.

Monthly meet-ups followed, vegetables
grown in the garden sold like hot cakes at
the school gate, a musical parent wrote a
new upbeat school song and performed
it in assembly. There was a thank you
breakfast hosted for the school gardener
and a new chicken coop built by the senior
students. New roles and responsibilities
encapsulated the student population with
most earning their ‘Wheelbarrow License’
and a ‘Certificate in Egg Gathering’.
A pre-and post-wellbeing survey comparison
of educator’s responses revealed an 80%
increase in wellbeing over a 12-month period
based on self-ratings. Of the 451 students,
parents and school staff, 76% felt more
engaged at school and 92% of the school
community had developed friendships within
the school. Vicky published the 2019 wellbeing
survey results in the school newsletter along
with a photos of their whole-school breakfast,
complete with fresh eggs, happy faces,
healthier children and herbs from the garden.

n■ Classroom participation and wellbeing
To raise your hand in a large group takes courage. To risk failure by taking a
guess is even more commendable. Setting some ground rules, such as ‘no put
downs’, including sniggers or negative noises or name-calling, is a great place
to start. Enforcing that rule with consistent reminders for those who forget
will ensure greater classroom participation. Feeling safe is an essential part
of social and emotional wellbeing.
Wellbeing can also be implemented by creating a long list of exciting roles
and responsibilities for your students to share. A special or important task
gives students structure and status. It could be wearing headphones and
doing ‘tech support’ at assemblies, raising the school flag, turning on the
light and opening the windows each morning, taking fruit scraps to a worm
farm or jumping on cardboard for recycling. Special jobs create a sense of
belonging, and this fosters student wellbeing in the school community.
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AC TIV IT Y

Hav ing the righ t wor ds

Empathy often requires having the right words to express how we
feel and to help to describe how others may be feeling. Let’s work on
our empathy vocabulary together.

Step 1
the gaps using a word from the
Read the sentences below and fill in
hy skills to help you choose the
list provided. Try and use your empat
right word.
:
Grab a pencil and fill in the sentences

upset

hurt

worri ed

sad

frustrated

excited

relieved

happy

embarrassed

angry
nervo us

Hussen was walking home when he dropped his ice cream. He was
clearly

as he was crying.

Ming was jumping and clapping his hands. He was so
as he took first prize during the competition.
This week was the last rehearsal before the school play. The troupe
was feeling

about the opening day.

Jack was going to swim classes for the first time. He was feeling
about using the change rooms.
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Step 2
Next, write or draw a brief sentence about a time when you felt:

Upset

Happy

Worried

Embarrassed
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PYP Friends Storybook Series
Inspired by the stories of young clients at the Quirky Kid Clinic
in Australia, the PYP Friends storybooks help you deliver the
PYP and create inviting and intentional learning spaces which
support physical and emotional well-being.

Find out more at
hoddereducation.com/ib-pyp
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Meet the authors
Dr Kimberley O’Brien
our PYP ATL
Author of PYP Friends Storybook range, Wellbeing for the IB PYP &
WORKBOOKS
and Principal
Dr Kimberley O’Brien is an International Student Wellbeing Consultant
logy clinics
Child Psychologist at Quirky Kid, one of Australia’s leading child psycho
space. Author,
and educational publishers in the Social and Emotional Learning (SEL)
d up with
speaker and lover of family time, based in Sydney, Australia, she teame
od
talented illustrator Connah Brecon to create PYP Friends, an inspiring childho
adventure and social skills program.

Simon Davidson
Author of Agency for the IB Programmes – Learners in charge & series
editor of
our forthcoming PYP Springboard Teacher’s Guides.
Simon Davidson has worked in IB schools since 1998, teacher from PYP
to diploma.
He had a wide variety of leadership roles focusing on developing the
quality
of learning, before working as an educational consultant. He now focuse
s on
supporting schools with developing their programmes, as well as review
ing the
impact of teaching on students. He has particular interests in agency,
creativity and
innovation.

Shirley Clarke (M.Ed., Hon.Doc) and Katherine Muncaster
Authors of Growth Mindset for the IB PYP: Every child a learner
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Shirley is a world expert in formative assessment, specialising in the practic
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or read her books and, through them, the practice of formative assess
ements.
continually evolving, developing and helping to transform students’ achiev
She is
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To find out more about this
brand-new range tailored to the
Primar y Years Programme head
to hoddereducation.com/ib-pyp
and sign up for our e-updates.

To place an order please email
International.team@hoddereducation.com
and quote “PYP Sample”
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