Developing resilient, strategic, literacy learners.

Peter Johnston, The University at Albany-SUNY. PJohnston@uamail.Albany.edu

A Disposition toward Resilience

The tendency to maintain a focus on learning when the going gets tough. It’s opposite is brittleness – the tendency to avoid challenging tasks and to shift into ego-defensive behaviors when learning is difficult (Carr & Claxton, 2002).

Some language choices to reconsider

Think carefully about the praise you use. Remember that when children are engaged in an activity, praise only distracts them from the engagement and risks shifting their goal to pleasing you.  Turn children’s attention to the successful parts of new things they are trying, and how they are doing them. Focus their explanations on process-strategies and effort, not on personal traits. 

	Avoid
	Possible Alternatives
	Logic

	Person-criticism like, “I’m disappointed in you.”
	“Maybe you could find another way to do it.”  “You didn’t really get a chance to fix that yet.” “How could you do it differently?”
	Reduces the risk of undermining a feeling of respect and viewing problem as a trait. Turns attention to solving temporary problems and building agency/resilience.

	Person –praise like, “I’m proud of you” or “You’re good at this”  
	“How did you do that?” “You found a good way to do it. Could you think of another way.” “You must have worked hard at that.” 
	Person praise on success encourages child to infer person criticism on failure (even if you don’t say it) which undermines resilience. Alternatives turn attention to process-strategy and effort, and build resilience. 

	“You’re really smart”
	“You really worked hard” “You used some great strategies. That must have been fun”
	Smart (as a trait) is not something you have control of, effort and process are. Unsuccessful events invite the child to attribute the trait ‘not-smart.’

	“That’s what good readers do.”
	“That’s what readers do.”
	‘Good reader’ (trait) opens possibility of children ‘bad-reader’ when unsuccessful.  ‘Readers’ is a more accommodating identity. 

	“I like the way you…”
	“Look at how you did that, you….”  When you did x, y happened.
	Keeps child in control, focuses on the process (and preferably the consequence), and doesn’t shift the goal towards pleasing the adult.

	“Good girl.”
	“Thanks.”
	Judgment offers an asymmetrical power relationship, “Thanks,” not only offers a symmetrical power relationship but encourages community contributions. “Good girl” is global praise and invites its opposite when the child is not successful.  


Belief System Frames
	Dynamic/ Learning frame
	Fixed/Performance frame

	The more you learn the smarter you get. Smartness, minds, who you become can be changed. 
	People have fixed traits such as smartness, intelligence and personality that they cannot change. 

	Learning takes time and effort, so trying hard is valued. 
	Learning happens quickly for smart people so trying hard is not valued - if you have to try hard you probably aren’t smart. 

	The most important information is how someone did (or could do) something because that’s what we can learn from.
	The most important information is whether one is successful. It shows who is smart and more valuable. How one succeeds is irrelevant.  (Cheating - lying justifiable routes to success.) 

	The goal is to learn as much as you can.  
	The goal is to look as smart as you can.  

	Frequent success without trying hard indicates choosing activities that are too easy to learn from.  
	Frequent success without trying is an indicator of one’s (fixed) ability and value. 

	Problems/challenges/errors are to be expected if a person is taking on challenge – which is valued (even experts/authors make mistakes).   
	Problems/challenges/errors are indicators of one’s intellectual ability.  

	Challenging and novel activities are engaging.
	Challenging and novel activities are risky/stressful.

	Value collaboration and believe that success requires it, along with, interest, and efforts to comprehend. Seeking help is sensible after exhausting one’s own resources.
	Value competition and believe that success requires ability and a competitive focus. Seeking help is evidence of one’s intellectual inadequacy.

	Greater competence means being able to take on new challenges and greater opportunity to help others.
	Greater competence means being smarter and therefore better (and more valuable) than others, and potentially having power over others. 


Each row in the belief system table offers an aspect of conversation in which you can shift the frame.   
Consequences of Belief System Frames

	Dynamic- Learning frame
	Fixed-Performance frame

	Explain behaviors in terms of mental processes and context. 
	Explain behaviors in terms of permanent traits.

	Choose challenging activities in which you will learn as much as possible. Get into your zone of proximal development (zpd).
	Choose activities that make you look smart, easy enough to be successful but just below your zpd.

	When encounter difficulty, engage in self-monitoring and self-instruction, increase strategic efforts, don’t see self as failing. 
	When encounter difficulty, they see it as failure, question their ability, assign blame for failure, and cease acting strategically.

	What advice would they give to a peer who is having difficulty?  Lots of strategic advice.
	Minimal advice, and sometimes sympathy. 

	Feel smart when taking on challenge or teaching others.
	Feel smart when do it better or faster than others. 

	What do they make of a new child in class who misbehaves (or does badly on work)?  Probably not a bad student, Probably better in a couple of weeks.
	Probably a bad student, probably much the same in a couple of weeks.

	When faced with transgressions tries to understand the thinking and the context that produced the behavior, and forgive and educate the transgressor.
	When faced with transgressions invoke punishment.  

	When faced with disagreements in the process of learning: engage the disagreement and try to synthesize the views. Enhances view of partner in the process. 
	Turns the disagreement into a relational confrontation. Puts partner down. 

	Slow to judge and form stereotypes
	Judge quickly, and form stereotypes

	Older students think education is to help people understand the world and to prepare them for socially useful work. 
	Older students think the purpose of education is to enhance wealth and socioeconomic status. 


Examples of ways to shift the frame are:
Emphasize Change

· (Introducing the computer room) This is where you’ll be doing things like typing stories, which is really hard but you’ll be able to do it by the end of the year. 

· I don’t think you could do that last month. Now you can.  

Build a sense of Agency – Focus on problems, problem-solving and process

· What problems did you encounter today? 

· How did you figure that out? How else could you figure it out?
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