
“Powerful learners are prepared for the unexpected”. 
Year 5 student, Augusta Park P.S. !

Being Powerful Learners 
What some South Australian students are saying about powerful learners. !
A major part of planning for the Powerful Learners of Numeracy and Literacy Summit has been consulting with students about 
their views on being powerful learners, what key factors help to build the learning power of children and young people and 
why it is important that we develop powerful learners in our schools and preschools. This paper draws together the views of 
learners from as far north as Oodnadatta Aboriginal School and as far south as Mount Gambier. !
What is a powerful learner? 
When working alongside students to find out their views about what a powerful learner is, each group we 
met with began with the belief that powerful learners are ‘smart’ kids who work hard and achieve good 
results in class. As we explored the notion together and encouraged the groups to look beyond the 
traditional scenario of teachers setting tasks, students attempting and completing tasks and results being 
achieved accordingly, the ideas that began to emerge started to sound much like what experts around 
the world are saying regarding powerful learners. It was particularly interesting to see how views 
changed when we had the students picturing their learning outside of school – some of the stories that 
emerged described young people being incredibly powerful in their learning and taking on challenges 
that were not necessarily available to them at school. One home example of being a powerful learner 
described by a Year 9 student in Mount Gambier involved constructing computers with sufficient power to 
host high level gaming experiences. Much of the knowledge needed to do this was gained through the 
internet (and in particular, YouTube), through collaborating with others and through quite a lot of 
innovation and experimentation. Stories like these emerged in every group we worked with and included 
Aboriginal children in Oodnadatta describing how they learned many traditional skills through exercising 
their learning power in a very supportive environment. !
Some really interesting descriptions and definitions of powerful learners emerged. From the very concise 
and simple definition featured at the top of this paper, to the long and detailed explanation provided by 
a Year 9 student from Mount Compass Area School (see below), students moved towards a position on 
powerful learners that they often felt was more easily fulfilled outside of school than in.  
Their definitions included: !
A powerful learner is a person who has mastered a topic and is persistent in his/her own learning. They 
are prepared to step outside of their comfort zone to learn something new. 
Year 6/7 students, Highgate PS !
To be a powerful learner you must have room in your mind for persistence and confidence. You have to 
believe in yourself and be able to achieve your goals. You need to be able to understand and be 
interested in what you are doing. You need to be able to control your own state of learning. 
Year 5 students, Highgate PS !
Powerful learners are people who show a range of positive personality traits to help their learning in 
and out of an educational environment. Enthusiasm and interest are two major factors in the power of 
a person’s learning, simply because people don’t bother without interest in the current subject. 
Powerful learners must also persist in their learning to become good at what they have interests in, 
hence the saying, ‘practice makes perfect’. If a person has determination and is focused upon a main 
goal, they can do anything in the world – did you know Albert Einstein had terrible dyslexia and failed 
most of his subjects at school, but he never gave up in the fields of Maths and Science. 
Curiosity and inspiration also play a big role in powerful learning. Many of the greatest inventions today 
could not have been made without them. Curiosity helps to make people have interest and enthusiasm 
in things and inspiration comes naturally to the human mind as a wave of intellect and imagination. 
Powerful learners always push their lives to the furthest to learn new things and always seek to 
understand new problems in their way. Powerful learners are always ready to give other ways of solving 
problems their best shot and to learn from many different perspectives. 
Year 9 student, Mt Compass !
A powerful learner of numeracy uses lots of different strategies to figure out problems and equation. 
Year 4 student, Mt Gambier North PS !
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A powerful learner in literacy doesn’t just write the first thing that comes into their head. They plan 
what they want to write so they get their message across. 
Year 4 student, Mt Gambier North PS !
The most important part of being a powerful learner is integrity – you have to have the integrity, the 
courage, the strength to be able to do things by yourself. As soon as you can do things by yourself you 
are the most powerful learner you can possibly be and that’s what will get you success in the future. 
Year 11 student, LeFevre HS !
The students we spoke with all had some difficulty in describing what powerful learners of numeracy and 
literacy would do. Again, we took some time to tease out with them what numeracy and literacy actually 
are. Many described numeracy as being about numbers and were surprised when we explained that it is 
about applying mathematical thinking and operating to ‘real life’ scenarios. Similarly, most thought that 
literacy is about words and that it mostly applies to reading and writing. When we explored with them 
the way literacy enables them to communicate, understand, collaborate, participate and solve problems 
involving information, their views expanded somewhat and they were able to see how literacy applies to 
every area of what they learn and school and beyond. !
Students we have spoken with have highlighted how important it is, then, to move from being a ‘good 
learner’ to being a ‘powerful learner’ – someone who has a high degree of control over their destiny and 
is always willing to take responsibility for their learning performance. !
What makes a learner powerful? 
Once students understood that being a powerful learner requires more than being able to answer 
questions and complete assignments in school, they began to identify the traits needed for people to 
take true responsibility for their learning and build the kind of know-how needed for life-long learning in 
a future that we can longer confidently predict and describe. !
According to the students, to be a powerful learner, one needs to: 

• Be genuinely interested in what is being learned and see the links with the outside world 
• Let your curiosity drive your learning 
• Show initiative  
• Think laterally (‘Think outside the square’) and ask questions that require skilled investigation 
• Be determined and persistent in the face of a learning challenge 
• Show flexibility and resilience and use failure as a spur to improvement and success 
• Have a range of strategies for learning 
• Take risks  
• Work well in group and team situations 
• Be prepared to share what you have learned to help others !

This last point is interesting. Many students spoke about how powerful learners share their ideas and 
their skills with others. When asked why this is important, we heard on quite a few occasions that 
‘helping other people to learn also helps you to learn better’.  This is consistent with the learning 
principle relating to retention of knowledge – that we remember best what we have explained to others, 
rather than what we have heard, read about, viewed or discussed. !
What can we be doing in schools and preschools to help learners be more powerful? 
It was interesting to hear what the students we spoke to thought about being powerful learners and in 
particular, what they see as ways that adults in their lives can help them build their learning power. 
Quite a few gave examples of where they felt powerful in their learning and while some of these 
happened at school, most took place at home, with friends or when facing the challenges of technology 
or technology-related activities. !
When asked what they would recommend  adults – their parents, teachers, coaches and mentors – do to 
help them become more powerful learners (of numeracy, literacy and other endeavours), they responded 
in remarkably similar fashion.  
Their ‘Top 15’ recommendations for building the learning power of children and young people are: !
1. Try not to interrupt us when we are thinking and recording our thoughts. 
Many students spoke of how their teachers and adults in general often become uncomfortable if they are 
not writing and looking as if they are ‘on task.’ They know that adults are usually well-meaning when 
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they intervene with their support, but as one student explained, ‘when they interrupt, you can forget 
your ideas’.  !
2. When you are explaining things to us, please give us a break every now and then. Too much 
information all at once makes it hard not to tune out. 
A number of students mentioned how difficult they found it to follow teachers and other adults through a 
continuous stream of verbal information, including instructions on steps involved with particular learning 
tasks. They felt regular breaks to ‘download’ and make their own sense of information was important. 
They also mentioned that graphics and moving images help them make better sense of things and tasks 
that are backed up with written instructions (however brief) help them remember what needs to be done 
next. In particular, if the class is tuning out, a change direction was appreciated. !
3. Keep the conversation relevant. 
To follow the previous point, some students mentioned that they find it distracting when teachers talk 
off topic during lessons. While they can see the need for teachers to share a bit of themselves as part of 
the relationship with students, the tendency to ‘rabbit on’ about things irrelevant to the learning was 
considered unnecessary and distracting. Keeping talk relevant to the learning was seen as important.  !
4. Bring what we are learning about to life – we need to know where it fits in the ‘real world’. 
For many students, learning at school was quite detached from what they see as ‘real life’. They 
appreciated whenever teachers or other adults linked what they were learning with examples or 
scenarios from the ‘real world’ where that learning would apply. They felt it was easier to learn 
something when given the opportunity to use the information to solve a ‘real’ problem. !
5. Help us go deep into learning rather than just brushing the surface. 
The frustration of ‘just getting your teeth into something’ and then having to change focus was described 
by quite a number of students. They couldn’t see the point of just learning facts that will soon be 
forgotten anyway. Being able to learn about things in context, to be able to elaborate on ideas and 
engage in meaningful inquiries was how they described their ideal learning scenario. !
6. Encourage us to ask the questions rather than having us answer questions you already know the 
answer to. 
Most of the students we worked with saw asking probing questions as being an essential skill for a 
powerful learner. An opportunity to ask their own questions, however, was not a common experience for 
many. When asked what a classroom would like look and feel like if students did more of the questioning 
than the teacher, most students felt that the motivation to learn would increase dramatically. !
7. Involve us more in interesting discussions and let us have our own opinion. 
Classroom discussion was seen as a viable pedagogy as long as everyone had the opportunity to be 
involved and was allowed to have their own opinion. Many students mentioned that when discussing 
important ideas with adults, they were sometimes spoken over or told their opinion was wrong, even 
though in their minds they had thought their ideas out well. Several spoke glowingly of teachers who 
structured interesting discussions and made sure that every student had the opportunity to be heard and 
to build on the ideas of others. !
8. Let us decide when we need help and try to be available when we have a learning hurdle to jump. 
It was felt by a number of students we spoke to that when they need help during school lessons, it was 
not always available straight away. Being able to ask classmates was an advantage but was not always 
permitted in some classes or situations. One thing students found particularly frustrating was when they 
are given instructions verbally and either forget or miss key pieces, they are quite often rebuked with 
something like, ‘If you had been listening properly, you wouldn’t need to ask’ (hence point number 2 
above). !!
9. When we ask for help, coach us – please don’t tell us the answer. 
 It is quite interesting that students would have the view that a teacher giving them answers to questions 
is not a helpful thing. Most were quite clear that when people give you answers, the thinking process 
stops (and they do actually enjoy thinking). They prefer being coached – in particular, being asked 
questions that help them around the roadblocks they encounter. An occasional hint or a piece of 
information that adds to their bank of prior knowledge was seen as helpful. !
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10. Make sure we have the time to master what we are learning. 
Time pressure was a recurring theme with the students. Inflexible deadlines and unrealistic timeframes 
were seen as quite detrimental to learning. The key point here was that not all students operate at the 
same speed and have the same aptitudes for particular tasks and so personalizing the amount of time 
available to master skills and understanding of concepts would make learning much fairer and enjoyable 
for all. !
11. Give us regular, constructive feedback about our learning. 
Feedback was seen by the students as potentially a very important part of the learning process. There 
was a feeling, however, that feedback was either too brief, too late (as in, after the learning task was 
completed) or too non-specific to be of great use. Some students mentioned that much of the feedback 
they received was negative and not balanced enough with encouraging remarks (one student, in 
particular, talked about how much he disliked the word ‘but’ because an encouraging comment was 
invariably overtaken with something discouraging). !
12. Let us choose our own way of doing things if that works for us. 
There was a feeling amongst some students that adults could be overly rigid about which approaches or 
strategies for learning could be used and that where students had a more effective way (for them), this 
was often not allowed. It was felt that as long as students understand the thinking behind a way of doing 
things, they should have some choice over how they approach their learning. !
13. Avoid embarrassing us in front of other students – this makes it harder for us to learn. 
Quite a number of students spoke about feeling embarrassed in front of peers. Having test scores shared 
publicly, having faults or problems pointed out for other students to hear, being told you are not capable 
of being successful in a particular subject, being spoken at in hostile tones and being the butt of teacher 
sarcasm or jokes were examples of feeling publicly humiliated that the students pointed out as ‘learning 
killers’. !
14. Make learning fun. 
A lot of the students we spoke with described how they engaged more readily when learning had a fun 
element to it. They really appreciated teachers and adults who modeled enthusiasm for learning and 
who found innovative ways of getting students interested and engaged with learning. A couple of 
students now involved with the Flexible Learning Options (FLO) program and for whom school has not 
been a successful experience, mentioned that some of their teachers were highly stressed when dealing 
with them and a more relaxed approach may have helped. !
15. Work out better ways to help the kids who often interrupt the class. 
In each group we spoke with, there was a feeling that a major disruptor of learning was disengaged 
students who regularly interrupt the class. A few students saw merit in having these students removed 
from class, but many more felt it important that schools find better ways of engaging those students who 
are finding it difficult to engage. !!
In Summary !
The wisdom that students have shared with us has been both enlightening and inspiring. Clearly, children 
and young people enjoy learning and readily engage with adults who build positive relationships and find 
innovative ways of enabling them to be powerful learners. The 15 Top Tips for developing Powerful 
Learners are an example of what we can learn when we purposefully listen to what our learners are 
saying to us. They have a role to play themselves in being powerful learners and by not only taking 
account of their ideas, but acting on them, strong learning partnerships are fostered. We look forward to 
hearing more from our children and young people at the Powerful Learners Summit. !
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Students’ Top 15 Tips to Develop More Powerful Learners !
1. Try not to interrupt us when we are thinking and recording our thoughts. !
2. When you are explaining things to us, please give us a break every now and then. Too much 
information all at once makes it hard not to tune out. !
3. Keep the conversation relevant. !
4. Bring what we are learning about to life – we need to know where it fits in the ‘real world’. !
5. Help us go deep into learning rather than just brushing the surface. !
6. Encourage us to ask the questions rather than having us answer questions you already know the 
answer to. !
7. Involve us more in interesting discussions and let us have our own opinion. !
8. Let us decide when we need help and try to be available when we have a learning hurdle to jump. !
9. When we ask for help, coach us – please don’t tell us the answer. !
10. Make sure we have the time to master what we are learning. !
11. Give us regular, constructive feedback about our learning. !
12. Let us choose our own way of doing things if that works for us. !
13. Avoid embarrassing us in front of other students – this makes it harder for us to learn. !
14. Make learning fun. !
15. Work out better ways to help the kids who often interrupt the class. 
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