
‘Numerous instances can be cited of people with high IQs who fail to 
achieve success in life because they lacked self-discipline and of 
people of low IQs who succeeded by virtue of persistence, reliability
and self-discipline.’ Heckman and Rubinstein

‘While cognitive ability reflects what an individual can do, it is non-
cognitive factors that reflect what an individual will do.’ McGeown

‘Good character education is good education…we need to take character 
education as seriously as we take academic education.’ Berkowitz and Bier
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Seven important non-cognitive 
constructs in education:
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Performance 
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The business 
of making 

pupils better 
learners.



Habits, routines, attitudes and approaches to study are much 
better indicators of future success.

Characteristics and behaviours of breakthrough pupils:

1. Detailed note taking

2. Tidiness and organisation of learning resources

3. Acknowledging and working on weaknesses

4. Commitment to independent study

5. Positivity, enthusiasm and having a goal

P R I N C E T H O R P E C O L L E G E  

Past performance ≠ future performance



You have six 
months to adopt 

these five 
behaviours of 
breakthrough 

students

How long does it take for a routine to become a habit? 





1. Detailed note taking

Cornell system

Chunking & trigger words

Contents page

Folders and tab dividers

Use highlighters & Post its

Write ‘to do’ lists

Traffic light specifications

P R I N C E T H O R P E C O L L E G E  

Adopt the behaviours of breakthrough pupils:





2. Tidiness and organisation of learning resources

P R I N C E T H O R P E C O L L E G E  

Homework 
diary

Folders

School 
bag

School 
locker

Pencil 
case



2. Tidiness and organisation of learning resources

P R I N C E T H O R P E C O L L E G E  

Adopt the behaviours of breakthrough pupils:





3. Acknowledging and working on weaknesses

 Compare your work with that of pupils who get higher grades

 Choose a specific area of difficulty and discuss it in detail with a 

friend, go to a clinic or stay behind after a lesson and talk it through 

with your teacher

 Arrange a meeting with an older student or sibling who has done 

the course before

 Learn, forget, relearn

 ‘Weekly Review’

P R I N C E T H O R P E C O L L E G E  

Adopt the behaviours of breakthrough pupils:

Enjoying

UnderstandingNot understanding

Not enjoying

History Science

GeographyMaths

French
English



4. Commitment to independent study

Passive               active learners

 Reactive (homework) AND proactive (self-set) work

 Review your notes after each lesson, recasting them in some 
way

 Put a regular number of proactive study hours in each week

 Find spaces in which you can do deep work and reach some 
version of a flow state

 Read around your subjects (watch a YouTube video, read a 
book, do some online research) 

P R I N C E T H O R P E C O L L E G E  

Adopt the behaviours of breakthrough pupils:



4. Commitment to independent study

 Perceptions of effort are relative

 Low effort pupils don’t know they’re low effort pupils

 The Three Rs of Habit: Reminder, Routine, Reward

 Rate yourself:

Reactive                                                               Proactive

Where would you put yourself on this scale?

Are you working hard enough yet?

What things could you change to push further to the right?

Make a note of 3 or 4 pupils working harder than you. What are they doing? What adjustments 
could you make?

P R I N C E T H O R P E C O L L E G E  

Adopt the behaviours of breakthrough pupils:



5. Positivity, enthusiasm and having a goal

Step 1 - Decide what you want to achieve

Step 2 – Set top, mid and lower level goals to achieve this vision

Step 3 – Stick to the plan!

P R I N C E T H O R P E C O L L E G E  

Adopt the behaviours of breakthrough pupils:
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5. Positivity, enthusiasm and having a goal

 Maintain a resilient positivity through tough times by relying on 
a network of friends.

 You’re the dot at the top and underneath you is a team of 
people waiting for the chance to support you. 

 List three things you need to get done this month and for each 
of the tasks, attach the name of one person         who could 
help you get it done quicker.

 Help others and build up an account of 

goodwill to draw on when you need it. 

P R I N C E T H O R P E C O L L E G E  

Adopt the behaviours of breakthrough pupils:

Friends 

& family

Peers and older 

pupils

Extended family, friends of 

family, guardians

Teachers, tutors, co-tutors, mentors, 

library staff, tutor group



Possunt, quia posse videntur

They can because they think they can. 
Virgil, Aeneid: Book V.

• Self-efficacy (SE) has been recognised as a pervasive 

mechanism of human agency influencing motivation, 

performance and well-being.



You can if you think you can.


