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Strength-Based Learning? 
Strength-Based Learning gives young people the opportunity to use their strengths and talents during the processes of their learning development. Each young person brings their own personal history and culture to school.  In education, we often have the tendency to emphasize the weaknesses and deficits of young people from impoverished and migrant backgrounds, but also students with learning difficulties, even though these young people have also developed their own strengths and talents. Strength-Based Learning (SBL) wants to provide all young people with the opportunity to use their strengths (Moons, Van Oort-Hall, n.d.).
Strength-Based Learning is based on a developmental theory in which lower order skills are combined into higher order skills (Breeuwsma, 1998). This process is not only influenced by inherited or environmental factors, but also by self-management. That is, Strength-Based Learning is based upon the assumption that learning is not only self-managed, but also that one has some autonomy and responsibility over one’s own personal development.  This understanding contrasts with the idea that we are all merely a product of our ‘genes’ and environment (nature and nurture). From the strength-based perspective, the young person is recognized as a specialist of his own life. The teacher is (hopefully) seen as the specialist of learning processes and learning contexts and as a ‘guide’ or ‘coach’ for the students to find their way.    
This perspective leads to the encouragement of young people to take responsibility for their own learning, but also for the planning and evaluation of it.  This is in contrast to traditional understandings which place responsibility fully upon the shoulders of the teacher.  In this system, the teacher plans the learning process, evaluates the students and determines which way a student may pass the requirements and continue further.  From the perspective of strength-based learning, we want to transfer as much responsibility as possible for the planning, direction and evaluation of learning into the hands of the students themselves (Hiemstra en Yperen, 2015).
When learning happens in a group, according to this pathway, the learning processes are democratized.  In lessons about citizenship education, we do not only learn about democracy, but we also learn through the democratic process itself, because the lessons occur in a democratic way. We do this by allowing the students to organize their lessons and reach consensus in their working groups. The teacher is then seen as the guide, coach or midwife of the learning processes in his or her role as the specialist of learning processes.     
In order to realize these goals, there is one important pre-condition.  Young people must be able to propose or use diverse behaviours. In other words: when students (must) all exhibit the same types of behaviour (e.g. the same exercises and tasks), then, the teacher determines which strengths will be used – and by default, which will be neglected.  When young people are able to use different behaviours and as such become more self-managed and responsible for their own learning, then, they are also able to determine which strengths they want to use for their learning development at a certain time and in a certain context (Moons, 2007).



Advantages of Strength-Based Learning
According to Hattie (2009), learning is strongly influenced by metacognitive strategies.  Metacognitive strategies are concerned with the ‘how’ of learning:  ‘How’ will I approach my learning and study materials?  The lessons (activity sheets) of Strength-Based Learning are built in such a way that young people must first build their own lessons with the materials given.  They are able to build their own lessons by combining various sub-assignments with each other. In this way, the young person is obliged or in some way ‘forced’ to think about the ‘how’ of his or her own learning.  
A segment of partial assignments concerns reflection and feedback.  Young people are able to ask for feedback from each other, or from another working group in the class, or from the teacher or via forms/questionnaires that are provided.  The partial feedback assignments follow the principles of feedback, feed up and feed forward.  In this way, feedback is integrated into the lessons.
The research by Wood, Linley, Maltby, Kashdan and Hurling (2011) and that by Tschannen-Moran and Tschannen-Moran (2011) make clear that there is a positive connection between using a ‘strength-based approach’ and student well-being, but also the development of a more positive school/classroom climate.  When in learning we emphasize a student’s strengths, and approach a student more positively, it is also confirmed by research that this improves both well-being and school as well as classroom climate.
The build-up or construction of lessons according to the principles of Strength-Based Learning make it clear which lower order skills should be combined with higher order skills (Breeuwsma, 1998). In this way, both knowledge and skills of an area of learning or knowledge can be seamlessly combined with, for example, socio-emotional skills and/or skills related to citizenship education. The narrower the choices that the teacher make, the stronger that the lesson becomes. Strength-Based Learning forces the teacher to be clearer about what needs to be learned or the goals of learning.
For a general vision about organization in the class and classroom management, we refer to the website www.teachmi.eu/strength-based (Moons & Van Oort-Hall, n.d.). You can also find the texts in five different languages (English, Dutch, Portuguese, Greek and Bulgarian).   

How does it work? 
In the first place, a young person is encouraged to use their strengths and what they already know or have already learned.  In this way, and to some extent, young people can decide with which assignments they want to engage and which they want to skip.  When they have mastered or experienced all of the parts of the contents of the activity section, then, they are able to skip that part.  Students are allowed some freedom to choose which activities they will tackle depending on their level of learning or experiences (Moons, 2007). 
In the second place, Strength-Based Learning happens through collaborative group work.  Participants (students or others) work together in groups or teams.  Before they start to work, each group first agrees together on how they will construct the lesson.  How does this happen?
· The participants are divided into working groups of 5 to 6 persons.  (Groups with an even number tend to function better than groups with uneven numbers).   
· Each working group gets an activity sheet for the lesson.   
· The activity sheet is divided into three columns:   
· What am I doing ?
· How shall I do it?
· Asking for help and feedback

· Together, a working group reads one section of the activity sheet (i.e. all of the assignments of the activity section are found under one red title).
· In the section, at the bottom right-hand corner of each cell, one finds a little green square.  These green squares are used to structure the activities by providing a space to number them.  This is explained below. 	Comment by Mieke Achtergaele: Ik denk niet dat al die cellen nog op deze plaats staan?
· Together and in each working group, the members read the different possible assignments in the column: ‘What am I doing?’.  Once the assignments have been fully read, the group agrees on a prioritization of the assignments that they want to carry out by numbering the green cells in that order.  In other words, they use the ‘little green square’ to number the assignments according to the order that they want to carry them out. This is based on what suits them most as there is no objective ‘right’ order to number the assignments.  
· Afterwards, the groups read ‘How shall do it?’ and then chooses how to combine the assignments in the first column with those in the second column.  In other words, every ‘What’ is connected with a ‘How’. The connection is made by giving an assignment in the second column the same number as in the first column. The group agrees on which assignments in the first column are connected with the second column by numbering them in the green square. The group can also decide to skip a couple of assignments.  The number of assignments that the group can omit is given at the top of each column.   
· In the following step, for the column ‘Asking for help and feedback’, the group follows the same procedures as they did with the ‘What’ and ‘How’ columns.  In other words, the group decides which numbers in the first and second column will correspond with the activities in the third column.  
· After a section of the activity sheet has been completed, the group then repeats the abovementioned procedures for the next activity section (i.e. the activities found under the other red titles).  
· Whenever one or more members of a working group take longer to complete an assignment, the other members must wait for them.  Everyone needs to start tackling the next assignment (or activity section) at the same time and work together on all of the assignments.  In this way, the participants are stimulated to work together and to support each other to achieve a common goal.  The students who are waiting are in the position to help students in their own working group or in other working groups That’s why there are some assignments that require a group to ask for feedback from other working groups and work together with them.   
· The assignments are chosen in such a way that the different strengths of the students stand out.  

The activities are flexible.  As suggested, the best way to work is in groups of 5 or 6.  Still, depending on his or her goals, the coach or teacher can choose to carry out all of or some of the partial assignments together with the entire class, to skip some of the assignments or to ask a single student to execute the assignment by himself. That’s why the lessons are prepared in a ‘Word Document’ and not in a PDF or a presentation. In this way, every teacher is able to adapt their way of working to his or her own strengths as a teacher or coach of the learning processes.   
Sometimes students have doubts about an assignment.  Because they make their own combinations of the assignments, it’s not always clearly written what they must do. This is understandable and a component of the methodology.  The teacher should not resolve this for them.  We stimulate young people to find a solution by calling on their own creativity.  
Of course, in the initial stages of strength-based teaching, the teacher should certainly have a look at the students’ choices.  Choices that are not obvious, should not immediately be rejected, but they should be questioned.  It’s the responsibility of the student to ensure that their choices work and to overcome difficulties by themselves.  Changing minds is also possible and to be welcomed.  An assignment that is misunderstood can do no harm and the assignment can always be adapted during the execution of the assignment.  
It’s possible that this way of working is also new for the teacher. Whatever is the case, the teacher must feel comfortable while he or she is guiding the learning processes of the students.  It’s maybe comforting to know that at the UCLL we have almost 20 years of experience with this method.  In the project ‘You Legend’, this way of working was tested in more than 37 technical and vocational schools in Belgium (You Legend, n.d.).  At first, before the teachers started to use the technique, it was also new to them.  Once they began to work with students in a multicultural classroom, however, they deemed the method as valuable, motivational and encouraging.  


Evaluation of Strengths-Based Teaching

In the course of experimenting with Strengths-Based Learning, schools have developed their own evaluation forms, based on and adapted to their own situations or courses. The form presented here is a kind of 'synthetic version' of all these forms. We have tried to include all the important ingredients in this form and make it usable starting from K-10 in primary school to the end of secondary school. We have developed simpler forms for children up to the age of 3.

The evaluation of strengths-based teaching is based on the perspective that students have the ability to evaluate themselves. Pupils are seen as specialists in their own life. Also, Hattie (2009) has shown us that a pupil has greater learning benefits when they can give feedback to the teacher on how the teacher needs to change their approach. Therefore, the first evaluation is an open evaluation that is not linked to the objectives of the lesson. This evaluation can be based on feelings, hand signals, energy or other open and subjective forms of evaluation. For concrete examples of forms see www.teachmi.eu .	Comment by Mieke Achtergaele: zie eerder
Based on the content of the lesson and the objectives, students reflect on their strengths and areas for improvement. Again, an open form of evaluation is used. After this reflection, we ask the students how they have learned, using the OICO principle.
OICO stands for 
· Observation: I master a skill, but not completely, and learn by watching how it is done. 
· Imitation: I master a (sub-)skill so that I can imitate others or do what they do (e.g. complete a similar task as they have done).   
· Creation: I master a (sub-)skill in such a way that I am able to do new things (by myself) or create new things with my use of it. 
· Originality: I master a (sub-)skill so that I can integrate it with other skills to create something new and original for the class.

The OICO principle relates to the assessment of strengths-based learning in two different ways. On the one hand, OICO helps students to reflect on their learning strategies. On the other hand, OICO is used to create rubrics for Strengths-Based Learning (see the rubric on creative writing). These rubrics give students insights into how they can develop. Some students prefer to develop several subskills at the observation level first and then move on to imitation. Other students 'jump' to creativity or originality for one subskill and will use that subskill as a strength to bridge other subskills that can be defined as their weaknesses. When learning is self-directed and students can work at their own pace, they can choose between several strategies based on the rubric.

Standards in the rubric are coloured. Students can see if they are above or below the standard. In this way strengths are becoming more objective. The standard can be moved for higher grades in the same rubric. Students can see for which subskills they are above their grade. 	Comment by Mieke Achtergaele: Dit is me niet helemaal duidelijk?

When students have reflected on their learning strategies using the OICO principle, they are invited to summarise their evaluation in terms of challenges, improvements, needs and next steps. In this way the feed forward becomes concrete. 
· Challenges: are their next steps based on their strengths.
· Improvements: are their next steps based on their weaknesses.
· Needs are things they need to get from the teacher.
· The next step is the first thing they want to do after this lesson.

The students’ self-evaluation can be followed by a mirror evaluation by the teacher. A mirror evaluation is an evaluation using the same form as the student, but independently from the student. Mirror evaluation ensures that student and teacher start as equal contributors to the evaluation and feedback. Students can use the small rubrics based on the objectives of a lesson to see how a subskill can be developed. 

Strengths-Based Learning is an ongoing process in which students and teachers contribute more equally to learning, planning, evaluation and growth. Strengths-Based Learning does not mean that students can stay in their comfort zone. In order to help them exit their comfort zone we increase awareness on how they can improve based on their weaknesses. What we find in working with students of all ages is that when students feel safe in their learning process, they begin to work on these weaknesses. They leave their strengths and look for 'what comes next'. Entering the area of weaknesses is then inevitable. Staying in the comfort zone is therefore an anomaly of competency-based thinking rather than a characteristic of students. The OICO principle also makes it clear that continuing to work with the same strategy is more a sign of insecurity.
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A concrete example: Antigone: Human Rights and Human Dignity vs. Legal Systems
Version for 16-20 years old students

Objectives:
· Students explore the meaning of universal human rights, human dignity, rule of law
· Students search for connections between their own understanding of human rights and that of the UN’s Universal Declaration of Human Rights, especially articles 1 – 20 (See UN Link here:  https://www.un.org/en/about-us/universal-declaration-of-human-rights)   
· Students provide examples of cultural conflicts between national interest and laws and the concepts of human rights and human dignity.  
· Students deepen their understanding of the paradigm between cultural conflicts and law by playing theatre.  
· Students reflect upon the concepts of justice and injustice (tyranny)

Materials:
· Devices connected to internet. At least one device for each working group.
· Pencil or pen and paper
· This activity is printed for each working group
· An extract from Sophocles’ play: Antigone 
· Version A: Dialogue between the protagonist Antigone and her uncle, Creon, verse 441-532 in the Greek text
· Version B: Modern version made by the teacher
· Synopsis of Sophocles’ play Antigone
· Introduction to the concepts of Democracy, Human Rights and Human Dignity within the context of the Rule of Law 
Short instructions:
· For a good understanding of the methodology of Strength-Based Learning and the first lessons with the students, we refer to the file ‘Introduction to Strength-Based Learning activities for HEDA’. Please read this ‘Introduction’ first. There you will find a short version of these instructions. 
· Make groups of 4 to 6 students
· Read the assignments under ‘Sophocles’ Antigone’
· Number the assignments in the first column in the way you are going to execute them. You can choose your own order! Write the numbers in the green squares.
· Connect the assignments in the second column to the ones in the first column by writing the same number in the green square.
· Do the same for the third column. This way you get to build your own lesson!
· After you have numbered all the assignments by doing the same for the part ‘Sophocles’ Antigone’, you can start with number 1. Stay together as a group! After completing a group of assignments bearing the same number, wait until everyone has completed their work. 
· Be aware that for ‘Discussion and Debate’, the connections between the 3 columns have already been fixed.

	What am I doing?  


	How shall I do it?


You can skip 2 assignments in this column
	Asking for help and feedback?


You can skip 1 assignment in this column

	Democracy and Rights (Civil and Human) in current context
	
	

	
Go on a 10-minute internet search about the concept of ‘democracy’.  What is Democracy?   Look into the history of democracy and why it is important for Europe? 

	
Work in pairs. Write down keywords you found and give a one-minute-summary of your findings to your working group.  
	
Ask the teacher to mark your content with: 
! = well done.
? = needs further investigation.

	
On the Internet, read about the concept of ‘civil rights’. List as many civil rights as you can think of as a citizen of Europe and determine for yourself why you think they are important.  


	
Work in groups of 2 or 3. Choose the most essential element for you and the least essential. Write them down for yourself. Discuss your choices with the other members of the group afterwards.
	
Discuss your work with another working group and give them a new assignment. Accept their assignment for your work. 

	
Tell a story to the group about when you felt that your civil rights or those of a friend or family member were not respected. Which elements in the story did you find difficult.
	
Work alone. Write a 2 or 3 sentence definition for what your main concept means to you and find a picture on the internet that you can use as a metaphor (something that represents another thing) for your findings. Read your definition and explain the metaphor to one other person 
in the class. 

	
Each member of the group prepares ‘a difficult question’. Choose two questions and try to answer them.

	
Civil rights are not necessarily human rights.  Read articles 1 – 20 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights https://www.un.org/en/about-us/universal-declaration-of-human-rights and determine the differences between civil and human rights.  


	
Work in groups of 3. Embed your findings in a fictional story of 9 lines. After each line of writing, alternate writers. Each member should write 3 lines of the story. No discussing! 

	
Appoint a timekeeper. Give a 45 sec. presentation of your knowledge by now. Did it elaborate on the subject enough? Why or why not? 


	
Connect the concept of democracy, civil rights and human rights in a meaningful way. 


	

	

	
Research on the internet which universal human rights are being violated today, and where they are being violated.  


	
In your group, discuss which human rights violations you think are the most serious and why.
	
Present one of your findings to the entire class.



	 Sophocles’ Antigone:
	
	

	
Read the extract (version A or B) of the play Antigone out loud together. Appoint person(s) to take one of the 2 roles.


	
Work with the entire working group. Read or act out the text with the teacher as one of the characters.
	
Give feedback to each other about the experienced feelings (after playing or reading the extract of the play) and discuss the best way to act it out together.


	
Read the extract of the play Antigone by yourself and in silence. Decide for yourself which rights (civil and or human) are at stake. 


	
Work with the entire working group. Divide the role of Antigone over 2 students and the role of Creon over 3-4 students. Each person receives their own lines to act out. Try to keep the text flowing and sound as one person.


	
Give the extract with (the group’s experience of) feelings and/or positions to the teacher. The teacher will substitute at least 2 of the experienced feelings and/or positions for his/her own. Act it out again with the substituted feelings and/or positions.


	
Read the synopsis of Sophocles’ play Antigone. 
	
Work in pairs. In the margin of the paper, write down your impressions of the feelings of the characters. Try to use 3 different feelings for each character. Adapt the text to best express the feelings and deeper meaning you want to convey as a group. 

	
Discuss your adaptations (of the text) with another working group, after you have given a demonstration. Discuss the impact on your feelings of justice/injustice as a spectator.


	
Act out the extract 3 times or more with different student actors. Play around with the positioning of the actors during the scene (place and time of the action).

	
 
	


	 Discussion and debate:
	
	

	Choose one of the options below per working group, but make sure all options are covered in class
	Choose one of the options below per working group, but make sure all options are covered in class
	Choose one of the options below per working group, but make sure all options are covered in class

	
Take one article (i.e. 1, 2, 5, 10, 12, 18 and 19) of the Universal Declaration and agree on how the ancient play of Antigone can be related to the rights mentioned in the specific article.

	
Write down a dialogue in which you integrate your ‘What am I doing?’.  Rehearse and prepare a presentation.
	
Prepare 3 questions for discussion with the class after your presentation. The discussion lasts 12 minutes.

	
Start from your research about the violation of human rights on the internet and agree on a contemporary situation that can be similar to the play of Antigone.

	
Create an improvised dialogue in which you integrate your ‘What am I doing?’ Rehearse and prepare a presentation.
	
Prepare a discussion about the feelings of the spectators with respect to your presentation. The discussion lasts 12 minutes.

	
Start from your chosen metaphors or the fantasized story in 9 lines and agree on how it could be integrated in the text of Antigone. 
	
Write a letter to a important politician in which you integrate your ‘What am I doing?’ Rehearse so you can read it out aloud.
	
Prepare a discussion about your presentation and the possible connections to the lives of your classmates. The discussion lasts 12 minutes.

	
	
Make a video and a montage with your smartphone or other device in which you integrate your ‘What am I doing?’ to present to the others.

	
Prepare a ‘one step forward or back game’ based on your presentation. The game with an introduction and discussion afterwards should last about 12 minutes. For an example watch: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hD5f8GuNuGQ
 







Preparing Strength-Based Lessons (and after-preparation)
This step-by-step plan helps you to build and prepare lessons for Strength-Based Learning (SBL) (Moons, 2015).  We assume that you are familiar with general didactic principles.  
1. Set your general goals for your lesson – what do you want your pupils to learn 
· Determine the goals before you start creating your lesson.  Start by writing down your goals for the first column: ‘What am I doing?’  For your first lesson, don’t work with goals for the second and third column. When you’ve created a few lessons, then, you are able to connect the goals of the first column to goals in the other two columns.  In the second column you can work on promoting cooperation and supporting of each other, or on the way that materials are summarized, or on the artistic re-working of the content (found in column 1). In the third column you can develop a reflection exercise or feedback session on the most common mistakes made, or towards an analysis of these common mistakes, or a personal reflection about the meaning of one’s own future, … 
· When the general goal is set for your lesson, then, determine how many sections of activities (red titles) you want to use to achieve your goals for the lesson. Set a goal for every section.

2. Gather or create by yourself five to seven possible assignments for the first column of the first activity section ‘What am I doing?’   
· Think about information channels, various ways of doing research and types of exercises or assignments that could suit your goals.  
· Simplify these exercises so that only the ‘What’ elements of the activity remain.

3. Reformulate these assignments/exercises so that the ranking is not that important.  That is, don’t think in terms of ‘easy to difficult’, but more from the idea that there are different roads to the same goal.  
· Place the 5 most useable activities in the lesson activity sheet, preferably not in the order that you conceived them.   

4. Gather or create by yourself five to seven possible assignments for the second column of the first activity section: ‘How shall I do it?’  
· Think about different ways that students can process information and work together.   
· Also think about the specific skills needed for your area of learning or study – or for other areas of learning or study. 
· Think about the different possibilities of the compositions of the groups (or of working alone).  
· Simplify the exercises so that only the ‘How’ elements of the activity remain.   
· Check to see if the various assignments from the second ‘How column’ can be combined with all of the assignments from the first ‘What column’.  If that’s not possible often you just need to reformulate the activity in more general terms.   

5. Gather or create by yourself five to seven possible assignments for the third column: ‘Reflection and Feedback’.  
· Think about possible ways for the students to:  
· Give each other feedback within a working group.   
· Give each other feedback between the various groups.   
· Ask feedback from you as the ‘coach’.   
· Feedback, feed up, feed forward.
· Feedback: what went well, what went wrong in what I did.
· Feed up: what is my goal, objective.
· Feed forward: what is my next step or point of development. 	Comment by Mieke Achtergaele: voor mij is deze stap vooral gericht op noodzakelijke aanpassingen naar de toekomst toe: bv. als leerkracht: wat neem ik hieruit mee om de opdracht aan te passen.
· Change the compositions of the various groups (or choose to let your pupils work by themselves).    
· Simplify the exercises so that all elements/assignments to/that provide ‘reflection and feedback’ are combinable with column 1 and 2.   If they’re not possible, then, often you just need to reformulate the activity in more general terms.  	Comment by Mieke Achtergaele: Deze begrijp ik niet.
Bedoel je:

Simplify the exercises so that alle elements/assignments to/that provide 'reflection and feedback' are combinable with colum 1 and 2?
 
6. Repeat the five previous steps for activity section 2 and eventually activity section 3. 

7. Determine which higher order skills you want to end with: that is, what knowledge and skills from the previous activity section should the students be able to integrate and use?  (e.g. in the lesson about Antigone, through the use of various theatrical methods - e.g. dialogue, improvisation and reading out loud – they should be able to present and discuss in a coherent way the arguments and issues concerning the dilemma of respecting laws handed down by the State - in this case by King Creon - and human rights and dignity – in the case towards both Antigone and her brother Polynices - towards a good conclusion.    
· Base yourself on ‘verbs’ that you can use to integrate these skills (e.g. prepare issues, use theatrical methods in order to present arguments, lead discussion, etc.).   
· For each of these ‘verbs’, think about a number of possible assignments.   
· Distribute these assignments over the three columns.   
· Because we are working with higher order skills here, the assignments become more complex and broader.  Therefore, it is sometimes advisable to allow the students to choose for only one of these combinations.   

8. When your lesson is set up, complete the evaluation forms for the students and for the teacher. Specify the OICO rubric for this lesson. This is easier if you can refer to more general rubrics designed for a curriculum.
· Start by defining the sub-skills (based on the objectives of the lesson). 
· Think in terms of 'observable' behaviour, write in the second person and use the simple present tense. Do not use the word 'can'. (Pupils 'can' do ...) Try to imagine what you would like to see pupils doing. 
· Think in terms of more varied behaviour as you move from observation to originality.
· Try to integrate other sub-skills at the level of originality.
· Avoid words that refer to 'more' or to norms.

Assessment and work after the lesson. 
Lessons constructed according to the principles of Strength-Based Learning are often full of surprises. Therefore, it’s very important to observe the students during the lessons and to collect their feedback in order to help them to adjust and improve the lesson. 
· Which combinations of activities did everyone seem to choose?  Try to adapt them so that they are not as easy to combine together.   
· Which assignments did everyone avoid?  Simplify them or make them easier.   
· Which assignments did everyone misunderstand?  Try to clarify them.   
· Which assignments showed more diverse behaviours?  Keep these!   
· Which assignments let our students shine or kept them more motivated? Keep these and try to determine which strengths the students used to complete the lesson.   
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