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INTRODUCTION
Educators rightly pay a lot of attention to how children are taught, what they are taught 
and the quality of teaching they receive. Far less heed is paid to the attitudes of students 
themselves. What do we know about what they think of school or their teachers? How well 
prepared do they think they are to learn? How confident are they and what is their level of 
self-esteem? 

This report tries to answer those questions. Researchers have long known that attitudinal factors 
play a big part in educational success. The child who isn’t engaged or happy at school, for whatever 
reason, is unlikely to perform to the best of his or her abilities. The OECD has found, for instance, that 
there is a strong correlation between confidence and attainment in maths.

For all that, until relatively recently student wellbeing was seen as an adjunct to rather than an integral 
part of school life. Far-sighted opinion-formers and governments have, however, realised that wellbeing 
needs to figure prominently in education if young people are to develop to their full potential.

Governments across the world are increasingly recognising the importance of attitudes in learning. 
The United Arab Emirates, for instance, has appointed a ‘Minister of Happiness’ to underscore just 
how important wellbeing, and young people’s wellbeing in particular, is to the future health and wealth 
of the country. As Ohood Al Roumi, the first person to fill that position at the UAE, said recently: 
“Happiness is a serious job for governments… The role of the government is to create an environment 
where people can flourish – can reach their full potential – and choose to be happy.” 

Dubai schools at the forefront of developing a culture of health and happiness among pupils are 
also rewarded for their efforts. Dubai English Speaking School was recently given the Star of 
the Community for involving pupils, teachers and parents in their wellbeing activities, and GEMS 
Wellington Academy in Dubai Silicon Oasis was given the award for most innovative school in 
implementing health and wellbeing programmes. This will only continue.

The best international schools, of course, understand that an over reliance on grades and exams will 
not produce the balanced, well-rounded learners the minister desires. They know that to motivate 
students they cannot grind them through an exam factory. They appreciate that the most important 
thing they can do for young people, particularly as the pressures to get into a good university multiply, 
is to help them understand themselves.

I hope this report plays its part in shifting the balance in education away from an obsession with 
grades to an appreciation of just how important student attitudes to themselves and their schools 
are. Elsewhere in this report, teachers and academics outline what schools can do to remove the 
obstacles that impede so much student potential. Those barriers will not be overcome by over testing. 
But if schools take student attitudes and happiness seriously then there is no reason why they cannot 
produce the well-rounded, confident and engaged students we would like all our children to be.

GREG WATSON, Chief Executive, GL Education
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Several studies, including the OECD’s PISA 
in Focus1, have found that “students can 
only achieve at the highest levels when 
they believe that they are in control of their 
success”. Even those students “with less 
raw potential, but with greater stamina, 
perseverance and capacity for hard work 
are more likely to succeed than those who 
are talented but have little capacity to set 
ambitious goals,” the study concludes. 

When the OECD looked specifically at the issue of 

student confidence or self-efficacy on performance in 

maths, it discovered a definite correlation. “On average, 

across OECD countries, greater mathematical anxiety is 

associated with a 34 point lower score in mathematics – 

the equivalent of almost one year of school.” 2

Young peoples’ attitudes to learning and school therefore 

matter enormously. Yet educators have not, with some 

notable exceptions, given them the weight they deserve or 

identified when attitudes start to change. This study, one 

of the largest of its kind, seeks to identify when student 

attitudes start to alter, what implications that has for their 

education and what interventions can be implemented if 

necessary. 

Main findings

The study, which was based on data from more than 

31,000 children using the Pupil Attitudes to Self and School 
(PASS) attitudinal survey, found a decline in positive 

attitudes to schools, teachers and attendance. While the 

study is based on data from England and Wales, PASS is 

increasingly being used by schools across the world and 

the trends will be recognisable.

Up until Year 6 children’s attitudes are remarkably 

consistent and generally positive. From Year 7 onwards 

children, on the whole, become more critical of schools 

and their own learning capabilities. The percentage 

declines are not huge, and some negative attitudes actually 

decrease. The overall trend, however, is unmistakable. 

While a whole host of factors come into play at this point 

in a child’s development – hormones, friendships, growing 

up, taking control – the transition to a secondary school 

campus marks a significant change for students and it is 

at this point that we begin to see a notable decline in their 

attitudes. The effects for some children last well into Year 

8 and into Year 9. In an international context, moving to 

a new school – often in a new country – is commonplace, 

which adds another dimension to the findings.

Whether young peoples’ changing attitudes are a cause or 

consequence of the problems associated with transition 

are beyond the scope of this report. And the reasons why 

children find transition difficult can range from the lack 

of new friends to the hormonal, and again are beyond the 

scope of this report. 

But as the trend in attitudes is clear, it would be reasonable 

to conclude that transition plays a significant part on 

student performance, behaviour and wellbeing. If a 

student is not achieving as expected, could other factors 

be limiting their potential? Could it be a question of 

confidence and attitudes to teaching and learning?

We need to understand what happens to a child’s self-

esteem, confidence and work ethic when they mature and 

go through adolescence. We need to know how they view 

their own learning skills and how they view their teachers. 

And schools need to know what can be done to address 

problems in these areas when they are identified.

The factors behind the attitudes 

Young peoples’ attitudes to school and to their own 

capabilities as learners have been broken down into a 

number of distinct factors:

•	 Feelings about school

•	 Attitude to teachers

•	 Attitude to attendance

•	 Confidence with challenging tasks

•	 Self-regard as a learner

•	 Response to curriculum demands

•	 General work ethic

•	 How prepared for learning they feel they are

•	� How positive they feel about their specific capabilities 

as a learner

The biggest changes in children’s positive attitudes are 

towards schools, teachers and attendance. The proportion 

of children who feel good about school declines from 94% 

in Year 3 to 84% in Year 9. Positive attitudes towards 

teachers fall from 93% to 84%, while positive attitudes to 

attendance decline from 90% in Year 3 to 82% in Year 9. 

The biggest declines in all of these factors occur after Year 

7 not before.

The underlying questions behind the data can be 

illuminating. For instance, the proportion of children who 

think the rules in school are fair declines from 94% in Year 

3 to 86% in Year 9. The proportion who say they are bored 

at school increases from 19% in Year 3 to 32% in Year 9. 

Between Years 3 and 9 there is a 10 percentage point drop 

in the number of children who say they like their teacher. 

The fall isn’t precipitous, but that equates to around 

70,000 students in each year group who have a much 

more negative perception of teachers.

REPORT FINDINGS 
Student engagement and attitudes to 
learning play a vital role in academic 
performance and children’s wellbeing.



94% (Year 3) - 84% (Year 9)

The scores for children who feel good about 
school declines 10%, between Years 3 and 9.
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Attendance, too, becomes more of an issue for children the 

older they become. The proportion of students who say they 

would rather be somewhere else than in school rises from a 

quarter (25%) to a third (33%) between Years 3 and 9. 

When it comes to how prepared children feel they are 

for learning and their own capabilities, there is also in a 

decrease in positive attitudes, though it is less marked than 

their feelings towards teachers and schools. Preparedness 

for learning declines from 93% in Year 3 to 87% in Year 

9. Perceived learning capability drops from 89% to 85% 

over the same period, while children’s confidence with 

challenging tasks decreases from 86% to 78% between 

Years 3 and 9. 

Once again, responses to the underlying questions are 

instructive. The proportion of children who think that 

problem solving is fun declines from 89% to 81% between 

Year 3 and Year 9. The percentage of children who think they 

are clever falls from 94% to 90%.

By contrast, some attitudinal factors are remarkably stable 

over time. Self-regard as a learner, for instance, is 76% in 

Year 3 and remains at 76% in Year 9. General work ethic is 

85% in Year 3 and only falls slightly to 84% in Year 9. 

Around 70,000 
students in each 

year group have a 
much more negative 

perception of 
teachers.
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Positive attitudes to 
attendance declines 8% 
from Year 3 to Year 9.

94% (Year 3) - 86% (Year 9)

The proportion of children who think 
the rules in school are fair declines 8%, 

between Years 3 and 9.

19% (Year 3) - 32% (Year 9)

Students who say they are bored at school 
increases 13%, between Years 3 and 9.

One positive attitudinal 
indicator actually 

increases over time. 
Contrary to received 

wisdom, students tend 
to respond well to 

increased curriculum 
demands. 

The proportion of students who say the 
work they have to do in class is too easy 

declines 29%, between Years 3 and 9.

43% (Year 3) - 14% (Year 9)



This study is based on data from 31,873 children from 

Year 3 to Year 9 across England and Wales, compiled 

during the period May 2015 – March 2016. There were on 

average around 2,500 students in each of the primary 

years 3 to 6 and around 7,000 students in each of the 

secondary years 7 to 9. The data was extrapolated from 

GL Assessment’s Pupil Attitudes to Self and School 

(PASS) attitudinal survey.

PASS is an all-age attitudinal survey that provides a 

measurement of a pupil’s attitudes towards themselves 

as learners and their attitudes towards school, 

suitable for pupils aged 4 to 18+. PASS data has been 

standardised against a highly representative national 

sample of more than 600,000 respondents.

1 OECD (2013), PISA 2012 Results: Ready to Learn: 

Students’ Engagement, Drive and Self-Beliefs (Volume 

III), PISA, OECD Publishing

2 Alissa Goodman and Paul Gregg (2010), Poorer 

children’s educational attainment: how important are 

attitudes and behaviour? Joseph Rowntree Foundation
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One positive attitudinal indicator actually increases over 

time. Contrary to received wisdom, students tend to respond 

well to increased curriculum demands. The proportion 

who rate it positively rises from 76% in Year 3 to 79% 

in Year 9. That is less surprising when we look at some of 

the underlying questions behind that indicator. In answer 

to the question, ‘Do you get anxious when you have to 

do new work?’ the percentage of children saying they do 

halved between Years 3 and 9, from 35% to 18%. While the 

proportion saying the work they have to do in class is too 

easy declines from 43% in Year 3 to 14% in Year 9.

The survey is also notable for what it did not find. The data 

suggest, for instance, that there is no noticeable gender 

variation in attitudes to learning and schools. 

That suggests that there are no inherent attitudinal reasons 

why, say, boys shouldn’t perform as well as girls overall 

academically. Which interventions may be appropriate for 

specific issues are explored elsewhere in this report.

International research

Matthew Savage, the Head of Secondary, International 

Community School of Amman, is currently conducting a 

cross-cultural research study using PASS through the EdD 

programme at The Centre for Excellence in Media Practice 

(CEMP) at Bournemouth University under the supervision of 

Professor Stephen Heppell. His study includes research with 

schools in India, Thailand, Europe and the UAE. If you would 

like to take part or find out more, visit monalisaeffect.me. 
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AISA, ABU DHABI

The American International 
School (AISA) in Abu Dhabi 
has a student body of 1400 
students, aged 4 to 18, 
from more than 75 different 
countries. Approximately 80% 
of children speak English as an 
additional language. 

Stephany Herzog, Learning Support 
Co-ordinator, explains: “Our school 

embraces difference, our students 

are incredibly diverse and have an 

ability range that includes educational 

difficulties as well as very high 

achievers. It’s important to us that 

we meet every child’s needs, but 

attainment data alone does not 

give the full picture. For example, if 

achievements are low, why are they 

low? Is it to do with a child’s grasp of 

English? Are there emotional issues? 

Do they like school?

“To nurture success, we wanted  

to find a better way to identify 

individual strengths, weaknesses and 

attitudes. After thorough research, we 

were excited to discover GL Education’s 

Cognitive Abilities Test and the Pupil 
Attitudes to Self and School survey.”

The Cognitive Abilities Test (CAT4) 

supports schools in understanding 

students’ developed abilities and likely 

academic potential, through verbal, 

non-verbal, quantitative and spatial 

ability tasks.

“Our principal was on-board very 

quickly. She saw the same thing I did; 

that more information was needed on 

our students. For example, was this 

boy gifted and talented overall, or 

just at maths? Was that girl struggling 

everywhere or did she have a bias 

towards a spatial thinking style and we 

were talking her ear off?

“We both liked the fact that CAT4 is 

computer based, streamlined and 

simple to implement. Teachers don’t 

need to score anything and it’s 

instantaneous to run different reports.

“In fact, the only hesitation we had 

was that it is developed in Britain 

and therefore might not work with 

our attainment assessment for an 

American curriculum. 

“We decided that the reports CAT4 

produces were so comprehensive and 

user-friendly, it was worth the risk. 

In practice, it has not been an issue. 

There is some terminology that is 

different, but it’s still straightforward to 

compare our attainment data with the 

standardised age scores from CAT4.”

Last September, the school used the 

attitudinal survey PASS for the first time, 

a trusted psychometric measurement 

that can help inform teaching 

strategies and monitor wellbeing.

“We wanted the missing piece of the 

puzzle – attitude,” Stephany said. 

“Were children enjoying school and 

feeling happy, or feeling bored and 

insecure in their ability to learn? PASS 

uncovers this information for us so 

we can fully understand more than 

just academic barriers to learning.

“We were delighted to find that 

students really like coming here and 

feel supported. They feel as though 

they belong, which re-confirms that 

we are moving in the right direction 

with their education.”

Now, AISA is committed to making 

these assessments part of the school 

plan.

“We have inspections by ADEC every 

year and we need hard data that 

evidences our work. We are now able 

to say, we think this is happening and 

our assessments show us the same 

picture.

“Ultimately, we want all our pupils to 

do well and feel successful, whether 

their strength is musical, sports, social 

skills or academic. We can see who 

is working to their potential, who is 

coasting, who needs to be stretched, 

even who is over-performing and 

perhaps needs the pressure taking off.  

 

“Those with educational difficulties 

can be further supported, and we can 

make sure high achievers who don’t 

often hit barriers in their learning are 

taught resilience and critical thinking 

for when they do. We’re in a position 

to ask the right questions, look at the 

whole child and personalise their time 

at our school.”



An extensive range of research over the past 
few decades has overwhelmingly found that 
student self-belief is a strong predictor of 
academic and career achievement as well as 
the likelihood of depression, dropping out of 
school or truanting. This is because students 
who have a strong belief in their capabilities 
adopt higher aspirations, set more challenging 
goals and have more motivation, focus and 
perseverance, particularly when faced with 
obstacles. 

To enhance achievement, therefore, schools must build 

strong self-belief or self-efficacy in every student. Self-

efficacy can be defined as ‘personal judgements of one’s 

capabilities to organise and execute courses of action to 

attain designated goals’ (Zimmerman, 2000). 

Crucially, it is a student’s perception of their capabilities 

rather than their actual performance that is important. If 

schools hope to ‘close the gap’ in student attainment then 

identifying, challenging, and altering low self-efficacy should 

be enshrined in every school’s ethos.

It’s a question of celebrating excellent attitudes to learning 

rather than grades. Schools should praise students for 

their increased motivation and progress, highlight success 

outside the classroom achieved through perseverance and 

espouse failure as a powerful learning experience. 

How, though, can teachers intervene to make this happen? 

Essentially, what matters is how things are taught. 
Academic underachievers, for instance, typically have fewer 

opportunities that allow them to succeed. So teachers 

must create environments that allow them to experience 

success on a regular basis. To do this students must be 

given opportunities and choice to set themselves personal 

short-term goals they feel are attainable. Providing students 

with examples of what children with similar abilities 

have achieved will enable them to realise that goals are 

achievable. Goals set by parents or teachers are pointless 

if a child feels that they are not capable of achieving them, 

even if in reality they have the ability. As students achieve 

their goals their self-efficacy increases, boosting in turn 

their commitment, motivation and use of self-regulatory 
strategies so more challenging goals can be set. 

CLASSROOM INTERVENTIONS: 
WHAT REALLY WORKS?
Nicola Lambros, Head of Secondary, 
The International School @ ParkCity, Kuala Lumpur
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Positive feedback, too, is essential. Research has found 

that underachievers are more likely to receive negative 

feedback that focuses on shortfalls and highlights personal 

deficiencies, reducing self-efficacy. Focussing on the positive 

is therefore essential. 

As students work towards their goals regular individual 

feedback should provide information to specify what is 

being done well, how much progress has been made and 

what could be done to improve further. Students who 

receive positive feedback on progress in a skill they find 

challenging develop higher skills and an improved self-
efficacy. 
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Receiving feedback on effort, however, should be avoided. 

It can reduce self-efficacy as it reinforces a student’s belief 

that academic mastery requires a great deal of hard work 

and suggests they do not have the academic capabilities 

required. Anxiety undermines self-efficacy and academic 

performance. Students with low self-efficacy interpret 

anxiety as a sign of incompetence, which lowers their self-

efficacy. 

Hence, a well planned support system should be in place and 

made readily available for all students. Tools for managing 

stressful situations should be integrated into classroom 

instruction and should play a key role in PSHCE programmes. 

There must also be a clear focus on developing effective 

independent learning skills and a ‘Growth Mindset’ in every 

student. However, teaching independent learning strategies 

out of context has been found to be a fruitless endeavour; 

students are not able to transfer the skills.

Explicitly teaching learning strategies and skills in class and 

supporting students in their independent learning through 

effective mentoring and coaching to foster a ‘Growth 
Mindset’ is required. Students can then practise and master 

these skills independently in and out of class, thereby 
improving their metacognitive monitoring, study strategy 
selection and self-regulatory skills to increase academic 
success, self-efficacy and the likelihood of remaining in 
education.

In January 2017 Nicola will be moving to Kings College, 
Madrid to take up the position of Deputy Head, whole school.

Providing students 
with examples of what 

children with similar 
abilities have achieved 

will enable them to 
realise that goals are 

achievable.
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Risk aversion is common 
among young people. A child 
can sit through five lessons, 
engage with the tasks at 
hand, behave well, and then 
go home. This may sound like 
a perfect scenario, but this 
process does not produce 
well-rounded citizens, able 
to cope successfully with the 
challenges of life.

At Crosshall Junior School, we have 

developed a curriculum that offers a 

wide range of challenging activities 

through a programme called Future 

Me. It is open to all students and 

acknowledges home and school 

successes, but also failures. Children 

need to experience and cope with 

authentic risk in order to thrive.

Positive relationships between 

students and staff, open 

communication and the PASS 

(Pupil Attitudes to Self and School) 
attitudinal survey help us identify 

which students are risk-averse. Once 

we know who they are, there are 

things we can do as teachers to give 

them more confidence. 

Here are some tips for helping risk-averse 
children to succeed:

Celebrate effort

Make your school a place where 
making mistakes and “having a 
go” are celebrated, rather than just 
attainment. For example, a child 
running a cake sale might not raise 
the money required, but by being 
able to take pride in what they have 
achieved and identify areas for 
improvement, the experience can 
inspire future success.

Clarity is key

Deal sensitively with students who 
want to check your instructions, 
tasks or expectations. They are 
asking because they need to. Log 
their names and be pre-emptive 
when delivering challenging 
activities. Reluctant students 
are often the ones who might be 
embarrassed to ask for clarity, so 
making your instructions crystal 
clear can make them feel more 
confident.

What’s the worst that could 
happen?

When emotions get the better of 
reason, explore this with parents 
as well as with the student. 

Catastrophising can be useful if you 
are exploring the worst that may 
happen along with strategies to 
cope with that eventuality. This can 
often help the student to realise that 
the worst-case scenario is not all 
that bad after all.  

Step by step

Give students an experience that 
is similar to one they fear, but in a 
less threatening context. Although 
a student might dread the idea of 
presenting to the whole class, they 
may feel able to present to a smaller 
group. Celebrate individual success 
and then step it up.

Lead by example

Encourage staff to model risk-taking 
behaviour. For example, students 
are often more likely to have a go 
at an activity which involves some 
element of performance if a teacher 
is willing to model it themselves. 
If you want your students to work 
outside of their comfort zone, you 
should probably be willing to step 
outside of yours. 
 

First published in the TES.

HOW TO…HELP RISK AVERSE 
CHILDREN SUCCEED

Anne Eardley, Vice Principal of Crosshall Junior School 
in Cambridgeshire, shares her thoughts on how to get 

those reluctant students to throw caution to the wind.  



The findings of this report back up a view 
that has been voiced anecdotally in schools 
for years: that at key transition points, there 
can be a significant drop in positive attitudes 
towards school. This includes decreases in 
areas such as children’s beliefs about their 
ability to learn and motivation to persevere 
when presented with a challenge at school. 
Attitude towards learning is linked with 
wellbeing, academic performance and life 
opportunities so what can be done if a 
child’s positivity towards school and learning 
plunges?

Reducing attitudinal slips requires you to notice and 

respond to each child’s unique combination of academic 

factors, curricular factors, social and emotional factors, and 

role models.

Academic factors

If you have a hunch that academic worries or difficulties 

could be influencing your child’s attitude towards school 

then you could ask them to rate how they feel about each 

subject with a number from 1-10. Discussion can shed light 

on causes of low/high ratings. For instance, are ratings 

influenced by:

•	 Difficulty understanding the teacher’s instructions 
•	 Behaviour of other children in the class 
•	 Amount of reading/writing in each subject 
•	 Time pressure in class
•	 Finding the subject hard/easy
•	 Fear of making mistakes
•	 Relationship with the teacher 

These findings could feed into a meeting with school 

– perhaps with your child’s tutor, head of year, special 

educational needs coordinator or another key adult – so 

that areas of concern can be addressed with a combination 

of assessment, intervention and teaching strategies.  

 

Curricular factors 

Much of the curriculum and assessment in schools is built 

around language, literacy and logical-mathematical skills. 

For those whose strengths lie in other areas – maybe 

practical skills, creativity, social skills, physical endurance – 

the assessment emphasis in secondary schools can be

unintentionally disempowering. This can 

be reduced by finding ways in which school 

can:

•	 Recognise and develop your child’s strengths 
•	 Adapt teaching to take into account your child’s 

strengths and interests
•	 Explicitly show links between learning in school and 

your child’s aspirations
•	 Challenge the notion of particular skills (e.g. literacy, 

numeracy) having a greater value than others 

Social and emotional factors

Relationships with peers take an increasingly central role 

in children’s lives as they move through secondary school 

but children also remain strongly influenced by their 

connections with school staff and family members. 

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER INCLUDE: 

•	 Does your child have a quantity and quality of 
relationships with peers and staff to meet their 
social needs in school? If not, school and home can 

support children to develop positive peer and teacher 

interactions (e.g. setting up opportunities to meet 

with friends outside of school; a Circle of Friends 

intervention at school; identifying and building on 

those teacher relationships which are positive).

•	 Do you know what is going on in your child’s digital 
world? If not, encourage your child to talk to you about 

this so that you can work with school to give support 

around issues such as cyber bullying.   

•	 Are physical and hormonal changes contributing 
to tiredness and emotional volatility which will 
influence your child’s attitude towards school? If so, 

communication between home and school will enable 

accommodations to be made for this.

Home and community role models 

Be aware of the spoken and unspoken messages that 

your child may pick up at home about the importance or 

otherwise of skills, qualifications and aspirations. Telling 

a child to work hard and show self-restraint will have 

greater success if they have role models who exemplify 

those values. 

CHANGES IN PUPIL ATTITUDE
- what to look for and how to help 

By Poppy Ionides, Educational Psychologist
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IDENTIFYING THE 
BARRIERS TO 
LEARNING
James Neill, GL Education’s 
International Director, explains how 
the company’s Pupil Attitudes to 
Self and School (PASS) survey fits in 
with their ‘whole pupil’ approach to 
education.

GL Education has worked in partnership with schools for over 35 years 

to develop a range of assessments that support better outcomes for 

students. Our portfolio helps to reveal students’ potential, track their 

progress, and identify any barriers and learning difficulties they might 

have. Students’ motivations, anxieties, school-based relationships and 

future learning behaviours all form part of the picture. 

Our attitudes are formed by and affect how we feel, what we do and 

how we think. In school, a student’s attitudes to learning can influence 

their whole experience of education and have significant effects on 

their overall levels of attainment, engagement and wellbeing.

PASS is a particularly valuable assessment tool for students aged 4 

to 18. It often provides that ‘missing link’ when a student’s attainment 

scores do not match up with ability data. It helps teachers quickly 

understand the reasons behind this outcome, revealing the often 

hidden reasons behind low attainment, challenging behaviour and 

disengagement. In many instances, PASS helps to identify issues 

before they even manifest themselves, giving teachers the opportunity 

for early intervention.

As this paper has demonstrated, the correct use of assessment data 

can allow schools to quickly gain an insight into students’ mindsets 

that would otherwise be difficult to obtain. PASS can help identify 

and understand attitudinal barriers to learning, inform teaching and 

learning strategies, help improve overall achievement, and provide 

important information for pastoral support.

By helping to raise standards of attainment and student wellbeing 

PASS can dramatically improve learning outcomes for individual 

students, groups of students and the whole school. 

For further information please visit gl-education.com. To find 

out more, contact us on +44 (0)20 8996 3369 or email us at 

international@gl-education.com.

gl-education.comGL1401


