Willpower Challenge
Preparation for Secondary School.

This course was offered to year 5 pupils who were expected to find the transition to secondary school more difficult than most. There were ten (one to one and a half hour) sessions, from the 18th May to the 15th of July 2007. This was a total of 10 hours for some and 12 hours for others (dependent on the session times).
Aim: to develop the skills and attributes that participating pupils will need, to get the most from their primary and secondary education. The absence of these skills currently inhibits their learning within the classroom.

The course involves sessions looking at:

Self control, willpower and communication. 
Different teaching styles (with me being strict, softer and grades in between). 
Name calling and how to deal with it. 
All about emotions (what happens physically, emotionally etc.) and questions about secondary. 
These all culminated in the willpower challenge (where pupils select 8 out of 12 tasks).

This series of sessions have been designed to provide experience. Role play, rehearsal, games and immediate reflection are central to the approach. This also means that the sessions are not always ‘fun’, but are always relevant and challenging.

Pupils involved
There were 24 pupils involved in the Willpower Challenge. Sixteen boys and 8 girls. They can be grouped in the following way:

Black African


10

White / European

6

African-Caribbean

6

Others



2.
SAT’s levels (figures were taken from year 5, and taken as averages)

Level 4

1

Level 3

13

Level 2

10.

Pupils were invited onto the programme if the Deputy Head and / or teachers believed they would have difficulties in making the transition to Secondary School. Difficulties usually meant that pupils were disruptive in class, had difficulties relating to teachers / other pupils or tending to be picked on and lacked confidence to deal with the classroom and playground.

Initially, 24 pupils were interviewed individually, and 23 of these were invited onto the programme and accepted. The one pupil who was not invited, struggled too much to communicate in English to make the most of the programme. One other pupil joined the programme just over half way through. Attendance was very good, with only four pupils missing only one session each. 
Pupils were grouped on the basis of whether their primary difficulties were more to do with confidence and being picked on than being disruptive and having difficulties in the playground. There were 10 in the first group and three other groups of 5. Attempts were made to separate those pupils who would have more difficulties working together, but in some instances this was very difficult. So, for example, one pupils was named by almost everyone as someone they did not want to work with (he was in fact placed in the group of 10, which worked very well).

Brief session descriptions

A number of elements were introduced to all groups, and provided an important context. They included:

That they would be treated (and talked to) as though they were already in year 7. I called them year 7 when I wanted their attention, and continually told then what would happen if they said or did things that would bring a specific response from Secondary teachers.

Each session was introduced with different rules and they were alerted to a different teaching style, and the rest of the session was played out with these rules and style. So, for example, one session the rules were “two warnings and out of the activity”, while another session they were expected to decide on their own rules and another they were told that the teacher was very unpredictable and ‘moody’. At the end of each session they were asked what style was used and how they found it. This helped them get used to (and deal with) different styles and approaches (known to be one of the hardest barriers for pupils moving to Secondary).
While many of the sessions were designed to be interesting and stimulating, others were designed to be boring and requiring high levels of concentration. These were offered as opportunities for pupils to rehearse and practice different skills and deal with different demands.

Session one – concentrating on motivation, self control, concentration and rules.

I introduced a set of rules that they will have to deal with in secondary schools (they include: no leaving your seat without permission; listen to the teachers instructions; stay on task). If these basic rules were broken then they received a verbal warning and if they receive three verbal warnings they had to sit out of the activity. 

This was followed by a series of tasks:

1. stay silent for 2 minutes;

2. everyone is asked their favourite colour (food, pet, game), and then we go around and I give a name and the person (whose turn it is) has to say what their favourite colour etc.. it is.  

3. they then have to turn over two playing cards (half a pack) and find pairs. They miss a turn if they cheat, move cards or muck about. 

Session two – the aim is to enable them to work together and start to trust and communicate with one another.

One person has to draw a picture (without seeing it) that everyone else looks at. They have to describe (aiming to help them reflect on how they communicate with one another). We also do a ‘trust walk’. Obstacles are put around the room and while one person is blind folded, another has to direct them (verbally) around the obstacles.

Session three – aim is to help them learn to deal with name-calling through practice.

I invite pupils to call me names for 2 minutes. I just ignore them, asking them how they felt (after the 2 minutes). Each then take a turn (for 1 minute), with everyone calling them names. 

Session four – this session focuses on emotions (recognizing, expressing and containing). 
This included a discussion about what emotions people are happy to show in class (happy, angry), and those that they do not want to show (sad, embarrassment). They are then given a written exercise where they reflect on name calling (how they feel on the receiving end and dishing it out). While they do this, I walk around trying to distract them from their work (they were pre-warned and asked to ignore this). 

Session five – reflections on self control, anger and negotiation.

We deal with this theme, by breaking down what people are trying to do when they name call (to get a response and just get you going) and how much they think they should defend themselves. We then list how they might respond (hit out; shout back; ignore; just smile; ask “why would you say such a thing”).

An agreement is then made (with everyone signing it) saying “over the next week, we will: not cuss anyone; react to anything that anyone says in class, playground or any other area of the school; support each other to not react and come back next week and tell Trefor about it”.

Session six – explores how we feel physically, emotionally and what we do when we feel different feelings

First we look at the physical aspects of laughing (to face, stomach, body temperature, etc.), then we look at how laughing feels and then what it leads us to do. We then do the same about getting angry and also look at what points we make decisions about what we do when we feel angry.
Session seven - willpower

We talk about willpower (what it was, how useful it is, and how important it will be for them to have loads when they go to secondary). They do six willpower challenges:

Stay silent for 2 minutes;

Stand on one leg for 2 minutes;

Hold their breath for 1 minute;

Ignore people calling them names for 2 minutes;

Sit still (without fidgeting, drumming and singing) for 2 minutes;

Session eight – willpower challenge and further practice
The ‘willpower challenge’ is introduced and they select the tasks they want to carry out (see below). We then continued to practice their willpower with a similar set of exercises.

Session nine – the first part of the ‘willpower challenge’
See below for descriptions of the six tasks that they select from.

Session ten – secondary school discipline and open questions.

This session is an opportunity for them to ask everything they want about secondary school. This ranged from school discipline, bullying, weapons in school through to food, whether they can go out at lunchtime and a little about subjects. 
Session eleven – assessment of the programme.
Pupils were interviewed in pairs about what they learnt; what was good and not good, what was difficult; what skills they learnt, what they felt more confident doing; what difference it had made in class and the playground and also whether they felt more informed about secondary school.
Willpower Challenge

The willpower challenge aims to test the skills practiced on the course. Pupils have to select 8 of 12 tasks. (four from each group of six below). The tasks concentrate on willpower and self control. The first four they do with me and the other four in the classroom, playground or at home.

Group one (with me)

1. Learn the meaning of six new words;

2. Work out a puzzle;

3. Get at least 10 words from an 8 letter word;

4. Learn and explain a card game;

5. Throw balls in a bin;

6. Obstacle course (blindfolded).

Group two (in class)

1. Write a diary for a week;

2. Show responsibility in class;

3. Try hard in something they find difficult;

4. Behave very well in class for a day;

5. Get to bed early for a week;

6. Ignore people winding them up for a day.

IF they succeed in these (by passing all eight tasks), they receive a certificate, a book token and a pen.

Of the 24 that started the programme, all of them took and passed the first part of the ‘willpower challenge’. The second part (in class and at home), was passed by 21 pupils, while the other three failed to bring the paperwork. This may come in at the beginning of next term.
Evaluation process

This took a number of different forms:

My evaluation notes – recordings are made of the sessions and periodically notes about individual pupils as well as a summary of progress made by individuals during the programme.
Pupils own evaluation – as part of the ‘willpower challenge’ pupils are asked to complete a verbal evaluation of the course which concentrates on skills development and their levels of confidence;

Teachers evaluation – teachers are asked for their comments and observation about individuals progress and development (not yet carried out).

Evaluation
This scale shows the SATs results from last year and worked on averages.
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This scale shows the levels of impact I think that the course has had on pupils in relation to each other.
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Pupils comments
B1
Liked - different teaching styles, exercises around self control and name calling and that it was fun.

Learnt - teachers will be tough, but not as tough as he thought. If you really try you can do things. If you ignore people it works.

Able to use – he thinks his behaviour in class has improved. He has ignored people and that has worked. He feels more confident about secondary and is looking forward to it.
B10
Liked – willpower challenge, self control exercises.

Learnt – how to ignore people when he has to.

Able to use – feels more confident about secondary. He feels much older (“because I am going to secondary school”), and has been ignoring people in class.

B12
Liked – name calling, self control and teaching styles.

Learnt – how to ignore people, what to do to avoid others, especially the practice.

Able to use – said he was less able to translate this into the classroom and that he would have liked to have done more self control exercises. 

G1

Liked – communication exercises, different teaching styles and willpower challenge. She liked all of the practicing.

Learnt – She thought secondary was going to be scary (“I thought I was going to be beaten up”), that some teachers would be strict and others ‘softer’.
Able to use – She is more confident about going to secondary. She has tried to not talk to people on her table. Some days she manages it and others she finds it really difficult. 

G2

Was out of school on the day of the interviews.

B2

Liked – Name calling, self control, different teaching styles. He found it tiring, but fun.

Learnt – when he puts his mind to it, he can ignore people, especially if he sits away from certain people.

Able to use – he is looking forward to secondary, but would have liked to learn more. He has been ignoring people in class, but not all of the time.

B11

Was out of school on the day of the interviews.

B13

Liked – different teachers (working out what kind), learning about secondary school, and the card games.

Learnt – about how to ignore people, secondary school and that he liked kind teachers.

Able to use – he has been ignoring people in class (“xxx kept calling me cry baby and I just ignored them”). He is looking forward to secondary.

G3

Liked – the willpower challenge (was only in five sessions) and getting to know Ife, Alex and Mario.

Learnt and able to use – She says she is very noisy in class, and it has helped her to stop talking. When she doesn’t want to do something, she has to do it, she has forced herself. She is not very confident about talking to others (“I am shy”), but something has “just squeezed me”. She thinks she has shown more self control in class.

B3

Liked – willpower challenge, most of it.

Learnt – he knew what to expect from secondary, but he feels more confident. He thinks he understands teachers more.

Able to use – he says his behaviour isn’t normally good, and it has helped him improve it. He says his emotions have changed, and he is more polite.

B4

Liked – all really useful, name calling, communication, willpower challenge, emotions and different teaching styles.

Learnt – how to ignore people (when name calling), different anger levels of teachers, learnt how to talk to people differently and what to ask teachers about secondary schools.

Able to use – he has been ignoring people when he wants to get on with his work. He has been able to be self controlled when people get overheated, he just blanks them. He is more confident about dealing with bullies, and he doesn’t think he will be bullied at secondary (as he thought).

B5

Liked – name calling, self control exercises.

Learnt – the exercises made him feel like he can do things. He says he can ignore people now. He has learnt about secondary (“I don’t have any brothers and sisters”) and how to listen and talk to people.

Able to use – more confident. he has been ignoring people, and acting a bit differently, and not getting into trouble as much. He would like to do the challenge again, as it was fun.

B6

Liked – self control, willpower challenge (especially going to bed early).

Learnt – how to ignore people, how to communicate (“but it is complicated”), and he learnt about secondary school.

Able to use – he has ignored people (more at home than at school), he thinks he is more prepared for secondary and to deal with bullies.

B14

Liked – name calling, different teachers.

Learnt – how to ignore people, how to walk away, he knows about secondary, and he listens more.

Able to use – it has helped him to stop saying some things, he is listening more, but it hasn’t changed his behaviour much.

B7

Liked – self control, teaching styles, communication, emotions, all of them.

Learnt, and able to use – his behaviour has improved, he is not talking to friends so much, he can ignore people now. His attitude has “changed a bit”. His body language (his words) has changed a bit as well.

G4

Liked – name calling, self control, willpower, emotions and secondary questions.

Learnt and able to use – she is not talking back so much. When teachers tell her to do something, she has been doing it. She is ignoring people when they call her names. She knows how to get a secondary place. She knows what to do if she gets bullied at secondary school. 

Also went on to say that she likes strict teachers, but saw that she needs to show self control as well. Says she needs to sit away from some people (especially Princess).

G5

Liked – willpower challenge, name calling, secondary questions and self control.

Learnt and able to use – she has been trying to show self control and ignoring people, but need to do it more. She knows what secondary will be like.

B8

Liked – willpower, self control, name calling.

Learnt and able to use – he know more about secondary and is more confident about going. He is trying to control his temper, but he needs to do this more. He thinks he is more focused on his work as well, but he is not sure.

B15

Liked – name calling and parts of the willpower challenge (the games bits).

Learnt and able to use – he doesn’t get so angry with people and he know how to change his behaviour. He knows that he will get different teachers, some will be hard and some soft.

B16

Liked – name calling and ignoring people.

Learnt and able to use – he doesn’t get so mad when people cuss him in the playground, but he still finds it difficult.

B9

Liked – name calling, self control, willpower challenge and secondary questions.

Learnt and able to use – it has helped him with people calling him names in the playground. He know what will happen at secondary, and how to get a place, he is not sure if he will be good or bad there. “It has been good, it has made me not have such a bad temper”.

G6
Liked – self control, communication, different teachers.

Learnt and able to use – thinks she has changed, and has helped her in a good way. She tries to ignore people now, people shout at her, but sometimes people just keep shouting. She is still worried about secondary, if she gets cussed and bullied. She doesn’t think she is ready to go yet.

G8
Not in school the day these interviews were carried out.

G7
Liked – self control, name calling and different teachers.

Learnt and able to use – She has been talking to friends less in class, and she “has been trying to stay out of it”. When teachers say stop it, she has stopped. Sometimes she has ignored people when they wind me up, but sometimes she still can’t take it. She is more confident about secondary, but she is not really thinking about it. “When I get into year 6, I want to be good and look after the younger ones”. Kiah also said she liked being in a smaller group and would like more chances to talk about her feelings and emotions.

Overall conclusions
· Pupils responded very well to the course. There was good attendance, involvement, the groups worked well and were a good size.

· Most pupils were very enthusiastic (before, during and after), especially about practicing skills and rehearsal the future. Nearly all said that they learnt a lot and they all understood the purpose of the initiative.

· Two sessions a week increased the impact of the course, enabling some momentum to be built up. 

· As before, the more practical the session, the better the response and most sessions held up well irrespective of the groups.

· Running the course so near the end of the year had its difficulties. Timing was too tight, there was too much urgency on teachers to comment and the teachers evaluation was not completed.
· Pupils at level 3 responded to the course significantly better than level 2’s, but there were notable exceptions (G7, G8 and B12). However, nearly all pupils described significant learning, and at least half behaviour changes. The course appeared to have a significant impact on more than half of the pupils.
Recommendation
· To repeat the same programme next year, again targeted at year 5’s.
· Involve a similar number of pupils (24 to 25), with a similar format and structure. 
· To start the course slightly earlier (prepare before and start as soon as possible after half term), and offer two sessions a week. This would enable a finish at least two weeks before the end of term.

· Brief teachers before half term (but after SAT’s) and involve them in pupils selection. Also, ensure that a teacher evaluation takes place before the end of term.

Trefor Lloyd
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