
 

 
What happens when specific ‘self-reliance’ time is introduced into the 
classroom? 
 
Louise Barrett 

Group 3F 
 
Rationale 
Throughout my probation I’ve noticed within my classes pupils’ ability to complete a set task 
independently varies significantly. Some pupils require task instructions to be reiterated 
several times before they have the confidence to complete independently. For others this is 
seen as a way for them to be lazy, or to have continual reassurance due to insecurities 
resulting in the information being spoon fed to them when they are capable of doing 
independently. Thus having a negative impact for the pupils within the class who require 
more support and pupil-teacher time. Carol Dweck (1978) a leading researcher in 
developmental psychology alongside other researchers (Paterson, Maier & Seligman, 1993) 
discussed the idea of “learned helplessness”. The idea being to shift pupils away from the 
sense of learned helplessness and thus have an impact upon self-esteem, engagement and 
motivation by scaffolding learning (Vygotsky, 1987) improving pupils self-confidence. Peer 
support, provision of immediate feedback and celebrating mistakes (Dweck, 2006) have been 
found to promote a self–reliant attitude. Self-reliance therefore is essential to introduce and 
maintain within the classroom in order to create a successful independent learning 
environment. 
 
Aims  
The aim of this enquiry is to identify whether introducing specific aspects of self-reliance 
time within a lesson promotes independent learning and the opportunity to provide more time 
and support for others. As well as building resilience and confidence in pupils who 
continuously feel incapable to complete a task, not through level of ability but self-belief. 
Ultimately changing their mindsets from fixed to growth. The self-reliance time will be 
introduced as either a starter activity at the beginning of the lesson or as part of a mid-lesson 
activity.  
 
Methodology 
The study took place over a four week period. Sources of evidence used was the pupils work 
in their jotters and worksheets alongside me keeping a reflective diary, pupils opinions of the 
set self-reliance task on post it notes at the end of a lesson. At the end of each lesson due to 
the nature of the evidence no ethical concerns had to be considered before starting the study. 
The use of the reflective journal was beneficial, allowing me to note down any essential 
notes, detailing any significant changes that occurred throughout the study.  



 
Using the pupil’s jotters and worksheets as evidence was compulsory to identify the effects of 
having self-reliance time, if it encouraged more independent work or vice-versa. 
 
Findings 
A second year class was selected for the study due to the high number of pupils who 
demonstrated learned-helplessness and pupils who require more one-to-one teacher support.  
 
Week 1 – As an introduction to the study a starter activity was set to introduce self-reliance 
time. For many of the pupils it was unsettling for them as they had to complete the task 
independently. As expected the first week was not as successful as hoped, many pupils still 
asked questions based on the task or refused to complete the questions. Many of the pupils 
were becoming distressed as they craved assurance of answering the questions correctly. 
Resulting in the pupils who required more support to be given less time and support than 
required. Using the post-box tool as an exit pass at the end of the lesson pupils were able to 
give their opinion of how they felt about the self-reliance task. Surprisingly their opinions did 
not mirror their work and attitudes within the classroom.  Resulting in the pupils who 
required more support to be given less time and support than required.  
 
Week 2 – A mid-lesson self-assurance task was set for the pupils, resulting in a slightly more 
successful week. To make the activity more successful the “ask three before me” rule was 
introduced, this allowed pupils to ask three other pupils for guidance, instructions were 
concisely stated twice. Surprisingly many pupils did not ask their fellow peers for support 
they attempted the task independently. Allowing more time to be spent with pupils requiring 
additional support, the downside of this was when marking the jotters one pupil did not 
answer any of the questions, another pupil completely misinterpreted the questions resulting 
in all of the answers being wrong and others missed out a few. From this it could be 
suggested that pupils would rather complete a task completely wrong or not all than seek help 
from their peers. 
 
Week 3 – A different style self-reliance task was introduced, pupils had to research and 
answer five set questions on the computers in a set time of 15 minutes. This was a success all 
pupils answered the questions successfully and no questions were raised to the teacher but 
pupils asked their peers. The difference this week was the “ask three before me” rule was not 
used which may have made it more comfortable for pupils, perhaps this is a sign of learned 
behaviour (Piaget, 1936).  
 
Week 4 – Taking into consideration what was found in the previous weeks the starter activity 
task was trialled again. It was clearly explained that it was a self-reliant task and the five 
questions had to be fully completed.  This time it was stated on the board (not verbally) the 
“ask three before me rule”, and had an effect on pupil’s work ethic. This was a success as 
pupils were communicating with each other in order to complete the task, no-one asked the 
teacher for help. Marking the jotters however it was evident that some pupils had the same 



wrong answers as others therefore it can be questioned are the pupils being self-reliant or 
relying on their peers for the information? 
 
Conclusions  
Over the four week study period it was evident to see a slight improvement of pupils’ self-
reliance. For some of the pupils improvements have been made in their confidence for 
example they were more capable of relying on themselves to overcome challenges they faced 
when a task was set. Benefiting the pupils who require more support. However the results 
were not fully conclusive, it was evident that some progress had been made however more 
work is definitely required in order to change pupils “learned helplessness” to make them 
become more self-reliant and confident individuals linking to the Curriculum for Excellence 
four capacities (Scottish Government, 2016). Therefore continuing the intervention for the 
foreseeable future would be beneficial by maintaining routines, adapting tasks and increasing 
pupil progress. 
 
Implications for Future Practice 
As a result of this enquiry I will continue to promote self-reliance within my lessons. As 
evidence suggests it has improved pupils’ attitudes, and mindsets in their ability to complete 
a task. Without continual repetition of the instructions and help. Carrying out the study with 
more than one class would make the results more reliable. As discussed by Dweck et al 
(1978) the helplessness that the pupils have adopted over the years will require a longer 
intervention in order to see more prominent results, as well as trialling more and new self-
reliance techniques.  
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