
 

1 

4C ACTION PLANS: A PATHWAY TO SELF-EFFICACY IN GRADE 7 BOYS 

Greg Ryerson 

Crescent School, Toronto, Canada 

 

Abstract 

This action research project sought to explore how Grade 7 boys might direct the development of 

their own 21st century skills through the lens of the 4Cs (communication, collaboration, critical 

thinking, and creativity). Many groups and advisory boards identify the importance of these skills 

as key to optimizing student learning, and outline ways in which they could be incorporated in 

the classroom.  

Crescent School, through its Portrait of a Graduate initiative, outlines three guiding questions for 

our students: Who am I? How do I lead? What is my legacy? These questions are underlined by six 

character qualities (being a moral person who is self-aware, a positive leader, a critical thinker, 

adaptable, and an engaged citizen). This project integrated all of the 21st century skills, program 

questions, and character qualities by asking the boys involved to self-assess their own skill set, 

identify an area for growth, and create a personalized action plan in order to develop their self-

efficacy within the 4Cs. 

Through guided discussions, self-assessments, regular reflection, and analysis, it became evident 

that the boys viewed their individual skills as part of a skill continuum, one which they were able 

to use and adapt in evolving scenarios. When prompted to reflect upon the impact of the 4Cs on 

their own learning and character development, the boys noted their interconnectedness and how 

one skill might be developed by transferring pre-existing abilities to a new situation. 

Glossary 

Agency: provides students with the power to direct and take responsibility for their own learning, 

creating independent and self-regulating learners 

21st century skills: essential knowledge, skills, and expertise that students need to be successful in 

the 21st Century (P21, 2011) 

Self-efficacy: the belief in one's ability to succeed in achieving an outcome or reaching a goal 
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Introduction 

"Would you tell me, please, which way I ought to go from here?" asked Alice. 

"That depends a great deal on where you want to get to," said the Cheshire Cat. 

- Lewis Carroll, Alice in Wonderland 

Ken Kay, President of the Partnership for 21st Century Skills, states: 

In this era of rapid change, the social contract prevalent for a good part of the last 

century doesn’t exist any more. Doing well in school no longer guarantees a lifelong 

career as it did for previous generations… Competency in 21st century skills gives 

people the ability to keep learning and adjusting to change.… Proficiency in 21st 

century skills is the new civil right for our times. (2010, p. xvii) 

When I learned of the IBSC’s action research topic, Developing Agency: Boy Voice and Choice, I 

immediately felt that it spoke to the development of the 4Cs. As competency in these 21st century 

skills is so important for our boys, I wanted to know more about how we might, as educators, 

foster their personal and impactful development.  

Crescent School recently published a strategic academic plan titled the Portrait of a Graduate. The 

document outlines three guiding questions: Who am I? How do I lead? What is my legacy? These 

questions aim to help a Crescent student develop into a Man of Character through his time at the 

school and are underlined by six character qualities (being a moral person who is self-aware, a 

positive leader, a critical thinker, adaptable, and an engaged citizen). The context of this project is 

firmly rooted in pursuit of the answer to the question of ‘Who am I?’ Thus, I formulated the 

following research question: How does the creation of a personalized, skill-based action plan affect 

the self-efficacy of Grade 7 boys? 

Using the process of action research allowed me to pose this question to my students and 

provided them the freedom to act on it as best suited them, further empowering their own 

agency. After spending time decoding the language of the 4Cs, my students embarked on the 

process of assessing their own skill set, creating goals for their own improvement, and measuring 

their self-efficacy when applying these skills within the context of our Portrait of a Graduate. I 

wanted the boys to not only understand what these 21st century skills were but also to be able to 

speak to their own skills and abilities. Focussing on their self-efficacy kept the research grounded 
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in the experiences of the boys and allowed their voices to inform my findings. 

Literature Review 

As educators, we have a responsibility to ensure that our students are well prepared for life in the 

21st century. In addition to teaching curriculum, we need to foster the explicit and deliberate 

development of 21st century skills which are “associated with growth in the cognitive, 

interpersonal, and intrapersonal domains” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2016, p. 10). 

Partnership for 21st Century Skills (2011) outlines these as essential knowledge, skills, and 

expertise that students need to be successful in the 21st Century. Pushing students beyond 

standard learning will help them develop transferable skills and competencies which will be 

relevant both in the classroom and later in the workplace.  

Various groups and advisory boards have set out to define the necessary set of 21st century skills, 

including the Assessment and Teaching of 21st Century Skills Project (ATC21S) (Griffin, et al., 

2012), the Buck Institute for Education (PBLWorks), Canadians for 21st Century Learning (C21 

Canada), the International Society for Technology in Education (ISTE), and the Partnership for 

21st Century Skills (P21). While each group has their own definitions and terms for these skills, the 

general consensus can be represented in a set of skills identified as the 4Cs: (Ontario Ministry of 

Education, 2016, pp. 12-13)  

● communication 

● collaboration 

● critical thinking 

● creativity 

Simply incorporating these 21st century skills into our teaching is not enough. McTighe and Seif 

(2010) believe that 21st century skills must be taught explicitly to our students. They note that, as 

we teach these skills, they must be broken down into their critical components, and students 

must be given the opportunity to apply these new skills in a structured environment. Dede (2010) 

further posits that in order to be successful, students must be taught to identify and develop these 

skills within themselves. In order to do this effectively, a student must be a reflective thinker. 

Costa and Kallick (2018) suggest that, “reflecting on experiences encourages insight and complex 

learning” (Ch. 12, para. 2), while Bruce (2001) explains that students best learn how to improve 

their work by participating in reflective activities through which they become more aware of their 
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unique learning needs. By using a process of self-assessment and reflection, my project provided 

opportunities for the boys involved to identify individual strengths and areas for growth and 

development, while monitoring their perception of their self-efficacy throughout. 

The Ontario Ministry of Education (2016) outlines the need for students to become self-aware and 

self-directed learners as additional areas of importance beyond the 4Cs. They describe the need 

for a student to learn the process of learning and to reflect on their experiences to enhance that 

learning as an important practice. Furthermore, Ross (2006) believes that “asking students to 

assess their performance … contributes to higher self-efficacy, greater intrinsic motivation, and 

stronger achievement” (p. 4). Greenstein (2012) furthers this conversation by reminding us that 

when students are introduced to these 21st century skills, they should view them as a continuum. 

Rather than concrete “haves” or “have-nots,” these are skills that can be developed and honed 

through self-assessment, reflection, and action. 

The term self-assessment is often used in reference to many practices. Rolheiser and Ross (2000) 

define self-assessment as the process of students evaluating their own work for the purpose of 

improving it, and Klenowski (1995) defines it as “the evaluation of judgement of ‘the worth’ of 

one’s performance and the identification of one’s strengths and weaknesses with a view to 

improving one’s learning outcomes” (p. 146). For the purposes of this action research, I defined 

self-assessment as the active process through which students will evaluate their own learning 

skills for the purpose of their development. 

Educators at Northeastern University (2019), a leader in the field of experiential learning, created 

an online platform for their students to track and monitor their skills and competencies. They 

note that students need to be “ready to learn and adapt throughout [their] life and career, 

leveraging every experience for growth and success” (para.1). Greenstein (2012) echoes these ideas 

by reinforcing that fact that “self-assessment and reflection are important lifelong skills that can 

be developed and supported in the classroom” (p. 55). This project provided an opportunity for 

the boys involved to leverage their own experiences to learn and grow. 

Canadians for 21st Century Learning (2012) identify the need for students to “engage and 

collaborate with [their] teachers to determine [their] personalized needs, interest, and aspirations 

as a leader” (p. 19). Moss and Brookhart (2019) write that when students are setting goals for their 

personal development, they should seek to answer three questions:  
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● Where am I now?  

● Where am I going?  

● What strategy or strategies will help me get to where I need to go?  

Using these guiding questions as a framework, students should embark on a continuous process 

of goal setting and reflection, allowing them to develop in more meaningful and personalized 

ways as they take ownership of their learning (Moss & Brookhart, 2019). 

Beyond assessing oneself, middle school students need to believe that they can succeed when 

setting out on a journey of skill development. Speaking about self-efficacy, Pajares (1996) states 

that the way “individuals interpret the results of their performance attainments informs … their 

self-beliefs, which in turn inform[s] … their subsequent performance” (p. 544). Thus, through this 

project, I asked the boys to assess their feelings of self-efficacy before, during, and after the action 

phase. 

Pajares (2002) also identifies the need for boys to be provided greater guidance and structure 

when setting improvement goals as they have a tendency to be self-congratulatory, while girls err 

on the side of modesty. He also reinforces that, while the sharing of goals and successes is 

important to foster development, it is imperative that boys not compare their efforts and 

accomplishments with their peers. To this end, any goal-setting and action planning 

conversations were conducted in a one-on-one setting. 

Research Context 

Crescent School is an independent boys’ day school in Toronto, Ontario, Canada. The student 

body comprises 760 students in Grades 3-12. I conducted this project with the students in my 

Mentor Group, a random sampling of 11 boys in Grade 7. At Crescent, the role of the mentor is one 

of support and guidance, designed to promote academic and social-emotional development. 

I provided the boys and their parents documentation outlining the project’s proposed timeline 

and outcomes. All parties completed an informed consent form in which they had an option to 

participate, decline, or withdraw from the project should they choose.  
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The Action 

Over the course of ten weeks between September and December 2019, I tasked my students with 

analyzing and assessing their 21st century skills through the lens of the 4Cs. I divided this ten- 

week period into four phases: pre-action, initial self-assessment, deployment of action plans, and 

a second self-assessment (see Appendix). During each phase, I provided time for the boys to 

reflect on their individual successes and areas for growth and to discuss their experiences with 

their peers. 

As the boys examined Crescent’s “Who am I?” guiding question, the action encompassed self-

reflection and self-assessment, leading to skill development. The students exhibited agency when 

choosing which of the 4Cs they wanted to focus their development on and when determining the 

content of their individual action plans. 

Prior to beginning the action, the boys participated in a series of workshops through which they 

outlined their own set of “look-fors,” which represented the successful use of each of the 4Cs. By 

taking an active role in the process of crafting success criteria and look-fors, the boys were 

engaged throughout the process and were active participants from the start (Bruce, 2001; 

Rolheiser & Ross, 2000). Each week, students reflected on their own effectiveness as compared to 

their self-created look-fors for each skill. I provided the boys with the opportunity to see the 

reflection process modelled by their peers, as this is integral to the development and growth of 

their self-efficacy (Schunk, 2004). 

Next the boys completed a survey containing Likert and Likert-type scale questions, which asked 

them to assess their current effectiveness in each of the 4C domains: communication, 

collaboration, critical thinking, and creativity. In addition, the students were given the 

opportunity to respond to one anecdotal question in each 4C domain in order to contextualize 

their responses. The survey also addressed the boys’ feelings of self-efficacy as it concerned their 

skill set and their perception of how it might develop. Upon completion of this survey, the boys 

reviewed their responses and identified their areas of strength and opportunities for growth.  

Our Mentor Group sessions provided the boys with a safe and consistent time and space to focus 

on their individual skill development. After interviewing the boys individually, in a semi-

structured format, they created their personalized action plans. These action plans involved the 

identification of one 21st century skill which could be better developed, and a directed action plan 

which would allow him to do so.  
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Data Collection 

In order to best determine the effects of the creation of a personalized, skill-based action plan on 

the self-efficacy of Grade 7 boys, I collected both qualitative and quantitative data during this 

research project. A mixed-method design allowed me to understand the boys’ perspectives and 

capture their voices as authentically as possible. I gathered data in the form of survey results, 

journal prompts, and interview responses. 

During the implementation of the boys’ action plans, I provided them reflection prompts about 

which they journaled, and then I conducted follow-up interviews. The action phase concluded 

with a post-action survey, which featured the same look-fors, and measured the boys’ feelings of 

self-efficacy and success. The boys then participated in a final round of interviews to summarize 

their experience. 

Data Analysis 

I triangulated the data to see if the boys’ feelings of self-efficacy were echoed between their survey 

results, written reflections, and interview responses. I then coded the data by employing an 

inductive analysis process, which highlighted recurring themes. This thematic analysis took into 

consideration responses from the closed surveys, open-ended reflections, and transcribed 

interview responses. Using these multiple types of data meant that the process of coding was 

multi-leveled, but it also allowed for cross-referencing of the boys’ responses with their 

indications of self-efficacy, and thus a deeper analysis was possible. A simple comparison of 

responses from the pre- and post-action surveys provided a snapshot of any shift in student 

thinking, while their reflections and interview responses further coloured these results through 

the inclusion of authentic student voice. A further comparison of these data allowed for validation 

and confirmation of emerging themes. 

Discussion of Results 

During the data analysis phase, four key themes emerged: 

● skill development leverages existing abilities 

● development flourishes within students’ comfort zones 

● action plans facilitate transference of existing competence and foster feelings of self-

efficacy 

● teamwork makes the dream work 
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Skill Development Leverages Existing Abilities 

I tasked the boys with identifying one skill to be the focus of their personalized action plan. A 

deep dive into the data revealed that, for these boys, the 4Cs co-exist as four components of the 

same skill set rather than, as I had anticipated, four separate skills. As a result, my initial 

perception of the way the boys employ their 21st century skills needed to be reframed.   

The boys revealed that initially they relied on the skills in which they already felt strong in order 

to increase confidence in their developing skill. They found that when they first developed their 

self-efficacy in domains of the 4Cs in which they had a pre-existing confidence and then 

transferred their learning, they were able to apply a template for success. They chose first to build 

upon their strengths and then tackle their areas of challenge.  

The boys came to realize that they had already identified proficiencies in many of the other 4Cs, 

and thus could apply those proficiencies to their chosen area for growth. For example, one 

student stated, “I can communicate better because I am now a better collaborator. I put ideas 

forward and listen more effectively.” His improved self-efficacy as a collaborator allowed him to 

feel confident in exploring new methods of communication, providing a supportive base from 

which he could stretch and grow. 

As the boys worked through their action plans, I realized that, for my Mentor Group, the 4Cs were 

interdependent upon one another and linked cyclically. Development of one skill did not occur 

separately from the others. Rather, competencies from one skill area were leveraged in order to 

feel more confident in a developing skill area. Students observed that in order to improve as a 

collaborator, they needed to have a strong base as a critical thinker; however, when developing 

their critical thinking skills, they needed to use their creativity to find and develop new ideas. By 

the same token, when tasked with thinking critically, the act of doing so encouraged creative 

growth as they worked to come up with new solutions. Ultimately, when the boys focused on 

creative development, their communication skills also improved as they shared their creative 

ideas with others. 

Before they were able to determine which of their skills needed further development, the boys 

needed to identify areas in which they already felt confident. One boy noted, “in order to improve 

in a skill you have to have a basic comfort level in the skill itself, so you know what to expect.” In 

doing so they set themselves up to grow one area of competence from another, rather than 

building up from a deficit.  
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Development Flourishes Within Students’ Comfort Zones 

At times, assessing their own skill set and endeavouring to improve an aspect of that left the boys 

feeling quite vulnerable. My students noted time and again that in order to work toward 

improved confidence in their skills they needed to do so in a safe and comfortable environment 

and with the support of someone they trusted. One boy disclosed, “When I meet someone new I 

don’t fully know what to make of them, so it helps me to know someone before working with 

them.” A second boy said, “I can be shy when asking for help so my comfort level with someone is 

really important when I’m trying to develop a new skill.” 

The boys shared many examples of how this need for comfort positively affected their skill 

development. One student, in particular, found that he best understood his skill development in 

terms of sport. He decided to focus on communication and collaboration, with much of that 

development taking place on the volleyball court. “I know I have improved because of the external 

reinforcements that I received,” he said. “For example, feedback from my volleyball coach helped 

me to know that I was communicating better with my teammates.” While his skill development 

was personal and intrinsic, it was this extrinsic support that propagated the acknowledgement of 

his self-efficacy. Another student, also working to improve his collaborative skills, noted that 

“your relationship with the people you’re working with is definitely important for being able to 

collaborate.” 

In particular, the boys who identified communication as their skill for development were vocal 

about the necessity of feeling comfortable with those around them. A student who was involved 

in the school play focused on his communication skills, and he believed that working with the 

director helped him to improve. While seeking to become a better communicator, he felt 

particularly confident when communicating with someone with whom he had a pre-existing 

meaningful relationship. Similarly, another student explained how, while he felt more confident 

as a communicator overall, he knew that his level of confidence differed when communicating 

with his parents, teachers, peers, and people with whom he did not have a pre-existing 

relationship.  

This finding is in keeping with that which Reichert and Hawley (2009) believe is paramount when 

working with boys: the “teachers’ relationships with their male students [are] fundamentally 

transitive to the success of their learning process” (p. 3). 
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Action Plans Facilitate Transference of Existing Competence and Foster Feelings of Self-

Efficacy 

Students found that their confidence level increased as a result of their ability to apply their 

developed skills to areas where they felt less competent. In creating their action plans, the boys 

benefitted from time spent on self-reflection and assessment, which then allowed them to apply 

demonstrated ability in one skill to an area of need. 

This action plan then lived on as a guide and constant reminder of their chosen action and their 

demonstrated ability. Reporting about this transference of competencies from one skill to 

another, one boy stated, “In sports, you always have in-the-moment thinking. Math is not the 

same, so focusing on my Math skills helped.” He applied his proven skills at sport to his 

developing skills in Math. 

Others stated that, by having reflected upon their self-assessment and creating their action plans 

to serve as guides, they could see their areas of proficiency within the 4Cs and note which areas 

needed improvement. Honing in on those, they created a clear space in which they were able to 

transfer their existing abilities, promoting confidence in those skills they were still developing. 

The boys said things such as, “by thinking about my skills I felt more confident in trying new 

things,” “the power of thinking was what drove my improvement,” and, “I only improved in my 

chosen skills because I focussed on them.”  

Ultimately, one student came to realize that working on his skill improvement one day at a time 

would eventually lead to the creation of a habit, while a second found that by changing his 

routine to focus on creative pursuits he actually created more space for future creativity. In both 

cases this work in the present set the boys up for continued feelings of self-efficacy into the 

future. 

Teamwork Makes the Dream Work 

While the boys each selected an individual 21st century skill on which to focus, they used the 

same self-assessment surveys and templates to develop their individual action plans. This was a 

very personal activity and during our interviews many of the students expressed that the 

individualization of the process made it difficult at times to explain and share with those around 

them who were not participating in the action. 

Working alongside their Mentor Group, peers proved to be a wonderful source of support and 
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guidance for the boys. Seeing an improvement in the confidence of others allowed for them to 

believe in the development of their own self-efficacy. Similarly, through their shared experience, 

the boys acknowledged one another’s vulnerability in being open to scrutiny and affirmed their 

feelings of improvement and growth. One boy stated that he improved because he was able to see 

others also working on their own skills. “By seeing others improve,” he said, “I was able to apply 

their ideas to my own improvement.” A second boy noted that he made an effort to take others’ 

suggestions on board and that working with them made him more optimistic about his own 

action plan. In fact, one student went so far as to state that “you can be creative on your own but 

teamwork ties it all together.” 

Conclusions 

This research highlighted how the boys in this study did not view the 4Cs as separate skills but 

rather smaller aspects of a larger skill continuum. They chose to approach this task from a place 

of strength first, using this awareness of their skills to “train up” the other of their 4Cs. Often we 

ask our students to focus their efforts on what is perceived to be their areas of weakness. From my 

findings, I propose that it is more effective to begin by first asking the boys to identify the 4C skill 

they feel is their strongest, break it down into its sub-set of skills through directed reflection, and 

then, given their increased self-efficacy and confidence, ask the boys to apply these skills in their 

other 4C domains.  

The idea that “teamwork makes the dream work” is echoed then not only through the social 

dynamic of this shared skill development but also through the pairing of these 4C skills in support 

of one another. Additionally, the boys also regularly reinforced the importance of sharing their 

personal developments with one another, which allowed them to see the success of their peers in 

real time and also acted to reassure them that they, too, would find success. 

While my findings are in keeping with Greenstein’s (2012) observations regarding the 

interconnectedness of skills and the importance of self-assessment and reflection, I still had not 

anticipated these results and thus I reframed my thinking about how best to promote 21st century 

skill development. It has become clear to me that in order to facilitate the development of these 

skills, educators need to find time and space for reflection on the use of the skills, and they also 

need clear direction on how students might further develop their own skill set. Providing the boys 

with the scope to drive their own development through the creation of a personalized action plan 

and the leverage of their existing skills, gave them agency over their own learning trajectory and 
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allowed them to explore within the constraints of their own comfort zone. In doing so, the boys 

were able to examine the question of Who am I? in a fashion that was meaningful to them. 

While this marks the end of this action cycle, the Who am I? question is one that I intend to 

continue researching. As I personally examine the question of How do I lead? within the context of 

my own teaching practice, I aim to continue to provide time and space in both my teaching and 

mentoring to allow my students to assess their own skill set and determine how they should best 

apply those skills. As we move further into the 21st century, it is my goal to assist my students in 

developing strong and well-developed skill sets in order to set them up for future success. It is my 

intention to do this through a continued focus on the 4Cs, while adapting the language to 

incorporate and emulate the terminology from Crescent’s Portrait of a Graduate, its guiding 

questions, and character qualities. 

Just as Lewis Carroll’s Alice asks “which way [she] ought to go from here?”, I hope to help my 

students determine where they want to get to, and how they might find their way there. 

Reflection Statement 

What an experience! As a scientist, embracing the process of action research was both a challenge 

and an exciting prospect; I simply was used to relying on quantitative data more than qualitative 

data. From initial research, to conducting the action, to writing this final report, I have 

thoroughly enjoyed every step of the process. There is so much to be learned from providing the 

boys the opportunity to direct their own learning and also taking the time to really listen to what 

they have to say about it. I am extremely grateful to have had the opportunity to engage in this 

meaningful work. 

As an educator, I am forever curious about how I can better support my students in their learning. 

Having the chance to work so closely with a team of students to understand more about how they 

learn and how they use and develop their learning skills was incredible. Moving forward, I will 

feel much more comfortable providing scope and freedom to my students as they explore on their 

own and will also feel more confident in my own ability to guide that work. 

I would be remiss if I did not take this opportunity to thank a number of people who have made 

this experience possible and who have enriched my learning journey: 

I am thankful to the IBSC, and particularly to the Action Research team led by Margot Long, for 

creating and continuing such an important and meaningful research program. I was very 



 

13 

fortunate to have Laura Sabo as my team leader. From our initial conversation onward, I have felt 

supported and empowered through her guidance and leadership. She was forever kind and 

gracious in her feedback and helped me appreciate and best participate in the action research 

process. 

I am so very lucky to work at a school that is as dedicated to action research, as Crescent School 

is. The incredible leadership of Mike Fellin, Ryan Bell, and Rob Cranston was incredibly important 

to this process. An undertaking such as this is only ever possible when one knows that they are 

supported in their work and given the space to explore it fully. My research mentor, Sandy Boyes, 

was invaluable for her ability to take my stream of consciousness and help shape it into coherent 

and impactful statements. Trish Cislak was extremely helpful during this process through her 

research guidance and by assisting me in finding and utilizing resources. I also could never have 

completed this without the flexibility and understanding of my colleagues, particularly my 

Mentor Group partner Patricia Alviano. 

A final thank you must be extended to my Mentor Group as well, for without these boys I would 

have no data on which to report. While adaptability, open-mindedness, and a willingness to share 

were not included in this project’s list of 21st Century Skills, my mentees demonstrated such 

proficiency in these, which allowed them to fully embrace this action research. 
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