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Wellbeing and
Attitudes to Learning

WOOP – ‘Wish, outcome, 
obstacle, plan’

Dimension: Self-efficacy
Sub-dimension: Support
Strategy type: Child / Class
Description: Children make plans to anticipate what could stop them from achieving their 
goals, and plan strategies for coping with this.
Outcome: Children develop some self-regulation, and their performance, behaviour, 
attendance and motivation improve.

Objective
To support children to anticipate barriers to learning and develop effective strategies for 
overcoming them.

Resources needed
WOOP worksheet

Background
Implementation intentions are ‘If … then …’ plans that are made and written out to help us to 
stick to a set of behaviours, especially where behaviours are new or hard to stick to. These 
plans are rooted in research in health psychology, where they have been shown to be effective 
in preventing people from dropping out of behaviour change programmes, sticking to courses 
of medication and attending clinics. As such they offer a mechanism for improving motivation, 
self-regulation, and consequently a sense of self-efficacy. They have been so successful 
that their application is now broadened to other contexts, including education. A study by 
Duckworth et al. (2013), showed that children from low socio-economic backgrounds who 
used implementation intentions to plan for their educational aspirations showed better end of 
year class reports, better attendance and better behaviour in class than controls.

Although we all have good intentions, research reveals a huge gap between our intentions 
and our actual behaviours. Implementation intentions are a good way of stopping our good 
intentions from falling down into the ‘intention behaviour gap’.

Strategy
This strategy is based on the intervention employed by Duckworth et al. The approach is 
known as mental contrasting with implementation intentions (MCII) but the children in their 
study knew it as the WOOP exercise: ‘wish, outcome, obstacle, plan.’

We have provided a worksheet for this exercise as well as a completed example for guidance. 
For those children who struggle with writing or don’t enjoy it, the exercise could be done 
verbally.

➜	Ask children to think about their most important wish or goal that is related to school work. 
As per the advice in the Goal setting strategy, the goals should be challenging but achievable 
over the next few weeks.

	 Give children a moment to think about this before writing it down. This is their Wish.
➜	Next, ask them to think about what the best thing about achieving that goal would be. Again, 

they can write it down. This is the Outcome.
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➜ Then ask them to think of something that might stop them from reaching that goal, their
Obstacle. Get them to think about the specifics of that: where might it happen, when (what
days / times). They should also write this down.

➜ Now ask them to think of a plan of something that they could do overcome this obstacle. For
example, if a chatty friend distracts them in an important class, they could write down that
they could ask to move tables. Or they could seek help if they get stuck. If you are running
this session as a one-to-one you could discuss different strategies with the child. Ask them
to write down the best of these ideas.

➜ Finally ask children to write this out again, in the form of an ‘If … then …”’statement. (If
running this task verbally, this could be done as a verbal statement or commitment to the
group for those children who struggle with or don’t enjoy writing.) Once children have done
this, ask them to think about their wish and their plan and imagine doing them.

You can revisit this exercise across the academic year every 3–4 weeks as you wish. Children 
should retain their WOOP sheets as a reminder and you can also remind them of their plan.

What would success look like?
Children develop some self-regulation and their performance in class improves, as well as 
their conduct in class. For some children with poor attendance / low motivation, attendance in 
school may also improve.

WOOP – ‘Wish, outcome, 
obstacle, plan’
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