Teaching for thinking

By Tessa Woodward

Introduction
In conference presentations, in articles in professional magazines, on internet web sites, in English for Academic Purposes (EAP) settings, and also in some primary, secondary and tertiary syllabuses recently there has been an increased interest in teaching thinking skills. You may have noticed this yourself or you may be working with teachers who have noticed. Thinking and the idea of teaching thinking is a huge and potentially very complex area. In this article I will explore the topic and attempt to chart a path through so we can come up with a practical approach to working with it.

What is thinking?

Instead of jumping straight to English language teaching or to the buzz words or fashionable terms of ‘Critical Thinking’ or ‘Creative Thinking’, let us explore a little. 

Thinking is something we all do whatever language we speak or sign. Most of us consider, ponder, reflect, surmise, judge, daydream, imagine, dream up, dwell on, mull over, contemplate, meditate, brood, assume, presume, suppose, figure out, analyse, infer, deduce, interpret, hypothesise, determine, formulate, realise, empathise and philosophise quite naturally and on a regular basis! We feel we know what thinking is and may perhaps feel that it does not need to be taught. 
We may also have an instinct that thinking is somehow bound up with perception and feeling. Bruner, the twentieth century American psychologist, saw learning as a multifaceted process in which emotions, thoughts and actions do not occur in isolation, but are aspects of a larger, unified whole. He suggested that drawing definite conceptual boundaries between thought, action and emotion would only require us to construct conceptual bridges later, connecting what should never have been separated in the first place! He argued that people are ‘perfinkers’; that is, we perceive, feel and think all at once (Bruner 1986: 118). We need to hold on to this understanding I feel, as we discuss a focus on thinking skills.

So, we may feel we know what thinking is and do it naturally all the time but what if we had to define it? If we asked a thousand people the question, ‘What is thinking?’, we’d probably get a thousand different answers. Everything from ‘It’s the cerebral manipulation of information’ to ‘It’s the way we represent the world in our heads and deal with it according to our plans’ to ‘It’s how we understand things, solve problems and make decisions’ to ‘It’s what goes through my head and makes me feel excited and richer!’

Is teaching thinking a new idea?

There may be a current interest in teaching thinking skills but is the idea of teaching people to think new? 

The short answer is, ‘No!’ In general education there have been many moves to teach thinking. We know that Socrates, for example, deliberately employed special kinds of questions to draw his students towards interesting conclusions and away from traditional ones. In more recent times, we have had movements such as Philosophy for Children (P4C), Historical Thinking and Critical Thinking. What these movements have in common is the belief that different kinds of thinking can be taught or enhanced in students of all ages and types, and that overtly working on thinking improves academic achievement, gives us gains in learning and increases student participation and keeps teachers professionally motivated.

What could it mean to be a ‘better’ thinker?

A Buddhist might say this means to think skilfully so that we end up calm, focused and happy and thus able to wholeheartedly support our own actions. An employer might say it means becoming more efficient, effective, and good in a team as well as being able to come up with fresh ideas when faced with tricky, old situations or tricky, new, atypical ones. My niece might say it means becoming more ethical and ecological. I would personally say that being a better thinker would mean being more flexible, being able to make important decisions, making the best use of our talents and resources, dealing with more and more complex content and maybe even fighting less! Overall, we could hope it might mean being a successful learner, a thoughtful citizen and a more confident and imaginative person.

Someone who has thought a lot about the teaching of thinking, such as Smith (2004), might say a good thinker would have a firm grasp of concepts, principles and other declarative knowledge, have good mental habits, know how to perform certain mental activities well, would use discretion and judgement, and be sensitive to the context of application and would be aware of their own values and dispositions.

And as to those ‘good mental habits’ mentioned above, Costa and Kallick (2000) might say that means skilfully and mindfully employing ‘habits of mind’. They define habits of mind as ‘dispositions that are employed when we are confronted with problems the solutions to which are not immediately apparent’. Costa and Kallick have identified the following habits of mind:

· persisting, thinking and communicating with clarity and precision

· managing impulsivity

· gathering data through all senses

· listening with understanding and empathy

· creating, imaging and innovating

· thinking flexibly

· responding with wonderment and awe

· thinking about thinking (i.e., metacognition)

· taking responsible risks

· striving for accuracy

· finding humour

· questioning and posing problems

· thinking interdependently

· applying past knowledge to new situations

· remaining open to continuous learning.

So, not only are we not isolating thinking from perceiving and feeling, we are also not isolating critical or creative thinking as if each existed in a separate bubble. 

What are the benefits of teaching thinking seen to be?
Proponents of teaching thinking see many advantages:

· Working on thinking is inherently interesting and so makes good content for a language lesson.

· It encourages learners to want to communicate and to express themselves, and so increases student motivation and participation. The language they produce can then be worked on.

· Good thinkers make good language learners as well as good writers and good debaters. Teaching thinking should thus enhance language learning and achievement.

· It helps teachers of all subjects to keep intellectually stimulated and to model learning to our learners.

· It helps us to find out what students know and how they are learning, and thus to identify gaps and misconceptions in their learning.

· It helps us language teachers to look at our subject in a new light and to consider different topics and categorisations, thus to ‘make new’ the familiar.

· It helps us to see beyond subject boundaries and to forge links with professionals in parallel or very different subjects.

What sort of thinking do language learners do?

As language teachers, we know that learning a new language involves lots of thinking. I am sure you will be able to add to my list below but it seems to me that the following thinking skills must be important for us and our students:

Scanning and manipulating data, noticing patterns, comparing and contrasting, recognising categories and odd ones out, researching and evaluating the credibility of sources, selecting from options according to context, diagnosing problems, marshalling solutions and selecting the best, understanding principles and transferring them to new situations, accepting and following rules, devising mnemonics, memorising, recalling, predicting, deducing, inferring, creating, imagining, reflecting on what has been learned and how, understanding feedback and deciding what to do about it, and organising time and resources.

We already attempt to help our students to acquire these skills. And we could also add some of the self-management skills we tackle too, such as:

Controlling anxiety, being patient and calm, having self-belief, paying attention, co-operating with peers, keeping a sense of humour, working under a leader, judging the type and level of participation required, challenging yourself, taking risks, working alone, prioritising, pacing yourself, setting goals, being flexible, persevering and exploring.

If we, or the teachers we work with, are preparing students for arts programmes or for academic life in an English-speaking country, then ‘Critical thinking’ and ‘Creative thinking’, the types of thinking that have been focused on recently most visibly, will appear particularly relevant. But it seems from the arguments above that general English language teachers and learners need them too.
Those working in primary or secondary schools might say that we have a responsibility to prepare our students not just for communication in a foreign language but also for other aspects of their future. We might then say we are responsible for foreign language learning and also, partly, for ‘life skills’. 

And if, by ‘Critical thinking’, we mean the ability to think clearly about situations, check the provenance and balance of texts, sort out true facts from mistakes and opinions, go beyond uncritical acceptance of what we are told or what we read and think problems through relevantly and fairly………………...? 
And if, by ‘Creative thinking’, we mean the ability to imagine and innovate, think flexibly and make new connections and combinations from known items……………?

then both of these seem very sensible and useful things to include in our lessons. 

But is it actually possible to teach ways of thinking?

There are those who believe that nothing can be taught. These people still believe though that people can learn things! Perhaps the most we can say is this: Whether we are trying to get our students to notice a language pattern or to keep positive during a plateau stage in their learning, we can provide a rich, supportive, interesting and imaginative environment with plenty of opportunities to think and learn, and plenty of interesting content to think about. We can check frequently on how things are going, hope that learning happens, and then see if it has! Thinking and learning take place within a body and a life, within a group, and a culture, so it is hard at any given time to prove exactly what it is we have taught or what is actually learned and why and how.

Does age make a difference to learning new ways of thinking?

We used to think that children have several distinct developmental stages and thus cannot learn certain things before certain ages. Piaget, the founder of this theory, being a biologist, was definitely on the right track. He was, however, working before knowledge of neuro-transmission, before brain scanning technology and other developments in cognitive science. We now tend to think of child development as more of a continuum than a set of hard and fast phases.

We also used to believe that we were born with a finite number of brain cells that were gradually destroyed over our lifetime leaving us, by the age of 60, old dogs unable to learn new tricks. However, research by Sherry Willis
 on the value of mental workouts in boosting reasoning skills, memory, and mental processing is more hopeful. The commonsense ‘Use it or lose it!’ slogan is also relevant here.

Are there any widely accepted taxonomies or frameworks of different kinds of thinking to help us to get started?

Yes, lots! You may well have heard of de Bono’s lateral thinking tools, of Howard Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences or of Bloom’s taxonomy. Many useful lists, frameworks, taxonomies and models of the cognitive, emotional and social aspects of thinking have been devised. Moseley et al (2005) give an excellent overview of 41 such major frameworks, including the ones mentioned above.

What would be an example of one of these 41 taxonomies?

A very well-known classification of educational objectives, and the one that pops up most frequently in conference presentations, often nicknamed ‘Bloom’s taxonomy’, is the one produced by a committee of college and university examiners, led by Benjamin Bloom, in 1956. The committee actually identified three domains of educational activities:

· cognitive: involving mental abilities (aka knowledge)

· affective: about growth in feelings or emotional areas (aka attitude)

· psychomotor: about a development of manual or physical skills (aka skills).

The committee fleshed out the cognitive and affective domains quite fully, but less information was offered on the psychomotor domain. There are six hierarchical levels in the cognitive part of the taxonomy. These are listed below, starting with the so-called ‘lower order’ thinking processes or skills, often referred to as ‘LOTS’, and moving to the ‘higher order’ ones, often nicknamed ‘HOTS’.

LOTS

1. Knowledge

· Knowledge of specifics such as terminology and specific facts.

· Knowledge of ways and means of dealing with specifics – so, conventions, trends and sequences, classifications and categories, criteria and methodology.

· Knowledge of the universals and abstractions in a field i.e., - principles and generalisations, theories and structures.

2. Comprehension

Demonstrative understanding of facts and ideas by organising, comparing, translating, interpreting, giving descriptions, and stating main ideas and extrapolating from them.

3. Application

Using new knowledge to, e.g., solve problems by applying acquired knowledge in a different way.

HOTS

4. Analysis

Examining and breaking down notions into their:

· elements

· relationships

· organisational principles.

5. Synthesis

Compiling information in a different way by putting elements together in a new pattern, or proposing alternative solutions as in, for example, the production of a unique communication, plan, or proposed set of operations.

6. Evaluation

Presenting and defending opinions by making judgments in terms of

internal evidence 

Where have we got to?

To recap, we have considered what thinking is and what it might mean to get better at it, we have listed the types of thinking that are especially useful in language learning and have briefly looked at some others. We have wondered whether thinking can be taught at all and whether age makes a difference here. We have noticed that many people have tried to categorise thinking and to teach it before us. So, if we are getting interested, our next question could be:

How could teachers of languages get involved in teaching thinking?

In language classes we work with all kinds of topics. We might use a story about a bear, or a text about holidays or a listening exercise about chocolate. We don’t usually dwell that much on the topic other than to make sure students find it interesting, can comprehend it, perhaps discuss it and learn its related vocabulary and structures. We can thus equally well use an occasional text on a thinking topic, e.g., about useful ways of memorising vocabulary. Or we can have a lesson that involves doing research to prepare for a debate. Or students can do a warm-up exercise involving problem-solving techniques. Again, we can do any of these things without drawing too much attention to them or, alternatively, we can flag them all up and point out to students that the topic or content was actually connected to useful mental habits and ways of thinking.

Another way of working would be to look at our lay understanding of different kinds of thinking such as philosophising, or at our list of types of thinking connected to language learning (see above) or at one of the many taxonomies available (e.g., Bloom above), and choose to teach elements of it in a regular and systematic way, in English. This would actually be a kind of Content and Language Integrated Learning or CLIL. Students would, in this hypothetical situation, acquire a new language (English), and learn a lot about a new topic (different ways of thinking) at the same time. They could be made aware that they were learning two things at once. This would be a kind of ‘Buy One Get One Free!’ (or BOGOFF as it is known locally!)
Being realistic and practical

Most EFL state school teachers and most adult education teachers are, however, in settings that limit our ability to change our curriculum, materials, activities and course plans. Although we naturally encourage students of English as a foreign, other or second language to build concepts, notice patterns, memorise, use exploratory talk and so on, we do not usually have time to consider lots of different taxonomies, to choose the one most fitting for our purpose and then to work through it in a sincere fashion. We therefore need ways of working with thinking that are realistic and doable in our everyday situations. Teachers need time-efficient ways of keeping our own thinking fresh and helping our students to think clearly, critically and compassionately.
To break things down a bit further, we can start work on any of the following: 
- Building a good atmosphere in class so we avoid blocking our students and supporting them as they settle down, attend, notice things, think and learn. A couple of ideas here are extending wait time, stopping ourselves from echoing (i.e., repeating what a student had just said for no good reason), asking good follow up questions and including some positively motivating class activities.
- Providing practice in the types of thinking of maximum relevance to language learning such as patiently building and stretching concepts, looking for patterns and memorising using a variety of mnemonics.

- Learning more about ‘exploratory talk’ (Mercer 2000) and how to achieve it with students. 
- Playing with simple thinking frameworks such as ‘listing’ and ‘reversals’ to give students and ourselves mental exercise and fun.

- Working with some of the basic principles underlying creativity, such as, being prolific, creating novel or unusual combinations, making thinking visible and using generative frameworks and building empathy.
- Helping students to think clearly about texts and situations. For example, they can be encouraged to check the provenance and balance of texts, and sort out true facts from mistakes and opinions. We can help them to go beyond uncritical acceptance of what they see and hear. We can help them build their general knowledge as we build ours with them, learn from stories and think clearly about problematic situations. 
- Designing tasks and activities that actually encourage thinking

(See Woodward 2011 for practical recipes and tips on how to do all of the above):

What is a likely student response to overt work on thinking?

If we simply approach work on thinking in the same way as we might, say, use a text on the Australian Open tennis tournament or run a creative writing exercise about ghost stories, students will probably not notice much of a change. They will simply let us know in their usual ways whether they did or didn’t enjoy a particular topic or activity on the subject, this time the subject of thinking. If we choose a more sustained approach, then a student who has done really well within a transmission style of teaching (where there is one right answer that is usually fed in by the teacher) might find the change harder to adjust to. Students who enjoy a less ‘mug and jug’ approach, on the other hand, may well show greater interest in these new activities and lessons, where they can come up with surprising ideas that they themselves enjoy. Their motivation might well improve.

Endnote

These days, if you go to a conference, attend a workshop or read an article on ‘teaching thinking skills’ there is nearly always a focus on ‘critical thinking’ and ‘Bloom’s taxonomy’ is inevitably quoted. The impression might be that this is all we need to know. We need to bear in mind that a narrow focus on one or two fragments of this field has a tendency to close down not just thinking about thinking but thinking itself in participants and readers. In order to encourage our own thinking and that of our course participants, we don’t need to get hung up on particular buzz words or taxonomies. There is more to us than just thinking since we also perceive and feel. There are many more types of thinking than just creative and critical. There is more than one taxonomy or framework of types of mental activity available to us to help us get our heads round the topic. We don’t need to change our curricula or massively alter our workable, tried and tested lesson plans and materials in order to enhance our own and our students’ thinking. If we want to stay fresh and interested in EFL teaching, then just deciding to give teaching for thinking a bit of extra focus can cause interesting things to happen both in ourselves and in our classes. Even very simple things like extending wait-time both after asking a student question and again after getting an answer, using ‘thunks’ (Gilbert 2007) and interesting puzzles, genuinely exploring topics that nobody in the room knows much about and learning from what people in the class know and from who they are, even these apparently simple changes can wake up the atmosphere in a class whether it is a language class or a language teacher education class.
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