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Thinking to learn

Are our classrooms fettered by a narrow, data and results driven curriculum and

unimaginative teaching? This is one of the key questions posed by Kevin Steel in his

quest to develop a thinking school culture. In this rich narrative of her school's journey

to produce a community of teachers thinking deeply about the relationship between

teaching and learning, we are given an insider’s picture of how to become a thinking

school which transforms teachers and pupils alike.

t Robert of Newminster is a denominational
cc:mprehensj'fe se::-::ndar_v school and sixth form
college of some 1600 learners, drawn from
varying socio-economic groups with a number of
learners coming from areas of hig]‘l ElEPJ’i‘-".'EI.EjD!‘l. There
has been a constant process of induction for staff and
learners into the app]icatinn of various “thjnking tools’
since 2007, as we worked toward accreditation by the

University of Exeter as a Thinkjng School.

|| Why did we decide to become a
Thinking School?

A new leadership group was formed in 2005, following
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the appointment of a new headteacher and the
retirement of other members of the group. There was
agreement that we c[eark}r needed to prcn'ide a strategic
direction for I:E.:-u:hing and ]e—arning. Because there had
never been a p-::]i::}f on this, and no pJan for moving
teaching and learning forward, it seemed that the
inherited culture was one ngrc:ups of teachers wc-rkjng
in small isolated pu:u:l-cets being asked to face up to the
chal]enges -a:-ans]:uev:E'u::ns, 'Lnn:rea.sing]}r swam]:ued b}f data
and school improvement programmes but rarely given
the opportunity to engage or collaborate with each other

about teac]'ling, [Earnjng or about :hin]-cing.

With a policy in place by 2006 and a Teaching and



Learning Enhancement Plan published the same year, :

the formation of a Teaching and Learning Steering

Group becamea priority. Newi].r :appcrinted to the role of

Assistant Head Teacher respo nsible for the develup ment

of Teaching and Learning, it was important for me to

harness whatever creative energy I could find to help take

the school forward. There was no real route map for this :

group so we set abourt considerlng the gcl-cn-d practice thar

a]ready existed in the school. Gmdua”}' ideas bega.ﬂ to

E].E"r"E]OP and E'\?Eﬂtl.'la"].? t]'IE group was to I}E‘ tl'lE I'—CI-CI.LS EEIF

exploring and sharing as well as a being a critical friend.

A school model for learning began to develop.

increasingly obvious that the problem was not the
learner. Were the overall interactions in classrooms
fettered b}' a narrow, 'anrea.singl}r data-driven, results-
driven curriculum? Were these limited interactions, also,
encouraged by teachers working in isolation, left free
to choose idiosyncratic methodologies and materials
based on personal values or knowledge transmitted via
a variable ITT experience?

It seemed obvious that we needed a whole-school
strategy to help our learners become more effective. This

meant that they needed to know how to learn. Further

key questions began to emerge. What did it mean to be

Initially, the group shared good ideas and more often

them, took them on board and tried to implement :

them in their own classrooms, but there was no sense :

of a strategic direction yet. National Strategies and AFL

came along, but there was not yet the pedagcgica] shift

required to allow these to make a difference across our

classrooms.

[ | Cultural shift

a learner? What did good learners do? What did good

' learning look like? What did it feel likez What did it

than not some outstanding ideas, but in truth they were -

no more than that. Members of the group, excited b}r sound like? What would it be like to teach a class full

of highly effective learners?
Then came the tough question. What do we change,

or rather what can we change? Having been through
TVEL Flexible Learning and Student-Centred Learning

initiatives in the past, the thuug‘]‘nts turned once more

- to the problem-solving enquiry-based learning models

that had been subjugated to a target-driven data-driven,

- curriculum-impoverishing, results-based agenda.

T].'.I.ETE' was C]E‘Ef]}" SGITlEt]'IiI!Ig guing on, I'LGWE\?ET..
%O ta|1c5 EIH:I. what is tEJLLECI E.IDG'LII 5dYs ITL'LIEJ.'.I. EIIJEI'L'I.TZ

whether or not impact is beiﬂg made. There was

Staff were demonstrating a desire for collaboration :

with others. More teachers juined the group, and a

E'LIJ.tIlIEJ Shil'—t IJE'gﬂl'.I. to oCcur, as conversations abDl.lt

the pedagogy of teaching and learning sprang up in

the staffroom. Collaborative professional development

programmes began to produce a community of teachers

thinking deeply about the relationship between teacher -

effectiveness and |Eﬂrning. Staff ]}egan to develup new
the shelf pmduct which cha]lenged staff to consider

- what the purpose of the tutorial programme was

kﬂﬂwledge and skills.

Key questions

Experience had, however, bmug]'lt with it caution. It
told me that to ask staff to take the risk of uﬂdertﬂklng
the pedagogical change necessary for moving towards

' an enquiry-based classroom would be doomed to fail

certainly a feeling of new energy around in the school.

unless we first equipped both learners and teacher with
the skills and the confidence to manage that change

without sacriﬁcing standards.

Meaningful conversations about teaching and
learning
A Learning to Learn programme was introduced into

the Y7 tutorial curriculum. The programme was an off

and why we chose to do it in the way that we did.

Teachers had, however, identified the key problems (or

were tl'1-.=r3,.r the Ice}r questiﬂns?}:

Challenging staff to consider themselves not solely as

tEE.E]'IEIS GI'— SIlIZ:IjE‘CIS IJ'LI[ Gil'— le-arﬂers W]'IEI I'IEE'CI. o ]'(DEIW

Our learners were too reliant on us, t]'m}' were ]acking

in the skills necessary for effective learning and their :

had to adopt a methodology with which, for the most

thinking skills needed to be developed considerably.

Knowing it is too easy to ‘blame the kids’, it became
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]'IDW o ]eam E.ID'GLIt SubjEC[S was a -.:ha”enge I:F'I.It was

met with openness and a healthy scepticism. Teachers

part, they were not comfortable, given its reliance on
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ICT {a|wa}r5 a barrier to change and an excuse for not
changing). Our learners, however, for the first time
engaged in meaﬂingfu| conversations with teachers
about learning and learning styles. They learned how
to be a gcl-cl-d learner but iﬂevitabl}', like many tutorial
programmes, it remained separate from mainstream
classroom learning. So its potential for causing a shift

on its OwWn was questinﬂab]e.

The “Oh of course” moment!

At this point, I responded to the University of Exeter
advert which referred to becoming a “Thinking School’
and this was followed up b}r an invitation from Thin Idng
Schools International (TSI) to attend a conference at
the University of Exeter led by Dr. David Hyerle from
the USA. Hyerle placed theory and practice alongside
each other, giving evidence from his work with teachers
and learners in the USA. The test of a good conference is
whether or not [ experience the ‘Oh of course!” moment,
when what is being said makes cumplete sense and
has direct app]icatiun to my own situation in my own
classroom in our |:;u'ge comp rehensive school. This was
one of those.

Dr Hyerle presented his visual tools for thinking or
“Thinking Maps’, clearly different from other visual toals,
and it seemed obvious to me thar ﬂ'lE‘}’ would pmu’ide us
with the missing link in AFL practice which we had been
‘imp|ementing’ and not rea|]:|.r ma]cing progress with for
quite some time. Until the introduction ofThiﬂlcing
Maps, teachers were main|},r assessing outputs after
the ﬂiinking had a]read}r occurred — and these ourputs
were often flawed with errors in ﬂiink{ng, structure,
presentation and concept develupment.

Teachers spent time correcting these errors, and giving
work back, o resolve issues thar the learner had v:|va~ar]},r
not assimilated within the lesson. However, the Hyerle
Thinking Maps meant thar it was pussib|e to get learners
to make their thnug]'lt—pm-cesses and 3[13]}’555 visible,
so thar their I.hinkiﬂg - comparing and contrasting,
sequencing, c]assiﬁ,'ing, deﬁning, idemiﬁ.riﬂg cause and
effect relationships that occurred at the processing stage

- could be accessed by teachers. Once the thinking of Fostering positive behaviours and dispositions

individual learners is accessed, then scaﬂnHing and

correcting misconceptions begins to have impact in the

pDT

tea::hing and |ea.ming processes in our classrooms. The
qualit)r of the work then pmduced increased sigﬂiﬁcanﬂ}:
Furthermore it was clear that Thiﬂking Maps would

- provide our learners and teachers with a common

language about t]'linl-dng and ]Earﬂiﬂg.

It was listening to H}rerle that was the re:a]l}' cata|}'st

for developing 5t Robert’s as a Thinking School. There

already existed in our school a vision for the strategic

leadfrship oftea::hing and ]Earning, but it was now be{ng

modified and more s]'la.rphr focused; p|ace ﬂ'linl-dng at

tI'I.E centre Gf E'\?E'I'}?ﬂ'lil'lg we CIEI E.D'EI. .SE]'IEIEIJ. improvement

will sure]].f follow.

How did we put our vision into

- practice?

¢ [ 'was convinced, but whar about the whole school? How

could it be presented as not another initiative in a school

super—saturated with initiatives? | had two things going

in my favour. First, [ was privi]eged to lead a teas:hiﬂg

and ]eamiﬂg group filled with talented and enthusiastic

practitioners who cu"ective]].f WEre hig]ﬂ}r effective and

quire D]:rvinu.sl].r enjo].red teac]'l{ng. All wanted to become

better at it, and there was a sense that iﬂdividuaﬂ}' and

together they were capable of producing increased

student success. [ also knew [ would have the Explic{t

S'LIFIPEI[T Df tl'lE' Headteacherand ﬂtl‘lE‘l’ senior IE‘E.'EI.EIS.

Accessing the world's best ideas

It was thmug]‘l the contributions of the consultant
prcwida:l ]:r].r TSI thar the next part of the jigsaw fell
into p]ax:e. ‘There was an international perspective to

the te-aching aft]'liﬂ]cing that stretched across the glube.

The consultant talked about his experience as a cognitive
co-ordinator in a school in New Zealand. He shared

his model of how the school Drganised its cognitive

curriculum and the impact of it on their outcomes

he|ped focus our thi nking. It seemed to me that anl}' b}r

he|pi|:1g staff access the world's best ideas, practices and

training would we pmducewnr]d class teachers as expert

leaders of |earning in world class classrooms.

The m’iginal p|ar1 was o ski“—up some of the team in

the theory and practice of Thinking Maps, with the
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so much time dealing with immature and unintelligent :

behaviour in classrooms when what we should be dning

is strategica]l}' devehping our learers’ iﬂte“igent and

mature behaviours t]'m:uug]'l a process ofreccgnjtion and

reward? We needed to focus on what it means to be an

educated person and the 'Lnte]ligent dispo&itinns of a

successful learner - thinking Hexibl}', being persistent,

belng able to communicare with c|arit}r and precision.

It made comp]ete SENSE.

Habits of Mind

intention of introducing them in an INSET session toour INSET da}rs. We trained members of the teas:]'ling
in September 2007. TSI then introduced me to Bena
Kallick and the Habits of Mind developed with Art

Costa. Again it was so obvious: wh}r do schools spend

and |earning group to he|]:| us lead the session, and on
the whole it was Fairl}' well received. There would be a
programme of training learners across the whole school
in the first six weeks on how to use the H}ferLﬂ_ Thjnking
Maps. Staff would generally commit to using the Maps
across the whole school.

Less time was given to the introduction of the
Habits of Mind and maybe the strategy was not fully
understood bur I was not disheartened because we had
spent a lot of time as a school discussing the type of

]E‘EmE‘L’ We wanted Lo see and t]'IE Habits clearl}' WO'LIJ.CI

]'I{'J.P us IFEICI.[S on dE‘r’E].CIPiI'Ig our IEEFHETS jnstead DIF

wringing our hands about their deficiencies. Perha]:us

: it was an error to deliver two completehr different

T.I.'.I.E‘.SE ﬂ1ree EXPEIJ'.{'DCES convinced me we ﬂEEdEd to End

away m‘—immersing the school in the common |anguage
of the Maps and the Habits of Mind. Once we had the

common la nguage then the strategic p|an and the vision

would be much easier to communicate. So Habits of :

Mind asa para“e] strategy were at the last minute added
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pedagogica] ap proaches in one da}' but I was convinced
of the need to not |]ght onl].r one fire but many and the
Habits of Mind were used collaboratively with the Maps.
The focus on learner disposit]ons was after all central to
our discussions as a school. We had said they were poor

learners and poor thinkers and I was cha"enging staff

a21oeud pue Aijod
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o answer a PL'I.I'Id;ﬂ.[T.I.E‘I'ItE.I q'LIESIi.GI]: We I{I'IEIW W]'Ia.t our

prob]em is, so what are we doiﬂg abour ie?

Sustaining the momentum

[ ensured that we did not fall into the trap ufputting all
our energies and pmfessinnal capital into one initiative
that might fail. I decided that the Maps and Habits
alone were not enough to ensure good or outstanding
learning experiences for our learners. The model of
learning for St Robert’s was still being developed but
could it be sustained? Mong&lde what we had alreax:l}'
done, we introduced more training on Habits of Mind,
Questioning, Higher order Thinking, Philosophy for
Children and Creative Thinking and invested heavily in
the development of individual expertise in teachers. There
Was NOW an energy for collaboration on lesson design and
for practising what had been learned. Certain classrooms
became powerhouses of collaborative energy.

I understood that becoming a Thinking School was
diffcult Eﬂaugh — sustaining its momentum mig]‘lt be
impossible. My aim from the outset had been to develop
a ]eadership, well informed, deeph-' develaped and wldeh-'
distributed, in order to support the deve|npment of the
emerging learning model. Crucial to this would be the
redirection of CPD. It was necessary to communicate
the message that “Thinking’ is the heartbeat of learning,
Strategically we had immersed the school in a culture
of thinking but to sustain it, levers had to be added in
order to ensure that the vision of a Th{nkiﬂg School
became the school priority forall teaching and ]earn{ng,
Part of setting out our clear expectations of all staff was
the need to ensure that it was understood by everyone
that beco ming a Thiﬂlcing School was not just another
initiative or 'badge co|lecling’ exercise but was to be
the foundation stone for improving the quality and

enjoyment of the teax:hing and ]eaming experience for

both staff and learners alike.

Sharing best practice

It is the criteria we set for ubsenriﬂg lessons and the
performance management targets which crucially make
our expectations clear to all staff. We gave a clear signal
that we expect all staff to contribute to the development
of questioning and thinking tools as well as rl'iinl(ing skills

pDT

¢ in our learners. We also differentiated our perl:cu rmance

expectations acmn:liﬂg to re&ponsibi]lties.

We use our highly popular Sharing Best Practice

- voluntary lunchtime and evening sessions, and directed

time, to support other staff who wish tw learn more.

Twent}' Or 50 staﬁ-mluntaﬁ]}f give up their lunchtimes

: on a Wednesday and we always ensure that they can

take scmething new away with them two try in their

own classrooms. ]ncreasinghr, we prcn-'ide training for

i each other via learning conversations. Most recently I

have de\re|oped the idea ofpmvicl{ng 1|:lrc|-p in sessions’

W]'IETE a4 tEﬂCI'lEI br{ﬂgs alcmg an [CIE‘H. EOI a IESSGﬂ tl'l.ﬂ.t

he or she want he]p with or are s,eel{iﬂg to improve.

Ower a biscuit and a cup of tea, staff from other subject

areas set abour the collaborative exercise of turning

an idea into an autstanding component of a lesson.

One teacher of a group of a difficult group of learners

was genuinely shocked by a lesson that had been co-

designed. ‘I didn't know just how much t|'uz},r were

capable of ]earniﬂg, nor of how much [ would enjoy

. teaching them,” she smiled and then added the cavear

‘It’s blcnd}' hard work!

Status report and what the future

. holds
- ‘The school had worked hard, and the staff for the
most part had themselves shown the Habits of Mind

: required to make the management of change a smooth

process: thinkiﬂg ﬂexibl)’, remaining open to new

learning, appl}'ing past knowledge to new situations,

thinking creatively and above all displaying the abilicy

; to work interdependeml}', with persistence and a sense

Df I'I.’LIITLG'LIF. Fl-l'IEIE' WEere SEE'PtiES, Df COUrse, b'l.lt fGI ﬂ'.I.E'

most part it was healTl'l}' scepticism.

Evaluation and impact

: However, the time came to ask the crunch questions

i regarding impact. Until recently, there had been no

formal anal}rsls of the time pup{l.s spencl on higher order

thinkiﬂg. We specu|atecl that the imp|ementatiur1 of
Thinking Maps in 2008 had facilitated the change in

- teacher instructional levels, resulting in less time being

: spent l:r].r learners in gatl'lering information and more

time being spent processing, app]]n'ng and evaluatiﬂg
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This series is based on Edward de Bono’s

information. At St Robert’s, the aim of our research :

was to investigate whether our strategy for introducing

Thiﬂ!-:ing Maps into school was successful.

Our intentions were to foster a common thinking
langua.ge amongst students and staff; to deve]op a greater
number cfiﬂdependem thinkers and learners; wo place
a greater focus on higher order thinking; to improve
teacher confidence, collaboration and communication;

to increase enjoyment and motivation; and two improve

behaviour and raise achievement.

and encourage our students in the development of
higher order thinking skills. As St Robert’s prepares to
be recognised by Exeter University as a Thinking School,
we hnpe that our students will continue to develcp the
lea.ming d[spositiﬂ-ns and habits of mind dle].r need to
Robert Newminster School.

equip them for |[feiong learﬂing.

The impact on the |earning experience in the

classroom is evident. If the lea.ming is based on thinki ng,

then ﬂ'link[ng is the most important thing to be dn[ng

in the classroom. Learners are clearer about what thE}r
are daiﬂg and wh:,r they are dcing it. There are more
conversations about the ﬂjini-:ing necessary to camp|ete
the task and the twools they might need o perform the
tasks set. Less time is spent on gathering information

and more time is spent processing and appl}ring it in

order to go beyund whar is alreacl].r known and tha-ught.
The results of the action research evaluation (details

of which can be found at www.thin kingfuundation.nrg)’
research) have suggested that Thinking Maps support

More children are ]:-e[ng increasingi}r engaged through
more cha"enging and stlmuiating activities. Both
class exclusions and persistent absenteeism have fallen
signiﬁcanthr in recent years and are now very low — and
the 1mpmved learﬂing experiences of students may be

mmeﬂiing to do with it.

Kevin Steel is Assistant headteacher at 5t.
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Thinking Hats concept

Thinking Hats
By Anna Forsyth
All books priced at £17.99 each

Thinking Hats - Book 1 Ages 5-7
Thinking Hats - Book 2 Ages 7-9
Thinking Hats - Book 3 Ages 9-11

Creativity is the wealth of tomorrow. Developing laterality in approach
to issues is exciting, challenging and critical learning. World-renowned
Edward de Bono's concept of Thinking Hats' has proven itself to be an
excellent way to ensure that students consider problems and issues from
different perspectives; “actively thinking'.

This series of three books teaches the use of Edward de Bono's six
thinking hats; white for facts and information, yellow for optimism,
green for creativity, blue for the overall picture, black for negative, red
for emotions.

A series of 40 lessons in each book spans almost all the curriculum areas
so0 that students practice using thinking hats in many contexts.

AL Order Now: Tel: 0121 224 7599 Fax: 0121 224 7598

or Email: enquiries@imaginativeminds.co.uk




