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Introduction

The changing approach to teaching thinking
Since our days at teachers’ college and university, we have been hearing about the research and
the theories for teaching and learning. Even now lecturing at university, we still hear about them
and many are still the same!
When it comes to theories on teaching thinking we can go back to Piaget where learning is
dependent on age and maturity, through to Bloom’s levels of learning, to Gardner’s Multiple
Intelligences, to Constructivism where knowledge and understanding are constructed through
thinking rather than being reliant on the innate. However, when it comes to teaching my thirty
students, I want to know what is going to make a difference to my kids and how I can do it
efficiently, along with everything else I already have to do with limited resources and funding!
When we hear about thinking happening in schools, we tend to hear an endless list of the who’s
who of the thinking world (all with very purposeful and relevant contributions) and not to
mention a seemingly bottomless pit of thinking ‘tools’ we seem to be carrying around, or hoping
the kids will....
There have been some significant, albeit at times slow, shifts in how we are teaching thinking
and there are many schools and classrooms implementing some fantastic ‘thinking curriculums’.
Encouragingly it appears more and more that teachers and schools are wanting to avoid the
‘checklist’ approach to teaching thinking tools, and move to a more fundamental understanding
of why we are teaching thinking and these ‘tools’ and how we can make the thinking visible
across all curriculum areas.
In Victorian schools especially, with the introduction of the Victorian Essential Learning Standards
(VELS), the Principles of Learning and Teaching (PoLT) and the dreaded, yet much needed,
reforms in assessment and reporting, as teachers we are now more aware of our accountability of
teaching thinking. As teachers (we should be) questioning what is the type of thinking we want
our students to demonstrate and how do we make it visible, rather than just a teaching tool for
the sake of using it?
Clinton Golding described this movement in our practice of teaching thinking (in the journal I
picked up in the staffroom, referred to in the foreword ‘From Thinking Curriculum to Thinking
Schools’ in Lines of Thought, Vol. 13, No. 2, 2006, pp. 3-5) as different versions of a Thinking
Curriculum we have witnessed in our schools.
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These being:
• Thinking Curriculum 1: Thinking Activities (towards a)
• Thinking Curriculum 2: Thinking Skills (towards a)
• Thinking Curriculum 3: Thinking Schools
There has been a move to recognise that teaching thinking in our schools is more than a one-off,
one size fits all approach. It is a move towards a rich approach to thinking infused curriculum, to
a thinking school ideal where, like a web of wonder, we draw together the best of the best of the
theories and practice to make a real difference for our students as life long thinkers and learners.
In Spinning Heads with Thinking, there was a focus on learning styles and thinking fun. Teach
Them How: A Resource for Reshaping Reading and Writing Classrooms makes the shift to the explicit
teaching of thinking infused through literacy. It takes the opportunity to reshape the perception of
teaching literacy, with a focus on middle years students.
The bond between thinking and literacy is developed and intensified through authentic learning
experiences. This approach will significantly foster an enriching and empowering curriculum,
implemented through productive and supportive pedagogy for middle years students.

The changing face of teaching literacy in the middle years
Traditional approaches to teaching literacy in the middle years have focused the attention of
the learner on the literature content. As middle years teachers of literacy, we often make the
assumption that our students are capable of transferring the skills and strategies taught during the
early years (prep to year four), to an increasingly complex range of texts.
‘Students who enter the middle years are expected to read and write independently and
more often, to read longer and more difﬁcult texts in a variety of curriculum areas, to
read faster and more selectively, to write coherently with their own voices, to remember
more information and to make integrated connections with the curriculum.’
David Booth, Reading and Writing in the Middle Years (2001; p. 7).

It is almost as if, once we have taught our students how to read and write, or rather, how to read
and write independently (or silently) that we actually stop teaching them how. We, as middle
years teachers, have an underlying assumption and expectation that middle years students
are coming into our classrooms as readers and writers when in actual fact, we still need to be
explicitly teaching them further literacy skills and strategies to develop their potential as strategic
readers and writers.
Literacy teaching needs to catch up to the 21st century and to the changing needs of our students.
As literacy teachers we need to be asking questions such as, ‘Who are our middle years students?
What are their literacy learning needs?’ We need to ask these questions with particular attention
paid to the world of multi and digital literacies.
As the face of literacy in the middle years is changing, our focus needs to be more explicitly
directed towards the processes involved in becoming literate and therefore creating opportunities
for students to access all forms of literacy.
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Chapter 1
Reading in the middle years
What does it look like?
Reading in middle years classrooms can (and does) look very different from classroom to
classroom, and from school to school. Many variables play a role: the teacher’s own interest, their
experience and passion for reading and writing, the abilities of students and the culture and value
for literacy that they bring with them from home, the resources available and the expectations and
requirements that create boundaries for literacy learning.
It is by no means an intention of ours to say that there aren’t amazing literacy classrooms out there.
However, unless you are to able to pull together the right combination of the above influences, as
well as having the skills and strategies yourself to be able to teach literacy to middle years students,
then even through the best intentions, we may still be only scratching the surface of really teaching
our students how to read and write, and to therefore be able to work towards our expectations of
applying these skills and strategies to a range of complex texts (especially as they enter secondary
school).

Reflections...
I reflect on my own classroom experience. As a young (naïve) teacher working with a
class of year five and six students, before I took the plunge into thinking and literacy
Kate
development, I remember what reading and writing looked like in my classroom. I
can see the picture in my mind. I had groups of students working together. I had parents listening
to the children read throughout the week. I had completed all of the formal testing that my school
required me to do – the TORCH reading test, writing samples, the Burt Word test. I had cushions
and bean bags and reading corners. I had kids reading different texts. I had kids writing different
texts. Basically if I had kids reading and writing, then surely I was teaching them how to. Or was
I? Was it enough that they were in groups, they were easy to manage and all of the kids looked like
they were reading and writing?
As a child I never had an interest in reading, in fact I was exactly what Cris Tovani (in I Read it
But I Don’t Get it) describes as a fake reader. I hated reading and did everything I could to avoid
it. I could read the words on the page. I was especially good at reading them out loud. I even used
expression when I read. However all through my schooling, I never really ‘got’ what it was that
(cont.)
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Part A: Reading in the middle years

I was supposed to be reading. Like Atwell refers to in In The Middle, I thought reading was some
form of magical skill, that when I compared myself to the others in my class, I wasn’t born with.
But then I was lucky. At least I could decode the words to begin with. There were others in the class
that couldn’t even do that and they had to be taken out into ‘special’ classes. And then there was
writing, well I can talk about anything but putting those words onto paper was just far too hard!
When I was teaching literacy, although I was confident that the ‘teaching’ was as it was supposed
to be, I knew something was missing. I didn’t want to let on to the kids that I didn’t really know
what it was that they were supposed to be doing. I now know what I didn’t understand then,
because I didn’t really know or believe in myself as a reader and writer. After all, shouldn’t I have
been taught all of that at university when I was ‘learning’ to be a teacher? I had all of the best
intentions and was doing the best I could with the skills I had. I knew kids were learning but was I
was really teaching them?
It wasn’t until a few years later that I actually will confess that I learnt ‘how’ to read. As an adult
I started to ‘get it’. How I wished I knew what I was supposed to be doing all those years ago. Not
only did I start actually enjoying reading (and couldn’t put books down) but for the first time I
was understanding what I was doing when I read and that to become a better reader, I had to keep
working at these strategies and finding new ones to help me get ‘unstuck’ when I was struggling.
Why hadn’t someone told me that was what you were supposed to do?
What is suprising is that this seems to happen in a lot of classrooms and a lot of teachers can relate
to this in one way or another. As teachers, we all carry our suitcases of literacy baggage from our
own lives into our teaching and we either hold them proudly and stride boldly into our classrooms,
or we drag them heavily through the door, ultimately this has an impact on who we are as teachers
of literacy.
However you may relate to this yourself as a literacy teacher in the middle years is up to you, as you
make your own ‘text to self’ connection. Or on the contrary you may have been a natural reader as a
child yourself, and now struggle to grasp why some kids just don’t seem to get it.
Yet the questions need to be continually raised: who are the kids we are teaching? What do we need
to be teaching them about literacy in order for them to become literate in their worlds? And what is
the most appropriate means of teaching it to suit the diversity of all learners?

Who are middle years readers?
Middle years readers are an eclectic mix of students who come from varying cultures and
backgrounds, with a diverse range of interests and attitudes toward school. Many of these students
have come through very directed instruction during their first five years of school (Prep – Year
Four) and are now expected to be able to take more responsibility for their own learning.
For many of these students, this is the time when they need more support than ever before. To
varying degrees they have mastered the art of reading and now they need to be able to do something
with it, in fact not only do they need to be able to do something with it, but they have a right to be
guided into using this learning effectively and to continue the pattern of being a lifelong learner.
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Chapter 12
Planning a rich writing curriculum:
an overview
Planning rich units of work
A rich literacy curriculum for middle years students needs to be relevant, meaningful, insightful
and rewarding, and when it comes to designing a writing curriculum, disengagement is often an
obstacle to overcome.
When planning a rich writing curriculum all of these factors, and many more need to be taken into
consideration. A strategic approach to planning is necessary and a great deal of thinking is required
before a plan takes shape.
An Action Plan Framework, as outlined in Chapter 5 for reading, can provide this same scaffold for
writing.

Stages for the Action Plan Framework are:
1. CAF – Consider All Factors (DATT)
2. Cornerstones for Planning Model
3. A.G.O. – Aims, Goals, Objectives (DATT)
4. Questioning with Bloom’s Taxonomy
5. A.P.C. – Alternatives, Possibilities, Choices (DATT)
6. FIP – First Important Priorities (DATT)
7. VELS, PoLT and Multiple Intelligence Audit
8. Strategic Timeline
Each stage of this form of planning has a strategic purpose and together they work to build a
foundation for rich literacy learning (see Chapter 6 for further explanation).
It is strongly recommended that a similar process is followed for developing rich writing units.
A sample unit for writing narratives is included.
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Part B: Writing in the middle years

Questioning with Bloom’s Taxonomy
In stage four of the Action Planning Framework, Bloom’s Taxonomy provides a scaffold
for questioning. This is integral to establishing a foundation to rich writing units and
requires emphasis.
Once the Cornerstone Model has been addressed through stage two and clear and explicit aims
are recognised through stage three, Bloom’s Taxonomy ensures the development and fostering of
higher-order thinking.
At this stage of the Action Planning Framework it is required that we can clearly identify the
outcome for each stage of learning through explicit and strategic questioning with the Bloom’s
Taxonomy framework.
Bloom’s Level
of Learning

Planning for Writing
Development

Knowledge

What do you want students to know about writing, how they write or the genre to be
focused on?

Comprehension

What do you want the students to understand about writing, the genre or about the
writer?

Application

How can the students apply what they know and understand about writing the
genre and writers to the table? How can they make connections and apply their
understanding to themselves as writers?

Analysis

How can the students further analyse and break down their understandings of writers,
writing or the genre to get even deeper comprehension and connections to assist their
writing?

Synthesis

How can the students use their understandings and connections in different and new
situations in their own writing? How can they transfer their thinking to new areas of
writing?

Evaluation

How can they use their knowledge, understandings and connections to evaluate and
ask questions of their own writing and of other writers? How can they back up and
support their evaluations to justify their thoughts about their or others’ writing?

Considering Multiple Intelligences
Through stage seven of the Action Planning Framework, the concept of auditing practice in
accordance to Howard Gardner’s Multiple Intelligences is particularly relevant in developing
middle years writers. Recognising and catering for different learning and teaching styles is integral
and within a writing curriculum particular attention should be made to pedagogy not being
dominated by the Verbal/Linguistic Intelligence. This will ensure a balanced approached to catering
for learning styles.
There is no one best way to learn. All intelligences are important. Many tasks require the use of
more than one intelligence, and individuals should be encouraged to develop all ways of thinking
(intelligences). However, frequently our writing curriculums weigh heavily upon this one intelligence
and therefore consideration should be made to the variety of preferred learning styles in your class
(many of which may not be this dominant Verbal/Linguistic that underlies most English classes).
At this stage of planning, completing an audit in relation to Gardner’s Multiple Intelligences simply
ensures that all intelligences are being considered (and not just the ones we are more comfortable
with, but those that are more likely to suit the focus or content).
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