Thinking in the community

Content thinking inside the box

Thinking skills were never ‘added‘ to the curriculum; it is impossible to
teach and learn without thinking! The Thinking Oriented Curriculum,
therefore, attempts to bring to the surface skills that are present but
may be hidden. It sets up the possibility of making these skills available
to students for their conscious use in everyday life both within, and
more importantly, beyond, school. Thus, thinking skills are placed back
within the community – where they began way, way before formal
education started. We invite you to consider a home, a school, a local,
national and world community and its reliance on thinking skills.

1

information processing
Consider our world community as one where people
are often not aware of how and when they process
information. They may experience difficulties in
using information to help them make informed
decisions, to see how their actions influence others
to form part of a bigger whole. Possibly, they have no
idea where to find relevant information or even what
it is. Informed choices based on identifying and
comparing and contrasting options often do not
happen. Entrenched, and often subconscious,
thought patterns such as ‘I‘ve
always done it like this‘ and
‘Why change? This seems
OK to me‘ shape human
behaviour and
experience.

2

reasoning
Consider our world community as one where
people are often not aware of how and when they
reason. People may act without consideration of the
impact and harm that their actions will cause to
others. They often have no capacity to give reasons
for their opinions and actions, which themselves
are ill-informed and badly judged. Entrenched, and
often subconscious, thought patterns such as
‘I can‘t see the point‘ and ‘I like to be told exactly
what to do and how to do it‘ shape human behaviour
and experience.
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Creativity divergent thinking
There is a great deal of mystique around the notion of creativity and a
widespread belief that only some people are creative thinkers. In fact,
creativity is a specific type of thinking that is dependent on particular
approaches. This way of thinking and these approaches can be
successfully taught.

states

CURIOSITY
the compulsion
to wonder

CREATIVITY
the urge to
make
something new

for creativity

Since the 1950s a research group called Synectics has been looking
into creativity. Its practical work has identified five psychological states
that are basic to creative thinking. These states can be encouraged and
developed in any classroom.
1 Detachment – the feeling of being cut off, looking at the issue from a
distance.
Example: Ask learners to imagine they are alien beings, seeing
something for the first time.
2 Involvement – the sense of being inside the object being studied.
Example: Suggest that learners can shrink and metamorphose into,
say, a red blood cell on its journey around the body.
3 Deferment – withholding the urge to settle for an immediate or early
solution.
Example: Encourage students to see their ideas as a series of
‘possibilities‘ rather than instant solutions.
4 Speculation – the ability and willingness to let the mind run free.
Move away from the central idea being discussed.
Example: Ask leading questions such as ‘Where does that take you?‘
‘What could come next?‘.
5 Autonomy of object – the sense that the solution will create itself and
is independent of personal egos.
Example: Encourage students to let ideas grow of their own accord
and to work as a team to facilitate this growth.
Synectics also identified the two central mechanisms involved in the
creative process:
1 Making the strange familiar – the problem must
initially be analysed and related to similar problems.
Explore ‘big‘ issues by bringing them down to a
personal level – for example, look at the topic of
world peace by examining relationships within the
classroom.
2 Making the familiar strange – this involves distorting,
inverting and transposing our everyday way of
looking at things by such means as analogy.
■ ‘Zoom in‘ to see the complexity of familiar things
such as skin, textiles and so on...
■ ‘Zoom out‘ to see things in a new perspective –
such as the earth in space.
■ Look at places, situations, habits out of context –
such as the custom of shaking hands or waving.

classrooms creating creative thinkers
■
■
■
■
■
■
■

What
makes a
thinker?

RIGOUR
the determination
to see things
through

UNDERSTANDING
the drive to make
sense of it all

EXPLANATION
the desire to
share

Create an atmosphere that rewards adventure and
the mistakes that are inevitably involved.
Teach your students about creative people and how
they work.
Model and make explicit the messy, unstructured
nature of creative thinking.
Encourage flights of fancy, explaining and rewarding
the courage involved.
Illustrate that creativity is not restricted to the arts.
Invite creative thinkers from all walks of life to show
how they achieved their success.
Invite students to invent creativity exercises and
tasks.
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Critical thinking

Dispositions shaping thinkers
How we approach thinking, what our thinking habits are and how we
view ourselves as thinkers have a significant impact on our thinking.
Thinking, therefore, is not simply about intellectual skills. Our
dispositions shape our intellectual future. They unleash our possibilities.

honesty

integrity in thinking
Be honest with your students. Tell them when you don't
understand or are confused by something. More
importantly model for them ‘being OK‘ about the fact
that you do not understand something.
‘I don‘t get it. What might help me to understand?‘

INTERPRETATION
When you are looking to understand the
meaning behind information, action, beliefs and
communication, you are interpreting. To be
successful you will be:
■ organising the content
■ putting things in order of importance
■ clarifying your ideas
■ identifying the purpose
■ recognising any biases.

curiosity

an approach to life
Be curious about your own thinking and the thinking of
your students. Ask yourself questions about thinking out
loud in class to model this curiosity.
‘What led you to that idea?‘
‘Where can this thought take us?‘

openness transcending prejudices
Be open to new ideas and point out the limitations of
viewpoints based on restricted evidence and closed
thinking.
‘Am I keeping an open mind?‘

flexibility

getting past habits
Be flexible. Model this by noticing the way you are
thinking and be willing to discuss and reveal
alternatives.
‘How can we look at this another way?‘

SELF-REGULATION
When you are keeping an eye on your
own thinking by noticing how
thorough you were in your analysis,
rational in your inferences and valid in
your judgements, you are regulating
yourself. To be successful you will be:
■ identifying personal biases
■ separating personal opinions from
facts
■ double-checking your workload.

rigour

paying attention to logic
Be rigorous in checking the validity of your reasoning.
Model how you monitor your assumptions and
conclusions.
‘I think this because...’

social

interacting with others
Be a public thinker. Model working with others to
initiate, develop and demonstrate your thinking.
‘This is why I’m thinking what I’m thinking.‘

creativity

integrity in thinking
Be courageous. Trust yourself to try out new ideas and
approaches. Play productively. Be willing to enjoy
failure.

EVALUATION
When you are assessing the credibility of claims
and accounts of experiences, beliefs and
events, you are evaluating. To be successful,
you will be:
■ judging the logic of the argument
■ determining the veracity of the information
■ checking the validity of the conclusions
■ weighing the value of alternative
interpretations.
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‘How many different
approaches to this task
can we think of?‘
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Introduction

Creativity

trains of thought

Using strategies can help learners to think in new ways and create
opportunities for depth and breadth in lateral thinking. Trains of thought
is a fun concept that captures the essence of creative thought in making
connections, building on ideas and carrying the thinker to new places.
These strategies can be used in class discussions and during group
work to enable students to go beyond their usual thinking habits.

Effective learning requires
thinking. Irrespective of your
subject and how brilliant you
become at teaching, the fact
remains that all children have to
think in order to learn.

just suppose

The teacher who has a fuller and
wider understanding of what
thinking involves is more able to
respond positively to the
individual thinking requirements
of the learner. That teacher is
able to provide students with a
rounded profile of themselves as
thinkers in order to help them
become flexible and resilient
thinking citizens in the real world.
Teachers must also be able and
willing to reflect on themselves as
thinkers and learners and to
model effective thinking and
learning habits for their students.
There are two themes central to
this booklet: first, the importance
of looking beyond the classroom
to the outside world – and the
issue of being part of an
increasingly complex world; and
second, the need to take a
holistic approach to thinking so
that we avoid limiting our
understanding and applications of
this diverse and complex subject.
Students need a toolkit of thinking
strategies that will enable them to
become independent thinkers –
so that they can continue to learn
when the teacher and the
classroom are no longer there.
Unless these strategies are made
explicit we cannot really claim to
be teaching students how to
become effective, independent,
lifelong learners.

Following the train of thought ‘Just suppose…’
involves endless possibilities (and impossibilities).
This is the question that has formed the basis of all
great movements and inventions. Using this strategy
encourages students to think beyond the immediate
reality of our physical and social environment, – for
example, just suppose the world stopped spinning?

trainstorming
Trainstorming, or brainstorming, is a well used, but
fantastic thinking tool for ‘train’ thinking. And there
are many ways to brainstorm other than concept
maps. Use the countdown approach and have student
find 10 capital cities, 9 countries, 8 rivers and so on
or use the letters of the alphabet to compile lists of
words which are relevant to a given topic.

train derailed
Many creative ideas have come from times when
people get ‘stuck’ and a problem seems impossible
to solve or resolve. Following new tracks encourages
divergent thinking – ways around, over or under the
problem; persistence; and risk-taking.

‘trains’-formations
Many inventions have been re-invented through
‘trains’-formational thinking. Common items or old
inventions can be redeveloped for new purposes
using unusual or new materials. Systems and
concepts can also be reapplied using this train.

forced connections
This is a divergent thinking strategy. Train carriages
of all sorts need to be connected in some way to find
solutions that incorporate the characteristics of a
number of dissimilar objects. For example, a solution
to poverty may be based on the attributes of a
platypus, a map and a boot.

why–because
The why–because train asks students to think of
reasons, explanations or interpretations about why a
situation or thing exists. Questions such as Why do
frogs jump? or Why did dinosaurs die out? are fun
and sometimes challenging thinking exercises. This
train of thought is great for developing skills of
hypothesising.

another track
This train is about looking for different tracks. Thinking
beyond the first answer, even when that answer is
right, can help students add depth to their understanding
of a concept. Students can devise as many ways as
possible to complete a task, or as many questions as
possible to get to the same answer.
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Productive thinking

3

Consider our world community as one where people
are often not aware of how and when they enquire.
People may have no idea of the value of asking
questions in order to find out what they need to
know. Perhaps they have no capacity to plan and set
out on a course of action that is needed in order to
overcome a problem. They constantly have
to learn through trial and error because
they cannot predict and anticipate
consequences. Entrenched, and
often subconscious, thought patterns
such as ‘I don‘t want to discuss this.
I just want to be given the answer‘
and ‘It‘s (war has broken out) got
nothing to do with me‘ and ‘So long
as it doesn‘t affect me I don't care
why‘, shape human behaviour and
experience.

‘Creative and critical thinking are two complementary, mutually
important ways of thinking’ (Treffinger & Isaksen).
Creative thinking is divergent thinking: the ability to modify, adapt and
create ideas.

fluency

generating many ideas

Fluent thinkers have the ability to think of many, many ideas, responses,
questions and solutions, such as the child who draws several pictures
when only asked to draw one or the child who asks many questions.
Fluency is the beginning of divergent thinking or the retrieval and use of
stored knowledge.

flexibility

adapting an idea

Flexibility is the ability to change ideas and materials to new or different
forms. Flexible thinkers produce alternative questions and solutions.
They are capable of shifting directions in their thinking and will often
assume a different point of view from their classmates.

elaboration

improving an idea

Elaborative thinkers often add to or embellish upon ideas or
productions. They stretch or expand upon things and improve materials
and solutions by making them more elegant and interesting. Although
elaborators may not be originators, once they get hold of a new idea,
they can modify or expand upon it.

originality

4

a new idea

Critical thinking is convergent thinking and used to analyse, to predict
and evaluate. Productive thinking encourages students to move from
divergent to convergent.

valuing an idea

Evaluative thinking is the ability to weigh ideas by looking at a situation
or problem to determine what is meaningful and what is not. Evaluation
is a convergent thinking process which calls for analysis and
judgement.

planning

implementing an idea

Planning is an arrangement of steps for the attainment of some object,
scheme, method or design. This is a step-by-step procedure that is
important for task completion.
Everyone can learn the steps of planning. It encourages active learning
and also enables students to assume more responsibility for their own
learning.

forecasting

predicting the effect of an idea

Forecasting means to calculate, to plan beforehand, to predict, or to use
forethought or foresight.
Forecasting involves predicting the possible causes and/or effects of a
given situation.

decision making choosing an idea
Decision making is basically the art of deciding or forming fixed
intention regarding the problem to be solved. After considering the best
possible alternatives, and eliminating alternatives a single judgement,
choice, or decision is made.
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creating
Consider our world community as one where people
are often not aware of how and when they create.
People do not often apply their imagination and ask
‘What if?‘ type questions. Some people have little
interest or capacity to generate or
extend their ideas. People have no
conscious intention of ever
looking for innovative ways to
improve the quality of lives for
themselves and the wider
community. Entrenched, and
often subconscious, thought
patterns such as ‘Creativity is for
the arty types, I don‘t need it‘ and ‘I
can‘t ever see my life being any
different‘ and ‘I‘m waiting for
retirement‘ shape human
behaviour and experience.

Original thinkers express unusual, uncommon responses, though not all
of the ideas prove to be useful. They generally think of novel, unique
expressions. Original thinkers not only question old ways, but search for
new approaches.
Originality continues to develop divergent thinking by retrieving
information from memory storage and putting it to use in new ways.

evaluation

enquiring

5

evaluating
Consider our world community as one where people
are often not aware of how and when they evaluate.
People do not often judge the usefulness, relevance
or truthfulness of what they have said or done or
have had said or done to them. People may live
their lives speaking and acting from opinions
that are fixed and based on little or no
reasoning (opinions they may have
difficulty expressing anyway).
They have little inclination to
challenge their thinking and no
criteria by which to do so.
Entrenched, and very often
subconscious, thought patterns
such as ‘I‘m right, you‘re wrong‘
and ‘I don‘t care what you think; I
think I‘m right and evidence to the
contrary is irrelevant‘ shape human
behaviour and experience.
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temporal

visual tools... TVTs
TVTs represent the ordering of events into a
chronological sequence. A major example is...

flow chart
Use to show the sequence of events or stages of a plan.

other TVTs

cycle – use to show
cyclical events.

storyboard – use to
set out a plan for a
story or project.

algorithm – use to
show different
pathways.

differential visual tools... DVTs

1

DVTs identify similarities and differences.
A major DVT is...

self-examination

double bubble

self-examination aims
■ identify your own views on an issue
■ question personal viewpoints, looking for possible
bias or areas of self-interest
■ identify the factors that may have shaped your
thinking
self-examination questions
■ What am I thinking about?
■ What is the subject of my thinking right now?
■ What am I thinking about what I am thinking about?
■ What has caused me to think about this?
■ Is what I am thinking a fact or opinion?
■ How do I know it is fact or opinion?
■ If it is opinion, on what evidence or criteria is my
opinion based?

Use to compare and contrast two ideas or themes.

other DVTs

SWOT analysis – use to
direct perception or thinking.

2

causal

self-regulation

self-regulation aims
■ monitor levels of personal understanding
■ go back and check understanding
■ double-check calculations or logic
■ reinterpret, conclude or judge differently in light of
examination
■ communicate differently based on the examination
■ behave differently in light of insights revealed
during examination
self-regulation questions
■ What have I learned?
■ What has changed?
■ Are my opinions well informed?
■ How might I do / think about this differently?
■ Am I right?
■ How do I know I am right?
■ What do I need to communicate differently?
■ What do I need to do differently as a result of my
self-examination?

matrix – use to compare and
contrast two or more ideas.

visual tools... CVTs
CVTs analyse causal connections and influences.
A major CVT is...

fishbone diagram
Sets out the main and contributory causes that lead to an effect. Use to explore
and investigate why ‘x‘ happened.

another CVT
relations diagram – use to show
relationships between contributory causes.
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