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1

Don’t Think; Just Get on with Your Work!

The School Workplace

One of the joys of working with trainee teachers is the opportunity to visit them on
placement in schools. On one such visit I had not left myself quite enough time to get
to the school comfortably. I arrived with minutes to spare and was hurried to a class-

room by the trainee’s mentor. I was met by a confident and successful student teacher who was
a model of efficiency and pace. She maintained a sense of purpose right from the start of the
lesson, her instructions were clear and to the point, and whilst the children were involved in
independent work she regularly monitored their progress and reminded the children several
times of how long they had left to complete their task. Unlike me, she kept to her planned tim-
ings to the minute.

Later on that week I was visiting another student teacher in a class of 8 and 9-year-old
children. He had set the children an individual writing task to complete, and was working with
a small group of pupils when he looked across the classroom at a child who, despite having had
five minutes to begin her work was not writing.

‘Chloe, what are you doing?’ he asked.

‘Thinking, sir,’ the girl replied.

‘Well don’t think,’ he said, ‘just get on with your work!’

These two events illustrate an underlying theme of this chapter: thinking time. We live in
an impatient society dominated by notions of making good use of time. We dislike being kept
waiting or spending too long on any one task, we are obsessed with doing things quickly and
impatient for things to be done. It is no wonder that schools, mirroring society, are just the same.

Reflection Point

Thinking Time

Can you think of anything that is truly worthwhile which has been done quickly?
Although J.K. Rowling has been writing books about Harry Potter since 1994, the first was

not published until 1997. In her fourth book she rewrote one particularly difficult chapter 13
times to get it right.

INTRODUCTION
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Similarly, Vincent Van Gogh produced ten final paintings of sunflowers, and no doubt
numerous other sketches and canvases on the way. But it is not just in the arts that things need
time – the design and development of something new and innovative is often a long and pro-
tracted process.

James Dyson, the man who pioneered the ‘bagless’ vacuum cleaner, says he stumbled across
the idea while renovating his country house in the Cotswolds. Noticing how vacuum cleaner
bags clogged with dust, he set to work to try to resolve the problem. Five years and 5,127 pro-
totypes later, he produced a model to revolutionize the vacuum cleaner market.

On a recent visit to a local glass factory I was impressed at the speed at which the glass-
blowers worked. However, although these craftspeople were able to make beautiful vases and
bowls quickly, their craft had been developed over many years of apprenticeship and practice –
we might consider the time committed during their apprenticeship as offsetting the time
needed for their current craftwork. With finely tuned skills they can work efficiently and effec-
tively, but I am sure that the designers of this glassware take considerably longer: despite their
expertise, their creativity takes time here and now.

One of the most significant changes in industrial practices in the twentieth century came
with the introduction of Henry Ford’s production line. This arose from the need to meet the
demand for motor cars in the USA, which was increasing at a phenomenal rate. In 1913 Ford
introduced a continuous moving assembly line: workers remained in one place, adding one
component to each car as it moved past them on the line. Work tasks were simple, requiring few
skills and little knowledge. Parts were delivered to the workers by conveyor belt, carefully timed
to keep the assembly line moving smoothly and efficiently. Ford controlled the production rate,
and all workers had to work at the same speed. Ford calculated this speed through time and
motion studies examining each individual task.

Ford’s approach attempted to ensure maximum efficiency on the production line and to
minimize waste, but his approach brought many problems. Workers were banned from talking
and whispering, as Ford believed that this distracted them from the job and would reduce effi-
ciency. This coupled with the unpleasant monotony of assembly-line work and Ford’s repeated
increases in the production targets assigned to workers, made illness and absenteeism common-
place. Further, he hired and fired as he pleased, creating an uneasy, untrusting and unmotivated
workforce: by early 1914 the rate of employee turnover in his factory was between 40 and 60 per
cent per month. Do you detect any parallels here with education?

Some industrialists realized that they were not making good use of their employees’ tal-
ents. New approaches recognized, amongst other things, the need for employees to be treated
like people and not machines. Indeed, tedious tasks were often carried out by machines and
automated robots – designed, managed, built and looked after by an increasingly skilled work-
force. Thus skills based training was considered essential. Further, employees were involved in
decision-making, evaluating and planning for improvement, and were provided with opportu-
nities to be innovative and creative. In short, they were trusted to do their work well and
expected to be thoughtful and flexible. As a result they felt greater ownership of their work, were
empowered to do their job well and showed increased job satisfaction and pride. So, in one
European example of new industrial production methods, workers were organized in self-
directing teams requiring very little management. They were asked to take on greater
responsibility and given control of their own budgets. Once the slight workforce resistance and
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a lack of employee skills had been addressed, overall costs went down and productivity
improved as people became more careful with expenditure, reduced wasteful practices, accepted
more responsibility for their own practices and became more adaptive to changes. 

Like Ford, schools have also faced the need to increase production (that is, raise stan-
dards) with an eye to effectiveness and efficiency, and to achieve this they have increasingly
adopted production-line approaches to teaching and learning. The classroom has become a
continuously moving production line: children have little freedom in directing their own learn-
ing; on the contrary, lessons structure learning. Learning objectives focus teaching on specific
knowledge, taught in a specific order, addressing one component at a time, with mastery of pre-
vious learning a requirement for progress on to the next. Tasks are straightforward, clear and
carefully timed to keep lessons moving smoothly and efficiently. On many occasions all chil-
dren in a class are expected to work at the same speed – but this speed is constantly being
increased by ever-moving targets for achievement in end of key stage tests. The result: for some
the unpleasant monotony of assembly-line school work, an increase in illness (and, worryingly,
mental illness) and absenteeism, and in some cases pupils who are uneasy, untrusting and
unmotivated – having little understanding of the real purpose of their education.

As a prompt to help you reflect on your own practice and educational setting in relation
to the industrial models described above, look at the statements in Task I.1. Whilst you are con-
sidering each pair of statements, reflect on where you feel your ideal practice lies, and whether
external pressures cause you to adopt practices which you feel less happy with – how might you
resist such pressures? You might also like to ask how useful it is to make a comparison with
these industrial models: do they indeed provide useful metaphors for some aspects of school
life? As with any such comparisons it is important to remember the limits to their usefulness:
we can overgeneralize and read too much into them if we are not careful! However, they can
allow us to see our practice and workplace from a new perspective, which is useful in helping
identify areas for development.

Few would deny that teachers had a tough time during the reform-filled final decade of
the twentieth century, and to some extent this continues, although the intensity of reform has
perhaps reached a plateau. Little wonder, then, that teachers should strive to return to teaching
that which they value. Concerns with the current situation are ever present in the educational
media, and many headteachers are working to escape the clutches of the production-line cur-
riculum. In this climate, a number of thoughtful approaches to curriculum design have proven
extremely popular, and it is some of these, encompassed within the teaching thinking move-
ment, to which I will now turn.

The Rise of the Teaching Thinking Movement

Teaching thinking is an umbrella term used to describe a range of approaches and programmes.
Some, such as Reuven Feuerstein’s ‘Instrumental Enrichment’ and its UK offshoot, the ‘Somerset
Thinking Skills Course’, are context independent in that they aim to develop students’ generic
thinking skills though separate teaching programmes. Others, such as the cognitive acceleration
family of programmes developed by Phil Adey and Michael Shayer at Kings College, London,
are subject based in science, mathematics and, most recently, technology. In these, thinking
skills are developed through subject teaching. Finally there are infusion programmes, where

INTRODUCTION
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A Place to Think

Schools as ‘Thinking-free Zones’

Children are thinkers, as I have illustrated in the introduction to this book. Like adults,
they are able to think in quite sophisticated ways. Indeed, some would suggest that
there is little qualitative difference between the thinking of children and that of adults,

although there are significant differences between the thinking of novices and experts, whether
they are children or adults. But despite their abilities to think, children choose not to think in
schools, and in this chapter I suggest why this might be and what we can do about it.

Reflection Point

Children’s Views About School Work

Why is it that many children do not, as a matter of course, think about their school work? What
is it about schools that stop children thinking? A few years ago I carried out a study exploring
primary children’s experiences of learning mathematics at school. The findings were revealing. I
deliberately chose to interview only high-attaining 11-year-old pupils whom their teacher had
identified as being articulate and confident. Again and again children’s responses to my ques-
tions about the mathematics they were doing in school focused on their role in doing work,
without considering the actual tasks they were involved in or their thinking about these. Anna’s
comment, when asked about what she was thinking when doing some mathematics, was typi-
cal: ‘I wasn’t thinking anything, I was just doing it.’

For many of the children involved, doing mathematics is doing mental work. Thus they
suggested that to make mathematics harder you use bigger numbers. After a rest (when you
play and have fun) you feel refreshed, but need to get used to doing mental work again.
Sometimes after a long rest you need to warm your brain up, doing easier work first. Adam
expressed this view most clearly:

We did that work to get your numbers working because you might have lost your numbers
in your head over the holiday because you need to refresh your memory. I had to refresh
my memory because over the holiday I wasn’t doing much number work, I was just doing
like fun things because it was quite sunny. It got harder as you got further on, the bigger
the number the harder it gets. You make it harder by putting higher numbers. On the divi-
sion it was harder because there was more to do.

Similarly, in relation to learning, some children expressed the view that the harder your brain
works, the more good it does you. This is because you will become more able to do work easily

CHAPTER 1
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and thus become quicker at working. This mirrors directly physical exercise, and includes a
belief that success is down to getting right answers as quickly as possible: As Daniel puts it:

You could have made it a lot harder and then that would have been more mind-bending
and it would make your brain work a lot harder. If you always do easy work then it isn’t
really going to get you anywhere, and if you make it harder it helps you learn and do
things more quickly.

Many of these children were working without a personal purpose: they simply focused on fol-
lowing the instructions provided by their teacher. So, when asked about a lesson which I had
observed, Anna commented, ‘we had to do the five times table down there, I don’t know why,
it’s just maths – it was just some maths we had to do’.

Comments such as these suggest that the production line is more than an interesting
metaphor for describing busy and industrious classrooms: it literally reflects many children’s
lived experiences of classrooms.

Approaches to Learning

Before considering children’s approaches to learning it might be helpful to think about our
own. As a starting point, look at Task 1.1 (next page) and try to identify what you do in each of
the three learning situations.

The children in the previous section all described their learning in a particular way – as work.
We might say that they all adopted a similar approach to learning. Some researchers have stud-
ied the approaches to learning which people adopt in different learning situations. Focusing
on students in higher education, Noel Entwistle1 described three levels at which students
engage with their learning: deep, surface and strategic. The characteristics of each approach are
summarized in Figure 1.1.

USING THINKING SKILLS IN THE PRIMARY CLASSROOM
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Deep Surface Strategic

Learner’s intention: Learner’s intention: Learner’s intention:

To understand ideas for yourself To cope with the course To achieve the highest possible  
requirements grades

Features of the learner’s approach: Features of the learner’s approach: Features of the learner’s approach:

Relates ideas to previous Studies without reflecting on Puts consistent effort into 
knowledge and experience either purpose or strategy studying

Looks for patterns and underlying Treats the course as unrelated bits Finds the right conditions and
principles of knowledge materials for studying

Checks evidence and relates it to Memorizes facts and procedures Is alert to assessment
conclusions routinely requirements and criteria

Examines logic and argument Finds difficulty in making sense Gears work to the perceived
cautiously and critically of new ideas presented preferences of lecturers

Becomes actively interested in the Feels undue pressure and worry Manages time and effort
course content about work effectively

Figure 1.1  Defining features of approaches to learning
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In each of the following learning situations, which of the statement pairs is your preferred
approach closer to?

In lectures do you focus on:

When revising do you prefer to:

When reading a difficult research article would you:

Task 1.1  How do we approach learning?

The sense of what is being said Visualizing and locating the
content with your own ideas

Making notes Listening

Revise alone Revise with a friend

Make notes Read, visualize, 
link with earlier learning

Write to record it Write to clarify thinking

Read through completely Reread difficult bits and revisit
earlier arguments

Using Thinking Skills in the Primary Classroom © Kelly, 2005
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If you return to the statements in Task 1.1 you will see that those on the right characterize a
deep approach to learning, whilst those on the left characterize a surface one. Did you find that
your responses fell predominantly on one side or the other? It may be that your approach
depends on the type of situation – not everyone likes attending lectures and some prefer to
study alone. Further, if we feel under pressure or that outcomes are more significant than under-
standing, we might be more inclined to adopt surface approaches: as a teacher on an
assessment training course once said, ‘I don’t want a lot of theory, I don’t want to work things
out for myself – just tell me how to do it!’

Although Entwistle’s work was carried out with adult learners, similar views have been
expressed by researchers working with younger learners.2 In one, Carl Bereiter identified two
ways in which children relate to school work. The first marginalizes learning, making it no
more than coincidental to school work, with children focusing on work, activities, completion
and production rate. However, in the second, learning is central and understanding is pursued.

These approaches are, of course, closely aligned to the level of student thinking and
engagement. Those adopting deep and strategic approaches to learning are engaging with their
learning in a thoughtful way, and if we are to promote these then we must explore the factors
which influence learners to adopt these approaches. In the following sections I will consider
why children acquire particular approaches to learning, first by looking at the factors which
influence them and, secondly, by asking if particular learners have a tendency to adopt particu-
lar approaches.

What We Learn Is Linked to How We Learn

An often overlooked, but nevertheless crucially important perspective on learning is that of the
learner. So often we make assumptions about what learners need, what their difficulties are,
and how these can be overcome without asking the learners themselves. Try Task 1.2 with a
small group of children – and be prepared for some surprises!

USING THINKING SKILLS IN THE PRIMARY CLASSROOM
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Talk to a small group of children about their learning at school. Ask the following questions:

Why do you think you come to school?
Why do we have to work at school?
What are the things we do at school for?
Tell me about some of the things you did yesterday?
Why do you think you did each of those things?
How might the things you did yesterday help you today in school? How might they help you
next term? How about next year?
How will the things you do at school help you when you are an adult?

Consider the children’s answers. Were you surprised by any of them? What were the similarities and
differences between what individual children said? How aware were the children of the intended
purposes of their school work?

Task 1.2  Purposeful learning?
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