Certificate in Advanced Educational Practice – Cognitive Acceleration: Teaching and Learning

Option One: Critical Analysis
1.0  Context:

As I am particularly interested in applying the principles of Cognitive Acceleration (CA*) to cross-curricular teaching at primary level, I was interested to note the recent addition of a Thinking Skills section (Higgins and Miller) to the DfES Standards website, including an article entitled Thinking Skills in English.  

The section on History of thinking skills references Adey and Shayer’s (2002) work as of particular relevance to the increased importance now ascribed to the teaching of thinking skills:

their work…….has perhaps the best research and most robust evidence of the impact of thinking skills in the UK
One might therefore assume that the article would be rooted in this (and other relevant) research evidence.

2.0 Overview of article

Although not explicit, the purpose of the article appears to be to support teachers who are interested in developing children’s thinking skills in Literacy.  It is heavily focused upon the Reading and Writing strands of the National Literacy Strategy (NLS*) and attempts to explain how the content and three-part lesson structure of the NLS develops pupils’ thinking skills.  It gives examples of NLS objectives that will deliver five aspects of thinking skills:

· Information processing skills
· Reasoning skills
· Enquiry skills
· Creative thinking skills
· Evaluation skills
3.0 Focus of analysis

This analysis intends to critique the three main claims of the article, assessing:

· their validity with reference to some key CA articles and research; 
· the consistency of their argument; 
· whether these arguments can be considered to have been written from an objective standpoint.

I am particularly interested in a comparison with Adhami (2003), who analyses a CAME lesson in depth in order to suggest a possible optimal plan for a CA lesson.  Although focused on Maths, this approach offers cross-curricular potential.
4.1  Claim One:  Thinking skills can be taught as a discrete set of skills

Following each mention of the five key thinking skills (listed above) is the obscure reference: QCA 2000.

The References area of this website did not mention such a publication.  Website searches of and phonecalls to QCA and the DfES failed to identify the aforementioned document, nor did any internet search engine.  

A quick glance at Excellence and Enjoyment (DfES, 2004) reveals that these ‘thinking skills’ are listed as key aspects of learning and described as cognitive and affective aspects of learning.  For me, this is a much more accurate description of these skills.  It is confusing that two published articles by the same organization differ so dramatically in their definitions.
4.2  Claim Two: The teaching of Reading and Writing in the NLS develops pupils’ thinking skills
The authors claim (under the subheading of Teaching Thinking) that reading is inherently a problem solving activity.  Whilst I would agree that reading requires problem solving skills, I am concerned that teaching thinking appears to be equated with problem solving.  Adhami (2003) distinguishes between challenge and reflection lessons (like CAME) and instruction lessons, like problem solving.  He explains that problem solving involves pupils making connections between concepts they already understand, whereas CA operates within the Zone of Proximal Development (Vygotsky, 1978).  For me, Adhami’s definition of instruction describes many of the basic functions of reading listed by Higgins and Miller, for example: decoding, noting similarities/differences with other texts read, building a knowledge of text types.  I would dispute that reading, as a problem solving activity, will automatically develop thinking skills.
The article does mention some areas of reading which I believe could be taught according to CA principles, for example: being a reflective reader, judging and valuing texts.  However, to claim that these aspects of reading in themselves can develop pupils’ thinking skills, without consideration of the way in which they are taught, seems unfounded.    Were these areas of reading taught with a focus on cognitive challenge and social interaction (Shayer and Adey, 2002), then they could develop thinking skills, as the scope for challenge within them is sufficient.  These areas of reading offer the possibility of an appropriate task, but in this article, there is no guidance on the use of talk or on attitudes to support thinking skills development (Adhami, 2003).  
The article also claims that writing is always a creative process.  As no definition of creativity is given, this claim is difficult to analyse.  I would argue that though the process of writing ‘creates’ something new, it is not always a ‘creative’ experience for pupils.  In fact, for me, creativity lies in the context of the writing and in the style of delivery of the learning.  The article appears to corroborate this, saying:

Writing is a complex task which challenges teachers’ skills and children’s thinking. (my underlining)
Later there is a list of (doubtless important) skills and concepts pupils will need to be taught in order to become successful writers, under the heading of learning creatively.  Whilst I agree that all of these areas can be taught ‘creatively’, I would question whether they are the ‘creative’ areas of writing for the pupils.
Furthermore, this section of the article focuses heavily on teacher modeling, for example: the teacher’s role in ‘scaffolding’ children’s writing.
The text criticises practice in teaching writing was facilitated rather than taught.  I would agree that pupils need to be taught knowledge, skills and concepts in order to apply them in their own creative writing.  (Adhami (2003) states that pupils’ entitlement to full curriculum coverage requires as many of the direct revision practice and of normal instruction lessons as of challenge and reflection lessons.)  However, CA research sees this facilitation role as a positive influence on the development of thinking skills (see Adhami in Shayer and Adey, 2003)  
I also have concerns about the level of cognitive challenge exemplified in this article.  For example, some of the objectives highlighted represent what most research on thinking skills would describe as ‘lower order’ thinking levels, for example:

To retell stories, to give main points in sequence and to pick out significant incidents

In Bloom’s Taxonomy (Bloom, 1956), this objective matches the lowest level of competence: Knowledge.  There is little evidence that such an objective would move a child to anything beyond preoperational stage in Piaget’s stages of intellectual development (1950).  Therefore to claim that such recall-based objectives enable pupils to sort, classify, sequence, compare, contrast and analyse part-whole relationships (Piaget’s concrete operational stage) seems unfounded. 
4.3  Claim Three: The three-part Literacy Hour structure develops pupils’ thinking skills

The article claims that: 
The Literacy Hour, with its embedded teaching sequence, assists children in developing their reasoning skills.
I interpret this to mean that, (given reasoning skills are listed as one thinking skill), the structure of the Literacy Hour itself enables the effective development of thinking skills.  In fact, this structure takes little account of CA research, which notes the benefits of lessons with more than one cycle of the three parts and the flexible use of mini-plenaries (Adhami, 2003) to facilitate internalisation (Vygotsky, 1986).  
The structure of the Literacy Hour could be used to develop thinking skills, if it were delivered according to some key CA principles:

· Interactive whole class teaching -  The teacher could act as facilitator, to negotiate and unravel meaning as the article suggests.  This should be an opportunity for social construction (Shayer and Adey, 2002), for example through strategic use of talk partners.  Surely pupils could jointly participate in bridging, instead of the teacher making reference to analagous situations drawn from common experience as the article recommends;
· Guided teaching – This part of the lesson offers similar opportunities for social construction and bridging (Shayer and Adey, 2002). This appears to conflict with the article’s contention that: the teacher’s role is interventionist rather than facilitative;
· Independent work – Although this paragraph describes some quite valid revision and practice (Adhami, 2003) activities, it fails to realize the potential for social interaction;
· Plenary – Here the article describes (but does not name) the processes of metacognition and internalization (Vygotsky, 1986):  share their ways of thinking…and generate new understanding.   It appears to suggest the role of teacher as facilitator: information sharing and scaffolding (which) enables the teacher and pupils together to generate new understanding; but its emphasis needs to be stronger to truly support teachers in the development of thinking skills.
5.0  Conclusion

Referring back to the supposed purpose of the article, (to support teachers who are interested in developing children’s thinking skills in Literacy), does the article achieve its aim?

This article would be of great help to a teacher who was unfamiliar with the content of and structure of the NLS and the Literacy Hour.  I believe one of its biggest missed opportunities was its negligence of Speaking and Listening – and this strand’s potential for the development of thinking skills through social interaction
Its focus on five key ‘thinking skills’ with no apparent theoretical basis is confusing and misleading.  I would query why it does not use the vocabulary associated with thinking skills.  Words like metacognition are now in common usage in many educational settings.
Moreover, it is inconsistent in its purported focus on teaching thinking skills whilst criticising the ‘teacher as facilitator’ in learning.  This undermines much CA research on the role of the teacher.  

In fact, the article reads more like a justification for the continued delivery of the NLS in its current form, than a set of guidance for those interested in developing children’s thinking skills.  Most professional teachers will know that current research evidence like that of Shayer and Adey (2002) has already had some positive influence on the design of the newly revised NLS and NNS strategies.
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