Creative Teaching and Learning Magazine
The development of Thinking Skills at Welton Primary School began years before I joined the team, in response to Alistair Smith’s ALPS approach to Accelerated Learning materials released in 1999. The impact of his research on positive learning behaviours led to the introduction of a session in our school called Creative Context, where children are taught transferrable skills in mixed groups that contained children from Foundation up to Year 6. The emphasis in these lessons is on children practicing their intra and interpersonal skills whilst simultaneously acquiring new creative skills and developing positive learning behaviours outside of their usual class groupings. 

When I started in June 2007, it was obvious that the development of thinking and learning skills was a priority demonstrated by Let’s Think teaching materials being delivered in most year groups – which is very rare in Primary Schools. As Year 5 class teacher, I was enrolled on the Local Authority CDP training to deliver the CAME (Cognitive Acceleration in Mathematic Education) materials. It was during this training that I became very interested in this approach to teaching and the theoretical background behind it. During the year, I saw staggering improvements in the children’s confidence, speaking and active listening skills, and ability to communicate constructively when problem solving in teams. Increased levels of independence were also apparent after a short time, as the children began to rely less on me for reassurance and more on each other. Above all, what struck me was an overwhelming buzz of pupil enjoyment and engagement during the CAME lessons, particularly those children who often struggled in ‘normal’ Maths lessons and lacked enthusiasm and drive in their learning. 

The following academic year, I trialled the new Let’s Think through Literacy materials in collaboration with a Maths Consultant who has been passionately leading the Let’s Think CPD for the LA for many years, and worked with Kings College which developed the materials. Yet again, the impact on pupil’s motivation, enjoyment and ability to solve problems together was tremendous. Furthermore, through regular delivery of ‘thinking’ lessons in Maths and Literacy, the children began to independently pick up on elements of lessons across the curriculum that were developing skills often present in the CAME and Let’s Think material (deduction, sorting, classifying etc) and asked if it was a thinking lesson! The children’s awareness of how they were learning as well as what they were learning rocketed and the appreciation they had for the contributions of their peers in all lessons was astounding. I conducted a round of pupils’ interviews with children from Y1 to Y6 to find out about Let’s Think lessons from their perspective. This was by far the most powerful determiner for our whole school shift in vision. Although the lessons are often used as a tool to challenge high achievers, the most positive responses came from our children who were working below age related expectation. We found that our high praise for ‘thinking’ lessons as they are known to the children, was mirrored, even exceeded by the pupil voice, with comments such as:

‘In thinking lessons you have to be good at listening and we are active listeners in thinking lessons and that means doing things to make sure people know we are listening to them’ A Y1 pupil

 ‘I like thinking lessons because I don’t think I am very good at writing and in a thinking lesson I can say whatever is in my head and I know my teacher won’t make me write it down.’ A Y3 pupil with special educational needs
‘Thinking lessons are fun because you always feel like your ideas are right and other people listen to me and it makes me feel good.’ A Y4 pupil

‘I like doing thinking Literacy lessons because you get to find out what other people’s ideas are and it challenges you to think about why you think what you do. If you don’t tell people why you think what you think then you’ll never persuade anybody to understand your idea.’ A Y5 pupil

As a school we are seeing the benefits of teaching discrete lessons to develop thinking and learning skills, and the pupil comments affirmed this, so it seemed obvious that we should develop it further on a whole school level.  

I started by asking all teaching staff to complete a ‘where are you now?’ audit to establish what training our current staff had already received, and what they felt they needed to enable them to deliver the materials we already had in school. Our first step was to deliver a CPD training session to deliver the theory behind Cognitive Acceleration (CA), the structure of a ‘thinking’ lesson and the role of the teacher. This was a refresher for some staff and new CDP for newer members of our team, which ensured that all staff adopted a shared approach to the delivery of the materials. We allocated training time to develop a long term plan to enable staff to build Let’s Think and CAME lessons into their existing medium term plans for the academic year. It was very important to us that the standard of delivery was high in all year groups, so opportunities for lesson modelling and sharing of good practice were given to those with less of experience of delivering the material and our NQTs. That was the easy bit! All the staff agreed that the Let’s Think materials were wonderful and extremely beneficial to the children, and we wanted to capture those elements of good practice and find ways to embed in into our curriculum. We needed a strategic plan! After spending a lot of time reading about the different ways to develop thinking skills, we decided to complement our existing practice by introducing more elements of Cognitive Acceleration (based on theory by Piaget and Vygosky) across the curriculum, together with good practice from the brain-based research (lots of which we had already taken on board – learning styles, positive learning behaviours etc) and the philosophical theory (Matthew Lipman Philosophy for Children), to establish a whole school layered approach, which, in time, I hoped would maximise impact on the pupils.
We have seen the biggest impact since our development of shared vocabulary. I began to introduce reflective statements a year ago which are sentence starters for the children to complete, which given them the opportunity to reflect critically on the learning that has taken place in that lesson / day / week etc. As a school, we were already using traffic lights or thumbs up as a self evaluation tool in plenary time, but wanting to develop this further, thus giving children the time and vocabulary to be able to analyse why they had been successful that lesson (and hopefully transfer elements of this success into future learning). If they felt that they hadn’t been as successful as they could have been, this method allowed them to pin point why that was so, and what they could do differently in the future. Sentence starters such as: ‘Next in my learning I need to . . .’ ; ‘I think I succeeded today because . . . ‘; and ‘At one point today I felt  . .  because . . .’, were first introduced to KS2, but after trials in school, we found that KS1 were able to use them very quickly too. Obviously this was a big change of practice for our staff to build this into lessons across the curriculum, it has taken about a year to establish this consistently on a whole school level. To facilitate this development, we have the vocabulary displayed on bubbles in all classrooms and to help make it as easy for staff as possible. Furthermore, we have adapted our lesson planning format by putting in a column of reflective statements and question starter so teacher can simply drag and drop them into their plan. As teachers, we all know that any small time savers are very welcome! 

As part of our development of shared vocabulary, we took the collaborative learning prompts from the Let’s Think materials and began to use them in all areas of learning that involved the children learning with and from each other. Prompts such as ‘I agree with her/him because’ . . . . and ‘I don’t agree yet because’ provided the children with the essential vocabulary to enable them to express their opinions of each others’ ideas in a constructive manner, which is often very hard for young children to do. We also developed vocabulary for bridging, which encourage children to make connections in their learning and think about how and when new skills may be useful in the future, both inside and outside of school. To ensure our approach really was on a whole school level, we delivered training to all support staff to ensure that they really understood the aims of thinking development, so that they could support the teacher and also to encourage them to implement the shared vocabulary in intervention group work and during in class support. We found this to be a very powerful move as the support staff used the new resources independently and also felt that they were a valued part of our whole school mission. Implementing this change throughout learning across the curriculum has been a long process and we have found that the key to success has been to make it as easy as possible for staff (vocab on display, new planning grid etc) and making it very explicit to the children that really all contributions are valued. 
When introducing the reflective statements, lots of teacher modelling of a range of possible responses is vital so the children don’t fall into the trap of saying ‘I think I succeeded today because I met the objective’, but engaged in a quality dialogue about learning at whatever their level or age. We have experimented with a range of recording techniques. I stated by asking the children to write their reflections on a whiteboard, which at the time I thought would help them to be more honest in their reflections as they knew I wouldn’t be reading it. How wrong I was! I quickly realised that I was missing a trick and the children’s reflections were a very powerful assessment for learning tool that I was losing. I decided to try out reflective journals, which were fantastic, but realistically the logistics of handing out journals, collecting them in, looking over them etc proved another job, which is was a little unmanageable for teachers who already have a tremendously busy workload. Although I would like to go back to reflective journals in the future and explore using then in a different way, for us at Welton, the most manageable way of recording the children’s reflections is to simply write it at the bottom of the piece of work they have just completed. Since implementing shared vocabulary, we have seen huge improvements in the children’s capability to work collaboratively and their maturity when taking and giving constructive and honest feedback during peer appraisals.  Their ability to critically reflect on their own performance in a lesson and their attitude to learning has improved dramatically and the children are developing a solid understanding of the importance of learning from each other, as well as the teacher – something they always like to remind us of! 
Once our shared vocabulary was in place and we knew it was working, I began to introduce new strategies, which I felt would be easy to use and would enhance our existing practice, rather than change it or add too much into an already very busy curriculum. Our whole school commitment to this development was mirrored in our School Improvement Plan, which contained a target to develop teacher questioning, which would impact on children’s higher order thinking skills. 
Over the year we looked at Bloom’s Taxonomy to help us to set activities and objectives that gave children opportunities to develop the higher skill levels of synthesis, evaluation, analysis and application. This also helped us to structure our questioning to facilitate this process. This is something we are still developing, but the effects to date have been very positive. Our creative leader has recently introduced a Composer of the Week assembly strategy, where the children listen to a piece of music by our composer of the week while entering assembly and are encourage to think about a question relating to that piece of music which is displayed on the OHP. The questions are generic e.g. can you suggest some lyric for this piece of music? (synthesis), can you hear any instruments you recognise? (analysis) so it was a simple and relatively quick thing to put in place, yet the benefits to our whole school approach and movement towards achieving our school improvement plan target are huge. As a spin off from this work on taxonomy, it seemed a natural next step to begin to develop the children’s ability to ask questions. As teachers we often see is as our job to ask the questions, but actually the children’s ability to ask questions themselves is something we often neglect. We have developed this extensively through the use of KWHL grids (what I already know, what I want to find out, how I will find it out, what I have learnt). Each class now has one as a working wall display for the main topic theme and is completed as a class. We started by completing the first three columns in the first topic lesson and the final column as a class in the last topic lesson of that half term, but quickly realised that wasn’t a working, ongoing display at all! We have adapted its use by using the plenary session of each topic lesson to record new learning on the display and generate one new question as a class that they want to ask in light of the new learning that has taken place in that lesson. If any questions have not been answered towards the end of a topic, the children are then given independent research time or homework time to find the answers and then share their findings and research strategies with the rest of the class. We have found that to be much more useful and meaningful for the children and it has enabled them to feel more in control of their own learning, a very empowering experience for children at a primary school. We also use this as an opportunity to develop children’s questioning skills by using a Q-matrix (something we discovered in a previous Creative Teaching and Learning magazine), which helps pupils to successfully structure both open and closed questions. This is yet another example of how a tiny enhancement in practice can have huge impact on the pupils. They are now very aware of the cycle of learning that takes place in the topic, just by making this more explicit to the children. I have also seen that this has unexpectedly impacted on the children’s attitude to assessment. After recently completing optional SATs with my Year 5 class, I had the following conversation with one of the pupils: 

Child: 
Can you hurry up and mark these tests please Miss because we all want to know what we’re doing in Maths next half term

Teacher: 
Sorry, what do you mean?

Child:   
Well we’re guessing that they are like prior learning assessments like we do at the beginning of our new topics and I bet you’re going to use them to decide what work we’re going to do after half term. 

This made me realise that this cycle of learning approach was impacting

on the pupil’s attitude towards assessment more than we had anticipated 

- they were beginning to see assessment as an integral part of their 

learning process. 
Another strategy we have begun to implement is the use of concept

(thinking) maps, as illustrated in a previous edition of Creative Teaching

and Learning. Although we have only just begun to use these, we have

found that they are helping
 children to organise their ideas and establish and express the relationships between concepts and ideas. In Literacy in Y5, the children used a ‘double bubble map’ to analyse the similarities and differences between a traditional hero and beast in our Myths and Legends unit. The conversation that the children generated from this activity was wonderful, as they had to articulate the reasons for their choices. Instead of defining the characters as binary opposites, the concept map encouraged the children to explore their complexities, which they drew upon when planning and writing their own Legend. This strategy is again very simple to slot into your everyday practice as it simply provides a scaffold for children to organise ideas that we are already asking them to produce, it just makes the organisation part a little more explicit. This has certainly helped to improve the children’s vital information processing skills as they are actively sorting, classifying, sequencing, comparing and contrasting, and analysing part/whole relationships. 
To reinforce the whole school commitment to this approach, we have introduced whole school ‘thinking’ assemblies where we often introduce new resources that they may come across in the classroom and use story telling as means of exemplifying the importance of the 5 R’s in ‘real life’. Personally, I feel that this has been one of the most successful strategies as it unites our children in recognising our common gaol.  Our most recent success has been a weekly ‘Good Thinking’ certificate for one child in each class. This celebrates achievement during the process of learning, not the end product.
The involvement of parents is something we have found to be very powerful too. We are sharing our ‘vision’ with the parents of one class and explaining to them what skills we were aiming to develop: confidence; enquiry skills; independence; and reflection skills.  We invited parents to join their child in a Let’s Think lesson in school at the end of the year. The response was phenomenal and we were lucky enough to get some very positive feedback. One parent wrote, ‘I was amazed at how well the class worked together as a whole, showing maturity and their respect for other people’s ideas and opinions was outstanding’. Another explained that their child, ‘was now able to accept her differences and take pride in those idiosyncrasies and is able to recognise and value the same in others’. As you know, evidencing and monitoring impact of thinking development can be problematic and this has proved to be a wonderful way to gain a different perspective on the effect of our work in school. We are now inviting parents to join in ‘thinking’ lessons with their children in KS1 too and hope to set this up with the whole school. 
Although we have come a long way, our journey is far from complete. After a recent Ofsted inspection, we were commended very highly for adopting this approach and weaving it so tightly into our curriculum. Our inspection report reflects this: 
‘A significant positive feature of lessons is the way teachers provide opportunities for pupils to engage in their learning through talk. As a result, pupils develop very well as learners, demonstrating the facility to think critically and reflectively. They work well together and are very well motivated by the work provided.’
‘Pupils' good attainment together with good behaviour and positive attitudes to learning reflect the good extent to which they are acquiring skills that will enable them to contribute to their future economic well-being.’

‘A key feature is the way in which pupils are given opportunities to engage in their learning through discussion and reflection. Time to think prior to articulating a considered response enhances learning and accentuates the progress made by all pupils.’

‘The school provides a range of memorable experiences and rich opportunities for high-quality learning and wider personal development and well-being. The focus on thinking skills across the school is providing pupils with opportunities to reflect and challenge their own views in a range of situations. This is supporting learning and promoting well-balanced individuals with a desire to learn.’
We were also graded outstanding for our curriculum. We have taken great confidence from this and have begun planning the next phase of our development. In September this year, we are aiming to re-launch our Philosophy for Children lessons, explore ways to use the De Bono thinking hats in KS1 and KS2 to further develop analysis skills and to use the Bloom’s taxonomy more rigorously to help teachers to plan more opportunities for application, synthesis and evaluation. All of which, we are confident, will have a huge impact on the children’s attainment and social development. 
Overall, we have found the key to our success to be to introduce small new strategies gradually and involve all staff in the development of each new idea. By planning in time for staff to trial new things in their own classrooms and then discuss success and tweaks together, we have made sure that any new strategies and ideas are ‘Welton friendly’! This has enabled our new practice to fit and work cohesively in each year group, yet work coherently as a whole school approach. We can’t forget the children’s role in our development. We are lucky enough to have a wonderful set of children who embrace and welcome new ideas and whose thoughts and opinions we always call on when make new developments. After making it explicit to my class that this was important to our school they have been a huge part of this development. They are always coming up with new ideas that I would never have come up with! For example, splitting our W (what we have learnt) section of our KWHL grids into two section: What skills we have learnt; What knowledge we have learnt. 

The impact has not been restricted to our school alone. I have been lucky enough to work with the other schools in our primary cluster to lead the development of Thinking and Learning skills and more closely with the Local Education Authority as a Leading Teacher of Cognitive Acceleration. Although we are still in the early days of this development, the response from staff in the primary cluster has been overwhelmingly positive. The shared vocabulary has been introduced and they too are seeing the positive impact on the children’s learning across the curriculum. As part of this post, I have also been working alongside our local Secondary School to establish some continuity and more progression of thinking and learning skills from Primary to Secondary phase. The Personal, Learning and Thinking Skills (PLTs) is such an integral part of the KS3/4 curriculum and as well as sharing our strategies with them, we have a lot to learn from our Secondary colleagues too. 
After the astounding results that we have experienced at Welton, we would love to see other schools take on board some of the strategies that we have found so successful. We always welcome visit from staff who would like to develop this approach in their own schools and hold ‘taster sessions’ each half term to give teachers the chance to see a Let’s Think lesson ‘in action’ – probably the most powerful way for you to see the benefits of this approach. If you would like to come and see what we are doing at Welton or would like to find out more, please contact me via our school website. 
Miss Laura Kilvington

Leading teacher of Thinking and Learning Skills

