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Foreword

Six Intellectual Characters 

in Search of an Author

Intellectual character is a very natural idea. Look at who you know,
directly or through the media, and you will find plenty of vivid intel-
lectual characters. It is these characters, their presence, their vitality,
their commitment, that suggest the general concept of intellectual
character and make it persuasive at the same time.

One of my favorite intellectual characters, one I knew well before
I ever thought to make a particular study of the nature of thinking, is
Sherlock Holmes. Fictional, to be sure, but he walks through a foggy
London with more presence than Mick Jagger, who is certainly not an
intellectual character. Sherlock Holmes is an embodiment of the
observant and analytical mind directed to a particular end. In one of
Arthur Conan Doyle’s stories, Holmes shocks Watson by confessing
that he does not know whether the moon rotates around Earth or vice
versa. How can a man with such a mind as Holmes lack such a trivial
piece of information? Because, Holmes explains to Watson, he has
turned his mind in a particular direction, with ample room in it for
esoteric data about types of soil and cigarette ash.

Perhaps it is not fair to turn to fictional characters, authorial con-
structions that they are, but a look at the real world reveals plenty to
choose from as well. Another favorite of mine is Marie Curie, discov-
erer of the elements polonium and radium. Curie brought not only 
a powerful intellect to her inquiries but also an almost frightening
dedication. The isolation of radium required endless days of back-
breaking toil with pots of pitchblende, the mineral that contained
traces of the evasive element, and Marie Curie and her husband toiled
like stevedores to isolate radium and prove their case.
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If we are turning to scientists, many others suggest themselves.
Surely one of the most vivid exemplars of world-class intellectual
character in recent times was Richard Feynman, with his obsessive
curiosity about almost everything. Physics was his center of gravity
but hardly his only interest, as evidenced by the well-known episode
toward the end of his life when he pursued a correspondence about
and planned an expedition to explore Tuva and Tuvan throat singers
in Central Asia.

Science is hardly the only place to look for people who embody
intellectual character. In the arts, the most obvious choice is Leonardo
da Vinci. But perhaps this is too easy an election. Indeed, he could
count nicely for both science and the arts. Wandering a little further,
let me confess to a particular affinity for the U.S. poet Emily Dickin-
son. No doubt it seems odd to think of Dickinson, as represented
through her works, in terms of intellectual character. Most people do
not think of poetry as an intellectual pursuit, although certainly it is
an intellectually demanding one. Besides its passion, Dickinson’s
poetry reveals a strong intellectual character in two ways. First, it rou-
tinely deals with very general and fundamental things: the nature of
faith, of life and death, of fear and hope. It is, that is to say, philo-
sophical. Second, her poetry quite deals with how we know things
through perception and logic and other means; it is epistemological.
Consider this witty pair of lines:

Tell all the Truth but tell it slant—
Success in Circuit lies

As for a sixth intellectual character, again from the arts, who bet-
ter than Luigi Pirandello, author of the play Six Characters in Search
of an Author. In a 1925 essay on the composition of Six Characters,
Pirandello (1952) reveals something of his own intellectual character.
He confesses that the characters around which he built the play pre-
sented themselves to him and would not go away, although he could
not, indeed did not care to, make something of a more conventional
play out of them. He relates how the shape of the play grew in his
mind over time, reminding me of what many artists in many media
have said about the dialogue between themselves and the work under
way, which often seems to have a mind of its own. He confesses to
being a philosophical writer, trying to express a complex idea discov-

xvi FOREWORD



ered along the way rather than formed in advance, “the deceit of
mutual understanding irremediably founded on the empty abstrac-
tion of the words, the multiple personality of everyone correspond-
ing to the possibilities of being to be found in each of us, and finally
the inherent tragic conflict between life (which is always moving and
changing) and form (which fixes it, immutable)” (p. 367).

To illustrate intellectual characters, I’ve brought on stage figures
with a public presence for my six, figures from Sherlock Holmes to
Pirandello, and would have no trouble introducing private figures,
people whom I know and have known for a long time, except that I
would not want to embarrass anyone either by selection or neglect.
However, look about you. I’m sure you will find, as I easily do, that
you know a number of individuals with strong and distinctive intel-
lectual characters.

People with intellectual character we have in plenty, but so what?
What does it matter? It matters as a lesson about our views of the
nature of intelligence and good thinking. Looking across a vast litera-
ture, one finds that science, philosophy, and education have proved
considerably more adroit at recommending how to think well than at
explaining why people so often don’t do so. Science, philosophy, and
education all recommend, and for good reason, practices like break-
ing set, seeking evidence on the other side of the case, avoiding hasty
decisions, and on and on, an extended litany of good cognitive coun-
sel directed to conspicuous shortfalls in everyday thinking. The advice
would not be so vehement were the lapses not so common. Yet how
are we to understand these lapses? Most accounts of thinking and
intelligence are abilities-centric. The usual way of understanding
shortfalls turns to lack of ability, either raw mental capacity or appro-
priate skills and strategies, and the usual remedy looks to training the
mind with appropriate skills and strategies. And a certain amount of
this is all right. Skills and strategies can make your tennis game bet-
ter, why not your thinking game?

However, a good deal of evidence shows that the abilities-centric
explanation for shortfalls does not tell the whole story, nowhere near.
A number of studies, some of them undertaken as part of a research
program I’ve conducted for years, joined by Ron Ritchhart and other
colleagues, show that people are quite able to think considerably 
better than they do. They just don’t get around to it. If it’s not lack of
ability, how can we understand this sort of lapse?
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We could view it as a problem of lack of character—intellectual
character. After all, character in general concerns not what people are
able to do as such but how they invest their efforts within the scope
of what they are able to do, whether they keep their word, persist in
challenging endeavors, and so on. Roughly, character is not a matter
of ability but commitment. So with intellectual character: it basically
has to do not with how smart people are but how they invest their
intelligence, with what commitment to imagination, evidence,
inquiry, fairness, and the like. Another way to make the same point
is to speak of thinking dispositions, which refer to how people are
disposed to invest the intellectual resources that they have. In sum-
mary, intellectual character offers a kind of explanatory missing link,
a way of understanding widespread bias and lack of imagination in
thinking and learning that cannot be understood sufficiently in terms
of ability.

The world of fiction is populated by good and bad characters. The
good characters, like Sherlock Holmes, give us someone to root for,
and the bad characters, like Professor Moriarty, make things interest-
ing. And of course, there are the vexed characters, perhaps the most
interesting of all, with their sweet strengths and pungent weaknesses.
Indeed, Holmes himself had conspicuous weaknesses, such as his pen-
chant to relax with drugs. What we generally do not encounter in fic-
tion is the lack of character, the emphatically nondescript.

Yet with the challenge of intellectual character in mind, this is just
what we do find in the real world, in many casual conversations, work-
ing relationships, newscasts, political speeches, newspaper editorials,
and more. The problem is not so much bad intellectual character as
simple lack of intellectual character. It’s not so much that the world is
full of dedicated anti-intellectuals out to ignore evidence, think along
narrow tracks, sustain prejudices, promulgate falsehood, and so on—
for this is what would count as starkly bad intellectual character—as it
is that the common lot is to be neither here nor there, neither high
nor low, neither strong nor weak, in fact mediocre in the Latin root
sense of medius, middle, without much distinctive intellectual char-
acter at all. In a way, that’s unfortunate. More intellectual villainy
would at least give those of us concerned with education more drama
and comedy to energize our efforts.

So we have six intellectual characters in search of an author. And
on top of that, because intellectual character, even bad intellectual
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character, seems to be widely lacking, we have intellectual character
itself in search of an author. That would be Ron Ritchhart, author of
this volume, longtime friend, colleague, and fellow researcher into
the mysteries of mind and education, who will engage and regale you
with a very different way of looking at good thinking and flexible
intelligence—what they are, where they come from, and how perhaps
learning and education could help people to get more of them.

Harvard Graduate School of Education DAVID PERKINS

Cambridge, Massachusetts
August 2001
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Preface

I learned early in my school career that thinking could get you into
trouble. From missing my turn in round-robin reading because I
became preoccupied with the story to puzzling over the workings of
an algebra equation while the rest of the class moved on, I quickly dis-
cerned that school was more about style than substance, breadth than
depth, and speed above all else. And like most of my peers, I learned
that being smart meant having the answers readily at one’s disposal,
not having to work too hard to solve problems, and finishing your
work before the rest of the class.

No doubt many students today continue to experience school in
much the way I did: as an encounter that often denies one’s natural
intelligence and curiosity, as an act that serves to bind rather than free
the mind, and as an institution that treats “creative intellect as myste-
rious, devious, and irritating” (Henry, 1963, p. 287). It is even possi-
ble that today’s students feel more of a burden than I did growing up.
In households where what-every-child-needs-to-know books fill the
shelf, some students today may find that the pressure to acquire dis-
crete bits of knowledge extends beyond the school door into the
home, squeezing out opportunities to develop original questions and
to cultivate their more diverse patterns of thinking.

But this is neither a book about the pathology of schools and the
intellectual sparseness of classrooms nor a treatise on the costs of soci-
ety’s preoccupation with the acquisition of skills and knowledge. As
important and engaging as these issues are, this is well-worn terrain,
traveled by educational philosophers, theorists, and reformers who
have gone before me.1 Rather than chronicling the generally low level

xxi

Q



of expectations for thinking in classrooms, this book explores a new
and more hopeful vision of education as the development of students’
intellectual character. What if education were less about acquiring
skills and knowledge and more about cultivating the dispositions and
habits of mind that students will need for a lifetime of learning, prob-
lem solving, and decision making? What if education were less con-
cerned with the end-of-year exam and more concerned with who
students become as a result of their schooling? What if we viewed
smartness as a goal that students can work toward rather than as
something they either have or don’t? Reenvisioning education in this
way implies that we will need to rethink many of our well-accepted
methods of instruction. We will need to look beyond schools as train-
ing grounds for the memory and focus more on schooling as an encul-
turative process that cultivates dispositions of thinking.

In conducting the research for this book, that is precisely what I set
out to do: to look beyond the norm of schooling and to explore class-
rooms where promoting rigorous, high-end thinking is an ongoing
priority. By spending a year with a group of teachers adept at creating
thoughtful classroom environments—that is, classrooms that are lit-
erally full of thought and actively cultivate students’ thinking—I
sought to learn from examples of best practice. My goal was not to
evaluate these classrooms or to understand a particular program of
instruction but to uncover the ways in which these skilled teachers
enculturated students into patterns of thinking and, in the process,
nurtured what I call students’ intellectual character. Intellectual char-
acter, a term I appropriated from my colleague Shari Tishman and
others, refers to the overarching conglomeration of habits of mind,
patterns of thought, and general dispositions toward thinking that not
only direct but also motivate one’s thinking-oriented pursuits.2

Educational reform efforts—and today’s standards movement is
no exception—always place great emphasis on the written curriculum
appearing in teachers’ guides, frameworks, and scope and sequence
charts. But thinking dispositions and intellectual character develop
largely through the implicit curriculum (Eisner, 1994). Through the
daily routines, expectations, encouragement, and relationships of the
classroom, students develop ideas about what is expected of them, the
nature of knowledge, and what it means to think and to be smart.
Through observations and interviews in classrooms, I set out to un-
cover the hidden or implicit curriculum being conveyed by the teach-
ers I studied. By observing in each classroom from the first days of
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school, I strove to understand how teachers went about sending mes-
sages to students about what types of thinking they valued and
expected. I wanted to understand how teachers established a class-
room culture that actively promotes not just students’ ability to think
but their disposition to think. My interviews with the teachers sought
to uncover the teachers’ own thinking about thinking: What, for them,
does it mean to think? Of what does thinking consist? What makes a
good thinker? Through teachers’ answers to these and other questions,
I learned what types of thinking each teacher valued and sought to
nurture in his or her students.

Although the basic goals of my research were to better understand
how teachers cultivate students’ disposition to think and what makes
them effective teachers of thinking, my hope is that the stories of these
teachers, their practice, and their beliefs will do more than that. In this
age of standards, high-stakes exams, curricular frameworks, and ac-
countability, I hope that the discussion of intellectual character and
the vivid examples of students’ learning and thinking presented here
will raise questions about what it means to be educated. I hope that
the stories of teachers told in this book will help us as educators
rethink what it means to be a good or effective teacher and question
some of our cherished and ingrained teaching habits. I hope that these
pictures of practice will cause us to examine the hidden or implicit
curriculum that we are teaching through our daily routines and inter-
actions. Finally, I hope that the work of these six wonderful teachers
will serve to inspire parents, teachers, and other educators as we go
about the task of nurturing intellectual character both in ourselves
and in others.

To achieve these many goals and honor the fact that this is a report
of research, I have chosen to write this book in a format that departs
somewhat from the dominant scholarly tradition while still trying to
maintain its integrity. First, my interpretive voice as a researcher is
clearly present throughout the work. Rather than hide my perspective
and passions in an effort at objectivity, I am fully present in the writ-
ing, sharing my experiences as a teacher and my impressions as a
researcher. I have sought to balance my interpretive voice with lengthy
accounts of teachers’ instruction, which provide opportunities for
readers to make their own interpretations about what is going on in
these classrooms. Consequently, it is important for you as a reader to
play an active role in making sense of and generalizing from the exam-
ples of practice provided. Only you can decide what evidence rings

Preface xxiii



true for you in your teaching situation and which practices seem
transportable and adaptable to your setting. Finally, I include the
voices of the teachers themselves, when appropriate, as yet another
interpretive voice.

Keeping with the scholarly tradition, Part One of the book begins
with some theoretical grounding. In Chapter One, I explore the ques-
tion and role of ideals in education. What are we teaching for? When
we reframe the goals of education, how does that change the way we
look at the process of schooling and methods of instruction? In Chap-
ter Two, I introduce the concept of intellectual character and explore
how a dispositional view of intelligence departs from standard abilities-
based views of what it means to be smart. I then examine the specific
dispositions that seem most important and worthy of consideration
in guiding our thinking about intellectual character. Chapter Three
looks at how it is that dispositions operate in the world. The model of
dispositions presented here provides a theoretical grounding for
understanding how teachers’ indirect instruction actually supports
dispositional development.

In Part Two of the book, I focus on the findings from my research
into teachers and their practice. Each chapter focuses on an impor-
tant element of teaching related to the development of intellectual
character. Chapter Four examines how teachers go about establishing
a classroom culture that promotes the thinking dispositions they
value. This chapter portrays examples from individual classrooms to
describe how teachers establish norms and create a foundation for
thinking early in the school year. For those thinking about beginning
new schools or new school years, these pictures of students’ first days
in the classroom will be very instructive. Chapter Five focuses on the
role of routines in the enculturative process. Specifically, I introduce
the idea of thinking routines. Throughout this chapter, teachers will
find many specific practices and techniques that they can readily apply.
Chapter Six looks at how teachers use language to prompt, prime, and
pattern the thinking of students. I explore the actual language of
thinking itself and the uses of language as a tool for thinking. Chap-
ter Seven returns to the idea of a culture of thinking and looks at what
it takes to sustain such a culture. I present eight cultural forces as the
foundational elements that work together to establish the culture of
any classroom. These cultural forces can be valuable tools for anyone
trying to understand classrooms as learning environments.
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Part Three of the book moves the discussion from the research to
an exploration of ways that educators can make the development of
students’ intellectual character a reality in the settings in which they
work. Chapter Eight examines the foundations of teaching for intel-
lectual character by looking at how teachers’ goals, values, beliefs, and
knowledge about thinking affect their teaching. Chapter Nine presents
three big lessons from my research about teaching for intellectual
character. I examine the implications of these lessons for individual
teachers as well as the education community. Chapter Ten is a very
practical guide for those interested in exploring more about what it
means to teach for intellectual character. I include specific exercises,
questions, strategies, and advice.

For those interested in the research process itself, I have provided
a methodological appendix. The Appendix provides information
about how I selected the teachers for the study and went about col-
lecting and analyzing data. The Appendix also addresses the issue of
validity in my findings, providing information about how I checked
my assumptions and worked to get the story of these teachers right. I
hope the Appendix will be useful to my research colleagues as they
think of ways to extend and improve on my research and carry the
exploration and examination of intellectual character further.

Cambridge, Massachusetts RON RITCHHART

October 2001

Preface xxv





Acknowledgments

This work would not have been possible without all the assistance, guid-
ance, and encouragement I received along the way. My colleagues at
Harvard Project Zero did much to shape my thinking about these ideas.
David Perkins and Shari Tishman in particular stand out in this regard.
Dennie Palmer Wolf and Martha Stone Wiske were helpful in guiding
the research that forms the foundation of this book. The research it-
self was made possible in part through the generosity of the Spencer
Foundation. Much needed encouragement, support, and advice came
from the many wonderful educators who read chapters in progress and
assured me I had something that would benefit education, among them
Eileen Anderson, Laura Benson, Betsy Berry, Mark Church, Randy
Comfort, Jim Reese, Connie Weber, and Leslie Yenkin. Seana Moran’s
editorial assistance helped to make the expression of my ideas clearer,
and Karen Uminski worked diligently to pull the loose ends of the
manuscript together. Throughout the process, my partner, Kevon, gave 
me the time, space, and support I needed to make this book a reality.
I can’t thank him enough for his ongoing generosity and love.

Finally, this work would not have been possible without the six
extraordinary teachers who let me into their classrooms and gave so
generously of their time. In many ways, teaching is a private perfor-
mance seen only by the teacher and his or her students. I appreciate
the willingness of these six teachers to make their practice public by
exposing themselves and their teaching to me as an outsider. Each
shares a commitment to teaching and to students that makes me
proud to call them colleagues.

R.R.

xxvii

Q





The Author

RON RITCHHART is a research associate at Project Zero, Harvard
Graduate School of Education. Ritchhart earned his Ed.D. degree
(2000) in human development and psychology from Harvard Univer-
sity. Prior to attending Harvard, he earned an M.A. degree (1990) in
curriculum and instruction from the University of Colorado at 
Denver and a B.S. degree (1982) in education from Indiana University.

Before joining the Project Zero research group, Ritchhart taught
for fourteen years in Colorado, Indiana, and New Zealand. He has
taught middle school mathematics and elementary school, and he
has served as a mathematics coordinator. In 1993, he received the
Presidential Award for Excellence in Secondary Mathematics Teach-
ing. Ritchhart also helped initiate the Math Project at the Public Edu-
cation Business Coalition in Denver and taught math and science
methods in the Initial Teacher Certification Program at the Univer-
sity of Denver.

Ritchhart is a 1999–2000 recipient of the Spencer Dissertation 
Fellowship for his work on thinking dispositions, mindfulness, and
thoughtful learning environments. He has written numerous articles
about this work and other work concerning issues of understanding
and effective teaching that have appeared in publications such as
Educational Psychology Review, the Journal of Social Issues, the Roeper
Review, Teaching Children Mathematics, and Think. Ritchhart is 
the author of several books on teaching mathematics, including
Pythagoras’s Bow Tie and Through Mathematical Eyes.

Currently, Ritchhart is principal investigator for the Creative Class-
room Project and coprincipal investigator, with David Perkins and

xxix

Q



Shari Tishman, for the Innovating with Intelligence Project. The Cre-
ative Classroom Project investigates innovative practices that teachers
use to develop learning environments that support students’ creativity,
understanding, and high-end thinking. Each year, the project produces
a video and study guide highlighting these teaching practices. The
Innovating with Intelligence Project develops materials that help
teachers foster students’ thinking dispositions through the exploration
of six thinking ideals: truth, beauty, imagination, understanding, fair-
ness, and self-direction.

When not working as a researcher, Ritchhart draws inspiration
from working with teachers and spending time in classrooms around
the world.

xxx THE AUTHOR



Intellectual Character





P A R T  O N E

The Case for 
Intellectual Character





C H A P T E R  O N E

Failing at Smart
Or What’s an Education For?

A few years ago, I attended a conference entitled
“Teaching for Intelligence.” The conference had been an annual event
for several years, bringing together leading educators interested in
promoting and realizing a vision of education designed to bring out
the best in all students’ thinking. This particular year, the school
superintendent from the host city addressed the conference. Unfor-
tunately, as he spoke, it became clear that he was unfamiliar with his
audience and hadn’t given his opening comments much advance
thought. He casually remarked that “Teaching for Intelligence”
seemed like a rather vague title for a conference. “After all,” he
remarked, “what else would we be teaching for?” His remaining com-
ments were unremarkable, but this question, and the rhetorical way
it was framed, has stuck with me.

What else would we be teaching for if not intelligence? It is a ques-
tion I find worthy of considerable attention. Is teaching for intelli-
gence, that is, teaching with the goal of making students smarter, such
a cornerstone of our educational systems that we can take it for
granted? Is it a goal that parents, students, teachers, and the rest of the
community readily recognize and embrace? Is making students
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4 INTELLECTUAL CHARACTER

smarter a mission that directs our work in schools in a substantive
way? Or is there more fuzziness around our goals for education? Do
we, as educators and citizens concerned with education, even know
what we are teaching for? What other competing goals are capturing
our attention?

In this chapter, I take up these questions to lay a foundation for
what is to come in the rest of this book. Before we can examine the
idea of intellectual character and what it might mean for teachers and
learners to embrace it, we first need clarity on where we currently are
with regard to our educational goals. What is it that most schools and
teachers are, in fact, teaching for? Why? To what effect? By under-
standing where we stand now and how we got there, we can then take
up the issue of what it is we should be teaching for. What kinds of
goals and ideals do we need to shape education and the future of our
children? Only once we identify them will we be in a position to
explore how we can go about making those goals a reality in our
schools.

WHERE ARE WE?
A Look at the Current State of Teaching

Karen White (a pseudonym) begins the year with textbook perfec-
tion.1 She is a model of organization and classroom management,
conveying a strong sense of authority and confidence as she guides
students through the rules and procedures of the classroom. Posters
on the wall proclaim the expectations of the classroom—be polite, be
prompt, be prepared, and be productive—and Karen enforces these
rules immediately, dealing with interruptions and recording tardiness
in her grade book as needed. With a minute-by-minute schedule on
the board, Karen carefully walks the class through her rules and expec-
tations.

This focus on rules, expectations, and procedures dominates the
first week of class, and Karen lets students know that there is no ambi-
guity or wiggle room within the parameters she has set. In these first
days, Karen wants students to know that it is their efforts that shape
their success in her class, what she calls earned success. To get this mes-
sage across, Karen provides constant feedback on students’ work per-
formance, posting students’ percentage grades beside the front door
of the classroom on a weekly basis. For one student, the importance
of work is driven home on the fourth day of school when Karen



informs him that she is missing two of his assignments and that he
has a zero in her grade book. When the student protests that he just
joined the class and that this is only his second day, Karen cheerfully
replies that she knows and that she just wanted to let him know so that
he could complete the work and turn it in. The student seems unclear
about why this missed work is significant or why he should have to
make it up.

Throughout her instruction during these first days, Karen contin-
ually and quite effectively communicates the importance of students
doing their work. Although this is a worthwhile message, at times it
seems to eclipse any effort students might make to develop under-
standing. The result is a classroom in which students complete work
rather than learn. Although Karen mentions understanding, thinking,
reflection, and metacognition (thinking about thinking) as important,
students never engage in these practices in a way that imbues them
with any meaning. When Karen asks students to write reflections, the
focus is on reviewing the day’s activities or recording one’s feelings
about those activities. Reading students’ journals, Karen has the op-
portunity to challenge students’ thinking and gently nudge it in a more
substantive direction. However, Karen tends to be drawn more to the
affective issues that students write about than to the content of their
thinking. It is also difficult for Karen to substantively comment on the
journals given the time she allots: she reads thirty-five journals in just
ten minutes. As a result, her comments mostly take the form of
acknowledgments or encouragement: “Great,” “Interesting,” “Nice.”
Thus, she acknowledges the effort but only superficially addresses the
substance of students’ reflection.

Although her teaching may seem extreme, even a stereotype, Karen
is a real teacher with real students. Her teaching represents a picture of
teaching practice that many will recognize and already embrace. I dare-
say that the superintendent who addressed attendees of the conference
entitled “Teaching for Intelligence” probably would be content to pop-
ulate his schools with teachers like Karen, as would many administra-
tors and parents. In fact, Karen’s methods are deemed so worthy 
of emulation by her colleagues and supervisors that she leads her dis-
trict’s program for new teachers and is sought after by teachers in train-
ing as a student teacher supervisor. Karen may not be your typical
teacher; however, she represents what for many is the ideal. Although
her teaching is neither state of the art nor status quo, it is considered
the standard that many would have us achieve.
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If you’re not convinced that Karen’s practice represents a model to
which most teaching is pushed, take a look at Doug Tucker’s situation.
Doug is a new teacher, full of enthusiasm and dedication. Like Karen,
he’s interested in promoting students’ thinking, but he’s also trying to
learn and follow the norms of teaching that Karen has already mas-
tered. Consequently, Doug feels pressure to spend a lot of his first days
reviewing school rules and going over class expectations. This takes
the form of reading to students directly from the school handbook.
This early emphasis on rules and discipline is a major focus for all
teachers in the school, because the principal expects this consistency.
In one class, a student even comments, “We’ve been doing this all day.
We get it already.” At times, the days spent going over these rules feel
oppressive to me as an observer. What do students make of this pre-
occupation with discipline? Does this emphasis make them feel that
they cannot be trusted? That they are among classmates who can’t be
trusted? That obeying the rules is the major thrust of school and more
important than learning?

WHAT ARE WE TEACHING FOR?
Given that this is the vision many policymakers, parents, and teach-
ers have of good teaching, what does such a model say about what we
are teaching for? If Karen represents some kind of prototype of in-
structional efficiency, what is the aim of that efficiency? To be sure,
Karen’s and Doug’s instruction provides their students with a lot.
Their caring, cheerfulness, and good humor provide students with an
approachable teacher who will support and nurture them in any ad-
versity. Their consistency provides a smooth-running classroom in
which students who want to participate can. And their textbook
instruction provides students with the basic skills, a foundation, and
often the confidence to continue in their studies. However, when we
look behind this instruction to the messages it conveys to students
about learning, another picture emerges. These types of teaching
actions tell students that school and learning are basically dreary tasks
that they must approach in a workmanlike manner. The overriding
message is this: do the work, get the grade, and move on. Furthermore,
students are told that teachers do not trust them to engage in the work
of learning on their own, so they will carefully monitor the students’
actions. This is teaching for complacency, for orderliness, for depen-
dence, and for superficiality.

6 INTELLECTUAL CHARACTER



None of the classroom practices of teachers like Doug or Karen
precludes the development of students’ intelligence. Indeed, Doug
does much to engage students in thinking, as we will see later. How-
ever, like the superintendent at the beginning of this chapter, these
teachers might well assume that schooling naturally develops students’
intelligence, that it makes them smarter. But does it? If we take what
we might call smartness to be more than knowledge acquisition, to be
about who we are as problem solvers and decision makers respond-
ing to novel situations, then the outlook for students getting smarter
doesn’t look good. These kinds of beginning-of-the-year teaching
practices and the ones that follow from them do not contribute in any
significant way to making students smarter. The emphasis these prac-
tices place on work, rather than developing understanding and engag-
ing in thinking, makes it difficult for students to develop their
intellectual skills, let alone any sense of inclination and motivation
toward thinking and learning. Furthermore, teachers’ spoon-feeding
of discrete bits of knowledge impedes the development of students’
awareness of opportunities for thinking. Without rich opportunities
to develop one’s ability, to sharpen awareness, and to enhance an incli-
nation and motivation for thinking, it is difficult to get smarter.

The fact is that most schools today do not try to teach for intelli-
gence. Rather than working to change who students are as thinkers
and learners, schools for the most part work merely to fill them up
with knowledge. Although some may see intelligence as a natural by-
product of schooling, in reality the curriculum, instruction, and struc-
ture of schools do little to promote intelligence and may even impede
it in some cases. When one considers the current emphasis on high-
stakes testing and accountability, a more apt description of the mis-
sion of schools might be this: to promote the short-term retention of
discrete and arcane bits of knowledge and skills. If you think this is
too pessimistic a view, take a look at a current high school history,
geography, science, or math exam. Chances are that most adults
couldn’t pass these tests without a refresher course. Those of us with
a fair amount of education may recognize the questions as covering
familiar terrain but still not know many of the answers offhand—can
you still do a geometric proof? And yet, passing these kinds of exams
within a few months of being presented with the material is taken as
an indicator of mastery of the material, of meeting the standards.
However, the only standards being met concern one’s ability to do the
memory work of school. These standards do not begin to capture who
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students are becoming as thinkers and learners as a result of their
schooling.

WHAT SHOULD WE BE TEACHING FOR?
If we were to ask Karen and Doug, or any teacher for that matter, what
it is they are teaching for, we might very well be greeted by a puzzled
expression and a response like this one: “What do you mean what am
I teaching for? I’m teaching so that my students will do well on the
state test in the spring. I’m teaching to my district’s proficiencies and
standards. I’m trying to make sure kids are prepared for next year. I’m
also working to get through the textbook. Is that what you mean by
what I’m teaching for?”

Well, no. That’s not what I mean, and this confusion around the
question of what “teaching for” means is part of the problem. In edu-
cational circles, we’ve come to mistake curriculums, textbooks, stan-
dards, objectives, and tests as ends in themselves rather than as means
to an end. Where are these standards and objectives taking us? What
is the vision they are pointing toward? What purpose do they serve?

By way of analogy, consider what is involved in taking a long car
trip. We know that to get to our destination we have to drive a certain
number of miles. Furthermore, we know that our driving has to meet
certain standards of speed and safety as we progress on our way. How-
ever, when we get in the car, our excitement isn’t for the road or the
driving regulations, it is for our destination. In fact, it is usually only by
keeping our sights on our destination that we stay motivated to drive
the many miles and maintain the imposed standards. If truth be told,
in our excitement to reach our destination, we may even flaunt the
standards a bit from time to time, taking some liberty with the speed
limit perhaps. Saying that standards, textbooks, and tests are what we
are teaching for is like saying the point of our driving is to cover miles
of road safely within the posted speed limit. It is a trip without a des-
tination; it is teaching without a reason. Both are ultimately empty
and unsatisfying for the driver and the passengers alike.

When I ask, What is it that we are teaching for?, I’m trying to
uncover the destination we are aiming toward and the goals we are
striving for. What ideals guide us as we teach? This notion of ideals 
is at the very crux of the matter. Without ideals, we have nothing to
aim for as teachers. We have no destination. Donald Arnstine (1995,
pp. 22–23) captures well the importance of ideals to education: “Ideals
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keep us going when the world seems oppressive and unrewarding.
They embody our values, our hopes, our deepest beliefs. Specific
enough to aim at, ideals are broad enough to allow some freedom of
action. While often personal, ideals can be shared with others because
their breadth has room for disagreement about the actions they imply.
In this way ideals unite people in common efforts without dictating
what their behavior must be. The openendedness of ideals makes it
possible to share them, and thus makes possible distinctively human
communities.”

Unlike standards, ideals can’t be tested. We can’t check them off or
set a threshold of performance that must be met. However, ideals can
do something that standards cannot: they can motivate, inspire, and
direct our work. It is the difference between watching the road beneath
our feet and keeping our sights on the mountain growing ever closer
before us.

So what ideals are worth setting our sights on when it comes to
education? What kinds of strivings are deserving of our time and
energy? To answer that, we need to look at what an education can rea-
sonably accomplish. When all is said and done, when the last test is
taken, what will stay with a student from his or her education? Mem-
ories, certainly. Treasured experiences, positive relationships, mean-
ingful interactions, yes. But what about the knowledge and skills
teachers have worked so hard to impart? Surprisingly, we don’t have
much evidence that these have a very long shelf life (Arnstine, 1995;
Semb & Ellis, 1994). So what sticks? What kind of learning lasts
beyond a given year that we can grab hold of to guide our vision? I
contend that what stays with us from our education are patterns: pat-
terns of behavior, patterns of thinking, patterns of interaction. These
patterns make up our character, specifically our intellectual character.
Through our patterns of behavior, thinking, and interaction, we show
what we are made of as thinkers and learners. Schools can do much
to shape and influence these patterns. This is the kind of long-term
vision we need for education: to be shapers of students’ intellectual
character.

MOVING FORWARD
So why are we failing at smart? Why aren’t schools doing a better job
not of imparting knowledge and helping students attain the stan-
dards but of helping students become better thinkers? First, we need
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to recognize that it isn’t merely a problem of not having the right
materials or methods in place. We aren’t just doing things the wrong
way, which is not to say that new methods aren’t needed. Indeed,
much of this book is about exploring the successful methods and
practices that teachers can use to nurture students’ intellectual char-
acter. But new methods alone won’t suffice. The root of the problem
is that we are teaching the wrong thing. We don’t have our sights set
on providing students with an education that develops their intelli-
gence. We’ve misplaced precisely the kind of ideal that can lead and
motivate us. This book is about that ideal: the ideal of intellectual
character.

What does it mean to teach for intellectual character? What does it
look like in practice? How can we get started on the process, particu-
larly given all the other demands placed on educators? These are the
questions that have been at the heart of my work for the past seven
years. They are also at the heart of this book. I’ve struggled with these
questions as conceptual and theoretical issues, looking at them from
psychological, sociological, and philosophical perspectives. I share this
theoretical grounding in the first part of this book by way of defining
just what I mean by intellectual character, what I think it includes, and
how I think it develops. I’ve also explored these questions from a prac-
tical perspective by spending time in classrooms where teachers are,
in fact, teaching for intellectual character. This research forms the bulk
of this book, and for most readers, I suspect these pictures of actual
classroom practice will be among the most engaging and useful
aspects of this work.

There are somewhere in the neighborhood of 3.5 million teachers
in the United States, most of whom teach multiple classes of students,
creating well over 10 million classrooms for possible study.2 I chose
to focus the research for this book on just six. Why? What can an
examination of only six classrooms hope to tell us about the develop-
ment of intellectual character? Although large-scale educational sur-
veys can be useful in spotting broad trends and identifying variables
that appear to affect educational outcomes, more in-depth, close-to-
the-classroom investigations serve to illuminate the specifics of teach-
ing and learning. Rather than identifying a set of practices associated
with a specific outcome, an inquiry based on the close study and
description of a few specific cases helps us to better understand the
nature of a particular phenomenon. As Eudora Welty (1979, p. 129)
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has said and other authors have echoed, “One place comprehended
can make us understand other places better.”

That is precisely the kind of understanding that I am after in this
book: an understanding that can be useful in informing the practice
of individual teachers, in helping policymakers consider the impor-
tance of intellectual character as an ideal, and in guiding future
inquiry by other researchers. Unlike large-scale surveys or experi-
mental research, case studies do not identify causal links or provide
convincing evidence for choosing one approach, method, or program
over another. Those readers interested in such hard numbers will have
to look elsewhere. Case studies in general, and the particular research
I present here, might be better compared to a geographic expedition.
Such expeditions begin to map the terrain, pointing out both the
obstacles and the wonders to help us better apprehend the landscape.
The end result is not a set of directions that take you from point A to
point B. The outcome is more akin to a topological map that identi-
fies the most salient features of the terrain and highlights the routes
others have taken. Consequently, the journeys undertaken using such
a map will each be unique, reflecting as much the traveler’s interests
and desires as the landscape’s features. As you begin your personal
exploration of what it means to teach for intellectual character, I wish
you an engaging and fruitful journey.
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C H A P T E R  T W O

Rethinking Smart
The Idea of Intellectual Character

Walk into virtually any classroom and ask the stu-
dents there who the smartest kid in the class is, and within seconds
you are likely to get a set of convergent answers. So ingrained and uni-
versal are Western culture’s notions of what constitutes “smart” that
it makes little difference whether you enter a history class or a math
class, an elementary school or a high school; any member of the class
can quickly apply what we might call the smartness sieve to identify a
particular member as being smart. Although who is considered smart
may vary across contexts, the qualities being assessed tend to remain
remarkably consistent.

Such consensus of assessment is due largely to the fact that the
smartness sieve reflects a dominant cultural mind-set about the set of
attributes and qualities that make up intelligence. Chief among these
qualities tends to be one’s knowledge and skill level. Within a school
context, grades are used as a proxy for these qualities. Second, the ease
with which one acquires new skills and knowledge, what Aristotle
(1990, p. 122) termed a “quick wit,” is considered a factor. We can boil
this down to say that the smartness sieve entails an on-the-spot assess-
ment and ranking of each individual’s abilities, some general and some
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specific, and of his or her speed of learning. We might call this the Jeop-
ardy or game-show view of intelligence, in which the winners of the
intelligence game are always fast with the facts.

These two qualities, ability and speed, reflect not only our every-
day implicit theories of intelligence but the prevailing paradigm
within the field of intelligence as well.1 Throughout the ages, ability
and speed have been recurring and dominant themes in Western
notions of smartness, intelligence, and giftedness (Sternberg, 1990).
Most modern theories of intelligence reflect this focus and tend to be
centered around the identification of abilities. For instance, various
theories of intelligence have emphasized the presence of general men-
tal abilities, neural efficiency, cognitive processes, and specific skills
for thinking and learning.2 Even the most avant-garde theories of
intelligence, such as Howard Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences
(1983) or Daniel Goleman’s notion of emotional intelligence (1995),
are revolutionary chiefly in terms of which abilities they recognize as
important. This focus on abilities has come to dominate the way we
see the domain of intelligence: shaping the types of questions we ask
about smartness, influencing how we seek to measure it, and deter-
mining how we try to develop it.3 We are so steeped in the paradigm
of an abilities view of intelligence that we hardly notice it.

But this dominant notion of abilities is easily challenged if we allow
ourselves to step out of the schoolhouse environment and leave be-
hind the plethora of testing instruments, grades, and evaluations we
have become so accustomed to accepting as evidence of intelligence.
We can gain a new perspective and rethink what it means to be smart
by simply asking ourselves a few focused questions: What does in-
telligence look like in action? What are the qualities of thought and
characteristics of mind we expect to see when someone is acting intel-
ligently? What are the patterns of behavior and attitudes that we asso-
ciate with someone who acts smart?

These questions shift our attention from being smart to acting
smart. They move us from accepting intelligence as a state of posses-
sion to considering intelligence in terms of various states of perfor-
mance. Because these new questions are aimed at identifying what
intelligence looks like in the world, rather than in the artificial world
of school and testing, you are just as well equipped to ponder them
and pose possible answers as I am. In fact, my experience in talking
with parents, teachers, and students all over the world about what
intelligence really looks like tells me that our respective answers to
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these questions are likely to be quite similar. In this chapter, I invite
you to ponder the above set of questions about intelligence and to
rethink “smart” with me. In doing so, we’ll see how our answers can
shape a new view of intelligence. In the remainder of the chapter,
I’ll refine and sharpen this new vision of what it means to be smart,
drawing on the work of a variety of critical thinkers, philosophers, and
psychologists to identify some core attributes of intelligence in action.
But first let’s take a brief look at why traditional notions of intelligence
are insufficient for capturing what it means to be smart.

MISSING THE MARK WITH IQ
Our view of intelligence has been shaped largely by the use of testing
instruments, such as IQ, used to sort and classify students. Because
these tests do their job of identifying the haves and have-nots so well,
we’ve come to believe that intelligence really is a bounded entity, mea-
surable through a relatively small set of carefully identified questions.
After all, scoring well on these tests certainly seems to indicate that
one has the goods to do well in school. In fact, IQ scores have proven
to be rather good predictors of one’s future success both in and out of
school, an indication that the tests do in fact work. So where’s the
problem?

What Does IQ Predict?

Generally speaking, IQ is an excellent predictor of performance on
other similar measures of intelligence.4 IQ scores can predict scores
on vocabulary tests, on the Scholastic Aptitude Test, and even on many
of the nonstandardized tests students are likely to take on a regular
basis in schools. Furthermore, these measures tend to be good pre-
dictors of overall occupational achievement, particularly when such
achievement is tied to school performance. The problem with IQ tests
as predictors begins to emerge when we look at performance outside
of school. When we look at real-life day-to-day settings and contexts,
is IQ still a good predictor of behavior? Does smart on the test mir-
ror smart in the world? And what about the performance of the indi-
vidual versus the group? Studies of IQ’s predictive ability consider
group aggregates rather than individuals. When we look outside the



schoolhouse window to track the behavior of individuals in the world,
we can begin to see that the picture of intelligence painted by IQ is a
distorted one.5

In his book, The Millionaire Mind, Thomas Stanley (2000) at-
tempted to understand what set the highly financially successful apart
as a group. In the course of his interviews with these entrepreneurs
and businesspeople, he discovered something interesting. A common
trait among those he interviewed turned out to be their history of
mediocre school and test performance. Rather than having a superior
IQ, most interviewees reported being clearly middle range in their
abilities. Furthermore, many of these individuals were told as children
that they were not smart. Stanley reports, “During their formative
years, some authority figure such as a teacher, parent, guidance coun-
selor, employer, or aptitude-testing organization told them: You are
not intellectually gifted” (p. 88).

We see this same thing all the time, not just in business but in many
other arenas as well. Although some degree of IQ or school success
seems important in the political arena, such early measures do not
overly influence later career success. In fact, the populace is often wary
of politicians who appear to be too bookish or school smart. Voters
tend to have more confidence in what is often called street smarts and
the ability to communicate effectively with a wide range of people.
Artists, actors, and performers are another group in which success
seems poorly predicted by IQ and school performance. Gary Sinise,
known as a talented and versatile actor capable of totally embodying
a role, as he did when portraying the sergeant in the movie Forrest
Gump, made it out of high school only after attending an additional
semester and being granted a D by a sympathetic history teacher.

Even Richard Herrnstein and Charles Murray (1994), staunch
defenders of IQ as a predictor, present several examples of the failure
of IQ to predict on-the-job performance in their controversial book,
The Bell Curve, though they tend to downplay these instances. One
such case is of marines in technical jobs, such as radio repairmen, auto-
motive mechanics, and riflemen. Although the low-IQ workers scored
lower than their high-IQ counterparts on tests of job knowledge, their
performance on actual work samples was indistinguishable. To use
Herrnstein and Murray’s words, this represents a case of “complete con-
vergence” (p. 80), meaning that over time the cumulative effects of
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experience and the initial advantages afforded by a high IQ converge.
SAT scores represent another such case of convergence. These scores
tend to be good predictors of performance in the first year of college,
but their predictive power decreases as students’ experience of being
in college increases.

It is not that any of these individuals—entrepreneurs, political can-
didates, actors, artists, students, or marine technicians—aren’t intel-
ligent, only that abilities-based IQ measures fail to capture their
intelligence adequately or predict their performance in the world.
Being smart, the kind of inert intelligence measured by IQ and other
kinds of aptitude tests, simply is not the same thing as acting smart.

Static Intelligence Versus Intelligence in Action

Looking at the questions or tasks on a typical measure of intelligence,
we can begin to see why such measures fail to predict real-world per-
formance. Most test items lack what Robert Sternberg (1985) calls
“ecological validity” or real-world authenticity. There is a gap between
the kinds of mental moves called for in the context of our everyday
functioning and the thinking processes required for performance on
the carefully circumscribed tasks of an intelligence test. The test items
call for an extremely stripped-down version of mental functioning,
often necessitating the exercise of discrete skills in a decontextualized
setting. This gap between the demands of tests and the demands of
the real world is a standard criticism of most intelligence tests and has
led some critics to contend that test scores are highly influenced by
one’s test-taking competence and familiarity.6

The testing situation itself produces a similar kind of gap. Typically,
in testing situations, people are relatively free from distractions; there
is little else competing for their attention. In general, though certainly
not always, test takers tend to be motivated to try their best, and per-
formance requires isolated concentration in solving fairly well-defined
and clearly articulated tasks. When these conditions are met, it is not
unreasonable to assume that differences in test performance do in fact
reflect differences in abilities being measured. Whether or not these
abilities capture intelligence is debatable.7

In contrast to the content and context of abilities-based intelligence
tests, our intelligent functioning in the world tends to be much
messier. We routinely are required to screen out distractions, create
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our own motivation, frame problems for ourselves, and marshal the
requisite abilities needed to tackle, if not solve, the identified problem.
The daily demands of intelligent behavior call for much more than a
simple application of requested abilities, skills, and knowledge. It is
little wonder then that performance under the artificial and controlled
circumstances of a test would fail to predict our intellectual perfor-
mance in the wild.

It might be argued quite reasonably that the problem lies not with
the abilities-centered theories of intelligence themselves but with the
decontextualization of those abilities so endemic to the measures de-
signed to test intelligence. One could argue that what we really need
are better tests, not a new way of looking at intelligence. What would
the development of such a test require?

Problems that are more contextualized would certainly be in order,
problems that require the pooling of abilities perhaps. But is this
enough? In the world, we do not so much encounter problems directly
as we encounter problematic situations. For instance, a test might
require you to read a passage of text and ask you what evidence the
author provides in support of her position. In this situation, the prob-
lem task is clearly defined. However, in the real world, the situation is
not always so well delineated in terms of what action we must take. As
we go about our daily lives, we are more likely to encounter the more
open-ended and amorphous task of trying to understand a situation,
such as what is really happening in Afghanistan, and must make a
whole series of decisions about what specific aspects of the situation
to focus on, which sources to consult, and how to balance perspec-
tives, in addition to examining the supporting evidence in people’s
arguments. Within such situations, the actual problem or problems
must be detected, framed, and understood. We might try to capture
that in a test, but in doing so, it seems we have begun to transcend typ-
ical notions of ability. The kind of detection we are talking about here
is more than recognition and identification; it involves spotting oppor-
tunities. We might call it an attitude of awareness or a sensitivity to
occasions.

In the world, we also have to deal with motivational issues. Unfor-
tunately, our abilities do not always automatically activate themselves
when we face problem situations. For instance, when confronted with
an anomaly or mysterious situation, we sometimes completely pass it
over without giving it a second thought. It’s not that we don’t know
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how to ask questions, probe the situation, or carry out some form of
inquiry; it’s just that for some reason or another, we aren’t motivated
to do so. However, in our most intellectually active moments, we
engage our abilities fully and eagerly. Can we capture this motivational
dimension of intelligent performance in a test? This becomes more
difficult because it requires disentangling extrinsic, performance-
oriented motivation (the desire to do well on the test to get a high
score) from a more intrinsic, personally oriented form of motivation.
But more to the point, this type of inclination is clearly a departure
from what we normally think of as ability.

As this brief examination of real-world problem situations demon-
strates, intelligent performance is not just an exercise of ability. It is
more dispositional in nature in that we must activate our abilities and
set them into motion. Dispositions concern not only what we can do,
our abilities, but what we are actually likely to do, addressing the gap
we often notice between our abilities and our actions. As John Dewey
noted in his observations of the poor thinking of well-educated per-
sons, “Knowledge of methods alone will not suffice; there must be the
desire, the will to employ them. This desire is an affair of personal dis-
position” (1933, p. 30). This theme was picked up a half-century later
in Steven Covey’s popular book, The Seven Habits of Highly Effective
People (1989). Covey talks about the inadequacy of training people in
techniques while neglecting the development of the accompanying
character traits.

BEYOND ABILITY
The Idea of Intellectual Character

The concept of intellectual character is an attempt to move out of the
prevailing paradigm of abilities-based conceptions of intelligence. I
use the term intellectual character, borrowed from my colleague Shari
Tishman,8 as an umbrella term to cover those dispositions associated
with good and productive thinking. In contrast to viewing intelligence
as a set of capacities or even skills, the concept of intellectual charac-
ter recognizes the role of attitude and affect in our everyday cognition
and the importance of developed patterns of behavior. Intellectual
character describes a set of dispositions that not only shape but also
motivate intellectual behavior. We’ll look more closely at just which
dispositions seem most related to good thinking and intelligence a bit
later in this chapter.
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Intelligence as Characterological

This attitudinal and characterological dimension of thinking, although
not captured in traditional theories of intelligence, is well represented
in our everyday vocabulary of thinking. We regularly use words such
as curious, open-minded, decisive, systematic, skeptical, judicious, inquis-
itive, strategic, diligent, fair-minded, reflective, and deliberative to de-
scribe intelligent individuals. In doing so, we seek to acknowledge not
just an ability but the consistent deployment of that ability. In our ver-
nacular, we recognize “the body of habits, of active dispositions which
makes a man do what he does” (Dewey, 1933, p. 44).

We readily recognize the multidimensional nature of character,
which includes attitudes, beliefs, habits, sensitivities, inclinations, and
dispositions. Character also implies depth and permanence rather
than fleeting states. Most importantly, we have a natural sense of char-
acter as an animator of actions.

Dispositions and Character

As an overarching construct, the notion of intellectual character can
be understood only in terms of the thinking dispositions that give it
shape and meaning. But before we turn our attention to trying to
identify these specific dispositions, let me clarify my use of the term
disposition. Nearly a century ago, Dewey struggled with this same task
of finding a word to best express the underlying motivator and orga-
nizer of intelligent behavior: “But we need a word to express the kind
of human activity which is influenced by prior activity and in that
sense acquired; which contains within itself a certain ordering or sys-
tematization of minor elements of action; which is projective, dynamic
in quality, ready for overt manifestation; and which is operative in
some subdued subordinate form even when not obviously dominating
activity. Habit even in its ordinary usage comes nearer to denoting
these facts than any other word. If the facts are recognized we may also
use the words attitude and disposition” (Dewey, 1922, p. 41).

As Dewey indicated, it is not immediately evident what word we
should use to describe this internal motivator of a set of actions and
responses to the world. Various alternatives come to mind: habits, dis-
positions, temperaments, passions, drives, desires, inclinations, and so
on. No matter which word one chooses, there are bound to be diffi-
culties with regards to the word’s usage and its various connotations.
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The only thing to do is to acknowledge these potential tensions, stip-
ulate our definition of a chosen term so as to delineate a construct,
and move on. I do that now, providing references and notes for those
interested in delving more deeply into this terrain.9

Like Dewey, I wish to invoke by the chosen term the volitional,
acquired, and overarching nature of patterns of behavior. I feel the
term disposition does this better than habit because we tend to under-
stand a disposition as a tendency toward a general type of action.
When we talk about someone having a friendly disposition, we under-
stand that to mean that the person tends to approach situations in a
certain way and to display a general set of actions we associate with
friendliness. No one action is specified, but rather a whole range of
related actions and responses may be evident. Dispositional behavior
isn’t automatic, though it does provide a gentle nudging that helps to
bring out the behavior.

In contrast, the term habit often denotes a mindless and automatic
response that is not readily controllable. Unlike disposition, habit tends
to describe specific actions or behaviors, quite often those with a neg-
ative bent, and is thus less broad and descriptive of general behavioral
trends. For instance, an individual might have the habit, or custom,
of shaking hands when being introduced to someone. Because this
gesture is rather ingrained and reflexive in nature, we tend not to infer
from it too much about the person’s general behavior or way of act-
ing. On the positive side, the phrase habits of mind seems to have
entered the vernacular of most educators and is widely recognized.
Still, this phrase can mean a variety of things to those using it, rang-
ing from ways of working and processing information to the set of
values under which one operates.10

Of course, the term disposition is not without its own baggage. For
example, philosophers drawing on the writings of Gilbert Ryle (1949)
consider dispositions to be inherent capacities or properties of an
object or person that must be brought forth by an external agent. The
example they often use is that glass is brittle, but that brittleness is
latent and only evident when the glass is struck by another object.
Harvey Siegel (1997) expands on this notion of latent potential by
arguing that dispositions are “counter-factual properties,” which can
exist as tendencies that need never be realized. This nonvolitional,
nonacquired quality is clearly not what I wish to convey. In contrast,
from the psychological perspective, dispositions tend to be seen as vol-
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untary elicitors rather than automatic emitters of behavior (English
& English, 1958). Thus, although the environment may prompt dis-
positions, dispositions represent a consciously controllable response
rather than a completely unconscious or automatic response. How-
ever, some branches of psychology, such as personality or social psy-
chology, tend to view dispositions as underlying traits, attitudes, or
temperaments.11 From these perspectives, the acquired nature we are
after is not well represented.

Acknowledging the inherent tensions and confusions associated
with our choice of an appropriate word, I offer the following stipu-
lated definition of the construct of thinking dispositions to move us
forward in our discussion: thinking dispositions represent character-
istics that animate, motivate, and direct our abilities toward good and
productive thinking and are recognized in the patterns of our fre-
quently exhibited, voluntary behavior.12 Dispositions not only direct
our strategic abilities but they help activate relevant content knowl-
edge as well, bringing that knowledge to the forefront to better illu-
minate the situation at hand. Unlike desire, dispositions are
accompanied by behavior and thus assume the requisite ability to
carry out that behavior. In contrast to habitual routines, dispositions
invoke a general class of responses rather than specific actions. Col-
lectively, the presence and force of these dispositions make up our
intellectual character. As Dewey noted, “[Common sense] understands
the body of habits, of active dispositions which makes a man do what
he does” (1933, p. 44).

WHICH DISPOSITIONS?
If one’s intellectual character is shaped by the thinking dispositions
one possesses, which dispositions are most important to cultivate and
nurture? If the goal is intelligent behavior in the world, which dispo-
sitions can best motivate thinking that is reasonably flexible, reflec-
tive, and productive in achieving its ends or goals with regard to
making decisions, solving problems, or developing understanding?13

Before we examine lists that the various perspectives of philosophy,
educational psychology, and practice propose, take a minute to con-
sider your own feelings about the dispositions that support good and
effective thinking. Jot down your own ideas of the characteristics, dis-
positions, or general attitudes that you feel a good thinker possesses.
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Once you’ve brainstormed a list of candidate dispositions, select the
ones you believe are the top four or five supporting thinking that is
productive and effective in achieving its desired ends.

If you are like most people, you may have initially included some
dispositions not directly related to intelligent behavior but well prized
and encouraged within school settings or the broader culture. For
example, perseverance is often one of the primary characteristics that
teachers and parents want children to develop. It is a highly valued trait,
but is it a characteristic directly related to thinking? Perseverance is a
trait valued in all kinds of contexts, such as completing a job, dealing
with adversity, or achieving one’s goals. It can be useful in problem-
solving situations as well, but does it always constitute an approach to
good thinking? We all know that there are times when it is more fruit-
ful to abandon ideas or approaches rather than stick doggedly by
them. For instance, I often try to solve formatting problems when
using word processing or layout programs even though experience has
taught me that I can better spend my time leaving that task alone for
the moment. These kinds of issues regarding thinking and action
make it challenging to arrive at a list of true dispositions for thinking,
but the issues are important to consider nonetheless.

Strictly speaking, a thinking disposition, at least the positive ones we
are trying to cultivate, should always lead toward better and more
powerful thinking. If the candidate disposition is something whose
value can only be determined situationally, it becomes more of a heuris-
tic or useful back-pocket strategy than a thinking disposition. An exam-
ple might be planning backward from an identified end goal or
brainstorming possibilities or options. These are potentially useful types
of thinking but only in specific situations. By contrast, something like
open-mindedness is more broadly applicable. Of course, one still must
employ some judgment in its application; you don’t want students to
be so open that they can never make a decision! The important point
here is that dispositions generally have broad applicability rather than
being confined to a narrow set of situations. At the same time, the appli-
cation shouldn’t be too diffuse. If the proposed disposition has broad
application outside the range of thinking, it may be an attribute of gen-
eral rather than intellectual character. Attributes such as honesty,
integrity, civility, and cooperativeness would be some examples.

Our task then is to identify candidate dispositions of the correct
grain size, that is, large enough that they specify a range of behavior
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and small enough that they fit within the general domain of think-
ing. With our criteria of what we are looking for in a thinking dispo-
sition in place, let us examine what others have put forth as key
thinking dispositions.

Dispositions from a Philosophical Perspective

Within the critical-thinking domain of philosophy, Peter and Noreen
Facione and Robert Ennis have all formulated lists of thinking dispo-
sitions, and Richard Paul has developed a list of intellectual virtues
and passions (see Table 2.1).14 The Faciones (Facione, Facione, &
Sanchez, 1991), working with a cross-disciplinary panel of scholars,
propose an overall disposition toward critical thinking that consists
of seven subdispositions (listed in column one of Table 2.1). Not all
of the terms are immediately understandable, and some—such as
maturity and critical-thinking self-confidence—don’t implicate any
specific thinking-related actions. Ennis’s list for the ideal critical
thinker (1991) totals twelve dispositions.15 However, in seeking to
address shortcomings and criticism of critical-thinking programs,
Ennis winds up including several nonthinking dispositions, such as
“to take a position.” We also find maxims, “to try to be well informed,”
and outright directives, “to use one’s critical thinking abilities,” which
tend to make his list a set of useful rules of thumb rather than true
thinking dispositions. Likewise, Paul (1991, 1993), in seeking to reflect
both the affective and moral dimension of critical thinking, proposes
traits—such as intellectual empathy or sense of justice—that might
not strictly be concerned with facilitating productive thinking.

Dispositions from the Perspective of Education

Of course, lists of thinking habits or dispositions are not solely the
jurisdiction of philosophers. Several groups of educators have devel-
oped such lists as well. These individuals tend to draw on philo-
sophical theory, psychological research, and educational practice.
Table 2.2 presents three such lists. In developing their list, Perkins,
Jay, and Tishman (1993) set themselves four criteria for a thinking
disposition; it must be individually necessary to a conception of good
thinking, collectively comprehensive, normatively appropriate in that
it fits with cultural intuitions about good thinking, and functionally
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balanced so as to create a supportive network. Although not all of the
meanings for the list’s terms are self-evident, the list does capture
much of the breadth of thinking while maintaining focus on the big
picture. Drawing on the work of psychologists and philosophers,
Robert Marzano (1992) identifies four habits supporting creative
thinking, five additional mental habits related to self-regulated think-
ing and learning, and six critical-thinking habits.16 Art Costa and Bena
Kallick (2000), whose work has done much to popularize this field,
have assembled a whopping list of sixteen habits of mind, while stress-
ing that even a list of this length is not complete. In their writings, they
indicate that the items on the list “begin with the individual and move
out to the entire community” (p. xiii). In doing so, they include some
traits that aren’t necessarily focused on thinking, such as finding
humor or responding with wonderment and awe.
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Table 2.1. Dispositional Lists from the Philosophical Perspective.
Sources: Facione, Facione, and Sanchez (1991); Ennis (1991); Paul (1991, 1993).

Faciones and Sanchez:
Seven Subdispositions 
of a Critical Thinker

1. Inquisitiveness
2. Open-mindedness
3. Systematicity
4. Analyticity
5. Truth seeking
6. Critical-thinking

self-confidence
7. Maturity

Ennis:
Twelve Dispositions of
the Ideal Critical Thinker

1. To be clear about intended
meanings

2. To determine and main-
tain focus

3. To take the total 
situation into account

4. To seek and offer reasons
5. To try to be well informed
6. To look for alternatives
7. To seek precision as

required
8. To be aware of one’s own

beliefs
9. To be open-minded

10. To withhold judgment
when evidence is 
insufficient

11. To take a position
12. To use one’s critical-

thinking abilities

Paul:
Thirteen Virtues and 
Passions

1. Passion for clarity, accu-
racy, fair-mindedness

2. Fervor for getting to 
the bottom of things

3. Sympathetic listening 
to opposing views

4. Drive to seek out 
evidence

5. Aversion to contradiction,
sloppy thinking, incon-
sistent use of standards

6. Devotion to truth
7. Intellectual courage
8. Intellectual humility
9. Intellectual empathy

10. Intellectual integrity
11. Intellectual perseverance
12. Faith in reason
13. Intellectual sense of

justice



Table 2.2. Dispositional Lists from the Perspective of Educational 
Practice.
Sources: Perkins, Jay, and Tishman (1993); Marzano (1992); Costa and Kallick

(2000).
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Perkins, Jay, and 
Tishman:
Seven Thinking 
Dispositions

1. To be broad and
adventurous

2. Toward sustained
intellectual curiosity

3. To clarify and seek
understanding

4. To plan and be
strategic

5. To be intellectually
careful

6. To seek and evaluate
reasons

7. To be metacognitive

Marzano:
Fifteen Habits of Creative,
Self-Regulated, and Critical
Learning and Thinking

1. Engaging intensely in 
tasks even when answers
or solutions aren’t 
immediately apparent

2. Pushing the limits of your
knowledge and abilities

3. Generating, trusting, and
maintaining your own
standards of evaluation

4. Generating new ways of
viewing a situation out-
side the boundaries of
standard conventions

5. Being aware of your own
thinking

6. Planning
7. Being aware of necessary

resources
8. Being sensitive to feedback
9. Evaluating the effective-

ness of your actions
10. Being accurate and 

seeking accuracy
11. Being clear and seeking

clarity
12. Being open-minded
13. Restraining impulsivity
14. Taking a position when 

the situation warrants it
15. Being sensitive to others’

feelings and level of
knowledge

Costa and Kallick:
Sixteen Habits of Mind

1. Persisting
2. Managing impulsivity
3. Listening with under-

standing and empathy
4. Thinking flexibly
5. Thinking about thinking

(metacognition)
6. Striving for accuracy
7. Questioning and posing

problems
8. Applying past knowledge

to new situations
9. Thinking and communi-

cating with clarity and
precision

10. Gathering data through 
all senses

11. Creating, imagining,
innovating

12. Responding with wonder-
ment and awe

13. Taking responsible risks
14. Finding humor
15. Thinking interdependently
16. Remaining open to contin-

uous learning



Central Park East Secondary School (CPESS) and Project 2061 (see
Table 2.3) have also developed habits-of-mind lists to inform cur-
riculum and instruction. Without making any claims about the list’s
comprehensiveness, CPESS’s list of five habits of mind certainly have
worked well to guide instruction and have withstood the test of time
at that school.17 As a policy document, Project 2061: Science for All
Americans (AAAS, 1989) seeks to provide a national direction for sci-
ence curricula. It identifies seven scientific habits of mind that the
project authors feel reflect a systematic application of highly regarded
everyday values.

As our cursory examination of these lists of thinking dispositions
indicates, developing an ideal list is no easy task. It is often difficult to
keep the list focused solely on thinking and not to veer off into other
values.18 Likewise, it can be challenging to identify dispositions that
are of an appropriate grain size to be useful without being too limit-
ing. Finally, there is the thorny task of coming up with language that is
expressive, evocative, and understandable. I’ve tried to point out a few
of the preceding lists’ troubling features without being overly critical.
My intent in presenting the lists is not to present a critique but to map
the terrain of the field, examine some of the challenges, and then look
for the broad areas of agreement that seem to emerge in these lists. Let
us now turn our attention to identifying those commonalities.

An Integrated Perspective

In comparing these eight lists, I am struck most by the large degree of
overlap. All the lists show a general concern with promoting creativ-
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Table 2.3. Dispositional Lists from the Curricular Perspective.
Sources: Meier (1995); American Association for the Advancement of Science

(1989).

CPESS
Five Habits of Mind

1. Evidence: How do we know?
2. Viewpoint: Who’s speaking?
3. Connections: What causes what?
4. Supposition: How might things be difference?
5. Meaningfullness: What’s the point; why does

it matter?

Project 2061:
Seven Habits of Mind

1. Integrity
2. Diligence
3. Fairness
4. Curiosity
5. Openness to new ideas
6. Skepticism
7. Imagination



ity, encouraging curiosity, and developing deep understanding. In
seeking to synthesize these eight lists, six broad categories of disposi-
tions emerge for me. We might further group these dispositions into
three overarching categories. The following list displays each of the
categories:

1. Creative thinking: looking out, up, around, and about

Open-minded

Curious

2. Reflective thinking: looking within

Metacognitive

3. Critical thinking: looking at, through, and in between

Seeking truth and understanding

Strategic

Skeptical

The six dispositions in this list capture the breadth of thinking by
incorporating dimensions of creative, reflective, and critical thinking.
At the same time, they don’t go too far afield in their scope. In choos-
ing the terms themselves, I’ve tried to stick with the simplest and most
accessible language. However, this certainly doesn’t mean that some
of the terms themselves aren’t open to interpretation. Finally, I’ve tried
to select terms that are broad enough so that a variety of subordinate
behaviors might be implicated. What I haven’t tried to do in this list
is to create a perfect or master list of dispositions. Rather, my intent
was to create a useful and tractable list to guide us in thinking about
intellectual character. In the remainder of this chapter, I’ll elaborate a
bit more about what each of the six dispositions contributes to smart
behavior and good thinking, and then I’ll examine how dispositions
affect our performance in the world in Chapter Three.

THE DISPOSITION TO BE OPEN-M INDED. Open-mindedness works
against narrowness and rigidity, two common pitfalls in thinking. We
tend to accept things as they come to us, allowing our minds to stay
in a comfortable groove rather than challenging the way things are.
For example, if you had asked someone a few years ago what a com-
puter looked like, that person would most likely have described a box-
like contraption similar to a TV set. Then, along came the iMac with
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its sleek curvature and transparent colored shell. Someone was able
to open up his or her, and consequently our, view of things. As this
example suggests, being open-minded is not about mere acceptance
of new ideas or others’ positions; it implies being flexible, willing to
consider and try out new ideas, generating alternative options and
explanations, and looking beyond the given and expected. The open-
ness implicit in the term suggests an active rather than a passive
process. A subordinate disposition that fits here would be what is
known as perspective taking: looking at things from different per-
spectives, attitudinally as well as physically, is a tool for opening up
one’s mind.

THE DISPOSITION TO BE CURIOUS. Curiosity propels us to explore our
world, to ask questions about it, and to wonder at it. The curiosity of
young children is renowned, as they set out to find their way in their
new surroundings. Intellectual curiosity builds on this innate curios-
ity but goes beyond mere wonder and delight in the new and excit-
ing. Intellectual curiosity involves finding the interesting and puzzling
in the everyday, the mundane, and the ordinary, as well as in the
unexpected. It acts as an engine for thinking. It fuels our interest and
helps us to generate questions and pose problems. Most importantly,
it gives us something to think about. Curiosity isn’t an end in itself
but the beginning of a process of discovery or problem solving. We
value curiosity for where it can take us. One of my favorite traveling
companions is extremely curious. I value her company on a trip
because of what she finds to show me, despite the fact that she has
never visited our destination before. Her curiosity is infectious. It
stems from being able to look for the unexpected, to actively com-
pare and contrast situations, and to probe the anomalies that emerge.
In contrast, the uncurious mind passively accepts all the input it
receives rather than experiencing it with the freshness of an unsea-
soned traveler.

THE DISPOSITION TO BE METACOGNITIVE. Metacognition, or thinking
about one’s thinking, is a field unto itself, rich in its own body of lit-
erature. Research on the thinking of experts and effective learners has
shown that these individuals tend to actively monitor, regulate, eval-
uate, and direct their thinking. Anyone who has ever taught reading
to young children has seen the metacognitive process at work in good
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readers and dormant in poor readers. Good readers monitor their
understanding as they go along and redirect their actions accordingly,
whereas poor readers don’t. They may read the words on the page
without evaluating their understanding of the words as they go along.
As a math teacher, I once had a student who struggled in algebra, and
her parents expressed their concern. I told the parents I wasn’t very
worried about the girl because she was so good at monitoring her
understanding and then acting accordingly. That is, when she didn’t
understand, she thought about what was tripping her up and then
asked directed questions to clear up her confusion. It was true that
math wasn’t very intuitive for her, but she went on to do very well in
high school and college math classes because she had the tools she
needed to develop her understanding.

THE DISPOSITION TO BE SEEKING TRUTH AND UNDERSTANDING. We all are
interested in truth and understanding, but truth and understanding
can’t be handed to someone—though at times we educators may act
as if they were ours to deliver. Truth and understanding must be
developed actively through certain mental moves, one of which is rea-
soning based on the evidence we are able to uncover. In part, this 
reasoning involves weighing the evidence, considering its validity,
looking for links between bits of evidence to build up a theory, and
then testing the theory by looking at counterevidence and alternative
explanations. This kind of thinking takes a person deeper into the
topic at hand. In many schools and classrooms, it has become fash-
ionable to solicit students’ opinions, beliefs, and ideas on various top-
ics as a way of engaging them with the topic. Unfortunately, this
practice doesn’t really engage them in thinking. However, by asking
students why they think what they do or what is behind their beliefs
or opinions, we can begin to engage them in a search for truth and
understanding.

As with truth, our understanding is facilitated by examining things
more closely. Helpful mental moves include looking for connections,
exploring applications and consequences, pushing ideas to the lim-
its, pulling ideas apart, contrasting one idea with another, and build-
ing explanations. It is through these and other processes that we build
up our understanding and arrive at closer approximations of the
truth. No single process or set of processes is a guarantor of our suc-
cess, however.
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THE DISPOSITION TO BE STRATEGIC. At the heart of being strategic is
the notion that we are planful, anticipatory, methodical, and careful
in our thinking. Rather than merely letting situations, our thinking,
or our problem solving unfold, we organize and direct those endeav-
ors. We devise plans of attack and set goals for ourselves. We consider
our options and choose tactics to best meet our goals, without losing
sight of the fact that we will have to monitor and reassess all strategies
from time to time. Being strategic is basically a move toward efficiency.
We know that many, though not all, situations can benefit from assess-
ment and planning from the beginning. Our task and our thinking
become clearer when we clarify our goals and consider ways to reach
them. Of course, this planning can take very different forms. For
example, author John Irving (1998) has said that he spends a year just
thinking and developing a story before he sits down to write. When
he does start writing, he has a clear vision of the entire book before
him. Of course, not everyone writes this way, but most authors report
having some method for planning out their writing to assure that it
doesn’t become aimless and unwieldy.

THE DISPOSITION TO BE SKEPTICAL. The word skeptical has a bit of a
negative connotation. I’ve chosen it because it appears widely in the
lists we have looked at, and people tend to know what it means. A less
loaded but also less clear word might be probing. Being skeptical
means probing below the surface of things, looking for proof and evi-
dence, and not accepting things at face value. It needn’t mean being
suspicious, doubtful, or critical. Being skeptical allows us to follow
others’ reasoning and examine it carefully so that we can be critically
discerning consumers of ideas. Media watchdogs who monitor news
shows, advertisements, and politics are good examples of people who
exercise this disposition. Being skeptical helps our thinking by forc-
ing us to take an active stance toward new information rather than
accept it passively. For example, being skeptical begins when we con-
sider new information in light of our experience and knowledge base
to see whether we should accommodate the information. This kind of
skepticism becomes increasingly important as we must sort through
more and more information.
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Q Key Ideas for Developing Intellectual Character

RETHINKING SMART

• Conventional View of Smart. The dominance of testing,
grades, and IQ instruments has distorted our view of what it
means to be smart. These measures value knowledge and
speed disproportionately and view intelligence as something
that rests inside the individual.

• New View of Smart. Intelligent action in the world is what
counts most. Ability is only a part of performance. Of equal
importance are the spotting of occasions for the use of those 
abilities and the inclination to put those abilities into play.
We recognize smartness in the patterns of one’s exhibited
behavior over time.

• Intellectual Character. An overarching term to describe a set
of dispositions that not only shape but also motivate intellec-
tual behavior. Character implies a consistent deployment of
abilities so that patterns of behavior are established over time.
Character builds on beliefs, attitudes, temperaments, and 
tendencies but is also developable and must be nurtured by
the environment.

• Dispositions. Acquired patterns of behavior that are under
one’s control and will as opposed to being automatically 
activated. Dispositions are overarching sets of behaviors, not
just single specific behaviors. They are dynamic and idiosyn-
cratic in their contextualized deployment rather than pre-
scribed actions to be rigidly carried out. More than desire and
will, dispositions must be coupled with the requisite ability.
Dispositions motivate, activate, and direct our abilities.

• Which Dispositions? Curiosity, open-mindedness, metacogni-
tion, the seeking of truth and understanding, strategic think-
ing, and skepticism do a good job of capturing the depth and
breadth of good thinking. However, they are by no means a
definitive list of thinking dispositions.





C H A P T E R  T H R E E

Acting Smart
How Thinking Dispositions 

Close the Ability-Action Gap

The language of dispositions is generally descriptive
and predictive in nature. We readily speak of a neighbor being friendly,
a colleague being deliberative, or a relative’s quirkiness. Working with
others on a project, we notice someone’s judicious nature even as we
pick up on another individual’s attentiveness. In the classroom, we
take note of one child’s reflectiveness in contrast to another’s impul-
sivity. In all of these situations, we are using a label to describe what
we have observed of the individual’s behavior. At the same time,
through our very use of dispositional language, we forecast our pre-
dictions regarding a particular individual’s future actions. If the
expected behavior doesn’t materialize, we have a dispositional way of
speaking about that as well. For instance, we make mention of some-
one’s surprising anger or of an individual’s unexpected forthrightness.
In doing so, we indicate that the observed behavior does not fit what
we anticipated.

However, dispositions can serve as more than a gross descriptive
label for a collection of behaviors. The power behind thinking dispo-
sitions or dispositions in general is that they act as both a descriptive
and an explanatory construct, making clear the mystery of how raw
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ability is transformed into meaningful action.1 It is precisely this
capacity of dispositions to bridge the ability-action gap that can make
the construct so compelling to all concerned with education. If schools
and other educational enterprises are not developing students’ dispo-
sitions to act and use their knowledge, ability, and skill, then these
institutions are just wasting students’ time. Inert knowledge and abil-
ity that cannot be readily put into action is of little practical benefit
to anyone. We must educate students to act smart, not just to be smart.

To reveal the explanatory nature of dispositions, we must move
beyond our common everyday use of dispositional language to an
examination of how dispositions function and develop: their nature
and their nurture. In this chapter, we examine how dispositions oper-
ate to affect our behavior. We will look at various models of how dis-
positions work to close the ability-action gap. These models provide
us with potentially useful insights into how dispositions develop in
context and how parents and teachers can work to nurture disposi-
tional development in children.

A DISPOSITION IN ACTION
Before turning our attention to theories of how dispositions operate,
let’s first look at a disposition in action. By playing out a script of dis-
positional behavior unfolding in context, we can further clarify what
it means to take a dispositional and characterological view of intelli-
gence. At the same time, our examination of behavior in action can
add meat to the bones of our theoretical models.

Scenario: In the Museum

Imagine the following scenario in which the disposition to be open-
minded and its associated subdispositions come into play: you are
walking through a large art museum when you stumble into a hall con-
taining works of art you normally don’t spend time viewing. Perhaps
you just don’t find them aesthetically appealing, or they are from a cul-
ture that you don’t know much about. Rather than rush through the
hall to get to another room, you take a moment to take in what is there.
To make the artworks more accessible, you try to imagine yourself as
an art historian. You ask yourself questions such as: What do these
works say about the time and culture in which they were created? What



might an art historian say about why these works are important? What
things might different types of artists notice about these works?

Returning to your initial perspective, you ask yourself: Why don’t
these works immediately appeal to me? How do these works challenge
my perceptions of what is good art? Then, just because you are wor-
ried that all of this is too sobering a way of looking at art, you ask
yourself: How might children view this collection? What would I tell
them to capture their interest in this room? What piece of art would
it be the most fun to try and recreate?

Turning away from this questioning mode, you next seek out one
particular work in the room on which to concentrate your attention.
You no longer concern yourself with the entire collection but focus
your perspective to avoid superficiality. Initially, you approach the
work as it is presented for viewers in the hall. After taking it in from
that perspective, you find an alternative angle from which to view the
work. You look at it obliquely from the side, from above, from below.
With each shift of your stance, you try to identify new features of the
work, things you haven’t noticed before, elements that become more
and less salient. Finally, having felt that you have developed some
appreciation, and perhaps understanding, of the collection, you move
on to the next hall.

Four Aspects of Dispositional Behavior

Let’s look at this incident through a dispositional lens. Seeing a dis-
position unfold in context, we can spot distinct elements at work in
provoking the action.2

AWARENESS. Initially, there was an awareness of an occasion for a cer-
tain type of thinking, a spotting of an opportunity. When you first
walked into the museum hall, an occasion for open-mindedness pre-
sented itself. Remember, a disposition such as open-mindedness is of
a grain size large enough that it embraces a wide variety of behaviors
without necessarily dictating any specific one; indicative behaviors
might include considering other perspectives, examining bias, gener-
ating alternative options, and breaking out of conventional ways of
operating. You recognized that this particular hall provided a good
opportunity to challenge some of your assumptions about art and to
try out different perspectives.
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When I say that the occasion for open-mindedness presented itself
when you walked into the unfamiliar exhibition hall, I do not mean
that it announced itself. The occasion had to be detected. It is quite
possible that many other visitors to the museum that day did not
detect such an opportunity. Perhaps if you were late to meet someone
for lunch, you would have raced through the hall, taking no notice.
Many things can influence our detection of occasions for thinking,
such as competing agendas or a general inattention to our surround-
ings. Our awareness of thinking occasions isn’t automatic but must be
developed and nurtured.

Recognizing an opportunity is a complex enterprise because it is a
subtle endeavor. Stepping into the exhibition hall, there wasn’t neces-
sarily a moment in which you suddenly stopped in your tracks and
were overcome with a recognition that open-mindedness would be
the most appropriate course of action. The awareness we are speak-
ing of is often more of an inkling, if it is at the conscious level at all.
It may be brought on by a recognition of certain features of the situ-
ation that one has encountered before. Or it may be deliberately
prompted by putting the brakes on one’s tendency to react automati-
cally and forcing oneself to take a few moments to consider alterna-
tive options for responding.

MOTIVATION. Another element at work in our scenario was the moti-
vation to act. Having recognized the opportunity to think in a more
open-minded manner in the museum hall, you made a decision to act,
to do something. Other people, or even yourself at another time,
might have recognized the opportunity and chosen not to act. Just as
with awareness, many things can influence our motivation to act in
any given situation. Acting on opportunities requires a commitment
of time, energy, and resources. Having spotted an opportunity, hav-
ing seen a possibility for directing our action, how motivated are we
to follow through?

INCLINATION. Our motivation is often a matter of desire and will. It
depends on what one values and sees as important and worthwhile.
In the museum scenario, unless you saw the value of being open-
minded and extending your perception of art, you would be unlikely
to follow through on exploiting the opportunity even when you rec-
ognized it. Conversely, if you placed a premium on being open-
minded and extending the way you looked at the world, you might
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find yourself more apt to spot opportunities for doing so. Thus, moti-
vation has a primary effect in heightening awareness as well as in act-
ing as a driver to push us into action. To distinguish these two
functions, we can refer to this advance primary nature of motivation
as inclination, reserving the word motivation to designate the more 
situation-specific driver of action.

ABILITY. The last component we saw at work in the museum scenario
was ability. Having made the decision, at least at some level of con-
sciousness, to act while you were in the museum hall, you had the req-
uisite ability to generate questions for yourself that brought about
behaviors that others generally recognize as demonstrating open-
mindedness. Without such abilities, your awareness of the occasion
and your motivation to act would have been for naught. Again, these
dispositional components interact: the better developed and refined
your abilities, the more likely you are to spot opportunities for their
use and transfer across a variety of situations. A lack of awareness
might, in some cases, be a factor of weak ability. Not having a rich
knowledge base of specific actions and behaviors to draw from might
make it more difficult to see occasions for employing the limited abil-
ities one does have.

Dispositional behavior, then, is the marriage of

• Inclination

• Awareness

• Motivation

• Ability

One might argue that the element of ability could be left out of this
equation. After all, in the last chapter, I argued that it was necessary
to move away from an abilities-based notion of what it means to be
smart. However, my point is not that abilities are unimportant or
even that they need to take a backseat to other elements; my argu-
ment is that we must keep the role of ability in perspective. Inert abil-
ity, ability that lies dormant and must be specifically provoked, is not
a very useful barometer of intelligence. Instead, we need to look at
ability in action, and that means taking a characterological view of
intelligence, which pays attention to the role of dispositions. We need
to focus our attention on the kind of ability that transfers across a
variety of contexts, that gets activated and can readily be put to use in
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solving problems and making decisions. The ability component of a
disposition is precisely of this nature.

SOME ADDITIONAL PERSPECTIVES 
ON DISPOSITIONS

On first encounter, the idea that dispositions are more than a descrip-
tive label for one’s action tendencies may seem strange.3 However, this
notion of dispositions bringing about action by pulling together
awareness, motivation, inclination, and ability has a rather long his-
tory. We can find references to these components in the philosophical
writings of John Dewey, the popular writings of Stephen Covey, the
literature on self-regulated learning, and the theories of social and cog-
nitive psychology. A brief examination of these sources can be useful
in understanding how dispositions operate in various contexts. In
addition, the slightly different language and emphasis suggested by
these various constituencies can help illuminate our conception of
dispositional components and their role. This strong conceptualiza-
tion provides the basis for our understanding of how we can best nur-
ture and develop intellectual character.

Dewey on Dispositions

Although Dewey never put forth an explicit model of dispositions,4

his writings on the nature of reflective thinking (1933), a broad type
of thinking disposition, provide enough detail from which to infer a
model. Dewey identifies three components necessary to the disposi-
tion of reflective thinking: knowledge, desire, and attitude. He de-
scribes knowledge as an awareness and recognition of the importance
of certain behaviors and as specific how-to knowledge involving
methods and skills. Thus, knowledge consists of practical abilities
plus specific values and beliefs about the utility of those abilities.
Rather than the term motivation, Dewey uses the words desire and
will in his writings. These terms suggest that motivation consists not
only of initial inclination but also determination to follow through
with action. Finally, Dewey identifies three attitudes that should be
cultivated to aid reflective thinking: open-mindedness toward new
ideas, wholehearted interest, and intellectual responsibility. These
attitudes operate at a general level and in the background to activate
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one’s inclination, and they are different from the more specific skills
considered under the component of knowledge.

From Dewey’s perspective, knowledge, desire, and attitude work
together to produce a general disposition of thoughtfulness, what
Dewey calls reflective thinking. Though Dewey develops these three
components within the context of a specific disposition, they provide a
useful template for considering what is required for any type of think-
ing disposition to take hold: one needs a general set of productive atti-
tudes or values about thinking, a collection of well-developed skills and
strategies, a belief in the effectiveness and utility of those skills, and the
motivation to both initiate behavior and stick with it. Therefore, his
conception of dispositions parallels ours. Even the idea of awareness,
which does not feature prominently in Dewey’s conception, might be
inferred since the know-how he writes of seems to include an aware-
ness of when to use to one’s abilities.

A particularly important dynamic that Dewey’s writings bring
forth is the role of general background values and beliefs. In our
museum example, I made brief mention of the underlying attitudes
you carried with you into the exhibition hall. These include a set of
attitudes and beliefs about thinking in general and about this specific
kind of situation that predisposed you to act in one way or another.
These background beliefs served to boost your level of awareness.
Once you detected the opportunity for perspective taking, your belief
that this kind of intellectual endeavor was worthwhile may have
motivated you to act.

Covey’s Contribution

In his best-selling book, The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People
(1989), Stephen Covey puts forth a similar model of dispositions (of
course, he uses the term habits) employing down-to-earth language
and folk wisdom. Covey’s model speaks in terms of knowledge of what
to do, skill in how to do it, and motivation to want to do it. This first
ingredient, knowledge of what to do, is different from how we tradi-
tionally view knowledge as a set fact or bit of information. Covey sees
knowledge as signaling an awareness in the situation. Thus, he signals
that ability and inclination are not enough to define a disposition; an
individual must also recognize when and where to call upon that abil-
ity and bring it into play.
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Mindfulness and Self-Regulated Learning

We find the notion of awareness of occasions in other psychological
constructs that are dispositional in nature. For example, awareness plays
a major role in Ellen Langer’s notion of mindfulness (1989).5 Mindful-
ness can be described as an open and creative state in which individu-
als actively generate new categories, draw meaningful distinctions,
consider multiple perspectives, and are open to new information. To
avoid mindlessness and achieve mindfulness, one must be aware of and
move beyond one’s preexisting categories, automatic responses to situ-
ations, and the personal perspective one brings to new encounters.

Likewise, scholars hypothesize that awareness of occasions plays a
role in self-regulated learning, which we can describe as the learner’s
effectiveness in motivating, directing, and monitoring his or her own
learning. This construct is dispositional because it requires not only
the cultivation of specific abilities but also the effective use of those
abilities in the learning situation. Philip Winne (1995) identifies four
ingredients of self-regulated learning: conditional knowledge, action
knowledge, motivational knowledge, and background knowledge.
Conditional knowledge permits learners to determine when certain
strategies are appropriate, representing the sort of awareness of occa-
sions we have been discussing. Motivational knowledge addresses
issues of values and beliefs that support the inclination to use one’s
knowledge. Action knowledge and background knowledge represent
types of ability. Action knowledge consists of the ability to use certain
processes, strategies, and skills, whereas background knowledge
includes knowledge of both the domain one is working in and the
general form of tasks. These four kinds of knowledge interact in self-
regulation in much the same way that inclination, awareness, motiva-
tion, and ability interact in dispositions; that is, the components don’t
operate in a linear fashion but are more complementary in nature.

A Triadic Model of Dispositions

David Perkins, Eileen Jay, and Shari Tishman (1993) proposed one of
the most explicit models of thinking dispositions as part of the
MacArthur Patterns of Thinking Project, on which I also worked for a
time. The project team theorized that dispositions can be broken into
three distinct, measurable elements: sensitivity, inclination, and abil-
ity (Perkins, Tishman, Ritchhart, Donis, & Andrade, 2000). This three-
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part model departs from the traditional view of dispositions, held by
many philosophers and critical thinkers, which focuses most exclu-
sively on issues of desire, will, and inclination. However, the triadic
theory links well with other more psychologically oriented views of
dispositions we have examined. In particular, the addition of sensi-
tivity, what I have been calling an awareness of occasions, represents
a recognition that abilities are put to use in context and that one must
first recognize a context for appropriate use before inclination can play
its part. Justifying this stance, the group wrote, “Our motive for
restructuring the concept [of dispositions] lies in the failure of the
conventional disposition-ability contrast to highlight the inclination-
sensitivity distinction. The conventional account either collapses the
two under the one label dispositions, or simply leaves out consider-
ation of sensitivity. We urge that inclination and sensitivity are dis-
tinct and important constructs in explaining behavior” (Perkins et
al., 1993, p. 4). I believe that this same argument can be applied to
the distinction between inclination and motivation. I argue that these
two constructs, though similar in nature, are distinct and important
components in explaining behavior.

A NEW MODEL OF DISPOSITIONS
EMERGES

Based on these other perspectives and on actual examples of disposi-
tional behavior, I propose that an explanatory model of dispositions
must include:

1. General inclination, consisting of fixed and developed beliefs

2. Situation-specific inclination, which we might refer to as 
motivation

3. Sensitivity or awareness to occasions

4. The prerequisite abilities, skills, and knowledge needed to act

Of course, the test of any such model is its capacity to account logi-
cally for the transformation of ability into action in a variety of situ-
ations and contexts, to contribute something beyond what ability
alone provides, and to be useful in demonstrating the psychological
reality of dispositions as a construct. In this section, we look at how
this four-component model can account for volitional behavior and
its development.
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Looking at Dispositions from the Outside In

One means of logically validating our model is to examine intentional
behavior that is not dispositional in nature. When a dispositional com-
ponent fails, are there external corollaries or situational characteris-
tics that might stand in for that weakened dispositional component
in order to prompt the behavior? For instance, when an individual
lacks awareness, what kind of external force or situational feature
might be able to act in its stead so that the behavior still emerges? To
the extent that internal mechanisms have external counterparts, the
model is better able to account for a range of behavior, both fully dis-
positional action and action that must be supported. The external
forms of the internal mechanisms also provide insight into the nature
of these mechanisms, helping us to understand their role and opera-
tion. In addition, constructing such an internal-external model sug-
gests ways in which dispositions can be developed through the
internalization of external triggers.6

Figure 3.1 shows what such an internal-external model might look
like. At the ends of the figure lie ability and action. In between reside
the various mechanisms needed for bridging the divide between abil-
ity and action. At the top of the figure are external forces that can pro-
voke action. These forces include general external motivators, such as
rewards and other control mechanisms; prompts and scaffolds to assist
in activating abilities; and more situation-specific motivators that
affect persistence and follow-through. At the bottom of the figure are
the internal mechanisms for provoking action from our model of dis-
positions: inclination, awareness of occasions, and motivation.

Action in the world need not progress solely on either the external
or the internal track, however. Quite the contrary. In our day-to-day
work, we often encounter times when we lack inclination, awareness,
or motivation. When an internal mechanism fails, an external force
may step in to assist in bridging the gap between ability and action.
For example, I have a tendency to leave the stove on when I am cook-
ing. I’m quite motivated to turn it off, because I am not eager to burn
the house down! However, I tend not to be very aware of the burn-
ers when I am not using them. I’m often distracted by the other
demands of preparing a meal. Knowing this, my partner regularly
prompts me to check the burners before I sit down to dinner. Thus,
my lack of awareness is compensated for by an external force, a
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prompt by someone else to check the burners. In other instances, the
external force may activate even without a failure of an internal com-
ponent. For instance, we regularly encounter external incentives such
as pay, rewards, or recognition that lead us to have a more favorable
general impression of situations than we might otherwise experience
on our own.

This movement back and forth between internal mechanisms and
external forces is represented by the thin arrows in the center of
Figure 3.1. At any point, the external forces can interact with the in-
ternal mechanisms that act as triggers, shown by the dashed arrows,
or the general path from ability to action can jump back and forth
between the internal and external. Thus, the model explains a range
of behaviors from fully self-initiated, dispositional action to coerced
action that is brought about completely by outside forces. Much of
our behavior does not exist at either of these extremes, however.
Rather, it is made of a dynamic interplay between external and inter-
nal forces.

Using the Internal-External Model to 
Understand How Dispositions Develop

This internal-external model of dispositional behavior also provides
insights into the way dispositions develop. If we look at it from a
sociocultural perspective, we see that much of children’s learning is
an internalization of the external, social environment around them.
Over time, the individual internalizes the expectations, roles, behav-
iors, and modes of operating in particular circumstances so that they
become a part of his or her repertoire. Such behaviors need not always
be explicitly taught, however. Quite often, the lessons are implicit. For
example, a child attending a new school is never explicitly taught the
informal, child-dictated rules of the playground. Rather, the child par-
ticipates, observes, listens, and interacts to gradually pick up the var-
ious expectations for behavior. Over time, the child quickly learns
what behavior is “cool,” what is acceptable and unacceptable, what the
parameters of behavior are, how to talk, how teams are decided, and
so on. The child develops not only skills but expectations, language,
beliefs, and values as well.

In much the same way, one’s general inclination develops. Through
interaction with the environment and the significant people in that
environment, one develops certain attitudes, values, and beliefs about
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what is important and worthwhile in that particular context. Although
this happens generally, it occurs with regard to thinking as well. We
are socialized into ways of thinking by the environment. We learn what
counts as good and acceptable thinking. We learn ways of interacting
with and talking about ideas. We learn what ideas are worthy of dis-
cussion and exploration in which contexts.

Facilitating Dispositional Development

Developmentally, the process of internalizing the external can be
assisted by helping individuals to work at the edge of their capabili-
ties. Vygotsky (1978) called this the zone of proximal development.
Under these circumstances, external or social forces provide the scaf-
folding needed to boost behavior and action beyond what it might
otherwise be. Such scaffolding is necessarily responsive in that it
doesn’t usurp the individual’s preexisting capabilities but extends them
beyond what they would be on their own. Thus, a set of comprehen-
sion questions that a child must answer following a reading may not
boost the child’s understanding of the story because the questions
don’t necessarily lift the child beyond where he or she might have nat-
urally been. In some instances, such activities may even lower com-
prehension by interrupting a natural process. In contrast, listening to
a child explain his or her understanding of the story and asking re-
sponsive or probing questions may provide the scaffolding the child
needs to boost comprehension.

Similarly, when it comes to promoting children’s thinking, the scaf-
folding we provide must be responsive. Remember my example of
leaving the stove burners on while cooking? If I were to receive a re-
minder to turn the burners off after each episode of cooking, I would
most likely become dependent on those reminders. It is the periodic
intervention and the responsive reminders that are most effective.
Knowing that I don’t always have someone around to remind me to
double-check the burners, I’ve developed systems for boosting my 
sensitivity. When an item is done cooking, I move it to another burner
on the stove immediately. This way, I’m more apt to notice the lit
burner if I accidentally leave it on.

Compare this kind of responsive scaffolding and self-development
of awareness with much of what happens in schools. Students are rou-
tinely given assignments in which everything is spelled out for them
in advance. In an effort to boost performance, extensive assignment
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guidelines or project rubrics are developed. Although effective in help-
ing students make the grade, overuse of such devices may have un-
intended results by inhibiting students’ development of the kind 
of internal triggers they will need to affect independent behavior. In
order for rubrics and the like to be effective, students must internal-
ize them as expectations and values about what counts and is worth-
while rather than seeing them merely as checklists for determining an
assignment’s thoroughness.

CREATING ENVIRONMENTS THAT 
SUPPORT THE DEVELOPMENT 
OF INTELLECTUAL CHARACTER

In thinking about the kind of environment in which external triggers
can best be internalized, four components emerge as important and
significant contributing forces:

1. The ongoing presence of salient models

2. Consistency of expectations

3. Explicit instruction

4. Opportunity for practice and reinforcement within 
meaningful contexts

The first two factors, and to some extent the fourth, are generally
embedded in the implicit curriculum of the classroom and social envi-
ronment. In contrast, the third and fourth factors are reflected more
in the explicit intentional curriculum, making them somewhat easier
to address.

Salient Models

It is easy to see the importance of models. In learning any new behav-
ior or skill, one often begins by attempting to replicate the actions of
someone more expert. However, when one works to acquire a dispo-
sition, models serve as more than exemplars of skills. By demon-
strating congruence between attitude and behavior, a respected
models’ ongoing presence also imparts values and serves to cultivate
not only one’s ability but also general inclination toward a particu-
lar behavior. This dual role of the model makes it hard to cultivate a

46 INTELLECTUAL CHARACTER



disposition in others that one does not possess oneself. While one can
easily “model” or demonstrate a specific type of thinking in a particu-
lar lesson—for example, metacognition, or thinking about thinking—
modeling that type of thinking in an ongoing way that demonstrates
its value and importance if one is not disposed to naturally think that
way is difficult.

This is where I believe many thinking-skills programs designed to
be implemented in schools fail. Such programs often call for teachers
to demonstrate or model a particular type of thinking, but that type of
thinking never gets a chance to take hold because its value and impor-
tance are not being adequately reinforced and may even be under-
mined by the teacher’s other actions. In contrast, thinking dispositions
can take firm root in classrooms that don’t employ any type of critical-
thinking program or in which there are very few explicit demonstra-
tions as long as the teacher possesses a strong disposition toward
certain types of thinking and models them in an ongoing manner.

Consistency of Expectations

Consistency of expectations alludes to the importance of sustained
work over time. Whether in the home or the classroom, children read
the environment for the expectations of the adults. When the expecta-
tions are inconsistent or contradictory, the environment will not be
ripe for the development of the thinking dispositions associated with
intellectual character. For example, take the disposition to be reflective,
which includes being metacognitive and searching for truth and under-
standing. Although this is a disposition that most schools and teach-
ers claim to value highly, forty-minute class periods, rapid transitions
between in-class activities, and a superficial coverage of many topics
send quite a different message to students.7 When the implicit mes-
sage contradicts the explicit message, the implicit message is likely to
win out.

Explicit Instruction

I don’t want to give the impression that dispositions somehow magi-
cally appear when conditions are ripe. Although dispositions may
develop out of the natural interactions with appropriate and signifi-
cant role models, there also exists a need for explicit instruction.8 In
his reference to the acquisition of “thinking frames” to organize and
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support thinking, David Perkins states that “simply enriching the con-
text with modeling—the ‘actions speak louder than words’ theory—
is not enough” (Perkins & Salomon, 1987, p. 49). Likewise, in The
Thinking Classroom, Tishman, Perkins, and Jay (1995, p. 13) identify
“the direct transmission of information relevant to good thinking” as
an important cultural force in the classroom.

Keep in mind that some of the dispositions we would like to culti-
vate in ourselves and in others actually run against our natural ten-
dencies as human beings. For instance, we are more naturally inclined
toward egocentricism and one-sided thinking than toward open-
mindedness and the consideration of options and alternative per-
spectives.9 Richard Paul (1987, p. 130) refers to these nonnative types
of thinking—such as a dislike of inconsistency, a love of clarity, a pas-
sion to seek reasons and evidence, and a desire to be fair to points of
view other than our own—as our “secondary nature.” In these in-
stances, explicit teaching can help to develop abilities, clarify models,
and direct attention to cultural values. For example, before one can
effectively engage in a way of thinking, perspective taking, for exam-
ple, it is helpful to know just what perspective taking is, why it is
important, what it looks like in different situations, and when it 
is likely to be useful. Although dispositions aren’t formed through such
direct instruction, the presence of explicit instruction within a sup-
portive cultural context over time supports their development. In this
way, dispositions are different from even complex skills, which can be
acquired through direct instruction and associated practice.

Opportunity for Meaningful Practice

To complement explicit instruction, one must also have the opportu-
nity for practice and reinforcement of good thinking within mean-
ingful contexts. This means that it must occur in socially interactive
settings in which community members can provide feedback and sup-
port. Such settings help reinforce cultural values, scaffold individuals’
actions in the moment, and supply valuable feedback about perfor-
mance immediately. If classrooms do not contain such opportunities,
the message sent to students is that good thinking is only marginally
important and will not be needed except when specifically called for.

Practice allows the cultivation of abilities that undergird disposi-
tions while encouraging the habituation of and inclination toward
behavior. This habituation is a factor of establishing procedural prece-
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dence for behavior. We all tend to act in much the same way that we
have in past circumstances. The best predictor of future performance
is past behavior. At the same time, our behavior tends to be environ-
mentally contingent. Within a particular context, we base our behav-
ior on past actions in the same or similar context. This is why it is
important to attend to good thinking practices across a variety of con-
texts and to the transfer of those practices to new situations.10

Practice is not just for the cultivation of ability, however. It is also
related to the cultivation of sensitivity. There is an ability-like compo-
nent to sensitivity—the ability to recognize occasions for a particular
behavior across various occasions with minimal cues. By identifying
opportunities for different types of thinking, or identifying thinking
shortfalls in literature or in their own day-to-day experience, students
can practice sensitivity to occasions. Development of such sensitivity
is also an important factor in cultivating environmental triggers that
can support transfer and encourage the setting of precedents.

FROM MODELS TO PRACTICE
As useful as these theoretical models of the nature of dispositions and
the delineation of factors needed to support their development may
be, both practice and theory benefit from the examination of actual
on-the-ground examples of practice. Actual cases of teachers engaged
in trying to promote thinking provide us with pictures of effective
practice that illuminate theoretical ideas. At the same time, these pic-
tures of practice help us identify the challenges involved in develop-
ing students’ intellectual character, and they help us discover how best
intentions can at times lead us astray. Finally, case studies help us 
better understand the human dimension of any effective practice.
Teachers do not merely implement programs or apply instructional
practices, they interpret them through the filter of their own values
and beliefs. As long as we ignore the important role that teachers’
background knowledge, values, and beliefs play, efforts to change what
happens in classrooms are likely to be just superficial tinkering.

In the second part of this book, we examine the work of several
middle school teachers as they seek to develop their students’ intel-
lectual character. This is not a study of a special program or teachers’
efforts to implement a specific curriculum. Rather, it is an examina-
tion of the day-to-day instructional practice of teachers trying 
to  cultivate students’ thinking in the midst of their efforts to build
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understanding, cover the state and district standards, get through
the textbook, and prepare students for the following year. Through
these examples, we begin to see what it means to teach for intellec-
tual character.
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Q Key Ideas for Developing Intellectual Character

ACTING SMART:

CLOSING THE ABILITY-ACTION GAP

• The Explanatory Nature of Dispositions. We have a rich 
language of dispositions that is largely descriptive in nature.
However, dispositions also explain behavior. Dispositions are 
the mechanisms by which we bridge the action-ability gap.

• Inside Dispositions. Dispositions are about more than a desire 
or inclination to act. They consist of a general inclination con-
sisting of values, beliefs, and underlying temperaments; an 
awareness of occasions for appropriate action; motivation to
carry out action; and the requisite abilities and skills needed 
to perform.

• Helping Dispositions Take Hold. Dispositions develop in a 
meaningful sociocultural context in which we internalize exter-
nal triggers—such as prompts, scaffolds, rewards, incentives,
and encouragement—over time. Dispositions aren’t so much
taught as they are enculturated.

• Environmental Considerations. Acquiring the thinking disposi-
tions that embody intellectual character depends on the presence
of ongoing salient models of thinking, consistent expectations 
for thinking within the environment, explicit instruction in
thinking to develop ability, and the opportunity for practice 
and reinforcement within meaningful contexts.
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C H A P T E R  F O U R

First Days, First Steps
Initiating a Culture of Thinking

Having spent most of my life as either a student or
a teacher, I’ve come to mark my years according to the school calen-
dar. For me, the official new year begins sometime between the last
weeks of August and the first week of September just as the summer
nights begin to cool and the days become noticeably shorter. Com-
pared to the sense of ritual, freshness, and anticipation that mark the
beginning of a new school calendar, January 1 seems a rather pale imi-
tation of a year’s beginning. I’ll gladly forgo the champagne and mid-
night toasts in exchange for all the newness, anxiety, and expectation
that accompany those first days of the school year.

For me, it is the sense of newness and possibility connected with
the beginning of the school year that most excites. As a child, the need
for new pencils, notebooks, and folders meant trips to the store and a
seemingly endless number of choices to be made among the variety
of consumer options presented. There was also the newness of text-
books and desks that, no matter how worn and used, nonetheless
promised a fresh experience and opportunity. There was the newness
of teachers, classmates, and seating charts that made it possible to 
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envision a new world inside the walls of the classroom. Amidst all this
newness, anything could happen; one could even become a whole new
person.

Tempering this excitement and enthusiasm were the feelings of
anxiety that tend to accompany all beginnings but especially school
beginnings. My first days of school usually were preceded by vivid
dreams accentuating all of my anxieties and insecurities: of getting
lost in a new building, of being late, of being singled out, of not being
smart enough, and of being under the thumb of mean and crusty
teachers. Of course, buried beneath these dreams were my hopes—
and the hopes of every student, I believe—of being accepted, included,
encouraged, and looked after. Although anxiety is heightened by new-
ness, it quickly becomes tempered by the establishment of routines
and the growing familiarity of surroundings. Thus, as the excitement
of the new wears off, it is replaced by the comfort of the familiar with
its own rewards and motivations.

Nestled within and closely associated with these feelings of new-
ness and anxiety lay a sense of expectation: What will this class be like?
What is to come? What will be required here? In opening the class-
room door each fall, these are the questions all teachers must answer
in the first days of school. Indeed, all teachers provide answers to these
questions, whether they know it or not. They answer these questions
in their introductions to the class, through the routines they establish,
and in the way they allocate classroom time. Often, teachers answer
these questions as much by what they leave unsaid and unattended to
as by what they deliberately try to convey. Although the first days of
school will always be a celebration of the new and an effort at lessen-
ing anxieties, these days are first and foremost an expression of expec-
tations that set the direction and establish the norms for the rest of
the year.

In this chapter, I examine how teachers go about answering the
question of expectations for their students and, in doing so, lay the
foundation for enculturating thinking dispositions and developing
students’ intellectual character. I present four practices, emerging from
the collective work of the teachers I studied, that are particularly rele-
vant to establishing a culture of thinking at the beginning of the
school year:

• Conveying a sense of the history of thought and the power 
of ideas



• Jumping into a big subject-matter issue

• Laying a foundation for ongoing dialogue

• Setting an agenda of understanding

Although not a definitive list of effective beginning-of-the-year
practices, these four practices highlight some of the ways in which
teachers’ actions during the first days of school can send positive mes-
sages about thinking and its importance in the life of the classroom.
As discussed in Chapter Three, these expectations initially act as exter-
nal stand-ins for students’ own inclination toward thinking. Over the
course of the year—through ongoing reinforcement, encouragement,
and repetition—students gradually internalize these expectations.

My goal here is to paint a vivid and rich picture of each practice in
action so that its spirit, intent, and nature can be easily reinterpreted
and applied to new situations. To do this, I have selected examples that
I feel are clearest and most robust. However, in presenting my find-
ings in this way, a bit of the context of each teacher’s experience and
practice is necessarily lost. I regret this because I have come to know
each of these individuals as engaging teachers who deserve to be cele-
brated and understood in their own right and not merely as a collec-
tion of disaggregated actions. My hope is that more of the full
character and personality of each teacher will emerge over the course
of the next few chapters and that readers will come to appreciate the
individuality and intellectual character of each of these educators as
much as I have.

CONVEYING A SENSE OF THE HISTORY 
OF THOUGHT AND THE POWER OF IDEAS

When students first step into a classroom, they receive a series of mes-
sages about the teacher’s aesthetic, organizational abilities, interests,
and attitudes toward teaching and learning. The first two of these
qualities are readily discernible in the arrangement of the room, strate-
gic placement of posters on the wall, provision of supplies, use of
charts and checklists for keeping track of the various rituals of school
life, and finally the state of the teacher’s desk. But the last two of these
qualities, the teacher’s interests and attitude toward teaching and
learning, may not be so apparent. To discern these qualities, we look
as much for what is present as what is not. We look at the content of
what is up on the wall, not just its arrangement. We also look at how
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the physical environment of the classroom gets used and integrated
into the instructional day. In this section, we look more closely at these
components of the environment to better understand what a classroom
that conveys an attitude and expectation of thinking actually looks like.

Questions and Quotes

Heather Woodcock’s front chalkboard is ringed with messages strate-
gically placed to engage students whose attention might be wander-
ing. Mounted on construction paper above the chalkboard is a set of
seven questions. These are big questions, universal questions, the kinds
of questions that direct inquiry in the discipline, promote self-
discovery, and speak to the human condition. These are Heather’s
guiding questions, designed to point the direction for her seventh
graders’ studies in humanities during the year. She has carefully crafted
each question to capture the imagination, prompt discussion, and
guide students’ inquiry. Heather refers to these as her throughlines
because they tie together all of her teaching in social studies and lan-
guage arts throughout the year.1 These seven questions are

• Why do people seek to discover what is unknown?

• How does learning about other cultures help us understand 
ourselves?

• What does it mean to “come of age,” and how does it differ
across culture, time, and gender?

• Can we all be individuals as equal parts of a whole?

• What keeps peoples of different cultures from living/working
successfully together?

• How does reflection on your work and thinking help you 
understand?

• How do we find out the truth about things that happened long
ago and far away? How do we see through bias?

While these questions outline the focus of the course, their post-
ing serves to keep that focus alive in students’ minds. With the ques-
tions so prominently displayed, students have the opportunity to
ponder them at any moment.2

Heather also has other thinking aids posted around her room. On
either side of the chalkboard, squeezed around a calendar and a home-
work sign-off station, is a series of quotes:
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• A vision without action is a but a dream. Action without vision
is a waste of time. But vision with action can change our lives.
—Greg Henry Quinn

• Live in the now, and never worry alone.—Anne Nash

• You’ll regret the things you don’t do in life more than the things
you’ve done wrong.—Anonymous

• Five hundred years ago a person in error was a person searching
for the truth.—John Leinhard

• At times inactivity is preferable to mindless functioning.
—Jenny Holzer

These quotes and many others scattered around the room speak to
the mental life in some way or another. Whether they be about the
relationship between thought and action, the need for taking risks
both in life and in thinking, or the call for introspection and aware-
ness, these quotes serve both to inspire and to link students with
thinkers of the past.

One of Heather’s first weekend homework assignments also culti-
vates a link with past thinkers, as well as introduces students to the
power of well-crafted words to reveal insights. For the assignment, stu-
dents find and copy a quote that they like and feel speaks to them.
Students then share these quotes with the class and explain the rea-
soning behind their selections. These quotes are added to Heather’s
collection, and they find a home on the walls of her classroom.

The Walls Teach

As in Heather’s room, the walls of Chris Elnicki’s eighth-grade social
studies classroom are designed to be vehicles of instruction. In one cor-
ner is a display of historical photographs chronicling the industrializa-
tion of the United States. Chris uses these pictures to teach students
about making inferences, spotting bias, and noticing details. Adjacent
to this set of pictures lies a series of laminated world maps that students
use to trace their ancestry and learn about immigration. Around the
corner, hidden behind the door, is a collection of political cartoons 
the students use to understand how serious public issues are often
understood through analogy. Scattered throughout the room are posters
that juxtapose what the Bill of Rights guarantees to U.S. citizens 
with pictures that show those rights being infringed on. Everywhere you
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look, there are maps, flags, and globes, either hanging from the ceil-
ing or tacked on the walls.

Intermingled with these teaching displays are an assortment of per-
sonal touches: a Jiminy Cricket doll atop the chalkboard and a collec-
tion of hats covering the top of a filing cabinet. Family pictures are
tacked to the wall behind Chris’s desk and beside them hang a series
of Colorado license plates that he has collected over the years. And as
in Heather’s classroom, there are quotes. Above the windows hangs
the banner, “A ship in port is safe, but that’s not what ships are built
for.” Above the chalkboard are a set of directions for learning, “When
you’re searching for new information, be an explorer. When you’re
turning your resources into new ideas, be an artist. When you’re eval-
uating the merits of an idea, be a judge. When you’re carrying your
idea into action, be a warrior.” Next to Chris’s desk, a small poster
reads, “I’d rather know some of the questions than all of the answers.”

Chris’s displays serve much the same purpose as Heather’s guiding
questions. They provide a road map for the year. Acting as a kind of
visual gestalt, these bulletin board displays convey to students the
kinds of issues, topics, and ideas that are going to be important in this
classroom throughout the year. These displays also provide glimpses
into the issues, ideas, and thinking of others, revealing the importance
of perspective taking and point of view. The quotes that Chris has cho-
sen send important messages about expectations for students’ think-
ing, emphasizing the importance of curiosity, risk taking, and ways of
constructing meaning.

How This Practice Supports the Development 
of Intellectual Character

On the surface, the kinds of classrooms Heather and Chris have de-
signed are not unusual; they have not turned their rooms into space-
ships or replicas of the Mayflower. However, they have created places
that send important messages about both the content to be investi-
gated and the role that thinking plays in that endeavor, a practice that
is not as common as one might hope. By establishing the norms and
values of the classroom, these teachers’ displays represent the first steps
toward developing students’ general inclination toward thinking.

In contrast, most classroom displays more typically convey mes-
sages of discipline, posting the class or school rules; rote learning, dis-
playing steps and procedures; external authority, listing district or state

60 INTELLECTUAL CHARACTER



standards; or work motivation, inspiring messages designed to keep
students going. Although these messages are not inappropriate or
wrong, they do not necessarily serve an agenda of thinking and may
unintentionally undermine it by promoting a “work” rather than a
“learning” orientation toward the class (Marshall, 1987, 1988). A work
or performance orientation is associated with a focus on obtaining ex-
ternal reinforcement or favorable evaluations for one’s performance.
Such environments focus on getting the work done, completing
assignments, keeping busy, and collecting points or grades for that
work. This kind of environment can become dangerous to learning
when the nature of that work, its quality, and its significance are never
questioned or seriously examined, when the focus becomes work for
work’s sake. I’ll take up this issue of classroom orientations further in
the last section of this chapter.

Unfortunately, more stark contrasts to the thinking-rich environ-
ment presented by Chris and Heather can also be found. I once vis-
ited a middle school classroom in which totally different messages
about the importance and nature of thinking were being sent. I had
come to administer an assessment of students’ thinking. Walking into
the room, I was struck by how barren it was. There was very little to
catch the eye or spark the imagination. The exception was one poster
positioned prominently in the center of the back wall. The poster was
a picture of a large gorilla slumped over with its head down and eyes
closed. The caption of the picture read, “Thinking makes me tired.”
While struck by the irony of administering an assessment of thinking
in the presence of this rather disheartening sentiment about think-
ing, I couldn’t help but wonder how this message influenced students’
day-to-day actions in the class. When those responsible for engaging
students intellectually view thinking as hard and boring work, it must
be especially difficult for students to develop their inclination to use
their thinking abilities well.

JUMPING INTO A BIG 
SUBJECT-MATTER ISSUE

In a sense, everything and nothing happens on the first day of school.
It is possible to look at the first day as merely one of logistics and
introductions: teachers pass out materials; they assign desks and lock-
ers; and everyone puts names to faces. However, these tasks, as simple
and mundane as they are, also teach. Beginning-of-the-year tasks and
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how they are handled convey not only the teacher’s organizational
abilities and confidence but his or her values and priorities. Because
these tasks are not givens but represent choices on the part of the
teacher, they communicate to students the teacher’s passions and per-
spective with regard to teaching and learning. However, a logistical
start is not the only way to kick off the school year. In this section, we
look at what a nonlogistical type of first-day introduction looks like
and what messages teachers convey when they plunge students right
in to a big subject-matter issue.

Unmasking the Rules of Mathematics

There is a distinct lack of formality as John Threlkeld prepares to
begin the first algebra class of the school year. He quickly introduces
himself for the benefit of those students who don’t know him, then
calls out students’ names. As he says each name, he looks around the
room to locate the student and then points to him or her. Many of
the faces are familiar to him. Throughout this process, John appears
a bit disorganized, says he is having trouble with names and faces,
comments on not being able to find his overhead projector, and in
general breaks just about every rule that many so-called experts dic-
tate for an effective start of the school year. Matter-of-factly, John pre-
sents a problem culled from the newspaper—a puzzle in which you
move only one digit in the false equality 62 – 63 = 1 in order to make
it true. Without much discussion, he says that the problem is “out
there.” “There’s something for you to ponder. Something interesting
to think about,” he remarks. He encourages students to bring in other
interesting problems for the class, noting that this one was given to
him just today by a student. He tells students that he likes problems
such as these and that, over the course of the year, they will find him to
be an eccentric and unabashed geek.

In this brief exchange, John has set the tone. While he appears to
be disorganized and rather lax in attending to details, he also comes
across as affable, good-natured, trusting, and approachable. Perhaps
more importantly, he gives the impression of being on top of the con-
tent, eager to pursue mathematics with students, and ready to push
their thinking. John finds mathematics engaging, and he becomes ani-
mated just talking about a problem. His passion comes through loud
and clear. It also is clear that he is in charge of the class and not a slave
to the textbook, which he never mentions during the hour.
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John tells the class that he would like to begin with a problem from
The Phantom Tollbooth—a book by Norton Juster that many of the
students remember reading in sixth grade. John flashes a page of the
book on the overhead projector and reads it quickly. In the story, the
main character, Milo, explains how mathematics can make things dis-
appear and, by way of example, presents the following problem:

4 + 9−2 × 16 + 1 ÷ 3 × 6−67 + 8 × 2−3 + 26−1 ÷ 34 + 3 ÷ 7 + 2−5 =

Upon seeing the problem, another character, described as always first
to shout out a wrong answer, says the answer is seventeen. John asks
if anyone in the class is like that. A few giggles and John adds, “Don’t
ever be afraid to give a wrong answer. Never be afraid to give a wrong
answer that you have thought about.” Returning to the problem, John
asks the class, “What does this equal? Work in pairs to come up with
an answer.” Under his breath, he adds, “I suppose that I should figure
this out myself” and heads to the board.

After a few minutes, John calls out, “I want to hear what you got.”
A student says that she may be wrong.
John says he doesn’t care; he wants to hear it: “I really am quite seri-

ous. I want you to tell me what you get. Yeah, the bottom line is that
one is right and one is wrong, at least in algebra, but I want you to try
out your ideas and not be the least hesitant to say, ‘Here is what I got.’
And by the way, maybe we’re all wrong.” He writes down her solution
and then quickly puts other answers up on the board. There are soon
as many answers as student pairs.

Before delving into a discussion of the problem, John interjects, “I
might as well add my answer to the list as well.” A few students moan,
and John adds, “Not that it’s right but because I think it’s wrong.” In
this gesture, John both joins the community of learners as a copartic-
ipant and ratifies the task as an authentic problem, one in which the
teacher does not secretly know the answer. John comments that most
of the answers are different but hastens to add, “Math is not a democ-
racy, and whatever gets the most votes doesn’t win. There has to be a
proven answer.”

John leads the class in working through the arithmetic of the prob-
lem together, and immediately there is a discussion of order of oper-
ations, a topic the class has already recognized as the key to the
problem. John reviews the mnemonic device, PEMDAS, used for
remembering order of operations and recounts the first time he was
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introduced to this now familiar memory tool, thus placing himself
once again in the role of a learner. Before long, students have discov-
ered their various errors, and a communal answer begins to emerge
as −47 143 ⁄238 .

Students begin to use their calculators to check their answers, but
rather than getting confirmation, a new confusion arises as students
get different answers. John uses this confusion to introduce the main
point of the class, “It is interesting to notice something. Someone pro-
grammed your calculator. We have at least a dozen different kinds of
calculators in here, and almost all did the same thing. Did they have
to do that?” The students quickly shake their heads in disagreement,
and John continues, “Mathematicians have generally adopted this
agreement among themselves, scientists too, about what is meant by
order of operations. If not, what would happen?”

“You’d get different answers,” a student volunteers.
“Right, so there is a general agreement. In math, it is pretty impor-

tant that two people doing the same problem can arrive at the same
answer, so we have order of operations. We talked about those rules.
What were they?” As students shout out the rules, John writes on the
board: “Parentheses, Exponents, Multiplication and Division, and then
Addition and Subtraction, PEMDAS.”

Pausing and turning to the class, John asks quietly, “Who thought
of those rules? Why all that instead of doing it Milo’s way, from left to
right?” There is silence, and then John begins again, “I don’t know the
answer to that. I don’t know the answer to that, and I haven’t been able
to find out. But I have some places that I might look. I think that at
some time in the evolution of math, Milo’s way was right. . . . Could
we do it another way? Could we do things in a different order?”

A student volunteers a tentative answer, “Well, it depends. If we
could get everyone to agree.”

“OK, it’s called a grassroots effort,” John adds as he expands on the
student’s idea. “We would have to convince others that our way is bet-
ter, or we could treat ourselves as a closed society. The real point here
is that that set of rules is an incredibly arbitrary thing. What does arbi-
trary mean?”

“No good reason for it,” a student volunteers.
John quickly adds, “That’s right. Arbitrary means that it doesn’t

really matter as long as everybody agrees on it.”
From the side of the room, a student offers his evaluation of the

order of operations rule: “I think that parentheses have to come first
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because that is the only reason to have them. It just gets too confus-
ing otherwise.”

John writes the student’s assertion on the board and adds to the
class, “Think about what he is saying.”

The student continues with his argument, “Well, if you had another
rule, like do multiplication first, and you had the problem . . . well,
something like, 2 + 4 (6 + 4 × 2). If multiplication had to come first,
you’d be confused because you’re supposed to multiply 4 times the
quantity 6 + 4 × 2, but you don’t know what that is.”

“Think about what he is saying,” John reiterates. “His declaration
was, hypothetically, multiplication first, but unless you know what this
is, what do you do? You’ve got two multiplications, but which one do
you do first and how? You see the dilemma, I hope. I’ve thought about
this, and I don’t see any way around having parentheses first.”

Another student chimes in, “I think that parentheses only exist
because we have order of operations. You wouldn’t need them other-
wise. That’s the whole point.”

“Yeah,” a girl sitting in the back row adds, “they just group things
for you. Like, sometimes you need to think of a group of numbers
going together. If you look back at the original problem, there weren’t
actually any parentheses, but you could put them in to show how you
grouped the operations in your head.”

Still another student enters the debate, “Well, what about expo-
nents? It seems like exponents could come first.”

John tosses the student’s comments back to the group, “Let’s think
about that. It’s a good question.” He then writes “2 + 4 (6 + 4 × 2)3”
and asks, “How would you do that?”

The student examines the problem and gathers her thoughts, “Oh,
I guess you would still have to do the parentheses first or just not have
them at all.”

Another student picks up on this point and brings the conversa-
tion back around to the main point, “But the argument is why have
order of operations at all, why not just go left to right and forget about
parentheses?”

“Just do it Milo’s way, you mean?” John clarifies and then begins to
sum up the discussion, “Great stuff. You’re all causing me to think
about this more. I’ll have to go home and see what I can come up with.
That was good stuff. What I am going to ask you to do tonight is to go
home and play with this some more. One of the things that you are
going to play with is this kind of idea about order of operations. Instead
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of PEMDAS, why not PESMAD? What you are going to be doing
tonight is experiment with different configurations of order of oper-
ations to see what you come up with. This was a great class. I love
these kinds of discussions.”

Learning About Perspective

For Susan McCray’s seventh graders, humanities class is a new ex-
perience. Not only is the course title new and unfamiliar, but for
many, this is their first multi-age class in which they work alongside
eighth graders. For this reason, Susan uses the first day to introduce
students both to each other and to the course as a whole. After a brief
introduction in which students interview and introduce each other,
Susan asks for an eighth-grade student to explain what humanities is
all about.

A student volunteers, “It’s a mix of social studies and English. Last
year, we learned about the Holocaust and discrimination.”

“I like how you captured the essence,” Susan responds, then turns
to the rest of the class, “What other kinds of work do we do in human-
ities?” Several students raise their hands and talk about the different
kinds of projects, performances, and response journals they did last
year. As Susan elaborates on each of these and begins to tell the class
what new topics they will focus on this year, another teacher quietly
enters the room and goes to Susan’s desk. Susan continues her expla-
nation but glances frequently at the teacher in the back of the room
who is now rummaging through desk drawers. Susan stops for a
moment and asks the teacher, “Can I help you?”

“No,” the teacher responds, “I’m just looking for that book that I
gave you.”

Susan goes back to her explanations, keeping one eye on the visi-
tor in the back of the room. She starts to explain that this year they
will be exploring issues around immigration but then pauses and once
again directs her attention to the teacher in the back of the room, “Can
I help you out?”

“No, I’m all set. I just wanted to get the book. Dave [the principal]
told me to come up and get it,” the woman cheerfully replies as she
continues to go through stacks of papers on Susan’s desk.

A bit ruffled, Susan responds more firmly, “But I told you that I
have the book. It’s my book, . . . and I’m trying to teach class.” Sensing
Susan’s growing tenseness, the class begins to follow the exchange
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between the two teachers more closely. Heads move back and forth be-
tween Susan at the front of the room and the other teacher in the back.

Matter-of-factly, the other teacher stops going through the desk
and responds to Susan, “Yeah, I know, but Dave told me to come and
get it. He gave the book to me, so . . .”

In a firm but calm tone, Susan tries to put an end to the interrup-
tion, “OK, I’d rather you not look through my desk. I’d really rather
you . . . We can talk about this later.”

Politely and cheerfully, the teacher heads for the door and answers
Susan, “OK, no problem. Dave told me to come and get it.”

With obvious displeasure, Susan responds, “Well, this has been
ongoing, and we really need to work it out. But I’d rather not get into
it now.” The fellow teacher, still in a calm manner, responds as she
exits, “OK, we can talk about it later.”

With the interruption over, Susan returns to her discussion of
course themes and projects but quickly stops herself. “I’m sorry. I’m
distracted. This has just been an ongoing thing. I hate to pull you all
into this, but what did you all just see?”

A few students eagerly volunteer, “You mean like she just totally
ignored you and went through your desk!” Another student offers,
“You want me to check and see if she stole anything?”

Susan shares with the students her dilemma around the incident
and asks for their help, “I need to bring this up with Dave, and I don’t
want to have just my account. Would you all do me a favor? It would
really help me out if you could just jot down what it was that you saw.”
After a pause, she adds,“I guess this is appropriate. I mean, it is human-
ities class, and we do a lot of different kinds of writing in humanities.”

Students quickly get to work and ask Susan a variety of questions
that show their engagement in and concern about the incident: “Do you
really not like her?”“What’s her name?”“Is it really your book or hers?”
“How long have you been fighting?”“Is she going to get in trouble?”

A few students, sensing a setup, ask, “Did you plan this?”
Susan responds that she knows it sounds weird, but she could really

use their help on this.
As the students begin to finish their writing, Susan asks if anyone

would be willing to share what they saw. Most of the accounts are
brief, but several students have picked up an amazing amount of
detail. Susan remarks on how helpful the details are to figuring out
what really happened. As students share, Susan points out some of the
differences in the accounts: how the other teacher was characterized,
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what details were noticed, and what some people saw as fact and some
saw as more ambiguous.

At the end of the discussion, a student asks, “Why did you want us
to write it down?”

At this point, Susan admits that the whole incident was indeed set up.
A few students are completely surprised, whereas others smile at the con-
firmation of what they suspected. Susan asks the students why they think
she did this and what the activity might have to do with humanities.

A few students venture a guess, “Well, it was descriptive writing,”
one student offers.

Susan confirms this aspect of the activity and adds, “And that in-
volves being able to look closely.”

Another student offers a more down-to-earth explanation, “You
wanted to teach us not to go near your desk.”

Susan laughs and acknowledges that that’s a reason she hadn’t
thought about but that the incident might have had that effect.

Susan then explains her rationale to the class: “This was a more
interesting way of introducing you to what humanities is all about. Part
of it is developing good observation skills: being aware of what is going
on around you, being able to really describe that, to document it, but
then also to be conscious of the perspective you bring to things. It
seemed in this situation that you all pretty much decided that she was
doing something she shouldn’t do. Why do you have that perspective?”

Students offer various explanations: “Because you were yelling at
her to get out of your desk.” “Because you’re our teacher.” “Because
you put it into our heads.”

“How did I do that?” Susan asks.
The student elaborates by reading from his account, “When you

said, ‘This has been an ongoing thing, and you don’t like it,’ that made
us think she was a bad person, that she kept doing this.”

Susan picks up on this, “What else would you need to know to
really analyze this situation to figure out who was right or wrong?
What would you want to know?”

Several students respond in chorus, “Her side.”
With this, Susan launches into a more complete explanation of the

activity’s purpose,

A big piece of this activity is how much we need to always be conscious
of perspective, about whose side we are seeing. History is really peo-
ple’s stories. It is things that happen. It is events like this. This is now

68 INTELLECTUAL CHARACTER



a piece of history. It is an event that happened, and the history is how
people choose to record those events. We all recorded those events dif-
ferently. And if she had had a group of her friends here, they might
have recorded it differently than we would. So we need to be conscious
of the perspective of people who are writing our history. One of the
things I want you to be aware of is what is going on around you, to be
critical thinkers. I want you to be willing to look at a situation, a text
or a piece of writing, and look at it critically. To dig deeply into trying
to understand it and understand the different perspectives represented
there and the different perspectives represented in this room. We need
to talk those things out. What were you thinking and why? That is
what this little scenario represents.

How This Practice Supports the 
Development of Intellectual Character

Both John’s and Susan’s classes are a big departure from the way most
teachers begin the school year. Instead of the usual review of rules and
procedures, both teachers jump right into the middle of big subject-
matter issues. For John, it is: Where does knowledge and truth come
from in mathematics? What is the source of the mathematical rules
we learn? For Susan, it is: How does perspective shape history and our
personal understanding of events? By starting class this way, teachers
give students not just a sense of what the course will cover but how
the course will actually feel and how they will go about their learning.

These first-day introductions sensitize students to important 
subject-matter issues and ways of thinking. Susan was sensitizing stu-
dents to an awareness of perspective, encouraging them to look for
different sides of the story. John was sensitizing his students to the
need to look beyond the surface of mathematical rules in order to
develop a better understanding of and mastery over those rules. By
asking his students to examine the sense of order of operations, John
helps them to see that some mathematical rules are merely conven-
tions, whereas others have a deeper basis in logical reasoning.

LAYING A FOUNDATION 
FOR ONGOING DIALOGUE

In addition to expectations about content and the types of thinking
demanded, first days of school also establish norms of interaction
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between students and teachers. In these first moments, students learn
how they are expected to participate in class. Is this a place where par-
ticipation is limited to doing the homework, or is this a place that
encourages expression of one’s ideas and thinking? Is this a place
where answers are shared and smartness assessed by one’s contribu-
tions, or is this a place where ideas are explored? The questions teach-
ers ask, the way they acknowledge responses, on whom they call, who
is allowed to speak to whom, and when students are permitted to talk
all send messages about the nature of participation and dialogue in a
particular classroom. In this section, we look at how teachers encour-
age class dialogue that promotes full participation and supports learn-
ing and thinking.

Building a Climate of Respect

As Doug Tucker knows, encouraging a dialogue about ideas with and
among students is seldom as simple as providing them the opportu-
nity to do so. He also knows that his students face special challenges
in creating and sustaining a classroom dialogue about ideas. His stu-
dents’ major experience of math classrooms is dominated by mem-
ory work and messages that participation means having the right
answer or completing one’s work quietly and on time. In addition,
discipline and order have long been a major concern and focus of the
faculty and administration at Doug’s school. The result is that the
school now exudes a sense of constant watchfulness and attention to
student behavior. Staff members diligently enforce dress, language,
and behavioral codes, giving the school an orderly and work-oriented
feel. Although such discipline is critical to learning and reflects the
dedication of the school to confront past disciplinary issues, the chal-
lenge now is maintaining order while loosening control and creating
a more relaxed and comfortable climate.

The challenge Doug faces in creating and sustaining intellectual
dialogue becomes fully evident the first week of school as he gives his
students a warm-up problem to work on as they enter class. Not a rou-
tine type of problem, it is one that they must think about and con-
sider carefully. They cannot simply apply an algorithmic procedure.
As Doug notices the blank looks on students’ faces, he tells them that
they may talk about the problem with their neighbors. No one does.
When Doug asks a few minutes later if anyone has a solution and is
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again treated to blank stares, he once again suggests that students talk
about the problem. Still, the class remains silent.

It is not just that the warm-up problem is hard or that students have
little experience in solving this type of problem; it is also that students
are unfamiliar with how to have an open-ended, exploratory conver-
sation. Most of their classroom conversations have been confirmatory,
taking the form of sharing and confirming answers, or they have been
monologues, stating one’s position or opinion on a topic. Students’ lack
of experience in this area is compounded by the fact that an open-
ended dialogue of this sort involves taking an intellectual risk in stat-
ing one’s confusion or in putting forth ideas that might very well be
wrong. Doug sets out early in the year to confront these challenges: his
first step is establishing a relaxed and friendly climate of respect.3

“Let’s talk about expectations,” Doug says to his students the first
day of class. “The number one thing is this is a safe classroom. What
does that mean?”

Several students offer explanations based on safety: no fighting, no
horseplay, and so on. Doug continues to push until one student,
whom Doug has had before in summer school, says that it means that
no one should feel bad for asking questions. Doug acknowledges the
student’s contribution and asks the rest of the class to think about
what that means in practice, adding, “Does that mean you can call
someone stupid?”

Collectively, the class responds with a series of giggles and echoes
of “No.”

Doug elaborates on this point to make sure that students under-
stand its importance. “If you do say that, I will be forced to stop class
and give you a five-minute lecture. It goes like this.” Doug launches
into an explanation of peer pressure, the effects of that pressure on
inhibiting students, and the importance of not disrespecting anyone.
He ends this by smiling slyly and saying, “There is only one person in
the room who is allowed to tease,” as he points at himself.

Students fill in the missing word, “You.”
Doug adds, “And there is only one person you can make fun of.”
A bit more tentatively this time, the class once again says, “You.”
With a deadpan delivery, Doug completes his sentence, “And that

is Theresa.” The class breaks into uproarious laughter, and Doug
breaks out into a big grin. He winks at Theresa, a student he also
knows from summer school, to confirm the joke.
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The class clearly appreciates the joke, and it helps to temper the
sometimes hard edge of the first day and the serious statements of
expectations. The remark also humanizes Doug and helps to establish
a mutuality in the classroom. Doug sums up the discussion by saying,
“Seriously, I laugh at myself occasionally, but don’t make this an
unsafe place for anyone.”

A popular student asks, “How can you laugh at yourself? Do you
look in the mirror or something and start laughing?”

Assuming the false bravado of a kid picking a fight, Doug responds in
mock seriousness, “Are you calling me ugly?” Again, the class erupts
in laughter, and Doug attempts to answer the student’s question more
seriously, “If I do something funny, I’ll laugh. I know it is hard for you
to understand. I was a teenager once or twice myself. As a teenager, I
know it is sometimes hard to look at yourself and laugh at something
you did that was silly. But you will learn you will have more fun in life
if you learn to laugh at yourself.” Doug caps off the discussion, which
has been laced with humor and goodwill, by returning to his main
point: “But this has to be a safe room. We can laugh and have fun, but
if it’s not safe, no education is going to happen.”

In this first-day discussion, it is not just the word safety that stu-
dents hear. They also hear a message of mutuality and respect, and
they feel the beginnings of a relationship being forged between the
teacher and themselves. Within this context, students begin to feel safe
to be themselves and to put forth their ideas. Doug continues to build
this context over time by using humor, as well as storytelling and other
means, to draw out students’ ideas and encourage dialogue.

Structuring the Conversation

As students enter Chris Elnicki’s room on the first day of class, he
informs them that they have a task to do. On the front board, under
the heading “First Things” is an assignment: “Look around the room
and try to figure out what you can tell about me.” While students glance
about, Chris quickly takes roll then asks, “OK, what did you figure 
out about me or questions you have about me based on the room?”

Students raise their hands and begin to call out their findings. As
they do, Chris presses them to explain the basis for their conclusions,
to provide some evidence and explanation for their thinking.

One student offers the observation, “You’re patriotic.”
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“What makes you think I am patriotic? What is the evidence?”
Chris asks.

Pointing around the room, the student responds, “The flag, those
posters.”

Chris gently pushes the student’s thinking by offering an alterna-
tive explanation, “OK, so I might be patriotic, or this may be a course
that tries to teach patriotism. You can probably bet that an American
studies course wouldn’t be anti-American.”

Another student, picking up on the expectation to provide evi-
dence, points to a quote about the ship in the port hanging above the
window—“A ship in port is safe, but that’s not what ships are built
for”—and observes, “You want us to be determined.”

Chris acknowledges the evidence and the accuracy of the student’s
inference, “OK, there are a lot of quotes on the wall that deal with that.
I like people to take risks. I don’t want you to be a ship in the port.”

Yet another student comments, “You have a sense of humor,” and
Chris returns to the expectation of evidence, asking the student,
“Why?”

The student mentions the cartoons in the back of the room.
Chris elaborates, “OK, those are political cartoons, and we are going

to be learning how to make sense of those. Anyone can identify the
events in a political cartoon, but being able to interpret it and make
sense takes some work.”

As this exchange of observations backed up with evidence contin-
ues, Chris encourages the students in a new direction: “What can you
tell about me? Am I married? Do I have kids?”

“Yes,” a student responds, then cites the evidence, “Those pictures
over there.”

“Well, I might just be good at drawing pictures of tall girls and
cats,” Chris counters.

“Your wedding band,” offers another student with a sense of pride.
In just a few short minutes, Chris has managed to get his students

to do the work of introducing him, the curriculum, and the instruc-
tional focus of the year. He also has engaged them as thinkers and
active participants by tapping into the natural inferential thinking
everyone does within the first few minutes of entering a new space.
However, this activity is not about first impressions so much as it is
about making inferences based on evidence, a distinction that Chris
wants students to make. Throughout this exchange, Chris establishes
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his expectations for participation and sets norms for sharing ideas. He
also provides a structure for the kinds of dialogues he wants students
to have in his class. In addition, the episode cues and enhances stu-
dents’ inclination toward inferential thinking while pointing to the
kinds of occasions when it is important to be sensitive to one’s own
impressions and aware of other points of view or possibilities.

Chris builds on this introduction and reinforces the dialogue struc-
ture he has established by asking students to analyze some pho-
tographs. He walks students through a five-step process with one of
the pictures on the back wall. Step one is for students to note their first
reactions or impressions. Chris warns that the process can’t stop there,
that these impressions are often connected to feelings, and it is impor-
tant to go beyond this emotional response. The next step is to collect
data, to try and see what is actually there. Then, at the heart of the
process are the next two steps, to draw inferences and generalizations
about what is going on based on the evidence and one’s prior knowl-
edge. Finally, students are asked to make a conclusion, to tell what they
learned.

Chris hands out pictures documenting child labor conditions and
informs the class that examining these pictures is a first step in answer-
ing the other question on the board, “Why are you here?” For the next
seven minutes, students look at and discuss a single photo with a part-
ner, using the structure Chris has laid out. This structure then
becomes the basis for short presentations from each group. Through
this opening activity, Chris not only jumps into a big subject-matter
issue—How do we know what we know in history?—but he has estab-
lished a structure that students will use throughout the year for talk-
ing about ideas in history.

How This Practice Supports the 
Development of Intellectual Character

Thinking is largely an internal process. However, we reinforce and in
some cases acquire patterns, approaches, styles, and types of thinking
through social interaction and participation. Classroom dialogue pro-
vides models of thinking that students can appropriate and gradually
incorporate into their personal repertoires. When these norms of dia-
logue are sustained in classrooms over time, they provide students the
opportunities to try on different types of thinking and practice them
in a supportive environment. Barbara Rogoff (1990) describes this
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process as an apprenticeship in thinking. The power of apprentice-
ships is that one learns in context. Thus, not only does one cultivate
abilities but the expectations of the situation cultivate inclination, and
through the authentic work, one becomes sensitive to occasions. In
this way, patterns of thinking are enculturated.

These social dialogues also expose students to the language of
thinking, the actual words used to describe thinking processes, prod-
ucts, states, and stances. This language not only serves a communica-
tive function, allowing students to express their ideas and thoughts
more effectively but also provides tools for regulating and shaping
thought. As Shari Tishman and David Perkins (1997, p. 371) explain,
“The words we have available to us influence the way we think about
the world, including the inner world of our own mental life.” In this
way, the language of thinking provides a tool for students’ own think-
ing about thinking, or metacognition. In Chapter Seven, we will fur-
ther explore the role of language in cuing or prompting an awareness
of opportunities for thinking and thus the activation of dispositional
behavior.

SETTING AN AGENDA OF 
UNDERSTANDING

We might group the activities of setting up the physical classroom
environment, conducting the first day of class, and encouraging dia-
logue under the general heading of agenda setting. These introduc-
tory practices are important precisely because they help to establish
the classroom agenda by telling students what to expect and sensitiz-
ing them to the important issues and questions of the course. These
initial actions communicate what teachers value most and are striv-
ing to accomplish with their students. Although it is clearly the
teacher’s agenda being communicated, that agenda can seek to involve
and engage students actively. Through their actions, teachers can com-
municate that they value students as contributors and shapers of a
joint classroom agenda.

By its very nature, a culture of thinking has to be tied to the estab-
lishment of an agenda of understanding. After all, thinking doesn’t
occur in a vacuum. You have to have something to think about, a pur-
pose or a goal that will cause you to engage your thinking abilities.
Likewise, understanding cannot be developed without thinking. I am
not talking here about the loose kind of “getting it” understanding that
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is so often the target of school instruction; this might be better
referred to as having a superficial knowledge about a given topic.
Rather, I am talking about the kind of understanding that is robust
and that implicates personalized sense-making and a building up of
connections, applications, and associations. Such understanding is
performance oriented, marked by a use of associated knowledge and
skills in novel situations. Developing such understanding necessarily
means digging below the surface and thinking deeply about the mean-
ing and implications of the ideas in question.

You might suppose that an agenda of understanding is the de facto
agenda of all classrooms. Unfortunately, this isn’t the case. Hermine
Marshall (1988) has observed that classrooms have specific orienta-
tions: learning, work, or work avoidance. In a learning-oriented class-
room, the goal is to develop an understanding of the course topics. In
such classrooms, the work is purposeful and directed at making sense.
A work orientation focuses on completing the work of the course. You
can think of this as the mentality of getting it done or covering the
material. Such classrooms are driven by completing assignments and
moving on to the next task. In such settings, there is an implicit as-
sumption that doing the work will in and of itself produce the learn-
ing, which, when the goal is skill development and consolidation, can
happen. However, in work-oriented classrooms, both teachers and stu-
dents tend to lose sight of the larger goals of education, allowing the
means to become ends in themselves. Finally, a work-avoidance ori-
entation leads students to see how much work they can avoid doing,
often resulting from the teacher’s inconsistency and lack of clear
instructional goals. This game of subterfuge becomes the agenda of
the class. A less sinister version of this orientation can be found in
classrooms where there is an unwritten compromise in which,
in exchange for the teacher’s not pushing too hard or asking too much,
students agree to remain generally complacent and compliant.

Of course, students bring their own motivations and orientations
toward school with them as well. Some may be more oriented to
learning, whereas others are intent on either completing or avoiding
the work. However, these basic orientations are often fostered by past
school experiences, and teachers can do a lot to bend students to their
will by setting and sustaining their own well-focused agenda. In this
final section, we look at how, in addition to the practices mentioned
in the previous sections, teachers set an agenda of understanding
early in the school year.
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Focusing on Guiding Questions

On the third day of school, Heather Woodcock directs her students to
the seven guiding questions (see p. 58) posted above the chalkboard: “I
mentioned these the other day, and I called them throughlines. What
these questions are are questions we are going to return to through-
out the year. All of these questions can be connected in many, many
ways to what we are studying in here and to our day-to-day lives. They
can be connected to history, to literature, science, and math in a lot of
different ways.”

Heather tells her students that she doesn’t want to say any more
about the questions until they have thought about them. She informs
students that for the next fifteen minutes they will select a question to
write about: “What I want you to start doing today is to start think-
ing about one of these questions. . . . The important thing in thinking
about these questions is to think, to explore, and to dig deeply into
them and find out more than just one answer to them. Figure out
what are the different possibilities for each of these questions.” To help
students select a question to explore, Heather encourages students to
“choose a question that interests you obviously. Don’t chose one that
doesn’t intrigue you, and I am not expecting all of these to intrigue
you. Choose the one that you think has the most depth and the most
richness for you.”

Before students get to work, Heather explains more about the role
the questions will play in the class’s studies this year, “We will go back
to these questions throughout the year, and probably each of you will
become a specialist in at least one of them. As the year goes on, you
all will see how they connect to our studies and to the literature we
are reading. But for now, I don’t want you to worry about it. For now,
what I want you to do is to think about how you connect or think
about any one of those questions.”

For the next fifteen minutes, students write their thoughts on a
sheet of paper Heather has passed out just for this purpose. Occa-
sionally, they have questions, and a few students want to be sure they
are completing the assignment correctly.

One student asks Heather to read hers with the explanation, “I’m
not sure if this is off the subject?”

Heather offers her assurance, suggesting, “What you want to do
with these questions is let them move you in different directions. You
might examine that for a while and then move to something else.” To
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the rest of the class, Heather adds, “In answering the question you have
chosen, you may want to ask more questions. That is always a part of
figuring something out. Asking more questions, going further.”

After fifteen minutes, Heather stops the class. “It’s OK if you didn’t
quite finish up what you had to say. In fact, I hope you have more that
you could say. . . . I’m curious what you all came up with and what
direction you took these questions. Jennifer, what question did you
select?”

Jennifer tells the class that she wrote about the first question, “Why
do people seek to discover what is unknown?” A number of other stu-
dents in the class have also selected this question, and a rapid-fire dis-
cussion ensues in which students share their thinking. Jennifer shares
what initially prompted her to select the question, “Well, because if no
one ever sought out new things and what they didn’t know, then the
world would never change. Things would just stay the same. You
wouldn’t have cures for sickness or anything.”

Heather responds to Jennifer’s take on the question, then encour-
ages responses from others, “OK, so you are looking at outcomes.
What about other people who thought about that one. Why do you
think people do it? Why? What drives them. Sam?”

“If people didn’t discover the unknown, then it would be boring.
But discovering makes it more interesting,” Sam offers.

Heather challenges Sam’s response and pushes his thinking, “OK,
but that takes work. Wouldn’t it just be easier to sit back and not do
anything, to just relax and enjoy life and not go through the bother.
Wouldn’t life be easier?”

Another student picks up the challenge, “But I think it is human
nature to challenge yourself. And to go beyond what is there. It is just
that people get things out of challenging themselves.”

Heather reframes the student’s response, “So you think what 
drives it is human nature?” The discussion moves into the role of
curiosity: how it develops, how it is sustained, and what things might
kill it. One student offers the observation that curiosity helped
humans to evolve. Heather remarks that the role of curiosity will come
up in their studies, “That’s going to be very interesting as we think
about the Renaissance. We’ll be looking at how things changed so
quickly and why.”

The discussion continues for most of the period. At the end of the
hour, as Heather collects students’ writing, she tells the class, “You will
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be returning to the question you selected and to the other ones
throughout this year. We’ll keep thinking and writing about them.”

How This Practice Supports the 
Development of Intellectual Character

By setting an agenda of understanding, teachers communicate an
expectation of thinking that helps foster students’ inclination toward
thinking. A focus on understanding also encourages them to monitor
their understanding, a metacognitive process. In addition, under-
standing tends to highlight and directly pull into play various types of
thinking dispositions, such as

• Curiosity: What’s this all about? What’s behind this?

• Open-mindedness and perspective taking: What’s another way
of looking at this?

• Being skeptical and intellectually careful: What’s the evidence 
for this? How might my understanding be wrong?

When students and the teacher know that the class will be about more
than memory work, these types of thinking more naturally find their
place in the day-to-day business of the classroom.

THE IMPORTANCE OF THE 
FIRST DAYS OF SCHOOL

The four practices I introduced in this chapter were the following:
(1) conveying a sense of the history of thought and the power of ideas,
(2) jumping into a big subject-matter issue, (3) laying a foundation
for ongoing dialogue, and (4) setting an agenda of understanding.
These represent a set of effective tools and approaches that teachers
use in establishing a culture of thinking. However, the specifics of each
practice is ultimately less important than its intent. All four practices
help develop students’ inclinations to use their thinking abilities by
establishing clear expectations for thinking.

Although the four elements of dispositional behavior that we dis-
cussed in Chapter Three—ability, inclination, awareness, and motiva-
tion—interact in a dynamic way and cannot always be addressed
separately in instruction, teachers aiming to build students’ intellectual

First Days, First Steps 79



character tend to focus early in the school year on developing students’
inclinations to think. These expectations for thinking provide a founda-
tion on which teachers can build throughout the year.

It is a truism of education that the best predictor of how the school
year will progress in any particular classroom is the first week of
school. Although this adage has its basis in school effectiveness
research, a program of research focused primarily on issues of class-
room management conducted in the 1970s and 1980s, it seems par-
ticularly apt to the creation of a culture of thinking that supports the
development of students’ intellectual character. Although such a cul-
ture must be built up over time and reinforced day by day, teachers
must lay claim to it during the first days of the school year. Day one is
the time when expectations for social and intellectual behavior are set
and when students assess the orientation of the classroom toward
learning and work. It is also the time when trust is built, mutual re-
spect is established, routines and structures for learning are intro-
duced, and initial patterns of thinking emerge.

Because the culture of the classroom has not yet been established,
virtually every action a teacher takes during the first days of school
sends messages about expectations and values, which will in turn
influence the development of students’ inclination. Consider the sim-
ple act of giving a quiz. When John Threlkeld gives his students their
first quiz of the year, it contains just four questions to be completed
in twenty minutes. In contrast, the first quiz given by Karen, a teacher
I observed whose classroom has a well-developed work orientation,
comes from the textbook and contains eleven questions. Most of the
class completes these questions in just five minutes. The point here is
not that John allows more time per question but that the questions he
gives require more time and thought to complete. The structure of
John’s quiz contains an expectation of thinking versus memorizing.
Thus, the choice of what to ask on a quiz not only provides students
with a chance to exercise their thinking abilities, it conveys an expec-
tation that they do so. The feedback provided to students on the quiz
also sends messages about what is valued and what gets counted. To
the extent that the teacher attends to students’ thinking rather than 
to their memorization of answers, he or she further reinforces the
message that thinking matters.

As all travelers know, it is much easier to begin one’s trip pointed
in the right direction than to make a major correction later in the
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journey. It is worth noting that in each of the teaching examples I have
shared, the course each teacher worked to set was shaped by intro-
spection about the kind of classroom each wanted to have and the pat-
terns of thinking and interaction each wanted to elicit from students.
This map of the ideal classroom culture then guided each teacher in
his or her choice of how to begin the school year. In Part Three of this
book, we look more closely at each teacher’s introspection to under-
stand how values and beliefs shape teaching.

In the intervening chapters, we examine ways that teachers build
on and sustain the culture of thinking they have worked to establish
during the first weeks of school as they go about the task of develop-
ing students’ intellectual character. Our examination loosely maps on
to the key dimensions of dispositional development—developing abil-
ity, nurturing inclination and motivation, and cuing awareness—while
highlighting key instructional practices evident in these thoughtful
classrooms.
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Q Key Ideas for Developing Intellectual Character

IN THE CLASSROOM:

CREATING A CULTURE OF THINKING

• Conveying a Sense of the History of Thought and Power of
Ideas. The physical environment of the classroom sends 
messages about what a teacher values, the role of thinking 
in the classroom, students’ responsibility for learning and
motivation, the types of questions and problems the class 
will explore, and the power of ideas. Quotes, posters, guiding
questions, pictures, and tools and equipment can be used to
establish the norms and values of the classroom.

• Jumping into a Big Subject-Matter Issue. Exploring central
issues, purposes, or tensions in a subject area gives students a
sense of both what and how they will learn. Such activities
sensitize students to important aspects of learning in the sub-
ject. Although the teacher might explore many different types
of issues, it is often useful to address what it means to know
and learn in the subject: What does it mean to be a reader, to
act like a scientist, or to do math? 

• Laying a Foundation for Ongoing Dialogue. Supporting an
intellectual dialogue about ideas takes work. A climate of
respect must be built in which students feel comfortable shar-
ing their thoughts and opinions. Structures and protocols
need to be established that will guide the discussion, keep it
focused, and direct students’ thinking. Such structures might
take the form of asking students to elaborate on their points,
provide evidence and justification, explore the reasons that
things appear the way they do, and consider implications.

• Setting an Agenda of Understanding. The development of
understanding depends on deep thinking, and thinking itself
must be purposeful and focused on some content, issue, or
problem. Unfortunately, not all classrooms are focused on
understanding and thinking. Developing a learning orienta-
tion involves sending messages, through the opportunities 
created and the discussions initiated, that the teacher’s chief
aim is to cultivate students’ understanding.





C H A P T E R  F I V E

Thinking Routines
Creating the Spaces and 

Structures for Thinking

As a student teacher struggling to master the mys-
teries of life inside a classroom, I would spend hours poring over
books and resources to devise what I hoped would be interesting and
engaging lessons for the second graders in my charge. Although this
planning was important and certainly necessary to my overall profes-
sional development, it prepared me less for assuming responsibility
for a classroom than I imagined. No, my best preparation for stepping
into the role of teacher didn’t come from devising interesting lessons
or designing bulletin boards but from the time I spent watching and
learning the routines of the classroom of which I was about to take
charge.

There was a certain way we did things in Mrs. Baker’s second grade,
and I, probably more than any of the students, didn’t want to violate
those rules of operation. I paid careful attention to how students were
expected to line up, the way the day began, how and when students
were allowed to talk, what movement was and was not allowed, how
papers were passed out, which responsibilities were considered perks
and which were deemed punishments, how materials were to be used
and stored, and how we moved from one activity to another. All this
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watchfulness took place in anticipation of the day that I would take
over the class and be the one responsible for both initiating and rein-
forcing those routines. Looking back, I can see that the lessons I taught
in Mrs. Baker’s room frequently missed the mark—either because they
were too ambitious and sprawling or because they were not directed
to reach students where they were in their learning. However, because
I had mastered the routines of the classroom, I generally was able to
sustain a learning environment that allowed me to rebound from my
mistakes and to make the necessary midcourse corrections.

Routines clearly play an important role in ordering and structur-
ing the lives of the group of individuals coexisting in the small space
known as a classroom. Anyone who has spent time in classrooms can
attest to this. However, for teachers concerned with developing their
students’ intellectual character, the importance of routines extends
beyond a managerial function. By specifying the guidelines by which
learning interactions take place, routines act as a major enculturating
force communicating the values of a classroom. Routines not only give
a classroom a sense of order and smoothness but also contribute to
its unique feel as an environment for learning. In this chapter, we look
more closely at how routines act to orchestrate the intellectual space
of the classroom and support the development of students’ intellec-
tual character. We first examine the general nature of routines and
their various types before focusing on one particularly powerful type
of routine, thinking routines, that teachers use to scaffold students’
dispositional development.

THE FORM AND FUNCTION OF ROUTINES
What makes something a routine? How is a classroom routine differ-
ent from other types of routines we are likely to run across in our
lives—such as routines for brushing our teeth, grocery shopping, or
planning a vacation? These everyday routines might be better thought
of as rituals or habits because they tend to emerge slowly over time
from our well-developed patterns of behavior. As rituals or habits,
these practices tend not to be adopted explicitly nor to be necessarily
tailored to meet their ends in the most efficient manner. In fact, our
way of doing things often speaks more of preference and familiarity
than of efficiency. In contrast, classroom routines tend to be explicit
and goal-driven in nature. Their adoption usually represents a delib-
erate choice on the part of the teacher. Rather than emerging over



time, classroom routines are more likely to be designed and taught
overtly. Routines are crafted to achieve specific ends in what is gener-
ally expected to be an efficient and workable manner. Whereas rituals
and habits can be adopted without our full awareness, classroom rou-
tines tend to be well known by all participants. To test this proposi-
tion, walk into any classroom and ask the students, as well as the
teacher, to tell you about the routines they use for passing out papers,
lining up, speaking in class, and so on.

The explicit and goal-driven nature of classroom routines leads us
to a variety of additional features of routines. First, to keep them use-
ful and efficient, routines tend to have only a few steps. Because every-
one needs to quickly go about the tasks of lining up for lunch, passing
out books, getting themselves into cooperative groups, or beginning
a class, lengthy or complicated procedures are counterproductive. Sec-
ond, by having only a few steps, routines are easy to learn and teach.
They can almost always be introduced and reinforced in context with-
out need for extensive elaboration or pedagogy. Third, when students
fail to carry out routines fully or successfully, they can also be quite
easily scaffolded by simply reminding or prompting the students to
carry out the next step. Fourth, to achieve their ends in efficiently
directing a common behavior or task, routines have to be used over
and over again so that they become ingrained and can be activated
quickly in an almost automatic, though not mindless, way. All these
features of routines help us not only to identify routines at work in
the classroom but also to better understand how particular routines
operate in context. We explore how each of these features applies to
thinking routines in more depth a bit later, but first we need to make
a distinction between thinking routines and the other types of rou-
tines at work in a classroom.

We can group classroom routines into four broad categories:

• Housekeeping

• Management

• Discourse

• Learning1

Housekeeping routines manage movement and physical materials
within the classroom. For example, students might be required to raise
their hands and ask permission before using the pencil sharpener, to
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put their book bags in a certain location, or to line up in a particular
fashion. In short, housekeeping routines represent rules and guide-
lines for living and working together as a group.

Management routines help students prepare for learning. They in-
clude such things as getting papers passed out, forming groups, com-
ing to attention, and preparing for a discussion. For instance, at the
beginning of a lesson, the teacher might assign one student from each
table to go to the shelf and collect books for everyone at the table and
then appoint another student to return them. Teachers at the primary
school level often use a clapping pattern to call students back to atten-
tion. This is a management routine: its effect is to prepare students for
the next episode of learning, but it is not a strong learning moment
in and of itself.

Discourse routines orchestrate conversations between teachers and
students. Examples include the norms for a class discussion, raising
one’s hand before speaking, procedures for listening and responding
to the contributions of others, or guidelines a teacher might establish
for the “author’s chair” time in writers’ workshops.

Currently, many teachers have begun to use conversation protocols
in their professional conversations with colleagues as a way to help
them look at and understand student work.2 These protocols struc-
ture the discussion process by establishing a series of specific focuses
to which the group attends in a step-by-step manner.

Finally, learning routines focus students’ attention on the specific
topic being studied. They could take the form of reading the lesson in
the textbook, answering the questions that follow the reading, and
checking in with the teacher if there are any problems. Other exam-
ples include the use of journals or note-taking procedures, a classroom
debate about the interpretation of a passage, or procedures for review-
ing and discussing homework.

In all cases, these routines are instrumental, designed to achieve
specific goals in an efficient and productive manner. Because teachers
need to get students’ attention repeatedly throughout the day, it is use-
ful for them to establish a routine for doing so. Likewise, because
classes regularly engage in discussion, go over homework, line up, and
gather information from texts, these tasks can be routinized. As the
examples above demonstrate, routines tend to have only a few steps,
are easy to learn and teach, can be easily scaffolded, and are used over
and over again.
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THINKING ROUTINES
A Special Type of Routine3

Although thinking routines have many similarities to other classroom
routines, they differ qualitatively from these other types of routines in
an important way. Whereas most routines direct overt behavior, think-
ing routines direct and guide mental action. We might view thinking
routines as a particular subset of discourse or learning routines be-
cause learning or the discussion of ideas is the larger goal. But, you
might ask, don’t all learning or discourse routines involve thinking?
Unfortunately, the answer is no. It is quite natural for a learning rou-
tine to involve thinking, but it doesn’t have to do so. There can be non-
thinking or thinking-minimal learning routines that seek to direct
students’ actions toward learning or discourse but do little to activate
and support students’ mental efforts.

What does it mean to have a routine designed to support learning
but not necessarily support thinking? Here’s an example: a teacher
establishes the routine of reading each new book chapter in a round-
robin fashion. This routine’s purpose is to help students learn and is
thus classified as a learning routine, regardless of its effectiveness.
However, it is not a thinking routine because the practice, although it
might involve thinking for some students, does not serve to encour-
age or actively support students’ thinking. It is up to the students
themselves to activate their own thinking in this situation. Doing so
will certainly have benefits, and the teacher might even expect that
such activation will take place. However, the routine itself does little
to support or encourage mental engagement.

Now, let’s look at the flip side of this situation. What would a
thinking-rich learning routine look like? Before beginning a new sci-
ence unit, a teacher might have his or her students collectively brain-
storm all of the things they know about the topic and how they think
it connects to other areas of science they have studied. This brainstorm
might take the form of a class web or a list. This is the way the teacher
regularly begins new units, and the class knows the process and can
easily participate in the practice without much additional guidance.
Such a practice would be classified as both a learning and a thinking
routine. The larger purpose of the routine is still learning, but now
the routine is targeted to actively encourage, involve, and support stu-
dents’ thinking. Specifically, the brainstorming and webbing routines
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facilitate students’ making connections, generating new ideas and
possibilities, and activating prior knowledge. The odds are that any
student involved in the routine will be involved in these types of think-
ing as well.

Thinking routines generally adhere to the same criteria as other
routines. They consist of a few steps, are easy to teach and learn, are
easily supported, and get used repeatedly. But what do they look like
when applied to thinking routines? How can these criteria help us
understand and uncover examples of thinking routines as we look at
our own practice and that of others?

We initially distinguished routines from habits or ways of doing
things by talking about their explicit and instrumental nature. That
is, routines are known by the group of learners and are designed to
serve a specific purpose. The explicit nature of thinking routines is
evidenced by their having names or labels—such as brainstorming,
webbing, pro and con lists, Know-Want to know-Learned (KWL)—
that allow us to easily recall them and put them in play. At the broad-
est level, thinking routines are purposeful because their overriding
goal is to encourage, involve, and support thinking. But they serve
more specific purposes as well. For example, we’ve discussed how
brainstorming is useful in generating ideas and possibilities and how
webbing is used to connect ideas and identify relationships. In acti-
vating a thinking routine, whether in the classroom or in one’s own
day-to-day functioning, the routine’s specific purpose must be suited
to the task. If we want to open up our thinking, we might engage in
brainstorming. If we want to choose between options, we might
develop a pro and con list. Thus, while still purposeful, thinking rou-
tines are more instrumental than are other routines. That is, thinking
routines act as a means for achieving broader goals rather than as
goals themselves. We can see this if we contrast the webbing routine
with a lining-up-for-lunch routine. Lining up for lunch is its own goal,
and performing the routine achieves that goal. In contrast, webbing
is not a goal in and of itself, at least it shouldn’t be thought of as such;
it is a tool for connecting and organizing one’s thoughts and ideas.

As we’ve seen, routines structure actions into a series of steps, our
first criteria. For ease of use and retention, the number of steps is gen-
erally kept relatively short. This economy helps increase the routine’s
effectiveness and encourage its use. Many routines are even named
and recalled by acronyms that refer to their steps, making them even
easier to activate: KWL, for example, stands for a series three ques-
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tions: What do you know? What do you want to know? What did you
learn? CSQ—for claim, support, question—is another routine
designed to help students consider evidence and reasons. This routine
asks students to clearly identify a truth claim that they have heard or
come across in some way, consider what specific evidence they have
that supports the claim, and then consider what evidence or reasons
they have to question the claim.

The fact that these routines have only a few steps makes them easy
to teach, learn, and remember—an important quality of all routines
but of particular importance to thinking routines. Complicated rou-
tines or cumbersome processes aren’t of much use in the moment.
Such procedures simply tend not to get used. To be most effective,
thinking supports need to be streamlined so that users can easily call
them to mind as they need them. David Perkins (1999) has dubbed
this ease-of-access quality “action poetry,” indicating that there is a
certain brevity and elegance that helps the routine stick in our minds
and simplifies its recall when we want to put it into action. A problem-
solving routine developed by my colleague Shari Tishman (personal
communication, October 17, 2001) demonstrates the point. The rou-
tine involves three steps: Say what. Say why. Say other things to try.
The routine is simple and straightforward, doesn’t need a lot of elab-
oration, and has a certain catchiness to its wording that makes it easy
to recall.

However, even if a thinking routine cannot be called up or used
effectively all the time, it can be easily scaffolded or prompted into
action by a teacher or coach, our third criteria for a thinking routine. A
good example of this is a routine used in the Museum of Modern Art’s
Visual Thinking Curriculum (Tishman, MacGillvray, & Palmer, 1999).
These materials help develop students’ thinking through looking at
art. The routine involves engaging students in a discussion centered
around two simple questions: What do you think is going on in this
painting? What makes you say that? Students first offer an interpreta-
tion, then back up that interpretation with evidence. The questions
constitute a routine in that they are a core practice of the instructional
module that is used over and over. In practice, students learn the rou-
tine quickly and begin to talk about art by spontaneously answering
the questions. However, if a student offers an interpretation without
evidence, the teacher or a fellow student can easily scaffold the rou-
tine by simply asking the student, “What makes you say that?” As with
most routines, the routine’s next step is a natural outgrowth of the
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previous step and acts as a natural prompt. There is no need to reteach
the routine or even call attention to a dropped step. A more experi-
enced member of the group merely cues the next step.

Although it seems axiomatic to say that routines are used over and
over again in the classroom, it is worth focusing on this fourth qual-
ity of routines so as to clearly distinguish thinking routines from other
efforts and strategies for promoting thinking. Teachers engage in all
kinds of practices to try to get students thinking. They may ask
pointed questions about a particular assignment or reading. They may
propose activities that require thinking, such as comparing and con-
trasting two objects, writing a persuasive essay, creating an application
for a new idea, and so on. Although such tasks certainly encourage
thinking, they wouldn’t be classified as routines because they aren’t
core practices that are repeated over and over again. Thus, these prac-
tices don’t have a chance to become routinized for the individual or
the class as a whole. When we are creating or seeking to identify think-
ing routines, we want to focus our attention on those practices that
emerge repeatedly over time in the environment.

As we’ve seen, thinking routines are similar to other types of rou-
tines in that they: 1) have only a few steps, 2) are easily learned and
remembered, 3) can be easily scaffolded, and 4) get used repeatedly.
However, thinking routines have two additional characteristics that
set them apart from other types of routines: a) thinking routines are
useful across a variety of contexts and b) thinking routines exist as
both public and private practices.

Routines for passing out papers or straightening up the classroom
at the end of the day are clearly one-shot, situation-specific routines.
These have a distinct goal and context that makes them of limited use
in other situations. In contrast, much of the power of thinking rou-
tines is that they have wide applicability because of their instrumen-
tal nature. All of the thinking routines we have looked at—KWL,
brainstorming, webbing, CSQ—can be useful across a variety of grade
levels, subject areas, and contexts. Even some of the routines designed
for specific programs, such as the Visual Thinking Curriculum ques-
tions, have this quality. Although these questions—What do you think
is going on in this painting? What makes you say that?—are designed
for looking at art, we can simply replace the phrase in this painting
with the word here to make the routine fit easily into a science, his-
tory, reading, or math context.
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Finally, thinking routines operate as public and private practices.
Many of the routines we’ve discussed are for use only in the classroom.
Thus, they get left behind once we leave the classroom; we seldom see
people raising their hands to speak at a dinner party! But this is not
true of thinking routines. Because of their broad applicability, think-
ing routines continue to be useful outside of the classroom. In addi-
tion, because thinking routines seek to activate individual as well as
group thinking, individuals can use these routines to help themselves
achieve better thinking. For instance, when we find ourselves in a rut,
we can brainstorm new ideas on our own. Before tackling a difficult
problem, we can say what, say why, and say other things to try. In try-
ing to make a decision, we can make a list of pros and cons. Although
there are times when we might prefer to engage in the thinking routine
in group situations, it still can be of use to us in our private dealings.

THINKING ROUTINES IN ACTION
Having examined key characteristics of thinking routines, we want to
return to the classroom to look at thinking routines in action to bet-
ter understand how they get introduced, used, and enculturated into
the life of a classroom. The classroom context gives us a chance to see
that, although well-known thinking routines like the ones we have dis-
cussed can be useful, teachers often create their own thinking routines
that can prove as powerful for them and their students as those they
might adopt from outside sources.

In the classrooms I studied, thinking-rich routines tended to rep-
resent the major type of direct instruction in thinking that the teach-
ers used. This was the way they attended to the development of
students’ ability in thinking. Therefore, it was not uncommon for
teachers to introduce new routines throughout the year to serve spe-
cific purposes. However, a large number of the thinking routines at
work in these classrooms were introduced quite early in the school
year. Doing so helped to clarify the teacher’s expectations for students
and to send clear messages about what learning in a particular class-
room was going to be like. Consequently, one way to group thinking
routines is as the answers to certain key questions about learning that
students bring with them to any new classroom:

1. How are ideas discussed and explored within this class?
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2. How are ideas, thinking, and learning managed and documented
here?

3. How do we find out new things and come to know in this class?

To one extent or another, all teachers provide students with answers
to these questions. The answers may be fuzzy, unclear, and always
changing in some circumstances, in which case students will respond
with confusion and uncertainty. Or the answers may be sharp and
accessible, providing students with a clear sense of how to be a pro-
ductive member of the classroom. In the following examples, notice
how the routines not only provide sharp answers to the questions but
also give students useful tools, structures, and guidelines that they can
use to be successful in a new classroom.

Routines for Discussing and Exploring Ideas

For classrooms to become intellectual environments in which students
develop their ability to think, they must also be places where ideas are
regularly discussed and explored. Thinking is not content neutral: we
need something about which to think, something that will engage us
mentally and motivationally enough to warrant the hard work of
thinking. However, if students are to think well about ideas, that is, to
use their ability to reason, to connect, and to expand on ideas, they will
need support in doing so. Furthermore, if this kind of intellectual activ-
ity is to take place as part of a collaborative group working together to
build understanding and explore the meaning of new ideas, then
processes and routines for such collaborative work must be established.
How do teachers teach students to discuss and explore ideas in a way
that engages them actively and brings out their best thinking? In the
next subsections, we look at two such routines. The first is from Susan
McCray’s humanities class, the second from John Threlkeld’s algebra
course. Although each of these routines is embedded into the fabric of
the classroom, we will look at their introduction to see how the teach-
ers first expose students to each of the routines.

THE WHY ROUTINE. In the middle of Susan McCray’s blackboard is a
sentence—well, kind of a sentence:

susan sighed cause I was so nurvous I couldnt slept last knight
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Off to the side of the would-be sentence, written at a slant, are the
words Daily Edit. As the combined class of seventh and eighth graders
enter Susan’s room, she tells them to open their composition books
and get to work fixing the sentence. This is a routine for beginning the
class that Susan established the first week of school. It ensures that stu-
dents know exactly what to do when they come to class and promotes
a smooth opening. As such, this is a learning routine that also serves
as a management routine. While the class works on the sentence,
Susan checks in with students individually and passes back homework.
After a few minutes, Susan positions herself at the blackboard, and
discussion of the sentence begins. Notice that throughout the discus-
sion, Susan is working to embed another routine, a thinking routine
focused on the discussion of ideas.

“All right,” Susan begins. “Can I have everybody’s attention, please.
Is everybody done with the daily edit? Rachel, give us the first one.”

With complete confidence, Rachel offers, “Capitalize Susan.”
“Why is that?” Susan asks as she makes the correction on the black-

board.
“Because it is the beginning of someone’s name.”
“Very good,” Susan responds as she quickly moves on, looking

around the room for raised hands. “Next. Matthew.”
“A comma after sighed.”
“Why is that?”
Matthew responds, “Because she’s talking, and she’s taking a

breath.”
“OK.” Susan nods and then clarifies, “She is taking a breath or paus-

ing. You do pause after a sigh.” Susan lets out an exaggerated sigh to
make the point and then adds, “You also said she was talking. We’re
beginning a quotation. Before introducing a quotation, you always
need some kind of punctuation, like a comma.”

Before Susan can ask for the next edit, a bilingual student still
struggling with English offers a change to be made, “You need to
change ’cause.”

“OK, what’s wrong with it?” Susan asks him.
“It’s kind of slang and not right,” he answers.
“What should it be then?”
“Because.”
“How do you want me to write it?” Susan pushes, watching to see

if he will also catch that the word needs a capital letter.
“b-e-c-a-u-s-e,” the young man offers.
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Susan records his response on the board and then adds, “There’s
something that needs to come before, though. What is it?”

The same student quickly responds, “The quotation mark.” And
without prompting, he adds, “Because it’s the beginning of what she
is saying.”

The offending lowercase b is next changed to uppercase, and then
questions erupt about possibly changing the sentence.

“Couldn’t you leave out the word because altogether?” a student
asks.

“Couldn’t you change the Is to she so that you don’t have to have
quotations at all?” offers another.

As each of these issues is discussed, Susan asks why. “Why would
that make a difference? Why do you do that? Yes, you can pause there,
but why else might that need a comma?” Through her constant ques-
tioning about the reasons for each editing choice, Susan conveys to
her students that she is interested in more than answers; she is inter-
ested in the justification of those answers. At one point in the lesson,
she explicitly addresses one student’s frustration at having to provide
a justification for a correct edit by telling him, “Yes, it’s right, but we
are also trying to learn the reasons.”

At this point in the year, Susan’s active questioning teaches students
a simple routine about providing answers and explanation. She con-
veys to them how they need to talk about this particular task as well
as her expectations for them. Over the next couple of weeks, there is
a subtle shift in Susan’s handling of the daily edit. When she asks stu-
dents for their edits, she begins to take a very slight pause, allowing
students to jump in with their reasons on their own. Often, students
respond readily, but when Susan senses the justifications are not forth-
coming, she prompts the student, “Why is that?” As the weeks
progress, more and more students take on the why routine themselves.

This may seem so simple and straightforward that you may won-
der if is a routine at all. Let’s examine it briefly through our criteria.
Is it purposeful, that is, does it serve to activate and promote think-
ing? Yes, specifically reasoning and justification. Does it have only a
few steps? It has two steps: first provide an answer and then a justifi-
cation. Is it easy to learn and scaffold? Absolutely. Is it used over and
over again? In Susan’s case, it is. It became part of the class’s standard
way of operating. Can the routine operate both privately and publicly?
Yes, thinking of the reasons for one’s answers and justifying things to
oneself can be very helpful in determining whether one is correct.
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Finally, is the why routine useful across a variety of contexts? More
than any other single word or question, why dominates the discourse
of the thoughtful classrooms I have encountered. It was present in all
subject areas, from art to mathematics, and at all grade levels. From
the first days, the teachers I observed used the simple question, Why?,
to push students to give explanations and evidence for their opinions,
answers, solutions, and ideas in mathematical computation, grammar
and punctuation, historical interpretation, and so on. Thus, from the
outset, these teachers established a routine of discourse in which they
expected evidence, complete accounts, and depth in students’ talk. The
why routine forces students to think in evidential ways, look for con-
nections, and see that all ideas have roots. When students have diffi-
culty responding to the question, teachers use the occasion to develop
students’ abilities through probing questions that help students
uncover the evidence behind their thoughts.

Although it is a fairly simple routine to establish, the why routine
is missing in too many classrooms. Too often, the answer to a student’s
question about how ideas will be discussed and explored is that they
won’t be. Rather than exploring and discussing ideas in some way,
information in some classrooms is predigested for students by either
the teacher or the text. Such practices not only do little to develop stu-
dents’ understanding of ideas, but they also do nothing to promote
students’ abilities or inclinations to think. Let’s now look at another
example of how teachers use routines to help students discuss and
explore ideas.

MATHEMATICAL ARGUMENTS. It’s the fourth day of school, and John
Threlkeld’s students have run into a roadblock. They’ve been sharp-
ening their arithmetic skills and working on lots of order of opera-
tions problems within the broader context of understanding how
mathematics operates as a discipline. Along the way, John has pre-
sented his eighth graders with the following problem as part of a
homework sheet:

x2 (x)2 −x2 −(x)2

Although this is the kind of arithmetic convention that most text-
books would handle perfunctorily by providing a set of rules, in John’s
class it is an opportunity to develop mathematical ideas, explore one’s
thinking, and learn how to work together as a community of learners
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seeking to understand mathematics. The ambiguity of the problem
also provides a context for John to introduce the routine of mathe-
matical arguments to his class.

After quickly agreeing to the meaning of each of the expressions
listed above when x equals two, John asks the class what x2 means
when x equals negative two.

The classroom erupts in opinions as students shout both “Nega-
tive four!” and “Four!” with equal conviction.

John asks for a show of hands as to who believes what and prods
those reluctant to be counted: “You have to vote. You need to have an
opinion. Which camp are you in?”

The voting is split down the middle with nine students voting for
four and eight for negative four. Once again, the class spontaneously
erupts into discussion and conversation. At this point, the discussion
is a bit chaotic, but John allows the free-flowing conversation to con-
tinue for a while. Some students are arguing with their neighbors, and
others are trying to make their points to the larger group. One student
shouts, “Do it on the calculator!” as a surefire solution to the confu-
sion. John just smiles and lets the students proceed. Shortly, the tri-
umphant expressions of the two students working on the calculators
turn to puzzlement. Each has come up with a different answer—so
much for using technology as the arbiter.

“OK,” John tells the class, “here we enter a real dilemma because,
not surprisingly, your calculator does something different than her
calculator does. How are we going to settle this argument?” Without
any formal introduction, John begins a process of calling on one stu-
dent at a time to present his or her position. For John as a teacher, the
challenge is not in getting students to express their viewpoints and
give their reasons, however. The challenge in this mathematical debate
is getting students to listen to and respond to each other’s arguments.

One of the strongest students in the class raises his hand to begin
the debate. “Well, it’s like we were doing with order of operations. You
have to do the exponent first.”

“So what camp are you in? What are you arguing for?” John asks
to clarify the position the student is taking.

“Oh, I say it is negative four because you do the squaring first and
then you take the opposite of it.”

Another student erupts, “But that just proves the opposite side.
If you take a negative number and multiply it times itself, you get a
positive.”
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“Why are you saying take a negative times itself?” John asks.
The student elaborates on his point, “Because that’s what you’re

doing. You’re taking negative two times negative two. You’re not tak-
ing the opposite of x.”

Quickly, there’s disagreement from another student, “But you’re
just substituting negative two for x and when you do that it’s the same
thing as –x2.”

“Let’s continue to listen to people’s versions and then make some
decisions,” John adds. With repeated calls for patience and listening,
John continues to call on students to express not their answer but the
justification for their beliefs. Throughout, John encourages students
to listen to one another and build upon or contradict other’s argu-
ments. Interestingly, the girls dominate the discussion.

After a few minutes, he calls for a new vote, and the majority of the
class is now convinced the answer is negative four. A more timid
teacher might take this as a defeat of the argumentation process, but
John is unfazed and doesn’t reveal any hint of frustration or surprise.
Instead, he sees an opportunity to get down to fundamentals. “Where
we’re getting bogged down is that we’re trying to remember a rule
rather than think about what is going on. I need you to think about
what is going on here. Let’s go back to something that was brought up
in the discussion. What does x2 mean?” John carefully draws out the
point that a variable has to be treated as an entity just as an expres-
sion in parentheses is treated, thus, x2 equals (x)2.

Exasperated, a girl in the second row asks, “Why didn’t you just put
the parentheses in the problem, then?”

John turns the question back, “Why didn’t I?”
With a sigh, the girl responds, “To make us think?”
John responds and concludes the class with a final message, “Yes,

that’s the main reason. This isn’t something just to memorize. I need
you to understand it.”

In this short fifty-minute period the first week of school, John has
stressed the importance of understanding and thinking in mathe-
matics. But he has done more than that: he has introduced a thinking
routine that the students will use throughout the year in their explo-
ration of mathematics. But was the routine effective? After all, didn’t
students get more confused by listening to each other’s arguments?
Remember, first and foremost, that thinking routines should activate
and encourage thinking. In this episode, the students were thinking and
engaging deeply with the ideas. Yes, some of their reasoning was
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flawed, but a thinking routine can’t produce perfect reasoning, an-
swers, or results. What such routines can do is provide a context in
which the kinds of thinking and results we are after as teachers are
more likely to emerge. In a case such as this one in John’s classroom,
students’ thinking and understanding ultimately is enhanced as stu-
dents become aware of the flaws in their reasoning.

Routines for Managing and Documenting 
Thinking and Learning

For the most part, the thinking routines we have discussed facilitate
better thinking and performance in the moment. These routines push
students into specific modes of thinking, such as evidential reasoning
in the case of the why routine or logical reasoning in the mathemati-
cal argument, that serve immediate ends. In this respect, they are sim-
ilar to housekeeping, management, discourse, or learning routines:
they facilitate getting the job of the moment done. However, thinking
routines do not have to be directed to such immediate goals. In this
section, we look at how routines facilitate the long-term goals of man-
aging and documenting thinking and learning as they unfold over
time. These types or routines are much more macro in nature, assum-
ing an overarching character in terms of students’ interactions with
course content. Consequently, the success of these macro-level rou-
tines as pedagogical practices depends entirely on their ongoing use
and development. This is in contrast to the more focused routines we
discussed in which the core practice itself could be successfully
employed on a single occasion. For instance, one could engage stu-
dents in brainstorming or in the process of argumentation as part of
a particular lesson with relatively good results without actually mak-
ing the practice a routine of the classroom, but a macro-level routine
would fall apart and become much less effective if it was not repeated
and routinized.

Macro-level thinking routines are useful to students because think-
ing is difficult work, and the job of building understanding is a long
and complex process. When no classroom routines for managing or
dealing with this ongoing intellectual work exist, students may strug-
gle and fail to find the coherence and meaning behind what they are
learning. More importantly, they may find it difficult to do their best
thinking because of cognitive overload, that is, because the thinking
demands exceed their capacity. When our thinking is distributed,
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when we do not have to rely solely on our internal mental resources,
we free ourselves up to engage in more challenging thinking.4 For
instance, in writing this book, I have made use of distributed cogni-
tion by using notes, outlines, videotapes, computer programs, and
paper files to help me store and organize both my data and my
thoughts. By not having to keep everything in my head at once, I free
up important mental space for thinking.

A standard way of looking at these distribution devices is as tools
or strategies: the teacher provides initial training in their use, and the
learner subsequently masters them for self-use. However, if we
approach and use them in a way that better reflects our criteria for
what makes something a thinking routine, these same devices could
be considered thinking routines. Principally, that means that the prac-
tices must be relatively streamlined and easy to teach, that they be used
on an ongoing basis, and that they activate and help direct thinking.
By returning to these criteria, we can see that whereas a computer
database can act as a tool for distributed cognition, it is unlikely to be
used repeatedly in most classes and doesn’t focus on thinking directly.
In contrast, mind mapping (Buzan, 1993)—a method of note taking
that emphasizes imagery, connection making, and an individualized,
nonlinear organizational structure—could be considered a thinking
routine in some situations. Mind mapping asks note takers to draw
images for key concepts they want to remember and then to connect
those images in an associative web, rather than in an outline form.
Although the process of mind mapping can be complex, this com-
plexity can be built up over time. Thus, entry into the practice can be
somewhat streamlined. In addition, mind mapping is a tool with
broad applicability across many contexts. Most importantly, the
process helps to direct and activate associative, aesthetic, and creative
thinking in the service of advancing memory and understanding. How
do teachers introduce and get students to use such macro-level 
routines? Below, we look at two such routines for documenting and
managing thinking that teachers Chris Elnicki and Heather Woodcock
introduced.

DOCUMENTING THINKING WITH A JOURNAL ROUTINE. There is nothing
distinctive about the spiral-bound notebooks Chris Elnicki asks his
seventh-grade social studies class to bring to class. For the most part,
they are standard issue eighty-page notebooks of college-ruled paper.
However, the process of personalizing the notebooks begins right
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away. On the overhead projector, Chris displays a sample cover con-
taining four key pieces of information:

[Title]: A Citizen’s Journal
By [Your Name]

2001–2002
How Organized: [?]

Chris quickly moves students through each of these elements, first
explaining the role of the title: “You can name your journal anything
you want. You could call it ‘Things Elnicki Made Me Do’ or ‘Bob.’ It
really doesn’t matter because it is yours. The second part of the title is
a subtitle, ‘A Citizen’s Journal.’ You are a citizen of this class, and this
is your history of involvement with this class. It will document your
learning, and you will use it to help you make sense of what we are
studying. If you want, you can just let the subtitle be your title.”

Soon, questions come up about what “organization of the journal”
means. Chris elaborates by way of example:

You have to make a choice about how you are going to organize things.
I’ve only seen two ways that students have done this. One is to put
things in order. I’ll show you some examples of that, but basically you
organize things by date, chronological order. Another way to organize
it would be by section. You could have a section for “First Things” and
then a section for assignments and notes or homework. Most people,
about 80 percent, do sections. I don’t see any difference in the good and
the better journals according to which way they are done. I don’t have
a preference. Do it whichever way you feel most comfortable with.

With this managerial task out of the way, Chris moves on to help-
ing students develop a sense of how they will use the journals to doc-
ument their learning and deepen their understanding. He does this
by showing examples of former students’ journal entries. Putting a
copy of a student’s response on the overhead projector for the entire
class to see, Chris tells the class, “When you write your responses, you
need to make sure that you communicate fully. That means when 
you pick it up or I pick it up five years from now, you know what it
is saying. So let’s test and see if this person is doing that.”

Chris then moves into the example, reading to the class from the
journal entry, “9/25. If I could go back in time and live with any Native
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American group, I would select the Anasazis because they have a lot
of land and their homes are well built.” Turning to the class, Chris asks,
“OK, what do you think the question was?”

A student volunteers, “If you could go back in time and live with a
Native American group, who would you choose?”

“Right. That was the question,” Chris responds. “This person com-
municated fully. We know what the question is. They didn’t have to
write the question, but we still know what it was.”

Next, Chris asks students to assess the response itself. Using his
school district’s grading scheme, Chris asks the students how they
would characterize the response, “Is it proficient, basic, or advanced?”

“Basic,” a student in the front row responds.
“Does that mean you think it is below grade level?” Chris pushes.
“No,” the student backs down. “Maybe proficient?”
“How many of you think it is proficient?” Chris asks the class. Most

of the hands go up, and Chris pushes forward to the real intent of his
questioning, “What would it take to make this an advanced response?
What could be added?”

“More detail,” a student answers.
“More detail about their homes, what they were like,” another stu-

dent elaborates.
“Maybe who you wouldn’t want to live with and why?” offers another.
“OK, you kind of reversed it then and have taken a different angle.

That shows some advanced thinking.” Chris then adds, “Maybe if you
compare it to something else. Maybe if you add some new informa-
tion that we didn’t talk about in class. How about if this person talks
about what other people said? ‘I heard someone in the class say this
during the discussion,’ or ‘I heard Mr. Elnicki added that . . .’ That
would probably be more advanced because they are including some
more information.”

In this first example of a journal entry based on a first-things
prompt, Chris emphasizes the two key elements of the journal-writing
routine that he will reinforce throughout the year. First, there is the
need to communicate fully so that one’s notes can be understood, to
both oneself and others. Second, it is important to go beyond one’s
first thoughts and initial response to elaborate and add information.
Chris specifically mentions the process of adding to one’s response
based on the class discussion. In this way, the journal is not just a
record of one’s response or a compendium of classroom assignments;
it is a vehicle for building connections and developing understanding.
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In a later class in which Chris asks students to construct a web of
the American Revolution, the use of the journal to build connections
becomes clear. Before the students begin their unit, Chris shows the
basic structure of a web—with nodes for such things as battles, British
views, causes, impact, people, and results—and asks students to copy
it into their journals and begin the process of elaborating upon it. As
the class discusses their initial ideas, Chris encourages students to add
to their webs and make note of these new additions, “When you add
something I say or something anyone else adds, make a star or under-
line it. We want to keep it clear what were the first things you had on
your own and then what you added.” Thus, Chris emphasizes that the
journal is a process for developing and extending one’s learning.

The importance of these two steps also is reinforced when Chris
assesses his students’ journals. Although he often makes note of miss-
ing items and admonishes students about organization and structure,
his most frequent comments to students are, “Communicate com-
pletely! Be sure to explain what you are doing,” and “Go beyond your
first thoughts and strive to do some deep thinking.” It is in these two
elements that keeping the journal most acts as a thinking routine. By
asking students to clarify questions and go beyond initial thoughts,
Chris promotes connections and the continual elaboration of ideas.

GUIDING QUESTIONS AS A ROUTINE FOR MANAGING THINKING. In the last
chapter, we saw how Heather Woodcock used a set of seven guiding
throughline questions to convey a sense of the power of ideas and to
set an agenda of understanding for her seventh-grade humanities
class. (Refer to p. 58 for a list of the questions.) At the outset, Heather’s
posting of these questions worked as an advance organizer of students’
thinking by highlighting the most important themes and questions of
the course and orienting students’ expectations. However, it is
Heather’s ongoing use of the questions rather than the questions
themselves that actually establish what we now understand as a think-
ing routine.

By activating a process by which students regularly engage the
throughline questions, Heather establishes a thinking routine center-
ing on connection making. Heather’s initial introduction of the
throughlines to her students first hints at the connection-making em-
phasis: “What these questions are are questions we are going to return
to throughout the year. All of these questions can be connected in
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many, many ways to what we are studying in here and to our day-to-
day lives. They can be connected to history, literature, science, and
math in a lot of different ways.” She then asks students to begin the
process of connection making in a very general way by selecting a
throughline question to think and write about in an early paper.
However, because the class has not yet begun its studies, the actual
connection-making routine isn’t activated in this introduction. The
routine itself emerges later in a formal writing assignment related 
to the class’s first unit of study. In this unit, students are reading A
Wizard of Earthsea, by Ursula Le Guin, and studying European explor-
ers. As part of this study, Heather gives students the following writing
assignment:

Throughline Connections

Choose a throughline that you think connects to either our study of
A Wizard of Earthsea or our study of Explorers.

• In your first paragraph, explain the throughline you have 
chosen and discuss its implications and meanings.

• In your second paragraph, connect that throughline to A
Wizard of Earthsea or the Explorers by pointing out how 
the throughline can inform, clarify, or expand your thinking
about what you studied.

These two questions—which might be generalized as: What does
the throughline mean to you now? How does the throughline connect
to and inform what you are studying?—essentially make up the think-
ing routine. It is a routine because the questions are asked over and
over and become a part of the life of the classroom. At times, Heather
stops class and holds an impromptu discussion using the questions,
or she asks the questions more formally as part of a writing assign-
ment. The questions effectively guide students’ individual thinking as
well. Asking oneself these questions in the midst of study facilitates
the process of making connections and deepening understanding. In
both the public and private realms, this connection-making routine,
when coupled with the throughline questions, helps students manage
and direct their thinking in the course by constantly pulling them
toward the bigger picture and ideas.
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Routines for Finding Out New Things 
and Coming to Know

I’m observing the first day of school as it unfolds in a fairly traditional
suburban high school’s mathematics classroom. The room is neat and
orderly, and Karen White is a well-prepared veteran. She has orga-
nized this first day to emphasize the housekeeping and management
routines that will help her maintain the decorum she feels is impor-
tant to learning. Unbeknownst to her, she is also instructing her stu-
dents in a routine about how the students will come to know and find
things out in her class. She does this through a brief lesson on per-
fect numbers, which provides the only mathematical content of this
first day. Seeking to engage students in an open-ended and non-
threatening way, the teacher asks her students to devise and share
their own definitions of what a perfect number is. A few students
gamely participate, while many others hold back. Perhaps they are
confused by the lack of context for the question. Perhaps they sense
that guessing at the right answer is the best they will be able to do.
The few students who actually do take up the challenge do so with a
sense of humor:

“A perfect number is any number with a dollar sign in front of it.”
“A perfect number is infinity because it goes on forever.”
“Fourteen is a perfect number because that’s my birthday.”
Pleased with these humorous, if not mathematical, responses, this

experienced and well-respected teacher smiles at the class and gamely
asks, “Would you like to know how mathematicians define a perfect
number?”

Off to the side, a student who has watched the exchange quite pas-
sively up until now responds in a resigned manner, “It doesn’t matter
whether we want to know or not, you’re going to tell us anyway.”

In his comment, this student reveals that he has recognized the
futility of the classroom exchange and seen through its hidden sub-
text. There may be opportunities to participate in this class if you are
willing to be a good sport about it and just play the game, but in the
end the teacher will deliver the information she expects you to know.
To play the game of school, you will try and hold on to that informa-
tion just long enough to return it to its rightful owner on the day of
the test. At that time, the staunchness of one’s informational steward-
ship will be judged. Through his comment, this student also acknowl-
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edges what he feels is the de facto routine by which students find out
new things in this and most other classrooms: they are told them,
either by the teacher or the textbook.

Of course, a routine such as being told affords students little
opportunity to develop their skills in thinking. Furthermore, when
this routine dominates the life of a classroom, students’ inclination to
think is not only neglected but also suppressed. When all one needs
to do is wait for the teacher to deliver the goods, thinking seems to
have little payoff. Fortunately, there are other responses to the ques-
tion of how students come to know and find out new things. Below
we look at two routines used by Heather Woodcock and Chris Elnicki
to help their students engage with reading and develop an under-
standing of the past.

WRITING: A ROUTINE FOR COMING TO KNOW. A few pages of lined paper,
folded over and stapled, serve as an impromptu journal for Heather
Woodcock’s students. Although not fancy in its construction, the sim-
ple journal becomes the core of a routine for students as they read A
Wizard of Earthsea together. Heather explains, “This is a journal just
for A Wizard of Earthsea. You’re not going to put anything other than
Wizard of Earthsea thoughts in it. The way this is going to work is this:
starting today, you are going to do a little bit of writing in class. We’re
going to start and end class with time for you all to think and write,
because I find that it helps me before a discussion to write a little bit
to get my thoughts in order.”

This simple routine, giving time for thoughts before and after read-
ing, needs little more instruction than that. When a few students ques-
tion what they should write about before they read, Heather suggests,
“Write any questions you have about the book so far. What are you
wondering about?” This prewriting activates students’ thinking and
identifies what students are confused about. It also brings the group
together as a learning community seeking to develop an understand-
ing of the book. This quality emerges when Heather asks students to
share any questions or confusions they have about the book thus far.

One students offers, “Why do some people [in the book] have
magic and others don’t?”

“Great question, Johnny,” Heather responds. She begins to answer
his question and then pulls back, “I want someone else to answer. It
doesn’t matter what I think. What do you all think?”
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Several students offer their thoughts. Some suggest that the magic
has to be developed and comes from a desire to cultivate it. Others feel
that the magic is something some of the characters are born with.

After several such theories, Heather tells the class, “ What I’d like for
you to think about as you are reading is, Where does that magic come
from?” Thus, the brief prewriting period helps shape students’ reading
of the text by focusing their attention on certain questions or puzzles.

After students have read, the follow-up writing helps students
reconnect with their initial thinking and record their developing
understanding. In addition, the writing prepares students for speak-
ing and sharing their ideas in the class discussion. By giving students
time to organize their thoughts, Heather ensures that all students are
more ready to participate in a discussion. In this way, the writing is a
routine to facilitate students’ metacognition. As students become more
comfortable with the routine of using writing to think about their
thinking, the routine can move from the external realm of the note-
book to the internal world of the mind.

The routine itself, as well as Heather’s guiding of the discussions it
prompts, sends students a message about what it means to learn and
find things out that is very different than that of traditional class-
rooms. Rather than being spoon-fed information to memorize, stu-
dents learn that understanding is an iterative process of constantly
examining what one knows and doesn’t know, posing working
hypotheses that one can investigate, and discussing ideas as part of a
group. Students also learn the power of self-questioning for focusing
one’s attention and efforts. Through class discussions, students learn
that in this class questions aren’t so much answered as they are inves-
tigated. This gives the work of the classroom an active sense of energy
that can carry it forward.

A ROUTINE FOR MAKING INTERPRETATIONS. As part of their exploration
into the question, “Why are you here [in school]?” Chris Elnicki passes
out old photographs, taken by Lewis Hine and other photojournal-
ists, of child labor conditions in the early 1900s. Each pair of students
receives a photo and is asked to engage in the process of historical
interpretation. This exercise offers students their first opportunity to
practice a routine to which Chris has just introduced them on this first
day of school.

Having had students make interpretations about himself and the
course based on the evidence they can see in the classroom, Chris next
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introduces students to a more formalized process of interpretation
using a photograph pinned to the back wall of the classroom. In the
photograph, a person on the back of a horse plummets toward a small
tank of water while a sea of upturned faces watches, spellbound.
Directing students to the picture, Chris explains, “These five steps help
us to find things in photographs that we may sometimes overlook and
maybe to help us learn more things about it.”

Chris then walks students through the steps, carefully explaining
each one in the context of the photograph the class is observing: “The
first step is our first reaction. You can’t stop this. It immediately comes
up in your brain. Your brain does this automatically when you see 
it. It could be, ‘Ugh, black-and-white photograph, I don’t like it.’
Or it could be ‘I didn’t know horses could fly.’ But it is usually con-
nected to a feeling.

“Our next step would be to collect data,” Chris continues. “We are
going to count some stuff. We’re going to look to see what kind of
detail there is.” Moving closer to the photograph, Chris begins the
process of noticing details out loud while the class watches, “Here’s
men with suits and men without suits. Here’s a cowboy and a num-
ber of people wearing hats. I can count the number of horses in the
air. I can look at her clothing and see what I can discover. Well, she has
a bow in her hair. She has a belt around her waist. She’s wearing some
interesting shoes. I can count about eight pieces of lace.” Chris adds,
“I can count support beams. I can maybe make some guesses about
the distance here. Oh, hey, what’s this? There’s another horse there. I
never noticed that before.”

Moving toward the front of the room and away from the picture,
Chris tells the class, “The data will generate questions for me, and I
can make some overall generalizations from that data. What can we
say about the picture?”

A student interjects, “Like it’s a picture of people watching a
woman and a horse jump.”

“Right,” Chris continues. “That generalization is very provable
from that evidence.” He adds, “Inference is the next step. You’ve been
doing that with me. You made inferences about who I am and what
this class is like from my symbols and the evidence around the room.
We could make inferences about the picture. Why was it taken? Are
the people happy, sad, excited? What am I going to find outside of
this stadium?”

Again, students begin to offer ideas: “A parking lot.”“Cars.”“A field.”
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Wrapping up the process, Chris introduces the last stage, “The final
stage is conclusions. What did you learn from this?”

It’s been a quick introduction and a somewhat truncated example
in practice, but Chris is anxious to get students engaged in the process
themselves, knowing that learning the routine requires doing the rou-
tine and not watching it be done. Chris also knows that the students
will repeat this process throughout the year–sometimes in a formal
manner by going through each step and writing responses, sometimes
informally by moving quickly through the first steps to focus more
specifically on interpretation. In teaching and practicing this routine
early on, Chris conveys to students that his class is not just about get-
ting answers, it is about finding out answers. He wants his students to
know that the history they read is based on the process of interpreta-
tion of evidence and that it is the evidence that must be kept front and
center, not the interpretation.

THE IMPORTANCE OF 
THINKING ROUTINES

Routines dominate the life of classrooms. From passing out papers to
checking homework to dismissal at the end of the day, the routines of
each classroom are unique. Although these housekeeping, manage-
ment, and discourse routines contribute a great deal to the overall feel
and decorum of a classroom, it is the thinking routines, or their
absence, that give a classroom its intellectual life. Through these think-
ing routines, students are enculturated into thinking, developing both
their ability and their inclination to think. In every thoughtful class-
room I have visited, thinking routines, rather than direct instruction
or the use of any thinking-skills program, were the principal means
by which teachers developed students’ skill and ability in thinking.

Thinking routines provide us with a new way of looking at critical-
thinking instruction. When administrators, parents, or teachers are
concerned about getting students to think, it is not unusual for them
to seek out programs or curricula on critical and creative thinking.
These lessons may be good; they may even be effective at developing
students’ skill. But what these materials often fail to do is to encultur-
ate a disposition to think. When we look at the process of encultura-
tion closely, this fact is not surprising. Enculturation depends on
immersion into a way of doing things over an extended period. This
immersion process is accompanied by a fair amount of ongoing medi-
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ation, support, and nurturing from more experienced members of the
culture. Although some direct instruction may occur as one learns
how to operate in a new culture, it is only through ongoing partici-
pation in and practice of the culture’s routines that one gradually
comes to feel a part of that new culture. The problem with most pre-
packaged thinking-skills programs designed by outside experts is that
they sit outside the culture of the classroom, never really becoming a
part of it.

In contrast, thinking routines form a unique bridge in the process
of enculturating students. On the one hand, because of their ongoing
use and broad applicability, thinking routines embody a class’s way of
doing things when it comes to thinking and learning. They are a part
of the cultural fabric that communicates the values, intent, and feel of
a classroom. In this way, thinking routines play an important role in
developing a culture of thinking. You may have noticed that the teach-
ers introduced many of the routines shared in this chapter early in the
school year, often during the first week. This is no accident. You also
may have noticed that some of the examples of first-days practices in
Chapter Four could be looked at from the perspective of thinking rou-
tines. It is precisely this ubiquitous and embedded nature of thinking
routines that makes them such powerful cultural forces. On the other
hand, thinking routines act as the means of enculturation themselves.
Because they are so easily taught and scaffolded, thinking routines
become the way that teachers build students’ capacity and commit-
ment toward thinking. Thus, thinking routines are both the tools of
instruction into the culture and part of the culture itself.
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Q Key Ideas for Developing Intellectual Character

IN THE CLASSROOM: THINKING ROUTINES 

• The Form and Function of Routines. Classrooms are domi-
nated by routines for accomplishing housekeeping chores,
securing classroom management, facilitating discourse, and
directing learning. Such routines are explicit and goal-driven.
For these routines to be effective, they usually consist of only 
a few steps, are easy to learn and teach, can be scaffolded or
supported by others, and get used over and over again in the
classroom.

• Criteria for Thinking Routines. Although thinking routines
often can be characterized as learning or discourse routines,
the converse is not always true. Some routines for guiding
learning are far from thinking-rich and do little to engage 
students mentally. First and foremost, thinking routines must
activate and help direct students’ thinking. Because this think-
ing is not necessarily the goal but usually a means to a larger
purpose such as understanding, we say that thinking routines
are more instrumental in nature. In addition to the criteria for
other types of routines, good thinking routines must also be
useful across a wide variety of contexts and be able to operate
as both public and private practices.

• Some Examples of Thinking Routines. Many familiar class-
room practices and instructional strategies can be thought of
as thinking routines if they are used over and over again in a
way that makes them a core practice of the classroom. For
example, KWL (What do you know? What do you want to
know? What did you learn?), brainstorming, pushing students
to give evidence and to reason by asking them Why? classroom 
arguments or debates, journal writing, questioning techniques
or patterns that are used repeatedly, and so on.

• Thinking Routines as an Enculturating Force. Thinking
routines act as a major enculturating force by communicating
expectations for thinking as well as providing students the
tools they need to engage in that thinking. Thinking routines 

(continued)
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(continued)

help students answer questions they have: How are ideas dis-
cussed and explored within this class? How are ideas, thinking,
and learning managed and documented here? How do we find
out new things and come to know in this class? As educators,
we need to uncover the various thinking routines that will 
support students as they go about this kind of intellectual 
work or enact new ones if such routines are not readily present
in our practice.
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C H A P T E R  S I X

Language and Thinking
Prompting, Priming, and Patterning

Do you recall the teacher in Charles Schulz’s Peanuts
cartoon strip? Her face was never shown, giving her both a generic
and ubiquitous feel. Her faceless dominance was further emphasized
by the words she spoke: “Blah, blah, blah, blah, blah.” These utterances,
which were always the same whether presented in a comic strip or ani-
mated feature, would float above the students in their own cloud as if
preparing to rain down upon the class. And yet for all their oppres-
siveness and foreboding, the words themselves lacked substance, hav-
ing no real meaning or sense of import for Charlie Brown or his
friends.

I’ve been in classrooms like that myself, both as a student and as
an observer, and I expect you have as well. Classrooms in which the
teacher’s words seem to hang in the air, circling above the heads of
the students, statically locked in their own orbit. Classrooms in which the
dialogue is so one-sided that the voices of the students answering
pointed questions can be heard only as a staccato punctuation
against the more dominant droning of teacher talk. Classrooms in
which dialogue and conversation are completely usurped by teacher
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monologues. In such environments, language is, often unwittingly,
being used to create distance. Distance between the students and the
teacher. Distance between the student and the subject. In these class-
rooms, language is also used to shape students’ thinking, in this case
not in a productive sense perhaps, but shaped all the same.

This rather dark scenario of the use of language need not be the
case. Language in and of itself need not create distance or depress stu-
dents’ engagement with ideas and thinking. In fact, language can be a
powerful vehicle for activating thought, and as teachers we need to be
aware of the role it is playing. Language is the principal medium of
instruction in classrooms. Even in classrooms where students engage
mostly in hands-on work or performance-based tasks, language medi-
ates the experience students have. Consequently, language is a strong
enculturating force shaping students’ interaction and thinking. In this
chapter, we look at how teachers seeking to cultivate students’ intel-
lectual character use language to its best effect. Specifically, we exam-
ine how language shapes thinking and how patterns of talk help to
establish and develop certain kinds of cognitive processes. We also
explore how language cues thinking, both explicit types of cuing as
well as ways that language can operate more implicitly. This discus-
sion leads us into looking at the language of thinking itself and how
best to use it in the classroom.

Behind this examination of language and its role in classrooms is
a rich history of linguistic theory and practice that can help us better
understand how language and thought interact. Most instructive for
our purpose is the seminal work of Benjamin Whorf (Carroll, 1956).
Whorf is perhaps best known for his linguistic relativity principle,
often referred to as the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis.1 The basic premise is
that the language we speak structures and influences our interpreta-
tion and understanding of the world. Although this principle is 
generally studied and applied within the broader context of under-
standing distinct cultural groups who speak different languages or to
understand the effect of bi- or multilingualism, the principle also has
much to say about the effects of language in cognition more gener-
ally. Three key ideas from Whorf ’s work in linguistics and cognition
relate to our examination of language and thinking in the classroom.
First is the emphasis Whorf placed on patterns and “patternment.”
Second is the idea of linguistic thinking, in which our individual ways
of talking, expressing, seeing, and thinking are viewed as being



grounded in the process of socialization. It is through socialization
that we incorporate linguistic activity into cognitive activity. Third is
the notion that language gives us the means by which we can isolate
bits of our experiences, thus sharpening our attention and allowing
us to engage in abstraction. As we discuss and explore the way teach-
ers use language to foster students’ thinking, we will return to examine
these points in more depth.

LEARNING TO THINK BY TALKING
Talk, whether internalized self-talk, overt conversation, or writing, is
one of our principal mechanisms for organizing our thoughts, mak-
ing sense of new ideas, and pushing our thinking in new directions.
At the same time, our ability to think grows and expands through our
exposure to other people’s thinking, ideas, and knowledge, which
become available to us through their talk and writings. Given the im-
portance of such talk to thinking, it’s not surprising that thoughtful
classroom environments are dominated by discussion, writing, and a
general sense of reciprocity in conversation.

But there is more to using language to facilitate students’ thinking
than just getting students to talk and write. At the core, there must first
be something that engages students mentally, something that neces-
sitates a discussion, something that exposes students to new ideas,
uncovers other perspectives, and pushes thinking forward. This need
for substantive and meaty content requires teachers to go beyond skill
development and memorization of facts to examine how they can
embed skills and information in issues, problems, and experiences that
will engage students and give them something to both talk and think
about. Some examples of such substance that I observed in the class-
rooms I studied include power, magic, equality, kinship, string theory,
connections between mathematics and baseball, puzzles, laws about
citizenship, infinity, limits, and negative powers—just to name a few.
Although not all of these topics may grab your attention immediately,
in the hands of a skilled facilitator, each can be the basis for a lively
exploration in which students must continually think, express their
thinking, interact, and listen to the thinking of others. This ability to
engage students in the lively exploration of a powerful topic is well
demonstrated by Chris Elnicki’s exploration of the American Dream
in his social studies class.
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Talking and Thinking about the American Dream

To spark the class discussion, Chris first has students explore the topic
through an aesthetic lens by creating posters that capture what the 
American Dream means to them. Individually, these small construction-
paper posters aren’t too impressive, but collectively the 130-some
images from all four of his classes pack quite a punch as they are com-
bined to create a giant collage across the front wall of the classroom.
The words American, Dream, Freedom, and Equality feature promi-
nently in the display, as do dollar signs, pictures of famous Americans,
and flags. As students enter the room and confront the display for the
first time, they can hear Simon and Garfunkel’s America playing in
the background.

Chris quickly directs the class to the first-things notice he has
squeezed into one corner of the blackboard: “Record in your journals
what this collection tells you about the American Dream.” Grabbing
their journals, the thirty-five students of period five move along the
wall laughing, discussing, pointing, and commenting on the collection.

After they have written their initial thoughts in their journals, Chris
prepares to engage the class in discussion. As students share their ideas,
the role of language and talk in making this assignment a real oppor-
tunity to develop students’ thinking is clearly evident.

“This is like a museum exhibit. I want you to take the position that
you are trying to understand this display about the American Dream
and begin to identify themes in the posters and interpret what the
posters say about the group,” Chris tells the class.

Immediately, a girl in the back of the room mentions the theme of
freedom. Chris asks her how she would define freedom. Tentatively,
she responds, “The freedom to do what you want to.”

Chris then pushes further to expose other perspectives, “Did all the
people who used the word freedom in their posters mean that same
thing by it?”

Other students point out that some posters talk about religious
freedom and that voting is a kind of freedom. When a student shifts
gears and mentions that a lot of the posters mention fame and for-
tune, Chris asks how those words connect to freedom. This sparks an
excited debate about whether the rich or the poor have more freedom.
At the core of the discussion are notions of obligation and commit-
ment versus being unencumbered.
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“When you have money, you have a lot of stuff to tie you down,
like you have to make house payments and stuff, so that makes you
not feel so free,” a student comments.

“Yeah, if you don’t own a house, you’re freer to just move anytime
you want,” another student adds.

“But if you don’t have money and have to worry about it all the
time, that’s not being very free,” a third student counters.

This discussion of the meanings and intent of words continues for
most of the period as students identify key issues or themes emerging
from the posters and then examine various perspectives that people
have on those themes. There are no pat answers or easy statements to
be made. At every turn, there is complexity, controversy, and nuance.
What does it mean to seek a better life? What does equality look like
in practice? What role does diversity play in the United States? Can
people’s dreams be in conflict?

At the close of the discussion, Chris continues to push students’
thinking by engaging them in talking about the American Dream
itself. He asks the class, “How do you think the American Dream may
be changing over time?”

A student responds, “Well, I think it is probably expanding and
becoming even more diverse than it was initially.”

Another student concurs and elaborates, “Yeah, because so many
people keep coming to America, and they probably don’t all come for
the same reasons as people used to. Like with the Pilgrims, their dream
was mostly about religious freedom.”

A student counters, “But that comes back to freedom. Freedom is
really key.” With that comment, the period ends.

Developing Dialogical Thinking

Throughout this exchange, students are involved not only in express-
ing their ideas but also in listening to, incorporating, projecting, and
responding to the perspective of other students. In this process, stu-
dents learn to consider multiple perspectives and engage in what
Richard Paul (1987) calls dialogical thinking. Dialogical thinking
moves outside of the narrow internalized world of the individual into
a more reciprocal space where other positions are actively explored.
Bakhtin (1981) argued that reasoning itself is fundamentally a dia-
logical process through which the thinker hears several voices within
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his or her own head that represent various contrasting perspectives
on an issue. Such reasoning is a move from the monologue to the dia-
logue that permits students to engage in building understanding by
incorporating both the ideas and thinking of others. We see this shift
when we compare the beginning of the conversation in Chris Elnicki’s
classroom with the end. At the beginning, the first student response
was a personal statement about the meaning of freedom, “The free-
dom to do what you want to.” The student wasn’t thinking about what
freedom might mean to others. However, though Chris’s questioning,
students were prompted to actually consider the meaning of freedom
from other points of view. By the end of the conversation, students
became aware of various perspectives on freedom and had come to
see freedom from a social and historical perspective, as exemplified by
one student’s comment, “I think it is probably expanding and becom-
ing even more diverse than it was initially.”

Thus, the discussion of the American Dream and of the meaning
of freedom in particular has served several purposes. First, the dis-
cussion pushed students to clarify their thoughts and ideas as they put
them into language and expressed them to the group. Second, the ex-
posure to other perspectives served to move students from the mono-
logic to the dialogic. This does not mean that students have become
dialogic thinkers, however, only that they have engaged in dialogic
thought. To become more dialogic thinkers, that is, individuals who
are likely to look for and consider alternative perspectives, students
need ongoing exposure to other ideas as they explore and seek to 
formulate their own positions, ideas, and meanings. As Paul (1987,
p. 135) states, “They need to discover opposing points of view in non-
threatening situations. They need to put their ideas into words, ad-
vance conclusions, and justify them. They need to discover their own
assumptions as well as the assumptions of others, advance conclusions
other than their own, and construct reasons to support them.” This
means that students must go beyond listening to the contributions of
others to actively soliciting, responding to, and incorporating others’
ideas into their own talk and thinking. This ability to seek out, antic-
ipate, and address alternative points of view is a foundation for devel-
oping effective counterarguments.

Developing dialogical thinking can seem like a tall order, particu-
larly given typical patterns of classroom discourse in which students
give individual responses to a teacher leading the discussion. What is
needed is a pattern of classroom discourse that not only sensitizes stu-
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dents to the presence of alternative points of view but also forces them
to confront and address those perspectives actively. In this next sec-
tion, we look at how teachers develop patterns of thinking in their stu-
dents by initiating patterns of talk in the classroom.

WAYS OF TALKING, WAYS OF THINKING
One develops patterns of thought through learning language in 
a social context. As Whorf argued, “Every language is a vast pattern-
system, different from others, in which are culturally ordained the
forms and categories by which the personality not only communi-
cates, but also analyzes nature, notices or neglects types of relation-
ship and phenomena, channels his reasoning and builds the house of
his consciousness”(Whorf, 1956, p. 252). Although Whorf was specif-
ically writing about the inherent differences across the spoken lan-
guages of the world, his statement holds true for the language of
subcultures, including that of classrooms as well. Penny Lee (1997,
p. 462) points this out in her discussion of experts and novices prac-
ticing within a given field: “The process of learning specific terminol-
ogy and ways of talking about phenomena helps learners direct their
attention to subtle features of their art that they have to learn to iso-
late consistently. Expert and novice experience and understanding of
the same phenomena can be so different that where language is a sig-
nificant factor in mediating that difference, we are warranted in say-
ing that the linguistic relativity principle is at work even within a single
language.” Thus, for our purposes, we might edit Whorf ’s statement
to say that the language of every classroom is a vast pattern-system
that culturally ordains the forms and categories by which students not
only communicate, but also analyze, notice or neglect types of rela-
tionship and phenomena, channel their reasoning, and build the
house of their consciousness.

Examining the language of the classroom through this lens, we can
see that how we talk in our classrooms, the patterns of dialogue we set
up and reinforce, can be as important as what we actually talk about.
Through the patterns of talk that dominate the classroom, we focus
students’ attention on key features and attributes of a thinking-based
discussion, such as responding to others’ ideas, attending to the other
side of the case, generating alternative explanations, and weighing evi-
dence. We establish the norms for the kinds of thinking that are valu-
able and appropriate, and we help students internalize these ways of
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thinking as part of their own self-talk. Through practicing new ways
of talking, students develop new ways of thinking.2 This idea that pri-
vate thinking mirrors public argument has a long history going back
to the Greek and Roman philosophers (Billing, 1987). It can also be
seen in more recent studies of how reasoning and rhetorical strate-
gies quickly become adopted by students in classrooms (Anderson et
al., 2001).

We can see this process of development happening in the mathe-
matical argument from John Threlkeld’s classroom (Chapter Five).
We saw how students were forced to take a position, present evidence
and logic to defend that position, weigh the evidence and logic pre-
sented by others, respond to flaws they perceived in others’ reasoning,
and ultimately reach a new understanding of the problem. Although
this argument was conducted orally as part of a whole-group discus-
sion, the process mirrors what John wants his students to do inde-
pendently as they confront new problems and issues in mathematics.
That is, rather than rely on a memorized rule, students must reach for
understanding as they construct their own logical arguments and
weigh those arguments against alternative perspectives and rationales.

Of course, one episode or encounter does not constitute a pattern
of talking, and a single episode is certainly insufficient to develop new
ways of thinking. To act as an enculturating force, ways of talking must
be established and carried out over time. In this respect, these dis-
course patterns are quite similar to the routines we explored in the
previous chapters. Another shared characteristic is that these patterns
of talking tend to be taught in context and in the moment. However,
this need not always be the case. Teachers sometimes find it helpful to
set up specific situations in which they lay out a new set of verbal rules
and protocols for the group to practice across several occasions. These
explicit structures can then be integrated more informally into the
ongoing conversation of the classroom and eventually into students’
thinking. This internalization is the goal of reciprocal teaching, a dis-
course routine developed by Annemarie Palinscar and Ann Brown
(1984). Reciprocal teaching promotes students’ metacognition by
focusing their attention on asking questions of clarification, summa-
rizing what others have said, and posing new questions to stimulate
thought and discussion. Two additional examples of explicitly devel-
oping new ways of talking are Heather Woodcock’s leaderless discus-
sion and Chris Elnicki’s public issue discussion, which we now look
at more closely.
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A Leaderless Discussion

Heather Woodcock challenges the typical pattern of teacher-directed
classroom discourse by using a structure she calls a leaderless discus-
sion. This technique forces students to be more active listeners, to
incorporate their own ideas and perspectives with those of their class-
mates, and to take more initiative and ownership. In addition, it frees
the teacher to listen more carefully to students and to assess their
responses. In the midst of a classroom discussion, Heather sometimes
becomes aware of her role in dominating the flow of conversation and
ideas and suddenly declares, “Could you hold that thought? Let’s do
a leaderless discussion without me so that you’re not all looking at me
every time you talk. Do the hands with the fingers, and I want you to
raise this issue to see what people say. You can use this issue as a dis-
cussion question.”

With this redirection, students shift their focus from the teacher to
each other, applying the guidelines for a leaderless discussion that they
have previously learned. These rules are relatively simple: students take
turns throwing out an issue, question, or puzzle related to the topic
under discussion—often a book the class is reading or a particular his-
torical event they are studying. The person initiating the question then
calls on a fellow student to respond. When that student is finished, he
or she has the responsibility of calling on the next contributor. Thus,
the leading of the discussion is passed from student to student. Stu-
dents signal their desire to participate by raising their hands, using
their fingers to indicate how many times they have already contributed
to the discussion. This simple method of record keeping ensures that
a few students don’t dominate the discussion. Once interest in the
question has died down, a new student may ask the group if it is OK to
pose a new question for discussion.

These logistics help the discussion move along smoothly. However,
the real pattern of talk being developed has to do with how Heather
has coached students to respond to each other. We can see this in the
students’ discussion of the book, War Comes to Willy Freeman, by
James and Christopher Collier. Sitting in a semicircle so that everyone
can see everyone else, students explore questions of race, politics, gen-
der, and war as they relate to the American Revolution and to today.
A girl asks the group, “Why does it seem like the blacks were more
sympathetic towards each other even though they were on different
sides? And are we more racist or less racist today than in the book?”
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A boy opposite the questioner raises his hand and is called on. He
begins by restating the question, signaling that he has listened closely
to what is being asked, “Well, the reason I think they were sympathetic
towards each other even though they were on different sides is because
it was really hard for them either way. They had been brought from,
almost kidnapped from, their country and just brought over here, and
it was like, ‘What’s going on?’ They really had to work together. They
just had different views on the war but they all wanted to come
together. Everybody was, like, more racist then and all this other stuff.”

Another student presents his opinion, “I think, like also, they may
have been more sympathetic to each other because they wanted them
to join their side. If I wanted someone to join my side, being mean to
them isn’t exactly the best way to go about it. I think in one way there
is [sic] more racism then than there is now. There was slavery, and any
white person would feel free to do whatever they wanted to them.”

A third student adds her comments, again relying on her experi-
ence, “I think it has changed from the 1700s to now because half of
my friends are white and half of my friends are black, and it doesn’t
really matter what race you are.”

Because no hands go up to continue the discussion, a student asks
the group if she can pose a new question. The group agrees, and she
asks, “Why do you think that Willy’s father grabbed her to help take
the horse back?”

Another student quickly raises her hand and asks, “Can I add to
that? Why did he take Willy instead of taking her mother?”

Students have many ideas related to this question of motive, and
responses flow quickly. However, Heather notices that the responses
aren’t grounded in the particulars of the story. Rather, students offer
hedged possibilities, “Maybe it was because . . .” “It could have been 
to . . .” To focus students back on evidence and information from the
book, Heather raises her hand to join the discussion. She’s quickly
called on as she has not yet made a contribution to the discussion.

Heather begins her response by referring to the book, “On page 17,
this is reminding me of what you said, Steve. This is real interesting,
I think probably why Pa took Willy, which I thought was really stupid
of him. Willy’s mom said, ‘She’s just a child, Jordan.’ And he says, ‘No,
she ain’t. She’s thirteen.’ And then the mom says, ‘She’s a girl. She’s not
a man.’ And that stops him for a minute, and then he says, ‘Willy,
get me one of my hats.’ And I’m wondering if he wasn’t thinking of
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Willy as a child anymore, and does he not care whether she is a girl or
a boy?”

Heather’s modeling seems to work, and the responses that follow
make more references to the text. One student adds, “Well, it says that
the mother is wearing a dress, and Willy is wearing breeches. So if they
need to hurry and get the horse and ride it back, he’s not going to
want to wait for her to change into pants. Willy already has them on,
and she can just put on a hat and pass for a boy.”

Another student contributes, “I agree. I think that the mom is more
vulnerable than Willy. ’Cause if Willy looks like a boy, then they are
just going to be, like, ‘Son, where are your parents?’ It says in the book
that the men command more respect.”

The discussion moves along in this fashion for another ten min-
utes, lively on occasion and moving more slowly at other times. All
members of the class participate, including Heather, who raises her
fingers and waits to be called on like any other member of the group.

The leaderless discussion promotes three elements of good talk and
good thinking. First is an emphasis on responding directly and in a
focused way to the question being asked. By restating the question,
students are forced to clarify their understanding of what is being
asked and focus their response on the question. Second is the impor-
tance of tying ideas together by referring to and building on the
responses of others. We see this when one student adds to another’s
question or a student makes a direct statement of agreement with
another’s response. This way of talking facilitates the making of men-
tal connections. Third is the role of evidence in making arguments.
Although Heather’s students often feel more comfortable expressing
opinions and sharing personal stories, she chooses to enter the 
discussion to subtly remind students of the need to support their
opinions with evidence from their reading. Clarity, connections,
and evidence play an important role in the leaderless discussion, and
through the discussion students can internalize these elements in
their thinking.

A Public Issue Discussion

When the thirty-five seventh graders in Chris Elnicki’s social studies
class enter the room, they immediately notice that their desks have been
rearranged into a large circle. Quickly finding a seat, they prepare
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to discuss the question written in large block letters on the blackboard:
“What kind of policy should the USA have concerning immigration?”

Michelle has been appointed the moderator for the discussion,
and she quickly gets to work, calling on the first brave student to
raise his hand.

Josh makes his initial contribution, “The policy I think we should
have is to have background checks on all the people who come from
everywhere to make sure they are clean. No warrants, no drug smug-
gling and stuff.”

Still quite new at this and a bit nervous, Michelle quickly turns to
the next student offering to participate.

Sean offers a different perspective: “I think we should let people
into America like we did in the 1900s. In the 1900s, we didn’t have re-
strictions all that much, and it was a big technological advancement
time when all these machines were coming into use, and everything
was, like, being made better, and if we let more people in now, maybe
that would happen again.”

Chris interjects to point out the different character of Sean’s re-
mark, “OK, we could call that factual information, and if someone dis-
agreed with Sean, we could look for information that either proved or
disproved that.”

On the opposite side of the room, Denise raises her hand with the
intent of redirecting the conversation, “Going back to Josh, are you
saying that people who are living in the United States already who
have warrants, to get rid of them?”

Without waiting for the moderator, Josh responds, “No, I’m just
saying that, like, drugs that are in the United States mostly come from
Mexico. And, like, we should do a background check because we don’t
want bad people coming to the United States.”

Once again, Chris quickly labels the exchange that has just taken
place, “Denise with a clarifying question. Nice job.”

Another student jumps in, “This is still going on that point. Well,
some people make mistakes. Like, if they live in another country and
they make a mistake and they pay for it. But they have family mem-
bers living in here or something. What do you say about that?”

“I don’t understand the question. Could you say it again?” Josh asks.
The student expands on her initial comment, “Like if somebody

from Germany wanted to come here, but they had a background
where they smuggled drugs or they were caught with drugs once or
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twice, but they cleaned up their act. And they’ve been drug free for ten
or fifteen years. Would you allow them into the United States?

“Yeah, I’d allow them into the United States,” Josh states, then adds,
“But it’s like recent warrants I’m talking about. But if they cleaned up
their act, I’d say, ‘Yeah, come on in.’”

The class isn’t quite finished with Josh, and they ask him a few
more questions before the discussion begins to move to the more gen-
eral issue of the intersection between immigration and drugs and the
feasibility of background checks. This happens as a student makes a
connection to an earlier comment that has yet to receive any atten-
tion: “I want to go back to Sean’s comments. You said to open it back
up like it used to be before, but the whole reason why we have a bor-
der is because of drugs, and if we opened up, it would be even worse.”

Chris labels the comment, “OK, there could be a factual-issue dis-
agreement here. We could do a check on those facts and see if the
boundary is really about drugs.”

Sean clarifies and expands his original position,“Well, I kind of agree
with what Josh is saying about background checks and all, even though
that may seem contradictory to what I said before. We shouldn’t 
completely open our borders, and the background checks are good
ideas.” Sean continues, responding to another student’s earlier asser-
tion that background checks are too time-consuming and therefore
not feasible: “What I was reading last night said there was [sic] only
about 700,000 people a year that come in as immigrants, and there is
[sic] about [that] many that also come in illegally. So it wouldn’t take
that much to do background checks on 700,000.”

“OK,” Chris interjects, “Sean’s bringing in evidence to support his
position, and he’s also dealing with a definitional issue. He says
700,000 isn’t that many, and others are saying it is.”

Over the forty-minute period, the discussion remains lively, weav-
ing across additional issues related to immigration, including the con-
tributions of immigrants historically, the plight of refugees, and the
importance of access to freedom. Throughout, students are making
connections and spontaneously relating their comments to previous
contributions in one way or another. The sophistication and ease with
which students contribute and the facts they bring to support their
positions are quite impressive. But the students aren’t so much innately
adept at this kind of thinking and discussing as they are well prepared.
How did Chris set the stage for such an effective performance? Why
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did he choose this forum and instructional vehicle, and what does he
hope students will gain from it?

Chris Elnicki engages his class in a series of public issue discussions
throughout the year to get his students used to presenting opinions
based on evidence, listening to others, and expanding their under-
standing of issues by considering alternative perspectives and making
connections. He introduces students to the discussions by explaining
their connection to their ongoing study of what it means to be an
American:

Tomorrow, we’re going to have a public issue discussion. So the ques-
tion is, What is a public issue discussion? First, let me tell you what it
is going to look like in here. When you come in tomorrow, there will
be a giant circle. All of the desks will be in a ring. And we are going to
discuss these issues [points to the blackboard]. We’re going to talk
about the United States and whether we should restrict immigration
policy. We’re going to deal with the general question of what kind of
policy should we have concerning immigration. So when you come
back tomorrow after you’ve gone through these readings and high-
lighted things and made questions for yourself, you’re going to come
in tomorrow with some kind of opinion about what the immigration
policy should be. Without even knowing exactly what it is at the
moment, you’ll have an opinion about whether it should remain how
it is, be made more restrictive, or be loosened up a bit to allow more
people in.

Chris goes on to clarify the purposes and goals of the discussion by
explaining that the discussion is not like a debate in which someone
tries to prove a point or to win an argument. Rather, he says, “The goal
is to expand our thinking about some issues and to review things that
are in our own minds. We’re going to think about controversial top-
ics. We’re going to see how other people feel and relate to those top-
ics.” Chris breaks down this overarching goal into more discrete
actions that both guide students’ participation and direct his assess-
ment of students’ performance during the discussion. These actions,
set out in Exhibit 6.1, consist of mental and verbal moves, each with
a corresponding point value, that students should strive to make as a
part of their participation in the discussion.

As Chris goes over each move, he gives examples of what it might
look like in the midst of the actual discussion and tells why and how
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each is important within the overall purpose of the discussion. For
instance, in explaining the role of analogies, Chris offers the class an
off-the-cuff example, “You know, this immigration thing is just like
my mom making cookies. You get all these different ingredients all
over the place, and you make something new, and everyone benefits
because everybody gets a cookie.” Chuckling with the rest of the class,
Chris adds, “OK, it might not be a very good analogy, but I tried.
You’re going to have better analogies.” Chris then explains why analo-
gies are useful in deepening understanding: “What I find is that when
somebody starts to say, ‘This is like this’ in these conversations, that
sometimes becomes some of the most fun and some of the best think-
ing that we do. We start to use those symbols, and that takes us in a
little bit of a different direction, and often we discover some interest-
ing things in terms of people’s arguments.”

We can see that Chris’s list of actions not only constitutes a useful
set of moves for a group discussion but also embodies much of the
kinds of thinking Chris is trying to encourage generally. Asking clar-
ifying questions, looking for supporting evidence, weighing the evi-
dence one comes across, making connections and analogies are
precisely the kinds of mental moves that can support students in their
ongoing efforts to think, reason, and develop understanding. By
explicitly naming each of these mental moves and providing students
with a list of them, Chris raises students’ awareness of them. In
essence, naming the thinking moves helps create a new mental cate-
gory that can foster new perceptions. We discuss this role of language
further in the next section.
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2 points Taking a position

1 point Making a relevant comment based on others’ responses

2 points Supporting a position with evidence

1 point Presenting factual information

2 points Drawing other people into the discussion

1–2 points Helping to move the discussion along

2 points Recognizing contradictions in other people’s arguments

2 points Recognizing others’ irrelevant comments

2 points Making an analogy

1–2 points Asking clarifying questions

Exhibit 6.1. Public Issue Discussion Assessment.
Source: Elnicki (1998).



The actual format of the public issue discussion is similar to that
of Heather’s leaderless discussion in that Chris takes somewhat of a
backseat and has students actually lead the discussion. However, it dif-
fers in that one student is in charge of the facilitation and has the
responsibility for calling on others, clarifying comments, making con-
nections, and asking others to respond to points being made. In this
respect, the skills that the student moderator needs are similar to those
taught in the reciprocal teaching discussed previously (Palinscar &
Brown, 1984).3 The student in charge is coached to be careful about
various types of bias—specifically, gender bias, favoritism toward one’s
friends, and bias against calling on oneself—in carrying out his or her
role. Another contrast with Heather’s approach is that Chris takes on
a metalinguistic and metacognitive role in the conversation, actively
commenting on the discussion itself and labeling its various parts. For
students still learning to take on new mental and verbal moves, this
commentary identifies the moves and makes it easier for students to
try on and replicate them in their own contributions.

THE LANGUAGE OF THINKING
We all know that some words carry a lot of baggage. When we hear
those words in a certain context or when they are spoken by particu-
lar individuals, they trigger a mental and often an emotional charge
that helps us interpret the situation and infuse it with meaning. The
presence of these words not only directs how we see the situation but
also affects our response and the shape of our thinking. You can see
these emotion-based responses easily when slurs or epithets are used.
These words tend to heighten our awareness and our ire. On a less
emotional level, such words also help us frame the situation as con-
frontational, polarized, and biased. Thus, they tell us something about
the thinking of the speaker and point a direction for our own think-
ing and response, perhaps by causing us to confront the bias and one-
sided perspective being displayed.

Let’s consider a less loaded instance of how words can shape think-
ing. Consider having a discussion in which a friend says to you, “I’d
be cautious about that.” How would the use of the word cautious shape
your thinking? It might cause you to pull back and reconsider the sit-
uation from a new perspective or to look more closely at the situation.
It might make you more metacognitive, leading you to be more aware
of your thinking and to avoid automatic responses. It might cause you
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to probe your friend’s perspective and see what she is noticing that
you aren’t. The use of the word cautious tells us something about the
speaker’s thinking as well. The word indicates a level of skepticism and
suggests that not enough evidence exists in the speaker’s mind.

Now, consider the different reaction you might have if your friend
simply had said, “I’d think about that.” Here, the word think seems
almost too general to interpret. It could mean various things from
“make sure that’s what you want to do” to “I think you’re wrong, and 
I want you to see that.” The word think is so general that it really doesn’t
direct our action in the same way the word cautious does. Of course,
this generality is fine in some instances, particularly when we have
enough contextual information or personal wherewithal to provide our
own specificity and direction to the word. However, this often isn’t the
case for our students or ourselves. When we tell students to think,
I imagine that many of them are completely puzzled about what we are
asking them to do. For many students, the word think seems to be in-
terpreted as: Be quiet for about ten seconds, look downward in the gen-
eral direction of the floor, then look up and nod when the teacher asks,
“Well, did you think about it?” If we want students to do more than 
fall silent at the word think, we need to be more directive and explicit
in our use of language. We can use the language of thinking itself.

What Is the Language of Thinking?

What exactly do I mean by the language of thinking? Simply put, the
language of thinking consists of all the words we use to refer to think-
ing processes, products, states, or stances.4 For instance, words like
examine, justify, elaborate, ponder, reflect, infer, and consider refer to
thinking processes. These words describe ways of thinking or kinds of
mental activity in which we might engage. We can think of these
words basically as synonyms for the word to think. Words such as 
theory, idea, conjecture, hypothesis, summary, deduction, and guess iden-
tify products or outcomes of thinking. As you can see, there is clearly
a connection between thinking processes and products, and most
thinking verbs can be reframed as thinking nouns. The process of jus-
tifying yields a justification. The result of reflecting is a reflection. In
addition, some words can be both processes and products, depending
on how we use them. For example, you can question a statement, or
you can ask a question. Process and product words represent the bulk
of the language of thinking, and there are literally hundreds of them.5
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Stance and state words, although fewer in number, are no less im-
portant. Stance words signal one’s attitude toward thinking products.
For instance, when we hear a particular claim, point, or idea, the words
to describe our response can be agree, disagree, question, concur, doubt,
dispute, or resonate with, just to name a few examples. Although these
words also represent verbs or thinking actions, they differ from the
other thinking processes I described earlier in that they clearly signal
one’s reaction or stance toward the thinking product on which atten-
tion is focused. You certainly could consider these words a subset of
thinking processes if you like, but they differ from most thinking
processes in an important way: being responses to stimuli, stances are
more like products than are other process words. As such, they repre-
sent the stuff of thinking itself rather than a description of the act of
thinking. David Perkins (personal communication, 2001) has called
this “stuff” ideons, from the Greek word for idea. Both thinking prod-
ucts and thinking stances would be considered ideons.

State words describe one’s mind-set or overarching mental reaction
to events and ideas, such as confusion, wonderment, and awe, or feel-
ing overwhelmed, open, questioning, or dumbstruck. These words, too,
appear to be somewhat like products. However, they aren’t necessar-
ily the deliberate products of thinking; they aren’t something that the
process of thinking brings about. We wouldn’t normally consider con-
fusion a result of thinking, nor would we seek to create confusion for
ourselves by thinking, but we recognize that confusion may charac-
terize one’s understanding and thinking at a particular time. In this
way, state words operate more like adjectives in describing our men-
tal functioning, understanding, and comprehension rather than as ob-
jects of thinking, or ideons, that we have sought to produce.

The Language of Thinking at Work

We have lots of thinking-related words, and those words can be grouped
into categories, so what? How does this aspect of language relate to get-
ting students to think and to promoting their intellectual character? Let’s
first look at two lists of thinking language to get a sense of the differ-
ence the language of thinking makes to the overall feel of a classroom.
The two lists in Table 6.1 represent thinking-related words—processes,
products, states, or stances—that two teachers used during the first week
of school.6 Both teachers teach the same course in the same subject area.

132 INTELLECTUAL CHARACTER



advocate
agree, agreement
ambiguous
argument
assertion
assume, assumption
believe
challenge
conjecture
convinced
curious
declaration
dilemma
disagree
dispute
dissenting
explain
explore
fundamentals
hypothetically
interesting
intuitive
justification, justify
legitimate
logical
observations
opinion
play with
ponder
position
prediction
proof
question, questioning
random
reasoning, reason, reasonable
respond
rethink
revelation
theory
understand, understanding
valid
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Table 6.1. Language of Thinking Lists from Two Classrooms.

appreciate
assume
aware of, being aware
believe
challenge
check
clue
compared
concept
concerned
confused
conscious
crazy
discover
distracted
evidence
expect
explain
figure out
find out
focused
forget
get a thought in their head
get stuck 
getting it
impression
inspire
intentions
logic
mind
notice
observation
presupposition
pretend
question, questioning
realize
reflect
remember
settled in your brain
understand, understanding
visualization
wondering
worried

Classroom A Classroom B
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One list comes from what I would characterize as a very thoughtful
classroom, whereas the other is from a room where the teacher has a
strong desire to promote thinking but the environment tends to be 
less rich in thinking overall.7 Read over each list to see what kind of a
feel you get for the classroom environment. Is it possible to pick out the
list from the more thoughtful classroom? What differences in tone,
generality, and direction do you detect across the lists?

The list for classroom A belongs to John Threlkeld and that for
classroom B belongs to Karen White, both of whom teach beginning
algebra. Overall, I consider John’s classroom to be much more
thoughtful and thinking-oriented than Karen’s. However, the lists
don’t necessarily reveal a stark contrast, and you may have been left
with some ambiguity about which was more thoughtful overall. This
is to be expected; the language of thinking is only one component of
the culture of thinking. We’d be surprised and probably a bit skepti-
cal if creating thoughtful classrooms required us only to use a differ-
ent vocabulary. Still, there are some differences between the lists that
are worth pointing out.

You may have noticed that the words in John’s list tend toward
greater specificity than those in Karen’s list. For instance, Karen uses
words and expressions such as being aware of, figure out, find out, get-
ting it, get stuck, get a thought in your head, mind, and settled in your
brain. This kind of everyday talk may be accessible to students, but it
isn’t very pointed as far as telling students what kind of thinking to do
or what the product of their thinking should be. John’s list exhibits
some of these expressions as well—play with, rethink—but they are
far fewer in number. Greater specificity may be useful in facilitating
specific thinking processes—such as argumentation, proof, and ex-
ploring ideas—and indicates clearer expectations for doing so.
Another issue is the manner in which Karen sometimes used the
words, though this certainly won’t be clear from a list of words out of
context. For instance, Karen explains to a student who has been absent
that “Yesterday, we had a really cool class where we worried about per-
fect numbers.” On another occasion, she speaks energetically and with
pleasure about course goals that students had listed: “This makes me
crazy. There are people who are concerned with actually understand-
ing the math.” The choice of these words made me, as an observer, feel
somewhat confused both about what Karen means and the types of
thinking processes and states she is alluding to in her use of language.



Another difference that you may detect across the lists has to do
with the focus of instruction. When I shared these two lists with a
group of teachers I was working with in Denver, Colorado, one
woman remarked that John’s list reminded her of a trial or investiga-
tion. It seemed to her that there was a lot of arguing or debate going
on in the class. We can see this in words like advocate, agree, argument,
assertion, assumption, challenge, declaration, disagree, dispute, justifi-
cation, legitimate, position, and valid. This impression squared well
with my own experience of the class. It was a place where ideas were
debated and argued about and where students were expected to take
and defend positions. Karen’s list seems to indicate a focus on acquir-
ing knowledge, skills, and answers. We can see this through such words
as aware of, believe, check, clue, discover, figure out, find out, get a
thought, getting it, get stuck, mind, realize, and remember. There are
also quite a few words in Karen’s list that deal with attitude, affect, and
things to avoid or watch out for: concerned, confused, conscious, dis-
tracted, focused, forget, intentions, and worried.

THE POWER OF IDEONS. Looking at the two lists of thinking words in
terms of the four categories—process, products, states, and stances—
another difference between the two lists emerges, (see Tables 6.2 and
6.3). Although Karen used many words associated with thinking
processes and stances, John’s words made more mention of very spe-
cific products of thinking and thinking stances. In fact, John used such
ideons, that is, product and stance words, more than twice as much as
Karen did. In contrast, Karen used three times as many state words 
as John.

Use of ideons may be more helpful in that these words indicate to
students not only what they must do, thinking processes, but also what
they must produce. Asking a student for a justification of an answer
is perhaps more likely to provoke thinking than a more general ad-
monition to check his or her answer. Product words clearly implicate
thinking processes, but the converse is not always true; processes are
not always clearly tied to products. This can be particularly true in
classrooms where students are inclined to do only what teachers
demand of them. It is one thing for a teacher to ask students, as a gen-
eral admonition, to reflect on their progress or to work on develop-
ing understanding as they read. It is quite another to ask students to
produce a reflection regarding their progress or to write a summation.
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The mention of thinking stances might play a similar role in direct-
ing students to think. By asking students to take a stance or by labeling
the stances that students spontaneously offer, John points out the
thinking that is going on and indicates his expectation for thinking.
In comparison, Karen seldom alludes to taking a stance toward par-
ticular ideas or comments. As a result, her students might be less
inclined to engage with the ideas because such engagement is not so
much a part of the way of talking about ideas in her classroom. As pre-
viously mentioned, another difference in the two classrooms is Karen’s
use of words to describe thinking states. This reflects her concern with
students’ feelings, comfort, and perceptions. However, the states she
refers to are often linked to students’ attention and basic comprehen-
sion, such as focused or distracted and getting it or confused, rather than
implicating deeper and more complex ways of thinking.

CREATING NEW THINKING WITH WORDS. The language of thinking also
works to promote students’ thinking by creating new categories of
thought and experience. When we give a name to something, we cre-
ate a new reality that previously didn’t exist for ourselves. These new
labels and categories foster new perceptions and new responses by
allowing us to draw out isolates of experience or isolates of meaning
(Carroll, 1956). They help sensitize us to thinking occasions and the
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Table 6.2. The Language of Thinking in John Threlkeld’s Classroom.

assume
explain, explaining
explore, exploring
justify
memorize
play with
questioning
reasoning
remember
respond
rethink
understand,

understanding

bogged down
convinced
curious
understand

argument
agreement
assertion
assumption
declaration
fundamentals
justification
observations
opinion
prediction
proof
question
reason
revelation
rule
theory
understanding

advocate
agree
ambiguous
believe
challenge
dilemma
disagree
hypothetically
interesting
intuitive
legitimate
logical
position
question
random
reasonable
valid

Process State Product Stance



particular types of thinking called for in those occasions. For instance,
because the Dätiwuy language of northern Australia has more precise
words for describing certain body movements, such as looking about
while seated, looking back over one’s shoulder, and stumbling upon
something unexpected, speakers of that language are more adept 
at noticing, picking out, and replicating these movements than are
English speakers, even though the movements are equally observable
to all (Lee, 1997). The presence of these words indicates the impor-
tance of the categories to the group and helps to direct attention and
perception.

The same principle of using language to call attention to impor-
tant subtleties and differences applies to thinking. A guess is different
from a conjecture, which is different from a hypothesis, which is dif-
ferent from a theory. Assuming is different from inferring, which is
different from deducing, which is different from generalizing. By
knowing and being comfortable with the nuanced language of think-
ing and by being in an environment where that language is used, stu-
dents come to think more often and more deeply. Janet Astington and
David Olson (1990) found that knowing and correctly applying think-
ing language in appropriate situations is related to students’ critical-
thinking abilities.
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Table 6.3. The Language of Thinking in Karen White’s Classroom.

being aware
check
compare
discover
expect
explain
figure out
find out
forget
get a thought in their head
notice
pretend
question
realize
reflect
remember
understand
wondering

aware of
concerned
confused
conscious
crazy
distracted
focused
get stuck
getting it
settled in your brain
understand
worried

clue
concept
evidence
impression
intentions
logic
observation
presupposition
question
understanding
visualization

appreciate
assume
believe
challenge

Process State Product Stance



It is not surprising, then, that in thoughtful classrooms teachers
not only use but also teach the language of thinking. Remember Chris
Elnicki’s public issue discussion? One of the things he did throughout
that discussion was to label students’ responses:

• “Denise with a clarifying question.”

• “There could be a factual-issue disagreement here.”

• “Sean’s bringing in evidence to support his position, and 
he’s also dealing with a definitional issue.”

• “John, are you trying to point out a contradiction?”

• “OK, that’s an ethical value issue.”

• “Max is doing something no one has done today, presenting 
an analogy.”

By putting names to the thinking occurring in the discussion, Chris
helps students in their ongoing efforts to isolate the thinking moves
from the flow of the discussion. The students then have a chance to try
out these new ways of thinking and verbal framing as a way of putting
into practice the new conceptual categories. Instruction also can take
a less formal approach. When John Threlkeld first uses a word like
ambiguous or conjecture, he pauses and asks students if they know what
it means. Once someone defines the word, he then uses it quite natu-
rally as part of the language of the classroom. In a lesson on bias,
Heather Woodcock has her students read a portion of text on the Mid-
dle Ages and then look for words that indicate the perspective of the
author and any possible bias. This brief activity helps sensitize her stu-
dents to language and how it conveys attitudes and stances. At the same
time, it helps students focus on the more specific language of bias itself.

THE LANGUAGE OF MINDFULNESS
The language of thinking emphasizes the important role that explicit
language plays in shaping and directing thinking. However, language
can play a much more subtle role in shaping thinking. An example will
help to demonstrate this point.

A few years ago, I had the opportunity of viewing an exhibit of René
Magritte paintings. If you are familiar with his surrealist work, you know
that his paintings are anything but ordinary, frequently juxtaposing
unlikely objects or putting objects in unusual settings to surprise the
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viewer. Turning a corner in the exhibition hall, I was confronted with
an austere canvas two by three feet. Painted in tones of brown and black
was a very large tobacco pipe of a simple and old-fashioned variety. The
pipe had a large bowler-shaped cup and stem that curved upward in a
sensuous S shape. Below the image of the pipe, painted in the perfect
script of a sign painter, were the French words,“Çeci n’est pas une pipe,”
meaning “This is not a pipe” (Magritte, 1928a). My first reaction was to
chuckle to myself. My second reaction was to engage more fully with
the painting. If this isn’t a pipe, what is it? Some kind of a tool, perhaps?
A painting of a pipe rather than the pipe itself ? Upside down, it looked
a bit like it could be used as a hat. After playing Magritte’s game for a
few minutes and enjoying it, I continued my way through the rest of the
exhibit, only later to come across “This is not an apple!”

“This is not a pipe” would not come under the heading of a phrase
from the language of thinking. The words themselves didn’t even ask
me to think or to engage with the painting in any way. Yet the words
were quite effective at prompting my thinking. Why would this hap-
pen? When I first viewed the painting, my mind recognized the image
instantly as a tobacco pipe. There was nothing unusual or startling
about the image to force my mind to process it further. Having
achieved a sense of closure, my mind was ready to disengage and move
on to the next painting in the gallery. However, reading the words
arrested that disengagement, that desire to tune out. Rather than clos-
ing down my thinking, Magritte’s words opened it up. If this isn’t a
pipe, what is it? What else might it be? What else does it look like?
What have I assumed that I shouldn’t? Language often has this effect of
producing or forestalling closure. When something is labeled, decided,
listed, or given in an absolute fashion, one’s mind often takes it in
without questioning. In contrast, when even a small bit of ambiguity
is introduced, allowing for the possibility of interpretation and change
based on context and conditions, the mind is more likely to remain
open. This open, flexible state in which new categories are created can
be termed mindfulness (Langer, 1989).

Conditional Instruction and Mindfulness

A key principle of mindfulness is that one should cultivate an open-
ness to distinctions and differences in context rather than seeking
early closure. This openness to distinctions permits greater creativ-
ity and helps to avoid rigid and narrow thinking. Under conditional
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instruction, that is, instruction that focuses on the situated and con-
ditional nature of facts and knowledge, participants encounter infor-
mation in an open rather than absolute format. Therefore, we predict
that the mind will remain open to adapting or altering that infor-
mation when conditions changed.

A study by Langer and Piper (1987) first introduced the idea of
using conditional, as opposed to absolute, instruction as a means 
of cultivating greater mindfulness in specific situations. In the study,
subjects casually encountered a rubber object in a room where they
were working with an experimenter. The experimenter commented
to the subject either that this could be a dog’s chew toy (a conditional
instruction) or that this was a dog’s chew toy (an absolute instruc-
tion). The subjects who received the conditional instruction were
much more likely than their counterparts to consider using the rub-
ber object as an eraser when, later in the experiment, the experimenter
artificially created the need for something to erase a pencil mark. By
being told that the object could be a dog’s chew toy, the participants
were able to remain mentally open and consider using the object in a
new way once the conditions changed. In contrast, labeling the object
definitively tended to produce cognitive closure.

Conditional instruction has also been tested in more routine learn-
ing situations, such as in reading factual material in preparation for a
test on urban planning. Conditional instruction in these settings took
the form of presenting the facts in a more open way: “this may be the
cause of the evolution of city neighborhoods” instead of “the cause of
[the] evolution of city neighborhoods is . . .” In these studies, partici-
pants who were conditionally instructed demonstrated equal reten-
tion of information but more flexibility and creativity in using that
information to solve problems (Langer, Hatem, Joss, & Howell, 1989;
Langer & Piper, 1987; Ritchhart & Perkins, 2000).

But why should the simple alteration of language have such a large
effect? Although it may seem as if the conditional words—could be,
might be, one possibility is—somehow magically keep the mind open,
I think something else is going on, something more akin to what hap-
pened when I saw the Magritte painting. The introduction of open-
ness and a degree of ambiguity through conditional instruction or
circumstance prompts a shift from a passive to an active role. The stu-
dent becomes engaged not in memorizing information but in mak-
ing sense of the situation. As the student takes charge to fill in the gaps,
his or her authority and autonomy as a learner are strengthened also.
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In the process of making sense of something, even in brief perceptual
instances, alternatives get explored because the learner isn’t just striv-
ing for a correct answer but rather is building a series of connections
and abstractions that will facilitate later transfer to new situations
(Salomon & Perkins, 1989). When learners take a single correct answer
as the goal, they are likely to narrow quickly their examination of pos-
sibilities, resulting in less flexible use of their knowledge (Langer &
Piper, 1987).

The thoughtful teachers I studied weren’t aware of mindfulness the-
ory or conditional instruction. Nonetheless, they tended to teach in
mindful ways using conditional instruction. Teachers presented ideas
as open, using phrases such as “some people think,”“one explanation
is,”“no one knows for sure, but most think,”“it could be,” and “usually
it is that way but not always.” One area where we might not expect to
see conditional instruction is in mathematics. After all, isn’t math just
a bunch of rules to memorize? However, both Doug Tucker and John
Threlkeld often use conditional instruction when helping students
solve problems. In debriefing a particular problem, both teachers would
frequently ask, “Who solved it another way? Who has a different ap-
proach? OK, that’s one way to tackle it.” Similarly, when they were
showing students new techniques or procedures for solving problems,
they would frequently present more than one way. When a teacher pre-
sents only one way of solving a problem, students close off and work
to memorize that method, often ignoring their own intuitive under-
standings. When a teacher presents more than one method, students
are more likely to activate their understanding and reconcile and use
that understanding with the methods that have been presented.

The overall effect of such open and active instruction is to make
students more aware of and sensitive to the ambiguous or conditional
nature of the world and to help them see that knowledge and under-
standing are always in flux. In addition, such instruction draws on our
natural inclination to fill in the gaps and make sense of the world.
Honoring this natural inclination in the classroom by creating situa-
tions that are both engaging and ambiguous helps students develop a
sense of their own agency as learners.

THE POWER OF LANGUAGE
Language wraps itself around, in, through, and between everything
that we teachers and learners do in the classroom. Because it is
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omnipresent, we can easily take the role of language for granted, con-
sidering it only as a tool for delivering our content. Yet in many ways
language acts as both the medium and the message in the cultivation
of intellectual character. Through language, we expose students to new
ideas, alternative perspectives, and opportunities to participate in dia-
logue. This external dialogue can then be internalized in the form of
self-talk, through which individuals spontaneously anticipate, project,
and consider alternative perspectives. Students try on new ways of
thinking that they have been exposed to through the language of oth-
ers. The language of the classroom is used to carve paths and lay down
patterns of conversation to guide the thinking of the group. These
paths highlight what is most important in a given context and encul-
turate students into new ways of talking and thinking. The specific
words we use allow students to isolate elements of their experience,
attend to them, reflect on them, and respond to them. These words
act as cues that can prime students to engage in certain kinds of think-
ing. The language we use in the classroom can produce a response of
openness and encouragement of autonomy, or it can act to close off
and restrict our own and our students’ thinking.

As an important cultural force, we teachers need to increase our
understanding of the role that language is playing and can play in
our individual classrooms. We need to look at our practice and think
about the opportunities we provide for students to engage in mean-
ingful dialogue. We need to examine the discourse routines of our
classroom to see if we have created structures that can both direct con-
versation and guide students’ thinking. We need to examine the lan-
guage of thinking that we use to see where we might sharpen and
focus it. Do we speak only in general terms of thinking, feeling, and
having ideas, or do we ask students for specific products of thinking
and ask them to take stances toward ideas? At the same time, we must
not let our concern with language paralyze us or make us too self-
conscious. Language is a flexible medium, and we should pull and
push at its edges to expand and better capitalize on its power to
prompt, prime, and pattern thinking.
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Q Key Ideas for Developing Intellectual Character

IN THE CLASSROOM: LANGUAGE AND THINKING 

• Something to Talk and Think About. Issues, problems, or
experiences that engage students give them something to think
about as well as a meaningful way to explore facts, ideas, and
skills. Creating controversy, ambiguity, or conflict around a
topic can enhance discussion and thinking. Language needs
something to wrap itself around: some content, focus, or topic
to which it can grab hold.

• Reasoning as Dialogue and Argumentation. The social world
becomes the internal world. The act of reasoning can be
thought of as carrying on an internalized dialogue with one-
self. Through experiencing dialogue and argument in the
group, students not only are exposed to other points of view
but also come to actively anticipate and consider alternative
perspectives, not only of others but from within themselves.

• Creating Patterns of Talking and Thinking. Students develop
modes of thinking by internalizing classroom patterns for 
discussing ideas. Sometimes these patterns are explicit, as in
reciprocal teaching, the leaderless discussion, or the public
issue discussion. These structured interactions teach specific
mental moves, such as asking clarifying questions or connect-
ing ideas, that students can adapt for use in their own thinking.

• The Language of Thinking. Words related to processes,
products, states, and stances of thinking form a language of
thinking. This language helps us to isolate bits of experience,
which increases our sensitivity to thinking occasions and
metacognitive awareness. Because product and stance words
specify thinking outcomes, they may be the most useful in
activating thinking.

• Conditional Instruction. Language can help keep the mind
open and flexible. When we take in new information and facts
conditionally, as something that “might be” or as “one way”
rather than as absolutes, the mind engages more actively with
the data and is more able to remember, adapt, and use it in
new contexts.





C H A P T E R  S E V E N

Thought-Full 
Environments
Sustaining a Culture of Thinking

Try this little thought experiment: recall a classroom
you recently have been in or seen, perhaps on videotape or television,
that you would describe as a thinking-rich learning environment.
Generate a vivid image of that classroom in your mind’s eye. Work to
bring up and experience the feelings you felt while being in or view-
ing that environment. Once you have a good sense of that classroom
physically, intellectually, and emotionally, think of five spirited adjec-
tives or descriptive phrases to describe that classroom. Work to cap-
ture the essence of the classroom and give others a good sense of what
it would be like to actually be in that environment. You can make
either a quick mental list of your words or write them down.

What adjectives best describe a thinking-rich classroom? Having
done this experiment with teachers all over the world, I can share
some common responses: passionate, engaging, fun, exciting, warm,
responsive, trusting, safe, flexible, unique, outside the norm, pushing
the envelope, spirited, active, hands-on, cool, focused, rich, beyond
the status quo, textured, challenging, highly independent, student-
centered, hardworking, energetic, inspiring, meaningful, connected,
purposeful, rigorous, open, joyful, full of risk taking, and resourceful.
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Quite an impressive set of descriptors; perhaps some of your adjec-
tives are in this list. Clearly, these words paint a picture of the type of
classrooms that we would like to be in, both as teachers and as stu-
dents. An interesting aspect of such lists, either the one you made or
the one here, is the feeling they produce. When I read over this list 
or create a mind picture of one of these classrooms, I can’t help but
smile, feeling excited and energized. These classrooms aren’t dry and
restrained environments; they are places brimming with interest 
and life. They are places that are full of thought—thoughtful in the
most literal sense.

With your list of adjectives still in mind, continue the thought
experiment by connecting the adjectives you identified to specific fea-
tures or aspects of the classroom you were recalling. For instance, if
you described the classroom as passionate, what is it that you saw or
picked up on in the classroom that made you choose that word? Per-
haps it was the way the teacher talked and expressed herself, or maybe
the passion was visible in the interaction between the teacher and stu-
dents as they discussed ideas. Whatever the aspect, push beyond your
overall feelings or impressions to identify that aspect concretely. Try
to point toward some general feature that others could see or at-
tend to if they were to visit the classroom. Be aware that there isn’t
necessarily a one-to-one correspondence between your list of adjec-
tives and these features, as it often takes several different things in
combination to give us a sense of a place.

What you have identified in this second list is a collection of what
I call cultural forces, that is, those aspects of a classroom responsible
for giving it its unique flavor and feel. Although you might have
worded them differently than I have, perhaps more concretely and bet-
ter grounded in particulars, I suspect that most of the items you listed
would fit under one of the following eight cultural forces:

• The expectations for students’ thinking and learning that 
the teacher conveys

• The routines and structures that guide the life of the classroom

• The language that the teacher and students use and the 
conversations they engage in

• The opportunities, work, or activities the teacher creates 
for students



• How the teacher acts and what the teacher models for students

• The attitudes that the teacher and students convey

• The interactions and relationships between the teacher and 
the students as well as among the students themselves

• The physical environment and artifacts present in the room

I contend that our impression of any classroom, thoughtful or
otherwise, is based on our quick assessment of these eight cultural
forces at work. For all of us who have spent time in educational set-
tings, which is virtually everyone, these eight elements represent nat-
ural categories. Based on your experience, you had these categories in
the back of your mind before I provided them to you in a list. That is
not to say that having the list before us, even though it is not exhaus-
tive or definitive, isn’t quite useful. Indeed, having a list of cultural
forces can help us focus our attention more directly on how to build
and sustain thoughtful environments, whether those environments
are classrooms, schools, other educational settings, or the home.

I’ve already explored some of these forces at length in earlier chap-
ters. Chapter Four focused on the initial process of building a culture
of thinking by conveying expectations for thinking during the first
days of school. Chapter Five discussed the role of routines in struc-
turing the life of the classroom and developing students’ thinking abil-
ities. Chapter Six took a detailed look at how language operates to
pattern, prime, and prompt thinking. In this chapter, I focus on those
cultural forces I haven’t yet touched on. I’ve grouped these forces
together because collectively they help to paint a good portrait of what
a thoughtful classroom looks and feels like. This grouping also pro-
vides us with an understanding of what it takes to sustain a culture of
thinking over time. As I explore this remaining cluster of forces, I often
loop back to examples of practices and instructional moves that I have
mentioned previously. I do this to show that the cultural forces are not
always discrete elements that can be isolated from one another.

OPPORTUNITIES FOR THINKING
In classrooms that are effective in nurturing students’ intellectual char-
acter, you’re unlikely to find the development of thinking skills listed
in teachers’ plan books. In my observations, I never witnessed a
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teacher teaching what might be considered an actual thinking-skills
lesson, though several did talk with students explicitly about thinking-
related issues such as developing understanding, taking responsibility
for one’s own learning, and the role of reflecting on one’s thinking.
Instead of thinking-skills lessons, what I found in teachers’ practice
was an abundance of rich thinking opportunities woven throughout
the year that were carefully timed and supported. Through these
opportunities, students learned thinking skills and were given a chance
to practice them.

The thinking opportunities I witnessed varied widely in terms of
the thinking and dispositions they sought to activate. Some activi-
ties focused on perspective taking, others on generating new possi-
bilities and divergent thinking. Not surprisingly, opportunities for
reflection and developing understanding often dominated. Usually,
a teacher would weave together various types of thinking dispositions
within a given project or activity. Whatever their focus, these rich
thinking opportunities shared three important characteristics.

1. They focused on big ideas that were important to the discipline
and worth the time and effort the class spent on them.

2. The opportunities themselves were engaging to students,
capturing their interest and attention.

3. The opportunities provided the students some degree of
autonomy, independence, and choice.

In this section, we take a look at how each of these characteristics
operates to help ensure that the thinking opportunities teachers cre-
ate are powerful and effective.

Focusing on Big Ideas

With the current political focus on standards and assessment, it is easy
for classroom instruction to become centered on disconnected skills
and isolated bits of knowledge. It takes work for teachers to step back
from these objectives and think about how to reach them by con-
necting to bigger ideas and more important purposes. It takes even
more work to make sure that these big ideas remain at the core of our
teaching. We need to make sure that we remain aware of the forest
even as we look at individual trees.
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Heather Woodcock manages to do this by using a set of guiding
throughline questions. These questions, presented in Chapter Four,
identify the big disciplinary issues around which Heather’s curricu-
lum travels: the role of exploration and discovery in human existence,
the importance of culture in shaping who we are and what we think,
the origins of conflict, the significance and rituals of coming of age,
and what it takes to search out the truth about events. Having the
questions posted in the room helps to make sure that both teacher and
students keep the larger goals and purposes front and center. How-
ever, the real focusing power of the questions comes not by merely
making the big ideas present but by constantly asking students 
to make connections between the questions and what they are learn-
ing. This crucial activity is possible because Heather has framed the
questions in a way that allows students to consider them as ongoing
concerns that they can answer in different ways under different cir-
cumstances. Thus, by regularly tying students’ work and activity back
to the guiding questions, Heather ensures that students keep in mind
the big ideas of the course.

Like Heather, John Threlkeld recognizes that big ideas need not
only to be named but also to become an ongoing part of the classroom
dialogue. Consequently, John is always asking his students to make
connections, think about the purposes of their work, and search for
the big ideas embedded within the problems and exercises they tackle.
For instance, consider the two quiz problems presented in Exhibit 7.1.
Although the problems themselves focus on making sure that students
are acquiring basic computational skills, the accompanying questions
ask students to connect these skills to bigger ideas in mathematics, in
this case the distributive property and significance of parentheses 
in order of operations rules.

Developing course themes and generative topics is yet another way
of making sure that the opportunities created for students will address
big ideas. Both Susan McCray and Chris Elnicki organized their classes
around the theme of the American Dream and the question, What
makes an American an American? The American Dream is a genera-
tive topic in that it is central to the discipline, rich in connections, and
accessible to students.1 Its centrality to U.S. history is easy to see as the
topic addresses the fundamental values of democracy, issues of
national identity, and reasons behind our diverse and changing pop-
ulation. The topic’s richness can be found in its connections to issues
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of personal and group identity, immigration, nationalism, founding
ideals, and freedom. This richness makes it possible to explore the
topic through a variety of angles. For instance, Chris highlights issues
of immigration policies and practices, the Revolutionary War, and the
Bill of Rights, whereas Susan focuses on immigrant stories and expe-
riences, slavery, westward expansion, racism, and the Civil War. Stu-
dents find the topic accessible because they can approach it on both a
personal and a national level. Also, teacher and students can easily
connect the topic to questions surrounding current issues and con-
troversies such as: Who gets to be a U.S. citizen? Where does your free-
dom end? How do we reconcile a history of slavery and racism with
the idea of the American Dream?

All of these examples of connecting course activity to big ideas
accomplish the same thing: they enhance the purpose and meaning
of the work for students. Through a focus on big ideas, students
become clear about the larger purpose of the class and what the
teacher wants them to understand and learn more about. This makes
it easier to engage students in thinking because the work itself
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A.  Evaluate each of the following using the given values:

What very important point is being made by the above 4 problems?  
Be as specific and clear as possible!  THINK ABOUT IT— CAREFULLY!!

1.    x = 2

2.    x = 2

3.    x = –2

4.    x = –2

x 2

3x2

x2

3x2

(x)2

(3x)2

(x)2

(3x)2

–x2

–3x2

–x2

–3x2

(–x)2

(–3x)2

(–x)2

(–3x)2

B.  Evaluate each of the following using the given values:

What is the point of the 3 problems here? Can you write a rule down
without using any numbers?

1.    x = 2, y = 5

2.    x = 2, y = 7

3.    x = –2, y = 7

5(x + y)

–4(x – y)

–4(x – y)

5x + 5y

–4x – 4y

–4x – 4y

Exhibit 7.l. Connecting Skills to Bigger Ideas in Mathematics.
Source: John Threlkeld.



demands thinking and active exploration. Students see that simple
memorization of material or practice of skills is insufficient to meet
the demands of the class. Furthermore, the thinking demanded of stu-
dents is authentic in that it serves particular ends, unlike certain one-
size-fits-all thinking-skills programs that might introduce a thinking
skill in a discrete context disconnected from anything else students
might be doing.

Fostering Engagement

Focusing activities on big ideas helps ensure that the thinking con-
nected to these opportunities will be important and worthwhile to
students. However, it is still necessary to get students engaged in these
activities in the first place for that thinking to occur. The teachers I
observed did this by situating the big ideas within a context that stu-
dents could care about and find interesting or one that would grab
their attention. Susan McCray’s exploration of the roots of racism and
Heather Woodcock’s project on unanswerable questions provide some
examples.

THE ROOTS OF RACISM. Susan McCray creates student engagement by
personalizing the history of immigration in the United States through
the actual stories of immigrants. Bringing history to the level of the
ordinary individual, not just the famous or influential, makes the is-
sues more real and accessible to students. In addition, because many
of Susan’s students are new immigrants themselves, they get a sense
that their own experiences are recognized and honored. The stories
Susan selects bring up issues of racism and inequality, issues that are
close to the surface and full of passion for these adolescents. We can
see these factors coming together to create student engagement as
Susan’s class begins to discuss Julius Lester’s book of first-person
accounts of slavery, To Be a Slave.

The class began reading the book the previous night as homework,
and Susan opens up the day’s discussion by asking, “What do you
think of the book so far?”

Students, seated together informally in a circle on the floor, shout
out a variety of responses: “Interesting.”“Different.”“I like it.”

Susan follows up, “What’s interesting about it?”
Joan elaborates, “There are different points of view, so you’re not

just getting one side of things or being told that this is the way it was.”
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Pushing Joan and the group further, Susan asks, “Why do you think
[the author] did that?”

A student responds bluntly, “Because he likes to write books that
way?”

Another student offers a more complex reason, “Because it gives
you a better feel for what it was like, and you get to see how not every-
one thinks the same way.”

Still another student adds, “It makes you think about it more, too.
You consider what you think or how you might feel. Like about racism
and slavery and stuff.”

Susan picks up on this theme and asks a new question of the group,
“This is a huge question, but why do some people have these thoughts
[about racism, blacks, and slavery] and others not? Where do people
get these ideas? Why did some think blacks were inferior?”

Taking the question in a different direction, Marcus asks Susan and
the group, “What I’m wondering about is how did the whites get the
power to begin with? Over the blacks?”

“Good question,” Susan responds, looking out at the group and
inviting a student to respond.

“How did it get started?” a student asks back, then adds, “Nobody
really knows. I know they came on boats, but when before that did it
start? Nobody [in the materials they have been reading] has really
answered it.”

A few students begin talking about the whites taking over Africa
and enslaving everybody. Susan interjects to correct this misconcep-
tion, informing students that whites never actually took over all of
Africa and that this didn’t account for slavery. Another student offers
up a confusion around voodoo, the topic of another book the class
has recently read, and asks why voodoo didn’t work for blacks to keep
power.

This new question is left hanging when a student returns to the
original question Susan asked about people’s thinking toward blacks.

Marcia points out that in one of the accounts they read, the white
owner didn’t really want to have a slave but needed one to get by. Also,
the owner didn’t treat his slave badly, so maybe not everybody thought
of blacks as inferior.

Susan asks Marcia to supply the evidence for her assertion, “Can
you point out that passage? How did they treat him differently?”

Marcia thumbs through her book and reads a short passage.
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“OK,” Susan remarks, “He’s the slave being treated better, but what
is he still losing?”

The class responds with a chorus of “Freedom,” “His home,” “His
family.”

Susan prepares to close the discussion, which, while rambling, has
readily engaged students with a variety of issues. Susan gives the class
a final question to think about, “So what would you have done [if you
were white and in that same situation]?” Then she adds, “I have to say,
I ask myself these questions a lot. What would I have done? What
causes people to do these things? How does it happen?”

The issues that Susan introduced in this discussion are raw, com-
plex, and nuanced. The emotions they evoke are close to the surface
and passionately held. These factors work to create students’ engage-
ment with the content and involvement in the kinds of thinking that
can lead to understanding: considering different perspectives on the
situation, looking for root causes, exploring the implications of actions
on various scales and over time, and connecting ideas and themes.

UNANSWERABLE QUESTIONS. Another example of thinking opportuni-
ties that foster student engagement is Heather Woodcock’s project on
what she calls unanswerable questions. These questions are the kinds
of universal, philosophical quandaries that humankind has always
pursued, not exactly the typical fare for a middle school humanities
class. On a visit to Heather’s class in late March, I first noticed the
questions. On cardstock sentence strips, written in an assortment of
different hands and reflecting various levels of penmanship, were a
collection of questions the students had generated:

• How did the world begin?

• Is there a God?

• Why do hate and evil exist?

• What is my mind?

• Are there parallel universes?

• Why do we judge?

• How do emotions work?

• Do humans have extra-sensory perception?

• Why is there a need to change our identity to fit into society?

Thought-Full Environments 153



• Why do we smile when we are happy?

• What is space? How far does it go before there are no more stars,
planets, or darkness? And once we get there, what will we find?

• Is destiny predetermined, or do we determine our own? 
Or both?

• Who/what is God?

• Why do people commit suicide?

• Is there life on other planets?

• Is there a heaven?

• Why do good people suffer?

I couldn’t help but be intrigued. I asked Heather about the origins
of the assignment and its purpose. She explained, “I was doing some
writing in my journal, and I started asking myself some of these [kinds
of] questions and was intrigued by them. I thought, Well, why can’t
seventh graders do this?” She elaborates on the goals and purposes she
thought the activity of contemplating these questions afforded stu-
dents and how it fit within the course itself:

I wanted them to think about being inquisitive outside of the class-
room. . . . I was trying to get them to really focus on something that
they were curious about and then bring that into school a little bit and
make it more formal. Make them more aware of the bigger questions.
Because there are so many answers to things we do in school. We don’t
necessarily ask the big questions very often. And there’s no reason not
to. So, it wasn’t really based on Colonial America or any, you know,
course content per se, other than I think the overarching goal of our
curriculum is just to get kids to think more broadly. To think about
life in an interesting way. . . . Another thing I’m trying to work on with
this particular class is risk taking. And this certainly, not only in the
writing and in the reading of these, but also in the performing of these,
is a great way for them to take a risk in a structured environment.

Heather designed the assignment in a way that fostered engage-
ment and personalization on several fronts. First, the generation of
questions themselves created engagement. As homework, Heather
asked students to generate three or four big questions that didn’t have
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obvious responses or answers. Then the class had a general discussion
about these kinds of questions, exploring the following issues: What
makes a question unanswerable? Are they important questions if you
can’t find the answers? Are these kinds of questions the most impor-
tant questions to be asking? Are they important at all? Why? As fur-
ther homework, each student formulated a question that really
intrigued him or her, writing about why he or she was drawn to that
question, what was interesting about it, and initial thoughts on 
the question. This personalization ensured that the students had a
high degree of engagement with their particular questions. Students
shared these preliminary writings in small groups and received com-
ments and suggestions on how to improve the response papers in a
second draft. The final step of the project was for each student to use
his or her response paper as the basis for a performance piece, per-
haps a poem, a dramatic reading, or a piece of visual art. As with the
beginning of the assignment, this final performance offered students
a lot of choice and opportunity for personalization.

In reflecting on the assignment, Heather felt the level of engage-
ment for students was not only high but also ongoing: “The kids are
definitely intrigued. They’re enjoying it. They thought it was a little
bit strange to be doing in school, but they really liked hearing each
other’s questions and their responses to the questions. And it’s been
great to have the questions up in the classroom, because so many peo-
ple come in and say, ‘What’s up with those questions? That’s so inter-
esting.’”

The thinking opportunities that Heather’s assignment affords are
numerous. First, there is the initial formulation of one’s personal won-
derings into formal questions. Then, there is discussion of the role of
such questions in contrast with other more definitely answered ques-
tions. Next, the exploration of the questions themselves requires each
student to think in terms of possibilities, options, probabilities, and
consequences. Finally, there is reinterpretation of the questions
through an aesthetic lens. Clearly, this is a rich assignment made pow-
erful because of the high level of student engagement it elicits.

PROVIDING FOR CHOICE AND INDEPENDENCE. Meaningful student choice
and the accompanying encouragement of autonomy are important
components of rich thinking opportunities. These factors not only sup-
port student engagement and interest but also encourage greater 

Thought-Full Environments 155



independence and self-direction in thinking. When I speak of mean-
ingful student choice, I am referring to those choices that actually have 
an impact on student motivation, sense of ownership, autonomy, and
learning. Teachers often allow students limited choice within a very
narrow range of options. In these instances, the teacher very much
retains control of the learning rather than giving that control to the
student, which constitutes a much bigger instructional risk. However,
when assignments truly are open-ended and afford students choice,
the required decision making is more likely to involve students deeply
with the content in a way that encourages thinking.

Heather Woodcock’s project on unanswerable questions demon-
strates how choice can nurture not only students’ independence and
risk taking as learners but also their curiosity. From start to finish, the
project entails a high degree of student choice and decision making.
Students select a question that interests them, explore their own
thoughts and feelings about the question, then make a decision about
how they will share this content with others in an engaging, thought-
ful way. Heather explains that this degree of autonomy wasn’t easy for
all of her students: “Some kids were able to think of a lot of possibil-
ities. They really opened up. Other kids had a very difficult time com-
ing up with a lengthy response. They weren’t necessarily so good at
thinking about all the options. Those are the literal kids. The kids who
tend to like, you know, look at page 55 and tell me what you think the
third paragraph down means.” Heather went on to say how one stu-
dent avoided the level of autonomy and risk taking she was trying to
cultivate by simply choosing an example that Heather had given in
class for his question.

I asked Heather if she thought the assignment was still effective for
these more literal students. Did they become less literal? Did their
thinking change over the course of the assignment? She responded,
“I think that the first draft came in, and it wasn’t as well resolved as 
it could have been. I think the second draft did help them see how they
could have pushed their ideas a little bit more. I read the drafts, but
the kids also commented on each other’s, so there were kids telling
those kids, ‘Oh, you might want to do this. . . . And I wonder about
this. . . .’ And I think it pushed them a little bit.”

The unanswerable questions ultimately had a larger impact on the
class than Heather imagined. By posting the questions on the walls,
they became on ongoing part of the discourse of the classroom.
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Heather remarks, “The kids bring them up every now and then. And I
do too, in conversations. For instance, ‘Why do we judge?’ has come
up. . . . Hate and evil [have] come up. ‘Why do hate and evil exist?’
Someone referred to that in a discussion about slavery a few weeks
ago. So the kids are doing it.” Thus, the assignment helped to create a
greater sense of ownership and connection to class content, even
though that was not its ultimate goal.

A very different example of fostering student ownership can be
found in Chris Elnicki’s end-of-semester evaluation. He provides stu-
dents with a set of eight assessment options from which to choose: a
traditional test with or without notes, a short-answer test with or
without notes, an essay exam in or out of class, an oral exam, or a
Web-based exam. In offering these choices, Chris wants students to
think about what kinds of forums provide them with the best oppor-
tunity to show what they know. In making their final decision, stu-
dents have to weigh the pros and cons of each option carefully: an
essay outside of class provides time for revision and access to re-
sources, but the performance expectations will be higher; a traditional
test without notes will be over quickly and perhaps not too demand-
ing in terms of the expected responses, but it will require a lot of
preparation and memorization.

Setting up these choices is also quite demanding for Chris. He has
to balance all the variables to make sure the time commitment that
students need in order to do well on each is approximately equal. He
also has to educate students on the options so that they can make
informed choices. However, knowing that their evaluations are a mat-
ter of personal choice helps students buy into the process and take the
evaluation seriously. This helps motivate students to do the thinking
required of them as they prepare. To enhance expectations and sup-
port students’ motivation further, Chris gives students two weeks to
prepare for the evaluation and offers regular after-school help sessions.

By infusing thinking opportunities with choice, whether that be
choosing the direction an assignment might take, selecting among
options for demonstrating one’s understanding, or asking questions
that will guide one’s exploration, teachers support student engage-
ment in and motivation toward thinking. These opportunities also
send a signal to students that teachers expect them to be independent
thinkers, take risks, and show initiative. Such expectations help to cul-
tivate students’ inclination toward thinking.

Thought-Full Environments 157



Thinking Opportunities Must Be Coupled 
with Time and Support

Each of the characteristics highlighted in this section independently
enriches the thinking opportunities present in activities and is there-
fore worth consideration individually when developing activities for
students. However, when considered collectively, these three charac-
teristics can help to ensure that thinking will happen, that it will be
worthwhile, and that the thinking that takes place will have an effect
beyond the immediate occasion. Two additional factors related to the
actual implementation of thinking opportunities are worth mention-
ing: (1) teachers must provide adequate time for thinking to take
place; and (2) thinking needs to be appropriately scaffolded to ensure
student progress.2 These factors can be seen in the examples from
John Threlkeld and Heather Woodcock’s classrooms. For example, John
had to structure his quiz (see Exhibit 7.1) to provide students with
enough time to prepare thoughtful responses, and Heather had to pro-
vide students with the time and support that would allow them to 
go deeper into their unanswerable questions. As a means of offering
additional commentary on these two factors, I want to present a new
example from Susan McCray’s humanities class. This lesson comes
from the beginning of the school year and is designed specifically 
to teach students about the importance of writing drafts, revising, and
taking time to produce quality work and understanding.

TIME AND SCAFFOLDING IN THE DRAFTING PROCESS. To introduce her
students to the process of revision, Susan uses a nonthreatening art
project. Over the course of a week, students create covers for their
reading response journals, working through various drafts until a final
cover is created. Susan defines the task: “The first thing we are going
to do for our Reading Response Journals is design the covers. What
you want to try and represent is what reading means to you.”

She then elaborates on the assignment by showing the class some
examples of previous students’ journals: “The reason I’ve chosen these
samples is that I think they are nice representations of how you can
do this.” Holding up three journals for the class to see, Susan inter-
prets each cover for the class,

What she is trying to show here is, this is a book, and this is her, and
the book is like a whirlpool. And she said, when she described it, that
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she gets sucked into what she is reading and becomes drawn into the
book and becomes part of the world of the book. This one, he said that
reading helped him to see all these different worlds. So he used the
symbol of eye. This one is ‘open your imagination’: the idea that when
you open a book, all these worlds appear to you, and there is a picture
of a brain with all these thought bubbles going. So you want to think
of what is a way to symbolize this to you. You can try to represent the
different things that reading does for you, the different kinds of books
you like to read. But try to be a little more creative with what you are
expressing instead of just the things you like to do or read. You repre-
sent your reading.

There are several protests from students who claim they can’t draw,
but Susan reassures them that they will be successful: “You’ll work at
[it], and you’ll see. It will get better and better.”

Students spend the rest of the class period generating ideas for a
first draft. As students sketch their ideas, Susan wanders around the
room and checks in with those who are having difficulty getting
started. Rather than tell them what to draw or how to start, Susan’s
approach is to help them engage in a process of self-questioning,
“What do you read? What happens for you when you read? How do
you feel when you are reading? What do you like about reading? What
does reading do for you?” Susan encourages them to think about their
answers and the images that might go along with them. Susan’s ques-
tioning technique helps to scaffold students’ thinking. That is, her
questions provide just the right amount of support to move students’
thinking to the next level without taking the control and responsibil-
ity away from the students themselves. It is this kind of guiding and
directing of thinking, rather than imposing a structure, that is the hall-
mark of effective scaffolding.

At the end of the period, Susan reminds students, “Your homework
is to bring in a first draft. But it is just a draft. We will be doing draft-
ing. Remember, don’t come in here thinking it’s perfect, it’s done,
because there will definitely be critique and feedback. We’re going to
make these beautiful.” These words communicate to students that they
have time to think, to plan, and to take risks. Teachers often bemoan
the fact that students stick to what is safe rather than taking risks.
However, one must have time to take a risk. When time is limited, we
typically fall back into the familiar because we recognize that we might
not have time to recover from a misstep born of taking a risk.
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Over the course of the week, the class gives feedback, and the stu-
dents make new drafts. With each draft, the covers of students’ reading
response journals grow in sophistication and detail. By the end of the
week, students have completed their third or, in some cases, fourth
covers. To show students what can happen when they revise their work
based on feedback, Susan collects all of the drafts and final covers to
create a display of the drafting process that will fill the room. Using
project display boards set up on desks and tables, she turns the room
into a virtual art gallery of students’ work. As the class enters and pre-
pares to do a walkabout, Susan remarks,“I just love seeing the drafting
process, seeing how things get better. The drafting process—it works,
it works. I love this. I love seeing what happens with the criteria and
feedback. This is why I want you to save the drafts so that you can see
what happens over time. Isn’t it dramatic? This is why I push the draft-
ing process. This is why we will do drafts on everything.”

By giving students time to work and emphasizing the process of
refinement, Susan creates an expectation for in-depth thinking, that
is, thinking that goes beyond one’s immediate response. Just as a few
seconds of wait time after posing a question allows students to develop
more sophisticated responses, adding time to the thinking opportu-
nities provided in larger projects and activities allows students to elab-
orate on their thinking, to build on others’ ideas, and to make new
connections.

Students’ thinking is further fostered by the careful scaffolding that
Susan provides. Rather than impose a structure to explicitly direct stu-
dents’ work, she asked questions that would help to move them along.
These questions activated the types of thinking students needed to do
to advance their work rather than channeling their activity along a pre-
scribed set of steps. When teachers scaffold students’ thinking, they
provide just enough support and push to move the thinking to the
next level while still keeping it in the students’ control.3 Scaffolding
shouldn’t be confused with structuring. When tasks are overly struc-
tured, that is, when assignments lay out every action that students are
to take in an almost lockstep fashion, students tend to stop thinking and
begin to operate mindlessly (Ritchhart & Perkins, 2000). When trying
to decide whether you are providing a scaffold or a structure, ask your-
self, Am I helping students to activate their thinking and make ap-
propriate decisions about next steps, or am I telling students what step
or action I want them to do next? The former actions are a scaffold for
students’ thinking; the latter provide a structure for students’ work.
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THE TEACHER AS A MODEL OF THINKING
A truism about parenting says, “Children learn what they live with.”
The saying, which can as easily be applied to teaching as to parenting,
implies that interests, values, and ways of acting are not so much
taught as they are caught, or enculturated, to stick with the term I’ve
been using. The implication of the saying is that even when we don’t
think we are parenting or teaching or instructing, we are. Our chil-
dren and our students are learning from us all the time.

One of the things they are learning is what thinking looks like. In
thoughtful classrooms, a disposition toward thinking is always on dis-
play. Teachers show their curiosity and interest. They display open-
mindedness and the willingness to consider alternative perspectives.
Teachers model their own process of seeking truth and understand-
ing. They show a healthy skepticism and demonstrate what it looks
like to be strategic in one’s thinking. They frequently put their own
thinking on display and model what it means to be reflective. This
demonstration of thinking sets the tone for the classroom, establish-
ing both the expectations for thought and fostering students’ inclina-
tion toward thinking.

But I’m Not Modeling

During my final interview with Chris Elnicki, we watched and dis-
cussed a portion of videotape from the previous day’s class. I was
interested in getting Chris’s perspective on one episode in which he
returned to an off-the-cuff question a student had asked the day
before. The class was discussing British harassment of the U.S.
colonists, and a student, Jake, asked, “Who was the traitor who got
hung? He said, ‘I regret that I have but one life to give?’” When Jake
asked the question, Chris responded that he was drawing a blank and
would have to look it up. The next day, Chris began the class with the
correct version of the Nathan Hale quotation written on the board, “I
regret that I have but one life to lose for my country,” as well as Patrick
Henry’s words, “Give me liberty or give me death.” Chris then shared
with the class some background on the quotes and explained why
Jake’s question and the quote had initially confused him: “I want to
follow up on the question that Jake asked at the end of class yesterday.
He was asking about this quote. . . . Nobody knows if Nathan Hale
actually said that. Supposedly, he did, but the likelihood is pretty slim.
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Probably somebody built up the situation and used that line to moti-
vate people in the war. The one I confused it with was this one. I’ve
had this confusion for a long time. I’ve kind of confused these two
lines in my own mind and even merged these two people to some
extent.”

When I asked Chris about the incident, he looked at me and said,
“Oh, I wasn’t trying to model anything by doing that. It was just some-
thing that came up.” Although Chris and many others might think of
modeling as a demonstration conducted by a teacher to instruct stu-
dents in a particular behavior, the most powerful form of modeling is
the kind that just comes up. In fact, I would argue that modeling as a
demonstration may be useful in developing ability, but it is actually
quite weak when it comes to developing students’ inclination and sen-
sitivity. Demonstration modeling often feels artificial and lacks the
real conviction of someone engaged in a spontaneous act. In contrast,
authentic modeling enculturates values by showing students what the
teacher deems important and worthwhile, sensitizes students to
thinking by pointing out occasions, and fosters ability by showing a
technique in context. When I speak of modeling, it is more in the
context of the teacher acting as a role model, someone worth emu-
lating, than as a demonstrator. When you are in the presence of such
models, you get the sense of the teacher as a thinker and not as a
teacher of thinking.

Chris was modeling curiosity by showing his engagement with the
content of the class. He was also modeling metacognition by demon-
strating and explaining how he came to spot his own confusion of the
issue. Finally, he was demonstrating skepticism in the context of
the particular quotes he was discussing. It was a brief moment, but a
culture is comprised of an abundance of just such brief moments.

A Culture of Moments

This culture of moments is highly evident in John Threlkeld’s math
class. John is a strong model of the disposition to be curious, to be
skeptical, to seek truth and understanding, and to be strategic. Con-
sider what kind of image you get of John as a thinker from the fol-
lowing brief statements:

• “The reason I am showing you this problem is that I don’t agree
with the solution.”
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• “I don’t know the answer to that, but I know where we might
start looking.”

• “You are causing me to think about this more. I’ll have to go
home and see what I can come up with. This is good stuff.”

• “Interesting idea. I’m not sure I agree or disagree. I haven’t
thought about it yet.”

• “Now you’ve got me curious. I want to follow up on what 
Rick said. I need to think about this.”

• “Great questions. I don’t know the answers.”

• “Oh, that’s interesting. I wonder why it is doing that? I may 
have to rethink this.”

• “I’m not as convinced as I was.”

• “I did spend time thinking [about yesterday’s problem],
but I don’t want to say anything yet.”

• “This problem comes from my bedtime reading.”

As you can see, the power of modeling doesn’t come from any one
instance. Instead, it is the pervasiveness and naturalism of the mod-
eling that makes it such an important enculturative force for pro-
moting thinking.

Effective Modeling of Thinking

When we examine these teachers’ modeling, certain commonalities
and themes emerge. For instance, teachers’ modeling often takes the
form of relating nonschool readings and activities to what the class is
exploring. This type of modeling conveys teachers’ interest in contin-
uing to explore the content of the course and provides students with
models of curiosity and seeking understanding. Teachers also model
their confusion and lack of understanding in front of students.
Although some might argue that teachers must be the experts, the
effect of modeling confusion is to convey to students the complexity
of the issues rather than any lack of teacher competence. For example,
Heather Woodcock comments about a passage in a book the class is
reading, “I don’t understand this, and what I find most interesting 
is what I don’t understand.” A third stimulus for modeling is students’
questions and comments. By displaying a genuine curiosity and inter-
est in students’ questions, teachers indicate that the students’ comments
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have caused them to think further or in new ways about an issue.
These responses convey a sense of reciprocity in the interactions
between students and teachers, a cultural force we will take up in the
next section.

CLASSROOM ATTITUDES 
AND INTERACTIONS

Few things speak louder than the attitudes and interactions on display
in a classroom. The way teachers treat students, the way students treat
teachers, and the way students treat each other say volumes about the
overall ethos of a classroom. But how do these interactions relate to
the ideal of developing intellectual character? What does it mean 
to have positive attitudes and interactions around thinking?

For students to engage in their best thinking, the environment must
first be respectful and safe. Students need to feel comfortable before
they are willing to take the risk of offering up new ideas, challenging
assumptions, or putting their thinking processes on display. Because
thinking often is a process of refining ideas, possibilities, solutions,
strategies, and understandings, students need to know that mistakes
are not only acceptable but also encouraged. A safe and respectful
environment may make the sharing of thinking and ideas possible,
but safety and respect in and of themselves aren’t enough to actively
encourage thinking. Students need to know that their thinking efforts
are valued. The classroom must cultivate a shared sense of discovery,
excitement, and enjoyment in the act of thinking. Finally, the class-
room must provide forums and structures that can facilitate positive
interactions around thinking.

Honoring Students’ Disposition Toward Thinking

Acknowledging and honoring students’ disposition toward thinking
provides students with positive feedback that reinforces their actions.
Such acknowledgment communicates the teacher’s values and rein-
forces the inclination of students to repeat the behavior. However, as in
the case of modeling, the honoring that these teachers do is less
“teacherly” and more authentic than our traditional view of what it
means to honor. The typical perception of honor at school might
include such practices as praising students’ contributions, providing
recognition, or calling special attention to the behavior. In contrast,

164 INTELLECTUAL CHARACTER



the way these thoughtful teachers tend to honor students is by show-
ing interest in their thinking, using it as a springboard for class dis-
cussions, or giving students the time and space to pursue their
thinking.

You see this kind of honoring when John Threlkeld enthusiastically
responds to students’ comments with “Great question.” He uses this
phrase a lot, and his teaching is punctuated with an endless series of
“great questions” being called out in John’s booming voice. In explain-
ing what makes a question great, John offers this perspective:

What makes a great question in my mind is perhaps that moment of
doubt that may have occurred in even one more person’s mind that
might have been, “Oh, wait a minute. Is she right? I hadn’t thought
about that before.” That’s what I am hearing. It’s that question that we
hadn’t thought about before. . . . It’s an opportunity for me to, at one
level, set the record straight . . . to really clarify what is an important
idea. And I can’t keep track of all the good things I want to say all the
time, so when kids ask me something they don’t know, that’s why I
think it’s a great question.

For John, great questions aren’t just those that engage him or that he
has never thought about. They are also those questions that show that
students are thinking and that help others to think about the mater-
ial. When students regularly see their questions and confusions hon-
ored in this way and treated as important opportunities to learn and
explore, students are more inclined to engage in thinking deeply about
the material and are less afraid to show both their curiosity and their
confusion.

Teachers also honor students’ disposition toward thinking when
they indicate that students’ ideas and opinions count and that the
teacher is not the sole intellectual authority in the classroom. While
discussing A Wizard of Earthsea, a student asks Heather, “Why do
some people have magic and others don’t?” Heather responds by say-
ing, “I want someone else to answer. It’s not what I think, but what
you all think.” When teachers don’t rescue students by answering all
their questions and when they treat seriously the notion that the
classroom is a learning community, students begin to feel that their
thinking is respected and valued and that they play an important role.
This respect is motivating and helps to foster an inclination toward
thinking.

Thought-Full Environments 165



Helping Students Experience Cognitive Emotions

Describing an instance of understanding and coming to know,
William James once stated, “The transition from a state of puzzle and
perplexity to rational comprehension is full of lively relief and plea-
sure” (as quoted in Tishman, 1997, p. 369). The kind of pleasure James
refers to is a uniquely cognitive one. Israel Scheffler (1991) refers to
this particular feeling as the joy of verification. Scheffler has described
feelings such as this as cognitive emotions because they have their basis
in and are a response to the cognitive functions of the mind. Other
cognitive emotions include surprise in unexpected outcomes, aes-
thetic appreciation, and thrill in discovery. The presence of such pos-
itive emotions with regard to thinking can help to incline students
toward thinking. These emotions are a crucial basis for intrinsic
motivation, that is, motivation that is based on enjoyment and
engagement in the task itself rather than on the prospect of external
punishment or reward.

In these thoughtful classrooms, teachers seek to provide students
with opportunities to experience cognitive emotions. This often means
that teachers must first create situations that are complex, ambiguous,
and challenging for students in order for students to experience “the
transition from a state of puzzle and perplexity to rational compre-
hension” that James describes. You can see this in the daily warm-ups
that Doug Tucker gives to his students. Because the problems are chal-
lenging and often require students to expend considerable time and
energy to solve, students feel a great deal of satisfaction when they dis-
cover solutions. Of course, the problems have to be at the right level
of challenge so that students feel like the task is indeed possible for
them to accomplish.

John Threlkeld also displays this ability to pull students in to diffi-
cult problems. At the beginning of the year, John creates situations
through which he can exploit mathematical ambiguity and engage
students in discussions of fundamental ideas. After a particularly
heated class spent exploring one problem, John comments to the class,
“Can you believe that we talked about that problem for almost forty-
five minutes? Isn’t that great?” John is not only expressing and mod-
eling his own joy in the exploration of ideas, but he is calling students’
attention to the fact that such work is filled with intrinsic emotional
satisfaction.
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Another example of cognitive emotions at work comes from a
homework problem that John gives his class. The problem asks stu-
dents: “Using only the digits 1, 2, 3, and 4, and the operations of +,
−, ×, ÷ and parentheses, write expressions for each of the whole num-
bers from 1 to 30.” Now, some might argue that this problem is rather
contrived. After all, there is no real-life application here, and the prob-
lem is completely decontextualized. How can students buy in to this?
Why should they care about solving the problem? All that is true.
However, what the problem has going for it is that it is able to exploit
the cognitive emotions. Upon writing an expression for one of the
numbers, particularly a number that others might be having difficulty
with, a student experiences a great sense of accomplishment. Thrill at
discovery, delight in verifying that a solution works, and aesthetic
appreciation for the variety of outcomes possible occurs by using just
these four numbers.

My assumptions about the role of cognitive emotions in making
this problem work are borne out the next day when students come
to class with their homework in hand, sharing and comparing
answers even before the class begins. John asks the class, “Did you
spend more time on this than you normally would on homework for
a whole week?”

The class answers that indeed they did, and one student elaborates,
“This was fun because we were motivated.”

What is the motivation that the student is referring to? There is no
prize, no extra credit. The homework is not even to be graded, only
checked. So the motivation has to come from within, as does the fun.
The source of the students’ motivation can be found in the cognitive
emotions they experienced as an ongoing part of solving the problem.
Helping students to experience these feelings and ultimately to tap
into them as a source of intrinsic motivation is the real contribution
of such problems.

Student-to-Student Interactions

Although it is not simple, it is relatively easy for teachers to attend 
to their interactions with students. After all, these interactions are
under their direct control. More challenging and perhaps more telling
when it comes to the culture of the classroom are the interactions
among the students themselves, interactions that the teacher does not
directly control and sometimes does not even observe. Therefore,
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teachers have to exhibit a special vigilance in attending to and laying
the foundation for positive interactions. Although some of these prac-
tices might fall under general classroom management techniques, pro-
moting student-to-student interactions that support thinking is more
than learning to be civil toward and respectful of one another. Stu-
dents must learn how to engage one another in the discussion of ideas.

We have discussed several practices for encouraging such thinking-
based interactions. In Chapter Five, I presented the mathematical
argument as a routine for discussing and exploring ideas. Through the
argument context, students learn to present their positions and offer
evidence to support that position. The formal argument format
ensures that students are speaking to each other about the ideas rather
than trying to push one another around verbally. In Chapter Six, I dis-
cussed the use of language to pattern ways of talking and ways of
thinking, and I presented the leaderless discussion and the public issue
discussion as examples. In both these contexts, a premium is placed
on learning to listen to and respond to others’ ideas by looking for
connections and opportunity to build on or expand those ideas.

Another example of structuring students’ interactions is the critique
process used by Susan McCray. She initially introduces this process 
to her students in the context of developing their reading response
journal covers during the first week of school. Susan initiates this
process by using her own reading response journal cover as an exam-
ple. “What I have here is my first draft, and I wanted to get your feed-
back on it. I thought we could do this all together as a group and then
work in small groups at your table to give each other feedback.”

To structure this process, Susan presents the class with a set of
guidelines for critiquing and offering feedback. The first step is for the
group to review the criteria that will guide the feedback. Because
Susan has just initiated the project, the group still has to develop the
criteria, so she begins this process by asking students to think about
what makes a good reading response journal cover. Students offer a
variety of suggestions: “Good use of color and space,”“Imagination,”
“Sense of humor,”“Neat,”“Meaningful,” and “Shows what reading can
do for you.” For each criterion offered, Susan asks students to explain
what they mean and why the criterion matters. In the process, some
criteria emerge as more important than others. For instance, all agree
that a sense of humor can be a nice thing to have, but it doesn’t have to
be on the reading journal cover. Susan summarizes the list the stu-
dents have developed: “These criteria are what make something good.
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These are what we want to be looking for and commenting on. How
can you improve or make something better if you don’t know what
makes something good?”

With the criteria in place, students are ready to continue the cri-
tique process. The second step in the process is for students to listen
to the creator’s questions about his or her work, that is, the things that
he or she wants specific feedback on. Holding up her journal cover
and walking it around the room, Susan demonstrates: “One thing I
would like to know is do you get it. Do you get the message I’m try-
ing to convey here? The other thing I want to know has to do with the
lettering and its placement.”

Next is the asking of clarifying questions about Susan’s journal
cover. The first student asks, “Is it supposed to be like a bunch of dif-
ferent pictures, or is it supposed to be a comic strip?”

Laughing, Susan responds, “My intention was that this is a window,
and I’m on one side of the window, and the world is on the other side.
This image here is the mountains. And what reading does for me is it’s
like smashing my hand through the window and taking me out into
the world. Reading pulls me, but I didn’t intend the violent element
of it. It’s through reading I get to clarity and to the real world, and I
get to go out there.”

This explanation seems to answer most students’ questions of
clarification, and Susan directs the class to the fourth step, which is
providing positive comments. A few students are ready to offer sug-
gestions, but when they do, Susan quickly reminds them that they are
only to give positive comments at this point. Several students com-
ment on liking the overall concept. Another says that the hand is well
drawn.

Finally, the class is ready to attend to the last step in the process:
offering comments and suggestions. These are numerous and pointed,
often referring directly to elements of the criteria: “There could be
more color.” “Maybe you could turn it the other way so the lettering
isn’t so crowded.” “You could add more background color to give it
more depth.” “The broken window seems rather violent; it doesn’t
really convey escape.” “You could just have two windows instead of
four.” “Maybe you could open the window instead of smashing it.”
“More details would help.”

Although the students are still new at this process at this early point
in the year and need to have the guidelines posted in front of them,
they catch on pretty quickly, and the conversation moves along. When
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students repeat the process in their small groups, it’s clear that they
are already internalizing the steps and are comfortable making the
transition from one to the other without Susan’s prompting. Later in
the year, when students share essays they have written, the core process
of listening to the creator’s questions about the work, asking clarify-
ing questions, providing positive comments, and offering suggestions
based on the criteria seems almost seamless.

Practices for structuring students’ interactions, such as those pre-
sented here, give students tools that can guide their interactions with
peers, even in informal contexts. Researchers have found that the use
of such rhetorical devices and strategies in classrooms tends to snow-
ball so that more and more students over different and varied con-
texts gradually adopt these ways of speaking and interacting
(Anderson et al., 2001). These devices add a certain level of pre-
dictability to the discussion and exploration of ideas while ensuring
that students know what to expect when they present their thoughts
and work to the group.

MAKING THINKING VISIBLE 
IN THE ENVIRONMENT

Documents of learning serve as both an individual and an institu-
tional memory of learning and thinking. Such artifacts and remem-
brances are important in establishing any culture, and the culture of
thinking is no different. By collecting, displaying, and saving artifacts
of individual and collective thought, the classroom quite literally
becomes thought-full. Furthermore, the presence of students’ think-
ing products in the room encourages ongoing reflection and revisiting
of ideas. When no procedures and practices for documenting learn-
ing exist, students may struggle to identify and remember the joy and
excitement of learning. These uniquely cognitive emotions, like all
positive feelings, are self-reinforcing to the extent that we are more
inclined to do things that give us pleasure.

Pictures and Portfolios

Procedures for documenting learning can be rather informal. For
instance, when I was conducting my screening interviews to identify
teachers for inclusion in this study, I was struck by how often the more
thoughtful classrooms I visited contained pictures of students engaged
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in some sort of classroom endeavor. These weren’t just pictures of class
field trips; these pictures provided documentation of classroom work
as well. In one classroom, a walk around the room provided me with
a panorama of the thinking and work the class had been involved in
over the course of the year. I could literally see how students worked
together and on what kinds of projects. When Susan McCray created
a display of all of the drafts students had completed for their reading
response journal covers, she was providing similar documentation of
students’ thinking. This visual display helped students to take pride in
their progress and development over time and to see how their think-
ing and ideas had grown and changed.

In contrast to this informality, portfolios provide a more formal
tool for documenting learning. When they are used to help students
set goals, revisit and revise past projects, or make new connections,
portfolios can be useful as tools for managing learning and thinking
as well. Both Chris Elnicki and Susan McCray use portfolios in this
way and employ student-led conferences with those portfolios as 
a way of further engaging students in their learning. For Susan, this
takes the form of rounding up community members to come in and
meet with her students one on one to review their work. Students pre-
pare for these meetings by putting together a collection of work that
will show an outsider who they are as a learner, what they have gotten
out of the class, and where they hope to go next. Visitors listen as the
students explain their work and then ask questions about the mean-
ing of the work for the students. Through the process, students
develop an increasing sense of themselves as learners based on the
review of their work.

Reflecting on Work

Reflecting on work is a way of grounding the learning experience for
students. It is also a way of pulling out the thinking that has occurred
in producing the work for more careful examination. This is particu-
larly important when the work is ephemeral, such as in a discussion
or play. In these cases, students’ reflections become the record or arti-
fact of the event. However, a reflection has to be more than a recol-
lection of what happened or what was done. When reflections are no
more than reports of events, they serve little purpose for teacher or
student. Furthermore, such accounts fail to engage students in think-
ing about the events in a way that will help them improve in the
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future. Similarly, merely asking students how they felt about the work,
the project, or the event is unlikely to have much long-term impact.
Although identifying feelings can be important, it is useful for devel-
oping intellectual character only when they can connect it to think-
ing about how to handle future events.

The reflection following Chris Elnicki’s public issues discussion
demonstrates one way to structure students’ reflections to focus on
and improve future learning. Immediately following the discussion,
Chris gives his students ten minutes to reflect on the experience and
assess both their individual and group performance. First, he asks stu-
dents to rate their preparedness for and participation in the discus-
sion on a scale of one to ten and to explain why they chose that
particular rating. Students then write an improvement goal for them-
selves for future discussions. Chris also asks them to identify things
that went particularly well in the discussion at the group level, pro-
vide comments on the facilitator’s performance, and write a goal for
the class’s improvement. Finally, to anchor the discussion as a vehicle
for learning more about the issue, Chris asks students to formally state
their opinions on the issue and support them with points of evidence
introduced in the discussion.

IDENTIFYING THE 
THOUGHT-FULL CLASSROOM

Although thoughtful classrooms aren’t as common as we might like
them to be, they aren’t necessarily rare either. In this chapter, I’ve laid
out a means of spotting them by attending to the cultural forces at
work and examining the relationship between these forces and think-
ing. By looking at the work students are doing to see if it is pro-
viding them with thinking opportunities, by examining what kinds
of thinking the teacher models, by observing the artifacts of the class-
room to see what they reveal about thinking, and by paying attention
to the interactions and attitudes on display in the classroom, we can
identify thoughtful classrooms and continue to learn from them. We
can also use the cultural forces as a tool for our own self-reflection.
What does our practice reveal about the level of thoughtfulness in
our classrooms? What are the leverage points that we might best cap-
italize on as we seek to create a more thoughtful classroom? In the
last part of this book, we turn our attention to these kinds of practi-



cal questions more directly, examining how we can collectively and
individually best go about realizing intellectual character in our own
classrooms and schools.
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Q Key Ideas for Developing Intellectual Character

IN THE CLASSROOM: THE CULTURAL FORCES 

• The Opportunities Created. In thoughtful classrooms, students
have an abundance of rich and powerful opportunities for think-
ing. This richness and power comes from focusing students’
activity on big ideas, making sure there is a high level of engage-
ment, and providing for student choice and the exercise of
independent and autonomous thinking. In addition, in imple-
menting these opportunities, teachers must give adequate time
for thinking to take place, and they need to scaffold students’
thinking in a way that will push it to higher levels.

• The Thinking Modeled. Teachers are modeling every moment 
of the day. We are constantly sending students messages about
what good thinking looks like, where thinking can take you,
and what kinds of thinking are important. Some of the most
influential modeling we do is the incidental modeling that shows
our students who we are as people. This modeling reveals our
curiosity, our interest, our passions, our deliberateness, and 
our level of thoughtfulness.

• The Attitudes and Interactions Promoted. The attitudes of the 
students and teacher in a classroom are one of the best indicators
of a thoughtful environment. In such environments, the cogni-
tive emotions, such as the joy of verification or thrill at the unex-
pected, are readily evident in both the teacher and the students.
Teachers must directly attend to positive thinking interactions
among students by providing structures and ways of talking
about ideas and thinking that they can readily adopt.

• The Artifacts Presented. The products of thinking and reflec-
tions on thoughtful work are the kinds of artifacts that can
make thinking visible and salient in classrooms. When the
teacher and students put energy into documenting thinking
through portfolios, pictures, and reflections, students receive
the message that thinking matters. In addition, these artifacts
remind students of the joy, work, processes, and results of
thinking, which may increase their inclination toward future
thinking endeavors.
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C H A P T E R  E I G H T

Beyond Technique
Where Teaching for 

Intellectual Character Begins

A few years ago, I was teaching a math methods
course to a group of preservice teachers in training. We were using
case studies to explore some of the common dilemmas teachers face
in helping students develop an understanding of mathematical con-
cepts and procedures. One particular case presented background
information on an elementary class’s experience with fractions, and
described a current lesson focused on adding fractions. The case was
written up by the teacher and detailed both her efforts and the con-
cerns she had about what students were understanding. At the end of
the case, the teacher expressed her unease about how to deal with
some of her students’ confusion about fractions.

My group of teachers in training had all read the case before class,
and we quickly divided ourselves into small groups for the discussion.
Each group examined the dilemmas evident in the case, talked about
what kinds of things the teacher might try in her next lesson, and
explored what assumptions about students’ understanding she might
want to explore further. The discussions were lively, and these students
preparing to teach enjoyed the opportunity to talk about real teach-
ing and learn from an actual classroom example. As we debriefed our
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small-group discussions within the larger group and talked about the
issues, Carol raised her hand. The discussion was very interesting, she
said, and it had made her think about teaching fractions, but what 
was the correct answer? What is it that the teacher should do next?
Carol’s question struck a chord with the group, and soon they added
other questions: Were there things the teacher in the case had done
that were wrong? Could the confusions have been prevented? What is
the correct way to teach fractions?

Most of the preservice teachers viewed the case as some kind of a
test with a clear and exact answer. Furthermore, most of them viewed
teaching and teacher training as a matter of finding the right answers
to the dilemmas of instruction. They wanted to know the correct way to
teach, how it should be done. Their learning focused on acquiring a
set of specific techniques that they could then apply. This view of
teaching as a matter of gathering and honing techniques certainly isn’t
unique to preservice teachers. We see it all the time in in-service train-
ing for experienced teachers as well. Sometimes, we even clamor for
it, “Give me something practical I can take back to my classroom,
something I can use right away.” But technique can only take us so far.
The act of teaching is more complex than merely selecting the right
tool for the job or prescribing the correct antidote for students’ ills.
As Maggie Lampert (1985) points out in her writings about her own
practice, teaching isn’t so much about solving problems of instruction
as it is about managing dilemmas. Parker Palmer (1998, p. 5) puts it
even more bluntly: “Technique is what teachers use until the real
teacher arrives.”

In this chapter, I move the discussion of teaching for intellectual
character beyond and in some ways behind the techniques and prac-
tices I have documented in earlier chapters to uncover the foundation,
to find the source. Where does teaching for intellectual character actu-
ally begin? If the masterful teaching presented thus far isn’t the result
of teachers skillfully applying teaching tips and techniques they have
picked up in workshops along the way, where does it come from?
What is the basis for the on-the-spot decisions teachers must make
and the dilemmas they must manage? This examination of founda-
tions is necessary in order for us to better understand not only the
teaching examples in this book but also our own practice as teachers.
Through better understanding, we begin the process of moving our
practice toward supporting the development of students’ intellectual
character. Therefore, as you read this chapter, it is important for you



to look back on the examples of teaching that have been discussed. At
the same time, it is important for you to look inward at your own
teaching and around at the practice of those with whom you work.
What motivates and drives your work and shapes who you are as a
teacher?

EXPLORING FOUNDATIONS
The foundations of a teacher’s practice, the way he or she makes deci-
sions and manages dilemmas, can’t be uncovered by looking at its out-
ward manifestations. Nor can its source be discerned by merely
aggregating some combination of experience and training. To get to
the root of teaching, we have to look inside the teacher at the various
values, beliefs, theories, and knowledge that person holds: values about
what is important to teach; beliefs about the nature of teaching, learn-
ing, and the subject matter; theories of instruction; and knowledge
about the subject matter, curriculum, and pedagogical practices.1

Uncovering these roots isn’t always easy. Beliefs, values, and implicit
theories can be elusive things, difficult for both the researcher and the
teacher to grab hold of and hang on to. Furthermore, it isn’t always
clear what information we can consider reliable and trustworthy. How
do we know when we have tapped into core beliefs? How do we know
when these elements are affecting a teacher’s practice?2

In my study, I chose to approach the challenge of identifying the
foundations of teachers’ practices from two angles. First, I sought to
identify the core beliefs and instructional goals guiding teachers’ prac-
tices, what I call the red thread of their practice. Second, I assessed
teachers’ knowledge of thinking as revealed through their mental
model of thinking. Both of these processes were ongoing and occurred
simultaneously with my classroom observations. To ground your read-
ing and to understand the foundations that shape teachers’ practices,
it is helpful to know a bit about my methods. Readers who are inter-
ested in the research perspective can find a more complete account in
the Appendix.

The Red Thread

The red thread is used in a variety of cultures as a metaphor for con-
necting, binding, and uniting. I was first introduced to it by Swedish
colleagues who used the expression in the context of finding a central
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commonality across different situations. In Hebrew, the word theme
translates literally as “the red thread.” In Chinese culture, the red
thread represents the invisible connections that bind every newborn
to all of the important people in that child’s life. In Buddhism, the red
thread signifies passion. Thus, I feel the red thread is an apt metaphor
for describing the beliefs, passions, values, and goals that tie together
and unite a teacher’s practice over time and contexts. The red thread
does not represent a single belief, however, but a set of deeply held
beliefs. Thus, I was not looking to find a single core value or belief but
a core collection that would aptly capture each teacher’s agenda. The
development of intellectual character suggests a teaching agenda in
which the fostering of students’ disposition toward thinking is a high
priority, a passion, and a part of the teacher’s red thread. In fact, this
was one of the working hypotheses of my study: teachers who are
adept at creating thoughtful classrooms have the teaching of thinking
as a core value in their practice. A related hypothesis, connected to a
second aspect of my exploration of foundations, is that these teachers
would have a well-developed mental model of thinking. I’ll address
the issue of mental models in the next section.

To unearth teachers’ red threads, I interviewed them about their
goals, values, and beliefs, and I observed their classrooms in order to
uncover the implicit messages in their instruction. I analyzed the inter-
views for recurring themes that appeared in both the interviews and
the teacher’s instruction. This ensures that the theme is not just a
philosophical stance the teacher took during an interview but one that
the teacher’s practice embodies. In naming these themes, I sought
those recurring constructs, metaphors, and ideas that teachers them-
selves repeatedly expressed.3 When I talk about a teacher’s red threads
in the sketches to follow, I stick closely to that person’s language when-
ever possible. To ensure that I was accurately capturing teachers’ red
threads of practice, I shared my initial written interpretations with the
teachers individually and solicited their comments and reactions.

Mental Models

To account for the processes of inference and implicit logic, Philip
Johnson-Laird (1983) proposed the idea of mental models. Developed
out of our experiences, mental models represent the structural ana-
logues or propositional representations we have of the world and how
it operates. We carry these representations and relational networks
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with us into new situations, using these models as a basis for our rea-
soning about the world. According to Johnson-Laird, “Mental mod-
els play a central and unifying role in representing objects, states of
affairs, sequences of events, the way the world is, and the social and
psychological actions of daily life. They enable individuals to make
inferences and predictions, to understand phenomena, to decide what
action to take and to control its execution” (p. 397). We can think of
mental models as representing the tacit maps we construct in our
minds about the way things work or relate (Haimes, 1996). They are
our analogs of the world, providing the general framework or archi-
tecture for our understanding.4

Both mental models and beliefs represent core values and under-
standings. However, the two differ in that beliefs need not be based on
experience, and they are not necessarily foundational for our reason-
ing, inference, or action. In fact, we can hold beliefs in complete iso-
lation or even in opposition to our actions, representing only ideals
or values that we strive to apply when appropriate. For example, take
the ideal that all children can learn. This is a value that is easy and
popular to espouse. However, unless this concept causes a fundamen-
tal change in the way we see children, that is, a change in our mental
model, the belief alone is unlikely to result in a change in our action.

Uncovering teachers’ mental models of thinking, rather than just
their beliefs, provides a basis for understanding the types of thinking
that they most value and view as salient. It is through this lens that
teachers view the curriculum and make sense of their instruction. In
addition, teachers’ mental models of thinking provide the foundation
for making decisions about how, when, and where to promote stu-
dents’ thinking as well as providing the criteria for assessing thinking.
I contend that a rich mental model of thinking, although not a suffi-
cient condition, is a prerequisite for developing the kind of thoughtful
instruction that can nurture students’ intellectual character. Such a
mental model need not be complete, however. It is quite likely and
perhaps even preferable that one’s mental model of thinking be con-
stantly under revision and adaptation.

To uncover teachers’ mental models of thinking, I used a process
originally developed by George Kelly (1955) for revealing individuals’
relational thinking about other people. As a part of this process (ex-
plained more fully in the Appendix), I asked teachers to create a list
of thinking actions or activities. Basically, the task was to answer the
question: When you tell someone you are thinking, what is it that you
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are doing? “Creating a mental picture,”“generating options,” or “eval-
uating information” are examples of possible responses. Each teacher
then sorted these thinking actions, which resulted in the formation of
a set of overarching categories, such as “creative thinking” or “front-
end strategies.” The teacher then ranked, on a scale from one to seven,
how each of the thinking actions fit within each of the overarching
categories. I analyzed teachers’ responses using cluster analysis, and
each teacher interpreted the clusters by giving them names and iden-
tifying their relationships.

I present each teacher’s mental model of thinking in the form of a
diagrammatic figure at the close of a brief sketch of their practice.
Each of these figures consists of a series of circles and ellipses repre-
senting the major categories of thinking identified by the teacher.
These major categories appear in bold lettering inside the circles.
Within these major categories, individual teachers also may have iden-
tified subcategories of thinking. The labels for these subcategories
appear in roman type. A final feature included in some of the dia-
grams is individual thinking actions identified by the teacher but not
directly linked by the teacher to a larger cluster of thinking actions.
These lone thinking activities can be found set outside any ellipse or
circle, sometimes with a descriptive heading. These headings are in
roman type to indicate that the action represents a minor category for
the teacher. I offer these diagrammatic models without elaborate inter-
pretation to encourage you to make your own connections between
the examples of practice you have read previously, the teacher’s red
threads presented in the sketch, and the teacher’s thinking about
thinking. I pose some questions to facilitate this connection making
and encourage an exploration of teachers’ similarities and differences.
At the end of the chapter, I offer concluding commentary about how
mental models might affect teaching practice.

SKETCHES OF THE TEACHERS
In another venue designed to achieve other ends, I might have pre-
sented each of the teachers I studied in the form of a literary portrait.
Such a portrait would have provided a rich and contextualized picture
of each teacher as an individual. Instead, I chose to focus attention on
common elements of practice seen across the teachers. To do that, I
pulled liberally from my observations and in the process sacrificed
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contextualization for exemplification. You have seen, rather than a
portrait, only a series of glimpses of each teacher. As a result, you’ve
received quite an imperfect picture of these remarkable teachers. In
this section, I attempt to remedy this somewhat, not by presenting a
portrait but by providing a final sketch of each teacher that should be
useful in filling in some of the gaps.

Even though I handpicked the teachers in my study for having
thoughtful classrooms and expressing an interest in promoting stu-
dent thinking, they are very much individuals, as you no doubt have
seen in the examples of practice already shared. Naturally then, the
teachers differ somewhat in the instructional values they hold most
passionately and in their thinking about thinking. The following
sketches seek to present these differences in values and beliefs not in
terms of teachers’ weaknesses but in terms of teachers’ passions and
the red threads that direct their teaching.5 Each of these teachers dis-
plays practices and qualities well worth emulating. The differences I
have detected do not call into question their expertise as teachers but
merely help us understand how certain factors may influence efforts
to teach for intellectual character. As a part of each of these sketches,
I present information on each teacher’s mental model of thinking, dis-
cussing what it implies about the teacher’s understanding and knowl-
edge of thinking.

John Threlkeld

Even though the building John Threlkeld teaches in is only four years
old, his classroom has a very lived-in look. With all the wooden blocks,
iron puzzles, games, toys, paper models, blueprints, and construction
materials, you might mistake it for a design laboratory or a shop
room. Stepping in, you might change your assessment and think you
are in a technology lab, once you see all the flickering computer mon-
itors and projection equipment. But ultimately the familiar algebraic
scribbles on the white board, the eight-foot-long slide rule hanging
from the ceiling, and the posters displaying various proofs of the
Pythagorean theorem would convince you that you were in a math
classroom—quite a unique one.

John’s room is a playground of sorts, both physically and mentally:
students are invited to play mathematical games, manipulate puzzles,
and create physical models, but they also are invited, coerced, cajoled,
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and ultimately forced to play with ideas as part of a learning commu-
nity. In talking about his teaching, the importance of play and ideas
emerge as central themes for John:

My goal is for [my students] to understand that math is something
they can really love doing. I think I want them to feel the same way I
do; I want them to feel my passion for it, I guess. . . . I use the word
play a lot. Playing with ideas, that’s what this is all about. If you look at
thinking as a chore, then that’s what it is; it’s a chore. If you’re looking
at it as a challenge, it’s just something sort of fun to do and see what
you come up with. That’s when things become productive. . . . It’s that
wondering and thinking and asking questions they learn from. . . .
Sometimes, they’ve just got to take an idea and say, “How can I use that
idea here?”—when they’ve never seen it before. How do you use the
things we’ve talked about for four days and use experiences that have
gone on in class? I think so much of math and the way I teach is that
kids gain experience and exposure to ideas.

Teaching an honors section of eighth-grade algebra at a private
school, John has some advantages when it comes to getting students
excited about ideas and engaged in thinking. Nonetheless, he does this
amazingly quickly with students he has never taught and who, in other
circumstances, might be more concerned with grades than ideas.
Recall the discussion John’s class had the first week of school regard-
ing the different meanings of the expressions x2, (x)2, –x2, and –(x)2.
Although this is the kind of arithmetic convention most textbooks
would handle perfunctorily by providing a set of rules, John makes it
an opportunity to develop mathematical ideas, explore one’s think-
ing, and learn how to work as a community. In a fifty-minute period
the first week of school, John manages to stress the importance of
understanding and thinking in mathematics. But he does more than
that: he begins to weave a red thread of mathematics as a community
endeavor in which everyone must play a part. He engages the class in
arguments, forces them to take sides and defend positions, and
includes himself when talking about the collective meaning making
that goes on. John expresses the importance of this communal dia-
logue: “I think for students to be successful in my class, they’ve got to
listen to me, but perhaps equally important, they’ve got to listen to
each other. They’ve got to hear the questions that others ask. . . . The
learning takes place from the questions that come up, and I may com-
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pletely change what I was planning to do midstream if the right ques-
tions come up. And kids need to be aware of that and be ready to
respond to it.”

John’s two red threads, “mathematics is a community endeavor”
and “our classroom is a playground of ideas,” are also expressed in his
views about thinking in general. In his description of a good thinker,
John rounds out what it means to play with ideas and be part of a
community, identifying the need for broad and adventurous think-
ing, being skeptical of ideas, and being generous in communicating
one’s position:

The first thing I would say about good thinkers is that they’re not shy.
By that I mean that they won’t stick to the straight and narrow. They
won’t stick to what they know. They use what they know to try things
out: “What about this?” or “What about that?” I guess I think risk tak-
ing is a big piece of it for me. Not sitting back and waiting, not being
afraid to say, “Here’s my idea.” . . . A big characteristic of a thinker is
that not only do they think but they make other people think. They
challenge you and say, “Well, I don’t know about that” or “What do
you think about this?” I think good thinkers are unselfish. It’s not
about them; it’s about the idea.”

John’s mental model of thinking (see Figure 8.1) reveals thirty-two
thinking items grouped in six major categories.6 You can see how the
detail and organization of John’s mental model reveals a rich concep-
tion of thinking that stresses openness in thinking, understanding,
and organization. John’s model also reveals somewhat of a linear
process that is particularly suited to problem-solving tasks. What sense
of John as a learner and a teacher do you get from his model of think-
ing? What connections do you see between his thinking about think-
ing and his teaching?

Chris Elnicki

Walking into Chris Elnicki’s classroom, you leave the generic and insti-
tutional blandness of a large suburban public school behind, and you
encounter an intense visual delight. The foldable walls are plastered
with posters, cartoons, historical photographs, maps, and student
work, conveying a sense of energy and activity. Everywhere you look
are quotes about freedom, the Bill of Rights, and learning. Stretching
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across the room’s two small windows is a banner that reads: “A ship in
port is safe, but that is not what ships are built for.” In the center of
the room, a large U.S. flag hangs from the ceiling, proudly proclaiming
“American Studies.”

Chris’s classroom provides not only visual but emotional engage-
ment. Chris keeps his students on their toes with his quick wit and
sense of humor, carefully honed over fourteen years as a teacher to 
the sensibilities of middle school students. His good-natured ribbing,
teasing, and jocular manner help break the ice and keep his eighth
graders from taking themselves too seriously. Chris also encourages
humor in his students, asking them to draw their own political car-
toons later in the year. For Chris, humor is a creative process that re-
quires looking at situations from unique and unusual perspectives.

Chris’s teaching emphasizes creating meaning, both individually
and collectively. You can see this as students present their opinions
and ideas during their discussion on the meaning of the American
Dream. In this discussion, Chris pushes students to make their points
clear and to provide evidence. He also challenges them to consider
other perspectives and points of view alongside their own. Although
he focuses on identifying themes and big ideas, Chris presents these
as transitory and changing rather than fixed. As a result, students come
away from the discussion with a better recognition that meaning is
something that people create for themselves rather than something
that another person can give them.

This red thread of “meaning is something you create” is captured
in Chris’s goals for his teaching:

I guess it goes back to what historians really do as well as increasing
students’ ability to access information. They need to know how to ana-
lyze information, determine what it is they need, and then determine
the durability of what they use and create. And put it in some kind of
context. That’s a major life skill or goal that I think gets practiced and
valued a lot in my class. . . . So that’s a big piece. . . . Also, it’s impor-
tant for students to understand how their own thinking and percep-
tions are formed. I want students to approach other people with a
fairness that goes beyond the immediate and to see past stereotypes.
To do that requires being able to understand a little bit how your own
perceptions are formed and to be able to question those a little bit.

For Chris, meaning making is an intense, creative, and multifaceted
endeavor, calling on a variety of different types of thinking. Chris sees
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this process grounded in curiosity and “a desire to know.” How-
ever, this knowing isn’t simply a matter of finding answers. It is an
open-ended process of “approaching things from different angles and
taking different roles with an idea or with a concept, being able to
minimize things and maximize things or mix them up or rearrange
them to see what else comes out.” Meaning making also involves per-
spective taking, “going beyond their own point of view.” Finally, Chris
identifies a metacognitive or introspective quality as part of making
meaning: “understanding where your own perceptions come from and
how you can have a role in determining those. [This leads] to a per-
son who deals with other people in a fair way because they understand
how some aspects of their own minds work, their own background,
and how they see the world.”

As you can see, Chris’s red thread of “meaning is something you
create” is rich in thinking. In fact, it is dependent on thinking, calling
on curiosity, inquisitiveness, broad and adventurous thinking, open-
mindedness, perspective taking, metacognition, healthy skepticism,
and a guiding search for understanding. Not surprisingly, Chris’s view
of thinking encompasses these same dimensions in an interconnected
way: “I think passion is important to great thinking. And that goes
back to desire. And that gets determination going. . . You know, all
these things are linked up together.”

How do the themes of Chris’s instruction connect to his mental
model of thinking (see Figure 8.2)? In what ways do you see his think-
ing about thinking connecting to his teaching of history? Do you see
differences in Chris and John’s conceptions of thinking that reflect
their subject matter backgrounds?

Susan McCray

From the linoleum floors to the wooden chalkboard tray, from the
twelve-foot ceilings to the coat hooks, Susan McCray’s seventh- and
eighth-grade humanities classroom instantly takes me back to my ele-
mentary school years. For me, everything about the room and the
building itself is emblematic of the word school. However, the teach-
ing that goes on inside this classroom is a far cry from anything I ex-
perienced as a student. Noted as being progressive, the school has a
feeling of informality about it. Students call teachers by their first
names; there is no dress code; and no bells signal the beginning and
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end of classes. The progressive nature of this public school is also seen
in such practices as project-based learning, social activism, extended
field trips, multiage groupings, thematic instruction, block schedul-
ing, and portfolio assessment. Within this setting, students and teach-
ers carry on an ongoing friendly and even familial banter. And as in
many families with adolescents, there is a constant testing of limits,
negotiating demands, cajoling, and laughter among the teachers and
the diverse group of students attending the school.

Susan’s entire seven-year teaching career has been spent in pro-
gressive public schools such as this one, and she is very comfortable
with its practices and the diversity of students she teaches. As a
humanities teacher, Susan wants to help her students get inside ideas
and understand the importance of perspective and point of view in
history:

One of the things I want kids to be able to do is really sort of get inside
of ideas . . . coming at it from all different sides and all different angles
and all different understandings: the different perspectives, the differ-
ent points of view, the different shapes and forms that that idea or
information can take. So that’s first or second, and then it’s to really
understand it in depth and be able to play with it. Once you’ve iden-
tified it and got it safe in its form from all these things, then being able
to play with it, craft it, mold it, reshape it, build it into something else,
make connections between it and other things, other parts of your
experience.

For Susan, this red thread of “getting inside of ideas” is closely con-
nected to and dependent on two of her other goals: (1) for students
to push and challenge themselves to take risks in their learning and
(2) for students to engage in an ongoing self-reflective dialogue to
understand their own understanding, what Susan refers to as “being
aware of your journey”:

Another thing that’s important to me is that someone is willing to take
a risk, someone who’s willing to put themselves out there and their
ideas and their work, because it does many things: one, it’s how some-
one grows. You’ve got to be willing to express yourself, I think, and
learn about what you’re thinking and what you’re doing in your own
self. And then it inspires others to do it in kind. And that’s, as we all
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know, that at this age group it’s one of the hardest things. . . . The rea-
son it’s connected with the self-reflective piece is if you’re doing those
things [pushing yourself], you’re able to sort of assess: Where am I at?
What are my strengths? What are my weaknesses? Where do I want to
go from here? And then you do the hard thinking.

These red threads— “getting inside ideas,”“mapping your journey,”
and “going beyond”—are seen in the various structures, such as the
reading response journal, that Susan puts in place to guide and direct
students’ work throughout the year. The assessment system that Susan
uses also communicates her red threads. She assesses students’ work
on a four-point scale, defining a four as “going beyond, boldly.” Ac-
cording to Susan, the idea is that students “take the work and do
something else with it that is beyond the assignment, that’s their own.”
This isn’t just work that will get them an A grade; it is “that next level
of thinking.” Portfolios are also a part of the assessment system, pro-
viding another vehicle for students to reflect and map their journey
as learners. In talking about self-assessment and reflection, Susan
states, “I think a lot of that comes through in the portfolio process. It’s
reflected there, and that’s a place where I can focus on and sort of
highlight it for them, [that] this is something that is important to us.”

Susan’s red threads are also evident in her thinking about thinking
(Figure 8.3). For her, a big part of thinking is playing with ideas to cre-
ate something new that can be communicated to others: “It’s being
able to hold a lot of ideas simultaneously and being able to fairly
abruptly prioritize them, categorize them, find the connections
between them, find the points of tension between them. Do all that in
the head and then put it back out there in a way that is palatable for
others.” For Susan, doing this kind of work requires paying attention
to perspectives and to your own thinking, taking risks, and asking
questions of yourself and others. This process is very much a com-
munity endeavor in Susan’s eyes. Thinking is not something done
completely solo or only for one’s own benefit: “A thinker is someone
who’s willing to say, ‘This isn’t mine. This is to throw around. It came
at me and what does it mean?’ It’s the finding out. You know, what’s
the point of this? . . . [You] take an idea and help it grow, help it to
move to its next level.”

How do these themes of reflection, risk taking, and understand-
ing emerge in Susan’s mental model of thinking? Do you see her
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individuality as a teacher emerge in her mental model? What simi-
larities and differences do you notice between Susan’s conception of
thinking and that of John and Chris?

Doug Tucker

Three years ago, Doug Tucker decided to leave the corporate world
and become a teacher. When he went looking for a job, he didn’t have
to look any further than his neighborhood public middle school, and
Doug lets his students know that he is more than willing to exploit his
community connections to make sure students stay on track. He tells
his students he will talk to their parents in the grocery store or wher-
ever he might see them. Jokingly, he even holds out the ultimate
threat, “Don’t forget, I know where you live. I’ll go to your house if I
need to.”
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As a new teacher, Doug has been exposed to and trained in a lot of
the messages of mathematics education reform. He is an enthusiastic
advocate of technology; his background is in computer science. Doug
also embraces the view that mathematics is about problem solving,
application, and thinking. As Doug says, “You can train anyone to get
through algebra, geometry, trig, calculus, show them all the formulas
and all the steps. But then when they get into the real world and
they’re presented with a problem, they don’t have any clue how to
solve it, because they don’t know how to think.”

Because of his own experience as a student in the district, Doug
knows the challenges students face in developing the ability to think
when constantly confronted with a heavily knowledge-based curricu-
lum. He also knows how important thinking is to his students’ future
success. Consequently, Doug wants to teach in a way that will give stu-
dents more long-term power, ownership, and meaning. The kind of
intellectual empowerment Doug is after is built on their having the
determination and will to keep going when faced with a difficult prob-
lem, having confidence that they will eventually succeed, and know-
ing how to access and use all the resources at their disposal. “For me,
it’s not so much teaching them how to solve that equation and leave
x all by itself, although I do that. What’s more important to me is that
if they see a problem and they have an unknown, that they know how
to find the unknown, whether they have to go and get a book out and
read it or they have to pull out a calculator to punch in some num-
bers. [It’s] that they know that there are resources. They don’t have to
just be stuck because they don’t know the answer to the problem.”

For Doug and his students, this message of self-sufficiency and
determination represents the major red thread of his instruction. He
has a name for it: “teaching you how to fish,” based on the old adage
about giving a man a fish versus teaching a man how to fish. Doug in-
troduces this red thread early in the year in the context of a problem-
solving warm-up. The warm-up is usually a nonroutine type of
problem or a brainteaser. Every day, he presents a new problem. But
last Friday’s problem—I have as many brothers as sisters, but each of
my sisters has only half as many sisters as brothers—went unsolved,
and today Doug returns to it. “Who has a solution from Friday’s
warm-up? Who thought about it?” About three-quarters of the hands
go up, and one student offers a solution: four boys and three girls.
Doug works through the proposed solution as he has all the past pro-
posals, and the class sees that this solution does work. Doug asks again,
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“Honestly, who thought about it over the weekend?” A few hands go
down, but still half the class has responded. Doug uses this as an
opportunity to launch into his homily:

DOUG: You’ll get things like that all year long: warm-ups, brainteasers.
Some of them will be easy for you. Some of them will be hard. Keep
in mind, I will rarely if ever give you the answer. Because—you’ll hear
this a lot—if you give a person a fish, they eat for one day. But if you
teach a person to fish, they’ll eat for a lifetime. Who knows what that
means? . . . Jason.

JASON: If you give ’em the answer today, they’ll just have it for today.
But if you teaching ’em how to work it out, they’ll always have it.

DOUG: Right, if I give you the answer, you’ll stop thinking about the
problem. I don’t want you to stop thinking about the problem. . . . So
you’re going to think. You’re going to learn how to think.

Asking students to do this kind of thinking and providing them
the opportunity to do so is new for a lot of students, but Doug feels it
has its rewards. As students gain experience, they not only gain con-
fidence and skill but become motivated by the experience of solving
problems, and they develop greater curiosity and passion. As Doug
says, “I think you get a high off of being able to solve a problem.”
Although the progress is sometimes slow, Doug mentions that students
often come up to him at the end of the year and comment: “‘You’re not
like the other teachers. You let us talk. You listen to us.’ Comments like
that. And I know for some of the kids it’s literal. The teachers don’t let
them talk. They open their mouths: ‘Be quiet.’ For other kids, what
they’re saying really is, ‘You’re allowing me to explore. You’re not just
giving me the answers.’ And they sort of like that. They’re not 
just sponges absorbing everything. They’re creating their own answers.”

Doug sees thinking, like mathematics, as largely a process of prob-
lem solving. As opposed to simply knowing the answers or being
aware of the correct procedures, thinking involves “working through
it” and “[using] their resources.” Doug uses the analogy of fixing things
around the house to describe this process. First, you need to just get
in there and try something, not be afraid of making the situation
worse, at least initially. It is then important to learn from your mis-
takes, be willing to seek help and ask questions, and stick with the
problem until it is fixed. Ultimately, being successful requires more
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than a set of skills or background knowledge. For Doug, success in
both problem solving and thinking depends on determination, some
degree of passion and interest, taking risks, and using one’s resources.

How is Doug’s problem-solving focus embedded in his mental
model of thinking (see Figure 8.4)? Doug’s red thread focuses pri-
marily on independence rather than on an aspect of thinking. Does
this fit with his conception of thinking?

Heather Woodcock

Although the desks, storage cubbies, and chalkboard definitely mark
this as a classroom, the porch off the back door, the large bank of
double-hung windows, the separate sitting area with a sofa and com-
fortable chair, and the small anteroom with its own sofa and large desk
give Heather Woodcock’s room a homey and relaxed feel. Indeed,
Heather wants her classroom to serve as a home of sorts for the nine-
teen seventh-grade students who are just entering a middle school set-
ting in which most of their courses will be within a departmentalized
structure. Although she has been a teacher for only six years, Heather
has remarkable presence, poise, and confidence that makes for smooth
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transitions and strong student engagement. Her calm and approach-
able manner helps students, who sometimes feel a lot of pressure to
excel in this private school setting, remain calm themselves. At the
same time, Heather’s high expectations and thoughtfulness help stu-
dents begin to approach the discipline of history with a new rigor.
Heather’s chief goal is for students to take responsibility for their own
learning. For her, this means that students begin to see that intellec-
tual authority doesn’t rest with a single source, such as the teacher or
a book, but that they have to evaluate ideas and theories and make
sense of them on an individual level. “I think one of the big goals for
me is that students take responsibility for their own learning, that they
don’t depend on me or other kids to give them the answers, that
they’re willing and capable to do the work themselves and to make of
the work what they make it. And I don’t mean just getting the work
done, I’m assuming that. . . . [It’s that] they get it done with some kind
of a sense of purpose in mind.”

For Heather, “doing the work” is about doing the work of making
sense of, evaluating, and generally coming to understand ideas. This
requires students to examine issues, problems, and ideas at various
levels and make connections for themselves. Heather sees this kind of
understanding as a process of building one’s own theories and expla-
nations. She explains what this kind of theory building means for her
and her students: “I think that a theory implies that you’re making
your own connections. And that you’re imagining. I think a theory has
a lot to do with imagining something because it’s not necessarily the
truth. It’s an idea. It’s a possibility. And so a theory then suggests to
me that a child has taken an idea or an event and imagined what
might have happened, what might have been the cause for those
events. . . . That’s a risk. They’re almost becoming historians.” Through
this process of students’ constructing meaning and developing their
own theories, Heather feels that students come to own their learning.

Closely connected to this red thread of “taking responsibility for
your learning” and the idea of ownership is something Heather calls
conscious learning. According to Heather, “Conscious learning is hav-
ing a sense of where you started and where you’re ending up. And that
could be where people start at the beginning of the year and end up
at the end of the year or where people start at the beginning of [one
day’s] class and end up.” Heather explains how this consciousness
helps make the learning personal and meaningful: it’s important “for
them to think about what they’re learning, why they’re learning it, and

198 INTELLECTUAL CHARACTER



why it matters. It needs to be conscious, not just to go through the
motions of school. . . . It’s important for them and for me to stop and
say, ‘Why did we learn about verbs this morning?’” Achieving this level
of consciousness about one’s learning requires taking time to reflect.
Heather ensures that students reflect on their learning by keeping jour-
nals. She asks them to write about “what they’ve learned during the
week. Why? How they learned what they learned, how they know that
they’ve learned something, and why they think they learned it.” At the
beginning of the year, Heather requires this writing but gradually wants
students to internalize these kinds of questions for themselves.

In thinking about thinking, Heather identifies these same qualities
of making connections, building one’s own theories, and pushing
one’s thinking as key components of the thinking process. In describ-
ing a student whom she considers a good thinker, Heather also iden-
tifies the need for time, depth, communication, and questioning: “He
took his time with everything, and he dissected things really well. And
he was very good at showing me and other people how he was think-
ing about things. And he was very good at asking the right questions
to get him to a better understanding. And he was not afraid of saying,
‘I don’t get it.’ He was not afraid of looking foolish in front of the other
kids.” Although Heather isn’t sure how important communication is
to thinking in general, she sees it as an important quality to nurture
in the classroom. She wants students to think about developing under-
standing independently but also as part of a community.

Do you see Heather’s emphasis on understanding and connection
making in her mental model of thinking (Figure 8.5)? How is her con-
ception of thinking similar to Susan’s, another humanities teacher?
What aspects of her teaching do you see as most related to her think-
ing about thinking? Looking over all of the mental models presented,
how do they individually and jointly inform your understanding of
the teachers and their practice?

Karen White

A Contrasting Case

Until now, I have mentioned Karen White only briefly in this book
because her teaching reveals little about the effective teaching of intel-
lectual character.7 However, her case reveals a great deal about how a
teacher’s beliefs, values, and knowledge about thinking affect instruc-
tion. Because Karen explicitly cares about the teaching of thinking and
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has a strong desire to promote students’ thinking, her practice pre-
sents an excellent contrasting case when it comes to trying to under-
stand where teaching for intellectual character begins. Here is a teacher
who says that she values getting students thinking and that she actively
seeks to promote thinking. Why isn’t her classroom a more thought-
ful place? Furthermore, because Karen is an experienced, award-
winning, National Board certified teacher, the reasons for the gap
between her stated and realized agenda of thinking is not likely due to
poor subject-matter knowledge or a lack of instructional skills.



In this sketch, you can see how Karen’s red threads actually eclipse
her desire to promote thinking. Her efforts are further hampered by
a somewhat narrow conception of thinking. Understanding what lies
behind Karen’s instruction helps us not only to understand her as an
individual teacher but also to understand how one’s values and beliefs
about teaching operate when they are in conflict.

When Karen moved this year from her middle school classroom to
one in a newly built high school within the same district, she carried
with her a poster that had hung in her suburban classroom for most
of her seventeen years as a math teacher. In black and white, the poster
proclaims four things to students: (1) “You are welcome here,” (2) “I
love teaching,” (3) “This is a mistake-making place,” and (4) “There is
a teacher in every student.” These statements deliver a message of sup-
port and caring that dominates Karen’s classroom, wherever it may
be. It is also a message that Karen lives each day as she greets her stu-
dents at the door, offers after-school help sessions, provides students
with her home phone number, attends students’ extracurricular
events, and encourages students to write messages to her in their math
journals.

Perhaps most pervasively, Karen’s caring is conveyed in her consis-
tent good humor and positive attitude—something that puzzles, in-
spires, and at times even annoys her students and colleagues. As Karen
says, “My students will write me, like in April, they’ll say, ‘Mrs. White
seems to be never in a bad mood.’ You know, it drives them nuts.” Karen
sees this quality of consistent happiness as one of her defining attrib-
utes not only as a person but also as a teacher and a thinker, “It’s
ingrained in me. I really do think it’s part of my nature. . . . I always
know things are going to be happy, and that is really a part of my
thinking. I don’t know where that impacts, whether it’s the emotion
or whatever, but there’s a confidence there that the world’s not going
to come to an end, you know. . . . That’s got to be something that gives
me an advantage to my thinking.”

Karen’s deeply felt caring for students is coupled with a firm com-
mitment to helping the thirty-two ninth graders in her first-year alge-
bra class be successful. For Karen, student success means achieving a
level of confidence and fluency through hard work and personal effort,
what she terms “earned success.” This is an incremental process of
completing the work and building a repertoire of skills and knowl-
edge through experience. Karen makes the connection between flu-
ency and confidence: “The more that they do the math and it’s similar

Beyond Technique 201



math that they’ve done, then they’re more patient with themselves.
They have more confidence, and they’ll stick with the struggle a little
bit longer and do something a little bit more difficult. If they know
that they can solve one-step equations, they’ll stick with ones with
fractions or bigger numbers or something like that longer than if
they’ve never had any experiences or success with linear equations. So
it’s just a matter of a little bit of rhythm that comes with patience and
familiarity.”

You can see Karen’s emphasis on caring, success, and incremental
development of fluency as she helps students prepare to take a chap-
ter quiz at the end of the first quarter. Karen begins the class as she
does every day by welcoming the students and telling them she is glad
to see them. Turning to the whiteboard, where the day’s objective and
schedule are written, Karen explains the goals and flow of the day’s
instruction. “I want to set us up for a successful quiz. You know me by
now, and you know that I’m not going to pass it out until everyone
feels they can be successful on it. I’m setting you up for success on the
quiz today.” Running through the rest of the schedule, Karen explains,
“After the quiz, you’ll write in your journals so [that] I can get an indi-
cation of how you feel you did on it. And my final goal today is to get
to a review game at the end of the period to give away some kind of
sweet reward.”

As on any other day, Karen then checks for homework effort: “I
appreciate your honesty. May I see the hands of people who did not
do page 92?” After writing on the board the names of students with-
out homework, Karen adds, “For those of you who did do your home-
work, thank you for earning five points in the grade book.” The
homework check then moves along quickly with Karen making cor-
rections and giving explanations when students give wrong answers
to the mostly skill- and knowledge-based questions. Frequently, Karen
“checks for understanding” by asking students who did not do their
homework if they understand the solutions. Throughout, quite a few
students take notes that they will be allowed to use during the quiz.

Following the homework discussion, Karen writes a series of prob-
lems on the board and carefully guides students through each one as
a final preparation for the quiz. She presents an example of each type
of problem appearing on the quiz and reminds students once again
that they can take notes. Karen concludes the review, “Thanks for that
review. It was good participation. Anyone not thinking they’re going
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to be able to give it a good try?” As she passes out the eleven-problem
quiz, Karen adds, “OK, hope there’s lots of confidence.”

Throughout this review and the course, Karen tries to convey to
students, some of whom are repeating the course, that they are ulti-
mately in charge of and responsible for their success. In the review,
this means doing the preparatory homework, taking the needed notes,
and asking questions when you don’t understand. She frequently
invites students to participate in these actions but applies no pressure,
other than that of grades. In the course as a whole, responsibility
means doing the work and showing effort consistently. Although the
answers do not have to be correct, homework is to be completed each
day; a student who skips one problem receives no credit. This daily
effort is so important that students who get all A’s on their tests and
quizzes but do not do homework will only just pass the course.

To help students know exactly where they stand in the class and
make decisions accordingly, Karen posts grades weekly beside the front
door. Although this overriding emphasis on grades, points, and doing
well academically seems to be the dominant motivator in the class,
Karen doesn’t see it that way. She feels that some students will be
motivated by grades, others by understanding, and still others by
rewards—such as a soda pop for a perfect quiz score. Karen feels that
she can’t change what motivates students, but she can tap into it, what-
ever it happens to be.

Karen’s red threads of “earn your success” and “build confidence
one step at a time” extend to her thinking about thinking. For her,
good thinking comes first and foremost from a place of confidence
and a relaxed and easygoing attitude, what she calls flexibility or not
getting uptight in a situation. This approach to situations provides
time for thinking and helps to avoid impulsivity. Thinking also
requires applying effort and having strategies to try when solving
novel problems. This access to a repertoire of different strategies char-
acterizes the process of thinking for Karen: “A thinker may not have
the facts all lined up ready to grab in their mind, but they can go
through the process in a comfortable way.” Finally, she feels that a lot
of thinking and being comfortable is about making connections on a
personal level as well as with other ideas. She sees this as a meta-
cognitive process involving identifying your feelings, reactions, and
responses to situations, such as what occurred when students wrote
about the quiz.
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These ideas are visible in Karen’s mental model of thinking (Fig-
ure 8.6): she generated fifteen thinking actions that she placed in
three major clusters. The importance of affective issues and problem-
solving strategies and techniques can be seen in both the metacogni-
tion and strategic thinking clusters. Karen’s model tends to be focused
primarily on problem solving, which is typical of the math teachers I
studied. However, in contrast to John, the problem-solving tools and
processes she describes are less comprehensive and less open-ended
in nature, which seems to fit better with school-generated problems
than real-life problems.

WHERE IT BEGINS
As these six sketches demonstrate, the red threads of a teacher’s prac-
tice may emphasize thinking centrally or only peripherally. For exam-
ple, several of the teachers have red threads that focus on ideas,
constructing meaning, and building understanding. Such practices are
hard to accomplish without employing thinking practices such as per-
spective taking, making connections, evaluating ideas, and construct-
ing theories of explanation. On the other hand, Karen and Doug have
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red threads that were more connected to building confidence and
independence in students. These goals aren’t incompatible with think-
ing and are certainly important in their own right. However, teachers’
goals often represent end states they are after more than benchmarks
along the way. Consequently, teachers are more likely to work back-
ward from their goals to address prerequisite needs than to work 
forward to extend a goal they feel has been met. This means that
teachers who are focused on getting inside ideas or playing with ideas
are probably more likely to attend to building students’ confidence
than teachers focused on building confidence are to play with ideas.

Something else that emerges from this look into foundations is that
the teachers with the more thinking-centered red threads also have a
richer knowledge and conception of thinking. For instance, Karen,
whose red threads focused on social and motivational issues, gener-
ated fifteen thinking items grouped in three major categories, and
Doug had three major categories out of a list of eighteen thinking
items. Heather and Susan generated more elaborate mental models
with five overarching categories from lists of twenty-two and eighteen
items respectively. Similarly, Chris and John each generated more than
thirty items grouped into at least six clusters.

In the concluding chapters, I further explore the importance of
teachers’ thinking about thinking and their instructional goals. I also
provide some suggestions for how you can uncover your mental
model of thinking and discern your own red threads. As the cases of
these teachers demonstrate, teaching for intellectual character begins
with these foundational elements.
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Q Key Ideas for Developing Intellectual Character

BEYOND TECHNIQUE: WHERE TEACHING FOR 

INTELLECTUAL CHARACTER BEGINS

• The Red Thread. The red thread is a metaphor for the central
goals and guiding purposes that connect, bind, and unite our
practice, giving it its cohesiveness. The red thread captures 
the implicit curriculum of our classroom, our underlying
message. These most deeply held instructional values and
goals take precedence over other agendas and exert a great 
deal of influence on our teaching. When we have a red thread
that doesn’t connect well to nurturing thinking and intellec-
tual character, we will find it hard to make that goal a lived
priority in our classrooms. At the same time, knowledge of
our red thread gives us power to shape it in the direction we
want it to go.

• Mental Models. We all have an internalized mental model or
internal map of what thinking is, what kinds of thinking are
most important, how we use our thinking abilities, and when
certain types of thinking are useful. Uncovering our mental
map of thinking can help us enhance our conception of think-
ing by broadening our scope, increasing our awareness, and
enhancing our inclination and motivation. It also helps us to
spot and exploit occasions for thinking when they appear in
the classroom. Having a rich mental model of thinking helps
us to help our students develop their thinking.





C H A P T E R  N I N E

Three Lessons
What to Keep in Mind About Teaching

for Intellectual Character

Stand and Deliver, Music of the Heart, Dangerous
Minds, Mr. Holland’s Opus, Dead Poets Society—all these films present
portraits of excellence in teaching. In these Hollywood portrayals, we
characteristically see the teacher presented as an iconoclast, battling
against the odds so that his or her students succeed in ways never
before imagined. Although these stories celebrate what is possible for
teachers to achieve, they seldom provide a direction for others to fol-
low. Instead, these cinematic classroom tales reduce good teaching to
the force of personality accompanied by an unlimited level of com-
mitment and boundless energy. If one is not a charismatic Jaime
Escalante or a tough but caring LouAnne Johnson, it seems the world
of the classroom is likely to be a scary and difficult place. As inspira-
tional and uplifting as these films are, in the end the message for teach-
ers and others in the audience is often very slim.

Case-study research of teachers runs this same risk of enshrining
the teacher and marginalizing the practice. To make each teacher’s
practice understandable, I have presented information about the
teacher’s beliefs and values along with his or her thinking about think-
ing. To make each teacher’s practice real and contextualized, I have

209

Q



210 INTELLECTUAL CHARACTER

tried to create pictures of practice that reveal the uniqueness of each
classroom and instructional setting while still highlighting practices
that can be adapted to other contexts. In doing so, it is possible that
for some readers the specific has overwhelmed the general. Perhaps
you have come to identify with one teacher over another or to see the
practices of these teachers as inspirational but not directly linked to
your own situation because you do not teach the same grade or sub-
ject. In this chapter, I attempt to step back from the particulars of the
individual cases and identify the broader lessons that we can take away
from this set of teachers.

The lessons I present here have their basis in issues and ideas raised
in previous chapters and do not represent a separate set of new find-
ings. Rather, these issues are currents that have risen to the surface,
and many readers will have felt their presence much earlier. However,
these are the kinds of big-picture issues that bear repeating and war-
rant their own discussion. The three currents are:

• For teachers to effectively cultivate students’ disposition toward
thinking, they must themselves be dispositionally oriented
toward thinking.

• Teaching for intellectual character often involves breaking the
rules of so-called effective teaching.

• Teaching for the development of intellectual character depends
on the natural synergy present in a curriculum focused on
developing students’ disciplinary understanding.

Following my discussion of each of these three lessons, I examine
some of the implications they have for schools, teachers, and those
who work with them.

LESSON ONE: THE IMPORTANCE 
OF TEACHERS’ DISPOSITIONS

In the United States, we put an abiding faith in programs, curricu-
lums, and increasingly in state- and district-mandated standards.
There is a widely held perception that education can be microman-
aged from the outside by legislating specific instructional approaches,
imposing testing, and dictating how time is spent in schools.1 The idea
persists in many administrators’ and policymakers’ minds that with
the right programs, materials, and mandates we can easily shape the



learning that goes on in classrooms. Although this top-down approach
might be used to some effect when one is only after the basics, if one
is after something more, something like the development of intellec-
tual character, such an approach is likely to be woefully ineffective.

In order for teachers to develop students’ ability in, inclination
toward, and awareness of thinking, teachers must possess these qual-
ities themselves. Teachers must be sensitive to opportunities for think-
ing that arise in the present curriculum or that spontaneously arise in
class, and they must be aware of the specific types of thinking that best
fit a particular situation. To take advantage of these opportunities,
teachers must be inclined to value that thinking and recognize the
potential benefits that occur as a result of using class time to explore
the opportunity. This inclination has to be strong to triumph over the
many competing demands teachers face for the use of class time.
Finally, to scaffold students’ performance within such thinking oppor-
tunities and to model effective approaches, teachers themselves must
possess strong abilities in the types of thinking that a particular occa-
sion calls for. These qualities cannot be easily replaced by well-
designed curricular materials or other external influences. Although
adopting certain curricular materials might increase thinking oppor-
tunities, such efforts only address the development of ability and do
little to cultivate students’ awareness and inclination.

You can see how a teacher’s own intellectual character and disposi-
tion toward thinking affect what goes on in the classroom in the cases
we have examined. This influence is especially vivid in the practice 
of John Threlkeld and Karen White. Although both are experienced
teachers and each is effective in his or her own way, differences in their
ability, inclination, and awareness with respect to thinking affect 
the implicit and explicit curriculum they deliver to their students.2

John Threlkeld

A Disposition Toward Thinking Realized

John demonstrates a rich understanding of thinking in general as well
as within the discipline of mathematics. This is evident in his mental
model of thinking (see Figure 8.1), the extensive list of thinking items
he generated in the mental-model exercise, and his use of thinking-
based language (see Table 6.2). John’s red threads of “playing with
ideas” and “mathematics as a community endeavor” indicate a strong
inclination toward thinking. John’s awareness of thinking occasions
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allows him to spot potential thinking opportunities in the curricu-
lum. However, these opportunities become a reality for students only
when John’s awareness is combined with his ability and inclination.
Thus, the evidence for John’s awareness, to be found in the opportu-
nities he creates for students’ thinking, are actually a manifestation of
his disposition toward thinking—the coming together of awareness,
general and situation-specific inclination, and ability—at work.3

John’s strong ability, inclination, and awareness help him create a
classroom that is very thoughtful and rich in thinking opportunities
for students.4 We see this in John’s ability to create opportunities for
students to explore big ideas in mathematics, such as the origin of
mathematical conventions versus mathematical truths, the meaning
of variability in algebra, or the presence of the distributive property in
much of the mental math we do. His disposition is also apparent in his
recognition of the thinking behind students’ questions and his under-
standing of where that thinking might take the class. John’s consistent
modeling of curiosity, skepticism, and being strategic are a further
indication of his disposition toward thinking.

Karen White

A Disposition Toward Thinking Frustrated

Karen’s practice is particularly informative for understanding how a
teacher’s inclination toward, ability in, and awareness of thinking
influence what happens in the classroom. Karen represents a very in-
teresting case precisely because she cares about and is interested in
promoting students’ thinking, but she has a classroom that tends to
be textbook-driven and to focus on mastering basic skills and proce-
dures. Because her practice is so informative when it comes to under-
standing the obstacles we face when we try to teach for intellectual
character, I’ve devoted more space here to trying to understand and
illuminate what is going on than I did with John. I will take additional
space to ground my observations and assertions about Karen.
Although readers have had many glimpses into John’s practice, I have
said relatively little about Karen’s teaching.

Although Karen demonstrates many strengths as a teacher with
regard to her ability to create a safe and comfortable environment and
to develop students’ confidence, the overall level of thoughtfulness in
her classroom tends to be low.5 The thinking opportunities that exist
are present mostly in the independent problems of the week that
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Karen designs and assigns regularly to her students, such as figuring
out how long it would take to say your name a billion times. However,
these weekly projects also tend to be highly structured and focused on
the application of mathematical procedures without really pushing
students’ thinking. The openness that does exist in these problems is
often in the presentation of the work and to some extent in the meth-
ods used. In examining Karen’s practice, you can see how her inclina-
tions as a teacher and her understanding of thinking shape and
influence the environment she strives to create for her students.

KAREN’S INCLINATION. Although Karen values promoting students’
thinking as a goal of her instruction, her inclination toward this goal
is eclipsed by the other values and beliefs she holds. As Thomas Green
(1971, p. 41) points out, “Nobody holds a belief in total independence
of all other beliefs. Beliefs always occur in sets or groups. They take
their place in belief systems, never in isolation.” For Karen, the over-
riding goal is to promote student confidence and support students’
success, with success being defined in terms of grades and mastery of
mathematical procedures. Within this belief system, it is hard to iden-
tify a strong role for thinking or to see how thinking can best serve
Karen’s main instructional objectives. Consequently, Karen’s most
strongly held beliefs incline her to employ practices, techniques, and
routines that support her main goals but actually undermine the
development of students’ thinking. For example, the dominant
emphasis on grades and keeping score supports Karen’s emphasis on
monitoring work and expending effort, but such practices tend to
undermine students’ orientation toward learning.6 In the long run,
students come to relate to the content superficially, as work to be done
rather than as ideas to think about and explore.

KAREN’S ABILITY. Karen’s understanding of thinking further compli-
cates her efforts to promote thinking. This understanding has been
influenced by her training in cognitive coaching, a teacher and school
enhancement program developed by Art Costa and Robert Garmston
(1994). Although Costa and Garmston describe five passions—effi-
cacy, flexibility, craftsmanship, consciousness, and interdependence—
as basic human forces that “drive, influence, motivate, and inspire our
intellectual capacities” (p. 196), Karen sees these five forces as consti-
tuting thinking itself. Thus, rather than looking to create these condi-
tions as the basis from which good thinking can spring, Karen sees the
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development of these particular passions as synonymous with good
thinking.

The development of thinking abilities further breaks down as
Karen reduces each of these passions to more basic elements. For ex-
ample, Karen equates craftsmanship with having skill, though Costa and
Garmston actually define it as a yearning for clarity, elegance, and pre-
cision. Similarly, Karen reduces efficacy to a feeling of self-confidence,
though Costa and Garmston define it as a quest for life-long learning
and mastery. Karen defines flexibility as an ability not to get emo-
tionally overwhelmed by circumstances and demands, though offi-
cially in cognitive coaching it is defined as the human endeavor to
change and expand.

We can also see this more stripped-down view of thinking in
Karen’s mental model of thinking presented in Figure 8.6. Karen gen-
erated only half as many explanations of thinking as did John and had
a more basic mental model in terms of the presence of organizing cat-
egories. A further indication of Karen’s understanding of thinking can
be found in the language of thinking she uses in class, which tends 
to be somewhat constrained (see Table 6.3). In the final analysis,
Karen’s efforts to develop students’ thinking are a reflection of and are
consistent with her own understanding of thinking. Karen does in fact
spend a great deal of time developing skill, confidence, and calm in
her students, which for her are all-important dimensions of thinking.

KAREN’S AWARENESS. Karen appears to be less aware of thinking occa-
sions than other teachers in the study. However, it is difficult to judge
to what extent this might be a reflection of her inclination and ability
as opposed to awareness alone. For instance, the math journals that
she has her students keep provide an opportunity for students to be
reflective and analyze their thinking. However, Karen generally has
students write about their feelings or report on classroom activities in
the journals, and in her responses to these journals she focuses mostly
on acknowledging students rather than pushing or commenting on
their thinking. These actions might reflect a weak understanding of
the nature of reflection, which implicates ability; a lack of sensitivity
to the opportunity present, which implicates awareness; or a mani-
festation of her desire to draw out students’ emotions, which would
implicate inclination. After discussing these journals and their pur-
pose with Karen, I believe that she does feel like she is engaging stu-
dents in metacognition and that the journals represent a serious
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attempt to promote students’ thinking. Thus, it appears that Karen’s
understanding of what it means to reflect and be metacognitive is the
major factor shaping her actions in this instance. Therefore, it is actu-
ally ability rather than awareness that lies at the root of Karen’s fail-
ure to use the journals to better advantage.

Another example of a missed thinking opportunity lies in the way
Karen dealt with a classroom controversy about interpreting graphs.
Discussing the results of a survey on Japanese students, Karen invited
her students to share their reactions. However, she never provided any
basis for evaluating opinions or drawing accurate interpretations. As a
result, students offered stereotypes and overgeneralizations that she
never challenged. At one point, a student did challenge another stu-
dent’s assertions, but a more popular and outspoken classmate shut
down the challenger. During this episode, Karen herself showed a ten-
dency to biased thinking in the interpretation of data, indicating that
her ability in this area might not be sufficient to spot the thinking
opportunity. In addition, Karen seems to value students’ sharing ideas
as inherently positive, and she is inclined to accept and acknowledge
what she sees as students’“taking a risk” by speaking out in class with-
out pushing them to provide appropriate evidence and support for
their positions.

KAREN’S DISPOSITION TOWARD THINKING. As these examples show,
ability, inclination, and awareness are not independent but act in con-
cert. Our ability and inclination are likely to influence our awareness.
Without the requisite ability, we simply don’t know what to look for
in a given situation. Without the supporting inclination, our attention
is likely to be diverted elsewhere. When these two weaknesses are com-
bined, it can be especially difficult to spot the thinking opportunities
that present in a situation. But without awareness, we don’t know
where to look or what types of markers or indicators we should be on
the lookout for.

It is important to recognize that Karen is by no means a weak or a
poor teacher by the standards of the profession. She is a National
Board Certified teacher, has received numerous awards for her caring
and dedication as an educator, and has been recognized as an effective
trainer of new teachers. Throughout my observations, I was consis-
tently impressed with Karen’s management abilities and her pre-
paredness as a teacher. But her case demonstrates that teaching for
intellectual character is a mission that receives little attention in schools
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and in the professional development of teachers. Karen’s case also
demonstrates that teachers interpret rather than merely implement all
programs, and perhaps in particular thinking-based programs.

Implications

A teacher’s dispositional profile need not represent his or her destiny
as a teacher of thinking. Just as we believe it is possible to influence
students’ intellectual character, we must believe that it is possible for
teachers to develop their intellectual character as well. However, it is
important to note that teachers seldom make attempts at such devel-
opment. Although research on teachers’ knowledge of subject matter
has shaped the content-area training that many preservice teachers
receive, teachers’ preparation seldom addresses issues of thinking. Sim-
ilarly, in-service training of teachers in thinking-skills programs or
thinking-oriented curriculum seldom seeks to develop teachers’
understanding of what it means to think. The focus is almost always
on implementing the program rather than interpreting it.

If we take seriously the fact that to promote students’ thinking dis-
positions teachers themselves must possess thinking dispositions, then
we need to design encounters for teachers in which they can develop
their thinking abilities, increase their inclination toward thinking, and
become more aware of thinking opportunities in the curriculum.
Many math and science professional development programs have rec-
ognized that teachers must first have a more meaningful experience
with mathematics themselves to provide such experiences for stu-
dents.7 In the same way, thinking-based programs might look at ways
to immerse teachers in thinking rather than merely train them in
activities, or they might at least look for ways to enhance teachers’
understanding of thinking alongside their implementation of new
practices and activities. This might mean that teachers form study or
support groups to talk about issues of thinking and intellectual char-
acter as they go about their instructional efforts.

I feel the need to offer a caveat here, however. In the thoughtful
classrooms I studied, the teachers’ views of thinking are tightly woven
with their views of the subject matter. In addition, these teachers have
a deep interest in their disciplines and a desire to help students under-
stand and enjoy them in the same way the teachers do. The practice
of these teachers suggests that teaching for intellectual character may
in part depend on teachers’ enthusiasm about and involvement in the

216 INTELLECTUAL CHARACTER



big ideas of the discipline. It is difficult to see how teachers who lack
such interests might meaningfully tack on thinking routines, create
thinking opportunities, or use thinking language in a way that has the
same power as when those practices emerge from a more authentic
engagement with the discipline. Thus, motivation and inclination
toward thinking, even more than ability and awareness, seem a nec-
essary precondition for optimal success.

LESSON TWO: BREAKING THE RULES 
OF SO-CALLED EFFECTIVE TEACHING

Several popular books for teachers present a vision of effective teach-
ing that is clear-cut, black and white, and completely unambiguous.
These materials draw on the process-product research of the 1970s and
define effectiveness as doing the right thing, doing what is obvious
rather than what everyone else is doing, and establishing a climate of
work that will help all students succeed (Wong & Wong, 1997, p. 163).
According to these authors, effective teachers have positive expecta-
tions, are excellent classroom managers, and know how to design
lessons for mastery. Likewise, the road to being an effective teacher is
equally clear. One need only establish and consistently enforce routines
and procedures that limit student disruptions and focus students on
their work while maintaining a friendly and helpful attitude.8

Unfortunately, the student and teacher success these materials
advocate is never fully explored and certainly never challenged.
Instead, it is taken as a given in the proponents’ view that student suc-
cess means doing well in the school environment, which in turn tends
to be defined as scoring well on standardized tests and getting good
grades. Teacher success is defined as having students who are success-
ful at these endeavors while also having a smoothly run (read: quiet)
class.9 These themes of discipline and work are at the center of the
advice such authors provide. In these materials, the authors never
question these basic assumptions about success, knowledge, and work,
and they even go so far as to warn teachers about questioning what
they are asked to teach or deliver to students.

Redefining Good

Of course, words like success, effective, and good are not only open to
interpretation, their societal and institutional meanings are quite 
variable over time and across circumstances. For instance, within 
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educational research, what it means to be a good or effective teacher
has been continually evolving. In his essay “The Good Teacher,”
Christopher Clark (1995) explores how our definition of what makes
a good teacher has changed over the past three decades. Although
process-product research has focused on grades and scores as mea-
sures of success and effectiveness, subsequent research agendas have
defined good teachers as those who are effective decision makers or
who possess a certain body of knowledge. Other educators, such as
Neil Postman and Charles Weingartner (1969) and Parker Palmer
(1998), have extended the definition of good teaching even further by
rejecting the objectivity of grades and scores and advocating instead
for the importance of developing interpersonal connections and
enhancing students’ sense of empowerment. In my study of teaching,
I have defined effective, good, and successful teaching as that which
produces thoughtful environments and promotes students’ thinking
and development of intellectual character.10

When we no longer define student success as merely getting good
scores and good grades and when we begin to view good teaching as
more than having a well-behaved classroom, then we must challenge
many of the so-called effective practices born from the process-product
paradigm. Confronting these practices is particularly important be-
cause many of these techniques have become so ingrained in teach-
ers’ practices that they are now truisms of teaching. For example, the
American Federation of Teachers advocates that new teachers be
inducted into school districts through systematic training in these
practices. The long-running success of Harry and Rosemary Wong’s
(1997) book on how to be an effective teacher is further testament to
the appeal of these clear-cut techniques. However, in the most
thoughtful classrooms I observed, teachers break from many of these
so-called effective practices, particularly at the beginning of the year,
while maintaining good classroom control and engaging students
more consistently in thinking. In contrast, in rooms where these sup-
posedly tried-and-true methods are most employed, the thinking
opportunities are often less rich.

New Rules of Practice

Consider this well-respected truism presented by Wong and Wong
(1997, pp. 141, 143): “Effective teachers introduce rules, procedures,
and routines on the very first day of school and continue to teach
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them the first week of school. During the first week of school, rules
procedures, and routines take precedence over lessons. The ineffective
teacher is too eager to present lessons. . . . The effective teacher invests
time in teaching discipline and procedures, knowing that this will be
repaid multifold in the effective use of class time.” This sounds like
solid advice. It certainly makes sense to get started on the right foot,
share what you expect of students, and establish ground rules earlier
rather than later. However, if followed rigidly, this approach misses
the point that it is also crucial to establish norms of learning and inter-
action during the first days of school. Such norms communicate to
students what you and the course are about and convey important
messages about class expectations. When teachers spend the first weeks
of school delaying lessons, one of the implicit messages they convey
is that learning is less important than order, which may well be true
to some people’s minds.

In contrast to this traditional approach of starting with the rules,
teachers in the thoughtful classrooms I studied began the year by
jumping into a big subject-matter problem. This initial activity ex-
posed students to the kinds of issues they would be expected to con-
front in the course and introduced students to thinking, as opposed
to management, routines that they would use throughout the year.
Chris Elnicki engaged students in interpreting historical photographs.
John Threlkeld began a weeklong investigation into the origin and pur-
pose of order of operations rules. In neither class did discipline or class-
room management suffer. Both teachers established and maintained
rules of classroom interaction and order while communicating to stu-
dents both the value of class time for learning and an expectation of
students’ thinking and engagement.

Both John and Chris recognize, at least implicitly, that middle
school students have well-established scripts, that is, internalized
expectations about how things work, for behavior in classrooms and
are apt to operate within those scripts, provided teachers respond to
any missteps or challenges accordingly. These scripts also are rein-
forced by the school, the community, and the grade-level team of
teachers in assemblies and in written form in student handbooks.
Although these teachers rely on the existing management scripts that
students hold to maintain classroom order, they also want to inter-
rupt and challenge the traditional learning scripts students have devel-
oped that impede learning. Specifically, they want to show students
exactly what the course will demand of them in terms of thinking and

Three Lessons 219



begin to enculturate them in new norms of thinking and ways of
interacting with curricular content.

In contrast, teachers such as Karen and Doug who followed the
received wisdom and delayed lessons until after the first week of
school did not seem to gain by doing so. Rather than inspire students
about learning or develop a culture of thinking, such instruction ap-
peared to deflate students’ interest in the course and in some cases to
frustrate them. The slow start also seemed to indicate that the pace of
the class itself would be slow, laborious, and work-oriented. This was
further compounded by the fact that students were often asked to take
pretests that seemed to serve no real purpose in their learning. Con-
sequently, students’ introductory experiences in these classrooms
tended to reinforce the mundane and control-oriented nature of
school.

As a new teacher at a school with a history of discipline problems,
Doug Tucker does spend a lot of time at the beginning of the year
going over rules and expectations, as well as establishing management
routines that contribute to a smoothly running class. However, Doug
includes thinking-rich learning routines in his introductory activities
as well. His daily warm-up problems are one example: these introduce
students to mathematics as problem solving. Through discussing these
problems, Doug also establishes norms for discussing ideas within a
group and for not relying on the teacher for answers. Although Doug
gives a pretest at the beginning of the year, he finds it less useful than
he had thought he would and expresses reservations about having
spent the time to do it.

Striking a Balance

Classrooms need to be orderly and well disciplined to be productive.
I’m not advocating lax discipline or suggesting that students don’t
need disciplinary guidance. In Susan’s room, many of the great think-
ing opportunities she develops for students suffer because of disci-
pline problems and a work-avoidant attitude that students bring with
them to class. Susan has management routines but acknowledges that
she struggles with achieving the appropriate balance among enforce-
ment of rules, encouragement of self-efficacy, promotion of students’
interests, and development of an atmosphere of mutual respect. At
times, these can seem like competing goals, and Susan struggles to find
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the balance among management, work, and learning routines that will
work on any given day with a particular class.11

My point is actually the same one that the Wongs emphasize in
their book: “What happens on the first days of school will be an ac-
curate indicator of your success for the rest of the school year” (1997,
p. 3). If teachers judge success by classroom order and by students’
working quietly and independently, then it makes sense for them to
emphasize rules and consequences early on. However, if they judge
success by intellectual character, then it may make more sense to focus
on thinking-rich learning routines at the beginning of the year to
establish a culture of thinking. The former procedure conveys an
implicit message that school is about completing work—often non-
sensical and meaningless to the student—quickly, quietly, and effi-
ciently and that learning happens in externally structured and
controlled environments. The latter position conveys to students that
learning and school are about thinking and engaging with curricular
content as part of a community.

Implications

How we define good teaching and the goals of that teaching is not a
trivial matter. We need to be clear about the kinds of outcomes we
desire for ourselves and our students before we can work toward them.
Perhaps more importantly, we need to constantly challenge the prac-
tices, routines, guidelines, and methods of teaching by uncovering the
assumptions that lie behind them. This means becoming aware of the
foundations and philosophical underpinnings of both accepted and
new practices. What vision of good teaching do they advocate?

We also need to find a way to help teachers, particularly new teach-
ers, balance the need to establish a productive atmosphere for learn-
ing and the building of a culture of thinking that will support
learning. The experienced teachers I observed, with the exception of
Karen, have already figured out how to strike this balance. However,
the newer teachers sometimes struggle to bring order and a thinking
atmosphere together. This is not an easy task. It requires a good deal
of self-confidence and consistency. It also requires having a large
repertoire of routines for housekeeping, management, discourse,
learning, and thinking at one’s disposal. When we focus preservice
teacher training and new teacher induction only on housekeeping and
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management routines, we do new teachers a disservice. We give the
false impression that once control is in place, learning will follow.
Instead, we need to make sure that teachers are aware of how all of the
routines they employ work together to help establish a learning envi-
ronment, that without strong thinking and learning routines class-
rooms can be orderly but lifeless places.

LESSON THREE: THINKING AND 
UNDERSTANDING ARE A POWERFUL MIX

Some thinking-skills programs and proponents advocate an infusion
approach to the teaching of thinking. Such an approach seeks to
develop students’ thinking skills within the context of meaningful 
subject-specific content rather than through discrete and often artifi-
cial thinking exercises found in more traditional thinking-skills cur-
ricula. For example, rather than teaching students how to apply pro
and con reasoning within an abstract situation, a program might
engage students in evaluating options as part of a larger and pur-
poseful problem-solving task. The Voyage of the Mimi developed at
Bank Street College of Education and The Adventures of Jasper Wood-
bury from the Cognition and Technology Center at Vanderbilt Uni-
versity are examples of math-and-science-oriented simulations that
provide such contexts. Similar opportunities can be found in the Mini
Society economics simulation of The Kauffman Center for Entre-
preneurial Studies and in the Junior Great Books program of The
Great Books Foundation.

As good as these programs are at engaging students in thinking,
teachers don’t need a special thinking-skills or thinking-infused pro-
gram to enculturate students into the process of thinking. The best
and perhaps ultimate thinking-infused program is a curriculum
focused on understanding. When teachers take understanding seri-
ously as a goal, thinking automatically becomes the primary tool for
achieving that goal.

Defining Understanding

When I speak of understanding, I’m referring to what Jerome Bruner
(1973) has described as the ability to go beyond the information given,
to use our skills and knowledge in novel circumstances and in the cre-
ation of new ideas. David Perkins often speaks of understanding in
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terms of “knowing one’s way around” a particular topic.12 This
metaphor for understanding suggests that every topic has multiple
sides for us to navigate and that we need always to be on the lookout
for new perspectives and opportunities to explore. Understanding a
particular topic then leads not just to familiarity but also to a state of
enablement. In contrast, we can possess knowledge and skills in iso-
lation and without the accompanying understanding that would per-
mit us to use them flexibly and adaptively in new situations.

Understanding is often viewed as richly integrated and connected
knowledge.13 This means that we do not possess a set of skills or col-
lection of facts in isolation; rather, our knowledge is woven together
in a way that connects one idea to another. This web of connections
and relations is often the vehicle for putting ideas to work and seeing
the applicability of our skills in new contexts. In contrast, when
knowledge isn’t well integrated, it can be difficult to access and use.
Furthermore, we must challenge our own naive conceptions and
replace them with more sophisticated and nuanced perspectives.
Unfortunately, replacing old concepts with new ones is difficult. As a
result, our minds include the old ideas and the new ideas side by side,
and we may still use the older, intuitive conceptions rather than the
newer, more reliable conceptions in our daily activities.

An Agenda of Understanding

To accomplish this kind of understanding—an understanding that
stresses exploring a topic from many angles, building connections,
challenging long-held assumptions, looking for applications, and pro-
ducing what is for the learner a novel outcome—we must engage in
thinking. In the most thoughtful classrooms I studied, this agenda of
understanding is what carried the day for the teachers. However, the
teachers know that they can accomplish such an agenda only by push-
ing students’ thinking and putting students in situations where they
have to confront their own and others’ ideas. In these classrooms,
thinking and engagement with ideas go hand in hand. In contrast,
when the principal objective of the classroom is not rich understand-
ing but the acquisition of knowledge and skills, there are fewer oppor-
tunities for thinking and fewer reasons to engage in thinking.

In the end, it seems unreasonable to assume that classrooms can
have either understanding apart from thinking or thinking divorced
from a mission of understanding if the aim is to develop students’
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intellectual character. One agenda serves and complements the other.
Nonetheless, in too many schools, a passing familiarity with skills and
ideas is all that teachers and administrators seek. In such settings,
teachers often confuse understanding with mastery—students’ abil-
ity to replicate the skills and knowledge presented when they are called
on to do so. Those who view understanding in this way naturally value
thinking less than memorization. Furthermore, such settings are often
antagonistic to some of the very practices that promote thinking.
For example, in settings where they seek mastery of facts and proce-
dures, teachers tend to view confusion and ambiguity, factors that
some teachers use to prompt thinking, as undesirable and dangerous.
Within a mastery agenda, good instruction equals presenting facts and
procedures in a way that facilitates easy memorization and replica-
tion. Thus, an agenda that focuses more on mastery than under-
standing can actually squeeze out opportunities to engage students 
in thinking.

The converse tends not to be true, however. An agenda of thinking
and understanding actually serves the goals of retention and applica-
tion of knowledge and procedures quite well. When material is under-
stood, more connections exist to facilitate its recall. In addition,
understanding and thinking specifically attend to issues of applica-
tion in new situations. Furthermore, it is the ability to think through
new situations, not merely the possession of a set of skills, that is
empowering. In all the thoughtful classrooms I observed, the teach-
ers know this and are not worried that their students will lack skills or
knowledge if they teach for understanding.

Implications

To promote thinking, we need something worth thinking about.
Memorization and skill practice aren’t going to do the trick; only a
larger goal of developing understanding will suffice. But that is easier
said than done. With curricula packed full of objectives and programs
that have been adopted by panels, it isn’t always clear where to find an
agenda of understanding. One place to begin is by identifying the
larger picture behind the skills, knowledge, and facts. Why are these
things important? What do they help students to understand? How
can we link them to a larger idea or purpose? If we can find these big-
ger ideas, they may point us toward what it is we really want students
to understand. Keeping firmly in mind a sense of where we want stu-
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dents to go, we can turn our attention to issues of thinking and dis-
positions. What kinds of thinking are required to build a solid under-
standing of these ideas? What thinking dispositions can we nurture
within this context?

In previous chapters, I’ve written about guiding questions as tools
for laying out an agenda of understanding and for focusing opportu-
nities on big ideas. Such questions were a cornerstone in Heather
Woodcock’s classroom. In trying to formulate guiding questions, it is
often helpful to think in terms of central themes or overarching goals
that run through a course. What is it that guides the work we will be
asking students to do? When all is said and done, what do we want
students to take away? What do they leave our classrooms having a
better grasp of? In all the various units we teach, to what core issues,
ideas, or puzzles do we keep coming back? If we could interview our
students one on one at the end of the year as a way of assessing what
they have learned, what three or four questions would we most like to
hear them talk about? If we tend to generate a lot of questions begin-
ning with “what,” we should try to move our thinking more along the
lines of “how” or “why” questions. These types of questions tend to be
more effective at inviting exploration.

A final implication of the important connection between thinking
and understanding is that we don’t necessarily need to adopt new pro-
grams to get students thinking. No thinking-skills programs are in use
in any of the classrooms I observed, yet these are among the most
thoughtful classrooms I have ever experienced. Although some pro-
grams can be useful enhancements and offer helpful suggestions for
teachers, what carries the day in terms of developing intellectual char-
acter is consistency and a steady immersion in the process of think-
ing. To the extent that thinking-skills programs stand outside the bulk
of students’ day-to-day activity, they are not likely to be very effective.
To the extent that teachers regularly engage students in thinking as a
part of their ongoing class work, such programs are not likely to be
needed.

IN CLOSING
The three lessons I have presented here take a broad view. Collectively,
they outline some of the basic conditions needed in teaching for intel-
lectual character. These lessons are foundational issues that all teach-
ers need to address and understand. As such, they are worthy of our
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attention both on a community-wide scale as well as an individual
basis. We need to consider how our training and development of
teachers may in some ways impede rather than support efforts to teach
for intellectual character. We need to be willing to challenge and
rethink some of the received wisdom we pass on to new teachers. We
need to explore ways to break through the barriers that may be hin-
dering our progress as orchestrators of learning environments.
Although some of these barriers are constraints imposed from the
outside, we need to recognize that many obstacles are of our own
making. At the very least, we control the way we respond to the con-
straints imposed by others. Finally, we need to be clear about what we
are teaching for. How do we measure successful teaching?

In almost every school or district I have visited, I have managed to
find teachers doing wonderful and amazing things. While many 
of their colleagues bemoan what they can’t do or the policies hinder-
ing their teaching, these creative teachers manage to look beyond the
constraints to see what is possible. These individuals are not Polly-
annas, always looking on the bright side of things; it is that they focus
on and invest energy in what they can do and what they can control.
These individuals constantly develop their own dispositions toward
thinking and demonstrate, through their approach to the obstacles
they face, that just as good thinking is partly a matter of awareness,
inclination, and motivation, so is good teaching. These teachers tend
to know what they are teaching for and are willing to challenge
assumptions of conventional effective teaching models. Finally, these
individuals see that pursuing an agenda of understanding and think-
ing is likely to serve many of the other goals and objectives that are
thrown their way; they recognize that such an agenda prepares stu-
dents well for whatever eventuality or test they may face in the future.
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Q Key Ideas for Developing Intellectual Character

THREE LESSONS TO KEEP IN MIND

• Teachers’ Dispositions Matter. To promote thinking in 
students, teachers need to be students of thinking themselves.
Teachers do not have to be great thinkers or brilliant intellec-
tuals, but they do need to constantly strive to develop their
understanding of thinking, their awareness of thinking 
opportunities, and their inclination and motivation toward
thinking. If teachers do not know what good and productive
thinking looks like within the domain of their teaching,
they will have trouble fostering it in their students. If teachers 
cannot recognize occasions for thinking, they will have trouble
making the best of thinking opportunities as they arise. If
teachers are not primarily inclined and motivated toward 
promoting thinking, they may find themselves trying to 
manage competing agendas.

• Challenge the Rules of So-Called Effective Teaching. Models 
of what constitutes good and effective teaching are not fixed.
They are always evolving. Consequently, the practices associ-
ated with effective teaching are not neutral but convey certain
assumptions about the expected outcomes of teaching. Prac-
tices deemed effective by some standards may be ineffective or
even counterproductive in teaching for intellectual character.
Practices that focus on developing an attitude of school as
work to be conducted in an orderly fashion do little to develop
a culture of thinking or establish an agenda of understanding.
Nowhere is the conflict so evident as between what new teach-
ers are told about how to begin the school year and the first-
days practices of most of the teachers presented here.

• Thinking and Understanding Are a Powerful Mix. One can-
not have understanding without thinking. Likewise, one 
cannot have thinking without some substance to wrap it
around. When students are involved in an active search for
understanding, they are likely to run across numerous 
opportunities for thinking. Within these contexts, their 

(continued)



THREE LESSONS TO KEEP IN MIND 

(continued)

thinking abilities, inclination, motivation, and awareness
have a chance to develop. Identifying the big ideas of the
curriculum and framing them in terms of guiding ques-
tions or generative topics is often the first step in establish-
ing an agenda of understanding.
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C H A P T E R  T E N

Some Practical Advice
How to Get Started Teaching 

for Intellectual Character

I began this book by making the point that new meth-
ods and constant tinkering toward better ways to teach can take us
only so far when it comes to educating our children. What we really
need to do is to reexamine our purposes and rethink the goals we be-
lieve education can and should achieve. If we truly want smarter chil-
dren, we need to know what smart looks like and stop confusing it
with speed and knowledge. We also need to recognize that much of
the substance of schooling is fleeting. After the final test has been
taken, when students have long since left our doorways and the chalk-
board has been erased for the last time, what will stay with our students
isn’t the laundry list of names, dates, computations, and procedures we
have covered. What endures are the dispositions and habits of charac-
ter we have been able to nurture. What stays with us, what sticks from
our education, are the patterns of behavior and thinking that have
been engrained and enculturated over time. These are the residuals of
education. These are the foundations of intellectual character.

In putting forth the development of students’ intellectual charac-
ter as an appropriate ideal of education, I’ve endeavored to provide a
picture of what this ideal looks like in the hands of skilled teachers.
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I’ve sought to offer glimpses into classrooms in which students’ intel-
lectual character is an ongoing concern and in which its development
is supported. In this process, I’ve tried to identify many effective prac-
tices and to show the diverse forms those practices may take. At the
same time, I’ve attempted to get behind these practices to examine
why they work and what makes them effective vehicles for developing
intellectual character. These practices and the theories that ground
them are certainly something to grab hold of and make your own, but
how do you actually begin this process? Once you’ve embraced the
ideal of teaching for intellectual character, how do you get started
making it a priority in your classroom or at your school? I take up
these questions in this final chapter by offering some practical advice.

This advice, though grounded in my observing thoughtful class-
rooms, comes not so much from my research as from my experience
in working with teachers of every stripe, grade level, and subject area
around these concerns. Through this work, I have learned some of the
obstacles teachers often face as they strive to begin and some ap-
proaches they have found useful. As you read through the recom-
mendations that follow, consider each of them individually as a
potentially useful aid rather than as a collectively prescribed step-by-
step course of action. Just as each of the teachers portrayed in this
book has his or her unique approach, strength, focus, and personal-
ity, so too will you have your own unique approach as you strive to
teach for intellectual character.

START WITH YOURSELF
Teaching is a uniquely individual endeavor. We bring who we are into
the classroom and breathe life into our subject matter through our
individual experiences and background. As Parker Palmer (1998, p. 2)
writes, “Teaching, like any truly human activity, emerges from one’s
inwardness, for better or worse . . . knowing myself is as crucial to
good teaching as knowing my students and my subject.” When it
comes to teaching for intellectual character, it is especially important
to begin with ourselves. No technique, method, or practice can hide
our values, beliefs, and passions about thinking. By first knowing our-
selves as thinkers and learners, we can gain the kind of self-knowledge
that we can build and capitalize on in our teaching.

In this section, I lay out three questions that can help in this regard:



• What is thinking?

• When is it useful?

• Toward what kinds of thinking am I most inclined?

I also sketch a process for exploring these questions that is likely to be
illuminating and useful. However, other approaches are possible. For
instance, you might be more comfortable with a less formal process,
or you might want to reframe the questions as an interview you con-
duct between yourself and a trusted colleague.

Uncover Your Mental Model of Thinking

Your mental model of thinking, that is, your understanding of what
constitutes good, productive, and worthwhile thinking, constitutes the
foundation for many of your decisions about what, when, and how to
address issues of thinking in your teaching. This mental model is a
part—along with your awareness, motivation, and inclination—of
your intellectual character. Uncovering your mental model of think-
ing and examining your own dispositions as a thinker can be a useful
place to begin the process of teaching for intellectual character. This
exercise raises your awareness of thinking in general and your own
thinking in particular. In addition, working through the three ques-
tions helps clarify some of your values and beliefs about thinking.
Don’t think of this as a formal evaluation of your thinking; it certainly
isn’t that. It’s a technique for beginning to expand and develop your
understanding of thinking and to increase your awareness of it.

What Is Thinking?1

To begin, simply list all of the different possible meanings of the word
think. These aren’t synonyms so much as they are descriptions of what
it is you might be doing when you tell someone else, “I’m thinking.”
For instance, you might write down “creating a mental picture in my
mind” or “generating alternative options.” Give yourself fifteen to
twenty minutes to develop your list. If you get stuck, start thinking
about the types of thinking you do in various situations. After this ini-
tial time is up, put the list someplace where you will see it often, per-
haps on your desk or bureau. Over the next week, read through the
list and keep adding new ideas as they come to mind.
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At the end of the week, sit down and review your list. Look over
what you have written and think about connections and similarities
between items on the list. On another sheet of paper, place the items
together in groups. What thinking actions seem to go together or to
represent a general type? It’s fine to put a thinking action in more than
one group or to have some major overarching groups and some
smaller groups. You can quickly look at the examples in Chapter Eight,
but try not to let those examples influence you. Some people find it
helpful to write each of the thinking actions on a strip of paper or
sticky note so that they can move the individual items around easily.
Don’t worry about doing it correctly or having the right answer. The
point here is to uncover how you think about thinking at the moment.
This isn’t a static picture, as it will continue to grow and develop over
time. Once you’ve put your thinking actions into groups, give each
group a label. What general type of thinking does each group repre-
sent? What ties them together? Do they share a common purpose or
function?

Develop Your Awareness and Inclination

Using your mental-model list of thinking actions and categories, turn
your attention to considering thinking occasions and your own think-
ing inclinations. In this exercise, you’ll be asking yourself two questions:

• When is a particular type of thinking important?

• Toward what kinds of thinking am I most inclined?

These questions will help you develop your awareness of opportunities
for thinking and to target areas of thinking in which to strengthen
your inclination.

WHEN IS IT USEFUL?2 For each of the groups you identified using your
mental-model list, ask yourself: When is it difficult to engage in this
type of thinking? For instance, one of John Threlkeld’s categories was
“keying in.” Therefore, John would ask himself: When is it difficult for
me to engage in the process of keying in? The list of thinking actions
within this group might be useful to consider as part of this process,
so make sure you have it before you. One of John’s thinking actions
was “identifying key relationships.” He might want to think about
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occasions when it is particularly challenging to identify key relation-
ships. Such an instance might be when a lot of new information is
coming at him very quickly, as in a lecture. As you make your list, you
are trying to identify occasions broadly, but you might find it useful
to think of occasions that relate specifically to your teaching as well.
These might be occasions that come up when you consider things
from a student’s perspective.

In trying to generate your list of occasions, work at whatever level
feels right to you. For instance, you may find it hard to focus on the
overarching categories you have identified because they are too broad. In
that case, you may want to identify a smaller subgroup or focus on some
of the individual thinking actions themselves. However, if you find your-
self focusing on the thinking actions, you may want to pick and choose
only a couple of key actions from each of your categories to keep the
task from becoming unwieldy. Make a list of as many of these thinking
occasions as you can generate for each of your categories.

Next, ask yourself: When is it particularly important or worthwhile
to engage in this type of thinking? What you want to do here is to
identify high-leverage occasions. These are the types of occasions you
want to become more aware of and sensitive to so that you can more
easily spot them. In John’s example of “keying in,” it might be impor-
tant for him to key in when he is starting something new, such as try-
ing to solve a new problem or trying to understand something new.
In some cases, items in your list of important instances will be the
same as in your list of occasions when engaging in this type of think-
ing is hard. In other instances, the two might not relate at all.

TOWARD WHAT KINDS OF THINKING AM I MOST INCLINED? Look back
over your list of thinking actions and the categories you derived from
them. Mark the four or five items that you feel are most valuable, not
only for a teacher but for someone operating in the world generally.
In making this determination, you may find it helpful to ask yourself
a few questions: If I could work to develop only four or five different
kinds of thinking moves in my students, what would I choose to focus
on? What kinds of thinking do I find most useful in my own life?
Which give me the greatest benefit as I go about solving problems,
making decisions, and understanding my daily life? Which thinking
actions do I most admire when I see them in someone else? Mark
these types of thinking with a V for value.
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Next, identify the types of thinking and thinking actions toward
which you find yourself readily inclined. These aren’t necessarily the
types of thinking you do most often but rather those types of think-
ing and ways of operating that you feel characterize your general
approach to things. For instance, you might find it easy and natural
to look at things from various perspectives, and you find yourself read-
ily doing this in a variety of circumstances. You feel that this type of
thinking is useful and readily spot occasions to engage in it. That is,
you are both aware of and inclined toward this type of thinking. Mark
these items with an I for inclined.

Now, identify a small set of thinking actions, perhaps one or two
at which you would like to work to improve. One way to do this is to
see if there are thinking actions on your list that you have marked V
(for valued) but not I (for being inclined toward). Another way is to
think of those actions that you know you struggle with from time to
time. Mark these items with a W for work.

Work at Developing Your Awareness

For each of the thinking actions you marked W, start a new list on
which you will identify occasions for that type of thinking. Over the
next week, find a time each day to sit down for a few minutes and
think over the day. Add to your list any occasions you have come
across when you could have or did engage in your targeted type of
thinking. Next, add any instances in which you observed others
engaging in your thinking target. Write yourself a brief note regard-
ing what struck you about each of these occasions and the thinking
performance or lack thereof. For instance, you may have been struck
by how other demands for your attention squeezed out the oppor-
tunity to think. Or you may have been struck by how useful it was
when a colleague actually did engage in the type of thinking you’ve
targeted.

Working through these exercises should give you a place to start on
both a personal and a pedagogical level. You’ve uncovered your con-
ception of thinking through the mental-models exercise, expanded
your awareness of thinking occasions, thought about your own incli-
nations, and identified areas of thinking of which you would like to
become more aware. Revisit these exercises from time to time, as your
thinking about thinking will change.
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ENLIST OTHERS IN THE PROCESS
Although development and change are uniquely individual endeav-
ors, engaging the help of others in these processes can often be help-
ful. Exactly when to do this is not always clear, however. For some
people, it is important to build a foundation of personal understand-
ing individually, then pull in colleagues as a means of deepening the
work. For others, having a network of support and encouragement
from the outset is important. In either case, a group of colleagues 
can act to prompt inquiry, encourage reflection, push thinking, and
hold each other accountable for taking action. Such a network also
helps create momentum and a sense of buying into the undertaking.
Having colleagues who are interested in and see the importance of
teaching for intellectual character even though they are still exploring
what it means for themselves can be a tremendous support.

Study Groups

One form a support network might take is a study group focusing on
exploring what it means to teach for intellectual character. To be suc-
cessful and manageable, such a group is usually small, between four and
six people, and is made up of individuals who have chosen to be there.
The group might have a facilitator, but having an official leader or expert
isn’t necessary. The idea is to learn from one another in a process of
ongoing dialogue and exploration. To focus this learning, the group can
select questions to guide the members’ work together. Some possible
questions related to intellectual character include the following:

• What thinking dispositions are most important for our students
and why? How can we better promote these? How will we know
when we have been successful?

• When we say that a student is smart, a good reader, or a good
student of history, what do we mean by that? What does that
look like in terms of the work and thinking we expect?

• What kind of environment do we have at our school and in 
our classrooms: work-oriented, learning-oriented, or work-
avoidant?3 How do we know? Is it the kind of environment 
we want? How can we change or reinforce it?
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• What are the routines that dominate our school and classrooms?
How are they shaping the way students think and learn? How
can we learn more about effective thinking routines? (You can
adapt this set of questions to focus on any of the cultural forces
discussed in Chapter Seven.)

• What is our school’s real red thread (as opposed to our mission
statement)? How is it related to the individual red threads of
the teachers? How are these being communicated to students? 
If we want to change or modify these, how can we go about it?

These questions present just a few starting points for study groups.
To work, the questions need to capture the interests and needs of the
group. However, in forming your group’s guiding questions, keep in
mind a couple of things. Notice that the questions presented here are
grouped into clusters. The first question in each cluster often deals
with evidence and information. This helps everyone in the group get
oriented and clarify meanings. These kinds of questions also help
ground the discussion in what actually occurs rather than in desired
or dreamed-of outcomes. The next question in the cluster is often a
question beginning with “how.” These questions may get at actual
methods that the group will explore and try out, focus on additional
data gathering, or both. Having these different types of questions is
important. If we jump right into how to do something, we may fail
to take into full account the circumstances to which we will be apply-
ing those methods. If we look only at what is, we fail to take actions
that can move us in a more fruitful direction. If we don’t look at the
results of our actions, we won’t know what effect those actions are
having.

Throughout the study group process itself, it is often helpful to
read materials, such as this book and other associated articles and
books, to gain new information. It is also helpful to look at and dis-
cuss actual data: student work, a videotape of a class session, or a set
of reflections that students have written. Having this data helps to
ground the discussion in reality. From time to time, the group might
want to engage in an experiment. For instance, perhaps each mem-
ber tries a new thinking routine, and the group discusses what hap-
pened. So a study group need not be just a book group. It is important
to strike a balance between gaining new information, taking action,
and evaluating action.
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Find a Buddy

Support need not take only the form of a study group. Having a sin-
gle buddy, a trusted colleague with whom one can discuss and share,
can be helpful. This person can act as a sounding board, restating what
he or she hears you saying and asking questions that help you clarify
your ideas. The buddy also can supply you with feedback on your
teaching. It is sometimes very difficult to get a good sense of your own
classroom. You may be too close to things or have been doing things
for so long that they become invisible to you. Other times, you might
have too much on your mind while teaching to fully decipher what is
going on. A second pair of eyes in the room to catch the routines you
may not even be aware of, to notice your thinking language and inter-
actions, to assess the attitudes about learning and thinking that you
are communicating can be very useful.

Finding such a buddy isn’t always easy. Some teachers are lucky
enough to have developed close mentoring relationships with a fellow
teacher at the same grade level or in the same subject area that they can
readily turn to for this kind of advice. For others, it will require a
search. If this is the case for you, I’ve found that sometimes the best
buddy is someone not so close to your teaching area but for whom you
have a lot of respect as a teacher. It can often be easier and less threat-
ening to listen to clarification questions and suggestions from some-
one outside our field. A high school teacher and a kindergarten teacher
can learn a lot from each other, as can a Spanish teacher and a math
teacher. Stepping outside our familiar circumstances can give us new
eyes for appreciating and making sense of our teaching practice.

LOOK AT YOUR TEACHING PRACTICE
As you’ve read through this book, particularly the examples of class-
room practice, you’ve probably done some reflecting on your own
practice or that of other teachers you know or work alongside. As the
first-days practices of these teachers were introduced, you probably
thought about how you begin the school year and why you do it that
way. When the idea of thinking routines was introduced, you most
likely considered the types of routines you use and evaluated to what
extent they promote thinking. You’ve probably also thought about the
teachers who have been presented. Who are you most like? Whose
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goals and values seem to resonate most with your own? This kind of
ongoing reflection and connection making is important. In advanc-
ing your own process of teaching for intellectual character, it may be
helpful to extend and formalize these reflections further. Two specific
suggestions are to identify the red thread of your teaching and to care-
fully examine the cultural forces at work in your classroom.

Identify Your Red Thread

The red thread, a metaphor presented in Chapter Eight, is that theme,
passion, or guiding force that connects and holds together your teach-
ing practice. It is the core of your teaching, the ideas and values that
surface over and over again. Every teacher has a red thread, whether
he or she knows it or not. Your students generally know what your red
thread is: it is what makes you unique as a teacher and gives your class
its distinctive flavor and personality. Identifying your red thread is a
way of taking more control of your teaching by making the implicit
explicit. It’s hard to control, modify, or change things that we aren’t
fully aware of in our teaching. However, when we raise things to the
surface, we can do something about them if we choose. In teaching
for intellectual character, you want a red thread (or threads) consis-
tent with that mission.

In trying to identify your red thread, you need to look closely at
your teaching to examine what you say and do, as well as what your
values and beliefs are. I often tell teachers that I can identify their red
threads quickly by just asking their class one question: What is it that
your teacher says over and over again? Our speech reveals us. What we
harp on and bring up repeatedly is what we care about, at least at some
level. In Doug Tucker’s classroom, he would repeatedly say, “I’m teach-
ing you to fish.” This saying reflects the weight he gives to developing
student independence and control over mathematics. John Threlkeld
frequently talked about playing with ideas or said, “Great question.”
These phrases communicate the importance he places on working
with and exploring ideas from a variety of angles.

In workshops I conduct, when I tell teachers that what they say over
and over again reveals their red thread, I’m often greeted by nervous
giggles. In one session, a teacher in the front of the audience put her
head down and started laughing and shaking her head in an embar-
rassed but lighthearted way. I asked her why she was laughing and
shaking her head. She said, “Because what I’m always saying is,
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‘Where’s your pencil?’” We all laughed, and then I asked her, “Is it pen-
cils you really care about?” She responded that it wasn’t the pencils,
though that was a real frustration, so much as students not being pre-
pared. She further revealed that she really valued students’ taking con-
trol of their own learning and being responsible. For her, seeing
students who did not have pencils even though they knew they would
be asked to write was just a symptom of their not taking responsibil-
ity for learning.

Next, take a look at what these sayings reveal about your values.
Are your values well represented in what you are saying? If not, how
can you change or append what you say to better capture what it is
you truly care about? For example, as the workshop attendee and I
talked back and forth, we generated an alternative phrase she might
use that better reflected her true values: “What’s your responsibility as
a learner?” She decided to try and use this phrase instead of “Where’s
your pencil?” to better engage students with issues of responsibility.
This new phrasing did not accomplish magic, but it did help change
her tone in the class and focus her students more on the real issue at
hand. It’s important that this rewording not sound artificial or con-
trived. You need to find the right fit between your values, your words,
and your students’ ears, just as John did by saying “playing with ideas”
or Doug by saying “teaching you to fish.” Finding your red thread
should inform and help you to be more of who you are.

Examine the Cultural Forces at Work 
in Your Classroom

In Chapter Seven, I presented a collection of cultural forces at work
in all classrooms and educational environments. These forces include:

• The expectations that are conveyed

• The routines and structures in place

• The way that language is used

• The opportunities created

• The modeling done by the teacher

• The attitudes of teachers and students

• The interactions and relationships among everyone in the class

• The presence of artifacts of thinking within the physical 
environment of the classroom
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Examining these cultural forces as they are at work in your classroom
or school can be a useful first step in leveraging them to support stu-
dents’ intellectual character. Often, we have a tendency to jump in and
try new things without first understanding and building upon what
is already in place. However, when we fail to understand what exists,
our attempts at change may feel like mere stick-on patches that don’t
fully integrate with the rest of the fabric of the classroom.

I’ve identified eight cultural forces, which is a lot to examine and
reflect on. To start, I suggest that you choose one or two forces that
particularly engage you. You can turn your attention to the others
later. Begin your examination with some reflections on the cultural
force. How would you characterize it in your classroom? If others were
to focus on your use of language or your modeling, what might they
notice? What specific examples of routines, modeling, interactions,
and so on readily come to mind?

The next step in your examination is to begin collecting some data
to get specific about what is going on. If you think you provide a lot
of rich thinking opportunities for your students, what’s the evidence?
Write down some examples of those opportunities and the specific
thinking they were able to produce. That means not just locating the
paper you graded with an A but finding an example of students look-
ing at things from different perspectives, making connections, or tak-
ing ideas in a new direction. You may be able to do much of this
yourself. However, in some cases, you may find it useful to have some-
one help you. For instance, it is hard to be aware of the language we
use on a regular basis. You might want to have a colleague come in and
keep track of your thinking language, or you may want to set up a
video camera to record yourself teaching a class. These techniques can
also be useful for attending to interactions, modeling, and attitudes.
All of these forces are so engrained and spontaneous in our teaching
that we often have trouble noticing them. Once you have a better sense
of how the cultural forces are operating in your classroom, you’ll be
ready to work on modifying them in the direction you want to go.

TAKE IT TO THE CLASSROOM
The preceding advice may all seem a bit slow paced and methodical
for some. I know that once I get intrigued by new ideas and practices,
I’m often eager to put them to work. Some teaching practices readily
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lend themselves to such an approach. For instance, some of the rou-
tines presented in Chapter Five can be readily applied. Other practices
need more advance thought and ongoing consideration. Planning
activities for the first day of school or developing guiding questions
are examples. There are also differences in how people like to go about
learning new things. Some people find it easier to learn from action
followed by reflection than the other way around. Whatever the case,
you will need action as well as reflection. To create a classroom that
supports the development of students’ intellectual character, you need
to get your feet wet and try things out, to begin the process of adopt-
ing and adapting practices. This section offers general advice to guide
that action in the classroom as well as specific steps you might take.

Communicate Your Goals

Although we often communicate our true values implicitly through
our daily words and deeds, it is still important to make our values
explicit, to tell our students and their parents what we as teachers are
all about. This means talking about thinking and the kinds of thinking
you expect from and hope to develop in students. This needn’t simply
be a lecture, however. You can show kids what you expect through a
particular lesson. This is what Chris Elnicki does with his students the
first day of school by engaging them in historical interpretation.

Another approach is to involve students in a group brainstorm that
explores good thinking. You might begin such a session like this:

In this class, I’m interested in helping you to develop your thinking,
to become better thinkers. I’m working at trying to understand just
what that will mean for us as a class, and I want to involve you in that
process. In small groups, I’d like for you to generate a list of what you
consider good thinking to be about. What does good thinking look
like? What does it involve? What kinds of things do you need to be
doing to be a good thinker both in this class and in the world? We’ll
then work from your lists to come up with a core set of thinking qual-
ities and actions that can guide our work together in this class.

Such an approach gets students to consider the whole issue of think-
ing and its purposes more carefully. At the same time, it involves them
directly in setting goals.
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Both of the approaches mentioned here, the thinking lesson and
brainstorming, can be easily adopted for use with parents. This will
help give parents a better understanding of and actual feel for what it
is you are after and why. We often tell parents what our classes will
cover, the topics and units, without really telling them what our classes
are about. What are the core values and goals that connect what we do
in the classroom? Activities such as these can ground your thinking
and your goals for thinking in a concrete way.

Attend to the Quartet

In Part One of this book, I made the point that we have a stilted view
of what intelligence is and what it means to be smart. Part of that
distortion comes from our single-minded focus on abilities. The
view of intellectual character moves beyond ability to consider intel-
ligent action and the inclination, awareness, and motivation that are
needed to close the gap between ability and action. In beginning to
teach for intellectual character, beware of the danger of falling back
into an abilities-based view. Our efforts to promote students’ dis-
positions toward thinking should not just focus on developing
thinking skills.

As teachers, we tend to be more comfortable teaching skills than
developing attitudes. That means that as you teach for intellectual
character, you need to take special steps to attend to the dispositional
quartet as a whole. Here are some questions, which you can ask your-
self from time to time, that might help direct your attention more to
inclination, awareness, and motivation.

1. Inclination

• Have I communicated why certain types of thinking 
are important and useful?

• Have I given students an opportunity to experience 
that usefulness?

• Am I modeling on a regular basis the power and utility 
of the thinking I want my students to develop?

• As a class, do we ever take a look at the thinking behind events,
decisions, inventions, or ideas to see where thinking leads?
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2. Awareness

• What am I doing to raise students’ awareness of occasions 
for engaging certain types of thinking?

• Am I deliberately pointing them out?

• Am I giving students opportunities to spot occasions on 
their own without my prompting?

• What have I done to raise students’ awareness of thinking 
traps and to help them identify the things that sometimes
stand in the way of good thinking?

• How am I using thinking language to help cue students’
thinking?

• How can I see if students are becoming more aware of
thinking occasions?

3. Motivation

• What am I doing to motivate students’ thinking in the moment?

• Are there reasons for students to use their thinking skills 
in my class?

• Have I communicated clear expectations for thinking as 
part of the work I ask students to do?

• When was the last time I saw students experiencing a 
cognitive emotion in my class?

• How did I capitalize on that experience?

• How can I increase the odds that students will experience 
these emotions?

Attending to the quartet, particularly given that we are more com-
fortable with skills, takes special effort. As the questions in this list sug-
gest, part of this attention involves increasing our own awareness of
the opportunities that exist for sending students messages about
awareness, inclination, and motivation. Notice that the list of ques-
tions does not include anything along the lines of, Have you taught a
lesson on awareness of thinking? Attending to dispositional develop-
ment seldom takes such forms, though a targeted lesson or focused
discussion can be helpful occasionally. What tends to be more useful is
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paying ongoing attention to the quartet by exploiting the small oppor-
tunities that occur as we go about teaching.

Attend to the Cultural Forces

The examination of cultural forces discussed earlier provides a knowl-
edge base from which you can change those forces in the direction you
need them to go. Remember that cultural forces already exist, so they
don’t need to be created, only recreated. However, this examination
and movement can occur somewhat simultaneously if you like. By
beginning to attend to a specific cultural force, such as the use of lan-
guage, you often simultaneously become more aware of how it is oper-
ating. In whatever way you start, the cultural forces aren’t something
you can just put in place and forget about. You can’t spend a week
working on your relationships and interactions and then check it off
your to-do list. Attending to the cultural forces takes ongoing work.
Every so often, you may find it useful to conduct a cultural forces
audit. This could be setting aside a time to reflect specifically on how
one or more of the forces is playing out in your classroom. Another
form this audit might take is to ask students for their observations.
For example, you might ask students any of the following:

• In this class, I try to use language to help guide and direct your
thinking. What kinds of thinking words do you hear me using?

• I’ve tried to establish certain routines or ways of doing things
that will help us think and learn more effectively in this class.
Can you think of any routines, procedures, or ways of approach-
ing things that characterize how we go about thinking and
learning in this class? These might not have specific names, so
you can just describe the process.

• How does it feel to be in this class? What are some of the 
emotions you experience as you participate in and do the work
of this class?

Additional forms the audit can take are similar to the suggestions
given in the section on examining your practice. These include video-
taping your class or having a colleague come in to observe. Whatever
form you choose, the goal is the same: to raise your awareness of how
the cultural forces are playing out in your room so that you can more
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readily attend to them. This is much more a process of ongoing refine-
ment and constant improvement than fixing things once and for all.

GIVE IT TIME
Teaching for intellectual character is an ideal to be strived for rather
than a standard to be achieved.4 Understanding this distinction
between ideals and standards has implications for teaching. Ideals rep-
resent the larger goals and purposes that guide and direct our actions.
They are what we are teaching for. Standards, on the other hand, rep-
resent explicit specifications of behavior or performance. They are
hurdles to pass over. If you try to apply a standards approach to the
teaching of intellectual character, you are likely to be frustrated, dis-
appointed, or worse.

Like all ideals, intellectual character is something to be worked
toward rather than a destination at which to arrive. Change and
improvement aren’t going to happen quickly, even through a carefully
concentrated effort. Developing intellectual character is not something
you will ever be done with. “Intellectual character? We did that last
semester. I’ve got the results of the final exam right here. We’ll do a
review at the end of the year.” Furthermore, ideals don’t have clear
benchmarks by which we can chart progress. Working your way
through each disposition is not likely to have lasting effects. Similarly,
you can’t approach the dispositional quartet piecemeal: “OK, class,
we’ve just finished awareness, next up is motivation.” This lack of clear
markers is likely to be frustrating for some, particularly in this era
when everything gets measured and marked. However, the question
to ask ourselves is not, What level have the students achieved? but
Where do I see development? To be successful, teaching for the ideal
of intellectual character must be recognized as an ongoing concern in
which one expects to see glimmers of progress and hope alongside
occasional setbacks and disappointing performances. Enculturation
into new ways of thinking takes time. Consequently, take a long-term
view as you enter into this process and do not expect to see quick and
quantifiable results.

IN CLOSING
Under the best of circumstances, teaching can be a difficult endeavor.
When we accept the challenge to develop students’ intellectual char-
acter as a part of our overall mission of teaching, the complexity of
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the undertaking grows exponentially. And yet this undertaking is not
an insurmountable task. As we have seen in the stories and practices
of the teachers explored here, it is possible to create thoughtful class-
rooms in a variety of different environments. But this task is not one
that we can accomplish merely by adding a line to the school’s mis-
sion statement: “Our goal is to develop every students’ intellectual
character and disposition toward good and effective thinking.” As
these teacher portraits demonstrate, the development of students’
intellectual character ultimately depends on teachers’ conviction, ded-
ication, and belief in the importance of thinking to students’ current
understanding, future enjoyment, and long-term success both in the
subject area and in life. It is only when teachers possess thinking-rich
red threads to tie together their practice and breathe life into them
through their own disposition toward thinking that the development
of students’ intellectual character becomes a natural, energizing, and
meaningful endeavor for students and teachers alike. May your 
and your students’ efforts in this terrain be long and fruitful as you
seek to raise education to new heights.
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Q Key Ideas for Developing Intellectual Character

PRACTICAL ADVICE ON GETTING STARTED

• Uncover Your Mental Model of Thinking. What do you think
constitutes thinking? What major categories of thinking are
important from your perspective?

• Examine Your Awareness and Inclination. When are different
types of thinking useful? Toward what kinds of thinking are
you most inclined?

• Increase Your Awareness. Becoming more aware of thinking
opportunities will help you exploit thinking opportunities as
they arise in the classroom.

• Form a Study Group. Work with others to explore what 
teaching for intellectual character means for you at your
school. Focus study groups on understanding, reflection,
data collection, and action.

• Find a Buddy. It can be hard to look at your own teaching or
evaluate progress. A buddy can offer support and observe you
in your classroom.

• Identify Your Red Thread. What is the driving force in your
classroom? What connects and motivates your teaching? 
Your red threads will eclipse other agendas in your classroom.

• Examine the Cultural Forces at Work in Your Classroom.
These forces are at work in all educational settings. Look at
how they operate in your setting and what messages they are
sending students about the role of thinking.

• Take Action. Reflection and developing understanding must
be complemented by action. What will you actually do in 
your teaching?

• Communicate Your Goals. Let students, parents, administra-
tors, and colleagues know what your class will be about. What
are you trying to accomplish versus just covering?

• Attend to the Dispositional Quartet. Make sure your efforts
aren’t just focused on developing ability. It is important to 
work to enhance inclination, motivation, and awareness as well.

(continued)



PRACTICAL ADVICE ON GETTING STARTED

(continued)

• Attend to the Cultural Forces. Individual forces provide avenues
for your attention. As you work to enhance one area, your aware-
ness of how it is operating also increases. The forces demand
ongoing attention.

• Give It Time. Intellectual character is an ideal to strive for in your
teaching rather than an objective to achieve. Keep your sights
focused on development rather than achievement.
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Appendix

METHODOLOGICAL NOTES

Although the rich pictures of practice and accompanying commen-
tary found in this book are sufficient for most, those readers inquisi-
tive about the nature of the research process itself have further
questions: What data did I collect over the course of my study? How
did I go about collecting those data? How did I analyze the data to
derive my findings, and how do I know my interpretation is right?
This methodological appendix addresses these questions.

This book is based on the collective case study, using ethnographic
methods, of six teachers. Specifically, the study had four components:
teacher selection, classroom observations, teacher interviews and
videotaping, and the use of a repertory grid methodology. All of these
methods are interpretive in nature, including the repertory grid, even
though it relies in part on statistical analysis. I chose these interpre-
tive methods to produce rich and contextualized portraits of each
teacher’s practice, even though in this book I chose to present only
pieces of the teacher’s practice. My intent was to understand what
makes an effective teacher of thinking and not to evaluate teacher
effectiveness. Nor was my intent to understand these classroom envi-
ronments holistically as communities. Therefore, my study tried nei-
ther to evaluate the effectiveness of instruction nor get the students’
perspectives on the classroom. Rather, I relied at the outset on select-
ing classrooms that provided the best opportunity for my learning
about the teacher and effective practice.
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During the 1998–99 school year, I spent four to five weeks in each
of the teachers’ classrooms. To help me capture the nuances of instruc-
tion and the environmental richness, I videotaped and took field notes
of each observation. Following my observations, I wrote narrative
summaries both to capture my own feelings about what I had seen
and to begin to identify themes and issues for further exploration.
These periods of observations were intertwined with a series of inter-
views with each teacher, through which I explored the individual’s
goals and thinking about thinking. At some of these interview ses-
sions, we would watch and discuss segments from the classroom
videotapes. These discussions helped me to get the teacher’s perspec-
tive on his or her teaching and to check my own developing under-
standing and interpretation.

TEACHER SELECTION
To find out about the development of intellectual character and the
cultivation of thinking dispositions, we must go among the teachers
whose classrooms “have it.” We must seek out those classrooms where
thinking is valued and regularly demonstrated to find cases that will
be instrumental in understanding how intellectual character is culti-
vated in classroom settings.1 My search for thinking classrooms began
in the spring of 1998 by asking people who knew schools, teachers,
and individual classrooms—fellow researchers, teachers, professors
working in schools, curriculum coordinators, teacher leaders, state
department liaisons, staff developers, school superintendents—for
names of teachers whom I might want to visit. Specifically, I asked
them for the names of “good teachers who really care about getting
students to think.” In some instances, I explained more about the types
of classrooms I was looking for or spoke with people who already
understood my interests. In many cases, my requests were passed along
to others and reinterpreted along the way.

I restricted my search of classrooms to middle school math and
social studies classes. Because I was interested in how classroom envi-
ronments are shaped and routines established, I wanted to observe all
of the instruction in my selected classrooms during the first weeks of
school. This kind of intense observation would not have been possi-
ble in multiple elementary classrooms where teachers see one set of
students throughout the entire day. Therefore, in order to study more
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classrooms, I chose to exclude elementary teachers. At the same time,
my prior work in the MacArthur Patterns of Thinking Project indi-
cated that the middle school years were a time when thinking patterns
were ripe for development, making this age an interesting one for
study (Perkins, Tishman, Ritchhart, Donis, & Andrade, 2000). I chose
to focus on mathematics and social studies classrooms to explore the
types of thinking nurtured in two very different subject areas; this
allowed me to learn from different examples in each discipline.

The community nomination process yielded forty-five teachers. Of
these, I contacted twenty-eight and eventually identified fourteen for
interviews and observations.2 The main criteria guiding my selection
of teachers were (1) an expressed interest in promoting student think-
ing and (2) the presence of a thoughtful classroom environment.

Though all of the teachers I interviewed knew that my study fo-
cused on understanding how teachers nurture student thinking, sev-
eral never expressed an explicit interest in promoting thinking when I
asked them to talk about their classroom, instructional focus, or goals
for students. More than a few teachers talked about the importance of
meeting district standards, inspiring students, or helping students
develop understanding, but they never mentioned the role of think-
ing in achieving these aims. In contrast, many others explicitly men-
tioned the importance of helping students to be metacognitive, to
think like mathematicians or historians, to learn to reason well, or 
to be able to communicate their thinking. Because I was interested in
understanding teachers’ agendas regarding thinking and the factors
shaping those agendas, I eliminated from consideration teachers who
did not express an explicit interest in promoting student thinking.

To assess the level of classroom thoughtfulness, I observed each
teacher’s classroom, applying criteria for classroom thoughtfulness
developed by Joseph Onosko and Fred Newman (1994) (see the exhibit,
“Criteria for Classroom Thoughtfulness,” at the end of this Appendix).3

Of course, a single lesson is sparse information on which to base such
an assessment, and I found it necessary to draw on additional informa-
tion from classroom bulletin boards and displays as well as examples of
available student work and projects to make my assessments.4

Based on my observations and interviews, eight teachers met my
criteria. I then added one more quality: diversity of school setting,
makeup, and population. The presence of diversity in the sample
allowed me to look for similarities and differences across cases 
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to explore questions of how intellectual character can develop in a
variety of classroom environments. Table A.1 presents a collective
profile of the six teachers I studied. This profile highlights some of
the major background variables of the teachers and their classrooms,
allowing you to see both what the teachers have in common and how
they are different.

CLASSROOM OBSERVATIONS
Classroom observations took place during the 1998–99 school year in
three separate waves: two weeks at the beginning of the school year,
one week in mid-October or November, and one week in the winter
term. I made approximately twenty visits to each classroom over the
course of the study. I negotiated with each teacher the specific class
period that I would observe. In the classroom, I was a nonparticipant
observer, sitting in the back of the room and videotaping the pro-
ceedings while simultaneously taking field notes. For the most part, I
used a wide-angle shot to capture the action of the class and minimize
my need to attend to the camera. I used a remote microphone in the
videotaping, allowing me to fully capture the teacher’s speech even at
a great distance and low volume, such as when a teacher was whis-
pering to a student out in the hallway. The remote microphone al-
lowed me to remain in the back of the room and still not miss the
instructional action, thus minimizing my obtrusiveness in the class-
room. The drawback to the remote microphone was that students’
voices in whole-class discussions were sometimes difficult to hear.
However, I had the option of disconnecting the remote microphone
and switching to the general microphone at any time.

Analysis of the observational process was an ongoing and recursive
process focusing on two things: (1) understanding what was happen-
ing during the first weeks of school and identifying what messages
teachers were sending either implicitly or explicitly about teaching and
learning in this class and (2) identifying and understanding the oppor-
tunities for thinking that existed and that teachers created. During the
first wave of observations, I began the process of sense making imme-
diately following each classroom observation by using my field notes
to write a narrative summary. These summaries recorded my initial
understanding of events and the early emergence of themes, issues,
and questions for further exploration. To further immerse myself in
the data and develop my observational and analytic skills during 
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the initial phase of the study, I watched the videotapes on the day of
taping and created video logs (Pirie, 1997). These part-description,
part-verbatim documents included my initial codings of key events,
opportunities for thinking, and teaching strategies.

During the remaining observation phases, I abridged these labor-
intensive practices. Following my observations, I would review my
field notes and write observer comments (Bogdan & Biklen, 1982) in
the margins, writing longer analytic memos as themes began to
emerge. In my observer comments, I also identified classroom mo-
ments to review on the videotape. Having made an interpretation or
identified a puzzling event in a classroom episode, I would then tag
these portions of videotape for review with the teacher. In this way, I
checked my interpretations of what was happening with the teacher’s
perception (Maxwell, 1996).

Once the data collection period was over, I engaged in another
round of data analysis. Using my familiarity with both the teacher in-
terviews and classroom observations, I identified key themes and
metaphors (Miles & Huberman, 1994) to capture each teacher’s prac-
tice. I used these themes and metaphors as the basis for writing a
descriptive profile of each teacher, a type of condensed case study or
portrait that captured the teachers’ red threads. This process helped
me to focus on the teachers individually and keep their instructional
intent and personal stories close to the surface in my writing. Once I
had written the chapters, each teacher reviewed and commented on
them, suggesting corrections and clarifications when appropriate.

Returning to my field notes, I identified and listed all classroom
episodes that were rich in thinking or seemed to stand out as efforts
to promote students’ thinking. I coded this list of episodes by the type
of thinking involved and by whether development of awareness, incli-
nation, motivation, or ability was involved. I then grouped the epi-
sodes based on their similarity. For example, one group included the
development of routines; another group included instances of cuing
students’ thinking; yet another included teacher modeling of think-
ing. I used this initial list of groupings and codes to code the other sets
of field notes, staying attentive to the need for new codes for other
types of classroom episodes. Thus, the practices I report come from
the teachers’ practice and not from an a priori set of practices for
which I merely sought examples. This is not to say I had no assump-
tions guiding my analysis. For example, I suspected that beginning-
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of-the-year practices and language would be important, but the notion
of thinking routines emerged after looking at the data.

For reporting on the general patterns and features of practice, I
sought exemplars of practice. I reviewed all coded episodes of a par-
ticular practice, for example, modeling, and identified the strongest.
I reviewed these exemplary episodes on videotape and transcribed
them for use in reporting. For the sake of variety, I also tried to include
examples from both math and humanities classes and from different
teachers.

TEACHER INTERVIEWS
In addition to the initial screening interview, each teacher participated
in a series of six interviews conducted over the course of the study.
Three interviews were conducted during the first wave of observa-
tions, two in the second wave, and one during the last wave. These
interviews served three purposes: (1) to elicit teachers’ instructional
values and goals, (2) to explore teachers’ thinking about thinking,
using a repertory grid methodology, and (3) to review classroom
videotapes and gain teachers’ perspective on and interpretation of
their actions. A single interview would often engage more than one 
of these purposes. For example, in one interview, I might explore the
teacher’s goals and values for the classroom and then end by generat-
ing a list of types of thinking that would be used later in the repertory
grid process. Most interviews were about one hour in length, though
interviews focusing on discussing the videotapes often lasted for an
hour and a half.

I audiotaped each interview and took written notes. Because my
focus was on what was said rather than how and because I was not
doing a linguistic or voice-based analysis, I edited out of the tran-
scripts the naturally occurring ums and ers of standard conversation.
However, in my field notes, I did try to take into account how teach-
ers responded to my questions as well as what they said. If the
teacher became tentative, withdrawn, animated, or puzzled, I made
note of this.

Analysis of the interview data was a multilayered process of iden-
tifying what dispositional attributes teachers valued as well as identi-
fying the teachers’ red threads. For coding purposes, I defined a
disposition as any type of overarching trait or state that could be used
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to describe a person. Key conversational markers of dispositional con-
structs were to and to be. For example, the comments “I want students
to be curious” and “I want them to look for bias” express general
traits, not specific abilities, that teachers desire. In contrast, skill and
knowledge constructs are often marked by language such as to know
how to. “I want students to know how to identify bias in the texts they
read” is skill-oriented, whereas “I want students to be aware of bias”
is dispositional. Of course, these linguistic markers serve as only gen-
eral heuristics for coding and are not hard and fast rules. Ultimately,
the decision whether or not to code something as a disposition
required asking whether the teacher was describing an overarching
trait that he or she wanted students constantly to express and bring to
situations or whether the teacher was identifying a skill that he or she
wanted students to have at their disposal. I identified the teachers’ red
threads by connecting the interview transcripts with classroom obser-
vations in order to discover crosscutting themes.

THE REPERTORY GRID METHODOLOGY
The repertory grid technique was developed by George Kelly (1955)
as an interpretive methodology for understanding an individual’s
personal construct system: his or her implicit theories, categories, or
frameworks for organizing information about people and relation-
ships.5 Due to its effectiveness at capturing implicit thinking, the
methodology increasingly is being used to understand teachers’
beliefs (Calderhead, 1996; Middleton, 1995; Munby, 1984; Thomp-
son, 1992).

The basic repertory grid technique involves engaging individuals
in generating a list of elements from the domain being investigated.
Because I was interested in teachers’ implicit models of thinking, the
domain I investigated was “different types of thinking.” “Creating a
mental picture” and “generating alternatives” would be examples 
of elements from this domain. Participants then sort and classify these
elements to generate a set of constructs or attributes that meaning-
fully apply to these elements. These constructs are broad conceptual
categories, for example, “front-end strategies” and “being curious.”
The list of constructs each individual generates represents his or her
repertory of constructs. Now, imagine a matrix in which each row rep-
resents a different element generated and each column a different con-
struct, and you see why it is called a repertory grid. Participants fill in
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the grid by rating the fit of each element on each construct. A variety
of methods exist for eliciting elements, constructs, and ratings.6 Below,
I describe the process I used with the teachers in my study and show
how the interview technique unfolded over time.

In the first interview, I asked each teacher to generate a list of dif-
ferent types of thinking. The question I posed was, “What are you
doing when you tell someone you are thinking?” I also provided two
examples as prompts: “create a mental picture” and “consider the con-
sequences of actions.” Once the teacher was clear about the task, I
recorded as the teacher thought out loud. If the teacher became stuck
in generating types of school or discipline-specific thinking, I would
ask: “What about thinking in other situations, like at home or every
day?” Another prompt I used was: “We often say we are thinking when
we are trying to solve a problem or make a decision. What type of
thinking are you doing there?” Once the teacher stopped generating
items for the list, we stopped the process. I then left the list with the
teacher and asked him or her to continue to add new items as they
came to mind. The teacher returned the list to me at our next inter-
view one week later.

Once I had all six teachers’ lists, I combined them into a single list.
After eliminating duplicates, I had a final list of seventy-nine items. I
used this common list with each teacher to avoid an individual’s
impoverished list of elements leading to an impoverished list of con-
structs. I wrote each description of a type of thinking from this com-
mon list on a separate index card. In the fourth interview, I asked the
teacher to use these cards to generate a list of constructs. Spreading
the cards face down, the teacher selected three cards randomly. The
teacher then identified two of the three cards as fitting or belonging
together in some way. The similarity between these two cards was
expressed as a common characteristic or attribute. This attribute con-
stitutes a construct. As the teacher continued with this process of
grouping cards, I recorded the constructs generated. The process con-
tinued until no new constructs were generated. I organized each
teacher’s constructs and elements into a grid. I asked the teacher to
rate each element on a scale from one to seven based on how well it
exemplified or fit within each construct.

Although the repertory grid is a qualitative methodology, indi-
vidual grids (data are not aggregated) are analyzed using statistical
methods.7 My analysis of individual grids used cluster analysis to re-
veal the underlying structure of the data. Basically, cluster analysis

Appendix 257



takes the rows of elements and rearranges them so that the adjacent
rows match up as closely as possible in terms of the numerical rank-
ings each was given. Thus, once the list of elements is rearranged,
any given element is viewed as being more similar to its neighbors
than to elements spaced further apart. This analysis is done in a hier-
archical manner so that the elements wind up grouped in clusters of
similarity as opposed to just a linear arrangement of rows.

Figure A.1 shows John Threlkeld’s dendogram. Each of the origi-
nal seventy-nine thinking constructs appears in a list on the left-hand
side. The number beside each item indicates the position of that item
on the original list of thinking constructs. These numbers correspond
to the individual branches of the tree diagram shown on the right-
hand side. In this diagram resulting from the analysis of John’s rat-
ings, items appearing near each other are more related than are items
further away from each other on the diagram. For example, John saw
items numbered one and two as being more closely related to each
other conceptually than either is to item number three. The strength of
any particular association between pairs of items is indicated by the
length of the individual branches connecting those items. For instance,
John associates items twenty-four and twenty-seven more closely 
to each other than he associated the pair of items sixty-three and 
seventy-one. Looking at the diagram from right to left, you can iden-
tify the major clusters. A cluster is a group of branches that are all
associated and therefore grouped together. The first cluster in the dia-
gram is composed of items one, two, seventeen, seventy-eight, and
twenty-nine. Looking at the diagram, you can see that item twelve
appears to be in a different cluster. It is not immediately connecting
to this first cluster. Clusters are also identified by a common geomet-
ric symbol immediately to the left of the numbers in the dendogram.

In my final interview, I asked each teacher to review the dendo-
gram produced from my analysis of his or her grid and interpret the
meaning of this structure (Munby, 1984). This involved examining
each cluster to see if it hung together. I asked each teacher, “Do you
agree with the arrangement derived from the analysis, or are there ele-
ments that you feel don’t belong in this grouping?” If the teacher spot-
ted a problem, I circled that element and placed a question mark
beside it, indicating that the teacher might want to move it to another
group later in the process. Next, I asked the teacher to generate a name
for each cluster: “What general type of thinking does this cluster 
describe? What do they all have in common?” This process often 
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involved playing around with words and trying out labels. I recorded
the teacher’s ideas during this phase. When the teacher became stuck,
we moved on to other clusters and then returned, or I might ask the
teacher to just talk out loud about the problematic cluster and then
feed back what I heard him or her saying. In addition to generating
labels, the teacher also identified relationships between the clusters.
This technique of returning the cluster analysis to the teacher for
interpretation has three advantages: (1) it engages participants in the
research process, (2) it allows for disagreement with the computed
clusters, and (3) it avoids the imposition of an outside interpretation.

To produce the actual display of each teacher’s mental model, I
used the teacher’s original list of thinking items and the list of over-
arching categories and relationships that he or she identified in the
interpretive process. This display provided the most accurate repre-
sentation of the mental model because it used information derived
only from the teacher and expressed it in that person’s own words.

REFLECTIONS AND CRITIQUE
In the preface to this book, I indicated that my perspectives and pas-
sions would be fully evident in this story of the teachers. I also stated
that I planned to examine teachers’ practices through the particular
lens and theoretical framework of thinking dispositions. Rather than
seeking the truth of each teacher’s practice, I have used the cases of
these six teachers instrumentally to shed light on the issues sur-
rounding the development of intellectual character. As a consequence,
I often have left things out of my accounts of teachers’ practice, and
in doing so, I may have presented the teachers too ideally.

In my observations, I did in fact see practices that were not always
admirable. I saw teachers get mad and frustrated. I saw good teachers
miss occasions for thinking or teachers so eager to express their ideas
that they trampled over students’ contributions. Although I generally
left classrooms with a sense of hope and awe at the teaching I ob-
served, there were other occasions when I wished things had gone bet-
ter for both the teachers and the students. This was particularly the
case on those occasions when classroom discipline was a problem. In
my reporting, I have left out these instances, not to idealize these class-
rooms or these teachers but because the incidents were often isolated
and didn’t reflect the totality of my experience in the teachers’ class-
rooms. Such incidents also provided little insight into how teachers
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went about either developing or impairing students’ thinking. How-
ever, when practices inhibiting students’ thinking dominated in a
classroom and seemed to have a noticeable effect on what students
were learning, I did explore, analyze, and try to report on them to the
extent that it seemed useful to do so.

In addition to focusing my theoretical lens on intellectual charac-
ter development, I entered into this work with a bent toward inquiry-
based teaching and a belief in the power of active learning processes.
As a teacher, I’ve always felt that when students can be led to construct
meaning on their own, the learning is more powerful and lasting. This
predisposition may have led me to view Karen White’s classroom more
skeptically than others would have. Of the teachers with whom I
worked, Karen was the most unlike me as a teacher and an individual.
Because of this, I engaged several other researchers and colleagues in
examining and reacting to her practice in order to check my percep-
tions and analysis and to be sure that I wasn’t missing the thinking
that was or was not going on in her classroom. My interviews with
Karen were also much longer and more detailed than those with other
teachers as I sought to understand her perspective and the basis for
her actions. In addition, I spent more time analyzing and trying to
understand Karen’s practice than I did any other teacher’s.

In the end, Karen’s practice provided me with invaluable insights
for which I am most thankful. I feel the perspective I gained from her
helped to make this a more interesting and informative study. I devel-
oped a deep appreciation for her perspective on teaching and the val-
ues she holds and attends to faithfully. Although I may not be
comfortable with her style of teaching for myself or advocate it to
others, I can nonetheless recognize what she offers her students in
terms of care and support. For that, her students should be most
appreciative.

In addition to being constructivist in nature, I also admit to not
having any great fondness for textbooks and to being skeptical about
their usefulness to exemplary teachers. This attitude affected my selec-
tion of teachers for the study to some extent. I was less sure of what I
would gain from observing those teachers who based their instruction
on textbooks. Although some of the teachers I observed in my screen-
ing were using excellent reform-oriented curricular programs, I wor-
ried about my ability to separate the teacher from the textbook to
uncover the teacher’s beliefs, values, and practices as distinct from
those of the text. I was instinctively more comfortable when the
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teacher used the text as a resource and not the main instructional in-
strument. However, all of the math teachers in the study did use a text
to some extent. Still, it is important to acknowledge that some instruc-
tional materials might actually be effective at establishing learning rou-
tines, focusing on understanding, and helping to foster a culture of
thinking and that I have not adequately explored such circumstances
to see if this is or is not the case.
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Appendix 265

Q Key Ideas for Developing Intellectual Character

CRITERIA FOR CLASSROOM THOUGHTFULNESS

Rate classes from 1–5: 1 = very inaccurate description; 5 = very accu-
rate.

1. In this class, there was sustained examination of a few topics rather
than a superficial coverage of many.

2. In this class, the lesson displayed substantive coherence and 
continuity.

3. In this class, students were given an appropriate amount of time 
to think, that is, to prepare responses to questions.

4. In this class, the teacher carefully considered explanations and 
reasons for conclusions.

5. In this class, the teacher asked challenging questions and/or 
structured challenging tasks (given the ability level and preparation
of the students).

6. In this class, the teacher pressed individual students to justify or 
to clarify their assertions in a Socratic method.

7. In this class, the teacher tried to get students to generate original
and unconventional ideas, explanations, or solutions to problems.

8. In this class, the teacher was a model of thoughtfulness. (Indicators
are [1] the teacher showed appreciation for students’ ideas and
appreciation for alternative approaches or answers if based on
sound reasoning; [2] the teacher explained how he or she thought
through a problem; [3] the teacher acknowledged the difficulty of
gaining a definitive understanding of the topic.)

9. In this class, students assumed the roles of questioner and critic.

10. In this class, students offered explanations and reasons for their
conclusions.

11. In this class, students generated original and unconventional ideas,
explanations, hypotheses, or solutions to problems.

12. In this class, student contributions were articulate, germane to the
topic, and connected to prior discussion.

Source: Adapted from Onosko and Newman (1994).





267

Q Notes

Preface

1. For a critique of schools’ preoccupation with knowledge and skill acquisi-

tion, see, for example, Brown (1993), Bruner (1996), Gardner (1991),

Henry (1963), and Kohn (1999).

2. The term intellectual character first arose in my consciousness while reading

a book in which author Stephen Covey (1989) discusses character in terms

of habits. This reading coincided with my own work on thinking disposi-

tions and habits of mind, and the connections between character and intel-

lect was formed. Around the same time, I heard the term intellectual

character from Shari Tishman as a way of bringing moral and ethical con-

siderations into the realm of critical thinking. I believe her use of the term

is the first I saw in print (Tishman, 1995). However, I note that others have

used the term as well (Strong, 1990). I want to acknowledge all of these

sources as contributing to the formulation of intellectual character pre-

sented here.

Chapter One

1. Of course, the textbook I refer to here doesn’t actually exist. However, the

de facto textbook on teaching for many is The First Days of School: How to

Be an Effective Teacher (Wong & Wong, 1997). These authors are among the

leading proponents of teachers using the strategies identified through the

process-product research of the 1970s. These strategies often emphasize

classroom management as the most important goal of the first days of

school. Although I do not know whether Karen has read or is familiar with



this particular book, she had been recently trained in the specific tech-

niques and strategies derived from process-product research on effective

classroom management. As a result of this training, Karen leads a district

induction program for new teachers in which she trains and familiarizes

others in these techniques.

2. This is my estimate based on information from the 1998 State and Local

Government Employment and Payroll Estimates (U.S. Census Bureau,

2001) and from data from The Digest of Educational Statistics: 1997

(National Center for Educational Statistics, 1997).

Chapter Two

1. For studies on how the general populace conceives of intelligence, see, for

example, Siegler and Richards (1982); and Sternberg, Conway, Ketron, and

Bernstein (1981).

2. On intelligence as overarching mental abilities, see, for example, Guilford

(1982) and Thurstone (1938); as general neural efficiency, see Jensen (1988)

and Spearman (1973); as sets of cognitive processes, see Campione and

Brown (1978) and Sternberg (1985). Many theories of intelligence are

somewhat eclectic in nature, emphasizing a certain set of abilities while

acknowledging and taking others into account. For example, David Perkins

(1995) places his emphasis on “mindware” or the mental strategies accom-

panying the reflective dimension of intelligence while acknowledging the

contribution of neural efficiency and general experience.

3. Although it is predominant, an abilities focus on intelligence is not univer-

sal. Several recent theories of intelligence focus on the mental mechanisms

and contexts that underlie intelligent behavior and avoid focusing exclu-

sively on the set of skills or abilities one possesses. PASS theory (Das & 

Jarman, 1991) and Sternberg’s triarchic theory of intelligence (1985) are

two notable examples. For a review of other alternative theories, see Rowe

(1991). In addition, recent advances in neuroscience are changing views 

of intelligence by expanding Western culture’s understanding of how 

emotions shape thinking and influence behavior.

4. Statistically, when one speaks of one particular measurable entity as being a

good predictor of other outcomes, one is referring to the fact that the two

measures seem to be well correlated with one another in the population

being examined. Consequently, the predictive nature of the measure is for

group performance and outcomes rather than for that of individuals. Fur-

thermore, this predictive quality doesn’t say anything about how the two
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variables are actually related or linked. Thus, one can never say that 

one variable is the cause of the other.

5. Most proposals for new conceptions of intelligence call into question the

usefulness of IQ as a predictor. See, for example, Felsman and Vaillan

(1987), Gardner (1983), Goleman (1995), Gould (1981), and Sternberg

(1996).

6. The degree to which IQ tests are coachable and reflective of middle-class

experiences with language and culture has been an issue as long as the tests

have been around. See, for example, Gould (1981) and McClelland (1973).

7. This argument is developed more fully in Hutchins (1996).

8. In print, Tishman (1995) has used the term intellectual character to mean a

blending of ethics and higher-order thinking. However, in our conversa-

tions, she has indicated that it might also be used to describe the set of

dispositions toward thinking that an individual possesses. The term also

appears in others’ writings, for example, in an unpublished manuscript by

educator Michael Strong (1990) that I came across early in my research.

9. The literature on this construct and the various words used to describe it is

reviewed extensively in Ritchhart (1997).

10. The phrase habits of mind appears increasingly in curricular frameworks

and assessment materials. On the use of habits of mind in curricular frame-

works, see, for example, American Association for the Advancement of

Science (AAAS) (1989), Massachusetts Department of Education (1995),

and Goldenberg (1996). These documents tend to present habits of mind 

as process skills that students should be able to call on and use in a variety

of situations. For example, Cuoco, Goldenberg, and Matk (1994, p. 378)

state that “we are after mental habits that allow students to develop a 

repertoire of general heuristics and approaches that can be applied in 

many different situations.” Similarly, Project 2061 (AAAS, 1989, p. 133)

states that “taken together, these values, attitudes and skills [in disciplinary

thinking] can be thought of as habits of mind.” The project’s list of skills

includes both basic skills computation and “critical-response skills”

(p. 139).

On the use of habits of mind in assessment materials, see Baron

(1987) and Jorgensen (1994). For a discussion of habits of mind as general

abilities that facilitate learning, see Marzano (1992) and Meier (1995). For

examples of the use of the term habits of mind that is most compatible with

the idea of thinking dispositions being developed here, see Barell (1991)

and Kallick (1989).

11. On the connection between thinking dispositions and such psychological

constructs as the “need for cognitive closure,”“need for cognition,” and
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“mindfulness,” see Perkins, Tishman, Ritchhart, Donis, and Andrade

(2000). Readers interested in exploring dispositional aspects of personality

should see, for example, Hogan (1983), Kagan (1989), and McCrae and

Costa (1987).

12. Throughout this discussion, I have portrayed thinking dispositions as good

and positive forces. However, dispositions can certainly be negative, debili-

tating, or inhibiting forces. The disposition to jump to conclusions and seek

early closure is a common example. At the same time, it is possible to over-

apply or carry a positive disposition to an extreme. For example, constantly

considering alternative options, choices, and perspectives could lead one

never to make a decision; skepticism can turn into cynicism; and persever-

ance can lead to perseveration. Clearly, these types of thinking are no

longer productive. By implication if not definition, those who concern

themselves with thinking dispositions and intellectual character are 

concerned with the positive and productive ends of thinking, just as 

those concerned with the development of moral character are concerned

with promoting the positive rather than negative sides of morality as 

they see it. This is, of course, not to imply that one can only attend to the

positive while ignoring the negative. In cultivating intellectual character,

we must give attention to developing positive dispositions while combating

and reining in negative dispositions.

13. This definition of good thinking has found a broad consensus in the 

critical-thinking community. See, for example, Baron (1985); Ennis (1987);

and Perkins, Jay, and Tishman (1993).

14. Other philosophers discuss dispositionally related constructs but have not

sought to develop comprehensive lists of dispositions. See, for example,

Norris (1995), Scheffler (1991), and Siegel (1988).

15. Ennis has proposed a number of different lists, with numbers of thinking

dispositions varying from three to fourteen. I use the list presented here

because it is the most current in print. In creating his list of dispositions,

Ennis has sought to address criticism about lack of content in the critical-

thinking movement, counter public perception that critical thinkers are 

just skeptics, and ensure that critical thinkers are listened to. See, for 

example, Ennis (1987, 1991).

16. Marzano (1992) cites the work of David Perkins and Theresa Amabile for

the four habits supporting creative thinking, the work of Ann Brown and

John Flavell for the five mental habits related to self-regulated thinking 

and learning, and the work of Robert Ennis and Richard Paul for six 

critical-thinking habits.
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17. For a discussion of how these habits of mind were developed, how they are

used in the school, and how they affect students’ learning, see Meier (1995).

18. The question of which dispositions are most productive and crucial to the

promotion of good thinking is necessarily laden with value. As such, the

lists of dispositions discussed in this chapter represent not only the points

of view of their respective authors but a cultural point of view as well. They

are all representative of a Western tradition and approach to intelligence

and thinking. Consequently, there is an implicit valuing of investigation,

challenging of ideas, and novelty. However, the values and intellectual 

traditions of other cultures are likely to have a slightly different focus. For

example, whereas Westerners often focus on testing the limits of an idea 

in developing understanding, other cultures may stress the importance of

recognizing the history and lineage of ideas and expressing appropriate

appreciation and reverence for that history. See, for example, Horton

(1973).

Chapter Three

1. Some personality psychologists reject this characterization of dispositions

as offering explanatory power. They see dispositions only in descriptive

terms and use dispositions as a label for grouping similar types of behaviors

together. For more on this approach in personality measurement, see Buss

and Craik (1983).

2. The theoretical underpinnings of this model will be discussed in the next

section. Although these three constructs emerge in the writings of several

individuals, I draw here principally on the work of the MacArthur Patterns

of Thinking Project at Harvard Project Zero with which I worked. Principal

investigators for the project were David Perkins and Shari Tishman.

3. Robert Ennis (1991) refers to dispositions in this way and proposes a model

of critical thinking in which dispositions assume a general supporting 

role, acting as a kind of surround or boosting mechanism behind critical

thinking.

4. Dewey’s stipulated definition of habits, presented in Chapter Two, suggests

that his view of habit is dispositional in nature. For simplicity and clarity,

I use the word disposition rather than habit.

5. You may be more familiar with Buddhist or Eastern notions of mindful-

ness. The psychological theory of mindfulness that Langer proposes is 

complementary to this but does not emphasize issues of enlightenment or

transcendence.
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6. For a discussion of the role of culture in shaping cognitive development,

see, for example, Henderson and Cunningham (1994), Rogoff (1990), and

Vygotsky (1978).

7. Rexford Brown (1993) explores the implicit messages that schools send

about thinking by the way they organize their day, curriculum, and 

instruction.

8. Explicit teaching is a prevalent component of most philosophically based

thinking-skills programs as well as self-regulated learning and metacogni-

tive strategy training. It is also a prevalent component in many character

education programs. For discussion and examples of thinking-skills 

programs, see, for example, Ennis (1987) and Paul (1993). For discussion

and examples of programs designed to foster self-regulated learning and

metacognitive strategy training, see Meichenbaum (1984), Mulcahy (1991),

and Palinscar and Brown (1984). For discussion and examples of character

development programs, see Dougherty (1996).

9. This tendency to poor or routine ways of thinking has been well docu-

mented from numerous perspectives. For a discussion of mindlessness, see

Langer (1989). For accounts of thinking shortfalls, see Perkins (1995). For 

a historical perspective, see Locke, (1881).

10. For a discussion of the problems of transfer of thinking skills, see, for

example, Perkins (1992) and Perkins and Salomon (1988).

Chapter Four

1. The word throughline comes from Konstantin Stanislavski (1963, p. 145)

and is used to describe “that inner line of effort that guides the actors from

the beginning to the end of the play.” Wiske (1998) describes throughlines

as an instructional practice more fully.

2. Heather developed and refined these questions through her work with Lois

Hetland and as a participant in a summer institute on learning to use the

Teaching for Understanding framework, which specifically advocates 

posting the overarching course goals or guiding questions (Blythe, 1998).

3. Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot (1999) has written about the nature of respect in

classroom settings, mentioning specifically the role that a mutual dialogue

plays in creating respect. Doug’s case is a good example of these principles

and techniques.

Chapter Five

1. The research of Leinhardt and colleagues (1986, 1987) focuses on identify-

ing differences in routines established by experienced and novice teachers.
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What I refer to as housekeeping routines are dubbed management routines

by Leinhardt and her team. What she calls support routines, I refer to as

management routines; and what she names exchange routines, I call dis-

course routines. I have chosen my terms solely for the purpose of clarity

and to help make a clearer distinction between the purposes of the various

types of routines. Of course, it is the constructs rather than the labels that

matter most. Readers might be aware of other terms used to describe rou-

tines, as these are not the only researchers to explore the topic. Routines

have also been explored by researchers working within the process-product

paradigm discussed in Chapter One. This line of research is concerned with

identifying links between the early establishment of routines and effective

classroom management.

2. Examples of conversation protocols can be found in Ritchhart and Blythe

(2001).

3. The criteria for thinking routines grew out of discussions with my colleague

Shari Tishman. I wish to thank her for deepening my understanding of the

special qualities of thinking routines and what they offer students.

4. Gavriel Salomon and David Perkins have written about distributed intelli-

gence. See, for example, Salomon (1993) and Perkins (1992).

Chapter Six

1. My understanding of Whorf and the ways in which his theories and ideas

connect to education is based largely on the writings of Penny Lee (1997).

2. This is basically a sociocultural perspective on cognitive development that

can be traced back to Vygotsky (1978). His original ideas have been

expanded by others; see, for example, Rogoff (1990) and Wertsch (1995).

3. For more on how reciprocal teaching is used in settings similar to those

being described, see Heller and Gordon (1992).

4. The three categories of thinking processes, products, and stances were 

identified by Tishman and Perkins (1997). I have added the fourth category

of thinking states.

5. For a sample list of language of thinking words, see Tishman, Perkins, and

Jay (1995).

6. These lists of thinking are drawn from my field notes and videotape logs.

The issue of thinking language was one that I was aware of and sensitive 

to before undertaking my classroom observations. As a consequence, I

specifically tried to capture in my field notes the thinking-based language

that teachers used. In constructing the lists, I strove for an accurate 

representation of each teacher rather than trying to be completely 
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comprehensive. Thus, while I reviewed all of my notes and logs to com-

plete these lists, I did not attempt the kind of fine grain analysis and 

review of the videotapes that would have made the lists comprehensive 

but quite long.

In constructing the lists that appear here, I eliminated duplicates

within each list as well as common words such as, think, idea, and thought.

I also eliminated variations of verb forms, such as explain and explaining.

However, when words were used in both noun and verb form, such as

explain and explanation, I included both. My first pass yielded between

forty and fifty words for each teacher. Rather than eliminate words from

one teacher’s list or leave the lists uneven in length, perhaps suggesting that

one teacher used more thinking words than another, I made a second pass

through my notes to try to identify additional words for those teachers who

had slightly shorter lists. Finally, I read through the lists for each teacher to

get a feel for the representativeness of each list based on my familiarity with

each classroom.

7. I assessed the level of thoughtfulness in each classroom using a scale devel-

oped by Onosko and Newman (1994) (see Appendix). This scale includes a

set of twelve criteria and expands on the set of six common attributes of

thoughtful classrooms discussed in Chapter Two. The scale was used mainly

as a tool to focus classroom observations and to help guide the writing of

individual cases. Although each teacher’s classroom was rated on the twelve

criteria (see Exhibit A.1) as a means of comparing one classroom to

another, these ratings were done by only a single observer. Because rating a

classroom, versus a single class period, is dependent on multiple viewings

over an extended time, the use of multiple raters wasn’t feasible. Conse-

quently, the ratings must be interpreted as personal though informed 

judgments.

Chapter Seven

1. The idea of generative topics comes from the Teaching for Understanding

framework, which specifically addresses the importance of focusing the

curriculum on big ideas that are worth understanding. For a more 

thorough discussion of what makes a topic generative, see, for example,

Ritchhart (1999).

2. Unfortunately, scaffolding is a word that has become overused and a bit

meaningless in many educational circles. Although the word conveys a

powerful image of a supporting structure that allows a work to reach
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heights not otherwise possible, in practice the word has too often become

synonymous with simply applying or imposing a structure on a task.

However, there is quite a difference between providing the support struc-

ture that keeps a building up and providing the initial means by which to

create a building that eventually will be self-supportive. The former implies

dependence and instability, whereas the latter suggests independence and

self-sustenance.

3. This is often referred to as working in the zone of proximal development,

or ZPD. This term has its origin in the sociohistorical work of Lev Vygotsky.

For an explanation and discussion of the zone of proximal development,

see, for example, Rogoff (1995).

Chapter Eight

1. As James Calderhead (1996) points out in his review of the research on

teachers’ cognitions, that the line between values, beliefs, knowledge, and 

theories is not always clear. Calderhead separates the literature into two

basic camps: (1) teachers’ knowledge dealing with factual propositions and

understanding and (2) beliefs, values, and implicit theories, which some

scholars view as being more affective and evaluative in nature and consist-

ing of untested assumptions and models based on experience. For a review

of research on teachers’ cognitions, see, for example, Shulman (1990) and

Clark and Peterson (1986). For a discussion of the different types of

knowledge important in teaching, see Shulman (1987).

2. In his review of the research, James Calderhead (1996) suggests that the

effect of teachers’ beliefs on their classroom practice is not clear. However,

this conclusion may in part be due to the way much of the research on

teachers’ beliefs is conducted. Because it can be time-consuming and 

difficult to uncover teachers’ beliefs, most of the research in this area has

been case study research. However, such research does not easily transfer

into quantitative measures of effect size that can be compared easily.

Furthermore, because teachers hold a variety of beliefs that can sometimes

be contradictory and that are applied situationally, it is quite likely that a

superficial assessment of beliefs, for example by using only self-report 

measures, would not be good predictors of classroom behavior.

Although more evidence is needed in order to make definitive state-

ments, some evidence exists in the literature regarding effects between

teachers’ knowledge, theories, and beliefs and their practice. For example,

Susan Stodolosky (1988) has shown how teachers’ understanding of subject 
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matter affects their instruction. Angela Anning (1988) has shown how

teachers’ theories about learning and learners affect their approach to 

structuring tasks and interacting with students. Various studies have shown

that teachers’ beliefs about the subject matter affect how they interpret 

curricula, standards, and curriculum reform efforts. See, for example,

Haimes (1996); Richardson, Anders, Tidwell, and Lloyd (1991); and

Cronin-Jones, (1991).

3. This focus on the naturally occurring words and constructs is sometimes

referred to as uncovering emic concepts. In contrast, etic concepts are those

that are imposed from the outside by the researcher. When I specifically

asked teachers about their thinking about thinking, I was imposing an etic

construct and forcing them to tell me about something I wanted to know

and valued rather than something they might have viewed as most central

(Maxwell, 1996).

4. The notion of mental models has been applied in a number of contexts to

better understand the reasoning and decision making of individuals. Build-

ing on the foundational work of Johnson-Laird, Halford (1993) has sought

to understand the role of mental models in students’ misconceptions.

Halford suggests that because our mental models are built up from our

experiences, they typically are incomplete and approximate rather than 

true scientific theories. Furthermore, because these mental models “provide

the workspace for inference and mental operations,” (p. 23) understanding

of students’ mental models provides the basis for understanding students’

reasoning and problem solving. At the same time, confronting and trans-

forming these models is a necessary condition for conceptual change. See

Strauss (1993) for a discussion of mental models and conceptual change 

in teachers. Working in the area of human relations, Senge (1994) uses the

concept of mental models as a basis for understanding how individuals

relate not only to ideas but also to each other. Mental models provide the

lens through which one views the world and the basis on which inferences

are made. By better understanding the mental models of one’s associates,

one can better predict behavior and reactions. Recognizing that inferences

are made not from objective reality but from a reality filtered through one’s

mental model can enhance individual and group decision making.

5. Throughout these vignettes, I have tried to use teachers’ own words to

express their goals, values, and beliefs. In order to do this both honestly and

effectively, I have removed the naturally occurring ums, ers, you knows, and

so on from their speech. I have also eliminated the false starts and mid-

sentence corrections that sometimes make written dialogue difficult to 

follow. At times, it was necessary to fill in missing words or to make 
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referents clear, and I have added these words in brackets. On other occa-

sions, skipping a section of text made it easier to present a single idea more

clearly, and I have indicated these jumps in dialogue with the use of ellipses.

6. The thinking items listed are in each teacher’s own language. Likewise,

teachers identified and named categories and relationships. To count as a

main category, the category had to include at least two items and not be

nested within or directly connected to another category.

7. Karen was recruited for the study because of her deep and abiding interest

in the teaching of thinking. She was most enthusiastic about the study, and

in my initial screening interviews she spoke repeatedly of the importance of

reflection, metacognition, and thinking to her teaching. Although my initial

observations indicated that her classroom might not be that thoughtful of

an environment, I also recognized that Karen did not fit my preconceived

notions of what thoughtful teaching should look like. Because of that dis-

crepancy, I was anxious to observe Karen and get to know her teaching bet-

ter. Initially, I felt that Karen potentially challenged my notions about what

instruction for intellectual character might look like and offered new forms

that effective instruction for thinking can take. However, I quickly realized

that the strength of continuing to include her in my study lay in trying to

understand what stands in the way of effective teaching of thinking even

when the teacher embraces it as a goal.

Chapter Nine

1. For examples of this mentality, you probably need to look no further than

your own municipality. Specific examples of teaching through legislation

include the California legislature requiring the teaching of phonics. Texas

and Florida have led the way in requiring students to pass tests for gradua-

tion, and most other U.S. states have now followed suit. In many instances,

the test becomes the curriculum. For instance, for students to do well on

the writing portion of the fourth-grade Colorado assessment, they must

organize their writing in a prescribed manner. Consequently, writing

instruction must focus on this specific organizational technique, though it

is overly formal for the type of writing in which fourth graders are most

likely to engage.

2. When I write about differences in teachers’ ability, general inclination, and

awareness toward thinking, I am writing about the differences that I

observed rather than differences that formal assessments reveal. For 

example, a teacher’s ability shows up in his or her mental model of
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thinking. A teacher’s inclination toward thinking shows up in that person’s

instructional throughlines, some of which are more thinking-rich than 

others. Finally, a teacher’s awareness of thinking opportunities shows up in

his or her ability to recognize, exploit, and scaffold occasions for thinking

that come up in the classroom.

3. It is more difficult to isolate and assess awareness than either ability or

inclination because awareness depends on spotting occasions without 

necessarily acting on them. To isolate and assess teachers’ awareness alone,

I might have asked them to watch a classroom episode on videotape and

identify occasions for thinking.

4. The measure of thoughtfulness is the Onosko and Newman scale as pre-

sented in the Appendix. John’s score on the scale, based on the totality of

my observations, is 58 out of a possible 60.

5. Again, this assessment is based on the Onosko and Newman scale. Karen’s

score on the scale, based on the totality of my observations, is seventeen out

of a possible sixty. Though this is well below my initial-screening cut-off

score (see the Appendix), remember that the initial screening was based on

only one observation, and the first priority for selection was a teacher’s

interest in and commitment toward promoting student thinking.

6. The research most relevant to this point comes from the field of achieve-

ment motivation on learners’ orientations. A host of researchers have inves-

tigated learning versus performance orientations—though these constructs

often go by other names, such as task versus ego or mastery versus grades.

Studies have shown that a learning orientation tends to be inversely related

to a grade orientation and that while students come to class predisposed 

to one orientation over another, over time the classroom situation tends to

socialize them in the direction of the classroom. Furthermore, ego, grade,

and performance orientations tend to be detrimental to students’ achieve-

ment and engagement in the long run and lead to less intrinsic enjoyment

of activities. See, for example, Beck, Rorrer-Woody, and Pierce (1991); and

Meece, Blumenfeld, and Hoyle (1988).

7. Such content immersion is one of the key strategies for professional devel-

opment advocated by the National Institute for Science Education. For an

explanation of the role of immersion programs in developing teachers’

knowledge base, awareness, and understanding of the learning process, see,

for example, Loucks-Horsley, Hewson, Love, and Stiles (1998). Some exam-

ples of content immersion programs include: SummerMath, at Mount

Holyoke College in South Hadley, MA; Teaching to the Big Ideas, at the

Education Development Center, Inc. in Newton, MA; The Exploratorium

278 NOTES



Teacher Institute, at The Exploratorium in San Francisco; and NASA 

Educational Workshops sponsored by NASA at its field centers.

8. These ideas are expounded in a variety of sources. I’ve merely cited one of

the most popular (Wong & Wong, 1997).

9. Throughout The First Days of School (Wong & Wong, 1997), teacher testi-

monials and examples indicate that quiet and work-oriented students are

the desired outcome of these practices. Teachers often mention that 

routines are so well established that students get right to work without 

any prompting from teachers. Several teachers even brag that their students

are so self-sufficient that as teachers they could be gone for long periods 

of time and never be missed. In all of these examples, the authors imply

that working alone and spending time on task are all that is required for

learning.

10. Unfortunately, although the trend in educational research and philosophy

has generally been to expand and challenge traditional notions of what it

means for students to be successful, the current political and institutional

trend has continued to focus on grades and scores. The current trend in

educational reform actually contains little if any real reform in the way we

view schools or treat students. Instead, educational reform has become 

synonymous with the catchwords higher standards and accountability. In 

the end, these standards often turn out to be just more of the same old

emphasis on grades and scores; only this time, it is higher grades and higher

scores. For a discussion of our continued preoccupation with grades and

scores and its consequence for student learning, see, for example, Kohn

(1999).

11. The dynamic in Susan’s room might be described as work-avoidant. Rather

than focusing on learning or completing work, students try to negotiate 

out of work. See, for example, Marshall (1987). One of the origins of this

dynamic seems to be Susan’s inconsistency in enforcing behavioral stan-

dards. However, the biggest factors seem to be that this work-avoidant 

orientation is part of the culture of the school, and the mixed-age group of

seventh and eighth graders seems to perpetuate this attitude. Interestingly,

the students are quite good at doing their homework. They simply do not

like to work in class with their peers.

12. David Perkins frequently introduces his course “Cognition and the Art 

of Instruction,” with this phrase. He teaches this course at the Harvard

Graduate School of Education in Cambridge, MA.

13. See, for example, Brooks and Brooks (1993), Duckworth (1987), and Caine

and Caine (1997).
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Chapter Ten

1. The process I describe here is actually a modified version of how I assessed

the mental models of the teachers I studied. That process is known as the

repertory grid technique and is discussed further in the Appendix.

2. The questions offered in this exercise come from the Thinking Ideals 

program developed as part of the Innovating with Intelligence Project at

Harvard Project Zero. This project is funded by Carpe Vitam International.

I work on the project along with colleagues David Perkins, Shari Tishman,

Patricia Palmer, Ylva Telegin, and Lotta Norell.

3. This classification of classroom environments as oriented either to work,

work-avoidance, or learning has been developed by Hermine Marshall

(1987, 1988). I presented these orientations in Chapter Four as part of a

discussion of classroom agendas.

4. The distinction between standards and ideals receives little attention in

educational circles these days. However, Arnstine (1995) provides an 

excellent discussion and explication of this distinction.

Appendix

1. Stake (1995) defines case studies as being either “intrinsic” or “instrumen-

tal.” The intrinsic case is studied in order to better understand the case

itself, whatever the case happens to be. The instrumental case is purposely

selected for its potential to reveal a better understanding of a certain 

phenomenon in which the researcher is interested.

2. Reasons for not contacting teachers included incompatible school start

dates, contacts with too many other more promising teachers from the

same school, or late submission of nominations. Of the twenty-eight 

teachers I contacted, fourteen expressed interest in participating. I then

observed and interviewed each of these teachers. After selection, I informed

teachers of the demands the study would place on them and contacted 

their principals to obtain their permission for the study.

3. Onosko and Newman (1994) analyzed the extent to which secondary 

social studies teachers and departments challenged students to engage in

higher-order thinking and to use their minds well. This was a four-year

study conducted at the National Center on Effective Secondary Schools.

4. To test the reliability of my classroom ratings using the Onosko and 

Newman criteria (1994), I had a colleague join me for one of my classroom

observations to do her own ratings using the criteria. Our scores never 

differed more than one point in any category, and our overall rankings were
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within four points of each other. I had set a minimum acceptable score of

forty-five for the initial screening, and both of us scored the teacher above

this threshold.

5. This methodology goes by a variety of names: the Kelly rep test, Kelly’s

repertory grid technique, personal construct grids, personal construct

methodology, repertory grids, RG technique, the repertory grid approach.

This variety may be due to the fact that George Kelly described a basic 

clinical interviewing technique for identifying personal constructs rather

than devising a formal testing procedure.

6. For examples of the basic repertory grid technique and ways in which it 

has been modified, see, for example, Easterby-Smith (1981), Fransella and

Bannister (1977), and Ryle (1975).

7. The grid technique can be analyzed informally and without use of statistics

if the grid is small, having only five or so elements and constructs. However,

even in such an informal analysis, basic statistical ideas such as correlation

and focusing (a basis for cluster analysis) come into play. See Easterby-

Smith (1981).
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