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Rationale  
The focus of this investigation was chosen as developing higher order thinking skills in 
numeracy and literacy is part of both the school improvement plan and the council’s wider 
initiatives to close the attainment gap. The scope of the project was narrowed by examining 
what happened when Higher Order Thinking (HOT) activities were applied to literacy 
lessons. As a probationer teacher, I was keen to broaden my knowledge of Bloom’s 
Taxonomy by investigating what happened when higher order thinking activities were 
applied in the classroom.  
 
Effective questioning is a key component of formative assessment. Clarke (2008: 74-78) 
describes methods for improving teacher questioning and includes the use of Blooms 
Taxonomy to generate more challenging questions rather than solely recall questions. Blooms 
Taxonomy has six classifications which start with lower orders skills of remembering and 
understanding and move towards higher order skills of applying, analysing, evaluating and 
creating. Building the Curriculum 4 (2009) highlighted the need to develop thinking skills in 
all areas of learning. 
 
Aims 
The aim of this enquiry is to develop higher order thinking skills in literacy by introducing 
HOT activities. As well as promoting thinking skills via HOT questions, this technique will 
help to develop the pupils’ understanding of their text and promote literacy skills within the 
classroom.  
 
Methodology  
The enquiry was carried out in a Primary 3 class. HOT activities were carried out during one 
literacy lesson each week. All pupils had previous experience of HOT questions, hence the 
aim was to further develop this knowledge. The whole class participated in the activities 
although data for the enquiry was collected from 6 pupils from the same reading group.  
 
Prior to introducing HOT activities, current levels of knowledge about HOT were discussed 
with the focus group. Following this, an introduction to Blooms questions was presented to 
give the pupils a greater understanding of the types of question and their purpose. A 
superhero themed display was used to explain the different categories of questions.  



Once a week Blooms questions were used as part of the pupils’ literacy activities. During 
each session, the pupils worked in pairs to answer the questions related to their current class 
reading book. In week one, the pupils were provided with a series of questions with one from 
each of the 6 categories of Blooms Taxonomy. The following week the pupils were able to 
choose one question from each category using Blooms Button fans. For the final two weeks a 
series of questions from each category were pre-selected (see Appendix 1). In addition to 
keeping a record of professional observations and discussions during the sessions, the pupils 
written answers were used to determine whether progress was being made. A traffic light 
system to rate the answers to the questions was as follows:- 

• green – completed the question well without support 
• amber – required support or partially answered 
• red – difficulty answering the question 
• white – not answered/incomplete.  

To plot the results the answers were scored from zero to three and an average taken using the 
number of pupils present during that lesson. After the enquiry was complete, the focus group 
were questioned again to see if their understanding of HOT questions had changed. 
 
Findings  
From the initial focus group it was clear that although the pupils were familiar with HOT 
questions, they were unsure as to their purpose. In addition, they could not explain the 
difference between different types of questions. Prior to each lesson the different types of 
question were explained using the superhero characters. In addition, the specific questions set 
were discussed and pupils suggested answers relating to their own text. 
 
In week one, most pupils were able to successfully answer lower order questions 
(remembering and understanding). However, their ability to answer higher order questions 
(applying, analysing, evaluating and creating) was lower (figure 1). This created a good 
baseline from which to start the investigation. As the pupils were carrying out the task we 
began to discuss different types of answers and the fact that the higher order questions would 
require more detailed answers than some of the lower order questions.  
 
Figure 1. Average score for each category of question during week 1. 
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During the second week it was apparent that although the pupils enjoyed choosing their own 
questions from the Blooms fans this was time consuming and the wide array of choice led to 
questions generally not being answered well. Higher order questions were either incorrectly 
or only partially answered. Therefore in subsequent sessions it was decided to revert to 
supplying the pupils with a fixed set of Blooms questions. 
 
In the final two weeks there appeared to be some improvement in the ability of pupils to 
answer the HOT questions. The group answered remembering, understanding and applying 
questions consistently well. There was also an improvement in their ability to answer higher 
order questions. The pupils were more confident in their answers and were providing more 
detailed answers for the higher order questions. Figure 2 shows the improvement between 
weeks one and four in answering the different categories of question. The average pupil 
responses showed that feedback from earlier lessons had been effectively applied. Cotton 
(1989) suggests that the impact of higher order questioning may be greater in upper primary 
and secondary stages and that lower order questions may be more effective in lower primary 
classes. However, the pupils’ responses during the study showed evidence of higher order 
thinking when answering HOT questions. 
 
Figure 2. Comparison of pupil answers to different types of Blooms questions between week 
1 and week 4. 

 
In the final focus group, the pupils were more confident in their understanding of HOT 
questions. Most of the pupils were aware that the questions become more challenging as they 
worked through the series of questions from remembering to creating (“They get harder.”). 
They also suggested that the activities would help them to “learn more” about their book. 
Pairing pupils during the task ensured that the pupils had additional support. Discussion of 
the questions between pupils became more informed during the study. 
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Conclusions  
In conclusion, the pupils’ general understanding of HOT has improved over the course of the 
investigation. Additionally, the quality of the focus group’s answers to questions based on 
Blooms taxonomy has improved, particularly in the category of higher order questions. 
From teacher observations, it was found that pupils grew in confidence during the study. 
 
Implications for Future Practice  
Although the results of the investigation were encouraging and highlighted the potential 
benefits of HOT questions, I feel that a longer study with a larger target group would produce 
more reliable results. I would use the Blooms Button fans in literacy lessons to encourage the 
pupils to select their questions effectively and make more informed decisions. I will continue 
to implement HOT activities within literacy lessons and embed HOT activities in other areas 
of the curriculum. I will continue to use the Blooms framework to enhance teaching and 
learning within my classroom. 
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Appendix 1 

Example of HOTS questions in literacy (week 4 template). 

 

  

Name:____________________                      Date:____________ 

HOTS 

1. What was the first thing that happened in the story? 

___________________________________________________
___________________________________________________	

2. Describe the main character using 3 adjectives. 

____________         ______________          _______________ 

3. What did you learn from reading the story? 

___________________________________________________
___________________________________________________ 

4. Which part of the story did you like the best? Why did you 
choose it? 

___________________________________________________
___________________________________________________
___________________________________________________ 

5. Would you recommend this book? Why or why not? 

___________________________________________________
___________________________________________________
___________________________________________________
___________________________________________________ 

6. Can you write a different ending for this story? 

___________________________________________________
___________________________________________________
___________________________________________________
___________________________________________________ 

 

        Self Assessment 



Appendix 2 

Teacher judgement of pupil’s answers to HOT questions. 

Week 1 9th Feb 
      Pupil Remembering Understanding Applying Analysing Evaluating Creating 

1 3 3 1 1 2 - 
2 3 3 3 3 2 2 
3 3 3 2 3 2 - 
4 3 2 3 2 2 2 
5 2 3 3 3 2 2 
6 3 3 1 3 3 3 

Week 2 16th 
Feb       

Pupil Remembering Understanding Applying Analysing Evaluating Creating 
1 3 3 2 1 2 2 
2 3 3 2       
3 absent           
4 2 3 2 1 1 1 
5 3 3 2 2 2 1 
6 3 3   3 2 3 

Week 3 2nd 
March       
Pupil Remembering Understanding Applying Analysing Evaluating Creating 

1 3 3 3 2 3 2 
2 3 3 2 3 3 2 
3 3 3 3 2 3 2 
4 3 3 2 2 3 2 
5 3 3 2 2 3 2 
6 3 3 3 3 3 2 

Week 4 9th 
March       
Pupil Remembering Understanding Applying Analysing Evaluating Creating 

1 3 3 3 2 2 2 
2 3 3 3 3 2 3 
3 3 3 3 3 3 2 
4 3 3 3 3 3 2 
5 3 3 3 3 3 2 
6 absent           

 
      

 

 


