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Rationale 
The development of Higher-Order Thinking skills (HOTs) in learners is an important aspect 
of education as highlighted in Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Education’s report in Improving 
Scottish Education (2009). Subsequently, this features as an area of focus in Building the 
Curriculum 4 literature (The Scottish Government, 2009). This document states that “It is 
important that all learners are given appropriate opportunities to develop their thinking 
skills.” Although not explicitly, the document then refers to the six levels of Bloom’s 
Taxonomy to be used as a framework for questioning. Engaging children in critical thinking 
can also promote a higher level of learning (Bloom, 1956). Teachers in Scotland therefore, 
have a responsibility to provide opportunities for children to develop their critical thinking 
skills.  
 
Aims 
The aim of this enquiry was to explore what impact the use of questioning using Bloom’s 
Taxonomy will have on critical thinking skills during literacy lessons with Primary 4/5 
children. 
 
Methodology 
The enquiry took place over a four week period. Questions which promote HOT were 
deployed during reading lessons. During week one, the enquiry included all twenty five 
pupils but this was then narrowed to a focus group of six children of varying abilities from 
week two onwards. 
 
Week 1: 
The class had little experience of using HOT questioning. Therefore, the whole class were 
assessed on their confidence in engaging with this type of questioning. This was done as a 
means of getting a baseline understanding of the class’s abilities.  
 
The children were introduced to Bloom’s style questions through the use of superhero 
characters. Each character conformed to a different level of challenge from the Bloom’s 
hierarchy. The value of developing critical thinking skills was explored at this point and 
children were introduced to questions from each superhero. 
 
As week one continued, the children attempted six different styles of questions from all levels 
of the hierarchy. On the final day, they also attempted to create their own questions which 
strived to promote higher-order thinking using prompts from the six levels of Bloom’s 
taxonomy: 
 
 



 
 
(Figure 1) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
After week one, it was then possible to get a better understanding of the general abilities of 
the class. After observing the class and analysing jotter work, it was easier to select six 
suitable children to observe throughout the enquiry. The selections were based on which 
children were deemed most confident from their reading groups. Formative assessment 
strategies were used at this stage to help make this decision. This involved use of randomised 
questioning and “Fist to Five” to allow children to show their own confidence.  
 
Two children from each reading group were selected as a means of comparing how children 
at different stages of learning engage with questions which require critical thinking. All 
children in the class engaged with the questions but only the six selected were monitored 
closely for the enquiry. 
 
The six children selected belong to the following groups: 

 
 
The data collected throughout was in the form of written observations of both verbal and 
written activities. These observations were recorded in a daily diary and reflected upon after 

Pupils Reading Group Comments 
Pupil 1 and Pupil 2 Group A This group generally 

requires extra teaching input 
and support throughout 

reading and written tasks. 
Pupil 3 and Pupil 4 Group B This group is generally very 

independent but sometimes 
require extra support 
throughout reading 

activities. 
Pupil 5 and Pupil 6 Group C This group is very 

independent and require a 
level of challenge 

throughout activities.  

Higher-Order Thinking (HOTs) 

 

Middle-Order Thinking (MOTs) 

Lower-Order Thinking (LOTs) 



each day. A traffic light system was used to record the performance of each child in different 
questioning tasks. This was as follows: 
 
Red = Unable to answer question without support 
Amber = Able to formulate an answer but required some support 
Green = Able to answer independently 
 
The word “support” has been used specifically as Carroll, 2016 suggests that the teacher role 
is not to give answers away but simply to support the pupils. 
 
Excerpts from daily diary:  

 
Findings  
Week 2 
At the beginning of week two, all six children were provided with questions from the Middle-
Order Thinking (MOT) level questions (applying and analysing, see Figure 1). The questions 
given related directly to the children’s reading books but made connections to their own lives 
too. An example question from “applying” would include “How would you have acted if you 
were in xxxx’s position?” Starting all children on MOT questions allowed for further 
assessment of ability. After which, changes were made in response.  
 
The children from groups B and C completed these initial tasks with minimal assistance and 
showed confidence in articulating answers verbally and in jotters. The children from Group A 
however, found this more challenging and neither were able to articulate an answer without 
support. This was in line with what Bloom claimed in 1956. He and his associates claimed 
that children can only access the next level of the hierarchy when the previous one has been 
mastered. It was apparent that the LOTs had not yet been mastered. It appeared that the 
questions they were being asked felt too abstract to them and they could not distinguish a 
reason for being asked these questions when they did not relate directly to the book. As a 



result, the children from Groups B and C were moved onto attempting HOT questions and 
Group A moved onto LOT questions. Group A was moved as a means of building confidence 
and familiarity with the tasks with a view to progressing through the framework as the weeks 
continued and the levels were “mastered”. 
 
Weeks 3 and 4 
Group C 
The children from group C were able to answer HOT and MOT questions consistently well 
throughout the enquiry. Only minimal support was required throughout these weeks. 
Particularly written questions which required predictions for the next part of the story. 
However, I have deduced that this was possibly due to the fact that other children in the 
group had already read on in the book and had explained to pupils 5 and 6 what happens next. 
This made it challenging for them to create a new plot given that they were already aware of 
how the story progressed. 
 
Group B 
This group were consistently able to answer questions from MOT confidently. Pupil 4 was 
also able to answer HOT questions with a lot of independence and only minimal support with 
written questions. Pupil 3 required more support with written HOT style questions. However, 
was able to articulate good answers verbally. Overall, the group progressed from their 
starting point.  
 
Group A 
Group A made good progress throughout the enquiry and were able to answer questions from 
all six levels of the framework. Pupil 1 was able to answer questions with only minimal input 
on MOT questions. Pupil 2 required more modelling of answers to gain confidence in 
articulating his own answers to MOT questions. Both pupils were able to answer HOT 
questions in week 4 only. This required considerable modelling and support but by the end of 
the enquiry were able to articulate some good answers verbally to HOT questions with little 
support. Neither pupil answered written HOT questions. 
 
All groups have made progress in their responses and jotter work shows there has been clear 
progression from week one to week four. The children have been more engaged in their 
books generally which has made group discussions more in-depth than before. 
 
Conclusions 
The introduction of Bloom’s Taxonomy has been valuable to the class. All six children from 
the focus group have made improvements in their ability to engage with MOT and HOT 
questions. The children have been able to make more meaningful connections to their books 
and as a result, this appears to have enhanced their motivation for reading tasks generally. 
 
However, the six children selected were the most confident in their reading groups. It is 
important to note that not all children in the class have made such significant progress. This is 
perhaps down to numerous factors. One factor may be the fact that the use of LOTs, MOTs 
and HOTs is still very new and unfamiliar to the class. Therefore, some children may require 
more time to interact with questions conforming to Bloom’s taxonomy.  



 
 
Implications for future practice 
Despite the fact that not all children in the class made the same progress as the focus group, 
the introduction of Bloom’s Taxonomy has been an overall success. It is hard to deny the 
obvious benefits shown by the focus group. If the use of this style of questioning increases 
motivation to read, then this is a practice that will be adopted permanently. It has shown 
children ways of thinking about stories and characters that may not have been explored 
previously.  
 
There is no doubt that a lot of work will be required to get the whole class interacting in a 
similar manner as the focus group. It is also difficult to predict whether the rest of the class 
will be able to engage with HOT questioning soon. However, the benefits shown by the focus 
group make it clear that an effort must be made to support children towards that goal. It is 
anticipated that heavy scaffolding, modelling and support may be required. However, it 
appears that this is a challenge worth undertaking. 
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