
                                                                                                                      
 

 

What happens when I make thinking visible in the classroom? 

Emma Cluckie 

Rationale 

When set with the task of a Practitioner Enquiry, one of our first thoughts as a group was 
‘Making Thinking Visible ’(MTV) strategies. We felt that these strategies are extremely 
useful in improving communication between pupils and wanted to explore this further. The 
nature of this enquiry will be focused around the ‘See, Think, Wonder ’tool and other MTV 
strategies. We decided not to measure the final outcome in one particular way but rather to 
focus on how it affected pupil engagement on a whole.  Ron RItchhart wrote in his book, 
Creating Cultures of Thinking: 

“When we recognize that true understanding of a discipline involves learning its processes 
and ways of thinking as well as its content knowledge, then we naturally create opportunities 
for developing those abilities.” 

- Ron Ritchhart, Creating Cultures of Thinking: The 8 Forces We Must Master to Truly 
Transform Our Schools 

This introduces the idea that learners cannot just be fed information and absorb it, they need 
to be able to think for themselves and reach their own conclusions. In short, pupils need the 
opportunity to learn how to learn. By using different MTV strategies, we aim as a group to 
see how giving the pupils the chance to learn in this way helps them engage in the lesson/ 
topic more. We decided as a group to try different strategies with our classes as we are 
researching over a broad range of ages and abilities.  Through a discussion about different 
methods of gathering evidence, it was decided that we would all use pupil observation as our 
main method. As I am a secondary teacher I also decided to use a focus group of S5 pupils to 
get their opinion on how ‘Making Thinking Visible ’strategies are effective in their learning. 
In the Visible Thinking Project called ‘Project Zero’, they talk about the importance of 
Visible Thinking and how it helps to improve engagement in lessons. This is very important 
in Scottish schools as if the pupils are more engaged their learning will develop and improve. 
This type of enquiry is a crucial way of researching and provides new information teachers 
can use to enhance, not only their teaching but the pupils ’learning.  

Aim 

The aim of this enquiry was to observe and evaluate the impact of making thinking visible in 
the classroom. The focus of this enquiry was a BGE class.  

Methodology 

Within the BGE class, the strategy ‘I See, I Think, I Wonder’ was used. As it is a music 
classroom, this was modified this slightly to ‘I Hear, I Think, I Wonder. ’During a Music in 
the Media topic, the task was used in 3 different lessons. By playing 4 different clips of music 
related to specific genres of film music, the following questions were posed to the pupils: 

 



                                                                                                                      
 

 

1. What genre of film music do you hear? 

2. What did you hear that made you think that? 

3. What do you wonder about this piece of film music? 
 

This activity was carried out 3 different times modifying and improving the activity each 
week. The conversations between the students were observed. During Week 1, the activity 
was carried out without an in-depth explanation. For Week 2, the activity was discussed with 
the pupils talking about possible exemplar answers and questions. For the final week, a 
worksheet was created that the pupils could use to fill out their answers. During the activity, 
notes on the pupils ’engagement and any feedback they gave when sharing with the class was 
recorded as findings. To record the students thinking, an interpretation of the Looking at 
Students ’Thinking (LAST) protocol was used. This is a method to help teachers focus on the 
pupils ’thinking process rather than the final outcome. When the pupils were observed, the 
following questions were used to record information: 

 

1. What do I see/ hear in my classroom? 

2. Where am I seeing Visible Thinking in this activity? 

3. What questions do I have about the success of this activity? 

4. How can I build on this activity for next time? 

 

By using these questions, the findings could be organised under 4 different categories. This 
method allowed the activity to be constantly improved for the pupils and subsequently allow 
for the pupils to engage in better discussion and overall improve engagement.  

Findings 

At the outset of the enquiry, the pupils seemed engaged in the activity. Walking around the 
classroom and observing the pupils, the majority of the class seemed to be involved in good 
conversation about the activity and working together to answer the questions. They answered 
the first 2 questions with ease and had lots of discussions about what they heard and what 
they thought. They successfully managed to draw on past knowledge to answer the questions 
effectively. It was observed that the pupils really struggled to answer the ‘wonder’ question 
and usually felt they didn’t understand what was required in the answer. There are a small 
number of pupils who were not engaged in the activity, this is due to disinterest or struggling 
to communicate with the members of their group.  

In the second week, after discussing the questions and possible answers with the pupils, the 
engagement of the pupils was greatly improved. As they now had a greater understanding of 
the activity, they were able to be involved in discussions a lot better. By mixing the abilities 
of pupils in the groups, it was noted that the communication greatly improved between the 
groups and they found it a lot easier to answer the questions. The answering of the ‘wonder’ 



                                                                                                                      
 

 

questions was greatly improved and the questions became a lot more imaginative. Through 
this, it was evidenced that the pupils were a lot more engaged in the activity.  

The final attempt at this activity proved even more successful as a worksheet was introduced 
for the pupils to use. By writing down their thoughts, they were able to communicate their 
answers more concisely and organise the group’s thoughts. When feeding back to the class, 
the worksheet also helped create better discussions as the pupils had all their answers written 
down and ready to discuss if called upon. As the pupils completed this activity 3 times, they 
understood what was expected of them and a great improvement in the engagement of each 
member of the class was observed.  

By structuring the findings using the LAST protocol, it proved easier to reflect on the activity 
each week and improve it to benefit the pupils. This was an extremely useful activity for the 
the teacher as it allows for instant reflection on successes and failures. It also allows for 
modifications to the activity to better suit the learners in my own classroom. The findings of 
this enquiry were generally positive with only a few pupils still struggling to engage in the 
activity. 

 
Conclusions 

By the end of the enquiry, a great improvement in the pupil’s engagement in my lessons was 
observed. By using Making Thinking Visible strategies, the pupils are given a greater chance 
to learn how to learn. As the pupils have tried this thinking routine three different times, they 
are now beginning to ask themselves these questions even without prompting. The pupils 
have shown greater engagement and involvement in their own learning. They are no longer 
just listening to what is being said but they are discussing it with their peers and delving 
deeper in order to understand topics more. As Deborah Meier said, ‘Teaching is listening, 
Learning is talking.’  

 
Implications for Future Practice 

This enquiry provided several useful insights that will help inform teaching and learning for 
not only my own classes but other classes in my department and the wider school.  Making 
Thinking Visible strategies are so important in today’s classroom as a tool to help pupils 
communicate more effectively with their peers and engage more in what they are learning. 
Moving forward, Making Thinking Visible strategies should continue to be used in 
classrooms as they are a so useful for enriching learning at every level.  This is also a useful 
activity that helps improve a teachers reflective skills. These methods should continue to be 
used, in particular the LAST Protocol, to help teachers instantly reflect on their own teaching 
and continually improve to give their students the best education possible. 
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