
																																																																																																																																																		 	

	

 

Enquiry Question: What is the impact of using thinking Making Thinking Visible strategies 
in the classroom? 

Name: Matthew Costello  

 

Rationale: 

Our professional inquiry group identified a shared area of interest: the difficulty of engaging 
all learners in the classroom. We discussed various approaches to increasing pupils’ 
engagement in learning and decided to explore the impact from using Making Thinking 
Visible (MTV) in the classroom.  

Using thinking routines, children can dig deeper into a topic and build on their thinking skills 
required in all aspects of their life (Building the Curriculum 4). Tishman and Palmer (2005) 
state visible thinking refers to any kind of observable representation that compliments and 
supports the development of ongoing thoughts, questions and reflections. R Ritchhart, M 
Church, K Morrison (2011) advocate MTV as a key to improving the engagement and 
understanding of the learners.  

MTV helps support learners to build explanations, reason with evidence and make 
connections, in order to develop their understanding (Ritchhart et al., 2011). MTV also offers 
a range of practical routines which can be used to help make thinking processes visible to all 
learners and teachers. 

 

Aims: 

The purpose of this intervention was to find the impact of using MTV in the classroom. 
During the development of this intervention we aimed to observe:  

1. Children with a deeper understanding of lesson content 
2. Higher levels of engagement from all learners  

From a subject specific viewpoint, the aim of the enquiry was to explore the potential of 
MTV to increase pupil engagement and understanding during critical activity where pupils 
are required to analyse and evaluate the work of artists and designers. 

 

Methodology: 

Representatives of the professional inquiry group agreed to assess the impact of using MTV 
for specific age groups, ensuring that the group as a whole represented a wide range of age 
groups. The investigation was conducted over a five week duration. 



																																																																																																																																																		 	

	

Three MTV routines were employed in one Secondary 1 (S1) class (group 1) whilst critically 
analysing the works of Van Gogh, Picasso and Kit King. The engagement and understanding 
of pupils in this test group were compared with pupils in another S1 class (group 2), who 
answered the same questions about the same subjects, without using the MTV strategies. 

During week one, a baseline was taken for both classes using post-it note and teacher led 
discussion to assess pupils’ ability to justify their opinions when discussing the style of a self-
portrait by each artist, referring to the visual elements. This demonstrated most pupils were 
able to give very basic responses in both test groups however, most answers were generic and 
not fully developed. 

During weeks two to five pupils in both groups were asked questions requiring them to 
analyse and evaluate the portraiture works of Van Gogh, Picasso and King. MTV was 
implemented in group 1 only, using one strategy on a range of different portraiture artworks 
from the artists. Each strategy was used for 1 and a half weeks (3 lessons) in duration on a 
number of portrait artworks by the three artists, the strategies were as follows: 

1. See Think Wonder: Encouraged students to evaluate an image with the view to 
gaining a better insight into it. Students were asked to state what they noticed 
when they first looked at the image, what they thought about it, and then what 
they wondered about it. 

2. Headlines: Involved encouraging pupils to reflect on the main ideas in what 
they had been learning about, in this case the work of Kit King, by come up 
with sensationalist headlines to communicate the key points. 

3. Explanation Game: Encouraged pupils to deconstruct an artwork and come up 
with multiple explanations in order to understand it better as a whole. Pupils 
were asked to name a visual element they saw present in the artwork, explain 
the effects created, give reasons for their answer and then discuss alternative 
ways in which these effects could have been created. 
 

For both groups, evidence for comparison purposes was gathered in the form of post-it notes 
and teacher’s evaluation of group and individual participation in class discussions. 

Additional evidence was gathered for group 1: the group responses pupils had given during 
the MTV strategies; Individual pupils’ completed evaluation templates and a diary log of 
observations. 

 

 

Findings: Pupils 

The level of engagement and understanding of the group using the routines was noticeably 
higher than the other S1 class. Most learners responded positively to the MTV routines and 
enjoyed using them. 



																																																																																																																																																		 	

	

See-Think-Wonder: pupils displayed high levels of curiosity and engagement when shown 
portrait artworks by each artist. They were able to hear each other’s thoughts which helped 
them make sense of their own thoughts. 

Headlines: pupils were able to display their understanding of the topic as it was rounded up 
with creating a poster on the issues explored. Pupils shared their ideas thought process with 
each other with many children able to justify their ideas without prompting.  

The Explanation Game: Children used this to help understand the use of the visual elements 
and why the artists made the choices they made. Pupils were all able to apply their 
knowledge of explanation language within group and class conversations. I observed children 
questioning their partner, and their partner justifying and explaining the use of visual 
elements and giving the reasons for the artist’s choices. 

Overall, I saw children gain a deeper understanding of the content of the topic. As a result, 
children were more engaged and confident to give ideas and input. I have observed their 
curiosity being sustained on this topic inside and outside of the classroom. 

Through observation, group 1 engaged in deeper conversation when analysing artworks in 
groups, and remained more focused on the task than group 2, especially in the second week 
of the intervention. Most students seemed to enjoy employing the MTV strategies and 
coming up with their own questions and headlines to share with the rest of the group. A very 
small number of students complained that using these strategies were too time consuming, 
however, the students in question possibly lacked any enthusiasm for the subject of Art and 
Design as a whole.  

Analysing both groups’ post-it notes it was clear that pupils in group 1 were developing their 
analytical skills and were more adept at evaluating the work of the artists and more able to 
articulate their thoughts. Group 1 also demonstrated a deeper understanding of how the visual 
elements were used. Furthermore, a higher proportion of group 1 students were able to talk 
about the associated impacts of the visual elements and give reasons supporting their 
opinions.  

Students were asked to rate each MTV strategy out of 5 and give their opinion about each. 
Evidence gathered showed the favourite strategy was ‘See Think Wonder’ (scoring an 
average of 4.5), closely followed by Headlines (scoring 4) with Explanation Game (scoring 
3.5) being the least favourite. 

Below is a selection of pupils’ comments about the routines used: 

• See Think Wonder: ‘I liked that your last idea helped you answer questions.’ ‘I liked 
the thinking routine because it made me think about everything and not just move on.’ 

• Explanation Game: ‘It made me think about the visual elements but I found 
explaining quite hard.’ 

• Headlines: ‘It helped me think of how to word what I was thinking’ & ‘I enjoyed 
using my imagination and then explaining it.’ Negative comments included ‘It wasn’t 
very useful because we were just talking about the title.’ 



																																																																																																																																																		 	

	

 

Findings: Teachers 

MTV strategies enable teachers to gain a better insight into students’ thinking processes and 
comprehend what exactly students have understood. Departmental discussions suggested it 
may be beneficial to implement thinking routines with all classes Broad General Education 
(BGE) level so students would be confident in using them to support their learning when later 
exposed to critical studies in certificated courses. 

Findings: Schools 

I will be interested to have further dialogue with colleagues from other departments about the 
impacts of using MTV routines across different subject areas. 

Implications for Future Practise:  
As the professional inquiry progressed through the weeks, students adapted more rapidly to 
the different strategies of visible thinking. This leads to the expectation that, with more 
familiarity and further practice, employing these strategies would become more naturally 
embedded in teaching and learning. Hopefully this would address the concerns a few students 
voiced about the amount of time the exercises take up. 

Based on the findings and conclusions of the practitioner enquiry it is apparent that MTV 
strategies are a significant part of the learning process. Therefore the continued employment 
of these strategies, as well as assessing the impacts among differentiated age and ability 
groups, is essential. Continued professional discussion about the effectiveness of MTV and 
how its strategies could be used to increase student engagement, in a variety of contexts, will 
continue well after the enquiry and for part of commitment to professional learning. 

Embedding Making Thinking Visible within practice can serve to ensure a creative and active 
learning environment. Students can develop confidence and a range of subject-specific and 
transferable skills through questioning, exploring, collaborating, making connections, and 
solving problems. 
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