
																																																																																																																																																			 	
	

	

What happens when I make thinking visible in the classroom?  

 

Katie Ann McLure 

 

Rationale 

Swensen and Rasmussen (2015) explain the importance of Making Thinking Visible to 
encourage the development of higher levels of thinking. Using the routines gives the children 
opportunity to explore what is in their head by furthering their thinking. Furthering thinking 
by saying “what makes you say that?” or asking children to explain what they mean in a 
different way allows for them to explore their own thoughts further (Swensen and 
Rasmussen, 2015). The routines focus on the learning process itself, provoking discussions 
which advance learning over time. Through discussion in our enquiry group, it became clear 
that each class had the same children that repeatedly respond and engage in discussion during 
class conversations. As well as having the children that never answer questions or volunteer 
information. Between the primary teachers, it was also clear that we are trying to implement 
higher order thinking within the classroom. Majority of the group had heard about Making 
Thinking Visible and enjoyed using the routines. We agreed to focus on the impact of 
introducing MTV routines into the class regularly and assess if they make a difference to 
children’s communication and responses.  

Aims 

The aim of this Professional Enquiry was to consider how Making Thinking Visible (MTV) 
routines will impact children’s thinking and communication in the classroom.  

Methodology  

This enquiry was undertaken in a North Lanarkshire Primary School. The sample consisted of 
twenty-four children, 13 boys and 11 girls, from a composite primary two and three 
classroom. The data for this study was collected over a four-week period. The lessons were 
always taught as whole class, responses about the routine varied from individual, group and 
whole class. When working in groups, the groups were mixed ability to given children the 
opportunity to share their knowledge. The children were informed about what MTV routines 
are and why we are going to use them. As a class, we talked about the different vocabulary 
that is used during the routines to ensure everyone understood what was being said.  

The study gathered evidence from a variety of sources such as observations, written work and 
class discussions. At the beginning of the enquiry the children were asked what thinking 
looked like to them and what they relate thinking with. From there, we participated in 
different MTV routines, differentiating the experience to provide support or increase 
challenge. 

To ensure consistency in results, the MTV routines were used during the same curricular area 
each time. The focus for Science this term is Scottish Scientists and Materials. I decided to 
focus on four MTV routines. Think, Puzzle, Explore is a routine that connects to prior 



																																																																																																																																																			 	
	

	

knowledge and allows for new ideas to flow.  Colour, Symbol, Image (CSI) is a routine that 
can be used at any stage, this allows children to respond to different items or objects and 
relate this to their thoughts and feelings. +1 is a routine that allows pupils to share their 
thinking along the way, identifying important facts that have been learned and using each 
other to remember more information. I used to think, now I think, reflects the individual 
children’s thinking, it allows for connections to prior knowledge as well as exploring how 
their thinking has changed over time.  

 

Findings 

From analysing the data, it is clear that using MTV routines in the classroom has benefited 
some children’s communication. At the beginning of the enquiry majority of the children 
found the vocabulary difficult and were unsure what was being asked of them. As we 
continued to use the vocabulary in everyday conversation as well as during MTV routines, 
the children had a greater understanding of what was being asked. Majority of the children 
were also including the vocabulary in their discussions with peers during routines. During 
class discussion, it was clear that children who never usually answer, were more inclined to 
respond voluntarily. I think this was due to the vocabulary being used, such as ‘What do you 
think you know?’, rather than ‘What do you know?’ 

The first routine used was ‘Think, Puzzle, Explore’ during our first lesson on Materials. This 
was done as a whole class to discuss what we think we know about Materials, what puzzles 
us about Materials and what we would like to explore about Materials. The children were 
given time to think about their responses before being asked. The children were able to 
explain what they thought they knew about materials. Most children were relating to prior 
knowledge and others were guessing. 

“Anything can be made with wood” 

“A lot of materials are used everyday” 

“Diamonds and gold are materials” 

 When we got to the puzzle section, the children were thinking about what they don’t know 
about materials and what questions they have about it. The explore part was able to give the 
children the opportunity to understand how we were going to learn about materials and the 
resources that can be used to learn. Through their peer discussions, children were already 
questioning each other by saying “why do you think that?” “what do you mean?”  

The second routine was Colour, Symbol, Image (CSI). The children had to choose a colour, a 
symbol and draw an image to represent their idea. Most children were choosing their 
favourite colour. Some children were creating their own symbols and including materials into 
the symbol. The images were mostly drawings of the children with materials. The children 
were very engaged in this activity and were excited to share their thoughts on materials. The 
children were also able to explain their decisions for each section, this then sparked 
discussion between peers, noticing the similarities and differences to each individual idea.  

 



																																																																																																																																																			 	
	

	

The third routine introduced was +1. This routine was done individually, and the evidence 
was collected by written work in their jotters. The children recapped the information we have 
learned about Scottish Scientists.  Throughout this activity, the children were able to use the 
other children’s knowledge to inform the information they wrote. It was clear that the 
children who usually struggle to recap information were able to use their peers’ knowledge to 
write in their jotter. All children enjoyed this activity and felt confident they were able to 
share their knowledge with other children in their class.  

The last routine introduced was I Used to Think, Now I think. This gave the children time to 
reflect on what they thought before and how their learning has progressed over time. There 
was a chance to discuss why their thoughts have changed on this subject, giving the children 
the opportunity to reflect on what they have learned and how they learned it. The children 
found that they were actually quite accurate with what they thought; however, they now knew 
more about the subject and had a greater understanding.  

Conclusions 

Overall, introducing MTV routines in the classroom has had a positive impact on the 
children. The evidence through discussion shows that children are more comfortable and 
confident responding to questions when MTV routines are used. MTV strategies have also 
increased student engagement as they think the routines are fun and want to try different 
things. Each routine allowed the children to explore their thinking further and gave them a 
chance to share their knowledge with their peers. There was also opportunity for class and 
peer discussions which then which then increased individual understanding.  

The findings of this study show that using MTV routines allows for rich discussions between 
children about their thinking. It allows for children to explore what is in their head and 
explain in greater detail about what they’re thinking and why they are thinking that. All of the 
children were involved in using the MTV routines and for the majority of children, they 
enjoyed using the vocabulary. However, as this enquiry was only taken over a four-week 
period, I would need more time to explore if there is a direct impact between MTV routines 
and communication.  

 

Implications for Future Practice  

If I were to conduct this enquiry again, I would gather data over a longer period of time to 
give me more time to see the impact that the routines are having on the children. The more 
opportunities for the children to use the routine will allow for them to become familiar with 
the routines and incorporate them in everyday learning. I conducted this enquiry with the 
whole class, whereas in future I would aim to have focus groups. This would allow me to 
compare the focus group to the other children in the class and see if there is a clear impact.  

I will continue to use MTV routines in the classroom as I feel they are beneficial for the 
children. I will also continue to encourage the children to further their thinking by explaining 
their answers.  
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