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What happens when I make thinking visible in the classroom? 

Dianne Wright 

Rationale 

Participation in a Practitioner Enquiry was defined by The General Teaching Council for 
Scotland GTCS (2012) as an opportunity for teachers to engage with professional research. 
This process supports teachers in reflecting on their own practice whilst simultaneously 
promoting awareness and potential improvement in teaching strategies or approaches to 
learning. This journey draws parallels with the role Hattie (2009) believes teachers should 
play in becoming evaluators of their own teaching and seeing learning through the eyes of 
students through Making Thinking Visible (MTV) strategies. This promotion of autonomy is 
consistent with Bandura’s (1986) Social Cognitive Theory in promoting resourcefulness, 
initiative and persistence in self-directed learning (Ponton and Rhea 2006). 

Grogan et al. (2013) suggested that learning in the classroom was previously based on 
teachers passively providing information which did not truly promote understanding. Instead, 
it is suggested that a ‘culture of thinking’ must be employed to encourage sense-making and 
understanding. This process appears to support Piaget’s assertion that children pass through 
universal stages of cognitive development via self-discovery whilst also considering 
Vygotsky’s beliefs that learning is successful with the presence of a more knowledgeable 
other: an effective practitioner.  

Aims 

The aim of this study was to explore the impact observed in the classroom, specifically in 
terms of communication when MTV strategies were employed. This enquiry examined the 
link between the lesson’s set social learning intention and actual performance and 
participation. It further considered the difference in peer communication, response to teacher 
questions, engagement and pupil voice. 

Methodology  

The enquiry took place over a 4-week period with 30 pupils in a Primary 3 class in North 
Lanarkshire between February and March 2020. All pupils were exposed to the culture of 
MTV strategies and thinking was valued, visible and actively promoted across all areas of the 
curriculum. However, for the purposes of data collection, the focus was narrowed to 6 pupils 
(3 boys and 3 girls) within literacy, numeracy and social study lessons. Strategies employed 
throughout the process aligned with those recommended by Grogan et al. (2013); this 
included focusing expectations on thinking, providing thinking time, language when asking 
questions, modelling the thinking process, adapting the environment to encourage co-
operative learning and the intervention of specific MTV strategies. These routines were 
employed once a week which enabled data to be collected in a premeditated and specific 
manner whilst also coinciding with the lesson’s social learning intention.  

The information collected from the focus group of 6 children relied on qualitative data. This 
measurement method has been suggested as a reliable approach to accessing multiple 
perspectives (Watzlawik and Born, 2007) and encouraged pupils to self-assess and reflect on 
or at least be aware of their approach to learning. For each data collection, the children were 
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split into their co-operative learning groups and would (as part of the whole class) discuss 
and agree on the social learning intention for the lesson and set the criteria required to 
achieve success. This promoted the inclusion of co-operative group roles in an attempt to 
increase participation and accountability further (Johnson and Johnson, 2013). 

The MTV strategies employed included I See, I Think, I Wonder (Appendix A), Tug of War, 
Circle of Viewpoints and Colour, Symbol Image (Appendix B). Data collected relied on 
observations, active listening, questioning, discussions, feedback and pupil voice. The focus 
group completed a verbal self-assessment sheet at the start and at the end of the 4-week 
period to compare their own views of MTV strategies and how or if they influenced 
communication, engagement and participation (Appendix C).  

Findings 

Prior to the intervention, two pupils in the focus group identified that they would ‘hardly 
ever’ put up their hand or discuss an answer with peers during class teaching time whilst two 
other pupils stated that they would ‘only sometimes’ respond to teaching questions. 
Furthermore, when asked to expand on the reasons why they were less likely to engage one 
pupil stated that ‘no one lets me speak’ whilst another replied ‘I don’t always know the 
answer and other people do’. Within the focus group, 50% of pupils referred to the challenge 
of accepting that their opinion was valued or listened to when communicating with their 
peers. In response to the question of enjoyment when working in a group only 2 of the 6 
pupils indicated positively; reasons provided for not enjoying group work included limited 
feelings of inclusion and preferring to work alone. When asked about the incorporation of 
extra thinking time or awareness of visible learning 4 of the 6 of the pupils did not know how 
they felt about this or what this meant however one child did state ‘I’m not sure what it 
actually means but having extra thinking time sounds good’. 

Following the intervention, noticeable comparisons could be identified between the 
questionnaires. All pupils appeared more positive and confident in their responses and 5 out 
of the 6 children now indicated their enjoyment of group work with one pupil stating ‘I liked 
working in my group and we all had a job which made it fair, we all got a chance’. In regards 
to engagement, 5 out of 6 of the children stated that they would answer class questions or 
discuss answers with their peers ‘as much as I can’ or ‘quite a lot’ with the other child 
replying with ‘only sometimes’. Whilst the significance of this result cannot be proposed it 
still suggests an increase in improvement with no child remaining in the ‘hardly ever’ 
category. One of the children who did self-identify as improving in their engagement stated ‘I 
spoke more cause (sic) I spoke in my group and thought about stuff and wanted to tell the 
class’. The findings in which most improvements were observed was in response to including 
extra thinking time and making thinking visible strategies. All pupils indicated one of the two 
positive responses with four children stating these interventions were ‘very helpful’. When 
asked to expand on this further pupils stated: 

‘I liked doing I see, I think, I wonder cause (sic) we then learned what I wondered about’ 

‘Tug of war was fun because it made me think about stuff more and hear other people’ 

‘I liked thinking about what I was thinking and taking time to explain why’ 
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‘Colour, Symbol, Image was good because I remembered things I had learned and I could tell 
it to my group’. 

The findings of this enquiry suggest MTV strategies have had a positive influence on pupils’ 
levels of communication, engagement and participation and that the pupils themselves are 
able to reflect and be aware of this. 

Conclusions  

The enquiry has demonstrated the value of pupils being actively involved in the planning of 
their learning and having the opportunity to follow their learning journey through visual cues 
(I see, I think, I wonder). This corresponded with utilizing MTV strategies as a form of 
assessment via Colour, Symbol Image and enabling the children to reflect on their learning 
process. MTV appeared to have a positive impact on the children’s engagement, enthusiasm 
and ability to work with their peers. Peer work enables learners to become leaders of their 
own learning, to develop confidence and to work towards the higher order thinking of 
Bloom’s Taxonomy.     

All children were able to engage in meaningful dialogue linked to their learning which in turn 
allowed them to appreciate others’ perspectives and ideas. The children were immersed in the 
process of creating the social learning intention, success criteria and evaluating their own 
participation. They were able to explain their reasons for thinking, to question each other and 
to link their learning with different areas of the curriculum. It was also observed that during 
different aspects of the curriculum i.e. number talks, the focus group pupils were much more 
willing to offer not only answers but also justifications. MTV appears to be an enjoyable 
inclusion with pupils building their confidence and enthusiasm in understanding their 
thinking. In order for it to be successful, it is clear that MTV strategies cannot be independent 
or isolated events but instead, the process of thinking should be considered as a habit which 
should be nurtured and developed through questioning, modelling and opportunities.  

Implications for Future Practice 

The limitations of this enquiry must be considered for future practice. This was a small-scale 
classroom enquiry with a focus on a homogenous population. Additional variables were not 
accounted for nor was a control group available for comparison. Despite the benefits of 
qualitative data, it should also be considered that this method is limited by potential influence 
and the likelihood of pupils trying to provide the ‘correct answer’. The duration of the 
enquiry should also be accounted for, with results only available for a 4 week period it is not 
possible to presume the long-term effectiveness of MTV. 

Despite the questionable reliability and validity of the results, I would continue to rely on 
MTV approaches in the classroom. I believe the modelling of thinking and the opportunity 
for pupils to apply the process promotes confidence, higher order thinking and further 
understanding of learning. It encourages the pupils to take accountability of their learning 
from the point of the learning intention and to question pre conceived ideas they may not 
even have been aware they held. As aforementioned MTV strategies cannot or should not be 
employed as one off events; I would attempt to include it where possible via thinking time, 
pair and share opportunities, the climate of the classroom and specific routines. 
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Appendix C 

Self-Assessment of MTV Strategies 

1a) Do you enjoy working as part of a group? 

                                                   

VERY MUCH SO YES I ENJOY IT  IT’S OK  NOT REALLY 

1b) Why do you enjoy it/not enjoy it? 

_______________________________________________________________ 

 

2a) How often do you put up your hand to answer a question or discuss an 
answer with a friend? 

                                                   

AS MUCH AS I CAN   QUITE A LOT      ONLY SOMETIMES HARDLY EVER 

2b) Why do you like to/don’t often answer questions/discuss answers in a group? 

_______________________________________________________________ 

 

3a) What do you think about having extra thinking time or having the chance to see 
your thinking and learning? 

                                                      

VERY HELPFUL    I LIKE IT  IT’S OK  IT DOESN’T HELP I’M NOT SURE  
 

3b) What do you enjoy about having extra thinking time and the chance to see your 
thinking and learning? 

________________________________________________________________ 
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