THINKING SKILLS OF STUDENTS WITH SEN AND THEIR ASSESSMENT

Development of thinking skills for pupils with SEN is especially important because of several reasons:
1) as we live in a rapidly changing, technologically oriented world , thinking skills are crucially necessary in everyday’s life;

2) pupils with SEN in general do not have highly developed thinking skills and abilities, therefore teachers have to promote their intellectual growth with the help  of different methods;

3) teaching thinking skills is a field sometimes underestimated  not only by the teachers, but also policy makers in education. In our country, and I believe also in some other countries as well, the target is to estimate the knowledge of pupils, instead of teaching them to think, both critically  and creatively, and be able to analyze the information.
National Report on the progress of implementation of the European Commission’s programme Education and Training 2010 in Latvia clearly states, that „However, concerning basic education, acquisition of theoretical knowledge still dominates. Skills of practical use of knowledge are insufficient, and the skills of independent thinking are not sufficiently developed during the education process.”
In order to improve thinking skills in pupils with SEN, the role of the teacher is very significant. This means also creating a classroom climate that would encourage every pupil. Among the tasks there should be:

·  Setting ground rules well in advance 

· Providing well-planned activities 

· Showing respect for each student 

· Providing non-threatening activities 

· Being flexible 

· Accepting individual differences 

· Exhibiting a positive attitude 

· Modeling thinking skills 

· Acknowledging every response 

· Allowing students to be active participants 

· Creating experiences that will ensure success at least part of the time for each student 

· Using a wide variety of teaching methods and approaches
It is especially important to establish and maintain a positive, stimulating, encouraging classroom climate for thinking skills instruction, so that students will feel free to experiment with new ideas and approaches. 

Speaking about thinking skills assessment in Latvia, it is mostly teachers’ responsibility how and why they perform the assessment of these skills. Although I couldn’t find official viewpoint in the homepage of the ministry of education of Latvia, it is my personal feeling that teachers working with SEN pupils do more than their mainstream colleagues in development and assessment of children’s thinking skills. First because of the fact that every SEN child comes to the school with a clearly stated medical diagnosis and a personal file that contains assessment from different experts, starting with a psychiatrist and psychologist, and ending with  subject teachers, speech therapists, class teachers and other persons involved in work with this child. Secondly, during the primary school stage, every SEN pupil and his learning achievements and needs are at least twice (during this period) analyzed in a pedagogical council. The child’s progress is reviewed and necessary alterations and suggestions are made to improve the child’s progress. Teachers are encouraged to use different teaching methods in their lessons. More attention is paid to self-assessment of pupils. 

One method that improves thinking skills and is widely used in work with SEN children  is  Step-by-Step tasks. Starting with early age, children are encouraged to divide their tasks in smaller steps and to complete these steps one by one; first it is the teacher who helps them to set step-by-step activities and plan them ahead, and later children themselves are able to organize their work. I think that is quite helpful in improving thinking skills.

There are several subject areas where such methods as brainstorming and web making are widely used, also with good results. 
IEPs are being widely used in work with severely handicapped students. Every teacher considers pupil’s abilities, including thinking skills, before creating IEP, and in this process constantly adapts and improves the plan so that it corresponds the needs and skills of the pupil in every stage of his/her development. Besides the IEP which is kept by the teacher, there are smaller step-by-step plans created especially for the needs of the pupil, so that he/she can assess his/her learning, mark the achievements and consequently assess the progress. 
