Current developments regarding “Thinking Skills” and their assessment in England.

Policy overview

Since the 1988 Education Reform Act, the English Education system  (although until recently this also applied to Wales and Northern Ireland,) has undergone a period characterised by:

· A marked increase in centralisation

· A growing accountability system

· Popular and political suspicion regarding what many termed as the “progressive education” ushered in during the 1960’s and equated by many as synonymous with a fall in educational standards.

Part of the political and popular against  “progressive education” from the 1970s was a concern that it was ideologically driven and in fact drove standards down. Educational theorists and popular (American) child psychologists were viewed with suspicion and the 1980’s saw a “back to basics” approach with a focus on traditional forms of subject knowledge and its assessment.  In particular the predominant view of many sociologists that   knowledge was a social construct, which reflected power and social class (a very English obsession!) was seen as inevitably leading to relativism i.e. “who is to say what is taught or learned?” A focus on learning processes and skills was also seen as suspicious as they were associated with non- traditional approaches to schooling. 

These factors of centralisation, concerns over standards of attainment in English schools, a focus of research based on class room analysis and a suspicion of child psychology conflated in such a way that the first (government steered) version of the English national curriculum had no mention of skills but was simply set out in terms of knowledge that young people were expected to acquire regarding subject areas by the ages of 7, 11, 14 and 16. Skills were sometimes implicit in these attainment targets, but were confined to demonstrable behaviours which were indicative of a target at a set level being expected, for example in science, pupils were “to be able to log and analyse data accurately using a variety of representational methods” at level 6 of the national curriculum attainment targets in “scientific enquiry”

Skills first really came back onto the national agenda in 1998, a full ten years after the Education Reform Act, but they were only seen in terms of post compulsory education and, in particular. those skills that were identified in terms of the needs of industry, and international competitiveness. For example national targets were declared by the Education Secretary in 1999, designed the level of the English workforce qualified to at least level two of our qualifications framework in order to meet the perceived demands of our economy. At the same time, the Education Secretary announced that General Certificates in Secondary Education (public examinations in school subjects that English and Welsh pupils take at the age of 16) should be reviewed to ensure that they were fostering and assessing the skills that English employers felt needed strengthening in new entrants to the English labour markets. Again, these skills were characterised by the fact that they were demonstrable, operational and could be quantified fairly easily, for example, correct use of punctuation, and the ability to calculate mental arithmetic.

Over recent years, England has begun to examine other aspects of education more closely, for example Every Child Matters was introduced in late 2003; a policy that focussed on the social and personal development of the child. The Children’s Act of 2004 enshrined these principles and set out schools’ responsibilities in the above areas and their need to interact with other state agencies on policies to address these areas. 

At the same time, the Government announced its intention to review the secondary curriculum to ensure that it met the needs of “pupils who (were0 starting school in 2005 and would become adults in 2018, “a curriculum for the future”. Shortly afterwards the inspectorate, Ofsted, announced that it would be looking at much shorter school inspections with more reliance on the school’s self-evaluation. The government also asked QCA to begin looking at alternatives to externally marked testing at the age of 7 and to pilot assessments that relied more strongly on teacher assessment. Materials were also developed for assessment for learning although there is very little within these materials specific to pupils with SEN other than to exhort the proposition that assessment for learning benefits all pupils.

To sum up, policy changes over the last three or four years can now be evaluated and seem to be underpinned by the following tenets based on a shift away from centralisation, indeed some of the policies may be seen as an attempt to address some of the unintended consequences of a centralised and bureaucratic management of the education system:

· A move away from “top down “ approaches

· An increased flexibility in the curriculum, a reduction of prescribed content and a move away from a content focused to a process focused conceptualisation  

· A new and greater range of qualifications and a new qualifications framework  (in particular “unitisation” whereby pupils will be able to take different units from different areas of the curriculum and combine them into a larger qualification unlike the predominant system that is current in England of students following a two year course in one subject to allow for A “localised’ offer to be made to pupils

· A renewed focus on teacher training and professional development

· A move to personalisation from entitlement being seen as every pupil does the same

· Signals that teachers’ judgements are increasingly trusted

· “light touch” inspections of one day instead of one week.

Of course, these are shifts in emphasis and the whole apparatus of a high stakes accountability system are still very much in evidence. Whilst the trends described above a re real, the true picture is probably less polemical and more complex. For example there were sociologists who went beyond only looking at the effects of the education system of social stratification. In particular Michael Young argues that it is inadequate to consider skills without looking at the purpose of schooling in terms of knowledge. He asks 

“What is it about the kind of knowledge that people can acquire at school, college or university that distinguishes it from the knowledge that people acquire in their every day lives. At work and in their families?”

Theory of thinking skills.

One of the characteristics of what Norwich terms the “Anglo-American education culture” (UK, United States, Canada Australia New Zealand) is that emphasis tends to be placed on pragmatic adoption of practice and subsequent evaluation. Theory is given less prominence than appears to be the case in many of the central European countries that we are working alongside in this project. For example, a common feature of the Anglo American system is to look at what is seen as “good practice” by asking such questions as  “which initiative works best? “ or “That was successful, how can we extend that across the system” It is extremely rare for policy makers to   ask “and how can this theory be put into practice” or “how far is this practice built upon a given theory?” 

In a centralised and ‘top-down’ system, it is important to remember that policy makers have a far higher influence over the prevailing discourse in the education system than in less centralised systems. In English policymaking it is broadly true that the theory that may or not be underpinning practice is generally given little importance compared to analysing the cost-benefit to increasing attainment. This in turn tends to be the approach of most educationalists working within our system.

During the 1980’s English educationalists began to question the dominance of psychology in teacher training and general understandings of pedagogy, but from what may perhaps be seen as a more considered viewpoint than the more populist reaction against “child-centred” teaching. Their stance was that aspects of psychology were already becoming contested in a way that had not previously been the case, for example the use of IQ test and verbal reasoning tests were widely questioned. The main criticism levelled a psychologists was that their findings were either based on laboratory studies, or in the case of younger children, were frequently based on the child’s interaction at home and in particular with their mother. 

Educationalists reasoned that these findings were unlikely to have any bearing on how children performed in school, a completely different social environment with a completely different set of social norms, and several prominent studies confirmed this. As a result the focus of much educational research became not child development, and not theory but rather o n systematic observation and analysis of what was occurring in the classroom and in particular as to what the learner was actually doing regardless of what the teacher thought they were teaching. Hence, the move away from theory to practical considerations was not only seen in policy but amongst academics and researchers too.

Colleagues will notice this trend to focus on what works rather than what should work in the submission to the forum by colleagues from Cavendish school in so far as many of the contributors and sources that they cite in terms of the development of a theory of thinking skills focus on what works and can be done in the classroom and then work back to deduce an underpinning theory. This paper will not cover these sources because they are available in the submissions (paper and presentation) from Cavendish school. 

The theoretical routes of skills acquisition in England seem largely to derive from primary and early years focussed theory of teaching such as Piaget and Montessori- where by the child is seen as the self-directing learner and becomes an active enquirer about the world. But for pupils with learning difficulties of course, these processes maybe the same processes that they cannot carry out because they have learning difficulties. Teachers of pupils with SEN frequently employ practice based on Vygotsky- whether they know it or not, - using the concept of the zone of proximal development or scaffolding- this has led to the focus on what is referred to as a “small steps” curriculum and this step by step accrual of knowledge and skill can be seen in the popular response to the P scales-which is to break then down into smaller and smaller steps.

Current Guidance available in England on Skills 

 In 2007 the English Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA) developed a framework for describing personal, learning and thinking skills (PLTS) that applies to all young people aged 11-19. Reflecting the approaches that I have described above, these were developed primarily in consultation with teachers, although private consultants and academics were involved in their development as well. The skills are embedded within the Diploma so that they form an integral part of teaching and learning.

The aims of the revised English curriculum (to be implemented September 2008 are that “young people should become successful learners, confident individuals and responsible citizens”. 

Previous versions of the national curriculum did not actually have aims, reflecting both the historic focus on the acquisition of traditional subject knowledge, the high levels of prescription and the top-down approach of centralised policy making that I have described above.  

The development of PLTS is seen as an essential part of meeting these newly articulated aims. One of the drivers behind the focus on skills is clearly economic- 

“PLTS have considerable impact on young people's ability to enter work and adult life as confident and capable individuals who can make a positive contribution.”

The personal, learning and thinking skills framework

The framework comprises six groups of skills:

    * independent enquirers

    * creative thinkers

    * reflective learners

    * team workers

    * self-managers

    * effective participators. 

For each group, a focus statement sums up the range of skills and qualities. This is accompanied by a set of outcome statements that are indicative of the skills, behaviours and personal qualities associated with each group.

Each group of skills is distinctive and coherent. The groups are also interconnected and the QCA guidance points out that “learners are likely to encounter skills from several groups in any one learning experience”. For example, 

independent enquirers set goals for their research with clear success criteria (reflective learner) and organise their time and resources effectively to achieve these (self-manager). To develop independence, learners need to apply skills from all six groups in a wide range of contexts.

The second  category, to be creative thinkers, seems most closely matched to our topic of thinking skills. The guidance sets out the framework for this category as follows:

“Creative thinkers

Focus

Young people think creatively by generating and exploring ideas, making original connections. They try different ways to tackle a problem, working with others to find imaginative solutions and outcomes that are of value.

Skills, behaviours and personal qualities

Young people:

· generate ideas and explore possibilities

· ask questions to extend their thinking

· connect their own and others’ ideas and experiences in inventive ways

· question their own and others’ assumptions

· try out alternatives or new solutions and follow ideas through

· adapt ideas as circumstances change.” (QCA 2008)

In terms of our own thinking on the European project, three things are clear in light of our discussions around the subject of thinking skills and their assessment for pupils with special needs:

· “Thinking skills” per se are not defined but alluded to through a variety of observable behaviours

· The behaviours seem to be connected to aspirational standards- there is no obvious way that a teacher of say pupils with significant learning difficulties could see scenarios, in which their pupils demonstrate these qualities and attributes, leaving them to work out how their pupils may be “working towards” the acquisition of “creative thinking

· Exactly what or how any of this can be assessed, either by teachers or the learners, is not stated.

Guidance on thinking skills for pupils with SEN

The only guidance produced on this or indeed any skills other than literacy and numeracy in central policy is contained in 

“Planning teaching and assessing the curriculum for pupils with learning difficulties” (QCA 2001).

Colleagues from the European project will now be familiar with the “P scales” as indeed are our teachers in England. However, the P scales appeared as just a final page in 11 of a suite of 15 booklets produced by QCA in late 2001. The rest of the booklets gave guidance on planning and teaching youngsters with significant learning difficulties in all 11 national curriculum subjects (the P scales for each subject appeared on the back page) and then there were four booklets giving generic guidance on designing a relevant curriculum, creativity, skills and meeting individual needs respectively. 

QCA monitoring shows that whilst nearly all primary and special school teachers are aware of the P scales, less than 3% are aware of the guidance itself. In England we would be tempted to call this “the tail wagging the dog” and it may be seen to demonstrate the undue importance given to summative performance data above teaching and learning by many in our system.

Planning teaching and assessing the curriculum for pupils with learning difficulties

The guidance given on thinking skills does attempt to define them and to incorporate some early developmental stages into this concept.

Thinking combines the related structures and processes of perception, memory, forming ideas, language and use of symbols – the basic cognitive skills which underlie the ability to reason, to learn and to solve problems. For pupils with learning difficulties, the development of thinking skills also involves working on sensory awareness, perception and early cognitive skills. 

In the QCA guidance is a suggested model, which may be useful for teachers of pupils with learning difficulties in thinking about how they may begin to assess, thinking skills. However, and this may be seen as a very big ‘but’, this would necessitate teachers being able to think beyond the performance levels and numeric values that have been given so much attention through the English focus on summative assessment. 

According to the guidance, three combined processes determine success in thinking: 
 

· input – obtaining and organising knowledge through sensory awareness and perception to confirm ‘what I know’ 
 

· control – thinking through a situation and making actions meaningful, for example, planning, decision making and evaluating 
 

· output – strategies for using knowledge and solving problems that combine ‘what I do’ with ‘what I know’, for example, remembering, and thinking about and generating new ideas. 

The guidance makes explicit references both to sensory information (and by implication sensory impairment) and to the importance of short term memory which can affect the ability to think in complex ways quite markedly .To begin to make sense of the world, a pupil must perceive, attend to or take in sensory information. For some pupils with learning difficulties, sensory and/or physical impairments may make it difficult for them to select, separate and explain incoming information. For others, their responses to information and their storage and retrieval of it may be affected. 

The guidance states that 

“ways to remember information and access and use thinking skills may need to be taught explicitly to pupils with learning difficulties.” 

However, teachers are not given explicit guidance on this but instead are given some case studies:

Richard and Joel are being encouraged to answer and ask questions to show their thinking processes. They are in year 4 and are working together to make a model aeroplane from found materials. They are learning to negotiate with each other about how they make the plane from the materials they have, and which are the best to use. The teacher encourages them to listen to each other’s ideas and asks a series of questions that encourages their thinking: ‘How can you stick those bits together? I wonder what will happen if you try the glue? Now why doesn’t that stick them together? What will happen if you try the sticky tape? Why does that work better?’

More explicit consideration is given to earlier thinking skills including: 
 predicting and anticipating, 
 remembering, (including by picturing, verbal rehearsal and clustering) 
 the understanding of cause and effect 
 linking objects, events and experiences, 
 thinking creatively and imaginatively, (for example, through play and experimentation), case studies are provided but again the reader will note that whilst the observable behaviours of the child can be assessed it is not necessarily possible to assess “thinking skills’ per se from these behaviours, but rather they maybe  precursory factors to developing the skills and attributes commonly associated with “thinking skills” 

Kulsum is learning to anticipate routines and to look and attend. She particularly likes glittering, moving objects. Each day, after arriving at school, she is given an agreed-on, glittering object of reference (a puppet) and is taken to a quiet room. Once she is positioned correctly and is comfortable, Kulsum is encouraged to look at the moving puppet, which tells the story, using sensory information, of what will happen in her school day. In the darkened room, with a soft white light shining on the area of work, Kulsum develops skills such as: 
 paying attention 
 using her limited vision 
 responding to a familiar adult 
 being able to predict and anticipate events.

Colleagues will be aware that Wales have extended this work in “Routes to learning” which makes far more explicit links between the strands of experiences and responses and the development of more complex cognition.

Conclusions

There is a renewed focus on learning processes and on skills within the English education system. How these skills, including thinking skills are classified is contestable. In particular most interpretations of thinking skills focus on more complex cognition and social interaction and it is difficult to see how they are directly applicable to PMLD learners because the lack of these attributes is, in essence what defines profound and multiple learning difficulties. There has also been comparatively little focus on the acquisition of thinking skills in those who have the most difficulty in this very area; those with significant learning difficulties. 

However, here is a basis for moving forward in the work done on language acquisition, social skills, cognitive development and so on. One feature of emergent English policy making and practice in the area of skills is that it is explicitly understood that skills are not acquires or practised in isolation from others and that in particular social skills and the skills for cognition and learning are closely intertwined.

The work on thinking Skills at Cavendish reflects many of the features of the English context described in this paper, including the move away from centralisation to personalisation, a pragmatic approach to theory and practice and the need to think more clearly about assessment of cognitive processes. This may in turn enable teachers to assess learners’ strengths and areas which may require development but remain hidden to the teacher when the thinking processes of learners is invisible to their teachers. 

John Brown March 2008.

