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How to Teach Thinking Routines in the Classroom

Shownotes: http://www.coolcatteacher.com/e134

Thursday, August 24, 2017

Today's sponsor is Kids Discover Online. 

They're doing awesome things to drive inquiry based learning. The Kids Discover Online 
platform lets students enter discovery mode. This fun, visual tool lets students explore 150 different 
science and social studies units for elementary and middle school learners. 

And while they can explore a wide variety of topics from the US Constitution to Ecology and Ancient 
China, I also like that you can assign these nonfiction texts at three different lexiles to supplement 
what you're doing in the classroom. 

Go to coolcatteacher.com/discover and get started for free. They support single sign-on with Google 
and Clever.

00:09 Vicki: Today we are with Karen Vogelsang or Ms V from Tennessee. Hey, that rhymes, that's 
awesome. She was State Teacher of The Year for 2015. And I'm at the in NNSTOY Conference, that's N-N-
S-T-O-Y.org. So thanks to NNSTOY for having me to present but also letting me talk to so many amazing 
teachers. Now, Karen, thinking routines are very important to you in your classroom. What are thinking 
routines? 

00:39 Karen V: Thinking routines are really an opportunity to allow students to ask questions and really 
give teachers an opportunity to deepen their understanding of different content knowledge. And one of the 
beautiful things about thinking routines, it doesn't matter if you're a kindergarten teacher or a 12th grade 
teacher, thinking routines can be used for all grade levels.

01:01 Vicki: So give me an example of how it's used in your classroom.

01:04 Karen V: One of the things that I do at the very beginning of the year is I use this thinking routine 
called "compass points". And it's north, south, east, and west. We got a little integration of social studies 
there. And I did this routine for the very first time when I came back from Harvard's Project Zero Classroom 
in 2012, and it's an opportunity for the kids to really share what are they nervous about so that's the N. What 
are they nervous about? What do they need from me as the teacher? And then the S is, what support do they 
need for me? What specific things do they envision as they go throughout the year that they're going to need 
my support in? 
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And I'll never forget the year Morgan told me, "Ms V, I'm not good at math and I can't ever have you raise 
your voice at me 'cause I get too nervous about it." Not that I was ever a teacher that raised her voice but 
Morgan was just that nervous about it. 

And then W, worries. What worries do you have about being in that particular year? It was second grade but 
I've done this for third graders and fourth graders. And then E, what excites you? And what happens, 
children are honest and they basically put down what are their Ns, what are their Ss, what are their Es, what 
are their Ws, and what that does is it really gives me a glimpse into what they're thinking about as they 
embark on this school year. So that's just one example of getting the year started off with a thinking routine.

02:36 Vicki: I love that. So are these different ways of thinking that you teach students? 

02:43 Karen V: Yeah, now I don't know if I can plug a book here but the...

02:47 Vicki: Go ahead, plug a book, plug away.

02:48 Karen V: The book is "Making Thinking Visible" and the principal author was Ron Ritchhart, it was 
also written by Mark Church. There's different types of thinking. So for example, one of the types of thinking 
is perspective taking. 

So as we go through and we read a book, I may ask my students to step inside those characters and ask them, 
"What are they seeing? What are they thinking? What are they feeling as that character?" And what happens 
is they have to go back in the text and they have to look for evidence in the text that would reinforce what 
they're learning, what they're reading about in that text. So it depends on what kind of thinking that you're 
wanting the children to do and that will dictate, in some respects, what thinking routine you'll use as a 
teacher.

03:36 Vicki: What do you think the biggest mistake you made with thinking routines was? 

03:39 Karen V: What I learned... I was privileged to go back for a second time as a study group leader to 
Project Zero a couple years after my initial experience there. I didn't teach my kids the specific routines. 

So, when I came back that following year, I was teaching third grade, and so I really taught my children what 
these thinking routines were. So instead of having to constantly repeat the steps and the other beautiful part 
about these routines, is none of them have more than three steps. So they're very easy to integrate in any 
content area, in any grade level. That was the first year when I came back that second time I was like, "Okay. 
I'm going to teach them what these routines are." 

So if I said to the kids, "Hey, guys we're getting ready to do tug-of-war." They knew what tug-of-war was 
and I'll never forget the first time I did that. I was like, "Okay, guys we're going to be looking at this debate. 
These two different authors have two different view points about this particular topic. When we're done 
reading it we're gonna do tug-of-war." "Yay! Yay!" They get all excited about it. So not teaching them the 
routines when I first came back and now that's something I'm very deliberate every year. I start to teach the 
students what these routines are so when there's an applicable point of using them, they jump right in and do 
it.

05:00 Vicki: So you've already given us three examples. Do you have another example or two that are like, 
"These are your tried and true, we use these a lot?"
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05:08 Karen V: The very first routine that most teachers come back and use when they come back from this 
experience, is See/Think/Wonder. And See/Think/Wonder can be done in so many different kinds of ways 
because it can be done with pictures that teachers cultivate from different resources and they put up on a 
smart board, they project it on a promethean board, whatever it is. It may be actual artifacts. 

I actually did math with art one year when we were looking at geometry and had them use these particular 
different pieces of art that really incorporated a lot of geometry. And that is really giving them an 
opportunity to name what they observe so that's practicing observation skills. Then from there, they're 
answering the questions, "What do you think is going on in that picture?" And then from there, "What do you 
wonder?"

05:58 Karen V: And that's the beautiful part right there because when you get the kids to say what they're 
wondering about, for me, that was like my road map of, "Where am I gonna go next to help them explore 
what it is that they wanna know?" Because when I do that, then they're engaged, they're excited about the 
learning. And there's no behavior problems that are going on in the classroom 'cause they're so excited about 
this kind of learning. 

And as a teacher, those questions also help me capture any misconceptions. And you know as well as I do 
that when kids get hold of a misconception, if we wait until there's an assessment and then we catch it, it's 
already so deeply rooted that it takes that much more time to undo it. So these are great opportunities to find 
out what student misconceptions are and catch those on the front end.

06:51 Vicki: Give me an example of how you think your classroom has changed now that you're using 
thinking routines? 

06:57 Karen V: It is a student centered classroom where they are excited about learning and I am just the 
guide on the side. I'm the person that's going around asking them questions, "What do you notice? What do 
you wonder? What is your partner talking about?" They're collaborating with each other. Every time I use a 
thinking routine I have never ever had a child off task. And that's been the exciting part because this is really 
tapping into what they're bringing to the table in their learning, so it's just been very exciting to see the 
enthusiasm they have for learning. So as I've come up and over the learning curve in utilizing these thinking 
routines, I keep trying to find more and more ways to integrate them whether it's in ELA, science, social 
studies, math.

07:48 Vicki: So your favorite resources for thinking routines, you have "Making Thinking Visible", you've 
got the Project Zero resources. Any other places that you go to learn these? 

07:56 Karen V: Well, if you live in Memphis, Tennessee or Shelby county [laughter] myself and another 
teacher were asked, actually asked by Harvard's Project Zero to start basically a Project Zero satellite group 
in Memphis. And so, every year we conduct Project Zero workshops where we bring in teachers from all the 
surrounding areas. 

You can just google Project Zero or you can google "Making Thinking Visible" and you will find a multitude 
of resources out there. There's videos out there so that you can see what this actually looks like in a 
classroom, whether it's early childhood, middle childhood, if it's secondary. And we use these during in 
service to get our teachers kicked off so that they can see how these routines are used, model that for them, 
and then take it back to fit their students and their particular content areas.
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08:47 Vicki: So remarkable teachers, we all have an important strategy to understand and that is thinking 
routines. And I especially like how Karen or Ms V says that we need to teach these routines to our students 
because this is something they can carry with them for a lifetime, the way to think, the way to analyze. And 
really, isn't that something that so many teachers say, "I want my students to know how to think?" 

Well, maybe we're not teaching them how to think. Maybe we're just feeding them too much and not giving 
them the thinking routines they need. So, so many great resources and a way to unlock more remarkable 
teaching.

https://scribie.com/files/dca425f2a1a14281bff2c7767a3ed850e40eb3db
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