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Teaching for Thinking
Looking to the future, Roy Korbcs and 
others from the Education Commission 
of the States asked officials of high-tech 
industries about knowledge and skills 
needed by graduates. Most of the em 
ployers said it is less important that 
students have a great deal of technical 
training than that they have mastered 
what the executives called "learning to 
Icam" skills the ability to search out 
and comprehend information, for ex 
ample and higher-order thinking and 
problem-solving abilities.

Ironically, the National Assessment 
of Educational Progress reports that 
rather than improving in these areas, 
todav's students are doing less well than 
those of just a few years ago. For exam 
ple, the number of 17-year-olds able to 
determine the mood of a passage- 
dropped ten points (from il percent to 
41 percent) between 1971 and 1980. 
Those successful on exercises testing 
understanding of mathematics declined 
from 62 percent in I9~3 to S8 percent 
five vears later. The percentage of the 
same age group judged competent to 
write a persuasive statement went from 
21 percent in 19~4 to IS percent in 
1979 (Gisi and Eorbcs. 1982).

This decline, according to the Na 
tional Assessment staff (1981), is the 
result of "current emphases in testing 
and instruction." In most classrooms,

.teacher* follow ing traditional patterns of 
uhole-class teaching and recitation move 
quickly from student to student so that mam 
students can be involved without am one 
student dominating The result is a pattern 
of teacher-dominated questioning in which 
brief comments from individual students are 
solicited and extended discussion is deliber 
ately curtailed. Such techniques can be very 
effective in conveying an approved or con 
ventional understanding of a difficult pas 
sage, but give individual students little op 
portunity to learn to formulate extended and 
detailed interpretations (p. 2).

That statement is a challenge to in 
structional leaders because in the 1970s 
researchers established that the type of 
teaching it describes produced relatively 
high student achievement. Eor exam 
ple. Medley (1979) concluded from his 
review of 14 studies (selected according 
to rigorous criteria from an original 
group of 289) that the most effective
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teachers arc those who "... use more 
low-level questions and fewer high-level 
ones, whose pupils initiate fewer ques 
tions and get less feedback, who tend 
not to amplify or discuss what pupils 
say" (1979, p' 24). Roscnshinc (1979) 
summarized his review of a number of 
related studies by saying "The more 
successful teacher is one who structures 
and selects the activities, whose students 
arc academically engaged for many 
minutes each day. who tends to ask 
questions that have specific answers in a 
controllcd-practicc format. . ."(p. 47).

These findings are so well established 
that "... chances that future research 
might alter them in any important re 
spect are negligible" (Medley. 1979, p. 
2>), but they must not be misinterpret 
ed. An important caution is that most of 
the studies dealt with the teaching of 
basic skills to younger students with 
little prior background. Roscnshinc 
wrote recently that ". . . these general 
procedures his formulation of direct 
instruction] also work for older, skilled 
learners" (1982. p. 4). But. as he agrees, 
that does not mean they arc the best w ay 
to teach everything; that depends on the 
outcomes one seeks.

Many of us believe that students will 
become better thinkers if teachers ask 
thought-provoking questions, pursue 
students answers by asking for evidence 
or clarification, and encourage students 
to raise questions of their own.

In general, research has not substanti 
ated that belief, but a review by (Red- 
field and Rousseau. 1981) found that 
students whose teachers ask higher-or 
der questions have much higher 
achievement than others. While cer 
tainly not conclusive, these results arc 
encouraging If we value intellectual 
development, we should:

1. Consider students' needs and set 
priorities. I f students arc not mastering 
the basic skills or achieving other funda 
mental goals, they may profit from di 
rect teaching. For other purposes, other 
methods arc often more suitable.

2. Decide what kinds of activities are
most likely to develop thinking abilities
and plan for them. Some teachers may

Continued on p. 80
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Continued from p.3
not know how to stimulate higher-order 
thinking. Questions about opinions and 
personal experience may have their 
place, but they probably do not contrib 
ute as much to cognitive growth as 
questions about the basis for an assertion 
or reasoning used to make an inference. 
Such questions do not arise naturally in 
most classrooms: teachers need training, 
practice, and encouragement to use 
them. Moreover, higher-order ques 
tions are most productive only as part of 
a teaching strategy by which students are 
prepared by a sequence of learning ac 
tivities to respond intelligently. Direct 
teaching can be part of such a strategy. 

?. Ensure that all students have some 
opportunities to practice higher-order 
thinking. Even students taught most of 
the time by direct methods should occa 
sionally be challenged to solve interest 
ing problems, plan prefects, and discuss 
controversial issues.

Development of thinking ability is a 
central, purpose of schooling. It must 
not be a casualty in the equally impor 
tant campaign to ensure mastery of basic 
skill/ D
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CALL FOR MANUSCRIPTS
We are tentatively planning the following theme issues of Educational Leadership i n 
1983-84:

Deadlines for 
Month Theme Including Manuscripts

October Higher Standards ' Examples of success in raising June 1, 1983
performance standards. Con 
sideration of the relationship •" • 
between standards and quali 
ty education. Effects on equi 
ty- 

November New Directions Analysis and interpretation of July 1, 1983 
few Secondary reports from major current 
Education studies of U.S. high schools.

December- Mathematical Content of mathematics, sci- August 1, 1983 
January and Scientific Lit- ence, and other courses

eracy for the . needed for citizenship and 
High-Tech Socie- career success when today's - 
ly * students are adults. Reports ' • • 

of curriculum changes and 
new programs.

February Changing Con- Alternative views of leader October 1, 1983
ceptions of Lead- behavior. Analysis of school 

. . ership from a cultural perspective,
including the rituals and sym- , - ' 
bols of scho.ol life and cultur 
al leadership.

April Computer-Based Descriptions of exemplary December 1. 1983 
Curriculum cucriculums designed for

computer-assisted learning. 
Reports of future programs-' 
currently being developed. 

1 " Analysis of the process of
planning such programs. Dis 
cussion of current and future 

• - provisions for development of
L, instructural courseware:

„ . - " ,' who does it, under what con 
ditions? ". •

Themes of the March and May issues, if any, will be selected later.
All issues also include non-theme articles, so manuscripts on other aspects of 

curriculum, instruction, supervision, and leadership in elementary and secondary 
education are always welcome.

Papers should be written in direct, readable style and be as brief as possible (five to ten 
typed pages double-spaced). We reserve the right to edit for brevity, clarity, and 
consistency of style.

References may be cited as footnotes or listed in bibliographic form at the end of the 
article. For examples of either style, refe- to a recent issue or to Kate L. Turabian, A Manual 
for Writers ( University of Chicago Press). Double-space everything, including quotations 
and footnotes.

Please send two copies. Rejected manuscripts are not returned unless the author 
provides a self-addressed envelope with the necessary postage.
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Editor's note: Comments on our articles 
are welcome. Address letters to Editor, 
Educational Leadership, 22? N. Wash 

ington St., Alexandria. VA 223114. Let 
ters accepted Tor publication may be edit 
ed for brevity and claritv.
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