
On Teaching Thinking Skills:
A Conversation with

B. Othanel Smith
Teaching should not be reduced to models. Instead,

teachers need to understand the logic of their
subject matter and should master a set of

pedagogical skills to use as necessary.

In 7 925, U 'hen H O Smith received his Bachelor of Science degree in Education) 
I'nitvrsin of Florida, he uvts a pioneer in a new field. Nou 1 a major architect of teacher 
education atid evaluation, be draws upon his \vars ofsenice at tfx I 'nitvrsities of Florida. 
Illinois, and South Florida to stxtre his reflections on the most promising route to improvement 
of t/je teaching profession

-« T-ou've worked for years on a 
Y^ topic of current interest to 
JL educators: thinking skills.

How did that come about?
Some of us who were working with 

public schools in the Chicago area in 
the 19SOs thought that if we could 
teach teachers the logic of their subject 
matter, tlieir students would understand 
the subjects Ixtter VC e tried this tor two 
years, hut our efforts were largely un 
successful, primarily beanise we ap 
proaclied the problem from the stand- 
in >int of informing teacliers about logic 
rather than how to handle subject mat 
ter in a logical way

Why die emphasis on logic?
My primary interest from the begin 

ning has Ixx'n in the logic of teaching. 
My doctoral study was on the logic of 
measurement. Dewey's logical studies 
attracted me in the 20s. and I discov 
ered Piaget in the early 30s In fact, in 
I93"T-38 I prepared a book-length 
manuscript, never published, on the 
teaching of thinking Well, I came back 
to that work in 19S(i and did a study of 
classroom discourse to find out what 
teachers actually taught about the logi 
cal structure of knowledge

OCTOHKX 198"



What did you find?
That teachers use all the logical 

operations, if you treat them in a very 
general sense, that you find in the 
logic books But teachers are unaware 
of using them because these opera 
tions are partly built into the language 
and partly into the structure of the 
content For example, definitions are 
an important pan of instruction  
teachers simply cannot teach without 
denning terms yet defining is often 
p<x>rly done because teachers arent 
acquainted with the nature of 1 
definitions.

What do they need to know?
Well, there are different kinds of 

definitions: classificatory definitions, 
operational definitions, stipulative def 
initions, and .so on. Mere's one differ 
ence. If you want to detine rain, 
you're in difficulty if you try to use any 
other than a stipulative definition. For 
example, if a corporation insures a 
ball game against rain, they can say, 'If 
it rains a specified amount, it will be 
counted as rainy: hut if it doesn't, it is 
not a rain and we won't pay It's like 
defining a bald-headed man: how 
manv hairs can a man have and still be

described as bald' Some definitions 
'are open-ended like that, while others 
are not.

So teachers need to understand 
the basis for a definition before 
'they can teach it to students?
. To develop and teach clear con 
cepts, teachers need to understand the 
nature of definitions. A definition, of 
course, is a verbal counterpart of a 
concept. When you have a clear verbal
-definition, and you understand the 
referent of that delinition, then you
'know the concept

That's just one aspect of the logic of 
teaching Explanation is also a part of 
logic Teachers are constantly involved 
in explaining, but"there are different 
kinds of explaining There's explain 
ing in the narrative sense: to explain 
how Lincoln was assassinated, we use 
a narrative approach; we describe se 
quences of events If you re trying to 
explain why an object floats, you use 
an approach that entails relations

-among variables. :

Are you saying teachers need to 
.understand this kind of complex 
ity in order to do their jobs?

It depends. If we want students to 
understand the content in depth, yes.

-All of us have gone through school, 
and even though we may not have 
such understanding, we usually do

-fairly well, hut the deeper we go in any 
held the more we come to understand

'.what I have been talking about The 
question is whether we want a larger 
portion of the population to get a

'fuller glimpse of the sort of under 
standing that the more highly educat 
ed get now

Isn't that what some of the curric 
ulum developers of the '60s were

-trying to do? Develop a better un 
derstanding of the essence of the 
various disciplines?

- I think so, but they didn't get very 
far because they got hung up on mod 
els. Any time you try to reduce teach 
ing to a model you're in trouble, be-

-cause models give us formulas, and 
formulas squeexe the life out of teach-
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ing. The highly effective teacher will 
design his or her own way of teaching. 

I was brought up on models When 1 
was an undergraduate student, it was 
the project method." Then there was 

the Morrisonian unit method"; he- 
fore either it was Herbart s model 
Even- teaching procedure that he- 
comes formali/.ecl becomes deaden 
ing. We should teach teachers the 
skills of teaching skills of working 
with children and skills of handling 
content and then let the teacher put 
these skills together

Is what you're saying related to 
the kind of teaching models that 
Brace Joyce and Marsha Well have 
written about?

Yes, although they have assembled a 
number of effective skills, and that is 
an important contribution.

But otherwise you reject that 
approach?

Yes 1 reject reduction of teaching to 
any sort of formula

Is what you're saying related to 
the work you did in the '50s and 
'60s that you mentioned earlier?

In a sense, yes I found no consistent 
patterns in the performance of teach 
ers in the best sch<x>ls or even in the 
performance of the most highly suc 
cessful teachers

I believe you once thought of 
yourself as a humanist but don't 
like that terminology anymore. Is 
that correct?

I don't think 1 ever made a point of 
calling myself a humanist, although I 
have talked about humanistic behavior 
in the classrix>m. Anyway, what son of 
humanism are we talking about? There 
is scientific humanism, classical hu 
manism, and there's social humanism. 
So it's not clear what sort of humanism 
we're talking about

What about humanistic 
education?

I prefer to reduce humanism to 
pedagogical skills.

What's an example of that?
Say that you're involved in working 

with a child and another child comes

up and asks you a question. You could 
say somewhat harshly to that child, 
'Go sit down; I'll get to you later." Or 
you could say to the child you're work 
ing with, 'Why don't you go ahead 
with that part now," and then, speak 
ing kindly to the other child, give' 
some momentary help and say, "We II 
do more on that later " That's what I 
would call a humanistic way of dealing 
with that situation

Well, the one certainly sounds 
preferable to the other. But in 
what sense is that a skill?

I mean by skill a performance that 
you can modify according to circum 
stances For example, talking to anoth 
er person can be a skill. As I talk with 
another person. I can respond to what 
I'm saying in the same way as the other 
person responds. In fact, if I tind my 
self saying something that may not be 
appropriate. I can rectify it immedi 
ately.

You may even interrupt yourself?
Yes That s what I would call a skill: a 

physical performance It's an act that I 
can respond to and modify

That's a fairly behavioral way of 
looking at it, isn't it?
Yes, but it's cognitive as well Whenev 
er I start to say something, I can think 
about whether it's appropriate or 
not that's a cognitive operation and 
may change my direction. If an act is 
not under the control of a cognitive 
operation, it is sheer habit

I want to ask you more about 
good teaching, but since we're 
talking about skills, let me ask 
you about the idea of teaching 
dunking skills. Is it defensible to 
refer to thinking as a set of skills 
that can be taught?

Yes, thinking can be a set of skills. It 
can come in many sets. It's a cognitive 
performance that has a physical mani 
festation in the way we handle infor 
mation. A skillful thinker deals with 
data or information in ways not possi 
ble for the unskilled.

I am asking because I assume that 
skills can be improved with prac 
tice and coaching.

"Any time you try to 
reduce teaching to a 
model you're in 
trouble, because 
models give us 
formulas, and 
formulas squeeze 
the life out of 
teaching."
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Yes. We improve thinking by prac 
tice It is appropriate to talk about 
teaching thinking skills; that is. ways of 
collecting and organizing data in or 
der to classify, explain, .predict, test, 
and so on. A.S one performs these 
skills, he or she can become more 
flexible and thereby more effective as 
a thinker

What do you mean by "flexible"?
Experimental work, some as far 

back as the 30s, shows gcxxJ results 
when teachers convey to students, 
'Look, don't just approach it one way; 

if that doesn't work try another, and if 
that doesn't work try something else.' 
If students do that, the possibility of 
their coming up with more fruitful 
answers is increased. Of course, there 
are many ways of increasing students 
flex'ibilirv.

Is being flexible really a skill?
Well, if a child gets to the point 

where he or she routinely says, "I'm 
doing this, but 111 try to do that and if 
that doesn t work, I'll try to do some 
thing else. I'd l(K)k on that as a skill. 
Some would call it a disposition, and I 
wouldn't quarrel about that Pedagogi- 
cally it probably makes no difference.

What are some other teacher be 
haviors we should be encourag 
ing if we want students to be bet 
ter thinkers?

Let me discuss the question in this 
way. As a teacher, I may say, "Here arc- 
some problems I want you to solve 
Now, what do I mean? I really mean 
that I am giving them problems that I 
have illustrated how to do There art- 
rules procedural rules for working

them. There are givens in the prob 
lem, and there are delinite answers. 
That s what we mean, at least in 
school, by "problems" Psychologists 
now regard that sort of problem as 
"well-structured. We need to teach 
children to work such problems, but a 
l(w of problems are unstructured: we 
don't know what the givens are, and 
we don't know whether there's a defi 
nite answer or not

A good many of the situations we 
encounter in real life are like that.
  They require an unstructured ap 

proach They're comparable to what 
Dewey called perplexing situations." 
These problems require skills differ 
ent from those needed to solve well- 
structured problems

  Structured problems are more con 
tent specific You can find illustrations 
of how to proceed with some of them 
in mathematics books. When it comes 
to unstructured problems, we are 
somewhat less certain about what to 
do. We can teach about experimenta 
tion: how to control variables, about 
correlation, about proportionality. 
These entail fundamental skills of 
thinking and should be mastered by 
teachers as well as by students. In 
addition, there are simple devices, like 
scatter diagrams, that can help show 
relationships among variables

You seem to be saying, though, 
that we must depend on teachers 
to get this kind of information to 
students that this is a matter of 
building teacher knowledge and 
skill, and not just of designing 
better curriculum materials.

That is correct. Student learning ma 
terials alone will not suflice. In ill- 
structured problems such materials 
can he a hindrance. The teacher must 
perform the skills of handling the con 
tent at high levels of thinking, at the 
intellectual level expected of the stu 
dent. That sort of teacher performance 
Ls more important than anything else 
m the process of teaching students to 
think more skillfullv
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"The effective 
teacher is one for 
whom the valid 
skills of teaching 
and student 
management are 
second nature."

But you do want to provide more 
complete knowledge to teachers 
about what these mental process 
es are, don't you?

Not exactly. Teachers do not work 
with mental processes, but with 
knowledge and materials. We can 
name these processes, at least some of 
them, such as perceiving and judging, 
hut we know very- little about them. 
Our access to them is through materi 
als and teacher performance. It cannot 
be overemphasized that the teaching 
of thinking does not take place by 
working directly with mental process 
es It is the way teachers work with the 
content of instruction that affects the 
way students learn to think effectively.

In recent years you've been a 
strong advocate of use of the 
teaching effectiveness research. Is 
that the reason?

Yes. The prospective teacher has a 
very brief time to prepare for a tre 
mendously complex task more com 
plex than any other profession. 1 want 
that teacher to get the skills and 
knowledge that we know constitute 
effective teaching, at all levels of think 
ing, and to the point that he or she can 
use them in the classroom as automati 
cally as possible To the extent they are 
automatic, he or she can give attention 
to other things The effective teacher is 
one for whom the valid skills of teach 
ing and student management are sec 
ond nature.

Some say the kinds of behaviors 
that have been identified by the 
teaching effectiveness research 
are too narrow; that they only 
take us so for and no further; that, 
in fact, some of the things we want 
as teaching for thinking are con 
trary to behaviors that have been 
found to be associated with high 
er test scores.

Pan of what you say is a truism: we 
never have complete knowledge; 
we re always wanting more, and right 
ly so But the idea that effective skills of 
teaching are in conflict with teaching 
people to think has yet to be demon 
strated. No, I don't see any incompat 
ibility.

Schooling is short, and the amount 
of dependable knowledge we have 
about teaching is very limited. Any 
thing that diverts that knowledge  
that replaces valid pedagogical princi 
ples, concepts, and skills that teachers 
desperately need to handle knowl 
edge successfully at any intellectual 
level comes at a high cost.D
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3 Practical books to trip teachers build 
thinking skils into their everyday class 
room activities. Written by experienced 
seminar leaders Jim BeHanca and Robin 
Fogarty of the Illinois Renewal Institute

PLANNING FOR 
THINKING:

Leader's guide for imple 
menting an effective 
thinking skills curriculum 
in the district. Practical 
advice on staff training, 
student involvement, 
and evaluation of effec 
tiveness.

CATCH THEM 
THINKING:

Fitly ready-to-use class- | 
room strategies to in 
volve students in the j 
thinking process. In 
cludes background intor- 
nation, discussion ques 
tions, and enrichment Grade4-HS 
activities. 190 Pages.

MENTAL MENUS:

Detailed tesson plans to 
make students aware of 
thinking patterns Con 
tains 24 critical and crea 
tive thinking skills. Easily 
adapted to any content 
area. 135 Pages. 

Grade4-H.S.

VIDEO CASSETTES AND
STUDENT MATERIALS ALSO

AVAILABLE

P.O. Box 548, Kankakee, IL
60901 

815-933-7735 800-528-7390

Please send me:
__ Planning For Thinking 
_ Catch Them Thinking 
__ Mental Menus 
__ Free Literature

$14.95 each plus 10% shipping

NAME ______________ 

ADDRESS _____________ 

CITY ________________ 
STATE_ 

PHONE .

.ZIP.
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