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Teaching Thinking 
Throughout the Curricul 

Where Else?

Teachers who are knowledgeable
about their subject, who understand
how it differs from other disciplines,

and who can convey this to their
students are already teaching

thinking skills.

DemOSJobmon

Academic disciplines re/lea historic patterns of thought and remain essential contexts for thinking for today's students Shown here is Will Berry, 
senior, in the Ubrary cfT.C Williams Hi&> School, Alexandria, Virginia.
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M uch of the current discussion 
about teaching thinking in 
volves the fallacy that a new 

curriculum description must mean a 
new area of knowledge. The advocates 
of instruction for thinking reason that 
it must involve something quite dif 
ferent from the curriculum we are 
already teaching. Teaching thinking 
sounds like the same sort of problem 
as teaching arithmetic or how to ren 
der first aid. They say we can teach 
arithmetic and first aid in formal 
' ourses, so surely we can teach think 
ing skills in formal courses? They act 
as if we have to find out what counts as 
the general skills of thinking and then 
teach them. But this is a philosophical 
mistake.

The Contexts of Knowledge 
Forms
Both learning to think and thinking 
correctly occur in contexts. We learn 
to think cogently and correctly within 
particular forms of knowledge and 
their disciplines. The different forms 
of knowledge in general (e.g., Sci 
ence) and their disciplines in particu 
lar (e.g., Biology, Earth Sciences, Phys 
ics, etc.) are not arbitrary devices 
which have been forced unnecessarily 
upon us by pedagogues: they are es 
sential contexts for thinking. Our pre 
sent epistemological distinctions have 
evolved over thousands of years of 
careful, critical intellectual exploration 
and pragmatic action in the world, 
with new disciplines and subareas of 
knowledge arising as new needs de 
velop. The disciplines consist of pat 
terns of interrelated concepts and ex 
planations: recent concepts and expla 
nations presuppose earlier ones and 
together form a structure we can use 
to give meaning to new experiences 
we must accommodate and to prob 
lems we must solve.

In the realm of an unfamiliar con 
text we blunder. Out of our contexts, 
we misunderstand, we fail to construe 
correctly, we make mistakes. It is this 
fact which perhaps more than any 
thing else makes understanding peo 
ple of other nations so very difficult. 
Tourists in foreign countries, being

out of context, not uncommonly com 
mit faux pas. Similarly, there are artis 
tic geniuses who are moral and scien 
tific cretins. There are engineers and 
accountants who have little grasp of 
the subtleties of the humanities and 
thus underestimate their pertinence 
for our lives. I also know an eminent 
professor of history who demonstrates 
the grossest misconceptions of science 
and technology: he sometimes kicks 
his car to try to get it started.

Analogously, much of today's em 
phasis on teaching thinking skills is 
premised on a misunderstanding of 
the significance of the epistemological 
contexts in which all thinking occurs: 
the contexts provided by each form of 
knowledge and its disciplines. To sep 
arate the chief farms of knowledge: 
Mathematics is different from Science, 
is different from our Knowledge of 
Other Persons and their Minds, is dif 
ferent from Morality, is different from 
Aesthetic-Artistic awareness, is differ 
ent from Religious awareness, is dif 
ferent from Philosophy. Consider the 
differences between:
  the mathematic expansion: (a + 

b)2 = a2 + 2ab + b2
  the empirical-scientific relation 

ship: force = mass X acceleration
  a parent's personal knowledge 

that his child is disconsolate
  the moral injunction that we 

ought not to cause pain
  our viewing the artistic painting- 

statement Mono Lisa
  the religious claim that God is 

Love
  the philosophical claim that edu 

cation for thinking is really a philo 
sophical matter.

These relationships, statements, and 
claims occur in quite different forms 
of knowledge, involving different con 
cepts and awarenesses and different 
tests of claims. This assertion becomes 
clear when we try to cross forms; for 
example, if we were to claim that the 
square on the diagonal = CaCo3, or 
that God boils at 100 degrees centi 
grade. Such claims are not merely 
wrong; they are literally nowsense. 
The varied forms of knowledge and 
their disciplines are contexts of mean 
ing that differ from one another, and

familiarity with them is acquired in 
different ways.

What of Commonality?
Of course it is true in a sense that 
general ways of thinking are not spe 
cific to particular disciplines. For in 
stance, the rules of logic apply in a 
general way in the Aesthetic-Artistic 
area, in Mathematics, and in Science. 
But these general ways and logical 
rules are mere formats for any real 
problem which requires careful, criti 
cal thinking within the form of knowl 
edge. A school which teaches children 
only such logical rules would not be 
training them to think. Children learn 
to think as they encounter, at levels 
suited to their age, ways of thinking as 
pan of disciplinary problems, and the 
structures and patterns of understand 
ing in which such problems are em 
bedded.

Although we can append the same 
name to moves in an argument within 
several different forms of knowledge, 
practice in the move in one form is not 
the same thing as understanding the 
move in another. For example, expli 
cating the genesis of a social or per 
sonal activity may seem like a useful 
intellectual skill which could be ap 
plied generally. But however essential 
it may be for a historical or a psycho 
logical explanation, it will usually be 
irrelevant in religious or mathematical 
arguments. People use the argument 
from analogy, or commit the genetic 
fallacy, or argue from the general to 
the particular in the Aesthetic-Artistic 
area or in the Empirical-Scientific 
area. It is not the thinking skill as such 
which is important; it is seeing that 
particular move as cogent, recognizing 
that it may be useful at that point in the 
disciplinary situation

Hard Epistemology, 
Not Soft Psychology
What we require are teachers who 
know their disciplines in depth, good 
teachers of math and good teachers of 
history and good teachers of literature, 
who understand the structure of their 
particular discipline and how it is dif 
ferent from that of other disciplines 
and who can pass on such awareness
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to their students. Then students may 
come to understand both the distinc 
tions and the connections among dis 
ciplines and to appreciate when to 
reason within a particular disciplinary 
context, when to move to a different 
disciplinary context, and when to es 
tablish bridges between contexts. We 
do not require a new breed of special 
ist teachers of an illusory "discipline" 
called "thinking skills." We need good 
teachers who can make children think 
in the particular discipline the teacher 
is teaching.

We need committed, sympathetic 
teachers who make learning interest 
ing. But we do not require teachers 
who are afraid to say that a statement 
is wrong merely because this may 
temporarily displease a child or a 
parent or a superintendent. We re 
quire teachers who will show stu 
dents both where they are right and 
where they are using inappropriate 
disciplinary thinking. Too much in 
American schools is based on soft 
psychology, rather than upon hard 
epistemology.D

"Too much in 
American schools 
is based on soft 
psychology, rather 
than upon hard 
epistemology."
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John H. Chambers is Former Professor, 
Philosophy of Education, Tasmanian State 
Institute of Technology, Launceston, Tas 
mania. He may be reached at Teachers 
College, Columbia University, 732 Whittier 
Hall, 1230 Amsterdam Ave., New York, NY 
10027.

___NEW FROM LONGMAN__
A timely book that describes a comprehensive 
system for the support of educational personnel

Improving America's Schools 
Brace Joyce ——————————————

Student Achievement Through 
Staff Development

Bruce Joyce and Beverly Showers
In this authoritative book the authors outline a system for provid 
ing services to teachers and administrators at the individual 
level: to faculty at the school level: and to parties responsible 
for school improvement at the district level. 
The book includes:
  discussion and review of the research underlying the claim that 

staff development can increase student learning
  the recommendation that content of staff development be 

selected from the array of options promising substantial 
increases in student learning

  research-based procedures for programs designed to develop 
high levels of skill and the ability to transfer knowledge and 
skills to the classroom and the school

Student Achievement Through Staff Development is designed for 
policymakers in staff development, including school officials, 
trustees, and teachers. 
1987 204 pages (est.) 582-28409-0 paper $13.95

This introduction to the social and technical aspects 
of school improvement is designed for school board 
members and other policymakers. "Direct, to the 
point, current, contemporary, practical... .Joyce is 
to be thanked for providing a handbook for school 
administrators to use in developing a way to focus 
and refocus faculty and administrative attention on 
the purpose of going to school   to learn.'' 
  NASSP Bulletin 

132 pages 582-28580-1 paper $13.95

The Structure of School 
Improvement ——————————
Brace Joyce, Richard H. Hersh, and 
Michael McKibbin ————————————
This handbook for district and building administra 
tors outlines a general strategy to select targets for 
improvement, enlist the energy of community mem 
bers, and develop procedures to encourage change. 
"There are scarcely any [books) that succeed in 
addressing both substance and process simultane 
ously. [This book | comes as close as any book I 
know."  John I. Goodlad, from the Foreword 
290 pages 582-28092-3 Cloth $19.95
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