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Dr Amelia Roberts

Deputy Director, UCL Centre for Inclusive Education 

Wake up to Thinking Skills: Revitalising 
whole class teaching to support the inclusion 

of all learners
or How to engage children during Covid-19 

home-schooling!

Definition

‘Thinking Skills is the use of pedagogical 
strategies and approaches such that 
cognitive dissonance may be activated in 
any curriculum area to stimulate interest, 
encourage discussion, increase motivation 
and promote metacognition to enable 
significant learning’.   

Roberts 2010
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Or …. Paired activity: Difference?

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-ND
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Turning pair dialogue into academic 
attainment:
• What differences did you spot between the two 

pictures?

• Originally, this activity was going to be done in 
pairs

• Create your own definition of Thinking Skills.

Debrief

• What is the difference between being told 
the definition of Thinking Skills and 
building the definition up yourself?
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Find the imposter:

• Problem-based learning

• Cognitive Acceleration through Science 
Education

• Jolly Phonics

• NRICH Maths

• Philosophy for Children

• Open Questioning

• SPRinG (Social Pedagogy Research in 
Groups)
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Impact 
Marzano (1998) measured an effect size of 0.54 
(equivalent to 21 points on a percentile) when a teacher 
uses problem-solving in a classroom and an effect size of 
1.14 (37 percentile points) when experimental enquiry is 
used: 

‘When a teacher utilizes problem-solving to enhance 
students’ understanding of content students are presented 
with a situation relative to specific information or a specific 
skill and then presented with obstacles relevant to that 
information or skill. Such activities require students to think 
about content in unusual ways, thus deepening their 
understanding.’ (p. 93)
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How does a ‘Thinking Skills’ approach support 
learners with SEND?

• Anxiety

• Poor motivation

• Literacy difficulties

• Relational/social skills

• Attachment difficulties

• SLCN

Some pre-teaching/scaffolding/sentence starters 
may be need…. And certainly skills take practice
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Vocabulary, Oracy and Voice

• The role of vocabulary is extremely important. 
Poor vocabulary is more common in families 
with lower socio-economic status and is 
correlated with poorer school success, poor 
adult outcomes and poorer mental health.

• To close the social gap, vocabulary acquisition is 
a core area of focus.

• Active learning opportunities can help us 
improve vocabulary building

https://www.bercow10yearson.com/wp-
content/uploads/2018/03/337644-ICAN-Bercow-Report-WEB.pdf
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The Communication Supporting 
Classroom Observation Tool

• Language Learning Environment

• Language Learning Interactions

• Language Learning Opportunities
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Language learning opportunities

• Structured activities to stimulate talking

• Interactive book reading, with prompt questions such as 
predictions and opinions

• Including all children in group activities

• Encouraging child-to-child talk

• Opportunities for structured conversations with adults
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Graduated Response to need
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Specialist

Support

Targeted Interventions

Universal provision: High Quality Teaching and 
a supportive whole school environment
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Learning and lessons

• Problem solving

• Higher-Order Thinking

• Multi-sensory learning

• Element of playfulness

• Creativity and spontaneity

• Peer dialogue

• Linking learning to pupil experiences and 
interests

• Judicious use of ICT

• Rich, stimulating starter activities

Removing barriers to learning: John 

• Poor literacy

• Poor behaviour 

• Low self esteem

• Given a text heavy chapter from a science book 
on the classification of animals

• Refused the work

• Lack of compliance

• Rule bound environment: ‘Either do the work or 
leave pastoral care room’

• Crowd of people, including the kindly school 
policeman, escalated the difficulty until John was 
under the table

How it might have been different...
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Frameworks to activate Thinking Skills

• Cognitive Dissonance – an 
idea, object, picture that 
creates curiosity through 
ambiguity

• Visual Frameworks can elicit 
deeper (higher order) 
thinking...

• Venn Diagrams for compare 
and contrast

• Linked boxes for sequencing
• Seven box – Before and After 

diagram
This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC

Before and After...

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC 
BY-SA

Fortune Line Graph
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Using Smart Art in Word eg Developing a creative 
story? Exploring history? Writing a travel brochure?

Camels

Sandstone 
rock 

formations
The arid desert

Bedouins

Part/whole relationships (Maths/Families)

Horses

Domestic

Thoroughbred Shire

Wild

Mustang

Sequencing

• Introduction

Title or 
prompt

• Character 
description 

Key idea
• First event

Key idea

This Photo by Unknown Author is 
licensed under CC BY-NC-ND
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Cycles eg lifecycles

• Chrysalis

• Caterpillar

This Photo by Unknown 
Author is licensed under 
CC BY-SA

Contexts (habitats/history/writing)

Panda

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under 
CC BY-NC-ND

Typical TS activities

• Visual frameworks to generate ideas and 
alternatives

• Moving knowledge from one form to another

• Open questions eg: Food Webs

Prediction: What do you think would happen if all 
the lettuces died?

Justification: What evidence would you look for to 
show that slugs eat lettuces?

Interpreting information from a flow diagram: 
Which is the longest chain?
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Blooms Taxonomy Verbs

• Think about how you might use these 
Higher Order Thinking processes and 
activities to design a supportive, engaging, 
inclusive lesson.

Respect and Trust

• Allowing the learner time to engage

• Trusting children to work together

• Believing that pupils want to learn

• Trusting your own ability to respond to the 
unexpected

• Allowing fun and enjoyment into the 
curriculum
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Support for Covid-19 home-schooling
• https://www.facebook.com/UCLCentreforInclusiv

eEducation/

• https://www.ucl.ac.uk/ioe/departments-and-
centres/centres/ucl-centre-inclusive-education

• Our contribution to the BBC World Service 
podcast:

https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p08b9qlq
31

Resources
• Communication Supporting Classroom Observation Tool

https://www.thecommunicationtrust.org.uk/resources/resources/resourc
es-for-practitioners/communication-supporting-classroom-observation-
tool.aspx

• SPRinG Project

http://www.spring-project.org.uk/

• NRICH Maths

https://nrich.maths.org/

• Cognitive Acceleration

http://www.letsthink.org.uk/

• Thinking through Primary Teaching

https://www.bloomsbury.com/uk/thinking-through-
primary-teaching-9781899857395/

• Philosophy for Children

https://p4c.com/

• Visual strategies

https://teachinghow2s.com/blog/six-ways-visuals-
help-learning
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Additional resources in response to panel  
questions:

My study bar:

https://www.eduapps.org/mystudybar/

Load2learn:

https://www.pathstoliteracy.org/resources/load2learn

The Communication Trust

https://www.thecommunicationtrust.org.uk/
34

UCL Centre for Inclusive Education’s Professional 
Development, Research, Evaluations:

https://www.ucl.ac.uk/ioe/departments-and-
centres/centres/ucl-centre-inclusive-education

Join us at ISEC2020! (Now ISEC 2021!!!!!)

https://www.ucl.ac.uk/ioe/events/2020/aug/inclusive-
and-supportive-education-conference-isec-2020

Thank you for listening!

Questions?

Dr Amelia Roberts

amelia.roberts@ucl.ac.uk
https://iris.ucl.ac.uk/iris/browse/profile?upi=AROBE82
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