
The Cultures of Thinking Project is 
a global initiative under the direction 
of Dr. Ron Ritchhart, a Principal 
Investigator and Senior Research 
Associate at Project Zero, Harvard 
Graduate School of Education.

GOALS. The CoT initiative considers 
education to be a social and cultural 
endeavo r whose goa l i s t he 
development of both the individual 
and the group as effective learners 
and thinkers able to engage with and 
adapt to a changing world.  Within 
this context the most important 
assessment question we can ask 
ourselves as educators is:  Who are 
our students becoming as thinkers 
and learners as a result of their time 
with us? 

HISTORY. Since 2000, the Cultures 
of Thinking Project has worked with 
hundreds of public, independent, and 
international schools and museums 
across North America, Australia, 
Europe, Asia, and Africa to help 
transform them into places where 
thinking is valued, visible and actively 
promoted.  

APPROACH. The CoT initiative 
works to achieve its goals by working 
systemically in schools. This includes 
the formation of ongoing professional 
l e a r n i n g c o m m u n i t i e s w h o s e 
attention is focused on exploring and 
understanding group culture is 
shaped by the Eight Cultural Forces: 
Modeling, Opportunities, Routines, 

Expectations, Language, Interactions, Time, and Environment.  By paying attention to how these eight forces 
send messages about what learning is, what kind of thinking is valued, and what it means to be smart; 
educators can reshape schools and classrooms into powerful learning environments in which students can 
achieve at the highest levels.  The Documentation of learning and the integration of Thinking Routines—
simple structures to scaffold, support, and direct students’ thinking—are also core practices.

INFORMATION. The Culture of Thinking Project has generated many books, articles, and web resources 
that document the work of the project, report on our ongoing research, describe the changes occurring in 
schools and classrooms, and identify the impact on student learning.  Visit www.RonRitchhart.com, http://
www.visiblethinkingpz.org and www.storiesoflearning.com to download resources and to learn more about the 
work of the project and how it is transforming schools and classrooms around the world.  Key print resources 
included:  Intellectual Character, Making Thinking Visible, and Creating Cultures of Thinking.

http://www.RonRitchhart.com
http://www.visiblethinkingpz.org
http://www.storiesoflearning.com
http://www.RonRitchhart.com
http://www.visiblethinkingpz.org
http://www.storiesoflearning.com
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Messages in a 
Cultures of 
Thinking 
Classroom	  

	  

v Learning is a product of thinking.  

v Learning and thinking are as much a collective 
enterprise as they are an individual endeavor. 

v Learning occurs at the point of challenge. 

v Our learning is often provisional and frequently 
changes with time. 

v Learning is an active process and involves	  
getting personally involved. 

v Questions not only drive learning but also are 
outcomes of learning as well. 



Skills are not sufficient; we must also 
have the disposition to use them. Possess-
ing thinking skills and abilities alone is in-

sufficient for good thinking. One must also have the 
disposition to use those abilities. This means schools 
must develop students’ inclination to think and 
awareness of occasions for thinking as well as their 
thinking skills and abilities. Having a disposition to-
ward thinking enhances the likelihood that one can 
effectively use one’s abilities in new situations.

The culture of the classroom teaches. It 
not only sets a tone for learning, but also 
determines what gets learned. The messag-

es sent through the culture of the classroom com-
municate to students what it means to think and 
learn well. These messages are a curriculum in them-
selves, teaching students how to learn and ways of 
thinking.

As educators, we must strive to make stu-
dents thinking visible. It is only by making 
thinking visible that we can begin to under-

stand both what and how our students are learning. 
Under normal conditions, a student’s thinking is in-
visible to other students, the teacher, and even to 
him/herself, because people often think with little 
awareness of how they think. By using structures, 
routines, probing questions, and documentation 
we can make students’ thinking more visible toward 
fostering better thinking and learning.

Good thinking utilizes a variety of re-
sources and is facilitated by the use of ex-
ternal tools to “download” or “distribute” 

one’s thinking. Papers, logs, computers, conversa-
tion, and various means of recording and keeping 
track of ideas and thoughts free the mind up to en-
gage in new and deeper thinking and help ensure 
that our thinking doesn’t get lost.

For classrooms to be cultures of thinking 
for students, schools must be cultures of 
thinking for teachers. The development of 

a professional community in which deep and rich 
discussions of teaching, learning, and thinking are 
a fundamental part of teachers’ ongoing experience 
provides the foundation for nurturing students’ 
thinking and learning.

The development of thinking and un-
derstanding is fundamentally a social 
endeavor, taking place in a cultural con-

text and occurring within the constant interplay be-
tween the group and the individual. Social situations 
that provide experience in communicating one’s 
own thinking as well as opportunities to understand 
others’ thinking enhance individual thinking.
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ex•pec•ta•tions |,ekspek’tāSH  ns| noun: A set of strong beliefs surrounding future outcomes and anticipated results. As a culture shaper, 
expectations operate as “belief sets” or ‘action theories’ that influence our own efforts in relation to the achievement of desired goals and 
outcomes with respect to our teaching. In this way, expectations not only set our course, but also act as an internal compass that keeps us moving 
toward our goal. It is important to note that this departs from the way teachers more typically think of “expectations”, that is, as an explicit 
expression of standards used to direct and inform the behavior of others.

lan•guage |’laNGgwij| noun: The system of communication used by a community to negotiate shared meaning and build group coherence and 
understanding around ideas, behaviors, and actions. As a culture shaper, language helps us to direct attention and action. However, the words 
and structures that make up language not only convey an explicit surface meaning, but also impart a set of deeper associations and connections 
that implicitly shape thought and influence behavior. This is the hidden power of language: Its ability to subtly convey messages that shape our 
thinking, sense of self, and group affinity.

Time |tīm| noun: The “containers,” consisting of measurable periods, that we allocate, assign or use to accomplish tasks of our choosing. As a 
culture shaper, all of these conceptions of time are in play. Our allocations of periods of time reflect our values. Our sequencing of events, 
construction of moments, and reflections on actions allows us to scaffold and draw a connecting thread through learning occasions to create a 
unity. Finally, our ability to generate, sustain, and capitalize on periods of total engagement allows us to create the energy needed for learning 
and thinking.

mod•el•ing |’mädl-iNG| (Brit. modelling ) verb: To display, demonstrate, or draw attention to as an example for others to follow or imitate. As a 
culture shaper, modeling operates on both an explicit and an implicit level. Explicitly, we may demonstrate techniques, processes and strategies in 
a way that makes our own thinking visible for students to learn from and appropriate. Implicitly, our actions are constantly on display for our 
students. They see our passions, our interests, our caring, and our authenticity as thinkers, learners, community members, and leaders. Adult 
models surround students and make real a world that they may choose to enter or reject.

op•por•tu•ni•ties |äp  r’t(y)oonitēs | noun: A set of conditions or circumstances that make it possible to do or achieve something. As a culture 
shaper, the opportunities present will serve either to constrain or enhance the activity of both individuals and the group as a whole. Although it is 
possible for opportunities to lie hidden, remain untapped, or to languish; in strong cultures rich opportunities for growth, advancement, and 
creativity are prominent. In a culture of thinking, these types of opportunities dominate the landscape, guiding and shaping the activity of the 
group and engaging all individuals.

rou•tine |roo’tēn| noun: A sequence of actions designed to achieve a specific outcome in an efficient and productive manner. As a culture shaper, 
routines represent a set of shared practices that constitute a group’s way of doing things. They are the classroom infrastructure, guiding much of 
the activity that happens there. Routines—whether they are for management, participation, discourse, instruction, learning, or thinking—help to 
minimize confusion, reduce uncertainty, and direct activity along known paths. Ultimately, routines become patterns of behavior for both 
individuals and the group. Of particular importance in learning groups, is the presence of thinking and learning routines that help to direct, guide, 
and scaffold learning and thinking.

in•ter•ac•tions |int  r’akSH  ns| noun: The dynamic phenomenon that emerges when two or more objects have an effect upon one another. As 
a culture shaper, interactions form the basis for relationships among teachers and students, students and students, and teachers and teachers. 
Interactions knit together the social fabric that binds individuals together in community. The Interactions among group members help to define 
the emotional climate, tone, or ethos of a place. In a culture of thinking, teacher’s interactions with students show a respect for and an interest in 
students’ thinking while nurturing their development as valued, competent individuals able to contribute effectively to the group.

en•vi•ron•ment |en’vīr  nm  nt| noun: The physical space occupied by a group or individual, including its design, aesthetic, setup, displays, 
artifacts, and furnishings. As a culture shaper, the physical environment is the “body language” of an organization, conveying its values and key 
messages even in the absence of its inhabitants. The physical environment of a school or classroom will dictate how individuals interact, their 
behaviors, and performance. The physical space can inhibit or inspire the work of the group and the individual. Although most educators inherit 
a physical environment fashioned for an old paradigm of learning, there is still much that can be done in the design of that space to facilitate and 
promote a culture of thinking.

THE 8 FORCES THAT SHAPE GROUP CULTURE
EXPECTATIONS: Recognizing How Our Beliefs Shape Our Behavior

LANGUAGE: Appreciating Its Subtle Yet Profound Power

TIME: Learning to Be Its Master Rather than Its Victim

MODELING: Seeing Ourselves through Our Students’ Eyes

OPPORTUNITIES: Crafting the Vehicles for Learning

ROUTINES: Supporting and Scaffolding Learning and Thinking

INTERACTIONS: Forging Relationships that Empower Learners

ENVIRONMENT: Using Space to Support Learning and Thinking
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DEFINING THINKING ROUTINES 
 
 

• Tools used over and over again in the classroom, that support 
specific thinking moves such as, 

 
• Making connections 
• Describing what’s there 
• Building explanations 
• Considering different viewpoints and perspectives 
• Capturing the heart and forming conclusions 
• Reasoning with evidence 

 
• Structures, through which students collectively as well as 

individually initiate, explore, discuss, document, and manage 
their thinking.  These structures are: 

 
• Explicit: They have names to identify them 
• Instrumental:  They are goal directed and purposeful 
• A few steps:  Easy to learn, and easy to remember 
• Individual as well as group practices 
• Useful across a variety of contexts 
• Help to reveal students’ thinking and make more visible 

 
• Patterns of behavior adopted to help one use the mind to form 

thoughts, reason, or reflect.  We see these patterns emerging 
as the routines: 

 
• Are used over and over. 
• Become engrained in us both teachers and students. 
• Flexibility emerges. 

 
 

From Ritchhart et al, 2006 



Th
in

ki
ng

 R
ou

ti
ne

s 
M

at
ri

x 
fr

om
 th

e 
up

co
m

in
g 

bo
ok

 M
ak

in
g 

Th
in

ki
ng

 V
is

ib
le

 b
y 

R
itc

hh
ar

t, 
M

or
ri

so
n 

&
 C

hu
rc

h 
(S

pr
in

g 
20

11
) 

R
ou

tin
e 

K
ey

 T
hi

nk
in

g 
M

ov
es

 
N

ot
es

 

R
ou

tin
es

 fo
r I

N
TR

O
D

U
C

IN
G

 &
 E

X
PL

O
R

IN
G

 ID
EA

S 
S

ee
-T

hi
nk

-W
on

de
r 

D
es

cr
ip

tio
n,

 In
te

rp
re

ta
tio

n 
&

 W
on

de
rin

g 
G

oo
d 

w
ith

 a
m

bi
gu

ou
s 

or
 c

om
pl

ex
 v

is
ua

l s
tim

ul
i 

Zo
om

 In
 

D
es

cr
ip

tio
n,

 In
fe

re
nc

e,
 &

 In
te

rp
re

ta
tio

n 
V

ar
ia

tio
n 

of
 S

TW
 in

vo
lv

in
g 

us
in

g 
on

ly
 p

or
tio

ns
 o

f a
n 

im
ag

e 
Th

in
k-

P
uz

zl
e-

E
xp

lo
re

 
A

ct
iv

at
in

g 
pr

io
r k

no
w

le
dg

e,
 w

on
de

rin
g,

 
pl

an
ni

ng
 

G
oo

d 
at

 th
e 

be
gi

nn
in

g 
of

 a
 u

ni
t t

o 
di

re
ct

 p
er

so
na

l o
r g

ro
up

 in
qu

iry
 a

nd
 u

nc
ov

er
 

cu
rr

en
t u

nd
er

st
an

di
ng

s 
as

 w
el

l a
s 

m
is

co
nc

ep
tio

ns
 

C
ha

lk
 T

al
k 

U
nc

ov
er

s 
pr

io
r k

no
w

le
dg

e 
an

d 
id

ea
s,

 
qu

es
tio

ni
ng

 
O

pe
n-

en
de

d 
di

sc
us

si
on

 o
n 

pa
pe

r. 
E

ns
ur

es
 a

ll 
vo

ic
es

 a
re

 h
ea

rd
, g

iv
es

 th
in

ki
ng

 
tim

e.
 

 3
21

 B
rid

ge
 

A
ct

iv
at

es
 p

rio
r k

no
w

le
dg

e,
 q

ue
st

io
ni

ng
, 

di
st

ill
in

g,
 &

 c
on

ne
ct

io
n 

m
ak

in
g 

th
ro

ug
h 

m
et

ap
ho

rs
 

W
or

ks
 w

el
l w

he
n 

st
ud

en
ts

 h
av

e 
pr

io
r k

no
w

le
dg

e 
bu

t i
ns

tru
ct

io
n 

w
ill

 m
ov

e 
it 

in
 a

 
ne

w
 d

ire
ct

io
n.

  C
an

 b
e 

do
ne

 o
ve

r e
xt

en
de

d 
tim

e 
lik

e 
th

e 
co

ur
se

 o
f a

 u
ni

t. 

C
om

pa
ss

 P
oi

nt
s 

D
ec

is
io

n 
m

ak
in

g 
an

d 
pl

an
ni

ng
, u

nc
ov

er
s 

pe
rs

on
al

 re
ac

tio
ns

 
S

ol
ic

its
 th

e 
gr

ou
p’

s 
id

ea
s 

an
d 

re
ac

tio
ns

 to
 a

 p
ro

po
sa

l, 
pl

an
 o

r p
os

si
bl

e 
de

ci
si

on
. 

E
xp

la
na

tio
n 

G
am

e 
O

bs
er

vi
ng

 d
et

ai
ls

 a
nd

 b
ui

ld
in

g 
ex

pl
an

at
io

ns
 

V
ar

ia
tio

ns
 o

f S
TW

 th
at

 fo
cu

se
s 

on
 id

en
tif

yi
ng

 p
ar

ts
 a

nd
 e

xp
la

in
in

g 
th

em
 in

 o
rd

er
 

to
 b

ui
ld

 u
p 

an
 u

nd
er

st
an

di
ng

 o
f t

he
 w

ho
le

 fr
om

 it
s 

pa
rts

 a
nd

 th
ei

r p
ur

po
se

s 

R
ou

tin
es

 fo
r S

Y
N

TH
ES

IZ
IN

G
 &

 O
R

G
A

N
IZ

IN
G

 ID
EA

S 
H

ea
dl

in
es

 
S

um
m

ar
iz

in
g,

 C
ap

tu
rin

g 
th

e 
he

ar
t 

Q
ui

ck
 s

um
m

ar
ie

s 
of

 th
e 

bi
g 

id
ea

s 
or

 w
ha

t s
ta

nd
s 

ou
t 

C
S

I: 
C

ol
or

, S
ym

bo
l, 

Im
ag

e 
C

ap
tu

rin
g 

th
e 

he
ar

t t
hr

ou
gh

 m
et

ap
ho

rs
 

N
on

-v
er

ba
l r

ou
tin

e 
th

at
 fo

rc
es

 v
is

ua
l c

on
ne

ct
io

ns
 

G
en

er
at

e-
S

or
t-C

on
ne

ct
-

E
la

bo
ra

te
:  

C
on

ce
pt

 M
ap

s 
U

nc
ov

er
in

g 
an

d 
or

ga
ni

zi
ng

 p
rio

r k
no

w
le

dg
e 

to
 id

en
tif

y 
co

nn
ec

tio
ns

 
H

ig
hl

ig
ht

s 
th

e 
th

in
ki

ng
 s

te
ps

 o
f m

ak
in

g 
an

 e
ffe

ct
iv

e 
co

nc
ep

t m
ap

 th
at

 b
ot

h 
or

ga
ni

ze
s 

an
d 

re
ve

al
s 

on
e’

s 
th

in
ki

ng
 

C
on

ne
ct

-E
xt

en
d-

C
ha

lle
ng

e 
C

on
ne

ct
io

n 
m

ak
in

g,
 id

en
tif

y 
ne

w
 id

ea
s,

 
ra

is
in

g 
qu

es
tio

ns
 

K
ey

 s
yn

th
es

is
 m

ov
es

 fo
r d

ea
lin

g 
w

ith
 n

ew
 in

fo
rm

at
io

n 
in

 w
ha

te
ve

r f
or

m
 it

 m
ig

ht
 

be
 p

re
se

nt
ed

: b
oo

ks
, l

ec
tu

re
, m

ov
ie

, e
tc

. 
Th

e 
4 

C
’s

 
C

on
ne

ct
io

n 
m

ak
in

g,
 id

en
tif

yi
ng

 k
ey

 c
on

ce
pt

, 
ra

is
in

g 
qu

es
tio

ns
, a

nd
 c

on
si

de
rin

g 
im

pl
ic

at
io

ns
 

A
 te

xt
-b

as
ed

 ro
ut

in
e 

th
at

 h
el

ps
 id

en
tif

ie
s 

ke
y 

po
in

ts
 o

f c
om

pl
ex

 te
xt

 fo
r 

di
sc

us
si

on
.  

D
em

an
ds

 a
 ri

ch
 te

xt
 o

r b
oo

k.
 

M
ic

ro
 L

ab
 

A
 p

ro
to

co
l f

or
 fo

cu
se

d 
di

sc
us

si
on

 
C

an
 b

e 
co

m
bi

ne
d 

w
ith

 o
th

er
 ro

ut
in

es
 a

nd
 u

se
d 

to
 p

ro
m

pt
 re

fle
ct

io
n 

an
d 

di
sc

us
si

on
 

I u
se

d 
to

 th
in

k 
R

ef
le

ct
io

n 
an

d 
m

et
ac

og
ni

tio
n 

U
se

d 
to

 h
el

p 
le

ar
ne

rs
 re

fle
ct

 o
n 

ho
w

 th
ei

r t
hi

nk
in

g 
ha

s 
sh

ift
ed

 a
nd

 c
ha

ng
ed

 o
ve

r 
tim

e.
 

R
ou

tin
es

 fo
r D

IG
G

IN
G

 D
EE

PE
R

 IN
TO

 ID
EA

S 
W

ha
t m

ak
es

 y
ou

 s
ay

 th
at

? 
R

ea
so

ni
ng

 w
ith

 e
vi

de
nc

e 
A

 q
ue

st
io

n 
th

at
 te

ac
he

rs
 c

an
 w

ea
ve

 in
to

 d
is

cu
ss

io
n 

to
 p

us
h 

st
ud

en
ts

 to
 g

iv
e 

ev
id

en
ce

 fo
r t

he
ir 

as
se

rti
on

s.
 

C
irc

le
 V

ie
w

po
in

ts
 

P
er

sp
ec

tiv
e 

ta
ki

ng
 

Id
en

tif
ic

at
io

n 
of

 p
er

sp
ec

tiv
es

 a
ro

un
d 

an
 is

su
e 

or
 p

ro
bl

em
.  

S
te

p 
In

si
de

 
P

er
sp

ec
tiv

e 
ta

ki
ng

 
S

te
pp

in
g 

in
to

 a
 p

os
iti

on
 a

nd
 ta

lk
in

g 
or

 w
rit

in
g 

fro
m

 th
at

 p
er

sp
ec

tiv
e 

to
 g

ai
n 

a 
de

ep
er

 u
nd

er
st

an
di

ng
 o

f i
t. 

R
ed

 L
ig

ht
, Y

el
lo

w
 L

ig
ht

 
M

on
ito

rin
g,

 id
en

tif
ic

at
io

n 
of

 b
ia

s,
 ra

is
in

g 
qu

es
tio

ns
 

U
se

d 
to

 id
en

tif
y 

po
ss

ib
le

 e
rr

or
s 

in
 re

as
on

in
g,

 o
ve

r r
ea

ch
in

g 
by

 a
ut

ho
rs

, o
r a

re
as

 
th

at
 n

ee
d 

to
 b

e 
qu

es
tio

ne
d.

 
C

la
im

 S
up

po
rt 

Q
ue

st
io

n 
Id

en
tif

yi
ng

 g
en

er
al

iz
at

io
ns

 a
nd

 th
eo

rie
s,

 
re

as
on

in
g 

w
ith

 e
vi

de
nc

e,
 c

ou
nt

er
 a

rg
um

en
ts

 
C

an
 b

e 
us

ed
 w

ith
 te

xt
 o

r a
s 

a 
ba

si
c 

st
ru

ct
ur

e 
fo

r m
at

he
m

at
ic

al
 a

nd
 s

ci
en

tif
ic

 
th

in
ki

ng
. 

Tu
g 

of
 W

ar
 

P
er

sp
ec

tiv
e 

ta
ki

ng
, r

ea
so

ni
ng

, i
de

nt
ify

in
g 

co
m

pl
ex

iti
es

 
Id

en
tif

yi
ng

 a
nd

 b
ui

ld
in

g 
bo

th
 s

id
es

 o
f a

n 
ar

gu
m

en
t o

r t
en

si
on

/d
ile

m
m

a 

W
or

d-
P

hr
as

e-
S

en
te

nc
e 

S
um

m
ar

iz
in

g 
an

d 
di

st
ill

in
g 

Te
xt

-b
as

ed
 p

ro
to

co
l a

im
ed

 a
t e

lic
iti

ng
 w

ha
t a

 re
ad

er
 fo

un
d 

im
po

rta
nt

 o
r 

w
or

th
w

hi
le

. U
se

d 
w

ith
 d

is
cu

ss
io

n 
to

 lo
ok

 a
t t

he
m

es
 a

nd
 im

pl
ic

at
io

ns
. 





The What, Why, and How of Documentation 

There is no single way to document thinking and learning.  As Vea Vecchi, an atelierista in 
the Reggio schools states, “What we are interested in is precisely an attempt to see this 
process [of learning] and to understand how the construction of doing, thinking, and 
knowing takes place, as well as what sort of influences or modifications can occur in these 
processes.” Observation notes, partial transcripts of conversation, audiotapes of a 
discussion, a list of students' responses to a prompt, photographs or videos of learning, 
chart paper brainstorms, or a screen capture from an interactive whiteboard are all forms 
of documentation.  

To those new to documenting student’s thinking, it might be easy to confuse 
documentation with merely recording what the class has done, a sort of archive of activity 
through the collection of various forms of documents.  However, to be useful to both 
teachers and students, documentation must extend beyond this.  At its heart 
documentation is focused on the learning process itself by trying to capture the events, 
questions, conversations, and acts that provoke and advance learning over time.  Some 
of the benefits and reasons behind documentation of learning and thinking include: 

• To capture individual and group learning and thinking and make It visible. 

• To be able to share a story of the learning journey happening in the class. 

• To provide a resource for discussion, reflection and review of learning. 

• To help students connect to prior learning and experiences and building on that to 
take it forward. 

• To model and capture processes for later reference. 

• To show students the ongoing nature of learning and how their ideas change and 
develop over time. 

• To facilitate learning from and with others. 

• To inform our next steps as a teacher. 

• To validate and affirm students’ contributions to the class.  The documentation gives 
value to students’ ideas.   

• To provide evidence for formative assessment. 

• To promote teachers and students' self evaluation of learning. 

• To provide parents with a glimpse into the learning their children are doing.  
Documentation can serve as the basis for student lead conferences focused on 
learning rather than work. 

• To be able to identify learning “hotspots” that helped to catapult group or individual 
learning to the next level. 

• To see trends, patterns and growth over time 

• To allow students to more easily see multiple perspectives and possibilities around a 
topic. 

 



Protocols are most powerful and effective when used within an ongoing professional learning community such as a Critical Friends Group® and facilitated 
by a skilled coach. To learn more about professional learning communities and seminars for new or experienced coaches, please visit the National School 
Reform Faculty website at www.nsrfharmony.org.

National 
School 
Reform 
Faculty

Harmony 
Education 

Center
www.nsrfharmony.org

Facilitating Learning, Logistics and Longevity
Adapted from The Evidence Process: A Collaborative Approach to Understanding and Improving Teaching 

and Learning by the Evidence Project Staff (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Project Zero, 2001).

Learning Logistics

Longevity

• Help participants 
develop vision of the 

work: Why they’re doing

• Facilitate

• Help group track history and 
progress

• Check in with participants 
in and out of meetings 
to gather feedback, 
respond to 
questions, 
provide 

support

• Plan 
meetings 

and build agendas

• Identify who will play 
what roles at meetings and 

support them as they prepare

• Figure out how to use outside 
resources effectively

• Listen to/get feedback from 
participants

• Troubleshoot

• Participate in 
Meetings

• Arrange Meeting 
time, space, food

• Announce Meeting 
time/space

• Convene the meeting

• Turn meeting over to others 
for specific tasks

• Distribute any 
relevant materials 

before, after 
and during 

meetings

• Identify and 
mentor new 
facilitators

• Make sure 
LASW work 
has a place 
on the school 
professional 
development 
calendar

• Help Participants identify how this work is related to other 
initiatives in the school and to school goals

• Help participants establish commitment to the work

• Encourage the interest of others who might join in the work

• Communicate value of the work to others

• Secure funding to support the work
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LOOKING AT STUDENTSʼ THINKING PROTOCOL 
  
Roles:   
• Presenting Teacher:  Brings work to share, listens to the discussion, responds at the end. 
• Facilitator:   Keeps track of time, Asks the lead questions for each phase, 

Redirects as needed 
• Documenter:    Records the groupʼs discussion 

 
 
1. Presenting the work 

(5 minutes) 

 
Presenting teacher provides the context, goals, and requirements of the 
task.   

• Ask questions of clarification that will help you to understand and 
read the work. 

 
2. Reading the Work    

(5 – 10 Minutes) 
 

Read the work silently 
• Take notes for later comment. 
• Categorize your notes to fit in with the stages of the protocol. 

 
3. Describing the 

Work (5 Minutes) 
 

What do you see? 
• Raise one anotherʼs awareness of all the features of the work 
• Avoid interpretation and just point out what things can be seen 

 
4. Speculating about 

Studentʼs Thinking 
(10 minutes) 

Where in the work do you see thinking? What aspects of the work provide 
insights in studentsʼ thinking? 

• Interpret the features of the work 
• Make connections to different types and ways of thinking 
 

5. Asking Questions 
about the work          
(10 minutes) 

What questions does this work raise for you? 
• Frame questions to get at broad issues as well as specifics. 
• Ask the question behind the question. Rather than, “How long did 

this take?” ask, “This raises questions for me about the time needed 
to do this kind of work.” 

 

NOTE:  Presenting teacher does not respond to the questions at this 
point 

 
6. Discuss 

implications for 
teaching and 
learning                   
(10 minutes) 

Where might this work go next to further extend and build on studentsʼ 
thinking? 

• Suggest practical possibilities and alternatives for the presenting 
teacher 

• Raise general implications the work suggests for promoting 
studentsʼ thinking. 

 
7. Presenting teacher 

responds to the 
discussion                
(5 minutes) 

 

What have you as presenting teacher gained from listening to the 
discussion? 

• Highlight for the group what you found interesting in the discussion 
• Respond to those questions that you feel need addressing by you. 
• Explain briefly where you think you might now go with the work. 

 
8. Reflecting on the 

Protocol                    
(5 minutes) 

How did the process go and feel? 
• Reflect general observations. 
• Notice improvements and changes since the last time the group 

used the protocol. 
• Make suggestions for next time. 

 
9. Thanking the 

Presenting Teacher, 
the Documenter, 
and the Facilitator 

The group to acknowledge everyoneʼs contribution 
• Decide how the documentation will be shared, used, and archived 

for the group. 
• Establish roles for the next meeting. 



Thinking Assessment Ladder for
Student Questioning/Wondering

Levels of Ques+oning What teacher need to do to move 
students up the ladder

Fully 
Independent 
Habit

Understanding value of good 
ques8oning.  Willing to reveal 
uncertain8es.  Rarely accepts 
things uncri8cally.  Leads others in 
these skills

Students progress to the highest levels 
through repeated prac8ce and modeling 
in order to deepen the habit in 
themselves, and to help and support 
others to acquire and develop similar 
skills and habits

Increasingly 
Independent
Habit

Curious about all manner of 
things.  Unafraid of not knowing.  
Relish geEng below surface of 
complex high order ques8ons.

Students progress to the highest levels 
through repeated prac8ce and modeling 
in order to deepen the habit in 
themselves, and to help and support 
others to acquire and develop similar 
skills and habits

Increasingly 
Independent
Habit

Curious about all manner of 
things.  Unafraid of not knowing.  
Relish geEng below surface of 
complex high order ques8ons.

Provide opportuni8es to broader own 
areas of interest, inves8gate problems at 
a deep level

Increasingly 
reflec8ve, 
self‐aware, 
few prompts 
necessary

Display curiosity about a range of 
things.  Speculate about 
possibili8es.  Get below the 
surface. Willing to play around 
with things to see what happens

Provide opportuni8es to broader own 
areas of interest, inves8gate problems at 
a deep level

Increasingly 
reflec8ve, 
self‐aware, 
few prompts 
necessary

Display curiosity about a range of 
things.  Speculate about 
possibili8es.  Get below the 
surface. Willing to play around 
with things to see what happens

Provide opportuni8es for open‐ended 
tasks, prac8cing their own ques8oning 
techniques, seEng their own challenges, 
experiencing teamwork.

Developing 
skill that 
needs 
promp8ng 
and 
reminding

More willing to ask ques8ons on 
unfamiliar areas/subjects.  
Beginning to seek/develop 
informa8on.  Seeking skills.  Can 
use open and closed ques8ons 
with promp8ng.  Less inclined to 
accept things at face value.

Provide opportuni8es for open‐ended 
tasks, prac8cing their own ques8oning 
techniques, seEng their own challenges, 
experiencing teamwork.

Developing 
skill that 
needs 
promp8ng 
and 
reminding

More willing to ask ques8ons on 
unfamiliar areas/subjects.  
Beginning to seek/develop 
informa8on.  Seeking skills.  Can 
use open and closed ques8ons 
with promp8ng.  Less inclined to 
accept things at face value.

Provide opportuni8es to prac8ce 
uncovering facts and evidence, develop 
basic research skills.  Use various 
ques8oning rou8nes.

Only with 
teacher 
support

Beginning to ask higher order 
ques8ons. May draw simple 
conclusions.  Prefers to work at 
surface level.

Provide opportuni8es to prac8ce 
uncovering facts and evidence, develop 
basic research skills.  Use various 
ques8oning rou8nes.

Only with 
teacher 
support

Beginning to ask higher order 
ques8ons. May draw simple 
conclusions.  Prefers to work at 
surface level.

Provide opportuni8es to use closed and 
open ques8ons. Needs topics of personal 
interest.  Support experience of certainty 
and doubts.

Only with 
teacher 
direc8on

Rarely seem curious.  S8ck with 
the familiar.  Low level closed 
ques8ons.  Accepts things 
uncri8cally.

Provide opportuni8es to use closed and 
open ques8ons. Needs topics of personal 
interest.  Support experience of certainty 
and doubts.

Developed by teachers at Alderbrook Leading Edge School and Arts College, Solihull
Printed in The Learning Powered School (2011) by Claxton, et al

Encourage 
Self‐Coaching            Com

m
enting            Coaching                  Supporting                             Directing



Tips for Crea8ng a Ladder for Assessing Students’ Thinking

✦ Iden8fy a type of thinking you want to try and promote.  This might come 
from one of the 8 thinking moves from the understanding map or from a 
thinking disposi8on you are wan8ng to promote.

✦ Start at “the top” of the ladder and iden8fy aspects of a well formed habit.  
Consider what your chosen type of thinking looks like when students are 
exhibi8ng it independently at a high level.

✦ Move to “the boXom” of the ladder.  Describe what students actually do—
not merely what they are lacking.  What kinds of behaviors are you seeing 
when students are struggling with this kind of thinking?

✦ Add detail (addi8onal rungs on the ladder) in between the top and the 
boXom but do not create too many as it may make it harder to differen8ate 
between them.

✦  On the teaching side, think of the gradual release of teacher support as 
students become more independent.  This typically moves from direc8ng 
students efforts, to suppor8ng them, to coaching, to commen8ng and 
offering some feedback, to encouraging students’ self‐coaching.

✦ Try out the ladder for a few weeks by focusing on observing a few students 
during this period to collect evidence and anecdotes.

✦ Make modifica8ons to your ladder based on your experience of applying it 
to prac8ce.

✦ Share the Assessment Ladder with students, communica8ng that 
development of this type of thinking is one of your instruc8onal goals.  Ask 
students to self‐assess and provide evidence for their assessment.  Discuss 
with individual students.
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10 Ideas to Start Building a Culture of Thinking at Your School 

 Have a conversation using the Chalk Talk routine.  There are lots of possible topics, but 
one option is to label 4 sheets of chart paper with:  Engagement, Independence, 
Understanding, and Thinking.  Have teachers engage in conversation about these topics 
silently in writing.  They can define the terms, say why they think they are important, 
share what they have learned is effective practice, and most importantly raise questions 
and issues about how to move these ideas forward in students’ lives.  After the silent 
period identify key ideas worth returning to and thinking more about. Some other good 
topics for Chalk Talk discussions are:  What is good thinking and how do we promote it?  
How can we know our students are becoming 21st century learners and thinkers?  What do 
we want the students we teach to be like as adults?  If we couldn’t rely on tests, how could 
we know our students are learning? 

 Do a ghost walk at your school.  Ask teachers to generate a list of what they would 
expect to see at a school that had thinking as its centerpiece and called itself a culture of 
thinking.  After you have generated the list, send teams off to look for signs of a culture of 
thinking within the school.  Where does it show up?  Where is it missing that you might 
have expected?  Are there any mixed messages?  What might we do collectively and 
independently to show parents and students that this school really values thinking? 

 Engage in an article or book study.   There are several options for books or articles 
related to cultures of thinking:  Making Thinking Visible, Intellectual Character, Smart 
Schools, Intellectual Character, Making Learning Whole, and The Global Achievement Gap 
are some.  Teacher written articles from the www.StoriesOfLearning.com website can be 
downloaded.  Research articles can be downloaded from www.RonRitchhart.com.  You 
might want to use a different protocol to structure the discussion for each session.  These 
can be found at http://www.nsrfharmony.org/protocol. 

 Identify, “What thinking lives in my classroom?”  Ask each teacher to identify the kind 
of thinking he/she is trying to promote in his/her classroom (this can be taken from the 
understanding map or from the Deluge of Dispositions sheet).  Ask each teacher to come to 
the next faculty meeting with some evidence (anecdote, story, student work, narrative) 
that demonstrates how that thinking lives in his/her classroom and has a prominent place 
there.  Extend this by surveying students about what thinking they think lives in that class. 

 Discuss a video.  There is a DVD included with Making Thinking Visible and a DVD on 
thinking routines is also available.  There are lots of videos to be found on the web as well 
and from various organizations such as Edutopia.   In watching and discussing videos it is 
important to have a purpose/focus and a protocol/structure for the discussion so that the 
session doesn’t become about the teacher or the activity.  You can focus viewing by looking 
for the types of thinking on display, the level of engagement and independence exhibited 
by students, the way the cultural forces are shaping the learning, the underlying messages 
about what learning is, the kinds of questions the teacher is asking, and so on.   As one gets 
better at looking for learning and thinking, it raises your awareness of it and helps you 
notice it more in your own classroom. 



© Ron Ritchhart, 2011.  Cultures of Thinking 

 Collect some data.  Find out what kind of thinking is going on in your school currently. 
Survey students on the type of thinking they feel they are doing in their classes.  Collect 
assignments from all classes on a given day and analyze them using the Understanding 
Map and the Slice protocol.  Observe in classroom and pay attention to what students are 
actually doing.  Where and when do you see them thinking?  What kind of mental activity 
are they actually engaged in?  After you have a snap shot of where the school is at, identify 
the areas you want to work on going forward. 

 Try a Thinking Routine school wide.  As a school, pick one thinking routine to try out.  
Collect samples of student work from the routine and look across grade levels and subject 
areas to see what it can tell you about the development of students’ thinking.  Did older 
students produce more thoughtful work or did the younger students surprise you?  What 
do you notice about the role the content/stimulus plays in producing deeper, richer 
thinking? 

 Convene a group to use the Looking At Student Thinking (LAST) Protocol.  A great 
way to get teachers more attuned to student thinking is to examine student work and 
actually look for evidence of thinking.  Convene a group of interested teachers (6‐8 is 
good) to engage in this process on a regular basis (note, it generally takes about 3 times 
through before people really get good at using a protocol). As a facilitator, remember that 
this isn’t a protocol to assess performance, nor is it about helping a teacher plan, the heart 
of the protocol is about looking for thinking and raising questions and implications for us 
all 

 Institute a “What if…Week:” Sometimes teachers are reluctant to take on new ideas for 
fear trying something new will harm students’ preparation for important tests.  Other 
times there is just a reluctance to try something new because it will feel uncomfortable.  
You can send a message to teachers about the importance of experimentation in teaching 
and learning about the effects on students by designating a “What if… Week” in which 
everyone agrees to try something new, not just for day, but for a whole week that they feel 
has the potential to foster students’ engagement, independence, understanding, or thinking.  
This point is important.  It isn’t just trying something new, it is having a hunch that this 
new thing might have a specific benefit and then actually testing it out. For example, letting 
students come up with their own homework assignments to nurture independence and 
engagement or trying to ask more facilitative questions to uncover students’ thinking.  
Everyone then tries their ideas out on the same assigned week: At the end of the week 
everyone reports back on what they learned.  Some schools have extended this idea by 
instituting a “Risky June” at the end of the year. 

 Celebrate thinking.  Start each faculty meeting by sharing examples from classrooms of 
students engaged in good thinking.  The kind of thinking behavior that makes a teacher 
stand up and take notice because of its depth, richness, or insightful nature.  Identify the 
type of thinking.  Hold a gallery walk of student work that displays the documentation of 
student thinking and learning.  Invite students, parents, and teachers from other schools to 
view and comment on the work. 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Additional Resources for Developing a Culture of Thinking  
 

Selected Articles on Cultures of Thinking and Visible Thinking  

Ritchhart, R., (2012), The real power of questions.  Creative Teaching and Learning, Vol. 2.4, 8-12. 

Ritchhart, R., Turner, T. & Hadar, L. (2009). Uncovering students’ thinking about thinking. 
Metacognition and Learning, published online 31 January.  

Ritchhart, R. & Perkins, D. N. (2008).  Making thinking visible. Educational Leadership, 65 (5), 57-
61.  

Ritchhart, R. (2007). Cultivating a culture of thinking in museums. Journal of Museum Education, 
32 (2), 137-154.  

Ritchhart, R. (2007). The seven R’s of a quality curriculum. Education Quarterly Australia, 
Spring.  

Ritchhart, Ron, and David N. Perkins. (2000). "Life in the Mindful Classroom: Nurturing the 
Disposition of Mindfulness." Journal of Social Issues 56, no. 1 27-47.  
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Creating 
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Thinking   
Ron Ritchhart 
(2015)  
Jossey-Bass 

Visible Learners 
Mara 
Krechevsky, 
Ben Mardell, 
Melissa Rivard, 
Daniel Wilson 
(2013) 
Jossey-Bass 

Making 
Thinking Visible 

Ron Ritchhart, 
Mark Church, 
Karin Morrison 
(2011) 
Jossey-Bass 

Making 
Learning Whole 

David Perkins 
(2010)  
Jossey-Bass 

Intellectual 
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Ron Ritchhart 
(2002) 
 Jossey-Bass  
 

Web Links  

Making Thinking Visible Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/MakingThinkingVisible 

Original Visible Thinking website (not updated): http://www.visiblethinkingpz.org/ 

Project Zero: http://pz.harvard.edu  
Ron Ritchhart’s personal website: www.RonRitchhart.com  

 Stories of Learning website: http://storiesoflearning.com/Welcome.html 
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