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Meeting the need for a systemic approach to cognitive education : The development of ‘Thinking Schools in the UK and beyond.
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The first decade of the 21st Century has witnessed the beginnings of a mini-revolution in curriculum planning and delivery in British schools.  Tired of the constricting demands of an over-prescriptive National Curriculum and the invidious requirements of teaching to the test, many within the teaching profession have become conscious of the transformational nature of cognitive approaches to learning as an alternative to transmission-based teaching.  The ideas of such luminaries as Matthew Lipman, Edward de Bono and Reuven Feuerstein, previously considered to be ‘on the fringe’ of educational thinking, have increasingly come to be seen as offering valuable insights into the fundamental connection between thinking and learning.  
Attempts to introduce thinking skills into schools are certainly not new.  As far back as the mid1980s an OECD report emphasised the need for schools to produce more independent thinkers and problem-solvers, a demand repeated more recently by the World Bank amongst others.  A UK Government sponsored inquiry carried out by Carol McGuinness in the 1990s came to very similar conclusions and offered sensible advice as to one possible way forward.  Meanwhile, however, research into the effectiveness of such approaches, such as Nigel Blagg’s evaluation of the introduction of Instrumental Enrichment into Somerset secondary schools, appeared to produce negative or, at best, equivocal results.
At Exeter University’s Cognitive Education Centre (recently renamed The Cognitive Education Development Unit) our preliminary analysis of why so many thinking skills initiatives either petered out or simply failed altogether led us to conclude that the problem did not necessarily lie within the programmes themselves.  Feuerstein’s theory of Structured Cognitive Modifiability is one of the most impressively constructed theoretical frameworks for cognitive change that has ever been produced.  The foundations of Lipman’s Philosophy for Children stretch back to Dewey and to Socrates.  De Bono’s Six Hat Thinking has been shown to bring about remarkable improvements in business organisations worldwide.  If this is the case, then where did the roots of the problem lie?
The conclusion that we reached was that the obstacles to the successful implementation of any programme designed to teach children to learn how to learn were almost entirely systemic.  There was little wrong with the programmes themselves, only the ways in which they were being introduced into schools. Firstly, there was what Georgiades and Phillimore referred to many years ago as ‘The Myth of the Hero Innovator’.  In a highly influential article they pointed out that innovations are often introduced by enthusiastic individuals, possibly teachers returning from a conference or course, who seek to impose their new-found enthusiasm upon an unresponsive audience of sceptical colleagues.  In a telling phase, Georgiades and Phillimore commented that ‘organisations, like dragons, eat hero-innovators for breakfast.’  Thus, deprived of support or nourishment, the innovation will inevitably fail.  This was clearly exemplified in Blagg’s Bridgwater study and a more recent small scale evaluation of one school’s thinking skills initiative by Burden and Nichols.
Secondly, the ever increasing demands on teachers to meet various externally imposed targets left little time or opportunity for creative curriculum planning, or for further reflection and innovation.  It was only when frustrated with a National Curriculum that gave the impression, at least, of focussing mainly on the regurgitation of information by means of timed assessment tasks, that teachers began to cast their eyes widely for more process-based approaches to teaching and learning.  Although cognitive (or, as they were more commonly known, ‘thinking skills’) approaches appeared to many to offer more promising alternatives, advocates of each of these programmes often fell into the trap of appearing to claim that they could provide the answer to all of traditional schooling’s ills. Alternatively, by taking a piecemeal approach to teaching thinking and study skills, the danger became one of adding the occasional stimulating lesson devoted to thinking skills as a kind of ‘sticking plaster’ solution.
It was only when lessons learnt from the extensive literature on school effectiveness and improvement were drawn upon as a framework within which to introduce thinking skills and strategies that a way out of the impasse could be found.  Our first task was to identify and describe what we would expect as the foundation for its whole curriculum.  Having done this, we then drew up a set of fourteen criteria that a school would need to meet in demonstrating that it met the main points of our definition of a ‘Thinking School’.  
Interested schools were encouraged to have their staff trained in at least three of the many cognitive programmes that are available and to work with an external consultant over a period of three years in order to meet the CEDU criteria.  At the end of that time, they were encouraged to construct a portfolio of evidence as to how the criteria had been met.  This, together with a visit to the school from one of the CEDU team, entitled the school to apply for accreditation by Exeter University as a ‘Thinking School’, for which they received a certificate and a trophy.
To date more than 60 schools across the UK, as well as individual schools in Australia, New Zealand and Thailand have achieved this award, which is granted for a period of three years.  After that time a school can apply for re-accreditation or accreditation as an Advanced Thinking School by meeting a further set of criteria.
Our symposium will describe the definition of a Thinking School and the criteria by which accreditation is afforded.  A detailed account of the accreditation process will be provided, together with information about measures that are currently being developed to monitor dispositional outcomes in both students and teachers.
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