
thinking skills
Getting young minds to work

Developing

Knowledge
remembering or recalling 
information to obtain factual 
answers

How many ...?, When ...?, List ..., 
Defi ne ..., Tell ..., Identify ...

Comprehension understanding the meaning of 
information

Describe ..., Explain ..., Estimate ..., 
Predict ..., Differentiate ...

Application
applying previously learned 
information to new situations

Demonstrate ..., Apply ..., Illustrate ..., 
Show ..., Solve ..., Examine ..., 
Classify ...

Analysis
‘breaking down’ information into 
parts or examining information

What are the differences ...?, 
Analyse ..., Explain ..., Compare ..., 
Separate ..., Classify ..., 

Synthesis
applying prior knowledge and skills 
to combine information in a new 
form

Arrange ..., Combine ..., Rearrange ..., 
Create ..., Design ..., Invent ..., 
What if ...?, Substitute ...

Evaluation
making judgments or decoding 
according to set criteria with no 
right or wrong answers

Assess ..., Decide ..., Measure ..., 
Select ..., Conclude ..., Compare ..., 
Summarise
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provides non-threatening activities, is fl exible, accepts 
individual differences, exhibits a positive attitude, models 
thinking skills, acknowledges each response, allows students 
to be active participants, creates experiences which ensure 
success most of the time for each student and uses a wide 
variety of teaching models.

The use of specifi c strategies may help to develop thinking 
skills. These include open-ended questioning techniques, 
brainstorming sessions, specifi c skills such as comparisons, 
classifi cations, concept mapping, cause and effect etc., specifi c 
structures such as Six Thinking Hats, Bloom’s (or Anderson’s) 
Taxonomy, concept mapping, Kagan’s structures for thinking 
skills etc. and the provision of a variety of activities across the 
multiple intelligences.

Which activities can be used to 
develop thinking skills?
Problem-solving provides a major component of the learning 
of a young child. By learning to relate to other children and 
adults, by manipulating objects and learning to cope in social 
situations, children can construct ideas, try out new ones and 
accept or reject what they learn. Making mistakes and learning 
from them is a natural part of the process of problem-solving. 
Children need to explore, experiment, try out ideas and solve 
problems to make learning meaningful and personal.

Activities to develop thinking skills may include discussing a 
story (What happens next? Why did he/she do that? What do 
you think the character was feeling?), sorting and sequencing 
tasks, using play equipment, dress-ups or ‘home corners’ to 
develop imagination and creativity, providing opportunities 
for both solitary and social play, evaluation of a student’s 
own work, and creative activities such as drama, music and 
storytelling. 

Many activities in the classrooms of four- and fi ve-year-old 
students focus heavily on fi ne motor skills such as cutting, 
pasting, construction and drawing. Often, the students work in 
groups. Many children with advanced cognitive development 
have poor fi ne motor skills, and may be physically and 
emotionally less developed than their peers. This needs to 
be carefully taken into consideration when selecting specifi c 
activities to develop thinking skills. 

How can teachers and parents help to 
develop thinking skills?
•  Encourage students to ask questions about the world 

around them.

•  When reading a story, ask inferential and applied 
questions, which require less obvious answers than literal 
questions.

•  Listen to children and respond seriously to any questions 
that may arise.

•  Ask students to express and explain their feelings.

•  Ask students to fi nd information or facts to support an 
opinion.

•  Discuss television programs and movies.

•  Discuss everyday activities such as shopping for groceries.

•  Reward curiosity and those creative activities which are 
productive.

•  Encourage students to talk about questions which may 
arise at school or home.

How important are questioning 
techniques in developing thinking 
skills?
Perhaps the easiest method of developing thinking skills 
in young children is by the use of a variety of questioning 
techniques. Different types of questions require the use 
of different levels of thinking. Using Bloom’s Taxonomy, 
thinking skills are classifi ed into six categories — knowledge, 
comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis and evaluation. 
The fi rst three categories are more concrete thinking skills, 
while the latter are known as critical thinking skills and are 
considered higher cognitive processes. The table below details 
each thinking skill category and what it involves and offers 
suggestions for wording for questions to develop the specifi c 
thinking skill.

By introducing and developing thinking skills, teachers are 
providing students with tools to increase the depth and scope 
of their learning and give them the confi dence to tackle 
challenges with creativity, innovation and a broad range of 
skills. 

Thinking category/skill This skill involves ... Words or phrases


