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Terminology – an explanation 
The phrase ‘thinking skills’ has become increasingly used, but also increasingly problematical, in the last 30 years or so.  There is no agreement, for a start, about its 
exact meaning.  Is it a limited range of fundamental operations of the mind that are of very general use?  - or a rich variety of thought processes that might, 
however, be context- or subject-specific?  
 
There are also questions about whether, let alone how, any such skills can be taught within over-crowded curricula.  Those advocating ‘thinking skills’ can be 
accused of adding yet another needless element to the already complex task of teaching.  When they also talk of the need to nurture ‘dispositions’ and positive 
‘attitudes’, the word ‘overkill’ might come to mind.  Guy Claxton may well be right that ‘we have not only to be able to think and learn; we also have to be ready and 
willing to do so’ – but he still has a lot of persuading to do.   
 
There is a danger, too, in proliferating terms.  Claxton talks about learning qualities, Art Costa about ‘Habits of Mind’, and Ron Ritchhart about ‘patterns of 
behaviour’ related to ‘intellectual character’.  Words such as ‘capacities’, ‘capabilities’ and ‘competences’ are also used, not to mention (intellectual) ‘aptitudes’, 
‘strengths’, and ‘virtues’.  Do such terms add clarity to the field?  - or confusion?  Could they, indeed, be confused in themselves?  
 
Costa, for example, ‘defines’ Habits of Mind as ‘a composite of many skills, attitudes and proclivities.’  But there is a fine line between compounding things and 
confounding them.  ‘Listening with understanding and empathy’, for example, is a complex process that might be better thought of as distinct acts:  
 

(a) listening for understanding (trying to make sense of what someone may be trying to communicate) and; 
 
(b) listening with empathy (feeling as you imagine others do).  The first act would until recently have been categorised straightforwardly as ‘mental’, 
‘cognitive’ or ‘intellectual’; the second, more likely, as ‘emotional’, or ‘affective’, or even ‘moral’. 

 
There has, of course, been a growing appreciation of the interdependence between ‘thinking’ and ‘feeling’.  It seems sensible, however, to continue to distinguish 
these processes - or at least to think (!) of some as more cognitive, or ‘thought-ful’, than others.  The terminology of thinking moves makes it easier for us to do this 
by identifying particular acts of the mind - represented consistently by verbs - which we can choose to do, in a way that we do not, typically, choose (‘to do’?) our 
feelings.  
 
Moreover, it bypasses the controversy as to whether these acts are ‘skills’, whilst nevertheless giving us a clear way of relating them to ‘habits’ or ‘dispositions’.  To 
ask a question is to make a single move.  But to be in the habit of making this move – to be disposed to ask questions – is to have an inquisitive mind, or to 
demonstrate the intellectual virtue of inquisitiveness.  For each of the 36 moves catalogued below, there is an equivalent intellectual virtue, expressed in adjectival 
form (‘prepared’, ‘purposeful’, etc.)  
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Almost all the virtues can also be presented in an equivalent nominal form (‘preparedness’, ‘purposefulness’, etc.).  Each form may come in handy at different times.  
The former perhaps fits better with the language of ‘attitudes’ and ‘qualities’; the latter probably fits better with the language of ‘habits’, and ‘dispositions’.  
Admittedly, because of language limitations, some forms are rather quaint and unusual (e.g. ‘scrupulous’ / ‘scrupulousness’).  The virtues they represent, though, (in 
this case, being ready to attend to small details) should not be regarded as unfashionable.  And, of course, the moves themselves should be celebrated and 
practised routinely.  All of us would do well to think ahead quite regularly, as often as we might think back; it is good to connect things continually in our minds, just 
as it is to divide, or distinguish between, things of all sorts.   

Most of our thinking, to be fair, is neither deliberate nor especially organised.  We do not, usually, decide to make one move rather than another.  If we make a 
‘good’ move – if we think to good effect – it can be more by chance than choice.  My contention, however, is that each of the moves can, in fact, be deliberately 
practised - to the point where they do ‘come to mind’ routinely.  We might then say that the moves become part of our ‘thinking repertoire’, or, in the language 
used above, that we are practising intellectual virtues.   
 
For this to happen, though, we need to have a comprehensive but memorable way of identifying the moves we want to make – a good ‘thinking vocabulary’ or, in 
fancy language, a metacognitive toolset.  This is exactly what the A – Z list provides – a clear and user-friendly scheme for students, indeed everyone, to think and 
talk about thinking. 
 

The A – Z Framework – a justification 
Presenting the framework in this form certainly makes it easier to remember.  But, of course, there might be initial doubts about using such a mnemonic for the 
grand objective of ‘capturing’ thinking in all its complexity.  Surely it would lead to serious omissions or errors?  However, the greatest of care (a decade, actually!) 
has gone into its construction and perhaps the best measure of its comprehensiveness is that many of the established frameworks can be fitted into this one, 
without violation of their preferred vocabularies.  

The moves, that is, have been correlated with: de Bono’s DATT (Direct Attention Thinking Tools - 3rd column, italics) and his 6 Thinking Hats (3rd column, 
highlighted); with Hyerle’s 8 Thinking Maps (also 3rd column); with Ritchhart’s Visible Thinking routines (4th, blue italic) and patterns of Intellectual Character (4th, 
blue capitals); with Claxton’s 17 Learning Capacities (5th, red bold); with Costa’s 16 Habits of Mind (5th, red italics); and, last but not least, with Bloom’s Taxonomy 
(6th column, yellow highlighted) and Anderson’s 19 cognitive processes (6th, blue). [N.B. Costa’s Persisting and Claxton’s Persevering are omitted because they are 
better thought of as qualities of character, or of will, than of mind.] 

The usefulness and clarity of the scheme are ensured by linking each move with a key partner verb – one ‘everyday’ synonym and one ‘academic’ one.  Teachers 
and students may use whichever of the trio seems appropriate to the context.  So, no priority is given to the A – Z version, except as a hook on which to hang these 
and other synonyms.  But, finally, a particularly pleasing aspect of the A – Z is that several strong pairings emerged quite ‘naturally’ (such as ahead and back, 
connect and divide, infer and justify, etc.)  
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Thinking 
Moves A-Z 

Key Synonyms DATT & 6 Hats   
8 Thinking Maps 

INTELLECTUAL CHARACTER 
& Visible Thinking Routines 

17 Learning capacities   
& 16 Habit of Minds 

 

6 categories  
& 19 processes 

Mindsets 
(adjectives) 

AHEAD       
 

Predict 
Aim 

(1) C&S 
(2) AGO 

(1) POE (Predict-Observe-Explain) Plan Predict (1) Predictive 
(2) Purposeful 

BACK  
 

Remember 
Reflect 

 
Frame of Reference 

(1) TPE (Think-Puzzle-Explore)  
(2) UTT (Used-To-Think) 

- Know / Remember  - Recall, Retrieve (1) Recollective 
(2) Reflective 

CONNECT     
 

 

Link 
Liken 

(1) Circle, Bridge  
 
(2) Double Bubble 
(Compare) 

(1) GSCE (Generate-Sort-Connect-Elaborate) 
CEC (Connect-Extend-Challenge) 

4Cs (Connect-Key Concept-Question-Consider) 
 (2) CSI : Colour, Symbol, Image (Analogise) 

Link 
 

Synthesize / Create - 
(1) Construct 
(2) Compare, Match, 
Map 

(1) Constructive 
 
(2) Analogical  

DIVIDE 
 

 

Separate 
List 

(1) D B (Contrast) 
RAD  
(2) Bubble, Brace  

 (2) Explanation game (Dissect) 
GSCE (Elaborate) & CEC (Extend) 

Tug of War (Identify complexities) 

(1) Communicate with 
(clarity and) precision 

Analyze - (1) Distinguish, Contrast, 
                     Differentiate, Discriminate 
                 (2) Deconstruct 

(1) Discriminative 
(2) Analytical 

EXPLAIN   
    
 

Say how 
Clarify 

 
 
(2) Multiflow 

CSQ (Claim-Support-Question) 
POE (Explain) 

Explanation game (Relate) 

(1, 2) Communicate 
with clarity (and 
precision)  

(1) Explain, Construct models, Represent     
(2) Clarify, Paraphrase,    
                          Translate, Interpret 

(1) Scientific 
 
(2) Lucid 

FORMULATE Suggest 
Propose 

RED / GREEN 
DOCA 

GSCE (Generate) & CEC (Extend) 
Compass points (React, Suggest) 

Create (and innovate) 
Think interdependently & Collaborate 

(Create) Generate, 
Produce, Hypothesize 

Inventive 

GROUP  
 

Sort 
Class 

(1) Tree 
 

(1) GSCE (Sort) 
(2) Zoom in (Describe) 

- (1) Classify, Categorize  
(2) Recognize, Attribute, Subsume 

(1) Tidy 
(2) Precise 

HEADLINE Summarise 
Distil 

- Headlines & WPS (Word-Phrase-Sentence) Distil Summarise, Abstract, Generalize Concise 

INFER 
               

Deduce 
Take from 

 
- 

(1) STW (See-Think-Wonder) 
4Cs (Consider implications) 

(2) Zoom in (Interpret) 
 

- Infer, Conclude, 
Extrapolate, Interpolate 

(1) Deductive 
(2) Inductive 

JUSTIFY Give reason 
Argue 

- WMYS (What-Makes-you-Say) 
CSQ (Support) & Tug of War (Reasoning) 

Reason - Reasonable 

KEYWORD Highlight 
Pinpoint 

KVI 4Cs (Key Concept) - - Incisive 

LOOK/LISTEN          
 

Notice 
Gather 

- STW (See) 
POE (Observe) 

(1) Gather data using all senses 
(2) Listen with understanding  

Comprehend / 
Understand 

(1) Alert 
(2) Interested 

MAINTAIN Believe 
Affirm 

 Tug of War (Identifying claim)   Affirmative 

NEGATE Disagree 
Oppose 

- Tug of War (Identifying counter-claim) - - Contrary 

ORDER 
 

Sequence 
Arrange 

Flow 
FIP 

 Plan  Organise, Find coherence, Integrate, Plan, 
Outline, Construct, Structure, Parse, Design 

Orderly 
 

PICTURE 
 

Imagine 
Put yourself 

-  
(2) Step inside 

(1) Imagine 
(2) Listen with empathy  

- (1) Imaginative 
(2) Empathetic 
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Thinking 
Moves A-Z 

Key Synonyms DATT & 6 Hats   
8 Thinking Maps 

INTELLECTUAL CHARACTER 
& Visible Thinking Routines 

17 Learning capacities   
& 16 Habit of Minds 

 

6 categories  
& 19 processes 

Mindsets 
(adjectives) 

QUESTION Ask 
Wonder 

 CURIOSITY 
CEC (Challenge) & CSQ (Question) 
STW (Wonder) & RLYL (Question) 

TPE (Puzzle) & 4Cs (Question) 

Respond with awe and wonder 
Question and Problem-pose  
Remain open to continuous learning 

 Inquisitive 
 

RESPOND Answer 
Reply 

    Responsive 

SIZE Estimate 
Quantify 

WHITE - - - Mathematical 

TEST  Doubt 
Check 

- SKEPTICISM  
CSQ (Claim-Support-Question) 
RLYL (Red Light, Yellow Light)  

Strive for truth and accuracy Test, Check, Detect Sceptical 

USE Try out 
Apply 

DOCA  Apply past knowledge    
Capitalise & Imitate 

Apply - Use, Execute, 
Carry out, Implement 

Practical 

VARY 
 

Change 
Alter 

APC / OPV  OPEN-MINDEDNESS  
CV (Circle Viewpoints)  

(Create and) innovate & Think flexibly      
Take responsible risks     Revise 

- Innovative 

WEIGH UP Decide 
Judge 

YELLOW / BLACK 
CAF, PMI, KVI, FIP 

Compass Points (decide) - Evaluate - 
Judge, Critique 

Judicious 
 

X-EMPLIFY Give example 
Illustrate 

- -  Illustrate, Instantiate Realistic 

YIELD  Accept 
Concede 

- UTT (Used-To-Think) - - Flexible 

ZOOM (IN) Focus on - Zoom in (particulars) 
Micro Lab (Focus) 

Concentrate (= Be absorbed) Focus, Select Scrupulous 

ZOOM (OUT) 
 

Survey BLUE 
Frame of Reference 

METACOGNITION & STRATEGY 
UTT (Used-To-Think) 

RLYL (monitor) 

Think about your thinking & Find humour 
& Manage impulsivity           Meta-learn & 
Manage distraction 

Monitor Strategic 
 
 

 
 

Application – advice 
However comprehensive a list of thinking moves may be, it is of little use to a teacher or student unless it is used meaningfully, and to the point of becoming 
‘internalised’.  Here are a few suggestions to that end. 
 

(1) Display the A – Z of Thinking Moves, along with their key partners, and make reference to the list as often as possible, e.g. by asking what sort of thinking 
move might be appropriate now, or indeed has just been made.  (‘We explained/related, headlined/summarized, judged/weighed up, noticed/observed, 
etc.”)  N.B.  By all means use the key partner verbs in routine parlance, but encourage students to extend their range of synonyms even beyond these: they 
should all be part of a thinking person’s vocabulary.    

 

http://www.dialogueworks.co.uk/


 

DialogueWorks Ltd © 2019     www.dialogueworks.co.uk     

6 

(2) Be bold enough to ask the students to memorize the A – Z, and to test their knowledge and understanding in various ways, e.g. 
“Which move comes after ‘infer’ in the list?’ or “Which move is synonymous with ‘focus’?”  This can, and should be, undertaken as a largely 

enjoyable exercise in which students become increasingly confident of their own ability to remember, understand and apply this comprehensive ‘thinking 
vocabulary’.  There are icons and gestures for each of the moves that could interest students even more in this memorisation.  
 

 
 

(3) Gradually introduce the vocabulary of the virtues, e.g. by praising examples of ‘constructive’ thinking, or ‘lucid’ thinking, etc.  N.B.  In some cases, such as 
‘incisiveness’, it might be necessary or desirable to explore the meaning with the students, linking the virtue with the thinking move, and inviting them to 
come up with examples of when the move/mindset might be valuable in learning, or indeed in life.  

 
(4) Of course, if the students are already familiar with Habits of Mind, you might ask them to compare and contrast Costa’s vocabulary with that of the virtues, 

bearing in mind that Costa does not consistently use either nouns or adjectives for the habits – in fact, he most often uses verbs to explicate them, but even 
then the verbs are sometimes the weaker partner, as in ‘manage impulsivity’.  It could, in fact, be a considerable boost to the implementation and 
appreciation of Habits of Mind, if students became familiar with headline/summary nouns such as Precision, Lucidity, Inquisitiveness, Imaginativeness, 
Flexibility, Judiciousness, etc. 

 
(5) By the same token, do not feel that you have to give up the use of any other frameworks and tools for good thinking in order to adopt this one.  As shown 

in the table above, most of the existing frameworks and tools fit comfortably within this one.  What this one can do, in fact, is not only reinforce the value of 
each of the alternatives for particular purposes, but also enable both teacher and learner to see how they fit with, and complement, each other.  
Incidentally, in case the DATT acronyms are not familiar to you, here there are spelt out:   

 
o C & S - Consequences and Sequels (> Think Ahead) 
o PMI - Plus, Minus, Interesting (> Weigh up) 
o RAD - Recognise, Analyse, Divide (> Divide) 
o CAF - Consider All Factors (> Weigh up) 
o AGO - Aims, Goals, Objectives (> Think Ahead / Aim) 
o APC - Alternatives, Possibilities, Choices (> Vary) 
o OPV - Other People's Views (> Vary) 
o KVI - Key Values Involved (> Keyword, Weigh up) 
o FIP - First Important Priorities (> Weigh up, Order) 
o DOCA - Design/Decision, Outcome, Channels, Action (> Formulate, Use)    

 
(6) Above all, practise and encourage the use of questions designed to elicit precisely the thinking moves which constitute good thinking, and from which good 

thinking habits are built.  A sample list is given in the accompanying guidance notes, along with sample invitations, which can be just as effective as prompts 
for good thinking moves.  The invitations, indeed, can ultimately constitute the sort of ‘self-talk’ that expert thinkers employ, when they monitor and 

http://www.dialogueworks.co.uk/


 

DialogueWorks Ltd © 2019     www.dialogueworks.co.uk     

7 

organise their own thinking.  N.B.  Of these all, the invitation to ‘step back’, and review or reflect, is among the most valuable.  It is 
often easier to become too absorbed in a minor avenue of thought or enquiry than it is to zoom out and remind oneself of the main aims 

or questions that one set off with. 
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