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Visible Thinking: Six Key Principles

Excerpt from ‘Making Thinking Visible’
Ritchhart, Ron & Perkins, David. (2008). Making thinking visible. Educational Leadership. 65. 57-61.
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/285740756 Making thinking visible

Six key principles anchor Visible Thinking and characterize our approach in schools.

1. Learning is a consequence of thinking. Students' understanding of content, and even their memory for
content, increases when they think through—and with—the concepts and information they are studying.
Thinking through issues is not a solo endeavor, however. Team members often share and build on one
another's knowledge. Notational systems, specialized vocabulary, and various technological and other tools
also free up memory for more complex tasks.

2. Good thinking is not only a matter of skills, but also a matter of dispositions. Open-mindedness, curiosity,
attention to evidence, skepticism, and imaginativeness all make for good thinking (Perkins & Ritchhart, 2004;
Perkins, Tishman, Ritchhart, Donis, & Andrade, 2000). Such characteristics concern not so much a person's
abilities as how the person invests those abilities. Children and adults often greatly underutilize their thinking
capabilities. Accordingly, besides nurturing relevant skills, education needs to promote open-mindedness over
closed-mindedness, curiosity over indifference, and so on. Several studies support this dispositional view of
thinking.

3. The development of thinking is a social endeavor. In classrooms, as in the world, there is a constant interplay
between the group and the individual. We learn from those around us and our engagement with them. The
sociocultural character of classrooms and schools should ensure that thoughtful learning is pervasive, not
sporadic.

4. Fostering thinking requires making thinking visible. Thinking happens mostly in our heads, invisible to others
and even to ourselves. Effective thinkers make their thinking visible, meaning they externalize their thoughts
through speaking, writing, drawing, or some other method. They can then direct and improve those thoughts.
Visible Thinking also emphasizes documenting thinking for later reflection.

5. Classroom culture sets the tone for learning and shapes what is learned. We have identified eight forces that
shape classroom culture: (1) classroom routines and structures for learning, (2) language and conversational
patterns, (3) implicit and explicit expectations, (4) time allocation, (5) modeling by teachers and others, (6) the
physical environment, (7) relationships and patterns of interaction, and (8) the creation of opportunities.
Depending on their form, these forces can support or undermine the rhythm of thoughtful learning (Ritchhart,
2002, 2007).

6. Schools must be cultures of thinking for teachers. Professional learning communities—in which rich
discussions of teaching, learning, and thinking become a fundamental part of teachers' experiences—provide
the foundation for nurturing thinking and learning in the classroom. Administrators need to value, create, and
preserve time for teachers to discuss teaching and learning, grounded in observation of student work.
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