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This project (given the short name META) ran from February 2003 until July 2006 and involved 5 teachers of 4-to-7 year olds investigating the efficacy of a number of different approaches to teaching thinking skills to young children, with a particular emphasis on the development of the children’s metacognitive abilities. Towards the end of the project an MPhil student also carried out a piece of focused research in one classroom, particularly investigating the impact of the Philosophy for Children approach on the metacognitive abilities of 4-to-5 year olds..

In this study, ‘metacognition’ refers to a complex array of skills, understandings and dispositions which incorporate people's developing awareness of their own cognitive processing, their knowledge about thinking and learning, and of tasks and strategies, and their developing ability to devise and select appropriate strategies to manage effectively their thought processes in learning and problem solving (Flavell, 1979; Brown, 1987; Veenman et al, 2006). There is a considerable and longstanding literature supporting the crucial significance of metacognitive abilities for the development of effective thinking and learning (Flavell, 1979; Forrest-Pressley et al, 1985; Brown, 1987; Sugden, 1989; Schunk & Zimmerman,1994) and making claims about the efficacy of 'teaching thinking' programs and approaches in stimulating metacognitive development (Nisbet, & Shucksmith, 1986; McGuinness, 1999; Bronson, 2000; Zimmerman, & Schunk, 2001). The development of thinking skills is now also enshrined within the English National Curriculum. 

However, research in relation to pedagogy and metacognition is patchy and under-developed. Precisely what kinds of metacognitive abilities may be encouraged by which elements in a 'teaching thinking' program or approach are as yet very largely undelineated. Carol McGuiness in Belfast recently undertook a large project precisely in this area, but focussed on Key Stage 2 (children aged 7-11). The Learning to Learn project, another large project within the UK, which has been partly located within the Faculty, has a rather different focus growing from that group's earlier work on formative assessment. There is also some work in the USA, and within other European countries, evaluating programmes aimed at teaching ‘self-regulation’ but much of this does not translate well into the British context as a consequence of very different pedagogical practices and assumptions.

Carol McGuinness' project focused on metacognitive features of teachers’ and pupils’ classroom dialogue and the development of what she terms 'thinking classrooms'. Other promoters of teaching thinking have argued the case for developing philosophical enquiry in the classroom, based on Howard Lipman's 'Philosophy for Children' approach (Fisher, 1998; Costello, 2000). Some have promoted programs which involve the discrete and separate teaching of thinking (eg: the Somerset Thinking Skills Course, based on Feuerstein's Instrumental Enrichment - Sharron, 1987), while others have argued for the incorporation of teaching approaches which stimulate thinking within and across the already existing curriculum (Ashman & Conway, 1997; Burden & Williams, 1998). 

The META project arose from previous research which explored the role of metacognitive processes in children's problem solving (Whitebread, 1996, 1999), the relationship between children working effectively and their metacognitive awareness and control (evidenced by an effort allocation task - Kershner et al, 1995), and by recent research indicating the declining opportunities for independent learning and thinking as children progress through the early years of schooling (Hendy & Whitebread, 1999). It also had strong links with the PI’s CIndLe project concerned with the development of independent learning in young children (for details see http://www.educ.cam.ac.uk/cindle/index.html). 

The project was located in the classrooms of 5 Early Years teachers who were known to the PI as being interested in developing the thinking skills of the children in their classes and, in some cases , had been involved in development work in this area in their schools. Between them, this group of teachers were involved in teaching children across the 4-to-7 age range. For them, the project was an opportunity to explore and develop what they conceived of as good practice in their classrooms, i.e. developing teaching approaches which helped their children to develop as self-regulating, or independent, learners. 

Over the course of the project, 3 different approaches to teaching thinking skills were trialled. These were Mind Mapping, TASC (Thinking Actively in a Social Context) programme (Wallace & Adams 1993) and Philosophy for Children (including a variety of story-based problem-solving activities). Alongside this, various approaches to the assessment of young children’s metacognitive abilities were also explored. These included the CHILD 3-5 checklist developed within the CINDLE project, a variety of ‘metacognitive tasks’ (eg: requiring children to allocate effort appropriately, to report on the strategies they had used to complete a task, to express feelings of difficulty in relation to a task, to reflect on their own learning etc) and observations of children engaged in activities which could be coded according to an analytical framework of self-regulated behaviour also developed within the CINDLE project. 

The general conclusions of the project were as follows:

· There was clear evidence of emerging metacognitive abilities in the 4-7 age group; these included the ability to monitor their own thinking, to plan and carry out a deliberate approach or strategy, to correct mistakes and so on (i.e. procedural knowledge); children in this age group are less able to show evidence, however, of general or declarative metacognitive knowledge 

· These procedural abilities could be productively developed by each of the trialled approaches, although TASC, with its main emphasis on making the processes of problem-solving explicit, was most effective with the 6-7 year old age group (who were beginning to develop declarative knowledge), and less so with the younger children

· All three approaches, however, were effective in providing for the children a ‘meta’ vocabulary with which to discuss their own thinking and learning; for children with language difficulties this was particularly productive, building their confidence to articulate their ideas

· All three approaches were particularly effective in developing the children’s questioning abilities

· All three approaches were effective in supporting positive attitudes amongst the children to themselves as learners, improving motivational and emotional aspects of self-regulation eg: self-efficacy, intellectual risk-taking (playful approaches to ideas) etc

· Philosophy for Children and story-based approaches were particularly effective in developing children’s enthusiasm for discussion of ideas; the structured approach of P4C helped children develop their listening and social skills, and effectively encouraged respect for the ideas of others.

· The assessment of metacognitive abilities in this age group was possible using tasks which engaged the children’s interest, and which required them to articulate their own thoughts (eg: collaborative problem-solving, peer-tutoring, group discussions); observations of children engaged in these activities, followed by analysis against a metacognitive coding framework, was also very informative for the teachers in understanding the children as learners

· Having developed these kinds of specific approaches within their classrooms, all the teachers quickly came to the conclusion that specific activities were not sufficient, but that there were fundamental implications for styles of pedagogy (facilitating more child-initiated activities, for example) , qualities of classroom discourse and so forth.

Specific outcomes of the project have included a number of professional opportunities for the teachers involved. These have included providing inset for school staff, giving talks and running workshops at Faculty, local authority and General Teaching Council conferences, teaching on Primary post-graduate teacher training courses, hosting visitors (students and professional colleagues) interested in the work, and being involved in writing for publication. Publications/ papers from the project are as follows:

Humphreys, K., Whitebread, D., Miller, S. & Linklater, H. (2004) Do Tractors Eat Grass? Is Mind Mapping suitable for Infants?, Teaching Thinking, 13, 46-53

Linklater, H., Whitebread, D., Humphreys, K. & Proudman, S. (under review) Philosophy for Children in the Reception Class, Teaching Thinking
Whitebread, D., Damaskinou, N., Humphreys, K., Proudman, S. & Linklater, H. (2006) Teaching Thinking & the Development of Metacognitive Abilities in Young Children, British Psychological Society Psychology of Education Section Annual Conference, Open Univerisity, Milton Keynes (intended to be subsequently written up for publication in an academic journal eg: the Internat. J. of Early Years Education). 
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