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1 Assessing Thinking: 
Glimpsing a Mind at Work

Lee Odell
Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute

When we assess students’ writing, there’s a good chance that, sooner
or later, we will begin to talk about the thinking reflected in that writ-
ing. Sometimes we comment on the extent to which a text reflects
“depth of thought” (Tierney, Carter, and Desai 1991, 98) or whether a
writer’s statements seem reasonable or logical or well considered. Other
discussions may involve somewhat different terminology, with people
commenting on whether a piece of writing seems sensitive, creative, or
perceptive. In these latter discussions, we may not be concerned with
logic or critical thinking, but we are still assuming that a text reflects a
mind at work, a writer wondering about things, trying to make sense
of feelings or perceptions, trying to imagine what might be.

This concern with a mind at work seems especially appropriate if
we see writing as an act of discovery, an act of constructing meaning.
In order to construct meaning, one has to be able to explore, imagine,
analyze, speculate, observe—in short, to think. If this ability to think is
essential for effective writing, an assessment of a student’s writing
should give us some insight into the thinking reflected in that writing. 

But how is this possible? How can we assess thinking by looking
at a written text? After all, thinking is a process, a series of actions
taken over time. What can a product tell us about this process? Fur-
thermore, what will count as evidence of thinking? How can we avoid
the trap of equating “good thinking” with writing that just happens
to agree with our biases or preconceptions? And what do we mean
by thinking, anyway?

This last question may seem especially difficult, for there are limits
to what we can know or say about thinking. The process is complex, it
happens quickly, and it often entails imaginative leaps that are difficult
to explain and impossible to predict. Moreover, no finished text can
reflect all the thinking processes that went into creating that text.
Nonetheless, our situation as teachers and as evaluators is not hopeless.
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For one thing, important elements of the thinking process are con-
scious, knowable, and teachable. These elements consist of strategies,
actions people can take to gather and reflect on information and to stim-
ulate the creative process. Further, it’s possible to find some evidence
of these strategies reflected in a completed product. In effect, the think-
ing process leaves fingerprints all over a finished text. 

As we learn to recognize strategies reflected in a completed text, we
can talk more confidently about why that text seems (or doesn’t seem)
thoughtful, perceptive, sensitive, etc. And in so doing, we can solve
some additional problems that often give us trouble as both teachers
and evaluators. That is, we can improve our ability to (1) explain our
value judgments; (2) look past surface errors to see the strengths of writ-
ing by nonmainstream students; and (3) integrate the assessment of
writing and the assessment of students’ interpretation of literary texts.

Understanding Thinking

When we start asking what we mean by thinking, we quickly encounter
an unusual problem: It’s not that we have too few potential answers to
our question; if anything, we can find too many. We can draw on work
from such diverse fields as cognitive psychology, philosophy, reading,
and rhetoric, each discipline presenting its own perspective, sometimes
overlapping with others, sometimes diverging, sometimes proceding as
if no other discipline had anything to say about the matter. At the risk
of oversimplifying, here’s a synthesis of this work, an effort to sketch
out the broad outlines of what people do when they think. (A more
detailed discussion appears in Odell 1993.)

One key element of the thinking process entails what cognitive psy-
chologists refer to as dissonance—a sense that things just don’t add up,
that our understanding is incomplete, that something is incongruous.
We may be able to articulate a fairly specific question, problem, irony,
conflict, etc. Or maybe we just feel some sort of undefined itch, some
sense that things aren’t quite right or that we’d like to try something
new, if for no better reason than we wonder if we could actually do it. 

As we engage in the thinking process, we have to recognize that we
can’t pay attention to everything that’s going on. Common sense, not
to mention theory and research, tells us that to understand anything,
we have to be able to select, to pay attention to some things, 
deemphasize others, and completely ignore others. As we do this, we
also have to encode, or represent, whatever we’ve selected. We may do
this in a variety of ways—with visual images, music, or numbers, for
example, as well as written or spoken language. Whatever medium we
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choose, we have to find some way to represent to ourselves and oth-
ers what we are thinking, feeling, observing, remembering, reading. 

In doing all this, we may engage—probably simultaneously—in sev-
eral other processes: drawing on prior knowledge, trying to see how a pre-
sent experience relates to what we already know; seeing relationships,
asking, in effect, how one thing causes another, how things are similar
or different, how something interacts with its physical or social setting;
and considering different perspectives, perhaps trying to empathize with
another person or asking how someone else’s perceptions or interpre-
tations might differ from our own. 

This synthesis of work on thinking leads to a series of questions that
can help us (and our students) gain some insight into how they are cur-
rently constructing meaning about a particular topic and what they
might continue doing (or do differently) in the future (for an elabora-
tion of these questions, see Appendix A):

Dissonance: What sort of problems, ambiguities, ironies, questions,
uncertainties, or conflicts do students mention (or overlook)?
Selecting: What kinds of information (observations, “facts,” per-
sonal experiences, feelings, memories) do students include in or
exclude from their writing?
Encoding/Representing: What sort of language do students use to
articulate their ideas (feelings, perceptions, memories)?
Drawing on Prior Knowledge: Do students explicitly refer to things
they already know in order to understand something new?
Seeing Relationships: What kinds of relationships (cause-effect,
time, if . . . then, similarity, difference) do students mention in
their writing?
Considering Different Perspectives: To what extent do students try
to consider ways in which other people might perceive, interpret,
or respond to a given idea, fact, or experience?

These sets of questions won’t tell us everything students thought or
did during the composing process. Moreover, they do not constitute a
checklist which can be applied indiscriminately in all situations. Some-
times it makes sense to focus on one or two questions; sometimes it helps
to consider several or all of them. But in either case, these questions can
help us see how a student text, or, indeed, any text, reflects a mind at
work. That is, they can help us recognize students’ use of strategies that
are essential to making sense of what they read, feel, observe, or remem-
ber. They will give us a way to explain what we mean when we say that
a text seems well thought out, sensitive, imaginative, and so forth.
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Further, as I hope the next section of this chapter will illustrate,
these questions can help us to assess very different types of student
writing: personal experience narratives, for example, as well as per-
suasive letters and interpretations of literature. This is not to ignore
important differences between various types of writing (see Cooper,
this volume; Odell 1981). A personal experience narrative intended for
a close friend may require a writer to select details or consider ques-
tions that may not be equally appropriate for a persuasive text
intended for an unsympathetic audience. In writing a biology labo-
ratory report, students might not draw on the same kinds of prior
knowledge they would need in writing, for example, a history essay.
But whatever the type of discourse and whatever the academic sub-
ject, both teachers and students need to consider the kinds of details
students have selected, the kinds of questions they have asked, the
kinds of relationships they have considered, and so on. As we con-
sider such matters, both we and our students can begin to see how
they might create or revise a text so that it helps them achieve a par-
ticular goal for a particular audience.

Looking at Students’ Texts

In examining student texts, we inevitably run into a basic fact of human
perception: What we see in a text is not simply a matter of observing
what’s “really there” and immediately apparent to anyone who can read
English. What we see is heavily influenced not only by our values, past
experiences, and expectations, but also by the language we use in talk-
ing about those texts. The questions suggested in the preceding section
can’t change this situation, but they do provide us with means to solve
problems we often face in evaluating writing, particularly the three
areas of concern mentioned earlier in this essay.

Articulating Value Judgments 

Whether or not we choose to assign grades, we continually find our-
selves making value judgments about students’ work, remarking on
whether a given piece of writing seems perceptive, imaginative,
thoughtful, or engaging. Where we run into trouble is in trying to artic-
ulate these value judgments, especially when we try to explain to stu-
dents why one piece of writing is better than another or why one piece
of writing meets a certain standard and another does not.

This problem can be especially difficult when papers seem, in
many respects, comparable. Here, for example, are excerpts from
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two essays in which, as part of a statewide writing assessment, stu-
dents were to influence a school board’s decision on whether to install
metal detectors in the local high school. Although students were free
to argue pro or con on this issue, both of the following writers
opposed the installation of metal detectors. And both writers base
their arguments, in part, on the likelihood that the metal detectors
would cause students substantial delays in entering and leaving the
school building. Despite these similarities, the students’ papers reflect
differences in thinking, differences that seem likely to make one argu-
ment more persuasive than the other.

The first student begins the essay by arguing that the money for
metal detectors could be better spent on educational materials and sup-
plies. The student then goes on to argue that

I also feel that the metal detectors will cause much confusion before
and after school when large masses of people want to enter the
school (as well as be on time for class) and exit the building. Of
course with every product (especially with one such as this) there
will be many defects. Defects such as false alarms. There are many
students who wear braces on their teeth, this may cause a false
alarm. Things such as jewlry [sic], belt buckles, and zippers can
cause false alarms. We can imagine all the confusion that can arise
from a false alarm. A visitor to the school can be guilty of causing
a false alarm, and thus, leaving the school in an uproar. The metal
detectors will also slow down the students’ speed when leaving the
building in the event of a fire alarm or even a real fire. (Writing Col-
lection 1993, G-25)

The second student begins by asserting that the presence of metal
detectors would reinforce the student’s view that “our school is like a
prison” and that the use of such devices would be a “violation of our
personal rights.” The writer continues thus

Next, just think how long it will take to check every person in the
school. Encluding [sic] teachers and staff. We would have to
lengthen our school day so that this could be done, and that’s not
fair. Our days are long enough without having to stand in line to
go through a metal detector every morning. And what if it is acci-
dentally triggered by someone’s belt buckle or something similar.
It takes even more time to check that person. No one wants to
spend time to be searched, and waiting in line to be searched.
(Writing Collection 1993, G-20)

Despite the similarities between these two excerpts, there are substan-
tial differences in the thinking each reflects. Probably the most important
difference is that the first student appears to have adopted the perspec-
tive of his or her readers, a group of adults who are likely to value order-
liness and safety, not to mention the reaction of visitors to the school. The
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second student seems to be taking essentially a student’s perspective,
arguing on the basis of what is “fair” or convenient to a student.

This fundamental difference in thinking is echoed in all the other
thinking strategies reflected in the two students’ work. Consider the
way these students encode their arguments. Both students use words
and phrases that have emotional connotations. But the first student uses
terms (confusion, uproar) that are likely to resonate with the values of
an audience concerned with safety and good order. By contrast, terms
used by the second student (prison, violation of rights, not fair) reflect the
values of an aggrieved student.

A similar pattern appears in these students’ efforts to see relation-
ships and select details in support of their arguments. Both students
describe hypothetical cause-effect relationships in which metal detec-
tors register false alarms and create delays in entering and leaving the
school building. But these hypothetical scenarios differ greatly in their
plausibility. The first student selects a range of details that illustrates
convincingly the probability of false alarms. Granted, it may seem
unlikely that braces on someone’s teeth would set off an alarm, but
the other items mentioned (belt buckles, jewelry, zippers) should ring
true for school board members who have waited in airport security
lines where an alarm has been set off by some small, seemingly
innocuous item. In selecting these details, the first student seems to
have considered the matter more carefully than does the second stu-
dent in that writer’s general reference to “someone’s belt buckle or
something similar.” 

In all of this analysis, of course, I have been making some assump-
tions about what school board members are likely to need or value.
These assumptions seem justified by my own experience, but I might
be wrong about the specific school board that the second student had
in mind. Maybe that school board contained members who are espe-
cially concerned about students’ personal reactions and feelings. Maybe
school board members were already aware of potential problems with
metal detectors and therefore didn’t need much elaboration as to what
might set off false alarms. In such a case, the second student may have
a considerably better argument than I have suggested. For purposes of
a large-scale assessment, I have to rely on my best guess about the audi-
ence that the student is to address. But for purposes of working with
a student in my own classroom, the preceding analysis would be just
one part of an ongoing conversation with the student.

This conversation would begin well before the student writes a draft,
back at a point where we negotiate some understanding of the values,
needs, and knowledge of a particular audience, or even farther back
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where we discuss the importance of understanding the perspective of the
audience for a given text. Given a common understanding of audience,
it’s possible for me—or for members of a peer-response group—to tell
the student whether he or she seems to have described an appropriate
cause-effect relationship or has selected compelling details. And it’s also
possible for the student to respond to criticism by saying something like
“Yeah, I did select details X, Y, and Z, but what you’re forgetting about
the audience is . . .” or, “Yeah, that cause-effect relationship is not so hot.
But what about these other scenarios over here on page 2? Don’t they
make good sense?” In effect, then, having a common way to talk about
thinking can help open up the assessment process, making it more acces-
sible and less mysterious to students, thereby enabling them not only to
challenge the assessments of others, but also to make more informed
assessments of their own work, assessments which they can use in revis-
ing a text or working on subsequent texts.

Looking Past Surface Errors 

Increasingly, teachers at all grade levels find themselves working with
nonmainstream students, many of whom are not native speakers of
English or who come from homes where standard English is not spo-
ken. Often, these students represent an extreme version of a familiar
problem: Without denying the need for students to master the conven-
tions of Standard Written English, how do we look past “errors” in
order to assess a student’s rhetorical or communicative ability? Consider,
for example, the following narrative written by a middle school student:

When We Were Alone

It was a dark evening. My aunt Joaquina called from Mexico,
Almost crying. She called my mom to tell her that my grandpa was
very sick. My dad set down with me on a chair by the porch of my
house. All of us were very sad. He said. “come here and sit down
with me. You know your aunt Joaquina called from Mexico.
Because your grandpa is very sick maybe he’s all ready to died”
He put his head dow. I kind of get like in shock for a while. I just
couldn’t believe it. My mom was fixing up to go. My dad went to
our neighbors house. My dad went to tell them what was hap-
pening in our house and call to America Airlines to see which air-
plane was ready to go. They say at 11:00’o clock was going to go
a airline to Mexico. My mom said that she was very scared when
she was at the airport at Mexico because she was all by her self.
My mom got to Juventino Rosas at 4:30 a. m. in the morning she
said that my grandpa was already dead.

We were worried by my mom. That knight we slept at 
11:00’o clock the first night that my mom was not with us I felt like
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an orphan because I didn’t have my mom. Those days were terri-
ble for me. My dad use to left to work and [take] all of my broth-
ers and me to school. After school one of my aunts use to pick us
up. She left us in our house when I open the door of my house, it
was all alone from the inside without my mom when she was here
she use to be always doing something. Alot of people use to envite
me to there house, in my same neighborhood to go eat with them,
but I never went instead of that I got mad, because I use to think
that they were treating me like some kind of invalid. I didn’t like
that at all.

All of the people were getting ready for Christmas. But I was
very sad we didn’t know what to do. A good friend of my mom
invite us to her house to pass Chrismas with them. We went over
to her house my friend was there too. We were singing Chistmas
songs we were happy but at the same time I was very sad because
this was our first Chistmas with out my mom. But know that I’m
with my mom again, I’ve been thinking how alot of children feel
with out there moms. Now I always give thanks to god that I have
all of my family complete.

Obviously, this personal experience essay contains errors in syntax,
usage, and spelling. But the piece is also a sensitive, powerful narrative
that shows the student using many of the meaning-making strategies
described in this chapter. Much of the power of this piece comes from
the way she encodes her experience. Throughout, this student’s language
reflects the perspective of someone who is young and, in some respects,
naive. She refers to my mom, my dad, my grandpa instead of using the
more formal terms (mother, father, grandfather) that older writers some-
times use when they are discussing their families with nonfamily mem-
bers. Further, she uses familiar phrases in ways that don’t quite fit the
current context. She refers to her mother “fixing up to go,” a phrase
which, in the part of the country where she lives, is usually used in more
pleasant contexts—getting ready to go on a date, out to dinner, to church.
And finally, when she notes that her father calls to see “which airplane
was ready to go,” her language suggests a certain lack of understand-
ing of the way things work in the world outside her family. 

As we’ve seen in the previous section of this chapter, a limited, per-
sonal perspective can cause problems for a writer. But in this case, such
a perspective serves to heighten a fundamental dissonance, the tension
between the mystery and profunditity of the subject (the death of a
loved one, the separation from a family member) and the limited
resources that a young person (or, indeed, any of us) can draw upon
in trying to deal with such a subject.

Throughout the narrative, this writer also mentions a number of
other dissonances. She mentions conflicts between what people hope
or intend to do and what they actually accomplish. For instance,
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neighbors invite the writer to supper, presumably to cheer her up, but
the invitation makes her angry since she feels that the neighbors are
treating her like an “invalid.“ And she mentions several conflicts
between what people routinely experience or expect and what is actu-
ally true in this situation. Usually, for example, the writer feels the
presence of her mother in the house “always doing something,” but
now the house seems “all alone from the inside.” Normally, singing
Christmas carols with a friend’s family would be a joyful occasion, but
in this instance, the joy others take in the season only serves to
heighten her feeling of sadness.

These dissonances are heightened by the writer’s awareness of sev-
eral different kinds of relationships. For one thing, she makes several
comparisons, noting that she felt as though she was “in shock” when
she first received the news of her grandfather, and mentioning later that
she felt “like an orphan” and that friends were treating her “like some
kind of invalid.” These comparisons are not literally accurate—she is
not deprived of parents and family; her friends, presumably, do not con-
sider her disabled. But these comparisons strongly convey her sense of
loss and isolation.

She also implies a relationship between feelings and physical set-
tings. The effect of the bad news about her grandfather is intensified
by the melancholy scene in which she hears it—a dark evening, her
father, head down, seated alone on the porch of her house, separated
from the warmth and companionship usually found within the house.
Her sadness is heightened not only by the “alone”-ness of her own
house, but also, ironically, by the carol singing at a neighbor’s house.
And finally, this student seems aware of the importance of time rela-
tionships. The call from Mexico comes after dark, a time when bad news
always seems worse; her mother’s plane leaves at 11 p.m., an hour that
heightens a reader’s sense of how the family routine has been dis-
rupted; her grandfather’s death occurs at a time of year when family
seems especially important.

It may very well be that this student is a naturally gifted storyteller.
Or perhaps she is simply recounting a story that is often told and dis-
cussed within her family. Whatever the case, the thinking reflected in
this narrative represents a considerable accomplishment, one that
should be instructive not only to her classmates but to writers of other
age or supposed ability levels, especially those who simply recount
events, never exploring how people feel or why they react as they do.
At the very least we should help her and her classmates see some of
the things she’s done that make this piece so powerful, things that she
and they might consider trying when they write their next personal
experience narrative. If we attend only to her mastery of conventions,

Assessing Thinking: Glimpsing a Mind at Work 15

Teachers'.01+part 1  9/23/98 3:51 PM  Page 15



we will miss seeing this accomplishment and, consequently, diminish
our ability to work with this writer or her classmates.

Integrating Writing and the Study of Literature 

At the college level, there is some debate (see, for example, Tate 1993
and Lindemann 1993) as to whether the study of literature has a place
in a composition class, especially a college-level course specifically des-
ignated as a “writing” class. There is, however, little disagreement
about one point: The process of writing and the process of interpreting
literature are both meaning-making activities. An interpretation is not
something readers find prepackaged for them on the page they are
decoding. It is, rather, something they arrive at through a process of
reflection and intuition, a process that is guided in part by strategies
discussed throughout this chapter. To reiterate a caution mentioned ear-
lier: No written product can give us access to all the thinking processes
a writer or reader has gone through. But a written interpretation of a
literary text can reflect meaning-making strategies that are as impor-
tant for students’ reading as they are for their writing.

Consider, for example, the following excerpts from an essay, an unre-
vised first draft, written under the time pressures of a statewide writ-
ing assessment. The writer, a high school student, is interpreting the
short story “Father and I.” As these excerpts will make clear, the story
consists of an adult narrator’s reflection on childhood experiences that
caused him to question the omnipotence and omniscience of his father.

When children are young, they experience events only inside their
own little world. They don’t know of the world outside their own.
Their world is filled with security and trust, where the people in
their live (parents) are their idols. These idols can do no wrong, and
are knowledgeable about everything. But at this young, tender
age, their security is fragile and on the brink of destruction. This
security is broken when they realize they realize tat there is a world
outside their own. Added to which, their idolization of the people
in their lives is also broken. This experience is best described in the
story Father and I.

This story accurately portrays the emotions of a child losing his
haven. The confusion of this child as he comes to know the real
world. But in order to describe the utter destruction of his world,
it must be told of his world before his realization. 

As father and son first start their walk, the son’s faith and
unbreakable trust is profoundly present. To him, his father was the
boss and indeed a special person. “. . . people were not allowed to
go as a rule, but Father worked on the railway and so he had a right
to.” (pg. 1) This backs up the sons faith in his father. He feels pre-
vigiled because he was allowed to go where it was forbidden,
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because his father worked there. This gives the son a sense of pride
and importance.

. . . This faith is broken when a train passes which the father
didn’t know was coming. And when his father didn’t recognize the
conductor. This destroys the child’s unshakable trust in his father. 

The child is at utter loss when he discovers his father doesn’t
know everything. Because of this, he also starts to feel insecure
about the fact that his father will protect him. “. . . it was the
anguish that was to come, the unknown he wouldn’t be able to pro-
tect me against.” (pg. 5)

The child has realized his father isn’t godlike and cannot pro-
tect him from everything. When this happens to a child, their con-
fusion goes even beyond their once belief in their idols. This might
help children mature, but they lose with them an innocence that
can never be found again. 

Fundamental to this essay/interpretation is this student’s prior
knowledge of the disillusionment and anxiety (i.e., the dissonances) that
arise when children first recognize the limitations of their parents. By
drawing on this prior knowledge, this student is able to appreciate the
central conflict in the story. 

This awareness of dissonance seems to govern much of the thinking
reflected elsewhere in the essay. For one thing, the writer selects from
the story only those details that help the reader appreciate the conflict
that the narrator feels. For example, to emphasize the dissonance occa-
sioned by the narrator’s loss of innocence, the student carefully selects
details that illustrate the narrator’s initial faith in his father. The stu-
dent mentions, for example, the narrator’s comment that “Father
worked on the railway and so he had a right to [go where others were
forbidden to go].” The writer then goes on to explain how this quote
reflects the narrator’s sense of his father’s uniqueness. 

Further, this student elaborates on the dissonance in the story by
selecting different types of information. In addition to including details
about what happened in the story, the student also includes informa-
tion about how characters felt (“‘it was the anguish that was to come’”)
and how they viewed other characters (“To him, his father was the 
boss . . .”). This selection of details helps the writer avoid the ten-
dency—especially evident in the writing of unsophisticated readers—
merely to summarize the events of a given story.

The writer’s awareness of the central conflict in the story also seems
to govern the kinds of relationships the writer sees. The writer begins
by suggesting a contrast between the way children and adults see the
world, noting that children “experience events only inside their own lit-
tle world” and pointing out that children “don’t know of the world out-
side their own.” To illustrate the narrator’s initial esteem for his father,

Assessing Thinking: Glimpsing a Mind at Work 17

Teachers'.01+part 1  9/23/98 3:51 PM  Page 17



the student also points out a contrast between the limitations other peo-
ple had to accept and his father’s right to go where “people were not
allowed to go as a rule.” The writer also notes the change that takes place
within the narrator, his movement from one emotional state (complete
faith in his father) to another (confusion and anxiety). To describe this
change, the student makes a number of statements that suggest time
and/or cause-effect relationships: “When children are young, they expe-
rience . . .”; “As father and son first start their walk, the son’s faith . . .
is profoundly present”; the son feels privileged “because he was allowed
to go . . .”; and the son’s “faith is broken when a train passes which the
father didn’t know was coming.” In noting all of these relationships, the
writer is not simply recounting the events of the story, but, rather, is indi-
cating the ways those events affect the central character. 

This attention to the significance of events makes the student appear
to be a more sophisticated reader than someone who merely summa-
rizes the events of a story. Perhaps, however, the quality of this stu-
dent’s interpretation is determined by the nature of the story the
student is reading. Certainly, it would be hard for any reader to avoid
talking about the significance of what happens in this particular story.
Thus, this one essay gives no basis for claiming that this student can
use these same thinking strategies in interpreting other literary texts,
but we can claim that this essay does reflect some powerful meaning-
making strategies. And if we were to discuss this essay with the stu-
dent and the student’s classmates, we should be able to help them see
how the strategies reflected in this essay might be useful in writing
about other texts.

Implications for Teaching

Implicit in this chapter—and, indeed, throughout this volume—is the
belief that assessment must serve not only to rank or grade students,
but also to give us information we can use in our teaching. If we can
get some insight into the way students are thinking in a particular sit-
uation, we may be able to help them see what they want to continue
to do or do differently in other situations. This possibility, of course, is
based on a further assumption: Thinking is something that people learn
to do, and we can help them get better at it—not by giving them a
steady diet of drills or exercises that claim to teach people to think, not
by having them do the mental equivalent of push-ups—but, rather, by
using what we already know about teaching writing.

To that end, we may want to design “mini-lessons” that illustrate a
particular thinking strategy, or we may want to get students to analyze
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the thinking reflected in a piece of published writing. Fundamentally,
however, we will help students to think better by asking them to look
closely at their work—or a classmate’s or ours—and to consider some
of the questions described earlier in this chapter. For example, we might
put a piece of writing—a journal entry, an early draft, a finished draft—
on the overhead and raise questions such as the following: 

What kinds of details has this writer selected? 
Are there kinds of details that seem significantly missing? 
What questions (problems, conflicts, dissonances) does the writer
seem to have considered? 
Can you think of other questions the writer might consider? 
Has this writer considered different perspectives? 
Is it necessary to consider different perspectives in this case?

It’s always possible, of course, that our questions can take on a
pseudo-Socratic tone, strongly implying the answer we want stu-
dents to give. But it’s equally possible that we can ask our questions
honestly, posing them because they reflect our curiosity, our need to
figure something out. When we do so, our natural tendency to talk
about thinking can lead to a dialogue, one in which we and our stu-
dents get a glimpse of each other’s mind at work. And, in the
process, both we and our students can continue to grow as writers
and thinkers.

For Further Reading

Two of the best books on this topic are Richard Young, Alton Becker,
and Kenneth Pike’s Rhetoric: Discovery and Change (1970) and Robert
Sternberg’s Intelligence Applied (1986). For a relatively recent survey of
work in this area, see Young’s essay “Recent Developments in Rhetor-
ical Invention” (1987). Sternberg, in Chapter 1 of Intelligence Applied,
gives a concise, readable history of work in this area. Peter Elbow’s dis-
cussion of the “doubting game” and the “believing game,” in Writing
without Teachers (1973), provides an excellent explanation of key ele-
ments of the thinking process. A more detailed discussion of the think-
ing processes described in this chapter appears in my essays “Strategy
and Surprise” (1993) and “Measuring Changes” (1977). For a
philosopher’s approach to this topic, see Richard Paul’s survey of the
“dispositions” and “abilities” that comprise critical thinking (cited in
Marzano et al. 1988, 19–21). 
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Appendix A: Additional Questions for Assessing Thinking

Dissonance

Do students, for example, point out things that surprise or puzzle
them? Do they pose questions? Do they ever indicate that they are con-
fused, uncertain, or ambivalent about something they have experi-
enced? Do they comment on ways in which two strongly held beliefs
(ideas, values) are inconsistent with each other? Do they notice ways
in which people’s actions seem inconsistent with their words? Do they
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mention ways in which something conflicts with what they had
expected or would have preferred? 

Selecting

For example, when students respond to literature or write personal
experience narratives, do they focus solely on the events that hap-
pened, or do they include information about people’s thoughts, feelings,
and motivations? When they describe, do they look for details that will
“show, not tell”? When they try to write persuasively or informatively,
do they include the kind of information that is likely to be appropriate
given the knowledge, needs, or values of their intended readers? 

Encoding

When students discuss personal events, do they use relatively abstract,
generalized terms, or do they use language that reflects the personal
significance of those events? When students try to think through com-
plicated issues, do they use highly emotional language that might limit
their ability to see the complexity of a situation? Do they ever come up
with metaphors that let them take a fresh look at the subject they are
considering? Do they choose words whose connotations are appropri-
ate for their subject matter, audience, and purpose? 

Drawing on Prior Knowledge

When they read a complicated piece of literature, do students comment
on how this piece relates to other texts they have read or movies they
have seen? When they encounter a difficult problem, do they use what
they know from comparable problems or from prior schoolwork in
order to solve it? When they are introduced to new concepts in their
courses, do students consider ways in which those concepts apply to
their personal experience or ways in which they are or are not com-
patible with what they’ve learned previously?

Seeing Relationships

Do students, for instance, note when and why things happen? Do they
create hypothetical scenarios, speculating about how one thing might
cause or lead up to another? Do they make distinctions, noticing ways
in which something is different from something else? Do they clas-
sify or note similarities? Do they comment on how things change? Do
they notice ways in which a person or object fits into his/her/its
physical surroundings?
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Considering Different Perspectives

Do students, for example, consider good news as well as bad, pro as
well as con? Do they try to adopt another’s perspective, trying to
imagine how, say, a character in a story might respond to a particular
situation? Do they try to think of different conclusions that might be
drawn from a particular set of data? Do they put themselves in their
reader’s place, trying to understand the knowledge, values, or needs
with which that reader approaches their writing? When they disagree
with someone, do they consider ways in which that person’s views
might possibly make sense?
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