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Introduction

In recent years there has been a growing interest in how to develop thinking 
skills. This interest has been fed by new knowledge about how the brain works 
and how people learn. The particular ways in which people apply their minds to 
solve problems are called Thinking Skills. These can be condensed into six 
areas:

 Knowledge: knowing and remembering;
 Comprehension: interpreting and understanding;
 Application: applying and making use of;
 Analysis: taking apart, being critical;
 Synthesis: Connecting, being creative;
 Evaluation: Judging, addressing.

The National Curriculum for Music in Focus: What's New?

The development of Thinking Skills can enhance each of the new National 
Curriculum for Music's five Key Concepts. For example, if we consider cultural 
understanding, we can see that by using thinking skills in our music classrooms, 
we will enable the students to forge balanced thoughts, talk through any biases, 
or unfounded judgements, and create more tolerance, understanding and reason 
within cultural identities. Obviously, thinking skills lend themselves to critical 



thinking and creativity, as using thinking skills in a music classroom enables 
children to think about their creative work in a more rigourous way. They become 
more active participants in their learning process and more concerned to search 
out their own meanings through discovery and discussion. Communication is 
paramount for thinking skills. One common approach, the Community of Inquiry 
model, focuses on children’s willingness and courage to ask questions and be 
active in discussions, supporting their views with reasons. 

The use of Thinking Sills can also make an impact on other new areas of the 
curriculum, for example the development of interesting cross-curricular links and 
the transfer of learning, as well as community cohesion activities. 

The New National Curriculum for Music in Action

Music is a unique tool for arousing our physical, emotional and intellectual 
faculties. Music starts with listening. Yet we are so surrounded by noise that we 
block out much that we might listen to. We listen to significant sounds, but ignore 
the rest. Children today are submerged in a sea of technological sound, and it is 
no wonder that teachers today report that pupils find attentive listening so difficult 
to achieve. 

Music binds us in a special way to our social and cultural context, but children 
can easily be trapped in their own musical tastes and culture. Discussing music 
can be liberating when it shows other ways to think, feel and experience the 
sounds we hear. Musical enquiry can free children from simplistic and 
stereotypical responses to what they hear. 

This is where the concept of 'musical thinking skills' is so helpful. The aim of 
teaching music through approaches of this type is to reintroduce children to the 
rich variety of sounds in their environment, including musical sounds, and to help 
them think about these sounds constructively. Talking about music in this way 
provides opportunities for attentive listening, responding to and discussing the 
patterns of sounds heard. Sounds and silence are the raw materials of music. A 
music lesson should include pauses for thought, or “Thinking time”, that is 
moments of quiet reflection. This can be done using a number of techniques: the 
two I advocate are Matthew Lipman's 'Community of Inquiry' and de Bono's 'Six 
Thinking Hats'.

Communities of Inquiry

The Community of Inquiry approach removes the pressure of the pupils' having 
to develop a musical vocabulary and can aid with enhancing it. It switches the 
focus from outcome to process, and listening to responding. The teacher is 
facilitator rather than arbiter of knowledge, encouraging the expression of 



children’s thinking about music through the use of natural language. The teacher 
places the responsibility for learning on all who are involved in discussion. It 
develops the habits of intelligent behaviour.

The process of a community of inquiry could be as follows:

1. Share the stimulus, making sure everyone has access;
2. All sit in a circle (including the facilitator) so all equal;
3. Think about the stimulus/ reflect;
4. Each come up with a question or statement of interest to them about the 

stimulus;
5. Record questions/statements in writing on a flip chart/board; aim for 

questions to be clearly formulated;
6. Reflect on questions;
7. Choose a question for discussion/ by voting on each one democratically, 

one vote per person;
8. The one that receives most votes is the one that you discuss;
9. Conduct the enquiry; establish main perspectives relating to the enquiry at 

the outset; address each other not the facilitator; but in your role keep 
facilitating!

10.Reflect on the outcome/ self-evaluation from the group;
11. Follow up activities.

Thinking Hats

The use of The Six Thinking Hats is a technique that gives a framework for 
making decisions. Its premise is that we think more efficiently by dividing the 
process into distinct segments: gut instinct, neural fact, cautious judgement, 
possible benefits, creative alternatives and process control. Each of these 
processes is signified by a coloured hat (real or imaginary) and explored in turn 
to structure the discussion of a particular problem.

The Six Hats are:

 White Information: What do we know?
 Red Feelings: What do we feel?
 Purple Problems: What are the drawbacks?
 Yellow Positives: What are the benefits?
 Green Creativity: What ideas have we got?
 Blue Control: What are our aims?



Some Short Case Studies

Many primary schools make use of these techniques but they are beginning to 
make an impact on the secondary curriculum too. For example, Arts and Minds 
was a project run in Richmond-Upon-Thames for disaffected children aged 
between 14-16. It involved 120 children using music and aesthetic stimuli to 
encourage thinking skills utilising the Community of Inquiry style of discussion 
(and also the use of the thinking hats to aid with their smaller group discussions). 
The research indicated that using music as a stimulus before and after a 
Community of Inquiry discussion extended student’s reasoning and evaluation, 
strengthened their ability to discuss and think individually, while expanding their 
imagination.

My findings suggested that both Thinking Skills and music are about exploration, 
imagination, listening to and working together. By using them, students reflected 
more and evaluated their and others' opinions. It found qualitative gains in the 
children’s engagement, reasoning, listening, discussing skills, confidence and 
self-esteem. As the project unfolded, they began to direct their own Community 
of Inquiries for short periods of time. These periods became more frequent as the 
strategies became more established. The questioning techniques modelled by 
teachers were adopted by the children, and their questions became more 
analytical, disciplined, focused, imaginative and precise. Therefore, there was 
evidence of a shift from teacher to group controlled inquiry, and evidence of 
students starting to evaluate through their discussions and via their own thinking. 
The evidence for the progressive development of thinking, reasoning and 
discussion skills were seen in their written work too. 

Summary

Thinking Skills relate to each of the five Key Concepts in the new National 
Curriculum for Music. When developing an approach to Thinking Skills within the 
music curriculum, the following summary points should be considered:

1. Thinking in a classroom setting needs to emphasise that children should 
be active participants in their own learning;

2. The use of a Community of Inquiry is excellent for developing children'` 
personal learning, and an understanding of musical discussion;

3. The use of the Six Thinking Hats helps children think about their thinking 
and discover how to approach problems in different ways to achieve 
resolution;

4. The teacher becomes a facilitator rather than arbiter of knowledge, and 
children take personal control of their thinking and learning;

5. Thinking Skills develop a child holistically, impacting on their musical 
knowledge, personal and emotional skills.



Key Questions

How can I have time to include this in my lessons?

The community of inquiry can be built up over the weeks (during a project), or be 
used as a final evaluative tool after a performance or composition outcome. The 
thinking hats can be used at any time during a lesson (i.e. in group work or 
indeed as a whole group, with more than one child wearing the same coloured 
hat). Although each technique does take some time to set up for regular use, it is 
well worth it in the end.

My pupils will not be able to achieve a discussion, or use the hats, due to their  
challenging behaviour issues. How can these tools help?

In Arts and Minds, amongst other research, these tools have proven to help 
massively with self esteem, and this in turn helps with behaviour. The Community 
of Inquiry approach means every pupil is equal. It encourages a safe and 
democratic environment, which in turn stimulates intellectually and emotionally 
free expression.

Surely this is better for younger pupils? 

It use in primary education is well documented, but as pupils grow up these skills 
are of the utmost importance. Skilful use of them can stimulate excellent thought 
provoking discussions, as well as better understandings of cultural issues and 
the development of effective cross curricula links. All of these themes are 
important in the new National Curriculum.

Further Resources

The following websites will provide a range of interesting content for those 
teachers wanting to consider these issues furthers:

www.sapere.net 

www.teachingthinkingnet 

www.edwdebono.com 

www.mindtools.com

www.debono.com

www.enquiring-minds.co.uk

http://www.sapere.net/
http://www.enquiring-minds.co.uk/
http://www.debono.com/
http://www.mindtools.com/
http://www.edwdebono.com/
http://www.teachingthinkingnet/


www.teachernet.gov.uk/teachingandlearning/subjects

www.aude.education.co.uk/philosophy

www.sustained-success.com/index.php/489

www.onlineclassroom.tv/critical-thinking

www.p4c.org.nz

www.specialeducationalneeds.com/nc/thinking/mu

www.robertjarvis.co.uk
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