
Improving Student Thinking: Thinking Routines 

 
 

Visible Thinking Routines 
Visible Thinking routines and strategies will be used to strengthen students’ 
thinking.  The Visible Thinking routines will provide students with the skills they need to 
become more thoughtful learners.  Students will have opportunities to express their 
ideas and reflect upon them.  

 
Placemat Technique 
The Placemat Technique can be used with a wide variety of questions and prompts 
or for a wide range of learning goals, e.g. 

 To encourage students to share ideas and reach a consensus about a topic/idea 

 To activate the prior knowledge of a topic among students 

 To help students share problem-solving techniques 

 To take group notes during a video or oral presentation 

 To summarise learning after the class and/or to be used as an opening review for the 

subsequent lesson 

Groups of four students are ideal for the placemat technique but it can also work 
with 3 – 6 students by amending the template. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

Tips 

 
1. Discuss, record and post a labelled diagram of the Placemat on the board so that 

students always have a visual reference of the organisation and required actions. 



2. Consider the composition of the small groups and vary the membership according to the 

students’ learning styles and interaction, subject-matter expertise, etc.  Some groups 

will require more teacher support in carrying out the task in other groups. 

3. Use the placemats as a record of collective student thinking and post the ideas for other 

groups to see 

What Makes You Say That? 
"What makes you say that???" is common language used throughout the day in our classroom 
learning. It helps students identify the basis for their thinking by asking them to elaborate on the 
thinking that lies behind their responses. Students are asked to share their interpretations 
and back them with evidence. This allows other students the opportunity to consider multiple 
viewpoints and perspectives on a topic or idea. Try this strategy with your child at home! 
 
Think, Puzzle, Explore 
The purpose of this routine invites students to connect to their prior knowledge, to be curious, 
and to plan for independent or group inquiry. This routine is typically done at the beginning of a 
new unit and provides the students' current understanding of a topic.  
 
In Think-Puzzle-Explore students are asked.. 
- What do you think you know about the topic? 
- What questions do you have or what puzzles you about this topic? 
- How might we explore the puzzles we have about this topic? 
 
Compass Points 
This routine is used to explore the various opinions and sides of a subject or idea. Students 
answer the following questions which correlate with the symbols of the compass rose. 
 
E = Excited What excites you about this idea or topic? What’s the upside? 
W = Worrisome What do you find worrisome about this idea or topic? What’s the downside? 
N = Need to Know What else do you need to know or find out about this idea or topic? What 
additional information would help you to evaluate things? 
S = Stance or Suggestion for Moving Forward What is your current stance or opinion on the 
idea ? How might you move forward in your evaluation of this idea or topic? 
 
I Used to Think...Now I Think 
This routine focuses on how students think a topic has changed over the course of their 
learning. It allows students to reflect on their thinking and explore how and why that thinking 
has changed. They share their thinking at the beginning of the unit and at the end of the unit! 
 
 
See, Think, Wonder 
This routine is designed to draw students' attention to looking closely at an image or object to 
develop deep observations and curiosity. It allows students to think and wonder before making 
interpretations.  
 
It begins by students spending several minutes silently looking at an image or object. This 
"seeing" allows students to carefully observe. Then students are asked to express what they 



think they have observed and share their interpretations. Lastly, the students are asked to 
extend their thinking by sharing additional "wonderings" about the topic. 
 
Step Inside 
Step Inside routine focuses on perspective taking. Students think about a person or an object 
that is part of or connected to the event or situation they are examining. They must place 
themselves in this person's shoes and speak from their point of view.  Students are asked to 
hypothesize what this person observes, understands, believes, cares about, and questions. 
 
Chalk Talk 
Chalk Talk is a collaborative routine that highlights sharing ideas, questioning one another, and 
further developing ideas. In this routine students are given a topic or question to simultaneously 
respond in writing. It requires students to do so silently and allows all learners the opportunity 
to have a voice. Students are asked to consider the following questions once the topic is 
presented... 
 
- What ideas come to mind when you consider this idea, question, or problem? 
- What connections can you make to others' responses? 
- What questions arise as you think about the ideas and consider the responses and comments 
of others? 
 
Headlines 
Headlines is a routine that asks students to think about the big ideas and important themes in 
what they have learned. The students are required to write a "headline" that would capture his 
or her thoughts, impressions, or key ideas about the topic being explored. This routine 
emphasizes the importance of noticing the big ideas and how it connects to their overall 
understanding. It requires students to consider the key learning in a creative phrase of usually 5 
words or less. 
 
CSI: Color, Symbol, Image 
The purpose of this routine is to think of the big ideas taught during a unit. The students 
represent their thinking through images and symbols along with explaining their reasoning in 
writing. The idea of using colors, symbols, and images taps into students’ natural creativity and 
desire for expression. At the same time, it pushes students to make connections and think 
symbolically.  
 
The three main components: 
Color-Choose a color that best represents the idea 
Symbol-Create a symbol  
Image-Sketch an image that you think captures the whole idea 

 
 
 

 

 

 



Levels of Talk Processing Guide and Prompts 
Adapted from Robert Marzano 

Discussion Strategy Stems 
 

What do you think, __________? 
(position) 
 
I agree with ___________, because… 
(support) 
 
__________, what do you think of what ___________ said? 
(invitation) 
 
What about this…? 
(counterargument) 
 
In the story it said… 
(evidence) 
 
I think the author is saying… 
(argument) 
 
But later in the text the author gives another perspective… 
(rebuttal) 
 
Another was to think about it is… 
(multiple points of view) 
 
I didn’t think of that possibility until now… 
(metacognition) 
 
So this is why I think that… 
(argument, metacognition) 
 
One reason is… 
(counterargument, support) 
 
Another reason is… 
(rebuttal, support) 
 
For example… 
(evidence) 
 
Why do you think…? 
(evidence, rebuttal) 



 
‘Lesson Planning for Deepening Thinking Through Talk 

 
Learning Target: 
 
 
Purpose for Discussion: (Analyze, Synthesize, Argue, Discuss, Elaborate and Deepen 
thinking, Review, Teach Each Other, etc.) 
 
 
Powerful Question(s) to Focus Discussion: (Bloom’s Taxonomy, Other Prompts) 
 
 
Grouping for Talk: (Core Groups, Chat Chums by choice, random, interests, 
readiness, other?) 
 
 
Protocol: (Headlines, Parallel Teach, Placemats, Pass the Stick, Levels of Talk, 
Thinking Routines,  etc 
 
 
Teach in Series of Chunk and Chews: (Think 10 and 2) 
 
Chunk: 
 
Chew: 
 
Chunk: 
 
Chew: 
 
Chunk: 
 
Chew: 
 
 
Check: 
 
How will you formatively check to see how they are doing while they talk? (How will 
you be Metacognitive about what’s working and not working?) 
 
 
 
How will you have them self assess their mindsets and/or their skill sets as they 
build their talk? ( How will they be Metacognitive about what’s working and not 
working?) 



 
Prior to Teaching: 
 
What skills will you need to help them develop along the way? 
 
 
What will you need to model and scaffold? Think Aloud? 
 
 
Need any Anchor Charts for support? 
 
 

 

Scaffolds for Deepening Student Thinking and Talk 
• Create a safe environment 
• Intentionally and transparently teach listening and talking skills. 

(Anchor charts) 
• Develop talk around powerful questions. Use talk stems, then 

student generated based on the purpose for the talk.  (Review, 
argue, synthesize, etc.) 

• Deepen talk for varied purposes with protocols and practice, 
practice, practice. 

• Reflect, review, revise and have kids do the same! 
 


