


	

HABITS	OF	MIND	FOR	HOME	SCHOOLING:			

A	GUIDE	FOR	PARENTS	AND	TEACHERS	

by		

AIXA	PEREZ-PRADO,	PH.D.	

Florida	International	University	

	

Foreword	by	

Arthur	L.	Costa	and	Bena	Kallick	

	

©2016	

INSTITUTE	FOR	HABITS	OF	MIND	INTERNATIONAL	

Westport,	CT	

www.Instituteforhabitsofmind.com	

	

	

	

	 	



	
	

2	

	

	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
©	2016	The	Institute	for	Habits	of	Mind.	Aixa	Perez-Prado,	Ph.D.	All	rights	reserved.	

	
No	part	of	this	eBook	may	be	reproduced	or	transmitted	in	any	form	or	by	any	means,	
electronic	or	mechanical,	 including	photocopying,	 recording	or	by	any	 information	
storage	and	retrieval	system,	without	written	permission	from	the	author.	
	
The	information	contained	within	this	eBook	is	strictly	for	educational	purposes.		If	
you	wish	to	apply	ideas	contained	in	this	eBook,	you	are	taking	full	responsibility	for	
your	actions.	

	
	
	

	

	 	



	
	

3	

DEDICATION:	
	

To	my	children:	
Shihan,	Brenna,	Sharif,	Lulu,	Soleil	&	Jo-Bee	

My	loyal	guinea	pigs,	and	most	valuable	teachers.	
Keep	the	lessons	coming,	I'm	still	learning...	

	

	

	 	



	
	

4	

TABLE	OF	CONTENTS	

	

CHAPTER			R	 	 PAGE	

	 																																																			Foreword	 5	

1	 													Introduction:	
			Learning	at	Home	with	the	Habits	of	Mind	

8	

2	 															Listening	with	Understanding	and	Empathy	 21	

3	 Managing	Impulsivity	 30	

4	 													Thinking	Flexibly	 37	

5	 Finding	Humor	 45	

6	 Metacognition	 53	

7	 Questioning	and	Problem	Posing	 62	

8	 Creating,	Imagining	and	Innovating	 73	

9	 													The	Remaining	Habits	and	Beyond	
	

														Appendix	

84	

89	

	 References	 90	

	 About	the	Author	 92	

	

	

	

	

	

	
	



	
	

5	

FOREWORD	
	

Children	 learn	 at	 home	 long	 before	 they	 ever	 enter	 school.	 Parents	 are	 the	 first	
teachers.	Starting	before	birth,	parents	can	create	nutrient-rich	environments	that	enhance	
learning	 abilities:	 environments	 that	 are	drug-free,	 tobacco-free,	 alcohol-free,	 and	 stress-
free.			

	
	 From	the	time	a	baby	is	born,	parents	extend	their	child’s	home	learning	by	cuddling,	
loving,	 caressing	 and	 feeding	 the	 newborn.	 	 Talking,	 reading,	 and	 singing	 continue	 the	
child’s	learning	about	their	world	and	the	significant	people	in	it.	Of	most	importance	is	the	
parents’	modeling:	Children	learn	best	by	watching	and	imitating	the	adults	in	their	lives.	
	
	 At	some	point	in	the	child’s	life,	parents	must	decide	about	sending	their	youngster	
off	to	kindergarten	or	pre-school:		Which	one?	What	kind	of	kindergarten	program?	(Public	
school?	Montessori?	Waldorf?	Religious?)	Some	parents	might	think	of	educating	their	son	
or	daughter	at	home.		While	all	parents	might	find	this	book	of	great	value,	the	intent	is	for	
parents	or	caregivers	who	have	decided	to	keep	their	children,	and	maybe	some	others,	in	
the	comfort,	safety,	richness	and	familiarity	of	their	own	home	and	community	to	enhance	
the	learning	of	their	children.	One	of	many	valuable	opportunities	that	this	choice	provides	
is	that	parents	are	therefore	learners	right	along	with	their	children!	 	
	
	 While	 the	 first	 decision	 is	 where	 the	 learning	 will	 take	 place,	 a	 second	 critical	
decision	 is	what	 should	be	 learned.	 	Most	homeschoolers	hearken	back	 to	 their	days	and	
experiences	 in	 school	 learning	 the	 3	 R’s,	 recalling	 learning	 activities	 that	 engaged	 and	
challenged	 them,	 and	 remembering	what	 it	meant	 to	be	 a	 teacher	based	on	 the	 teachers	
who	taught	them.	It	is	likely	those	positive	remembrances	of	the	dedicated,	hard-	working,	
loving	 teachers	 from	 their	 early	 childhood	 experiences	 in	 school	 that	 give	 today’s	
homeschoolers	the	inspiration,	confidence	and	fortitude	to	now	assume	that	role.	
	
	 Due	to	better	healthcare,	new	knowledge	of	the	aging	process,	genetic	engineering,	
transplanting	 body	 parts,	 advances	 in	 medical	 technology,	 the	 elimination	 of	 many	 life-
threatening	diseases	that	once	wiped	out	entire	populations,	and	a	more	“health-literate”	
populace,	people	are	 living	 longer.	 	 It	 is	now	common	 for	humans,	who	only	a	 few	short	
years	ago	had	a	life	expectancy	of	67-75	years,	are	now	living	well	beyond	the	age	of	100.		
All	of	these	advances,	largely	propelled	by	the	advances	in	technologies,	have	created	very	
different	 learning	 needs	 for	 our	 children.	 	 In	 addition	 to	 the	 need	 for	 basic	 skills,	 our	
children	 are	 engaging	 in	 a	 very	 different	 time	 in	which	we	must	 learn	 how	 to	 live	with	
diversity	of	cultures	and	thought	that	define	a	very	complex	and	uncertain	world.		Children	
in	our	homes	 today	will	 be	 active	 citizens	not	only	 throughout	 the	21st	 century,	 but	 also	
well	 into	 the	22nd	 century!	We	must	prepare	 them	 for	 a	 responsible	 citizenship	 that	will	
help	 us	 address	 the	 world	 problems	 and	 ignite	 the	 imaginations	 of	 peoples	 around	 the	
world.	
	
	 We	are	 realizing	 that	 a	new	vision	 is	needed	as	we	become	more	 concerned	with	
survival	skills	for	our	children's	future,	the	perpetuation	of	a	democratic	society,	and	even	
our	planetary	existence.	The	partnership	for	twenty-first	century	skills	offers	as	essentials:	
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learning	 and	 innovation	 skills:	 creativity	 and	 innovation	 skills,	 critical	 thinking	 and	
problem	solving	 skills,	 communication	 and	 collaboration	 skills.	 	 	 Tony	Wagner	 (2008)	of	
Harvard	University	suggests	such	skills	as	critical	thinking,	problem	solving,	collaboration	
and	 leadership,	 agility	 and	 adaptability,	 initiative	 and	 entrepreneurialism,	 effective	 oral	
and	 written	 communication,	 accessing	 and	 analyzing	 information,	 curiosity	 and	
imagination	are	necessary	for	learning	in	school,	in	the	workplace	and	in	life.			
	

Now	 that’s	where	 this	valuable	book	 comes	 in.	 	Habits	of	Mind	are	dispositions—
future	ways	of	thinking	and	acting—that	have	been	shown	to	produce	better	results	when	
they	 are	 employed.	 By	 definition,	 a	 problem	 is	 any	 question,	 task,	 or	 discrepancy	 one	
encounters	when	 the	 explanation	 is	 not	 immediately	 known.	 	 Thus,	we	 are	 interested	 in	
focusing	 on	 our	 children’s	 performance	 under	 those	 challenging	 conditions	 that	 demand	
strategic	reasoning,	insightfulness,	perseverance,	creativity,	and	craftsmanship	to	resolve	a	
complex	problem.	Not	only	are	we	interested	in	how	many	answers	learners	know,	but	also	
in	observing	how	 they	behave	when	 they	DON’T	know.	Habits	 of	Mind	are	performed	 in	
response	to	questions	and	problems	when	the	answers	are	NOT	immediately	known.		We	
are	interested	in	how	learners	produce	knowledge	rather	than	how	they	merely	reproduce	
knowledge.	 	 The	 critical	 attribute	 of	 intelligent	 human	 beings	 is	 not	 only	 having	
information,	but	also	knowing	how	to	act	on	it.	

	
Employing	"Habits	of	Mind"	requires	a	composite	of	many	skills,	attitudes,	cues,	and	

past	 experiences.	 	 It	 means	 that	 we	 value	 one	 pattern	 of	 thinking	 over	 another,	 and	
therefore	it	implies	choice	making	about	which	pattern	should	be	employed	at	this	time.		It	
includes	 alertness	 to	 the	 situational	 cues	 that	 signal	 this	 as	 an	 appropriate	 time	 and	
circumstance	in	which	the	employment	of	this	pattern	would	be	useful.		It	requires	a	level	
of	skillfulness	to	employ	and	carry	through	the	behaviors	effectively	over	time.		It	suggests	
that	as	a	result	of	each	experience	in	which	these	behaviors	were	employed,	the	effects	of	
their	use	are	reflected	upon,	evaluated,	modified	and	carried	forth	to	future	applications.	

	
A	third	big	decision	is	how	to	teach	these	Habits	of	Mind	along	with	the	content	and	

skills	of	reading,	mathematics,	geography,	history,	science,	the	arts,	etc.		
	
Drawing	on	her	personal	experiences	as	an	educators	and	homeschooler	Aixa	Perez-

Prado	provides	directions	for	a	rich	array	of	learning	activities	which	are	designed	for	your	
home-learners	 to	 experience,	 understand	 and	 apply	 the	 Habits	 of	 Mind.	 	 There	 are	
sufficient	 directions	 so	 that	 once	 you	 “get	 the	 idea,”	 you	 will	 continue	 with	 your	 own	
designs	using	materials	and	opportunities	in	your	own	home	environment.	

	
A	 fourth	 decision	 you	will	 have	 is	 to	 determine	 if	 your	 efforts	with	 the	 strategies	

provided	in	this	book	are	paying	off.		Would	you	be	able	to	observe	the	results	in	your	home	
learner’s	behaviors,	 skills	and	attitudes?	 	Do	not	expect	results	over	night!	 	Habits	 take	a	
long	time	to	form	with	many	opportunities	to	encounter	the	need	for	and	use	of	the	habit.		
In	 time,	however,	 you	will	hear	your	home	 learner	using	 the	vocabulary	of	 the	Habits	of	
Mind:	 (“I	 really	 persisted	 on	 that	 problem.”)	 	 They	 may	 even	 use	 it	 with	 you:	 (“Mom,	
manage	your	impulsivity!”)	
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Even	 more	 important	 than	 the	 language,	 you	 will	 observe	 greater	 skillfulness:		
Deeper	 listening	 with	 understanding	 and	 with	 empathy,	 for	 example.	 Are	 they	 more	
curious,	 do	 they	 find	 the	 world	 a	 more	 wondrous,	 intriguing	 place?	 	 Do	 they	 strive	 for	
greater	precision	and	craftsmanship?		Are	they	more	goal-oriented?	Do	they	follow	through	
to	completion?	Do	you	hear	them	not	only	giving	answers	but	also	describing	what	went	on	
in	their	heads	to	find	the	answer?		Are	they	finding	learning	fun?	

	
	 And	it’s	not	all	kid	stuff.		One	of	the	most	profound	results	of	teaching	the	Habits	of	
Mind	is	that	they	are	good	for	adults	as	well:	It	is	what	you	discover	about	yourself.		Do	you	
find	 yourself	 using	 the	 vocabulary,	 slowing	down	 to	 consider	options	 and	 thinking	more	
flexibly?		Are	you	becoming	a	deeper	more	skillful	and	empathic	listener?	
	
	 As	 a	 parent,	 caregiver	 or	 homeschooler,	 you	 want	 the	 best	 for	 your	 children.		
Anyone	who	is	dedicated	to	educating	children	desires	and	envisions	a	future	that	is	even	
better	 than	 that	which	we	are	 experiencing	 today.	 	And	 that’s	what	 this	 is	 all	 about:	 	 To	
make	 the	 world	 a	 more	 thought-full,	 cooperative,	 empathic	 and	 loving	 place	 for	 all	 our	
children.	
	
Arthur	L.	Costa,	Ed.D.			 	 	 	 	 	 										Bena	Kallick,	Ph.D.	
Granite	Bay,	California		 	 	 	 	 																								Westport,	Connecticut	
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Chapter	1	
	

Introduction	
	

Learning	at	Home	with	the	Habits	of	Mind	
	

	 I	chose	to	homeschool	my	two	youngest	children.		This	choice	was	controversial	and	
confusing	 for	many	of	our	 friends	and	 family.	 	 It	 seemed	 like	an	odd	choice	 for	a	person	
who	 teaches	 in	 a	 college	 of	 education,	 training	 teachers	 to	 teach	 in	public	 schools.	 	Why	
would	 I	want	 to	 pull	my	 own	 children	 out	 of	 school	when	 I	was	 teaching	my	 university	
students	 to	 work	 with	 children	 in	 schools?	 	 It	 seemed	 a	 bit	 hypocritical	 to	 some,	 and	
downright	hostile	to	public	education	to	others.		In	addition,	there	were	those	who	worried	
that	my	children	would	never	attain	the	social	skills	necessary	to	function	in	society	or	that	
they	would	be	deprived	of	the	friends	that	are	so	vital	to	childhood.		Even	my	older	children,	
all	 of	 who	 were	 educated	 in	 public	 schools,	 complained	 bitterly	 about	 their	 younger	
siblings	being	homeschooled.		First,	they	were	worried	that	I	might	turn	them	in	to	strange,	
awkward	creatures	who	did	nothing	but	excel	at	spelling	bees.		Next,	they	pointed	out	how	
incredibly	unfair	it	was	that	their	younger	siblings	weren’t	facing	hours	of	homework	every	
evening,	and	were	able	 to	 travel	during	 the	school	year	whenever	 the	opportunity	arose.		
All	 of	 these	 worries,	 anxieties,	 and	 concerns	 were	 a	 function	 of	 a	 myth	 that	 I	 was	
determined	to	dispel.	 	 I	chose	to	homeschool	my	children	because	their	particular	school	
was	not	meeting	their	critical	and	creative	thinking	desires;	 they	were	bored	and	hungry	
for	 something	different.	 I	was	 frustrated	with	 the	 immense	quantities	 of	 homework,	 and	
eager	 to	 tap	 in	 to	 their	 natural	 curiosity	 and	 eagerness	 to	 learn.	 It	 is	 not	 the	 choice	 for	
everyone,	but	it	is	a	choice	I	have	never	regretted.	Learning	and	socializing,	it	turns	out,	can	
be	accomplished	anywhere.	School	is	not	the	only	place	to	learn	academic	content,	or	learn	
to	get	along	with	others.		We	can	teach	our	children	to	become	critical	and	creative	thinkers	
anywhere	 and	 everywhere,	 if	 only	we	open	ourselves	up	 to	 the	possibilities	 and	 acquire	
some	great	learning	habits.		
	
	 Why	 is	 it	 so	easy	 to	develop	a	bad	habit	and	so	difficult	 to	develop	a	good	one?	 If	
good	 habits	 were	 as	 easily	 attained	 as	 bad	 ones,	 we	 would	 all	 be	 thoughtful	 and	 kind,	
composed	and	positive,	physically	and	mentally	fit	all	of	the	time.		Unfortunately,	working	
out	a	few	times,	occasionally	reflecting	carefully	on	a	tricky	problem,	or	practicing	random	
acts	 of	 kindness	 once	 in	 a	 while,	 does	 not	 automatically	 lead	 to	 a	 lifetime	 of	 fitness,	
thoughtfulness	or	kindness.	 	 In	 fact,	developing	good	habits	 is	hard	work	with	no	end	 in	
sight.	 	 Good	 habits	 have	 to	 be	 consciously	 and	 continually	 worked	 on	 to	 ever	 become	
somewhat	automatic.	The	trick	is	to	love	the	work,	but	how	can	we	do	that?	I	believe	that	
by	learning	about	and	incorporating	the	Habits	of	Mind	as	families,	we	can	instill	a	culture	
of	thoughtfulness,	critical	thinking,	and	creativity	in	the	home.		We	can	teach	our	children	
the	habits	that	will	help	them	to	attain	academic	and	career	success	while	we	learn	along	
with	them	and	strengthen	our	family	relationships.		Being	at	home	with	the	Habits	of	Mind	
can	be	one	way	for	many	of	us	to	love	the	hard	work	of	developing	the	positive	and	helpful	
thinking	habits	we	need	throughout	our	lives.		
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	 	Fostering	critical	and	creative	thinking	habits	in	the	home	is	a	choice	that	opens	up	
a	world	of	possibilities	for	parents	and	children.		By	choosing	to	homeschool	or	home-learn,	
many	 families	 are	 displaying	 their	 desire	 for	 a	 different	 kind	 of	 educational	 and	 social	
journey.	We,	 as	 parents/teachers,	 want	 to	make	 sure	 that	 our	 children	 are	 prepared	 to	
encounter	 everything	 that	will	 come	 their	way	 as	 adults,	 and	 yet	 nobody	 knows	 exactly	
what	their	world	will	look	like	or	specifically	all	of	the	knowledge	and	abilities	they	should	
possess	 in	 order	 to	 become	 successful	 in	 that	 world.	 	 The	 fact	 is	 that	 we	 have	 to	 think	
carefully	about	what	teaching	in	the	home	should	look	like.		We	also	need	to	be	prepared	to	
quickly	 change	 course	when	 the	 path	we	 are	 on	 is	 not	working	 for	 our	 children.	 	 Home	
learning	is,	therefore,	a	critical	and	creative	thinking	endeavor	for	families.		It	is	a	problem-
solving	activity	we	participate	 in	every	day	 that	demands	a	disposition	 to	 think	critically	
and	creatively.	I	believe	that	by	using	the	Habits	of	Mind	as	a	foundation	for	home	learning,	
we	can	develop	and	nurture	this	disposition	 in	our	children	and	ourselves.	 	But	what	are	
these	habits	and	how	do	they	fit	in	to	everything	we	want	to	accomplish?		
	
	 A	 ‘Habit	 of	Mind’	 is	 a	 disposition	 toward	 behaving	 in	 an	 intelligent	 and	 reflective	
way	when	faced	with	a	problem,	the	answer	to	which	is	not	immediately	evident.		In	other	
words,	these	habits	encourage	us	to	be	thoughtful	rather	than	reactive,	creative	rather	than	
rote.	 As	 thinking	 parents,	 we	 are	 interested	 in	 providing	 a	 wealth	 of	 valuable	 learning	
experiences	that	will	prepare	our	children	to	become	capable	and	skilled	problem	solvers,	
to	 become	 thinking	 adults.	 	Most	 of	 us	 don’t	want	 our	 children	 to	mindlessly	 follow	 the	
crowd;	 we	 want	 them	 to	 be	 able	 to	 make	 decisions	 on	 their	 own	 that	 are	 smart	 and	
thoughtful.	We	want	them	to	be	able	to	meet	challenging	conditions	that	demand	strategic	
reasoning,	 perseverance,	 creativity	 and	 flexibility	 in	 order	 to	 resolve	 complex	 problems.		
We	want	them	to	know	how	to	behave	sensibly	in	any	situation	they	may	encounter	and,	
most	importantly,	how	not	to	behave.		
	

Research	 indicates	 that	 there	 are	 certain	 characteristics	 of	 effective	 thinkers	 and	
problem	solvers	that	can	be	taught.	These	are	the	‘Habits	of	Mind’	(HoM)	as	described	by	
Costa	&	Kallick	(2008).	Although	sixteen	of	these	thinking	habits	are	identified	specifically,	
that	does	not	mean	that	there	are	only	sixteen.		These	HoM	are	actually	umbrella	terms	that	
are	helpful	in	categorizing	the	kinds	of	dispositions	we	need	to	be	adept	at	problem	solving	
and	the	behaviors	we	require	in	order	to	put	our	problem-solving	skills	to	work.		You	will	
find	that	you	are	already	familiar	with	the	habits	as	they	are	described,	even	if	you	are	not	
yet	 familiar	with	 the	specific	 terminology.	 	You	will	probably	also	 find	 that	 it	 is	easier	 to	
read	about	them	and	talk	about	them	than	it	is	to	put	them	in	to	daily	practice.		

	
In	order	to	become	intelligent	thinkers,	adults	and	children	alike	have	to	 learn	the	

habits	that	promote	intelligent	thinking	and	that	means	practicing	those	habits	as	often	as	
possible	during	 the	 times	when	 they	 apply.	We	 can	 incorporate	 training	 in	 the	Habits	 of	
Mind	 into	 what	 we	 do	 every	 day	 as	 parents	 committed	 to	 learning	 at	 home,	 without	
significantly	modifying	 the	 curricular	 choices	we	have	made.	 	The	habits	 give	us	 a	 set	 of	
lenses	and	skills	 to	 interact	with	 the	content	 learning	we	have	already	chosen,	as	well	as	
the	 practice	we	 require	 in	 order	 to	 change	 course	 as	 needed.	 If	 the	 habits	 are	 practiced	
throughout	the	day’s	learning	activities	and	beyond,	they	are	much	more	likely	to	be	put	to	
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use	in	situations	where	they	are	truly	required.	The	following	is	a	list	of	the	sixteen	Habits	
of	Mind	with	a	short	explanation	of	what	each	involves.		

	
Habit	of	Mind	 Explanation	

Persistence	 Staying	focused	and	sticking	to	a	task	until	it	
is	done,	reaching	a	goal	and	not	giving	up	
when	a	task	becomes	challenging.		

Managing	Impulsivity	 Thinking	before	reacting,	staying	calm	
thoughtful	and	deliberative.		

Listening	with	Understanding	&	
Empathy	

Stepping	in	to	the	shoes	of	another	person	by	
listening	attentively	and	striving	to	
understand	where	others	are	coming	from.		

Thinking	Flexibly	 Finding	more	than	one	way	to	think	about	a	
problem,	keeping	an	open	mind	to	new	ideas.		

Metacognition	 Becoming	aware	of	the	way	we	think	and	
react	to	others,	what	strategies	we	use	while	
thinking	and	how	others	may	think	
differently.	

Striving	for	Accuracy	 Wanting	to	accomplish	good,	careful	work,	
checking	our	work	and	modifying	as	
necessary	until	we	do	our	best.		

Applying	Past	Knowledge	 Being	able	to	tap	in	to	what	we	already	know	
and	build	new	knowledge	on	the	foundation	
of	our	prior	knowledge	and	experiences.		

Questioning	and	Problem	Posing	 Keeping	a	questioning	attitude;	knowing	
what	data	are	needed	and	developing	
questioning	strategies	to	produce	those	data.	
Finding	problems	to	solve.	

Thinking	and	Communicating	
with	Clarity	and	Precision	

Being	clear	and	understandable	in	our	
communication,	avoiding	
overgeneralizations	or	ambiguity	when	
clarity	is	necessary.		Learning	to	give	the	
details	needed	and	cut	out	what	is	
superfluous.		

Gathering	Data	Through	all	the	
Senses	

Tuning	in	to	our	surroundings	by	using	all	of	
our	senses,	becoming	better	observers	by	
gathering	information	through	taste,	touch,	
sight,	hearing	and	feeling	the	world	around	
us.		

Creating,	Imagining,	Innovating	 Having	the	courage	and	the	inspiration	to	try	
new	things	and	to	imagine	new	possibilities,	
using	our	creative	talents	to	resolve	
problems	and	create	interesting	solutions.	

Responding	with	Wonderment	
and	Awe	

Noticing	the	beauty	and	the	wonder	that	
surrounds	us	by	taking	the	time	to	marvel	at	
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the	incredible	wonders	that	are	available	to	
us	in	nature	and	society.		

Taking	Responsible	Risks	 Being	willing	to	try	new	things	and	partake	
in	new	activities,	having	a	sense	of	adventure	
and	the	courage	to	fail.	

Finding	Humor	 Being	able	to	laugh	at	oneself	and	at	
situations	that	are	difficult	or	unexpected,	
using	humor	to	manage	the	challenging	
aspects	of	our	lives.	

Thinking	Interdependently	 Fostering	a	sense	of	team	work	and	the	
willingness	and	ability	to	accept	the	ideas	
and	the	perspectives	of	others.	

Remaining	Open	to	Continuous	
Learning	

Accepting	that	we	are	in	a	process	of	learning	
throughout	our	lives	and	that	we	will	never	
know	everything,	being	open	to	learning	
something	new	every	day.	

Adapted	from;	Costa,	A.	and	Kallick,	B.	(2000)	Habits	of	Mind.	A	Developmental	Series.	
Alexandria,	VA:	Association	for	Supervision		

	 If	 we	 practice	 these	 habits	 on	 a	 regular	 basis,	 we	 are	 more	 likely	 to	 be	 able	 to	
employ	them	when	needed	and	therefore	make	better,	more	thoughtful,	and	more	rational	
decisions.		The	journey	of	learning	that	is	possible	through	the	habits	of	mind	is	a	journey	
that	we	can	take	together	with	our	children,	as	we	all	certainly	have	a	lot	to	learn.		We	can	
begin	by	asking	ourselves	and	our	learners	the	following	questions	to	get	an	idea	of	which	
habits	we	need	 to	work	on	 the	most,	 and	which	come	more	naturally	 to	each	of	us.	 	Try	
answering	the	following	questions	for	yourself	and	your	child	or	students,	and	have	them	
do	the	same	for	you	if	they	are	of	an	age	that	they	can	understand	the	exercise.		You	may	be	
surprised	to	hear	what	they	think	of	you	and	your	‘habits,’	just	like	they	may	be	surprised	
at	what	you	think	about	them	and	their	‘habits,”	too.	
	
Answer	yes,	sometimes,	or	no	to	each	of	the	following:	
	

1. Do	I	tend	to	give	up	on	things	too	easily?	Do	I	tend	to	quit	activities	that	I	might	not	
be	good	at	right	away	or	avoid	those	activities	altogether?	

	
2. Do	I	really	 listen	and	try	to	understand	when	I	don’t	agree	with	someone	or	when	

I’m	busy?	Do	I	tend	to	interrupt	while	others	are	talking?	
	

3. Can	I	laugh	at	myself	when	I	make	a	mistake?	Can	I	find	humor	in	a	situation	that	is	
difficult	or	challenging?	

	
4. Do	I	ever	overreact,	react	too	quickly	or	jump	to	conclusions	before	I	have	all	of	the	

information	I	need?	Do	I	tend	to	blow	up	sometimes?	
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5. Do	I	think	of	new	ways	to	look	at	things,	and	can	I	change	my	mind	when	introduced	
to	new	evidence?		Can	I	be	flexible	and	open-minded	or	am	I	set	in	my	ways?	

	
6. Am	I	aware	of	my	own	thinking	process	when	making	decisions?	Do	I	know	why	I	do	

what	I	do?	
	

7. Do	I	check	my	work	to	make	sure	it	 is	accurate	and	clear?	Am	I	careful	when	I	am	
working	or	do	I	rush	through	things	just	to	get	them	done?	

	
8. Do	 I	 always	 look	 for	new	 information,	 am	 I	 curious	about	new	 ideas,	 and	do	 I	 try	

new	things?	Am	I	willing	to	change	my	routine?	
	

9. Do	 I	use	what	 I	 know	 from	my	past	knowledge	and	experiences	when	 facing	new	
situations?	 Do	 think	 back	 to	 what	 has	 happened	 before	 when	 I	 am	 trying	 to	
understand	what	is	happening	now?	

	
10. Do	 I	 use	 all	 of	 my	 senses	 to	 learn	 about	 and	 explore	 the	 world?	 Am	 I	 willing	 to	

discover	new	ways	of	interacting	with	the	world	around	me?	
	

11. Do	 I	use	words	effectively;	 am	 I	 always	adding	 to	my	vocabulary	and	 trying	 to	be	
clear?	Do	I	like	to	use	words	that	are	new	to	me?	

	
12. Am	I	curious	and	do	I	let	myself	have	a	sense	of	wonder	about	the	world?		

	
13. Am	 I	 adventurous	 and	 willing	 to	 take	 reasonable	 risks?	 Do	 I	 take	 risks	 that	 are	

dangerous	or	unnecessary?		
	

14. Do	I	know	that	I	need	to	keep	learning	throughout	my	life	and	that	I	can	and	should	
continue	 learning	 throughout	 my	 life?	 Do	 I	 understand	 that	 I	 will	 never	 know	
everything	and	that	what	works	now	might	not	work	later?	

	
15. Do	I	really	listen	to	others	and	learn	from	them?	Do	I	give	others	a	chance	to	work	

with	me	or	do	I	tend	to	shut	others	off?		
	

16. Do	I	ask	lots	of	questions	of	others	and	myself	when	I	am	unsure	of	what	to	do,	and	
do	I	enjoy	solving	problems?	

	
If	you	were	thoughtful	 in	answering	these	questions	and	reflective	about	yourself	and	

your	child,	you	should	see	that	the	HoM	are	not	something	that	can	be	learned	overnight,	
nor	are	they	something	that	we	may	master	in	one	day.		Most	of	us	need	to	work	on	all	of	
the	HoM,	but	some	come	more	naturally	or	easily	than	others.		In	the	upcoming	chapters	of	
this	book,	we	will	explore	 the	HoM	 in	more	detail	and	 I	will	 invite	you	on	my	 journey	 in	
using	these	habits	for	learning	at	home.		I	will	share	ideas,	suggestions	and	anecdotes	with	
you	and	together	we	will	embark	on	this	process	of	continuous	learning.		
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True	Stories	of	Homeschooling	with	the	Habits	of	Mind	
	

As	a	homeschooling	parent,	I	encounter	a	multitude	of	opportunities	to	implement	each	
and	every	one	of	the	HoM	on	a	daily	basis.	Despite	having	researched	and	written	on	the	
topic,	 taught	 and	 thought	 about	 it	 excessively,	 I	 feel	 that	 I	 am	 still	 far	 from	my	 goal	 of	
choosing	thoughtfulness	at	every	opportunity.	 	However,	 I	am	well	on	my	way	to	being	a	
more	reflective	and	conscientious	teacher	and	parent	simply	by	my	raised	awareness	and	
my	 effort	 to	 apply	 the	 HoM	 to	 the	 problems	 I	 face	 throughout	 my	 parenting/teaching	
journey.			

	
	 I	will	share	with	you	an	anecdote	about	one	time	that	 I	 failed	to	apply	a	habit	but	

then	was	called	out	by	my	one	of	my	children	and	was	able	to	turn	the	situation	around.		I	
will	start	with	a	confession:	I	am	not	the	best	at	being	persistent.		In	fact,	I	tend	to	give	up	
rather	quickly	on	things	that	do	not	come	easily	to	me,	or	rather,	I	often	choose	not	to	try	
when	 I	 know	 something	 will	 be	 especially	 challenging	 or	 difficult.	 	 	 Having	 read	 Carol	
Dweck’s	research	on	fixed	and	growth	mindsets	(Dweck,	2006)	and	studied	the	HoM,	I	know	
that	this	lack	of	effort	is	not	consistent	with	success.	 	Dweck	explains	how	a	fixed	mindset	
holds	people	back	because	this	mindset	is	consistent	with	an	avoidance	of	challenges,	fear	
of	 failure	and	a	 tendency	 to	quit	easily	without	being	open	 to	 feedback	as	well	as	with	a	
tendency	to	be	threatened	by	the	success	of	others.		Contrastingly,	a	growth	mindset	opens	
up	 the	 possibility	 of	 success,	 as	 this	 mindset	 is	 consistent	 with	 embracing	 challenges,	
persisting	in	the	face	of	setbacks,	making	consistent	efforts	to	reach	a	goal,	 learning	from	
criticism	and	being	inspired	by	the	success	of	others.	A	growth	mindset	is	clearly	linked	to	
using	 the	 HoM	 as	 they	 are	 essential	 for	 meeting	 life’s	 challenges	 and	 being	 willing	 to	
embrace	and	conquer	those	challenges	thoughtfully	rather	than	running	away	from	them	
or	avoiding	them	altogether.		

	
Based	on	my	understanding	of	mindsets	and	the	HoM,	 I	have	 talked	quite	a	bit	 to	my	

children	about	being	willing	to	fail	and	being	willing	to	try	even	harder	in	the	face	of	failure.		
I	 have	 spoken	 to	 them	 about	 the	 importance	 of	 persistence	 in	 reaching	 a	 goal,	 the	
inevitability	 of	 setbacks	 and	 difficulties,	 and	 the	 value	 of	 effort,	 grit,	 and	 willpower.		
Although	I	believe	in	persistence,	I	find	it	difficult	to	apply	this	habit	myself.		Not	long	ago,	I	
unintentionally	demonstrated	this	difficulty	to	my	daughter.			

	
My	 middle-school	 age	 daughter	 was	 in	 the	 midst	 of	 a	 very	 frustrating	 online	 math	

course	that	she	found	hard	to	understand.	In	fact,	she	excelled	at	putting	off	math	lessons	
while	doing	other	things	she	preferred.		She	was	falling	further	and	further	behind	in	math	
without	my	noticing	since	I	am	the	parent	in	charge	of	language	arts,	science	and	the	social	
sciences.	 	 I	 leave	 the	math	monitoring	up	 to	my	husband	because	 I	also	 find	math	rather	
difficult	 to	 understand	 and	 prefer	 to	 avoid	 it.	 (Sounds	 like	 a	 fixed	mindset	 about	 math,	
doesn’t	 it?)	 	 When	 I	 finally	 realized	 how	 far	 she	 had	 fallen	 behind,	 we	 had	 a	 typical	
argument	between	mother	and	homeschooled	child	that	went	something	like	this:	

	
Me:	What	 is	going	on?	Why	are	you	weeks	behind	in	math?!	Don’t	you	know	that	 it	 is	

your	responsibility	to	keep	up	with	the	curriculum	and	get	your	work	done?	
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Daughter:	I	know	but	it’s	hard,	I’m	not	good	at	math.		I	hate	it!	
	
Me:	That	is	not	the	issue.	You	don’t	have	to	like	it;	you	just	have	to	do	it!		Anyway,	you	

are	not	even	trying.	You	haven’t	turned	anything	in	for	three	weeks!	
	
Daughter:	I	do	try	but	it’s	too	hard.	I	don’t	get	it.	
	
Me:	Avoiding	is	not	trying!	Did	you	call	 the	teacher?	Did	you	go	to	the	online	tutoring	

site?	Did	you	practice	persistence?	
	
Daughter:	No,	I	hate	asking	for	help.	I	feel	stupid.	I’m	sorry.	
	
Me:	That	is	ridiculous!	Asking	for	help	is	not	being	stupid,	it	is	being	smart!	You	need	to	

keep	trying	and	trying,	you	have	to	be	persistent	until	you	do	understand	it	and	if	you	need	
help	doing	that	then	you	need	to	ask	for	it!	You	can’t	just	give	up!	

	
Daughter:	I	know,	but	I	don’t	see	the	point.	I	will	never	use	math	in	my	career.	I	want	to	

be	an	actress.	
	
Me:	Seriously?	You	don’t	want	to	get	paid?	You	won’t	need	to	figure	out	taxes,	schedules,	

budgets,	and	a	multitude	of	other	things	we	use	math	for	every	day?	
	
Daughter:	[large	amounts	of	eye	rolling]	
	
Me:	You	get	on	that	computer	right	now	and	turn	at	least	three	assignments	in	today!	I	

don’t	care	if	it	takes	all	day.	If	you	don’t	understand	you	call	the	teacher	whose	job	it	is	to	
teach	you,	 or	 go	 to	 the	online	math-tutoring	 center,	 or	 ask	 your	 father!	 (In	my	head:	 for	
goodness	sake,	don’t	ask	me	 ’cause	I	have	no	clue	about	this	math	you’re	supposed	to	be	
doing!)	

	
Daughter:	 Ok,	 ok.	 [Walks	 away	 heavily	 with	 slumped	 shoulders	 and	 an	 air	 of	

resignation.]	
	
Later	that	day	when	a	couple	of	late	math	assignments	were	turned	in	and	the	tension	

was	lowered	in	the	household,	my	daughter	came	across	the	draft	of	an	article	I	had	been	
working	on	for	months	without	much	success.		The	draft	was	hidden	conveniently	under	a	
pile	of	papers	on	my	desk	so	I	couldn’t	see	it.		She	found	it	while	looking	for	a	calculator	and	
asked	me	what	it	was.		I	explained	to	her	that	it	was	an	article	that	I	was	meant	to	write	as	
part	of	my	 job	as	a	professor	and	that	 I	was	putting	 it	off	because	 I	was	 tired	of	 it,	 I	was	
finding	 it	 too	difficult	 to	write,	 and	 I	didn’t	even	 like	 the	 topic.	 	 She	asked	me	why	 I	was	
writing	it	if	I	didn’t	like	it	and	I	said	that	it	was	good	for	my	career	but	I	didn’t	even	think	it	
would	ever	be	published	so	I	wasn’t	going	to	waste	any	more	time	on	it.			

	
Daughter:	So,	you’re	just	giving	up	on	it?	
	
Me:	That’s	right.	
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Daughter:	You’re	not	even	going	to	try	anymore?	
	
Me:	Nope.	
	
Daughter:		So	being	persistent	is	only	important	for	kids?	[Said	while	looking	at	me	with	

a	wry	smile	and	walking	away.]	
	
Sometimes	children	have	a	way	of	holding	up	a	mirror	to	our	faces	and	showing	us	just	

who	we	are.		How	could	I	teach	my	daughter	to	be	persistent	without	modeling	this	habit	
myself?	 	How	could	I	encourage	her	to	embrace	the	struggle	and	accept	the	possibility	of	
failure	when	I	was	doing	everything	to	avoid	it	on	my	end?		I	was	being	the	perfect	example	
of	a	fixed	mindset	rather	than	a	growth	mindset	and	she	picked	up	on	that	right	away.		

	
This	 interaction	 led	 to	 a	 family	 conference	 about	 the	 benefits	 and	 the	 difficulties	 of	

persistence,	the	inevitability	and	the	possible	benefits	of	failure	and	the	reality	of	how	hard	
it	 is	to	change	a	pattern	of	behavior.	 	I	realized	that	my	scolding	of	her	for	avoiding	math	
and	reminders	to	her	to	be	persistent	were	not	what	she	really	needed.		I	should	have	done	
some	problem-solving	with	her,	helping	her	 find	ways	to	persist	at	 those	moments	when	
giving	up	is	so	much	easier	and	more	attractive.		I	should	have	listened	more	empathically	
to	her	feelings	about	not	understanding,	or	feeling	stupid,	rather	than	dismissing	these	very	
real	 issues.	 	 Note	 to	 parents	 of	 teens	 and	 pre-teens:	 calling	 their	 opinions,	 ideas,	 or	
statements	“ridiculous”	(no	matter	how	ridiculous	you	think	they	actually	are)	 is	never	a	
good	idea.	As	you	can	see,	my	learning	journey	with	using	the	HoM	is	far	from	over,	and	so	
is	my	journey	with	writing	that	confounding	article!	

	
Understanding	 and	 implementing	 the	 Habits	 of	 Mind	 is	 not	 a	 one-day	 deal,	 it	 is	 a	

lifetime	of	 practice,	 reflection,	 and	 experience,	 and	 I	 am	 still	 on	 that	path	 along	with	my	
children.	 	 I	 hope	 that	 you	will	 join	me	 and	we	will	 continue	 on	 this	 expedition	 together.		
Each	of	 the	chapters	 in	 this	book	will	contain	a	description	of	one	of	 the	HoM,	anecdotes	
about	 how	 they	 are	 encountered	 and	 practiced	 in	 real	 life,	 and	 suggested	 ideas	 and	
activities	 for	 implementing	them	with	home	and/or	classroom	learners.	 	The	suggestions	
are	divided	into	older	and	younger	learners	but	any	of	them	can	be	adapted	according	to	
age,	 interest,	 and	maturity	 level.	 	As	 the	parent/teacher,	you	know	your	own	children	or	
students	best	and	will	be	able	to	see	what	works	in	your	situation	and	how	to	adapt	things	
and	 make	 them	 work	 when	 they	 don’t	 right	 away.	 	 You	 will	 be	 using	 the	 HoM	 while	
teaching	 the	 HoM,	 as	 you	 will	 need	 to	 think	 flexibly	 and	 communicate	 with	 clarity	 and	
precision	 so	 that	 you	 and	 your	 learners	 can	 grow	 in	 your	 thinking	 together.	 In	 addition,	
each	chapter	dedicated	to	an	HoM	will	end	with	an	invitation	to	reflect	on	the	activities	in	
order	to	further	apply	and	enhance	the	learning	process.		

	
Often	the	content	of	your	lessons	will	determine	what	particular	habit	or	combination	

of	habits	makes	the	most	sense	to	practice,	and	how	it	can	be	practiced.		Make	sure	to	keep	
an	open	mind	when	you	are	looking	at	the	ideas	presented	in	this	book.		Although	they	may	
not	 work	 just	 the	 way	 they	 are	 written	 for	 your	 family	 or	 classroom,	 you	 can	 certainly	
adapt	 most	 of	 them	 to	 meet	 your	 needs.	 After	 all,	 you	 have	 chosen	 to	 teach!	 	 This	
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courageous	choice	indicates	that	you	embrace	a	thinking	challenge	every	day	and	that	you	
are	committed	to	providing	your	learners	with	the	tools	they	need	in	order	to	be	successful	
problem	solvers	who	think	critically,	creatively	and	consistently.			

	
Ideas,	Techniques	and	Activities	for	Introducing	the	Habits	of	Mind	

	
Activity	One:	Jigsaw	HoM	
	
Materials:	 Reading	 of	 the	 Habits	 cut	 in	 to	 connecting	 jigsaw	 shapes,	 crayons,	 colored	
pencils	or	markers,	large	poster	and	glue	stick	

	
Read	about	the	HoM	with	your	learners.		You	can	do	a	jigsaw	activity	with	the	habits	by	

breaking	 up	 the	 reading	 below.	 	 This	 reading	 features	 a	 short	 description	 of	 each	 of	 the	
habits.	 	 You	would	 give	 each	 child	 and	 yourself	 a	 certain	 amount	 of	 habits	 to	 focus	 on.		
Depending	on	the	ages	of	the	children	you	teach,	you	may	want	to	rewrite	the	reading	and	
simplify	it	for	better	understanding.	Once	each	of	you	has	had	a	chance	to	read	and	think	
about	your	designated	habits,	you	come	together	and	take	turns	explaining	each	one	to	the	
whole	group	and	giving	examples	of	what	each	looks	like.		I	like	to	cut	up	my	reading	in	to	
pieces	that	resemble	an	actual	jigsaw	puzzle	with	the	pieces	connecting	to	one	another	to	
form	a	design.		As	each	person	describes	his	or	her	habit	of	expertise,	everyone	else	listens,	
asks	questions	and	designs	a	symbol	to	represent	what	that	habit	looks	like	in	real	life.		The	
symbols	can	be	added	to	the	jigsaw	piece	as	illustrations	of	the	habit	by	having	children	cut	
then	out	and	glue	them	on	the	part	of	the	reading	they	belong	to.	At	the	end	of	the	activity,	
the	pieces	are	attached	to	the	poster	board	for	a	collaborative	visual	display	of	the	habits	of	
mind	that	everyone	can	refer	to	throughout	the	year.		

	
The	Habits	of	Mind	

	
What	are	 they?	 	The	Habits	of	Mind	are	descriptions	of	ways	 to	 think	and	behave	
when	 we	 encounter	 problems	 that	 have	 no	 easy	 solutions.	 	 Researchers	 have	
discovered	 that	 people	who	 are	 great	 problem	 solvers	 and	who	 are	 successful	 in	
what	they	do	use	these	habits	of	mind.		Although	we	are	going	to	be	learning	about	
these	16	habits,	 it	doesn’t	mean	 that	 there	are	only	16	habits	of	mind.	 	These	are	
really	categories	or	ways	of	thinking	and	thoughtful	behaviors	that	can	be	helpful	to	
us	while	we	 are	 learning,	 relating	 to	 one	 another	 and	 trying	 to	 reach	 our	 goals	 –	
especially	 when	 we	 are	 being	 challenged.	 	 As	 you	 will	 see	 the	 habits	 area	
overlapping	and	related	to	one	another,	so	when	we	are	practicing	one	we	are	often	
practicing	several.		
	

1. Persistence	–	This	is	the	habit	of	sticking	to	a	task	without	giving	up.		If	you	
are	being	persistent,	you	also	have	to	be	patient	with	yourself.	 	You	need	to	
understand	that	 it	may	be	very	difficult	to	reach	your	goal	but	that	you	can	
keep	on	trying	and	learning	from	any	mistakes	or	failures	you	have	along	the	
way.	Successful	people	are	persistent.		They	don’t	back	away	from	challenges,	
they	face	them	and	they	try	to	find	solutions	without	giving	up	easily.		They	
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think	of	alternatives	when	 their	 ideas	aren’t	working	and	 they	ask	 for	help	
when	they	need	it.			

	
2. Listening	with	Understanding	and	Empathy	–	This	is	the	habit	that	allows	us	

to	 put	 ourselves	 in	 someone	 else’s	 shoes.	 	 It	 encourages	 us	 to	 really	 listen	
carefully	 to	 what	 other	 people	 are	 saying	 and	 to	 try	 to	 understand	 their	
points	of	view.		By	listening	carefully	and	quietly	we	can	learn	a	lot	about	one	
another	 and	why	behave	 the	way	we	do.	 	 Listening	with	 empathy	 involves	
having	compassion	and	caring	for	others	and	allowing	others	to	be	different	
from	us	without	judging	them	or	wanting	to	change	them.		

	
3. Managing	 Impulsivity	 –	 This	 habit	 is	 concerned	 with	 helping	 us	 to	 be	 in	

control	of	our	words	and	our	behaviors.	 	 It	means	 that	we	are	able	 to	 self-
regulate	and	reflect	on	situations	that	may	arise	rather	 than	react	 to	 things	
thoughtlessly.	 	When	we	are	managing	our	 impulsivity,	we	will	 not	 end	up	
saying	things	we	regret	later	or	behaving	in	ways	that	are	counterproductive.		

	
4. Metacognition	–	This	habit	is	about	thinking	about	our	own	thinking.		We	can	

question	ourselves	and	reflect	on	why	we	think	and	feel	the	way	we	do	about	
a	variety	of	situations.		It	means	that	we	take	the	time	to	really	be	thoughtful	
and	 to	 consider	why	we	may	be	 thinking	 and	 feeling	 certain	ways,	 and	we	
can	share	these	thoughts	with	others	so	that	they	can	better	understand	us.		

	
5. Responding	with	Wonderment	and	Awe	–	This	habit	is	about	developing	an	

appreciation	for	our	surroundings	and	the	wonders	that	we	encounter	every	
day.	 	 It	 reminds	 us	 to	 find	 the	 beauty	 in	 things	 that	we	may	 be	 taking	 for	
granted	such	as	the	sky	or	the	people	that	we	love.		When	we	really	listen	to	
one	another	and	pay	attention	to	our	surroundings	we	may	be	surprised	to	
see	how	amazing	some	things	are.		

	
6. Creating,	 Imagining	 and	 innovating	 –	 This	 habit	 encourages	 us	 to	 use	 our	

imaginations	and	creativity	in	problem	solving.	 	Each	and	every	one	of	us	is	
like	 an	 inventor	 of	 our	 own	 lives	 and	 we	 can	 often	 come	 up	 with	 unique	
solutions	to	the	obstacles	we	encounter	if	we	think	creatively	and	allow	our	
imaginations	to	flourish.	

	
7. Striving	 for	 Accuracy	 –	 This	 habit	 helps	 us	 remember	 to	 be	 as	 accurate	 or	

precise	as	we	can	when	we	are	presenting	an	 idea	or	a	piece	of	work.	 	We	
want	to	be	sure	that	others	can	understand	what	we	are	doing	and	that	they	
can	 appreciate	 our	work.	 	 Striving	 for	 accuracy	 involves	 being	 careful	 and	
checking	our	work	before	handing	it	in.	

	
8. Thinking	Flexibly	–	This	habit	encourages	us	to	remember	that	there	is	often	

more	than	one	right	way	of	doing	things.		There	can	be	many	paths	to	solving	
a	problem	and	sometimes	when	one	of	our	solutions	doesn’t	work,	we	need	



	
	

18	

to	find	another	solution.	 	In	order	to	do	this	we	have	to	be	open	to	thinking	
flexibly,	 starting	 over	 if	 needed	 and	 looking	 for	 new	 ways	 to	 tackle	 our	
problem.	 	Many	 times	 these	 new	ways	 can	 be	 discovered	when	we	 talk	 to	
others	and	put	our	heads	together.	

	
9. Thinking	Interdependently	–	This	habit	 involves	working	with	other	people	

to	come	up	with	ideas	and	solutions	to	problems.		By	listening	to	and	asking	
questions	 of	 others	 we	 can	 expand	 our	 own	 ways	 of	 understanding	 a	
problem	 and	 build	 new	 ideas	 and	 strategies	 together.	 	 This	 habit	 is	 about	
teamwork.	

	
10. Gathering	Data	Through	All	the	Senses	–	This	habit	encourages	us	to	use	all	

of	our	senses	to	figure	out	new	ways	of	understanding	the	world	around	us.		
We	usually	concentrate	on	our	sight	and	our	hearing	to	get	information	but	
sometimes	using	our	sense	of	touch,	smell	or	taste	can	help	us	to	gain	a	new	
perspective	on	an	old	problem.			

	
11. Taking	Responsible	Risks	–	This	habit	involves	being	willing	to	take	a	risk.		If	

we	 are	willing	 to	 take	 a	 risk	 and	 try	 something	 new	 or	 do	 something	 that	
might	 be	 a	 little	 bit	 out	 of	 our	 comfort	 zones,	 we	 are	 giving	 ourselves	 a	
chance	to	grow.		The	key	is	to	be	responsible	in	our	risk-taking.		We	want	to	
make	 sure	 that	we	are	not	putting	ourselves	 in	danger	or	doing	 something	
that	is	contrary	to	our	goals.		

	
12. Finding	Humor	–	This	habit	encourages	us	to	be	able	to	find	the	humor	in	our	

daily	lives,	even	when	those	lives	can	be	challenging.	Sometimes	we	need	to	
laugh	 at	 ourselves	 when	 we	 are	 learning	 something	 new	 and	 accept	 that	
nobody	is	perfect	and	that	it	is	okay	to	mess	up.		Finding	the	‘funny’	in	what	
could	 be	 a	 difficult	 or	 uncomfortable	 situation	 allows	 us	 to	 relax	 and	 try	
again.		It	also	helps	us	connect	to	others.		

	
13. 	Communicating	with	Clarity	and	Precision	–	This	habit	helps	us	to	be	clear	

and	 precise	 with	 our	 words	 and	 our	 actions.	 	We	want	 to	make	 sure	 that	
others	 truly	understand	our	meaning	and	 that	we	are	able	 to	communicate	
our	 meaning	 with	 precision.	 By	 being	 careful	 and	 thoughtful	 in	 what	 we	
write	and	say,	we	can	be	more	certain	that	our	communications	turn	out	the	
way	we	intend	them	to.		

	
14. 	Questioning	and	Problem	Posing	–	This	habit	opens	up	the	world	as	a	place	

where	we	can	discover	new	things	through	engaging	with	our	own	thinking	
and	 the	 thinking	 of	 others.	 	 When	 we	 ask	 questions	 we	 are	 automatically	
learning	 new	 things	 and	 taking	 in	 new	 points	 of	 view.	 	 We	 also	 need	 to	
question	ourselves,	especially	when	what	we	are	doing	is	not	working	out	the	
way	 we	 intended.	 	 By	 posing	 problems	 to	 ourselves	 and	 others,	 we	 are	
exercising	 our	 thinking	 brain	 and	 allowing	 ourselves	 to	 become	 better	
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problem-solvers.	
	

15. Applying	Past	Knowledge	to	New	Situations	–	This	habit	reminds	us	to	learn	
from	 our	 past	 experiences	 and	 apply	 our	 knowledge	 to	 new	 experiences.		
Each	 of	 us	 has	 encountered	many	 different	 problems	 throughout	 our	 lives	
and	when	we	 reflect	 on	 how	we	were	 able	 to	 solve	 our	 past	 problems	we	
may	find	that	the	skills	and	strategies	we	used	in	the	past	can	apply	to	a	new	
situation.		

	
16. 	Remaining	 Open	 to	 Continuous	 Learning	 -	 This	 habit	 encourages	 us	 to	

always	keep	an	open	mind	and	allow	new	information	to	change	the	way	we	
think.	 	We	are	reminded	that	nobody	can	possibly	know	everything	there	is	
to	 know	 and	 even	 the	 oldest	 person	 in	 the	 world	 has	 something	 to	 learn.		
Every	day	gives	us	new	opportunities	 to	add	to	what	we	already	know	and	
become	better	problem-solvers.		

	
Activity	Two:	Habit	Heroes	
	
Materials:	A	hat	or	other	container,	index	cards,	butcher-block	paper,	markers,	crayons	or	
paint.	

	
	 Write	down	one	habit	of	mind	on	each	index	card	and	a	one-sentence	explanation	or	

short	 bullet	 point	 information	 on	 each	 one	 on	 the	 back	 of	 the	 card.	 Make	 sure	 that	 the	
explanation	you	choose	is	something	that	your	learners	can	understand	and	relate	to.	Take	
turns	pulling	the	cards	out	of	a	hat	and	reading	and	briefly	discussing	each	habit.		As	each	
habit	 is	pulled	out	and	discussed,	spread	out	cards	on	a	table	or	the	floor	 for	easy	access	
and	 to	 serve	 as	 a	 visual	 reminder	of	 each	habit.	 	Next,	 have	your	 learners	 lie	down	on	a	
piece	of	butcher-block	paper.		It	is	helpful	to	buy	a	whole	roll	since	it	can	be	used	for	many	
projects.		They	can	trace	one	another	on	the	paper	or	you	can	trace	them	if	you	have	only	
one	 child.	 	 Give	 them	 the	materials	 to	 draw	 themselves	 as	 habits	 of	 mind	 superheroes.		
They	 should	 each	 choose	 one	 habit	 of	 mind	 and	 create	 a	 superhero	 name,	 logo,	 and	
description	of	their	superpowers.		The	logo	can	go	on	the	chest	and	the	description	of	what	
their	superpowers	are	can	be	written	on	a	separate	piece	of	paper	or	on	the	limbs	of	their	
superhero.	 	Encourage	the	children	to	use	their	imaginations.	 	I	 find	it	helps	to	model	the	
idea	beforehand	with	your	own	visual	creation.	 	If	you	are	a	very	creative	parent/teacher	
you	may	want	to	dress	up	as	your	own	habit	of	mind	superhero.	 	You	can	easily	create	a	
costume	for	yourself	by	pinning	a	logo	on	your	own	chest,	creating	a	cape	with	a	sheet	or	a	
towel	and	describing	your	superpower.	For	example,	you	could	be	 ‘Batmom	(or	dad)	 the	
Sonic	 Listener.’	 	 A	 logo	of	 a	 bat	with	 listening	waves	 coming	out	 of	 the	 ear	 areas	 can	be	
created.	 	 Superpowers	 could	 include	being	 an	 excellent	 listener	 in	 all	 sorts	 of	 situations.		
For	example,	being	able	to	‘fight	crime’	by	overhearing	the	plans	of	criminals	and	thwarting	
them,	or	helping	victims	by	listening	to	their	problems	and	finding	solutions.		Obviously,	a	
sense	of	humor	is	needed	here	and	a	willingness	to	enter	the	imaginary	world	of	the	child.		
Most	of	us	know	our	strengths	as	teachers	and	will	know	whether	we	can	pull	 this	off	or	
should	stick	to	having	the	kids	do	it	themselves.		The	younger	ones	will	probably	be	glad	to	
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dress	 up	 as	 their	 superheroes	 and	 role-play	 their	 superpowers	 as	 much	 as	 possible.	
Remember,	 teaching	 creatively	 is	 taking	 a	 responsible	 risk	 and	 being	 a	 habit	 hero	 is	 a	
creative	possibility	that	can	serve	as	a	great	model	for	your	learners	to	see	and	experience.		
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Chapter	2	
	

Listening	with	Understanding	and	Empathy	
	

	 Although	 I	have	read,	 trained,	and	written	about	 the	HoM	for	several	years	now,	 I	
am	still	working	on	developing	these	habits	with	my	own	children	as	well	as	my	university	
students.		I	would	like	to	share	an	anecdote	with	you	to	demonstrate	how	much	we	can	fall	
short	 of	 accomplishing	 our	 goals	 when	 we	 forget	 about	 practicing	 good	 habits	 such	 as	
‘Listening	with	Understanding	and	Empathy.’		
	

In	addition	to	the	two	younger	children	I	homeschool,	I	have	four	older	children.		My	
creative,	rebellious,	complicated,	and	challenging	teenage	son,	who	spends	very	little	time	
with	the	family	at	this	point,	recently	sent	me	a	picture	text	message	that	read	something	
like	this.	
	

Parent:		Come	out	of	your	room	and	socialize	with	the	family!	
Me:	‘sits	with	family’	
Me:	‘gets	insulted	by	entire	family’	
Me:	‘goes	back	to	room’	

	
The	moment	I	saw	this,	I	understood	perfectly	how	he	felt	and	understood	why.		When	he	
finally	agrees	to	emerge	from	his	room	or	leave	his	friends	and	spend	some	time	with	us,	
we	immediately	get	busy	telling	him	everything	he	is	doing	wrong.		We	start	advising	him	
on	what	he	should	be	doing,	expressing	our	 frustration	and	disappointment	with	him	for	
what	he	is	not	doing,	making	demands	on	him	for	future	behavior,	and	the	list	goes	on.			We,	
as	a	family,	don’t	give	him	a	chance	to	talk	unless	he	is	defending	himself,	at	which	point	he	
is	 immediately	 contradicted.	 	 We	 are	 not	 listening	 with	 understanding	 and	 empathy,	
because	we	are	not	even	listening.		We	are	not	socializing	with	him,	we	are	‘schooling’	him,	
and	that	is	the	last	thing	he	wants	to	experience.		This	child	has	taught	me	so	much	of	what	
not	to	do!	He	reminds	me	frequently	that	every	child	 is	a	unique	and	complex	 individual.		
They	are	hard	and	frustrating	lessons,	but	they	are	priceless.		I	have	so	much	to	say	to	him,	
but	 he	 can’t	 hear	me	 yet	 because	 I	 haven’t	 listened	 enough.	 	 It	 takes	 time,	 patience,	 and	
constant	practice,	and	I	think	it	is	worth	it,	so	I	keep	on	trying.		As	parents,	we	are	teachers,	
and	even	more	importantly	we	are	learners.		‘Listening	with	Understanding	and	Empathy’	
can	help	us	to	continue	learning	and	keep	us	moving	forward	on	our	teaching	journey.			
	

Although	developing	 the	habit	 of	 listening	 is	 a	 challenge,	 it	 is	 certainly	 one	of	 the	
most	teachable	and	most	essential	HoM	to	learn	as	early	as	possible.	 	As	lifelong	learners,	
we	know	the	value	of	 listening,	and	yet	we	may	find	it	quite	difficult	to	 listen	to	our	own	
children.	 	 After	 all,	 we	 have	 so	 much	 to	 say!	 Listening	 to	 our	 children	 automatically	
guarantees	 that	 we	 are	 not	 speaking,	 and	 that	 is	 quite	 difficult	 for	 some	 of	 us	 –	myself	
included.		We	tend	to	think	that	we	have	heaps	of	valuable	information	to	teach	them;	we	
know	 so	 much	 more	 than	 they	 do!	 	 If	 they	 would	 only	 listen,	 then	 they	 could	 learn	
something	useful!		While	it	is	certainly	true	that	each	and	every	one	of	us	knows	many	facts,	
and	has	 accumulated	 a	wealth	of	 knowledge	by	 the	 time	we	become	parents,	we	 all	 still	
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have	 a	 great	 deal	 to	 learn,	 especially	 from	 our	 children.	When	we	 give	 our	 children	 the	
chance	to	speak	to	us,	and	we	truly	listen	to	them	with	understanding	and	empathy,	then	
we	 can	 learn	 both	 from	 them	 and	 about	 them.	We	 can	 learn	what	 they	 need,	what	 they	
want,	 their	dreams,	 their	 frustrations	and	 their	passions.	 	We	can	 learn	how	to	be	better	
parents	and	how	to	be	better	teachers	by	simply	ensuring	that	we	listen	to	them	when	they	
are	trying	to	tell	us	something,	no	matter	how	trivial	it	may	seem	or	how	much	schoolwork	
needs	to	get	done.			

	
	 As	 with	 all	 Habits	 of	 Mind,	 ‘Listening	 with	 Understanding	 and	 Empathy’	 takes	
practice.	 	 It	 needs	 to	be	 reinforced	daily,	 and,	 fortunately,	 it	 can	be	 employed	anywhere.		
This	type	of	listening	is	beyond	what	we	normally	consider	listening.		It	is	not	only	hearing	
what	 the	 other	 person	 is	 saying	 and	 keeping	 quiet	 so	 that	 he	 or	 she	 can	 say	 it,	 but	 also	
relating	 to	 what	 the	 other	 person	 is	 saying	 by	 trying	 to	 understand	 from	 that	 person’s	
perspective.		It	implies	that	we	are	willing	as	listeners	to	put	ourselves	in	the	shoes	of	the	
person	who	 is	 talking	 to	us.	 	We	become	open	 to	understanding	other	perspectives,	 and	
willing	 to	 put	 aside	 our	 own	 perspectives	 momentarily	 or	 adapt	 our	 own	 perspective	
through	 our	 interactions	 with	 others.	 	 Listening	 with	 empathy	 and	 understanding	 is	 an	
active	and	creative	process.		
	
	 One	 specific	 listening	 with	 empathy	 and	 understanding	 technique	 I	 use	 with	 my	
learners	is	a	‘listening	circle.’		This	is	an	invisible	circle	that	surrounds	us	when	it	is	time	to	
take	a	listening	break.		In	that	circle,	each	of	us	can	express	whatever	he	or	she	needs	to	say	
without	 interruption	 and	 without	 any	 technological	 interference	 such	 as	 cell	 phones,	
tablets	 and	 computers.	 	 Our	 rules	 are	 that	 we	 look	 at	 the	 one	 who	 is	 speaking,	 don’t	
interrupt	or	 judge,	and	do	our	best	 to	understand.	 	This	 is	a	special	space	 that	 is	created	
when	one	of	us	determines	that	it	is	needed,	and	sometimes	just	to	make	sure	we	are	all	on	
track.	 	 Other	 ideas	 for	 listening	 with	 understanding	 and	 empathy	 are	 described	 below.		
When	you	implement	these	techniques,	you	are	modeling	them	for	your	child	and	teaching	
their	usefulness	as	well.	 	 I	 like	to	point	 them	out	sometimes,	 though	not	always,	with	my	
learners	to	show	them	what	I	am	doing	and	to	encourage	them	to	do	the	same.		I	give	them	
the	words	for	each	part	of	listening	and	when	I	see	them	do	the	same	with	me	or	with	one	
another,	I	acknowledge	that	they	have	done	so	and	praise	them.		This	helps	to	both	enhance	
their	vocabulary	and	acknowledge	their	efforts	to	become	empathic	listeners.	
	
Technique	 for	 Listening	with	Understanding	 and	 Empathy:	 	 Pausing,	 Paraphrasing	
and	Probing.	
	

1. Pausing	-	Encourage	your	learners	to	talk	by	not	jumping	in	and	interrupting	their	
very	 long	 explanations	 (this	 can	be	difficult),	 and	make	 sure	 they	know	you	 are	
interested	 and	 empathetic	 by	 giving	 them	 a	 chance	 to	 think	 after	 you	 ask	 a	
question	or	during	a	conversation.	 	Embrace	silence;	you	don’t	have	 to	 fill	every	
second	 of	 a	 conversation.	 	 In	 the	 teaching	 profession,	 this	 silence	 is	 called	 ‘wait	
time’	 and	 it	 is	 a	 skill	 that	 new	 teachers	 are	 encouraged	 to	 develop.	 	 In	my	 own	
teaching	 at	 the	 university	 level	 as	 well	 as	 with	 my	 homeschooled	 kids,	 I	 have	
developed	 a	 little	 trick	 that	 forces	 me	 to	 wait	 for	 a	 reply	 to	 my	 question	 or	
comment	 rather	 than	 jumping	 in	 to	 answer	or	 ask	 another	question.	 	 I	 hum	 the	
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theme	 song	 to	 the	 game	 show	 Jeopardy!	 in	my	head	while	 I	 am	waiting.	 	 I	 have	
found	 that	 this	 amount	of	 time	 is	 ideal	 in	 giving	my	university	 students	 and	my	
homeschooled	children	the	chance	to	develop	a	response	even	when	it	seems	that	
none	may	be	forthcoming.	 	When	I	am,	impatient	and	start	to	barrage	them	with	
more	 questions	 or	 answer	 the	 questions	 myself,	 I	 am	 robbing	 them	 of	 the	
opportunity	 to	 think	 critically	 and	 respond	 while	 robbing	 myself	 of	 the	
opportunity	to	truly	understand	where	they	are	coming	from	and	why.	Each	of	us	
can	develop	our	own	little	tricks	for	pausing	and	giving	our	learners	the	wait	time	
they	need.			

	
2. Paraphrasing	–	After	you	listen	to	your	learners,	paraphrase	what	they	have	said	

to	make	sure	you	understand,	and	to	show	them	your	attempt	at	understanding.		
You	 can	 begin	 your	 sentence	 with,	 “So,	 you	 are	 saying….	 So,	 you	 are	 worried	
about….”	This	‘so’	technique	is	showing	that	you	are	not	only	listening	but	you	are	
listening	with	 empathy	by	putting	yourself	 in	 your	 learner’s	 shoes.	 	This	 is	 very	
different	 from	 just	 saying,	 “I	 hear	 you,”	 and	 then	 giving	 them	 advice.	 	 This	
technique	ensures	that	you	are	all	on	the	same	page	and	that	you	are	truly	trying	
to	understand.	 	It	 is	 important	not	to	pass	judgment	when	you	are	paraphrasing.		
For	example,	 if	 your	 learner	says	something	 to	you	 like,	 “I	hate	math.	 It’s	 stupid	
and	I	don’t	want	to	learn	it,”	you	don’t	want	to	say	something	along	the	line	of,	“So,	
you	hate	math	and	wish	you	didn’t	have	to	learn	it	because	you	are	basically	a	lazy	
person	and	you	don’t	want	 to	 try,	 and	 clearly	you	don’t	 care	about	 getting	 in	 to	
college!”		This,	obviously,	would	not	be	a	good	idea	and	would	quickly	backfire	on	
you	when	trying	to	establish	a	climate	of	empathy.		Instead,	even	if	you	are	feeling	
as	 if	 your	 learner	 is	 being	 lazy	 or	 unreasonable,	 it	 is	 better	 to	 paraphrase	more	
literally	 and	 succinctly.	 You	 can	 say	 something	 like,	 “So,	 you	 are	 really	 disliking	
math	and	don’t	see	a	point	in	learning	it.”		This	is	a	closer	paraphrase	and	should	
let	 your	 learner	 know	 that	 you	 have	 been	 listening	 to	 him	 or	 her	 and	
understanding	the	frustration	that	he	or	she	is	feeling.		This	can	be	the	beginning	
of	a	longer	interaction	that	helps	you	both	get	to	the	heart	of	the	frustration	and	
develop	 an	 action	 plan	 to	 deal	 with	 it.	 When	 listening	 with	 empathy	 it	 is	 also	
helpful	 to	 label	 the	 feeling.	 	 Using	 statements	 such	 as,	 “You’re	 frustrated	
because……”	or,	 “You’re	anxious	about	your	writing	because….’)	 can	be	a	helpful	
and	positive	way	to	paraphrase.	

	
3. Probing	–	When	you	hear	your	learners	making	general	statements	such	as,	“This	

is	too	hard,	I	can’t	do	it!”	ask	probing	questions	to	help	them	clarify	their	ideas	and	
show	you	are	listening	and	creating	empathy.		For	example,	calmly	asking,	“What	
is	hard	for	you	about	this	problem?”	 	Keep	asking	questions	to	narrow	down	the	
topic,	 to	 show	 you	 care	 and	 are	 trying	 to	 understand,	 and	 are	 committed	 to	
helping	them	learn.		This	is	very	different	from	saying	what	may	come	naturally	to	
us:	“No,	it’s	not!	It’s	easy!	You	can	do	it!”		If	it	was	so	easy,	they	would	have	done	it	
already	 and	 not	 expressed	 this	 frustration.	 	 It	 is	 our	 job	 as	 parents/teachers	 to	
acknowledge	 this	 and	 ask	 probing	 questions	 to	 clarify	 the	 matter	 together	 and	
begin	to	think	critically	about	how	to	resolve	it.		However,	this	is	much	easier	said	
than	 done.	 	 Sometimes	 children	will	 insist	 that	 they	 do	 not	 know	 how	 they	 are	
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feeling	 or	 why	 they	 are	 feeling	 a	 certain	 way,	 and	 part	 of	 listening	 with	
understanding	 and	 empathy	 is	 that	 we	 need	 to	 acknowledge	 the	 unknown	 and	
have	 patience	 with	 it.	 	 When	 children	 start	 to	 become	 more	 adept	 at	 thinking	
about	their	own	thinking	and	are	encouraged	to	be	reflective	and	thoughtful,	their	
abilities	 to	 understand	 themselves,	 make	 themselves	 understood	 and	 solve	 the	
problems	they	encounter	along	the	way	will	be	strongly	enhanced.				

	
	
	

Listening	with	Understanding	&	Empathy:	Ideas,	strategies,	and	activities	
	

Younger	Children	
Activity	One:	Role	Plays	
	
Materials	Needed:	Puppets,	dolls	or	action	figures	
	

Use	puppets	to	role-play	empathic	 listening	with	your	younger	children.	 	They	love	to	
see	 the	 ideas	 you	 are	 giving	 them	 come	 to	 life	 through	 puppets	 and	 to	 play	 act	 the	
conversations	they	have	actually	had	with	different	outcomes.		Let	your	children	use	their	
imaginations	to	determine	how	the	puppets	respond	and	interact.	You	should	be	serving	as	
a	guide	and	 facilitator	 for	 the	most	part,	 rather	 than	 the	director	of	 the	 role-play.	 	When	
they	are	their	own	directors,	they	are	employing	many	habits	of	mind	as	critical,	creative	
thinkers	and	problem	solvers.	It	is	probably	best	to	start	by	modeling,	but	then	sit	back	and	
watch	 them	 learn	 together	 or	 with	 you.	 You	 can	 further	 your	 lesson	 by	 incorporating	
stories	you	are	learning	in	language	arts	or	social	studies	in	the	interactions.		Their	puppets	
can	 become	 historical	 figures	 or	 characters	who	 had	 to	 take	 action	 and	 listen	 to	 others.		
This	 gives	 the	 kids	 hands-on	 experience	 in	 interacting	 with	 the	 content	 of	 their	 lesson	
while	underscoring	the	importance	of	listening	and	empathy.		

		
Activity	Two:	Thinking/Feeling	Cubes	
	
Materials	Needed:		Square	cardboard	box	such	as	a	tissue	box,	construction	paper,	markers,	
crayons,	old	magazines,	glue,	and	scissors	
	

Ask	kids	to	brainstorm	about	a	time	when	they	weren’t	being	listened	to	and	to	draw	a	
picture	of	how	that	 felt.	 	You	can	create	a	 listening/feeling	cube	with	them	by	covering	a	
square	box	with	paper	and	having	them	draw	different	feelings	on	the	four	sides	of	the	box	
or	cut	out	pictures	from	magazines	that	demonstrate	a	different	feeling	for	each	side.	 	On	
the	top	and	bottom	of	the	box,	have	kids	illustrate	different	techniques	for	understanding.		
For	 example,	 your	 child	might	 draw	a	 happy	 face	 on	 one	 side,	 a	 sad	 face	 on	 another,	 an	
angry	and	a	frustrated	face	on	the	other	two	sides	of	the	box.		This	is	the	feeling	part.		The	
top	and	bottom	of	the	box	can	be	an	eye	and	an	ear	for	seeing	and	listening.		Ask	your	child	
to	show	you	what	side	of	the	box	they	want	you	to	see	when	you	are	interacting.		Do	they	
want	you	to	know	they	are	sad,	or	angry?	They	can	show	you	by	pointing	that	side	of	the	
box	your	way.		Do	they	need	you	to	listen	more	carefully	or	look	at	them?		They	can	point	
that	side	of	the	box	your	way.	 	You	can	also	do	your	own	box	to	give	them	the	visual	cue	
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they	 might	 need	 during	 your	 interactions.	 	 This	 project	 incorporates	 art,	 kinesthetic	
learning,	and	listening	with	empathy	in	to	an	activity	that	most	kids	will	enjoy.			
	
Activity	Three:	Listening	&	Imagining	
	
Materials	Needed:	Text	that	paints	a	picture,	paper	and	pencil	
	

Play	a	 listening	and	 imagining	game	with	your	kids.	 	Ask	 them	 to	 close	 their	 eyes	
and	read	a	paragraph	from	whatever	language	arts	or	social	studies	content	you	are	using	
that	describes	a	scene,	or	make	up	a	scene	of	your	own.		Once	you	are	done	reading,	read	it	
one	more	time.	 	An	alternative	is	to	have	the	kids	use	crayons,	pencils	and/or	markers	to	
sketch	whatever	they	feel	like	sketching	while	you	are	reading.		Then	have	children	number	
a	paper	from	1	to	5	and	ask	them	five	questions	about	the	passage	you	just	read.		Ask	the	
kind	 of	 questions	 that	 can	 have	 multiple	 correct	 answers	 rather	 than	 only	 one	 factual	
answer.	 	 For	 example,	 if	 you	 are	 reading	 a	 passage	 about	 a	 forest,	 ask	 a	 question	 about	
what	kinds	of	trees	there	are	in	the	forest	or	what	kinds	of	noises	can	be	heard	there.		Here	
is	a	scene	I	created	for	my	own	children	when	I	was	starting	to	use	this	technique,	and	the	
questions	that	I	asked	them.	

	
I’m	at	the	beach	on	a	very	hot	day	in	Miami.		The	sun	is	shining	brightly	and	there	are	

lots	 of	 people	 all	 around	 me.	 	 I	 am	 watching	 some	 children	 playing	 near	 the	 water.	 	 I’ve	
brought	a	basket	 to	 the	beach	with	me	and	 it	 is	next	 to	me	on	the	 towel.	 	 I	 can	hear	music	
coming	 from	a	 radio	 nearby.	 	 Suddenly,	 I	 hear	 a	 loud	 noise	 coming	 from	 the	water’s	 edge.		
Everybody	looks	up	to	see	what	is	going	on.		

		
Questions:	

1. What	month	do	you	think	this	is?	
2. What	are	the	kids	near	the	water	playing?	
3. What	is	in	the	basket	I	brought	with	me?	
4. What	kind	of	music	is	playing?	
5. What	will	happen	next?	
6. 	

My	children’s	answers:	
	
Q1:	 S:	I	think	it’s	August	because	it’s	very	hot.	
	

JR:	I	think	it’s	May	because	it’s	May	right	now	and	it’s	very	hot	and	it’s	always	hot	in	
Miami.	
	

Q2:				 S:	 The	 kids	 are	 building	 a	 sand	 castle	 with	 a	 moat	 around	 it	 and	 they’re	 getting	
water	with	buckets	to	fill	in	the	moat.	

	
JR:		The	kids	are	playing	with	boogie	boards	and	running.	Sometimes	they	fall.	
	

Q3:	 S:	 There	 are	 snacks	 in	 the	 basket	 like	 fruit	 and	 hummus	with	 pita	 chips	 and	 also	
water.	
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JR:		There	are	sandwiches	in	the	basket	and	juice	boxes.	
	

Q4:	 S:	Classic	rock.	
	
	 JR:		Loud	music.	
	
Q5:	 S:		I	think	that	somebody	found	something	interesting	in	the	water	and	shouted.		It	

could	be	a	diamond	or	a	message	in	a	bottle.		
	
	 JR:	There	is	a	whale	in	the	water	that	is	trying	to	come	to	shore	and	beach	itself	and	

people	start	running	out	to	help	the	whale	stay	in	the	water	and	not	die.		
	
These	answers	illustrate	that	even	when	we	hear	the	exact	same	scene,	the	pictures	of	what	
is	 happening	 in	 our	 minds	 can	 be	 quite	 different.	 	 Listening	 activities	 such	 as	 this	 help	
children	to	see	how	we	can	all	have	different	perspectives	even	with	the	same	information.		
It	helps	us	to	practice	listening	and	see	that	listening	is	an	active	process	that	has	as	much	
to	do	with	hearing	as	 it	does	with	perspective.	 	By	hearing	one	another’s	 interpretations,	
we	begin	to	develop	empathy	for	one	another	and	appreciate	multiple	perspectives.			
	

Older	Children	
	

Activity	One:		Building	on	Listening	(This	is	easily	adapted	for	younger	children	as	well	by	
using	less	materials	and	more	concrete	topics.)	
	
Materials	Needed:	Legos,	Lincoln	logs	or	any	other	blocks	or	things	that	can	be	stacked	or	
connected.	As	a	variation,	use	a	large	piece	of	paper	and	markers	or	crayons.	
	

If	you	have	a	small	group	to	work	with,	sit	students	 in	a	circle	on	the	 floor.	 If	 it	 is	
only	one	or	two	children,	sit	facing	them.		Distribute	building	materials	so	that	each	person	
has	approximately	the	same	number	of	Legos	or	other	objects.		Each	person	should	have	a	
minimum	of	 five	so	 that	 there	are	 five	rounds.	 	Explain	 that	you	will	be	doing	a	 listening	
exercise	where	each	person	needs	to	build	on	what	the	previous	person	said.		You	can	use	a	
topic	from	something	in	your	curriculum	or	any	topic	that	you	think	would	be	of	interest	to	
the	learners.		The	idea	is	that	one	person	speaks	at	a	time,	incorporating	what	the	person	
before	said	and	building	on	it.		At	the	same	time,	each	person	uses	one	of	his	or	her	building	
materials	to	connect	to	the	building	material	of	the	person	who	just	spoke.	 	In	this	way,	a	
structure	of	some	kind	is	created	at	the	end	of	the	activity.	For	example,	if	you	are	learning	
about	American	history,	you	could	start	your	homeschoolers	out	by	saying	something	like,	
“If	I	had	been	around	at	the	time	of	the	Jamestown	settlement,	I	think	I	would	have	stuck	it	
out	 if	 I	 survived	 the	 harsh	winter	 of	 1609.	 	 After	 coming	 all	 of	 that	way	 from	England	 I	
wouldn’t	want	to	go	back	there,	 I	would	want	to	 figure	out	a	new	life	 in	the	colonies	and	
learn	as	much	as	I	could	from	the	Powhatans.”	While	saying	this,	you	start	the	structure	by	
putting	 your	 block,	 Lego	 or	 other	 building	material	 on	 the	 floor	 in	 the	 center.	 	 The	 next	
person	will	build	on	this	by	saying	something	like,	“I	wonder	if	I	would	have	survived	the	
winter.		I’m	not	sure	that	I	would	have	because	I	hate	the	cold	weather,	but	if	I	did,	I	think	I	
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would	feel	differently	from	you	and	I	would	want	to	go	back.	 	 I	would	have	probably	lost	
half	of	my	friends	or	family	and	I	would	be	lonely	and	scared	here.”		This	would	be	spoken	
while	the	structure	was	added	to,	and	so	on	until	each	person	had	no	more	to	build	with	
and	there	was	a	structure	in	the	middle	of	the	circle.		By	the	end	of	the	activity,	the	content	
of	 your	 lesson	 would	 be	 reviewed	 and	 each	 person	 would	 get	 the	 chance	 to	 interact	
personally	with	the	content	and	hopefully	enrich	his	or	her	own	understanding	and	ability	
to	retain	the	information.		

	
	 A	variation	on	this	activity	is	to	have	a	large	piece	of	paper	and	markers	to	create	a	
cooperative	design	by	 the	end	of	 the	activity	 to	which	each	person	has	contributed.	 	The	
structure	or	design	could	be	related	to	the	topic	under	discussion	for	a	greater	challenge,	
but	 it	 is	 not	 necessary.	 	 The	 main	 idea	 is	 that	 listening	 is	 employed	 and	 demonstrated	
through	 the	 building	 on	 one	 another’s	 words.	 	 This	 activity	 practices	 listening	 with	
understanding	 and	 empathy	 and	 also	 other	 HoM,	 such	 as	 thinking	 flexibly,	 thinking	
interdependently,	and	creating,	imagining	and	innovating.	
	
Activity	Two:	RASA	time	
	
Materials	Needed:	none	 is	essential	but	soft	background	music	and	comfortable	chairs	or	
pillows	are	helpful	
	
	 The	acronym	RASA	is	a	term	coined	by	Julian	Treasure,	an	expert	on	listening.		His	
TED	talks	on	listening	have	been	helpful	to	me	as	a	homeschooling	parent	and	a	university	
instructor	and	I	encourage	you	to	watch	them	for	more	ideas.	(Search	on	TED.org	for	Julian	
Treasure	 –	 5	Ways	To	Listen	Better.)	 	 The	word	 ‘rasa’	 is	 the	 Sanskrit	word	 for	 ‘juice’	 or	
‘essence’	 and	 it	 works	 as	 a	 great	 acronym	 for	 older	 kids	 to	 remember	 when	 practicing	
listening	with	understanding	and	empathy.			
RASA:	
	

Receive,	meaning	paying	attention	to	the	person	
Appreciate,	meaning	making	little	noises	like	“hmm,	ok”	
Summarize	using	the	word	“so”	
Ask	questions	afterwards	
	

	 For	the	RASA	Time	activity,	have	students	face	one	another	or	you	face	your	learner	
if	there	is	only	one.	 	It	is	a	nice	idea	to	have	soft	music	playing	in	the	background	such	as	
the	music	you	normally	hear	in	a	yoga	class.	I	like	to	have	my	child	choose	the	topic	that	she	
wants	to	discuss	and	have	her	start	off	with	two	minutes	to	discuss	it.	 	This	is	generally	a	
topic	that	she	knows	we	disagree	on,	such	as	whether	or	not	she	should	have	her	cell	phone	
with	her	while	homeschooling.		During	her	two	minutes,	as	she	is	laying	out	her	argument,	I	
am	looking	at	her,	and	I	am	using	my	body	 language	and	appreciative	 feedback	noises	 to	
assure	 her	 that	 I	 am	 listening.	 	 When	 she	 has	 finished,	 I	 have	 about	 one	 minute	 to	
summarize	her	argument	and	ask	questions.		We	can	then	do	another	round	based	on	the	
questions	I	asked	and	her	responses.		This	continues	for	as	long	as	you	decide	it	is	helpful	
and	the	other	person	can	also	have	their	chance	to	bring	up	any	topic	or	issue	that	he	or	she	
would	like	to	be	‘heard’	on.	 	There	is	no	real	need	to	come	to	consensus	or	agreement	on	
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the	topic	while	using	this	technique;	the	idea	is	to	be	truly	listened	to	and	to	begin	to	form	a	
path	towards	understanding	that	may	take	some	time	to	navigate.		Naturally,	the	topics	can	
come	from	your	curriculum.			
	
Activity	Three:		Back	to	Back	
	
Materials	Needed:		Paper	and	pencils,	folders.		
	
Have	your	learners	sit	back	to	back	if	you	have	an	even	number	or	take	turns	working	with	
one	of	them	if	you	have	an	odd	number.		One	member	of	each	pair	gets	a	closed	folder	with	
a	drawing	inside.		The	other	member	of	the	pair	gets	a	piece	of	paper.	The	drawings	should	
be	quite	simple	line	drawings	that	can	come	from	something	in	your	curriculum,	such	as	a	
diagram	of	 a	plant	 cell	 or	 a	map	 showing	 the	path	 travelled	by	an	explorer.	 	The	person	
with	the	visual	needs	to	describe	the	visual	in	as	much	detail	as	possible	–	using	clarity	and	
precision	and	striving	for	accuracy	–	without	giving	away	what	the	visual	actually	is.	 	The	
listener	in	this	exercise	has	a	blank	sheet	of	paper	and	needs	to	listen	to	his	or	her	partner	
to	 know	what	 to	 draw	 on	 that	 paper.	 	 The	 idea	 is	 for	 the	 drawings	 to	 be	 as	 similar	 as	
possible.	 	 The	 listener	 should	 be	 encouraged	 to	 ask	 questions	 for	 clarity	 and	 ask	 for	
repetition	 when	 needed.	 	 The	 only	 rule	 is	 for	 each	 member	 of	 the	 pair	 to	 refrain	 from	
looking	at	 the	other’s	paper.	 	This	 listening	exercise	also	encourages	problem	posing	and	
thinking	 interdependently.	 	Another	variation	 is	 to	have	a	 structure	 that	one	builds	with	
Cuisinaire	rods	or	Legos	and	the	other	has	to	build	an	exact	replica	with	the	same	materials	
simply	through	listening	to	the	description	of	what	has	been	built.		This	activity	can	easily	
be	adapted	for	younger	children	but	you	may	have	to	add	a	blindfold	for	the	listener	as	the	
temptation	 to	 look	 at	 what	 the	 older	 child	 has	 on	 paper	 or	 in	 front	 of	 her	 is	 almost	
irresistible.		
	

Reflection	
What	are	you	taking	away	from	this	activity?	
What	will	you	be	more	mindful	of?	
How	might	you	use	what	you	learned	in	other	
areas	of	your	life?	
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Chapter	Three	
	

Managing	Impulsivity	
	

Managing	Impulsivity	is	an	area	that	many	of	us	struggle	with.		It	can	be	difficult	for	
children	and	adults	to	remain	calm,	thoughtful	and	deliberate	at	moments	when	anger,	fear	
or	 frustration	 are	 at	 hand.	 	Who	doesn’t	 have	 those	moments	 that	 allow	a	distraction	 to	
interrupt	 our	 focus,	 overreact	 to	 an	 event,	 or	make	 an	 impulsive	 decision	 that	 we	 later	
regret?		Who	hasn’t	wanted	to	catch	a	word	or	a	phrase	that	has	escaped	from	her	mouth	
and	stuff	it	right	back	in?		

	
My	 own	 journey	 through	 the	 Habits	 of	 Mind	 has	 been	 fraught	 with	 learning	

experiences,	many	specifically	related	to	managing	impulsivity.	As	a	teacher	and	a	parent,	I	
have	experienced	the	need	to	manage	my	own	 impulsivity	and	encourage	my	 learners	 to	
manage	theirs	on	a	daily	basis.	 	Once	I	learned	about	this	important	HoM,	I	knew	I	had	to	
find	great	ways	to	incorporate	this	concept	in	my	lessons	right	away.	I	began	by	talking	to	
my	learners	about	the	habits,	and	with	the	little	ones;	I	purchased	a	book	that	has	a	poem	
written	about	 each	of	 the	habits	 entitled	A	Mindful	Garden	of	Verses	 (Ciota,2008)I	 	 read	
these	 poems	with	my	 kids	 and	 talked	 about	 the	 habits.	 They	wrote	 about	 them	 in	 their	
journals,	and	I	thought	I	was	doing	a	pretty	good	job	at	ensuring	their	understanding	and	
appreciation	of	the	HoM.		Then,	I	had	a	real	life	incident	in	employing	one	of	the	habits	that	
I	jumped	upon	as	a	teachable	moment.	

	
	 My	youngest	son	was	in	first	grade	and	in	public	school	that	year.		His	teacher	called	
me	 to	 let	me	 know	 that	 he	 had	 hit	 his	 best	 friend	 in	 the	 face	 and	 had	 spent	 time	 at	 the	
principal’s	 office.	 	 Naturally	 I	 was	 mortified,	 and	 ready	 to	 impose	 ‘big	 trouble’	
consequences	when	he	got	home.		But	then	I	remembered	the	Habits	of	Mind	and	thought	
about	how	I	could	make	this	a	learning	experience.	 	When	I	picked	him	up	I	spoke	to	him	
calmly	about	what	had	happened	at	school	that	day.		He	replied	that	he	had	been	frustrated	
because	his	friend	had	shown	him	a	‘thumbs	down’,	which,	apparently	-	in	first	grade	-	is	a	
terrible	 insult.	 	 I	 gather	 it	 meant	 that	 they	 were	 no	 longer	 friends.	 	 My	 son	 replied	 by	
smacking	his	friend	in	the	face!		Something,	which	he	did	not	learn	at	home,	I	assure	you.		I	
told	 him	 that	 this	 was	 a	 very	 unfortunate	 choice	 and	 then	 I	 got	 out	 my	 habits	 of	 mind	
poetry	book	and	we	went	over	 the	poem	 for	 ‘managing	 impulsivity’	 together.	 	We	 talked	
about	it,	and	I	had	him	draw	a	picture	about	how	it	felt	to	overreact.		Then,	along	with	his	
homeschooled	sister,	we	did	a	number	of	role-plays	with	puppets	showing	those	who	could	
and	 could	 not	 manage	 their	 impulsivity	 and	 how	 much	 better	 the	 consequences	 are	 of	
managing	one’s	impulsivity.		They	both	had	fun,	and	I	went	to	bed	that	night	congratulating	
myself	 on	 a	 great	 job	 as	 a	mom	and	 an	 educator	 and	 feeling	 that	 I	would	have	no	more	
problems	with	my	son	acting	violently	at	school.	 	 Imagine	my	shock	 the	next	day	when	 I	
went	 to	 pick	 him	 up	 from	 aftercare	 and	 found	 him	 seated	 in	 the	 principal’s	 office!	 	 I	
immediately	inquired	as	to	what	had	happened	and	was	told	that	on	this	day	he	had	kicked	
his	 best	 friend,	 and	 had	 been	 sent	 to	 the	 principal.	 	 I	 couldn’t	 believe	 it!	 After	 all	 of	 the	
talking,	 the	 poetry	 book,	 the	 role-plays,	 the	 journaling,	 the	 multiple	 layers	 of	 learning	
experience	–	had	he	learned	nothing?		I	was	so	upset	that	I	did	not	speak	to	him	on	the	five-
minute	ride	home	just	so	I	could	compose	myself.		After	all,	I	knew	I	had	to	manage	my	own	
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impulsivity.	Once	we	were	home	I	took	some	deep	breaths,	then	sat	him	down	and	asked	
him	how	this	could	have	happened.		Hadn’t	we	learned	about	managing	impulsivity?	
	
“Why	didn’t	you	use	your	Habits	of	Mind?”	I	asked.	 	“Didn’t	you	remember	the	habits	and	
everything	 we	 talked	 about	 yesterday?”	 I	 continued,	 getting	 a	 little	 louder,	 and	 more	
frustrated	as	I	talked	–	I	admit.			
	
“Yes,	mommy,”	he	replied	tearfully,	“I	did	remember.”			
	
I	wasn’t	expecting	that	answer,	and	confused,	I	asked,	“Well,	if	you	remembered,	then	why	
didn’t	you	use	the	habits	of	mind?”		
	
	“I	did,”	he	replied.	“I	used,	‘thinking	flexibly.’	This	time	I	kicked	him	instead	of	hitting	him	
in	the	face!”			
	
	 Once	again,	one	of	my	own	children	taught	me	a	valuable	lesson.		It	is	great	to	learn	
about	 the	 habits	 of	 mind	 and	 the	 importance	 of	 implementing	 them,	 but	 it	 is	 just	 as	
important	to	know	what	habit	or	habits	are	most	beneficial	in	any	given	situation.		My	son	
cleverly	 discarded	 ‘managing	 impulsivity’	 for	 ‘thinking	 flexibly’	 when	 that	 habit	 met	 his	
need	 for	 retaliation	 more	 efficiently.	 	 Needless	 to	 say,	 another	 round	 of	 discussion,	
discovery,	and	learning	ensued,	and	I	am	happy	to	report	that	this	was	the	last	incidence	of	
aggression	that	I	experienced	with	him…so	far.	
	
	 The	habit	of	managing	 impulsivity	 is	particularly	challenged	by	 the	advent	of	new	
technologies.	 We	 become	 increasingly	 impulsive	 in	 the	 face	 of	 connectivity	 by	 being	
continuously	 interrupted	 by	 cell	 phones,	 social	 media	 and	 other	 distractors.	 Our	
impulsivity	as	parents	to	check	our	gadgets	must	necessarily	affect	how	our	children	feel	in	
our	 presence	 and	 their	 own	 ability	 to	 manage	 impulsivity.	 	 Just	 as	 with	 listening	with	
understanding	and	empathy,	 the	easy	availability	of	distractors	can	keep	us	 from	being	 in	
the	moment	with	our	children	and	really	 letting	 them	get	 to	know	us,	as	we	get	 to	know	
them.		What	child	does	not	struggle	with	focusing	on	a	lesson	when	there	are	games	to	play,	
viral	 vines	 to	 watch,	 and	 friends	 to	 text?	 Those	 of	 us	 who	 are	 committed	 to	 providing	
quality	learning	for	our	children	in	the	home	have	made	a	choice	to	spend	more	time	with	
our	children	than	most	parents	have	the	privilege	of	spending.		We	need	to	make	sure	that	
this	precious	 time	 is	used	 to	 the	best	 advantage,	 and	managing	our	 impulsivities	 against	
distractions	is	one	way	to	make	sure	that	it	is.		
	
	 Managing	impulsivity	means	taking	the	time	to	think	about	what	is	happening	and	
to	come	up	with	the	most	thoughtful	response	to	each	situation.		It	is	a	habit	that	promotes	
the	 value	 of	 reflection,	 focus	 and	 composure.	 Children	 who	 learn	 to	 manage	 their	
impulsivity	 during	 learning	 tasks	 have	 a	major	 advantage	 over	 those	 who	 don’t,	 simply	
because	they	are	more	likely	to	fully	read	or	listen	to	directions	and	follow	those	directions	
accurately.		Bright	children	who	don’t	learn	to	manage	their	impulsivity	may	never	produce	
the	level	of	work	that	they	are	capable	of,	merely	because	they	cannot	tune	out	distractions	
enough	to	fully	engage	in	what	they	are	learning.		So,	what	can	be	done	to	help	our	learners	
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and	to	help	ourselves	manage	our	impulsivity	in	moments	when	we	are	full	of	emotion	or	
surrounded	by	distractions?		
	
	 One	strategy	originally	created	by	a	school	using	the	Habits	of	Mind	(Costa	&	Kallick,	
2008)	 includes	 using	 STAR	 rewards	 for	 kids	 that	manage	 their	 impulsivity.	 	 STAR	 is	 an	
acronym	that	stands	for	Stop,	Think,	Act,	and	Reflect.		We	can	teach	this	to	our	learners	and	
practice	 using	 it	 on	 a	 daily	 basis,	 both	 during	 learning	 time	 and	 at	 other	 times	 when	
managing	impulsivity	is	necessary.	During	those	situations,	we	can:	
	

• Stop:	Take	a	deep	breath	or	two,	and	don’t	react	immediately.	
• Think:	What	 is	going	on?	Label	 the	problem	and	the	 feelings.	What	 just	happened	

and	what	are	my	choices?	Ask	questions	if	necessary.	
• Act:	Make	a	thoughtful	decision	about	what	to	do	and	put	it	in	to	action.	
• Reflect:	Was	what	I	did	a	good	idea?	Could	I	have	done	something	differently	and	

obtained	a	better	result?	
	
	 It	 takes	 some	 discipline	 to	 just	 stop	 and	 breathe,	 the	 first	 step	 to	 managing	
impulsivity.	 	This	step	is	essential	because	without	it	the	others	cannot	occur.	The	second	
step,	 to	 think,	 is	what	 learning	 is	 all	 about.	 	This	 is	 the	 step	 that	 exercises	 the	brain	and	
fosters	 the	 use	 of	 critical	 thinking	 skills	 such	 as	 analyzing,	 evaluating,	 and	 justifying.		
Practicing	 the	 language	 of	 thinking	 by	 thinking-out-loud	 will	 help	 both	 you	 and	 your	
children	put	 this	step	 into	action.	 	Acting,	when	done	after	stopping	and	thinking,	should	
lead	to	a	better	outcome.	Thoughtful	reflection	will	help	solidify	the	value	and	strengthen	
the	likelihood	of	managing	impulsivity	in	the	future.			
	
	 Other	 ways	 to	 put	 this	 habit	 into	 action	 include	 limiting	 screen	 time	 for	 both	
parents/teachers	and	 learners,	practicing	visualization	of	different	 reactions	after	a	blow	
up,	role-playing	with	children	on	how	to	react	during	times	of	stress	and	frustration,	and	
using	 journaling	 and	 creative	 expression	 to	 explore	 feelings	 and	 reactions.	 	 All	 of	 these	
strategies	can	help,	but	none	will	work	if	not	practiced	regularly	over	time	with	plenty	of	
patience	and	lots	of	imagination.		
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Managing	Impulsivity:	Ideas,	strategies,	and	activities	
	

Younger	Children	
	

Activity	One:	Good	Idea/Bad	Idea	
	
Materials:	Dolls,	stuffed	animals,	action	figures	or	puppets	
	
	 Ask	children	to	bring	their	favorite	dolls,	stuffed	animals,	action	figures	or	puppets	
to	lessons	today.	Younger	kids	will	enjoy	having	their	toys	nearby	and	teaching	them	about	
the	 habits	 of	 mind.	 	 Remind	 children	 of	 the	 meaning	 of	 managing	 impulsivity	 with	 a	
description	and	some	examples.	 	You	may	find	it	helpful	to	tell	them	an	anecdote	about	a	
time	 when	 you	 had	 trouble	 managing	 your	 own	 impulsivity	 or	 ask	 them	 to	 share	 an	
anecdote	of	their	own.		They	may	want	to	share	one	of	watching	you	have	trouble	with	your	
own	 impulsivity	 –	 practice	 your	 empathic	 listening	 here	 and	 appreciate	 their	 powers	 of	
observation!	Have	children	use	their	toys	to	role-play	‘good	idea/bad	idea.’		They	do	this	by	
being	presented	with	a	situation	where	their	toys	have	to	make	a	choice	and	either	manage	
their	 impulsivity	 or	 not,	 demonstrating	 good	 idea	 vs.	 bad	 idea.	 	 For	 example,	 teddy	may	
want	to	eat	all	of	the	cookies	made	by	Barbie	because	he	is	very	hungry.	He	either	has	to	
control	himself	and	eat	only	one	so	that	he	can	share	with	all	of	the	other	toys	or	he	has	to	
give	in	to	his	impulsivity	and	devour	them	all.	You	as	the	parent	say,	‘bad	idea’	first	and	see	
what	happens.	 	The	children	generally	have	 fun	with	their	 toys	making	bad	choices.	 	You	
then	help	the	children	come	up	with	a	natural	consequence	for	teddy	such	as	not	being	able	
to	go	to	the	cookie	party	or	getting	a	tummy	ache.		Then	you	try	the	good	idea	scenario	and	
see	how	the	children	resolve	to	have	their	toys	manage	their	impulsivity.		Teddy	may	need	
some	strategies	to	control	himself	such	as	looking	away	or	asking	for	a	drink	of	water.		You	
should	role	model	for	your	kids	how	to	show	a	good	and	a	bad	idea	beforehand	so	they	get	
the	hang	of	it	and	then	let	their	imaginations	run	wild.		The	scenarios	you	choose	can	come	
from	issues	you	are	having	with	the	kids	in	real	life,	situations	from	your	curriculum	or	the	
children’s	own	created	scenarios.	 	 I	 find	 that	my	children	have	a	great	 time	with	 the	bad	
idea	and	like	to	practice	it	over	and	over	again	to	get	their	impulsive	energy	out	but	once	
that	is	over	they	are	able	to	embrace	the	good	idea	and	stick	to	it.		
	
Activity	Two:	Volcano	Mouth	
	
Materials:		The	book	My	Mouth	is	a	Volcano!	By	Julia	Cook,	or	any	other	book	that	talks	to	
kids	about	impulse	control	through	an	engaging	(not	a	preachy)	story.	 	 If	you	can’t	 find	a	
book,	create	your	own	based	on	your	own	experiences	with	your	kids!	
	
	 Read	the	book	to	your	homeschoolers	or	have	 them	read	 it	 themselves	 if	 they	are	
able	to	do	so.	 	 In	this	book,	 the	main	character,	Louis,	has	a	very	hard	time	managing	his	
impulsivity.	 	He	 is	constantly	 interrupting	others	while	 they	are	speaking.	 	He	blames	his	
volcano	mouth	 for	 the	 interruptions	 rather	 than	 taking	 the	 blame	 himself.	 	 Louis	 keeps	
right	on	erupting	until	the	day	that	he	is	telling	his	class	about	an	important	thing	that	he	
experienced	 and	 he	 is	 interrupted	 himself.	 	 Louis	 suddenly	 realizes	 how	 rude	 it	 is	 to	
interrupt	others	and	resolves	to	change	his	ways.			
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	 Follow	up	on	the	reading	with	a	short	discussion	of	the	events	and	ideas	for	Louis	on	
how	 to	manage	his	 impulsivity.	 	 Then	have	 the	kids	do	 the	 yoga	pose	 ‘volcano’	 and	 self-
erupt.	 	 In	 this	pose,	kids	begin	 standing	with	 their	 legs	 together	and	 their	hands	 at	 their	
sides.	 	They	 then	 ‘erupt’	by	 jumping	up,	 spreading	 their	 legs	and	 raising	 their	 arms	over	
their	heads	in	an	imitation	of	lava	bursting	out	of	a	volcano.		You	can	have	them	shout	out	
things	 they	 sometimes	 feel	 like	 saying	 when	 they	 are	 frustrated	 or	 angry.	 (Use	 your	
judgment	here	as	a	parent/teacher	on	what	you	want	 them	 to	be	able	 to	 say	during	 this	
activity	 possibly	 providing	 words	 of	 frustration	 that	 are	 not	 ‘bad	 words’	 such	 as	 “I	 am	
boiling!”	or	“I’m	exploding	with	 frustration!”)	 	Teach	your	homeschoolers	that	when	they	
are	feeling	pressure	to	‘erupt’	they	can	always	do	a	few	volcano	poses	to	get	some	energy	
out	and	manage	their	 impulsivity.	 	You	can	follow	up	by	having	them	write	and	illustrate	
mini	books	of	 their	own	recalling	volcano	mouth	events	 in	 their	 lives.	You	can	also	 tie	 to	
your	 curriculum	 by	 talking	 about	 impulsive	 characters	 from	 literature	 or	 impulsive	
historical	figures.		
	

Older	Children	
	

Activity	One:	What	would	you	do?	
	
Materials:	Reports	from	older	kids	about	peer	pressure	and	negative	consequences	of	being	
impulsive.	 	There	are	a	number	of	websites	that	feature	these	accounts.	Another	option	is	
to	 create	 stories	 on	 your	 own.	 	 You	 should	 have	 a	 minimum	 of	 three	 short	 stories	 or	
accounts	about	a	paragraph	long.	
	
Example	from	http://yourlifecounts.org	
	

Mike	(aged	16)	says:	
“I	 smoked	my	 first	 cigarette	when	 I	was	11.	 I	didn’t	want	 to	but	all	my	 friends	were	
smoking	and	I	didn’t	want	to	be	out	of	the	group.	Once	I’d	started	I	couldn’t	stop.	I	was	
addicted…	I	wish	I	hadn’t	started.	I	knew	it	was	wrong	and	I	didn’t	want	to.”	

	
	 Have	 learners	 read	 one	 or	more	 accounts	 and	 brainstorm	what	 they	would	 do	 if	
they	were	in	similar	circumstances.		Encourage	them	to	use	their	imaginations	to	come	up	
with	 strategies	 and	 ideas	 for	 combatting	 peer	 pressure	 that	 could	 lead	 to	 negative	
consequences	 from	 not	 managing	 impulsivity.	 	 Once	 they	 have	 read	 and	 discussed	 the	
accounts	 and	 come	 up	 with	 ideas,	 have	 them	 write	 their	 own	 accounts	 of	 difficulties	
managing	impulsivity	through	peer	pressure	or	other	and	present	them	to	one	another	or	
to	you.		Brainstorm	together	on	what	can	be	done	in	such	situations	and	create	a	semantic	
web	of	strategies	for	managing	impulsivity	that	acts	as	a	visual	and	can	be	a	reminder	for	
the	 future.	 	 This	 can	 be	 a	 very	 simple	 diagram	 or	 turn	 it	 in	 to	 a	 creative	 art	 project,	
depending	on	your	homeschoolers’	preferences	and	inclinations.		
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Activity	Two:	Taming	Triggers	
	
Materials:		Bubble	or	water	guns,	beanbags,	or	balls	and	yoga	mats	or	comfortable	pillows	
to	sit	on.	
	
	 Talk	to	your	learners	about	the	value	of	identifying	triggers	that	lead	to	trouble	with	
managing	impulsivity.		Each	of	us	has	our	own	battery	of	triggers,	things	that	set	us	off.		It	is	
fun	 to	 do	 this	 lesson	with	 a	 bubble	 or	water	 gun	 if	 you	 are	 outside.	 	 As	 you	 take	 turns	
talking	about	your	trigger,	you	can	pull	the	trigger	on	the	water	or	bubble	gun	to	illustrate	
being	set	off.		If	you	use	a	water	gun,	you	can	have	a	target	for	the	water	such	as	a	bucket	or	
a	plant	(otherwise	you	may	end	up	soaked).	An	alternative	is	to	use	a	suction	cup	bow	and	
arrow	with	a	target,	balls	to	kick	in	a	goal	or	beanbags	to	throw	at	an	object.		Once	you’ve	
done	 a	 few	 rounds	 of	 identifying	 and	 targeting	 your	 triggers	 with	 physical	 activity,	 talk	
about	how	to	tame	them	with	breathing	exercises.	 	Yoga	 is	a	great	way	to	calm	the	mind	
and	 manage	 impulsivity	 and	 a	 good	 exercise	 at	 the	 same	 time.	 	 Breathing	 is	 a	 very	
important	part	of	the	practice	of	yoga	and	even	if	you	do	not	actually	do	yoga	you	can	easily	
learn	 some	breathing	 techniques	 that	 are	 useful	 for	managing	 impulsivity.	 	 One	 of	 these	
involves	 sitting	 cross-legged,	 lying	 on	 a	mat,	 or	wherever	 is	 comfortable.	 	 Once	 you	 and	
your	homeschoolers	are	comfortable,	ask	them	to	visualize	a	trigger	that	sets	them	off,	this	
can	be	a	sibling	‘borrowing’	their	clothes,	a	harsh	comment	from	a	friend	or	any	number	of	
things.	 	Then	have	them	take	a	deep	breath	while	visualizing	this	trigger	and	clench	their	
fists	at	the	same	time.		Hold	the	breath	in	for	a	few	moments	and	then	blast	it	out,	releasing	
the	breath	 and	 the	 frustration	 together,	 and	opening	up	 the	hands	 to	 a	 relaxed	position.		
You	can	do	this	several	times.	 	Each	time	should	serve	to	 lessen	the	 impact	of	the	trigger	
and	empower	your	homeschoolers	to	release	it.		There	are	many	other	breathing	exercises	
that	are	part	of	yoga	that	can	be	useful	and	easily	searched	online	with	helpful	videos	to	use	
as	 demonstrations.	 	 The	 American	 Psychological	 Association	 has	 identified	 breathing	
exercises	as	helpful	in	calming	the	mind	and	managing	anger	for	both	children	and	adults.		
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As	parents,	we	know	that	the	teen	years	are	often	tumultuous	and	dramatic,	giving	children	
the	tools	they	need	to	try	to	control	their	emotional	reactions	and	manage	their	impulsivity	
can	be	very	helpful.	 	Needless	to	say,	you,	as	the	parent	of	a	teen,	will	need	some	serious	
relaxation	 and	 impulse-control	 yourself	 in	 order	 survive	 this	 challenging	 time.	 	 Practice	
managing	impulsivity	along	with	your	learners	and	try	to	model	what	you	teach	them	for	
the	benefit	of	the	learning	environment	and	everyone	in	it.	
	

Reflection	
What	are	you	taking	away	from	this	activity?	
What	will	you	be	more	mindful	of?	
How	might	you	use	what	you	learned	in	other	
areas	of	your	life?	
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Chapter	4	
	

Thinking	Flexibly	
	

	 The	ability	to	think	flexibly	is	perhaps	one	of	the	most	important	thinking	abilities.		
What	 is	 new	 and	 useful	 today	 can	 quickly	 become	 outdated	 and	 useless	 in	 the	world	 of	
rapidly	changing	technological	advances.		The	innovations	that	have	taken	place	in	the	past	
hundred	years	have	created	a	reality	that	demands	the	ability	to	think	flexibly,	respond	to	
change,	 and	 adapt	 quickly	 in	 order	 to	 thrive	 rather	 than	 merely	 survive.	 We	 can	 only	
assume	that	technological	advances	will	continue	far	in	to	the	foreseeable	future	so	that	the	
world	that	our	children	 inherit	 looks	quite	different	 from	the	one	we	 live	 in	 today.	 	They	
may	end	up	in	jobs	that	we	haven’t	yet	imagined.		Nevertheless,	we	have	to	prepare	them	to	
be	ready	for	those	jobs	as	part	of	their	education.		One	very	important	way	to	do	this	is	to	
teach	 them	 to	 think	 flexibly	 so	 that	when	 they	 encounter	 new	problems	 and	unforeseen	
situations,	they	bravely	rise	to	the	challenge	of	finding	a	working	solution.		
	

	Learners,	 as	we	 know,	 do	not	 come	with	 a	 set	 of	 instructions.	 	 Each	 of	 them	 is	 a	
unique	 individual	 that	 demands	 a	 unique	 parent	 and	 teacher,	 even	when	 that	 parent	 or	
teacher	 has	 other	 equally	 unique	 learners.	 	What	works	with	 one	 child	may	 not	 always	
work	with	siblings,	and	yet	we	tend	to	try	to	implement	the	same	parenting	techniques	and	
strategies	with	each	of	our	children.		The	same	can	be	said	of	learners	in	or	outside	of	the	
classroom.	 The	 same	 teaching	 strategies	 that	 work	 for	 one	 group	 or	 individual	 will	 not	
work	for	all.		Inevitably,	we	will	fail	if	we	do	not	think	flexibly	as	educators.	Our	wonderful	
learners	can	be	unpredictable,	challenging,	stubborn,	and	unwilling	to	cooperate	with	our	
best	 teaching	 endeavors.	 	 We	 need	 to	 find	 ways	 to	 reach	 them	 when	 they	 are	 not	
responding	 the	way	we	 thought	 they	would.	 	We	need	 to	 find	ways	 to	 understand	 them	
when	they	confuse	us	and	we	need	to	find	ways	to	help	them	understand	us.	 	All	of	these	
multiple	parenting/teaching	skills	demand	flexible	thinking.			

	
	 I	 have	 always	 thought	 of	myself	 as	 a	 flexible	 person.	 	 I	 have	 lived	 and	worked	 in	
several	countries,	have	friends	from	a	diversity	of	religious	and	cultural	backgrounds,	and	
speak	several	languages.		I	often	change	my	mind,	much	to	the	chagrin	of	my	husband	and	
others	who	had	certain	expectations,	but	I	have	reserved	the	right	to	remain	‘flexible’	about	
how	to	go	about	my	day	and	have	been	generally	successful	in	this	process.		However,	as	in	
all	things,	my	children	have	sometimes	tested	the	limits	of	my	flexibility	and	turned	me	into	
the	most	rigid	of	dictators	during	the	homeschooling	process.			
	
	 During	the	third	year	of	our	home-learning	journey	as	a	family,	I	decided	we	needed	
a	 bit	 more	 structure.	 	 I	 noticed	 that	 other	 homeschoolers	 had	 a	 much	 more	 organized	
approach	to	instruction	and	started	to	feel	that	we	might	be	falling	behind.		I	admired	my	
homeschool	 mom	 friends	 for	 their	 detailed	 schedule	 books,	 extravagant	 projects,	 whole	
rooms	 in	 their	 houses	 devoted	 to	 homeschooling	 with	 boards,	 computers	 and	
manipulatives	 included.	 	 Some	of	 them	had	 elaborate	 foldouts	 for	 study	 units	 they	were	
covering	with	their	children;	others	had	art	projects	that	would	make	Van	Gogh	jealous.	I	
looked	 around	 our	 homeschool	 area	 –	 several	 piles	 of	 materials	 occupying	 cluttered	
corners	of	my	house	–	and	saw	more	of	a	mess	than	something	admirable.	 	 I	noticed	that	
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my	own	children	didn’t	have	much	of	a	structure	at	all.		The	journals	that	I	bought	for	them	
at	 the	beginning	of	 each	homeschool	 year	usually	were	not	 filled	beyond	 the	 first	 ten	or	
twelve	 pages.	 	 They	 abandoned	 the	 journals,	 the	 workbooks	 I	 bought,	 and	 the	 different	
curricula	 long	 before	 any	 of	 these	 were	 completed.	 	 I	 had	 mounds	 of	 half	 or	 quarter-
finished	projects	and	materials	lying	around,	too	valuable	to	get	rid	of,	yet	not	being	used	
by	 the	 children	 for	 whom	 they	 were	 purchased.	 I	 was	 frustrated	 and	 concerned,	 so	 I	
decided	to	impose	a	strict	schedule	and	routine	to	our	homeschool	day.	
	
	 I	 started	by	deciding	we	would	all	be	getting	up	at	a	 certain	early	hour	every	day	
and	developed	a	schedule	that	would	take	place	with	breaks	and	meals	included.		I	bought	a	
calendar	 and	 a	 planner.	 	 I	 bought	 a	 piece	 of	 furniture	with	 built-in	 shelves	 and	 baskets	
divided	by	child	with	homeschool	materials	carefully	put	away	in	an	organized	manner.		I	
thought	 I	had	 it	 all	 figured	out	 and	 though	my	children	did	not	 seem	overly	enthusiastic	
with	my	plan,	I	barreled	ahead.		I	presumed	that	after	a	few	weeks	we	would	look	just	like	
the	other	homeschool	families	I	know	and	admire,	and	my	kids	would	be	well	on	their	way	
to	the	Ivy	League	college	of	their	choice.	Needless	to	say,	this	didn’t	exactly	happen.		Instead	
of	getting	more	done,	being	more	organized	and	‘covering’	more	curricula,	all	of	my	efforts	
quickly	 disintegrated	 in	 to	 bedlam.	 	 The	 tension,	 arguments	 and	 battles	 surrounding	
homeschooling	in	my	house	increased	exponentially.		The	more	I	imposed	a	strict	structure	
and	rules,	 the	more	my	children	rebelled	 in	subtle	and	not	so	subtle	ways.	 	 I	 tried	 to	get	
them	up	at	the	same	hour	every	day	but	some	days	they	were	out	late	for	evening	activities	
and	needed	more	sleep	in	the	morning,	they	were	grumpy	and	uncooperative.		When	I	tried	
to	get	them	to	sit	at	the	table	all	day	to	do	their	work,	they	complained	bitterly,	preferring	
the	couch	for	reading,	writing	and	working	on	the	computer.	 	 I	 tried	to	get	them	to	write	
daily	in	their	journals	and	they	lost	them.		I	tried	to	get	them	to	finish	their	online	classes	
and	 they	 lost	 Internet	 connection	 at	 regular	 intervals	 and	 complained	 of	 boredom	 and	
fatigue.		We	argued,	we	struggled,	we	fought,	and	we	were	miserable.			
	
	 Finally,	as	I	was	rather	loudly	complaining	to	my	husband	one	day	(within	earshot	
of	my	children)	about	how	seriously	disorganized	and	difficult	our	family	was	(compared	
to	 others)	 and	 how	 I	 just	 felt	 like	 sending	 them	 straight	 back	 to	 school,	 I	 was	 suddenly	
reminded	 of	 one	 of	 the	 main	 reasons	 we	 decided	 to	 homeschool.	 	 My	 daughter	 said	
something	along	the	lines	of,	“Mommy,	we	have	our	own	way	of	doing	things,	we’re	kind	of	
messy	but	our	messy	works.	We	like	every	day	to	be	different	and	that’s	okay	because	we	
are	who	we	are	and	we	are	unique	and	you	always	say	that	is	a	good	thing	so	why	do	you	
want	us	to	be	 like	other	people	now?	I	 like	who	we	are.”	And	she	was	absolutely	correct.	
We	 just	did	not	 fit	 in	with	 the	 structure	 and	 schedule	 imposed	by	public	 schools	 or	 that	
practiced	 by	 other	 homeschool	 families.	 	We	 frequently	 travel	 to	 different	 countries	 and	
stay	 there	 for	 extended	 periods	 of	 time.	 	 Both	 my	 husband	 and	 I	 have	 jobs	 that	 are	
untraditional	in	the	sense	that	our	schedules	vary	every	day	and	every	week.		Our	children	
do	 theater	 and	 sports	 that	 have	 their	 own	 variable	 schedules	 depending	 on	 rehearsals,	
seasons,	and	championships.		One	main	reason	we	decided	to	homeschool	was	because	we	
needed	the	flexibility	of	making	our	own	schedules	and	going	at	our	own	pace.		Somehow,	
in	my	anxiety	that	my	kids	might	not	be	keeping	up	with	other	homeschoolers,	I	forgot	all	
about	that	and	tried	to	impose	a	structure	that	we	simply	could	not	handle	in	our	home.		I	
forgot	 to	 think	 flexibly	about	what	could	work	 for	us.	 I	 tried	 to	 fit	 in	with	other	people’s	
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schedules	when	I	really	had	no	need	to	do	so.		On	the	other	hand,	there	was	certainly	room	
for	improvement	and	we	found	that	having	our	homeschool	materials	contained	to	one	or	
two	areas	of	the	house	worked	better,	as	did	trying	to	make	a	weekly	schedule	rather	than	
a	monthly	one.	 	 I	 let	 go	of	my	dictatorial	 grip	on	 table	 seating	and	 let	 them	read	and	do	
much	of	their	work	on	the	comfortable	couches.		I	also	stopped	insisting	on	the	completion	
of	a	certain	amount	of	online	work	or	bookwork	per	day.		We	set	a	goal	and	try	to	reach	it	
but	 if	we	don’t,	we	won’t	be	staying	up	late	or	having	an	argument,	or	 feeling	 inferior.	 	 If	
something	 exciting	 happens	 in	 the	 news	 or	 it’s	 a	 beautiful	 day	 we	 reserve	 the	 right	 to	
abandon	all	homeschooling	plans	for	the	day	and	embrace	a	new	plan	that	always	involves	
learning	but	doesn’t	 always	 involve	 learning	what	we	 thought	we	would	 learn.	 	After	all,	
one	of	the	best	things	about	home	learning	is	that	we	can	be	flexible	thinkers.	
	

I	have	found	that	one	great	way	to	promote	a	culture	of	flexible	thinking	in	the	home	
and	 classroom	 is	 to	 take	 every	 opportunity	 to	 encourage	 learners	 to	 consider	 multiple	
perspectives	when	recounting	an	experience,	or	anticipating	a	new	one.		By	implementing	
thinking	 routines	 in	 to	 daily	 activities,	 parents	 and	 teachers	 can	 establish	 patterns	 of	
thinking	 that	 encourage	 learning	 throughout	 the	 day.	 A	 routine	 provides	 a	 pattern	 or	
process	that	is	used	repetitively	to	tackle	complicated	tasks	and	to	assist	in	the	realization	
of	 goals.	 These	 routines	 can	 be	 used	with	 any	 context	 and	 at	 virtually	 any	 time.	 Just	 as	
regular	classrooms	have	routines	that	help	teachers	manage	student	interactions,	families,	
too,	 can	 utilize	 routines	 to	 help	 organize	 learning	 opportunities	 and	 thinking	 behaviors	
within	 the	 home.	 As	 educators,	 we	 need	 to	 become	 aware	 and	 take	 advantage	 of	 every	
teachable	 moment.	 	 Establishing	 thinking	 routines	 as	 a	 regular,	 interactive	 practice	 can	
help	us	to	make	the	most	of	those	often-unexpected	opportunities.			

	
Harvard’s	Project	Zero	has	created	and	distributed	visible	thinking	routines	for	use	

in	classrooms	that	are	easy	to	implement	and	extremely	useful	in	fostering	flexible	thinking	
for	learning	at	home.		A	great	deal	of	information	on	these	routines	can	be	found	online	at	
the	 visiblethinking.org	 website	 and	 many	 other	 websites	 devoted	 to	 disseminating	 this	
information.		These	routines	are	research-based	and	very	valuable	in	promoting	thoughtful	
interaction	 among	 both	 children	 and	 adults.	 Some	 of	 the	 most	 useful	 visible	 thinking	
routines	are	listed	below.	

	
Techniques	for	Thinking	Flexibly	

	
What	 Makes	 You	 Say	 That?	 –	 This	 routine	 encourages	 sharing	 multiple	

perspectives	 and	 opinions	 by	 having	 children	 view	 a	 picture,	 object	 or	 a	 situation	 and	
describe	what	they	see	happening	using	visible	evidence,	and	then	interpret	what	they	see.		

	
See,	 Think,	Wonder…	 -	 This	 routine	 also	 encourages	 thinking	 flexibly	 by	 having	

learners	view	a	picture	and	first	describe	what	they	see,	then	give	an	opinion	on	what	they	
think	about	what	 they	see,	 and	 then	be	encouraged	 to	explore	what	 they	 ‘wonder’	 about	
what	they	see.		This	next	step	in	encouraging	‘wonder’	not	only	enhances	flexible	thinking;	
it	also	taps	in	to	the	habit	of	mind	that	focuses	on	creating,	imagining	and	innovating.	This	
is	a	great	routine	to	use	with	even	the	youngest	children.		
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I	 used	 to	 think,	 now	 I	 think….	 –	 This	 routine	 leads	 to	 encourage	 all	 of	 us	 to	

reconsider	 opinions	 and	 beliefs	 we	 may	 have	 based	 on	 new	 evidence.	 	 It	 allows	 us	 to	
reexamine	situations	and	consider	them	from	different	perspectives,	 to	think	flexibly	and	
consider	our	own	thinking.	 	This	type	of	thinking	routine	automatically	also	ties	 in	to	the	
habits	of	mind	that	focus	on	metacognition	and	relating	past	experiences	to	new	ones.		

	
There	 are	 many	 more	 visible	 thinking	 routines	 that	 have	 been	 created	 and	

established	by	Harvard’s	Project	Zero	and	those	who	have	learned	from	them.		I	encourage	
you	 to	 explore	 these	 online	 and	 through	 library	 research	 and	 to	 feel	 free	 to	modify	 and	
adapt	 the	 thinking	 routines	 you	 discover	 to	 benefit	 your	 own	 home	 and/or	 classroom	
learning	 situations.	 	Although	each	group	of	 learners	 is	unique,	we	all	 share	many	of	 the	
same	issues	and	challenges	and	we	can	all	benefit	from	thinking	flexibly.	

	
Thinking	Flexibly:	Ideas,	strategies,	and	activities	

	
Younger	Children	

	
Activity	One:	Amazing	Art	
	
Materials:	Actual	or	virtual	works	of	art,	newsprint,	paper	or	a	board	of	some	kind	to	write	
on,	markers	or	pens.	
	

For	this	activity,	we	use	the	visible	thinking	strategy;	‘see,	think,	wonder…’		First,	do	
an	Internet	search	for	images	of	‘amazing’	works	of	art.		Of	course,	this	will	vary	depending	
on	 what	 you	 and	 your	 children	 consider	 amazing.	 You	 can	 also	 use	 art	 books	 or	 actual	
paintings	 or	 drawings	 if	 you	 happen	 to	 have	 those	 at	 home.	 	 I	 like	 to	 use	 well-known	
masterpieces	as	well	as	modern	art,	primitive	art	and	less	known	artists	for	this	activity	so	
that	 we	 end	 up	 with	 a	 great	 mix	 of	 styles,	 content,	 and	 perspectives.	 	 Give	 your	
homeschoolers	a	few	minutes	to	simply	‘see’	the	art,	and	then	ask	them,	“What	do	you	see?”	
Encourage	as	many	details	as	possible	and	write	these	down	on	newsprint,	a	whiteboard	or	
whatever	you	have	handy.	 	You	can	create	a	semantic	web	with	 this	by	putting	 the	word	
‘see’	 in	 the	middle	of	a	circle	and	writing	 in	spokes	around	 it,	 creating	categories	as	 they	
come	up	or	you	can	make	a	chart	with	three	columns	labeled,	 ‘see,	 think,	and	wonder’	or	
create	whatever	graphic	organizer	you	wish	to	create,	or	none	at	all.	I	have	drawn	a	giant	
eye	for	‘see’	and	written	inside	of	it,	a	brain	for	‘think’	and	a	cloud	bubble	coming	out	of	a	
head	 for	 ‘wonder’.	You	should	do	whatever	 feels	natural	 for	you.	After	you	have	covered	
just	 about	 everything	 that	 can	 literally	 be	 seen	 in	 the	 artwork,	 ask,	 “What	 do	 you	 think	
about	 that?”	 or	 “What	 do	 you	 think	 about	 when	 you	 see	 this?”	 	 Again	 jot	 down	 the	
contributions	of	your	learners,	ask	follow	up	questions	as	you	think	of	them	and	encourage	
them	to	listen	to	one	another	if	you	have	more	than	one.		You	should	find	that	they	build	off	
of	one	another’s	ideas.		Finally,	ask,	“What	does	it	make	you	wonder?”	or,	“What	does	this	
artwork	and	what	you	see	and	think	about	it	make	you	wonder?”	Encourage	them	to	be	as	
creative	and	imaginative	as	they	want	to	be	and	do	not	 judge	any	of	their	responses,	 just	
write	down	key	words	and	ideas	from	their	responses.	 	This	activity	encourages	thinking	
flexibly,	responding	with	wonderment	and	awe,	creating,	imagining	&	innovating,	listening	
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with	understanding	and	empathy,	metacognition,	and	probably	a	few	other	habits	of	mind	
as	well.		It	is	a	great	thinking	routine	that	leads	to	many	expansion	activities.	For	example,	
children	can	create	 their	own	art	 related	 to	what	 they	wonder	or	 think	about	when	 they	
view	the	artwork	in	the	activity.		They	can	also	then	study	the	historical	context	of	the	art	
or	the	geographical	or	sociocultural	context	depicted	if	that	is	interesting.		The	only	limit	to	
this	 activity	 is	 your	 imagination	 and	 the	 imagination	 of	 your	 homeschoolers.	 	 In	 other	
words,	it	is	limitless.	

	

	
	
	
Activity	Two:	Mind-bending	Math	
	
Materials:	At	 least	 fifty	blocks,	Legos,	unit	cubes,	beans,	pasta,	or	any	other	thing	you	can	
count	 that	 can	be	manipulated	 and	 grouped.	 	Newsprint	 or	 a	 board	 to	write	 on	 and	 any	
writing	implement	that	you	can	use.		
	
	 For	 this	 activity,	 you	 and	 your	 learners	 will	 be	 working	 with	math	 concepts	 and	
visual/spatial	 principles.	 	 Gather	 your	 countable	materials	 and	 put	 them	 in	 a	 pile	 in	 the	
center	of	 a	 table	or	on	 the	 floor	 in	 the	 center	of	 a	 circle	 you	 create.	 	 Start	 out	by	having	
children	count	the	number	of	objects	present.		Next,	ask	them	what	they	think	you	will	be	
doing	with	the	objects.	 	Encourage	all	kinds	of	ideas,	and	actually	do	some	of	them	if	they	
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are	reasonable	math	activities	or	other	activities	that	are	enjoyable	and	encourage	learning.		
Next,	ask	children	 to	 form	math	problems	with	 the	objects.	 	Separate	 twenty	objects	and	
ask	children	to	show	you	as	many	ways	as	they	can	to	get	to	twenty	with	the	objects	using	
addition	 and	 subtraction.	 	 If	 they	 are	 stumped,	 show	 them	 one	 possible	 way,	 such	 as	
10+10=20.		Write	down	the	different	addition	and	subtraction	sentences	they	come	up	with	
using	numbers	on	a	board	or	on	newsprint.		If	you	are	starting	to	work	on	multiplication	or	
division	concepts,	do	 the	same	with	multiplication	and	division.	 	Again,	 start	 them	off	by	
modeling;	show	them	an	example	such	as	two	sets	of	ten	equaling	twenty.		If	you	have	more	
than	one	learner,	encourage	them	to	challenge	one	another	with	other	number	totals	and	
equations.		When	you	are	finished	look	at	the	many	different	number	sentences	that	have	
been	created	all	equaling	the	same	number.			
	 	
	 This	activity	encourages	children	 to	 think	 flexibly	and	 to	gain	experience	with	 the	
distributive	and	commutative	properties	of	mathematics.		It	is	great	to	have	the	kids	come	
up	with	 these	 properties	 on	 their	 own	 by	 noticing	 that	 no	matter	what	 order	 the	 same	
numbers	are	added	in,	they	will	equal	the	same	number	(distributive)	and	no	matter	what	
order	two	numbers	are	multiplied,	they	will	equal	the	same	number	(commutative).	Once	
they	 have	 pointed	 this	 out	 to	 you	 (after	 you	 subtly	 or	 not	 so	 subtly	 encourage	 them	 to	
notice	 this),	 you	 can	 give	 them	 the	 vocabulary	 for	 the	properties.	 	When	 children	 create	
their	own	definitions	they	tend	to	remember	a	word	better	and	retain	the	concept	behind	
the	word.	 	Once	you	have	exhausted	 the	math	possibilities	 for	 the	day,	 allow	children	 to	
create	 whatever	 they	 want	 with	 the	 objects	 from	 buildings	 to	 pictures,	 to	 words,	 or	
wherever	 their	 imaginations	 carry	 them.	 	 This	 activity	 encourages	 flexible	 thinking	 and	
allows	children	to	get	their	kinesthetic	learning	on.		I	try	to	always	remember	to	have	my	
learners	 journal	 (by	writing	 and	drawing)	 about	 their	 experiences	 after	 they’re	done	 for	
further	 retention	 and	 looking	 back	 at	 how	 much	 they’ve	 learned.	 	 This	 activity	 can	 be	
repeated	many	times	with	different	goal	numbers,	different	objects,	and	different	and	more	
complicated	math	problems	as	their	knowledge	grows.		

	
Older	Children	

	
Activity	One:	Thinking	Journey	
	
Materials:	No	materials	are	needed	for	this	activity	except	for	the	learners	themselves,	but	I	
would	recommend	a	journal	for	recording	reflections	after	the	activity	Is	over.	
	 During	 this	activity	 learners	have	a	chance	 to	 think	and	 talk	about	how	they	have	
changed	over	time	and	after	gaining	new	knowledge.		I	like	to	sit	in	a	comfortable	spot	with	
my	 children	 and	 tell	 them	 that	 we	 are	 going	 to	 do	 an	 activity	 that	 involves	 using	 our	
memories	 and	 our	 reflections.	 	 First,	 I	 ask	 the	 kids	 to	 close	 their	 eyes	 and	 visualize	
themselves	 five	 years	 ago.	 	 This	 is	 possible	 only	 for	 children	 who	 are	 old	 enough	 to	
remember	their	 lives	 five	years	ago,	but	 it	could	easily	be	modified	to	two	or	three	years	
ago.	 	 I	ask	 them	to	remember	what	 they	 looked	 like,	what	 they	enjoyed	doing,	who	 their	
friends	were,	anything	they	can	remember	from	that	time.	It	might	be	helpful	to	view	an	old	
video	or	look	through	some	photo	albums	at	this	point	in	the	activity.	After	spending	some	
time	 looking	 back,	 my	 children	 start	 to	 think	 out	 loud	 and	 share	 memories	 with	 one	
another.	 	 I	 then	ask	 them	the	 following	question,	using	 the	 “I	used	 to	 think,	now	 I	 think”	
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visible	thinking	routine:	“What	did	you	used	to	think	was	true	or	important	five	years	ago	
that	 now	 you	 feel	 differently	 about?	 This	 could	 be	 something	 in	 your	 personal	 life	 or	 in	
your	 academic	 life.	 	 Think	 about	 how	 you	 have	 grown	 and	 changed	 and	 how	 you	 think	
differently	now	based	on	your	experiences	or	maybe	things	you	have	learned.”	We	think	on	
this	for	a	minute	or	two	then	take	turns	sharing	our	thoughts.		I	have	heard	things	such	as:	
	

“I	used	to	think	that	everyone	had	to	believe	in	the	same	things,	but	now	I	think	that	it	
is	okay	for	people	to	have	different	opinions	and	beliefs.”	
	
“I	used	to	think	that	I	could	know	everything	about	a	topic	but	now	I	think	that	there	is	
always	more	to	learn.”	
	

	 This	is	a	great	activity	because	it	gives	learners	a	chance	to	reflect	on	their	learning	
by	thinking	out	loud	and	seeing	how	their	thinking	is	flexible	and	varied	since	there	is	no	
limit	 to	 the	topic	or	 the	content	of	 their	recollections.	 	This	activity	also	reminds	them	of	
the	 habits	 of	 mind:	 learning	 continuously,	 metacognition,	 and	 using	 past	 knowledge	 to	
inform	 current	 experiences.	 In	 addition,	 you	 can	 tailor	 this	 activity	 to	whatever	 content	
area	your	learners	may	be	exploring	by	structuring	the	activity	that	way.	For	example,	you	
can	 start	 out	 the	 activity	 by	 saying,	 “Let’s	 think	 back	 to	 one	month	 ago	when	we	 hadn’t	
done	all	of	the	reading	and	learning	about	immigration	yet	and	remember	what	we	used	to	
think,	then	think	of	what	we	have	learned	and	say	what	we	think	now.”	 	This	will	 lead	to	
reflections	such	as:	
	

“I	used	 to	 think	all	 immigrants	were	here	by	 choice	but	now	 I	 think	 that	 some	people	
immigrate	because	they	have	to	even	if	they	don’t	want	to.”	
	
“I	used	to	think	that	all	immigrants	from	way	back	came	from	England	and	Ireland	but	
now	I	know	that	many	came	from	other	European	countries	and	Asia.”		
	
“I	 used	 to	 think	 that	 all	 immigrants	were	welcome	 at	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	 twentieth	
century	but	now	I	think	that	some	were	turned	away.”		
	

	 This	is	a	wonderful	way	to	review	the	learning	that	has	taken	place,	reflect	on	it	and	
generate	more	topics	of	study	and	interest.		
	
Activity	Two:	What	Would	You	Do?	
	
Materials:	 Online	 videos	 or	 readings	 from	 books,	 plays	 or	 short	 stories	 that	 feature	 a	
character	who	 has	 to	make	 a	 difficult	 choice.	 	 Some	 possibilities	 are	 from	 classic	 novels	
such	as	the	dilemma	of	Huck	in	The	Adventures	of	Huckleberry	Finn	by	Mark	Twain,	or	from	
contemporary	 literature	 such	 as	 the	 choices	made	 by	Richard	 in	 Carl	Hiassen’s	Skink	No	
Surrender.	Video	clips	can	be	used	from	the	program	of	the	same	name:	‘What	Would	You	
Do?’	(found	on	YouTube),	or	clips	about	difficult	choices	from	many	movies	such	as	‘Stand	
By	Me’	and	‘Sophie’s	Choice’.		The	materials	you	choose	to	springboard	this	activity	should	
be	chosen	based	on	what	your	students	are	learning,	their	preferences,	and	your	curricular	
goals.	
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	 One	of	the	great	benefits	of	this	activity	is	that	it	is	engaging	and	promotes	creativity	
while	 encouraging	 flexible	 thinking	 and	 metacognition.	 	 First,	 start	 off	 by	 reading	 or	
watching	 the	material	 you	 have	 chosen	 that	 features	 one	 or	more	 characters	 needing	 to	
make	a	controversial	or	difficult	choice.		These	characters	can	also	come	from	virtually	any	
history	unit	you	may	be	studying.		It	is	excellent	if	you	can	access	authentic	documents	or	
simulations	 of	 events	 so	 that	 the	 historical	 becomes	 more	 personal	 and	 meaningful	 to	
students	 as	 they	 engage	with	 the	material.	 	 Once	 the	material	 has	 been	 read	 or	 viewed,	
conduct	a	brainstorming	activity	with	your	learners	to	recall	the	choice	that	was	made	and	
brainstorm	other	choices	that	the	character	might	have	made.		You	may	want	to	write	this	
out	on	a	board	or	on	a	paper	so	that	key	words	and	information	are	noted	and	remembered.		
Then	have	students	work	to	rewrite	the	scene	as	if	they	were	the	main	characters	and	were	
responsible	for	the	choices	made	and	the	consequences	of	those	choices.		“What	would	you	
do?”	 is	 the	primary	question	asked	and	 it	encourages	 flexible	 thinking	as	 there	 is	no	one	
predetermined	 correct	 answer,	 but	 rather	 a	 variety	of	 possibilities	 in	 any	 scenario,	most	
with	 both	 positive	 and	 negative	 consequences.	 	 The	 trick	 is	 to	 get	 your	 learners	 to	 put	
themselves	 in	 the	 shoes	of	 the	 character,	 creating	 empathy	 and	understanding,	 and	 then	
using	the	information	they	have	to	make	a	different	choice.	Another	variation	is	to	present	
the	 choice	 in	 the	 literature	 or	 the	 video	 but	 not	 let	 the	 learners	 see	 what	 choice	 was	
ultimately	made	and	have	them	create	the	scenario	that	predicts	the	choices.		This	activity	
encourages	 flexible	 thinking,	 and	 also	 other	 habits	 of	 mind:	 taking	 responsible	 risks,	
communicating	with	clarity	and	precision,	and	striving	for	accuracy.		
	

Reflection	
What	are	you	taking	away	from	this	activity?	
What	will	you	be	more	mindful	of?	
How	might	you	use	what	you	learned	in	other	
areas	of	your	life?	
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Chapter	5	
	

Finding	Humor	
	

	 What	can	be	easier	than	finding	humor	in	our	daily	lives	as	parents	and	teachers?		At	
the	same	time,	occasionally	it	is	tough	to	find	humor	in	situations	that	are	difficult	or	trying	
as	we	 go	 about	 the	 enormous	 responsibilities	we	 face	 as	 the	 guides	 and	 teachers	 of	 our	
learners.	 	 Nevertheless,	 these	 challenging	 times	 are	 the	most	 important	 ones	 for	 finding	
humor,	because	humor	will	help	us	navigate	through	them.		When	we	are	able	to	traverse	
problematic	 situations	with	 humor,	we	 serve	 as	 positive	 role	models	 for	 our	 learners.	 A	
smile,	 a	 joke,	 and	 a	 lighthearted	manner	 from	parents	 and	 teachers	 shows	 children	 that	
finding	humor	 is	a	helpful	way	 to	deal	with	 the	 failures	and	disappointments	 that	are	an	
inescapable	and	important	aspect	of	our	daily	lives.	
	
	 One	of	the	most	important	roles	in	my	life	is	my	role	as	a	stepmother	to	two	of	our	
children.	 	 Although	 I	 am	 not	 their	 birth	 mother,	 I	 have	 loved	 and	 cared	 for	 the	 two	
daughters	 my	 husband	 brought	 to	 our	 relationship	 since	 they	 were	 a	 toddler	 and	 a	
preschooler.	 	Being	a	stepmother	has	its	own	set	of	challenges	that	are	unique	to	the	role	
and	 often	 very	 difficult	 to	 deal	 with.	 	 When	 my	 younger	 stepdaughter	 was	 just	 a	
preschooler	and	I	was	newly	married	to	her	father,	we	used	to	have	the	routine	of	reading	a	
story	or	two	every	night	before	bed.		One	night	she	pulled	out	Disney’s	Cinderella	to	read,	a	
book	 she	 had	 brought	 from	 her	 mother’s	 house.	 	 She	 told	 me	 that	 Cinderella	 was	 her	
favorite	 princess.	 	 After	 admiring	 the	 lovely	 Cinderella	 on	 the	 cover,	 we	 snuggled	 up	
together	in	her	bed	and	I	started	reading	her	the	classic	fairy	tale.	 	My	little	one	was	rapt	
with	attention	although	I	am	sure	she	had	already	been	read	the	story	many	times	and	had	
seen	the	Disney	film	on	several	occasions	as	well.		One	of	the	amazing	things	about	children	
this	age	is	how	many	times	they	can	enjoy	the	exact	same	experience.	 	I	believe	it	tells	us	
something	about	early	learning	and	the	value	of	comforting	repetition	and	routine.			
	
	 As	 I	 was	 happily	 reading	 her	 the	 story	 (while	 admiring	 my	 own	 gifts	 at	 reading	
aloud	and	at	being	an	awesome	stepmother),	I	turned	to	the	page	in	the	book	that	showed	
Cinderella’s	stepmother	in	all	of	her	hideous	glory.		My	stepdaughter	immediately	pointed	
to	 the	 image,	 giggled	 and	 said,	 “My	mom	 says	 that’s	 you!”	 Her	words,	 naturally,	 had	 an	
abrupt	chilling	effect	on	me.		I	hesitated,	not	knowing	exactly	what	to	do.		Should	I	tell	her	
that	her	mother	was	wrong,	that	she	was	mean,	rude,	and	should	have	never	said	anything	
like	that?	That	surely	was	not	a	good	idea.		Should	I	ignore	what	she	said,	pretending	I	had	
never	heard	it?	That	seemed	wrong,	too.		Finally,	after	what	probably	lasted	only	a	second	
or	two	but	felt	eternal	in	my	heart,	I	decided	to	ask	her	a	question.		“Do	you	think	that’s	me?”	
I	 asked.	 	 She	 answered	 right	 away	 by	 saying,	 “Oh,	 no!	 You’re	 nice	 and	 pretty,	 and	 she’s	
mean	and	ugly!”	Luckily	her	answer	was	comforting	enough	to	help	me	recover	 from	the	
shock	of	being	compared	to	the	evil	stepmother	in	Cinderella	and	to	go	on	reading	the	story,	
tuck	her	in	and	kiss	her	goodnight	without	more	comment	on	the	matter.		However,	I	was	
still	 pretty	 upset	 and	 tearfully	 complained	 to	my	 husband	 later	 that	 night.	 	 He,	 in	 turn,	
complained	to	his	ex-wife,	who	 laughed	 it	off	 saying	she	had	 just	made	a	 little	 joke	and	 I	
shouldn’t	be	so	sensitive.			
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	That	is	when	my	opportunity	came	in.		I	didn’t	like	this	“little	joke”	at	all	and	I	didn’t	

think	it	was	fair,	but	the	idea	of	turning	the	situation	in	to	a	joke	appealed	to	me	and	led	to	
a	game	that	I	played	with	my	stepdaughter	for	months	after	that.	 	Having	been	identified	
with	Cinderella’s	stepmother	inspired	me	to	create	an	evil	stepmother	character	of	my	own.		
It	 turned	 into	a	game	 that	 I	played	with	my	stepdaughter	 for	a	while	after	 that,	 and	 that	
brought	us	closer	together.		It	allowed	me	to	introduce	some	silliness	in	to	the	oftentimes	
awkward	and	uncomfortable	reality	of	the	step-relationship.		I	would	refer	to	myself	as	the	
‘evil	stepmother’	and	demand	that	she	scrubs	the	floor,	clean	the	house,	cook	the	food,	fold	
the	laundry,	and	do	all	of	those	other	cruel	and	evil	household	chores.		She	would	yell	“No!”	
and	run	away	laughing.	 	 	Then	I	would	chase	her	down	and	tickle	her,	threatening	her	all	
the	while	with	loads	of	housework	and	other	nightmarish	tasks	such	as	taking	extra	baths	
and	brushing	 teeth	up	 to	 five	 times	a	day.	 	 It	was	 fun	and	 took	 the	punch	out	of	 the	evil	
stepmother	stereotype.	The	more	ridiculous	and	awful	the	chores	I	yelled	out	the	more	she	
enjoyed	the	game	and	enjoyed	shouting	“No!	You	can’t	make	me!”		I	even	wrote	a	children’s	
book	 about	 it	 peppered	with	 her	 drawings	 of	me	 looking	 truly	 alarming,	 and	 it	was	 her	
favorite	 thing	 to	 read	 for	 a	while	 after	 that.	 	 The	 use	 of	 humor	where	 pain	would	 have	
otherwise	been	truly	helped	me	to	embrace	my	role	of	stepmother	and	part	time	teacher	to	
this	 precious	 child,	 and	 I	 often	 continue	 to	 use	 humor	 with	 my	 home	 and	 university	
learners.		I	find	that	when	we	can	turn	a	potential	disaster	in	to	something	to	laugh	about,	
we	are	able	to	get	more	done	and	to	enjoy	the	process	of	learning	even	more.		

	
	 Humor	has	been	around	for	at	least	as	long	as	there	have	been	humans,	and	possibly	
longer.		We	know	that	chimps	and	other	primates	laugh,	so	we	can	imagine	that	humor	is	
an	essential	part	of	what	allows	us	to	survive	and	thrive	as	thinking	beings.		Laughter	is	one	
of	 the	 first	 things	we	do	 as	 babies,	 and	 the	 first	 smile	 of	 an	 infant	 is	 a	 highly	 celebrated	
event.		As	humans	we	want	to	be	happy,	and	to	make	others	happy	so	we	embrace	humor	
as	a	species	and	do	our	best	to	spread	it	around.	We	know	from	researchers	such	as	Martin	
Seligman	(2002)	that	a	good	sense	of	humor	is	one	of	the	characteristics	associated	with	a	
general	sense	of	well-being	and	success.		Developing	this	good	sense	of	humor	may	not	be	
something	 that	 we	 have	 traditionally	 thought	 of	 as	 an	 important	 part	 of	 schooling,	 yet	
maybe	we	should.	Considering	 the	 importance	of	humor	 to	our	physical	health	 (laughter	
strengthens	 muscles	 and	 releases	 endorphins	 in	 the	 bloodstream)	 and	 personal	
satisfaction,	as	well	as	to	our	ability	to	manage	stress,	anxiety	and	even	grief,	being	able	to	
find	humor	seems	to	be	an	important	skill	that	should	be	encouraged	and	practiced.			
	
	 If	we	look	around	at	the	media	that	is	consumed	on	a	daily	basis	and	the	media	that	
our	children	seek	out	for	pleasure,	it	is	easy	to	see	the	importance	of	humor	in	our	lives.		A	
great	deal	of	what	we	seek	out	is	designed	to	entertain	us	by	making	us	laugh.		The	pursuit	
of	 laughter	influences	many	of	our	decisions	on	a	daily	basis.	 	 It	plays	an	essential	role	in	
deciding	what	movies	we	watch,	books	we	read,	websites	we	visit,	television	we	consume,	
advertisements	 we	 remember,	 events	 we	 participate	 in,	 and	 friends	 we	 interact	 with.		
Although	it	is	not	the	only	factor	that	we	consider	when	choosing	our	activities,	it	certainly	
does	have	 a	profound	 influence	on	how	we	 structure	our	days.	 	At	 the	 same	 time,	 failed	
attempts	at	humor	can	be	very	destructive	to	social	relationships	and	a	barrier	to	learning.		
For	 example,	 teasing,	 joking	 at	 inappropriate	 times,	 and	 bullying	 humor	 can	 lead	 to	
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children	who	are	reluctant	to	take	risks	and	 interact	with	others.	 	 It	 is	necessary	that	we	
show	our	children	when	empathy	is	needed	instead	of	laughter,	and	when	a	joke	is	being	
shared	rather	than	resented.		By	integrating	humor	within	our	teaching,	we	can	get	practice	
in	 understanding	 others	 and	 ourselves,	 while	 maintaining	 a	 light	 and	 uplifting	 learning	
environment.		
	

Techniques	for	Finding	Humor	
	
	 In	 order	 to	 make	 sure	 that	 I	 incorporate	 humor	 in	 to	 my	 teaching	 every	 day,	
whether	at	the	university	or	at	home,	I	try	to	remember	the	acronym	LAUGH	and	weave	it	
in	to	my	daily	teaching	and	learning	activities.		I	also	teach	this	acronym	to	my	learners.	
	
L	–	Listen	to	those	around	you	whenever	you	are	out	in	public.	You	can	usually	get	a	funny	
story	 or	 situation	merely	 by	 eavesdropping	 and	 then	 add	 to	 the	 humor	 and	 the	 critical	
thinking	 by	 retelling	 that	 to	 students	 and	 having	 them	 come	 up	 with	 the	 context,	 a	
prediction,	or	a	story	about	what	was	going	on.		I	know	this	is	eavesdropping,	but	I	like	to	
call	it	social	science	research	(smile).	
	
A	–	Act	silly	whenever	you	get	a	chance	and	the	situation	is	demanding	a	lightening	of	the	
mood.		It	is	a	great	teaching	tool	to	be	silly	sometimes	and	it	gets	the	attention	of	students	
right	away.			
	
U	–	Use	your	own	faults,	failures,	and	foibles	as	a	source	of	laughter.		I	find	that	my	students	
always	 appreciate	 and	 get	 a	 good	 laugh	 out	 of	 the	mistakes	 I	make	 and	 they	 very	much	
enjoy	 correcting	me	 and	 teaching	me	 –	 thereby	 increasing	 their	 own	 learning.	 They	 also	
learn	to	laugh	at	themselves.		
	
G	–	Get	good	at	telling	a	joke	or	two.		If	you	can,	make	it	a	habit	to	memorize	funny	jokes	
that	you	hear	or	read	and	retell	them.		If	you	are	not	a	joke	person,	maybe	you	can	use	puns	
or	riddles	 instead.	 	You	never	know	when	a	good	 joke,	pun,	or	riddle	will	come	 in	handy	
and	 it	 can	 serve	 to	 create	 connections	 between	 you	 and	 your	 students.	 	 Sharing	 a	 good	
laugh	is	always	a	helpful	and	bonding	experience.	
	
H	–	Help	others	to	see	the	humor	in	a	situation	that	is	difficult.		Children	and	young	adults	
often	 take	 themselves	 much	 too	 seriously	 for	 their	 own	 good	 and	 tend	 to	 feel	 that	 an	
obstacle	in	their	path	is	much	bigger	than	it	actually	is.		Help	your	students	to	see	that	what	
goes	wrong	today	is	often	funny	a	week	later	by	reminding	them	of	things	in	the	past	that	
seemed	horribly	embarrassing	or	devastating	but	now	are	just	humorous	anecdotes.		
	
	

Finding	Humor:	strategies,	and	activities	
	

Younger	Children	
Activity	One:	Crazy	Critters!	
	
Materials:	Internet	access,	books,	paper,	crayons	or	other	drawing	materials	
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	 For	this	activity,	children	work	in	pairs	or	you	work	in	a	pair	with	your	learner.		You	
start	 off	 by	 brainstorming	 the	 different	 kinds	 of	 animals	 that	 can	 be	 found	 in	 different	
locations,	such	as	at	a	zoo,	on	a	farm,	in	the	ocean,	in	the	jungle,	or	in	the	desert.		You	can	
make	 a	 semantic	 web	 on	 a	 paper	 or	 a	 board	 during	 this	 part	 of	 the	 activity	 to	 show	
categories	of	 animals	 and	 talk	 about	 the	 similarities	 and	differences	between	 them.	 	You	
may	want	to	encourage	children	to	describe	their	favorite	animals	and	the	characteristics	
of	that	animal,	or	you	may	want	to	find	a	story	such	as	a	fable	that	uses	different	animals	as	
protagonists.		Once	you	have	done	some	studying	and	talking	about	animals,	you	start	your	
‘Crazy	Critters!’	activity.		Each	person	gets	one	large	sheet	of	drawing	paper	and	folds	it	in	
half.	 	 Then	put	 learners	back	 to	back	 and	have	 each	one	draw	 the	head	and	neck	of	 any	
animal	they	would	like	to	draw.		Encourage	them	to	make	their	drawings	detailed	and	large	
enough	that	it	covers	at	least	one	quarter	or	more	of	the	half	of	the	paper	they	are	working	
on.		Then	have	them	turn	the	paper	over	and	extend	the	neck	of	their	chosen	animal	a	little	
bit	so	that	just	the	very	end	of	the	neck	is	visible	on	the	side	of	the	folded	paper	that	wasn’t	
drawn	on.		Have	partners	exchange	papers	showing	only	the	side	with	a	small	segment	of	
neck	drawn	and	don’t	allow	the	flipping	over	of	the	paper	to	see	the	head.		Have	partners	
draw	 the	 body	 of	 any	 animal	 they	would	 like	 to	 draw.	 	 Again,	 encourage	 them	 to	 be	 as	
detailed	 as	 they	 can	 and	 to	 use	 up	 at	 least	 half	 of	 their	 paper.	 	 Once	 they	 are	 finished	
drawing	(give	a	time	limit	here	or	it	can	go	on	forever)	exchange	the	papers	back	and	have	
partners	 open	 folded	 papers	 flat	 to	 see	 their	 whole	 new	 animal.	 	 This	 should	 be	 quite	
amusing	because	the	body	that	one	person	drew	rarely	goes	with	the	head	of	the	original	
drawing.		Tell	learners	that	they	have	created	a	new	species	of	animal	and	that	they	will	be	
working	with	this	new	animal	to	make	sure	it	 is	well	taken	care	of.	 	Have	students	either	
work	together	or	individually	to	name	their	new	animal,	give	it	a	habitat	(this	can	be	drawn	
or	described),	list	some	facts	about	the	animal	including	what	it	eats,	how	it	lives,	and	other	
interesting	facts	and	finally	to	create	a	poem	or	a	story	about	the	animal.		The	younger	your	
homeschoolers	 are	 the	 more	 assistance	 you	 can	 give.	 	 You	 might	 want	 to	 start	 out	 by	
creating	a	new	species	of	your	own	before	the	activity	and	showing	 it	 to	them	once	their	
drawings	 are	 done	 with	 the	 new	 name,	 habitat	 and	 information	 you	 have	 along	 with	 a	
poem,	song	or	story.		This	provides	modeling	and	gives	younger	kids	a	better	idea	of	what	
to	 do.	 	 Children	 usually	 find	 their	 new	 animals	 hilarious	 and	 have	 lots	 of	 fun	 with	 this	
activity.	 	 In	 addition	 to	 adding	 humor	 to	 a	 lesson	 this	 activity	 inspires	 children	 to	 think	
creatively.		
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“This	is	an	allipony.	It	is	a	half	alligator	and	half	pony.		It	can	swim	in	the	Everglades	during	
the	day	and	eats	fish	and	plants.		At	night,	it	sleeps	in	a	meadow	close	to	the	water	and	uses	its	
tail	to	swat	the	mosquitoes	away.		It	can	also	eat	grass	and	leaves.	It	can	walk	on	its	hind	legs	
whenever	 it	wants	 to	 and	 it	 can	be	 either	 friendly	 or	 dangerous	 depending	on	 the	 season.”		
(10-year-old	learners)	
	
Activity	Two:	Comic	Creations	
	
Materials:	 	Either	real	or	parent/teacher-created	comic	strips	of	one	to	three	illustrations	
with	the	speech	bubbles	blanked	out.			
	
	 For	 this	activity,	 students	are	given	a	comic	strip	of	one	 to	 three	squares	with	 the	
speech	 bubbles	 of	 the	 characters	 blanked	 out.	 	 The	 children	 then	 work	 in	 pairs	 or	
individually	to	 fill	 in	the	bubbles	and	create	their	own	jokes	based	on	the	drawings.	 	You	
might	want	to	start	this	out	by	showing	some	comic	strips	from	newspapers	you	know	the	
children	will	 find	 funny.	 	 After	 going	 over	 some	 of	 those	 and	 talking	 about	what	makes	
them	 funny,	 the	 children	 can	 use	 their	 imaginations	 to	 fill	 in	 the	 speech	 bubbles	 of	 the	
blanked-out	comics	you	give	them.		The	beauty	of	this	activity	is	that	it	allows	children	to	
write	 and	be	 creative	while	 demanding	 a	 very	 small	 amount	 of	words	 from	 the	 younger	
children,	with	plenty	of	context.		As	a	follow-up,	I	like	to	have	the	children	create	their	own	
short	comic	strip	 from	scratch	based	on	something	 funny	that	happened	to	 them	in	 their	
own	 lives	 or	 based	 solely	 on	 their	 imaginations.	 This	 activity	 promotes	 finding	 humor,	
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creating,	imagining	and	innovating,	and	communicating	with	clarity	and	precision.	And	best	
of	all,	children	really	enjoy	it!	

	
Older	Children	

	
Activity	One:		Picture	Stories	
	
Materials:		Pictures	cut	out	of	magazines	that	seem	to	tell	a	story,	lined	paper	and	a	writing	
instrument	for	each	participant.	The	activity	works	best	when	the	pictures	are	interesting	
and	each	person	writes	with	a	different	color.	
	
	 This	 activity	 is	 best	 done	 in	 groups	 of	 four,	 however	 it	 can	 be	 adapted	 to	 bigger	
groups	or	reduced	to	a	small	group	of	three	participants.		The	first	step	is	for	participants	
to	 sit	 in	 a	 circle	 or	 square	 facing	 away	 from	one	 another.	 	 Each	 participant	 is	 given	 one	
picture,	one	piece	of	lined	paper,	and	a	pen	or	a	pencil.		I	like	to	mount	the	pictures	I	cut	out	
of	magazines	onto	cardstock	so	I	can	reuse	them	many	times	and	they	don’t	get	wrinkled	or	
destroyed	with	frequent	touching.		Tell	each	participant	that	they	will	have	three	minutes	
to	look	at	their	picture	and	begin	to	write	a	story	about	the	picture.		Be	careful	to	let	them	
know	 that	 they	 are	 not	 describing	 the	 picture,	 but	 rather	 that	 they	 are	 starting	 a	 story	
about	the	picture;	they	are	writing	the	beginning	of	the	story.		Encourage	your	students	to	
use	their	imaginations	and	make	sure	that	you	also	take	part	in	the	activity	if	you	can.		Set	
up	a	timer	so	that	after	three	minutes,	everyone	puts	down	the	pen	they	are	using,	even	if	
they	 are	 in	 the	 middle	 of	 a	 sentence,	 and	 passes	 both	 their	 paper	 and	 their	 picture	
clockwise.		During	this	part	of	the	activity,	give	participants	five	minutes	to	read	what	the	
previous	person	wrote	on	the	picture,	and	then	to	continue	writing	the	story.		Each	person	
imagines	 how	 the	 story	would	 continue	 that	 was	 started	 by	 the	 person	 that	 passed	 the	
paper	and	picture	to	him	or	her.		After	five	minutes,	the	timer	goes	off	again	and	the	cycle	is	
repeated	with	the	third	person	continuing	the	story	built	by	the	first	two.	 	Finally,	on	the	
last	round,	the	last	person	(when	it	is	a	group	of	four)	concludes	the	story	by	reading	what	
the	previous	 three	participants	wrote	as	beginning,	middle,	 and	 later	middle.	 	Once	each	
person	has	started,	built	on	and	concluded	four	stories	from	four	pictures,	everyone	turns	
around	their	chairs	to	face	one	another.		During	the	activity,	especially	during	the	last	two	
turns,	plenty	of	giggling	and	 laughing	 is	usually	heard	as	 students	 read	how	stories	have	
been	evolving	and	add	their	own	humor.		Although	this	activity	is	not	meant	specifically	to	
create	humorous	stories,	I	 find	that	most	of	the	stories	end	up	humorous	no	matter	what	
pictures	are	used	as	prompts.		To	finish	off	the	activity,	I	usually	have	my	students	read	all	
of	the	stories	they	have	created	out	loud	to	one	another,	choose	the	one	they	like	best,	then	
add	a	 title	and	any	edits	 they	want	 to	add.	 	Then	 they	 ‘publish’	 their	 final	 cooperatively-
created	story	by	putting	it	up	on	a	wall	next	to	the	picture	and	sharing	it	with	whomever	
they	can.	 	 I	 find	that	students	enjoy	this	activity	and	 it	 is	a	great	way	to	promote	 flexible	
thinking,	 thinking	 interdependently,	 finding	 humor,	 and	 communicating	with	 clarity	 and	
precision.	 	 In	addition,	 they	are	working	on	 their	 language	skills	by	reading,	writing,	and	
checking	for	grammar	and	spelling	mistakes	during	the	editing	process.		
	
Activity	Two:	Confessions	and	Challenges	
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Materials:	Pre-prepared	‘confessions’	and	‘challenges’	cards	(and	for	dramatic	effect,	a	high	
stool	 and	 a	 microphone	 or	 a	 fake	 microphone	 on	 a	 stand	 for	 those	 learners	 who	 are	
artistically	or	dramatically	inclined).	
	
	 Older	kids	 love	a	game	of	 truth	or	dare	and	 this	 activity	allows	 them	 to	bring	 the	
excitement	and	humor	of	 that	game	 in	 to	 the	 learning	environment.	 	 I	 like	 to	 remind	my	
learners	 that	 comedy	 has	 been	 described	 as	 tragedy	 plus	 time.	 	 When	 we	 look	 back	 to	
situations	 that	we	have	 faced	 in	 the	past,	we	can	often	 laugh	at	ourselves	and	turn	 those	
‘tragedies’	 in	 to	great	stories	 that	are	 funny	and	that	allow	us	 to	connect	with	others.	 	 In	
this	activity,	homeschoolers	take	turns	picking	cards	out	of	a	hat	or	any	other	object	(such	
as	a	bowl	or	a	bag)	and	follow	the	directions	on	the	card.		The	cards	are	either	‘confessions’	
or	 ‘challenges.’	 	 I	 think	 it	 is	 best	 not	 to	 allow	 them	 to	 pick	 from	 clearly	marked	 piles	 of	
‘confessions’	or	‘challenges’	but	rather	to	randomly	get	what	they	get,	thereby	increasing	a	
little	 bit	 the	 excitement	 of	 the	 activity	 and	 the	 need	 to	 use	 creative	 and	 critical	 thinking	
skills.		For	the	‘confessions’	cards,	the	learners	are	asked	to	‘confess’	to	one	of	the	prompts.		
For	the	‘challenges’	cards	they	are	asked	to	do	something	that	is	a	bit	challenging	and	can	
also	be	funny.	 I	have	prepared	five	 ‘confessions’	and	five	 ‘challenges’	cards	that	are	 listed	
below,	but	 these	are	only	 ideas	and	can	be	easily	adapted	 for	other	 learners.	 	 I	have	also	
used	the	same	cards	with	the	same	kids	on	different	occasions	with	the	only	rule	being	that	
they	have	to	change	their	responses	or	actions	to	something	new	every	time.	 	The	cards	I	
prepared	are	general	enough	to	do	that	but	if	you	prepare	more	specific	ones,	then	it	 is	a	
good	idea	to	prepare	more	cards.	
	
Confessions	Cards:	
	

1. Tell	us	about	an	embarrassing	experience	you	had	that	is	kind	of	funny	now.	
2. Tell	us	about	a	 time	that	you	 lied	when	you	were	 little	and	 it	seems	funny	now	to	

think	back	on	it.	
3. Tell	us	about	something	you	used	to	love	to	do	when	you	were	younger	but	that	you	

never	do	anymore,	and	seems	silly	or	funny	now.	
4. Tell	us	about	how	you	think	your	pet,	or	your	favorite	object	would	complain	about	

you	if	he/she/it	could	only	talk.	
5. Tell	us	what	you	do	in	your	free	time	in	a	funny	accent.	

	
Challenges	Cards:	
	

1. Tell	us	a	joke,	riddle,	or	pun.	You	can	make	one	up	or	repeat	one	that	you	heard	and	
you	think	is	funny.	

2. Bark	or	meow	a	song	so	that	we	can	guess	what	it	is.	Or	sing	the	chorus	of	a	famous	
song	changing	the	words	to	reflect	something	about	yourself.	

3. Describe	a	movie	or	 television	show	that	 is	currently	well-known	as	 if	you	were	a	
character	 from	a	book	or	a	historical	 figure	you	have	 learned	about.	 	What	would	
that	person	say	and	think?	We	will	try	to	guess	who	it	is.	

4. Act	 out	 a	 mathematical	 problem	 using	 only	 your	 body	 language	 (no	 words	 or	
objects)	so	that	we	can	find	the	answer.		

5. Draw	your	favorite	song,	book	or	movie	and	let	us	guess	what	it	is.		
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Raindrops	Keep	Falling	On	My	Head	

Reflection	
What	are	you	taking	away	from	this	activity?	
What	will	you	be	more	mindful	of?	
How	might	you	use	what	you	learned	in	other	
areas	of	your	life?	
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Chapter	6	

Metacognition	

	 How	often	do	we	really	think	about	our	thinking?	How	often	do	we	consider	why	we	
have	 certain	 ideas,	 opinions,	 or	 feelings?	 	Metacognition	 is	 about	 allowing	 each	 of	 us	 to	
delve	into	our	own	ways	of	knowing	and	understanding	the	world	and	to	realize	where	our	
thoughts	 and	 actions	 are	 coming	 from.	 	 Through	 this	 knowledge	 we	 gain	 awareness	 of	
ourselves	 within	 the	 context	 of	 the	 society	 and	 the	 culture	 we	 live	 in.	 	 By	 teaching	 our	
learners	 to	 think	 about	 their	 own	 thinking,	we	are	 giving	 them	 the	 tools	 to	 further	 their	
understanding	of	themselves	and	their	places	in	the	world.		Perhaps	most	importantly,	we	
are	also	giving	our	 learners	and	ourselves	 the	awareness	 that	not	everyone	 thinks	 in	 the	
same	way	we	do,	the	ability	to	consider	information	from	a	variety	of	perspectives,	and	the	
freedom	to	modify	our	own	ways	of	thinking	when	our	ways	may	not	be	the	most	helpful	or	
practical	 for	 any	given	 situation.	 	By	 teaching	metacognition,	 to	 think	about	 thinking,	we	
are	empowering	students	to	take	learning	into	their	own	hands	and	giving	them	a	tool	that	
will	be	valuable	throughout	their	lives.		

	 	 Apparently,	 I	 have	 one	 of	 those	 faces	 that	 advertise	my	 internal	 thinking	process.		
The	only	problem	is	that	my	face	seems	to	frequently	give	others	the	wrong	idea	of	what	I	
am	thinking.		I	know	this	because	of	what	people	have	said	to	me	on	all	kinds	of	occasions	
following	an	encounter	in	which	I	did	not	utter	a	single	word.		For	example,	after	meetings	
or	 get-togethers	 during	which	 I	was	 completely	 silent,	 evidently	my	 face	was	 displaying	
that	 I	was	 full	 of	 contempt	 or	 disgust	 for	what	was	 going	 on.	 	 I	 have	had	 colleagues	 say	
things	 to	me	 such	as;	 “I	 saw	your	 face	 and	 I	 knew	exactly	what	 you	were	 thinking!	That	
meeting	was	so	(insert	bad	word	here),	and	I	totally	agree	with	you	about	___!”	Often	I	have	
no	idea	what	they	are	talking	about	since	not	only	was	I	not	having	their	same	opinions	on	
the	goings-on	 in	the	meeting,	 I	wasn’t	even	at	 the	meeting	at	all	 in	my	mind.	 	 I	may	have	
been	thinking	of	doing	laundry	or	grading	papers	–	those	two	things	could	definitely	cause	
my	face	to	look	pained	or	disgusted.	 	Usually	I	simply	smile	and	give	an	evasive	response	
rather	than	explaining	that	I	wasn’t	actually	mentally	present,	but	I	realize	that	this	creates	
a	false	impression	of	who	I	really	am	and	I	later	regret	not	clarifying	the	misunderstanding.	

	 	 As	a	mother	and	a	teller	of	stories,	 I	 like	to	share	my	experiences	at	work	and	my	
experiences	in	general	with	my	children.	 	Whenever	I	have	one	of	these	encounters	and	I	
feel	 that	 there	 have	 been	 false	 assumptions	 made	 about	 me,	 I	 share	 the	 story	 with	 my	
children	and	encourage	them	not	to	make	assumptions	about	others.	 	 I	remind	them	that	
they	might	have	no	idea	what	internal	thoughts	and	struggles	are	going	on	in	the	minds	of	
their	 friends	or	acquaintances	and	they	shouldn’t	presume	to	understand	another	person	
unless	they	take	the	time	to	ask	questions	and	listen	with	empathy.		I	prompt	them	to	think	
carefully	of	why	they	might	have	a	certain	opinion	about	a	person	or	a	thing	and	whether	
that	opinion	is	based	on	real	facts	or	merely	on	assumptions.		With	this,	as	with	all	things	I	
teach	my	children,	 I	 strive	 to	practice	what	 I	preach	but	 I	 often	 fall	 short	 and	one	of	my	
children’s	greatest	pleasures	seems	to	be	to	call	me	out	when	I	am	being	hypocritical.		They	
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have	a	special	talent	for	that.	

	 	 Recently,	I	was	helping	my	son	study	the	circulatory	system	for	a	science	unit	that	
he	seemed	to	find	difficult.		I	took	the	opportunity	to	tell	him	all	about	his	grandfather,	my	
father,	 who	 passed	 away	 when	 he	 was	 just	 a	 toddler	 and	 who	 was	 a	 medical	 doctor	
specializing	 in	 blood	 disorders.	 	 My	 father	 edited	 an	 Argentine	 medical	 journal	 about	
hematology	and	wrote	a	book	called	Que	es	la	sangre?	(which	translates	to	What	is	blood?).		
I	 brought	 out	my	 father’s	 book	 and	 a	 book	with	 colorful	 illustrations	 on	 the	 circulatory	
system	and	had	my	son	create	his	own	visual	representation.		While	I	was	enthusiastically	
sharing	 information	and	anecdotes	 from	 the	book	about	blood	 types	and	cell	 functions,	 I	
glanced	over	at	my	son	next	to	me	and	discovered	him	with	his	eyes	closed	and	seemingly	
passed	 out.	 	 Just	 to	 see	 whether	 he	 was	 literally	 asleep	 during	 my	 ‘fascinating’	 science	
lesson,	I	stopped	talking	for	a	minute.		He	did	not	move	a	muscle.		That	is	when	I	got	angry,	
nudged	 him	 and	 accused	 him	 of	 being	 bored	 with	 his	 grandfather’s	 profession	 and	 my	
teaching	efforts.	 	He	opened	his	eyes,	looked	at	me	and	said,	“Mommy,	I	was	not	bored	or	
asleep,	I	was	visualizing	everything	you	were	talking	about	and	thinking	about	how	lonely	a	
white	blood	cell	feels	with	all	those	red	blood	cells	swimming	around.	White	blood	cells	are	
totally	 outnumbered	 and	 they’re	 the	 ones	who	 fight	 diseases!”	 	Well,	 that	 put	me	 in	my	
place	and	I	congratulated	him	on	his	imagination	while	prompting	him	to	look	at	the	book	
in	front	of	us	for	a	moment.		At	that	point	my	son	reminded	me	of	my	own	words	and	one	of	
the	 many	 reasons	 we	 homeschool	 by	 saying	 something	 along	 the	 lines	 of,	 “Mommy,	
sometimes	 I	 like	 to	 close	my	 eyes	 and	 think	while	 I’m	 learning	 instead	 of	 looking	 at	 the	
book.		I	can	look	at	the	book	any	time	but	the	pictures	in	my	head	might	go	away	if	I	open	
my	eyes	while	you’re	talking	to	me.		You	really	shouldn’t	make	assumptions	about	a	person	
because	you	don’t	really	know	what	is	going	on	in	their	heads	and	they	might	be	thinking	
about	 blood	 cells	 or	 their	 grandfather	 that	 died.	 	 Sometimes	 I	 need	 time	 to	 think,	 ok	
Mommy?	You	should	take	some	time	to	think,	too.”		He	was	right,	I	took	some	time	to	think	
and	 to	 remember	my	 father	 and	how	much	he	would	have	 liked	 to	 share	his	 knowledge	
with	my	son,	and	then	I	took	some	time	to	write	this	down	and	share	it	with	all	of	you.	

	 I	don’t	know	about	you,	but	the	last	time	that	a	teacher	gave	me	time	to	just	think,	I	
was	still	in	preschool.		I	remember	sitting	in	circle	time	and	having	my	wonderful	teacher	
tell	us	all	 to	put	our	thinking	caps	on.	 	She	modeled	this	 for	us	by	pretending	to	put	on	a	
snug	fitting	cap	on	her	head	while	assuming	a	thoughtful	pose.		We	all	followed	suit.		Then	
she	gave	us	something	to	think	about	and	we	all	diligently	thought	about	it,	coming	up	with	
brilliant	ideas,	I’m	sure,	thanks	to	the	power	of	the	thinking	cap.		Of	course,	there	were	no	
actual	 thinking	caps	and	pretending	to	put	one	on	probably	 isn’t	what	helped	us	 think,	 it	
was	the	time	and	the	validation	given	to	the	act	of	thinking	itself	that	was	so	valuable.		I	try	
to	employ	this	technique	as	much	as	I	can	with	both	my	university	students	and	my	own	
home	learners.	 	I	don’t	literally	ask	them	to	put	on	a	thinking	cap	but	I	do	ask	them	to	do	
nothing	but	think	at	times,	giving	them	time	to	really	consider	a	problem	or	an	idea	before	I	
ask	 them	 to	 answer	 a	 question	 or	 give	 a	 suggestion.	 	 I	 find	 that	 allowing	 students	 at	 all	
levels	a	 time	 to	 think	and	do	nothing	else	but	 think	produces	more	 thoughtful	 responses	
from	them	once	they	are	given	a	chance	to	talk	or	to	write.		It	also	encourages	them	to	give	
others	a	chance	to	think	before	demanding	a	response	to	a	request	or	a	question.		I	believe	
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this	 time	 given	 to	 thinking	 encourages	 more	 reflective	 students	 that	 work	 better	 both	
together	and	 individually,	and	who	become	so	well	acquainted	with	themselves	that	 they	
gain	the	self-confidence	and	the	cognitive	flexibility	to	become	great	problem	solvers.	

	

Techniques	for	implementing	metacognition	

1.	Thinking	Out	Loud	–	one	of	the	techniques	that	I	like	to	employ	on	a	regular	basis	with	
my		 	 	 	 learners	are	the	technique	of	thinking	out	loud.	 	When	I	am	considering	a	problem	
that	 does	 not	 have	 an	 obvious	 or	 immediate	 answer	 and	 that	 is	 relevant	 to	 their	 lives,	 I	
allow	them	to	hear	what	is	going	on	in	my	head.		I	literally	tell	them	what	I	am	thinking	by	
introducing	my	thinking	process	to	them.		I	can	start	out	by	saying	something	like,	“Let	me	
think	about	 this,	 let’s	 see,	 so	…the	 issue	 is…	 I	 am	 thinking	 that	we	might…	or	maybe	we	
can…I	think…”	This	 technique	of	 thinking	out	 loud	provides	a	model	 for	 them	of	how	my	
thinking	process	 is	working	and	gives	 them	 the	 freedom	to	do	 the	 same	 thing	with	 their	
thought	process.		I	ask	them	to	share	their	thoughts	just	as	I	have	shared	mine	so	that	we	
can	all	understand	where	we	stand	and	how	we	can	work	together	collaboratively	to	solve	
problems.	

2.	 Acknowledging	 Mistakes	 –	 One	 of	 the	 important	 things	 that	 I	 want	 my	 learners	 to	
understand	 is	 that	 I	make	mistakes	 in	my	 thinking	 just	 as	 they	 do.	 	 I	 often	 tell	 them	 of	
things	 that	 I	 used	 to	 think	 that	were	 not	 necessarily	 correct.	 I	 talk	 to	 them	 about	 how	 I	
gained	 experience	 from	 failures	 or	 misunderstandings	 that	 helped	 me	 to	 change	 my	
thinking	on	certain	subjects	and	to	acquire	more	they	have	comprehensive	or	knowledge	
based	viewpoints.	I	also	ask	them	to	share	mistakes	they	have	made	in	their	thinking	in	the	
past	and	talk	about	how	their	thinking	has	changed.	

3.	Free	Writing	–	Sometimes	it	 is	easier	to	write	about	our	thoughts	than	to	say	them	out	
loud.	 	 I	 find	 that	 giving	 students	 five	 to	 ten	minutes	 to	 free-write	 their	 thoughts	 at	 the	
beginning	of	a	day	of	lessons	can	be	helpful	in	helping	them	to	acknowledge	their	thinking	
and	 put	 it	 in	 to	words.	 	 They	 don’t	 always	 share	what	 they	 have	written	with	me	 but	 I	
encourage	them	to	write	whatever	is	on	their	minds,	whether	they	are	anxious	or	hopeful	
about	something,	or	simply	have	something	that	they	are	mulling	over.	The	important	thing	
is	that	they	are	sharing	their	thoughts	with	themselves	and	practicing	writing	at	the	same	
time.	 	 It	 is	 also	 helpful	 for	 them	 to	 look	 back	 once	 in	 a	 while	 and	 see	 how	 they	 were	
thinking	a	month	or	a	year	ago	to	see	how	they	have	grown	and	changed	over	time.		

Metacognition:	Ideas,	Strategies	and	Activities	

Younger	Children	

Activity	One:	Thinking	Bubbles	
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Materials:	 Cut	 out	 pictures	 from	 magazines,	 book	 illustrations,	 online	 art,	 or	 old	 family	
pictures;	whatever	you	have	in	terms	of	pictures	of	people	that	seem	tell	a	story	with	their	
eyes	or	actions.	Large	pieces	of	poster	paper	or	newsprint,	markers,	crayons	and/or	paint	

	 For	 this	 activity,	 children	 first	 look	 at	 different	 pictures	 or	 illustrations	 of	 people	 in	
various	situations	and	imagine	what	they	might	be	thinking	at	the	moment	that	has	been	
captured	by	the	photographer	or	artist.	 	This	is	 like	a	brainstorm	activity	that	you	can	do	
with	your	children	using	materials	that	you	have	around	the	house	either	as	part	of	your	
schooling	or	as	part	of	your	personal	collection.		It	is	also	a	nice	way	to	review	anything	you	
have	been	talking	about	or	giving	them	a	glimpse	in	to	their	family	history.		I	like	to	use	the	
pictures	we	 have	 already	 on	 the	walls	 and	 around	 the	 house	 that	 they	may	 never	 have	
really	 looked	at	 carefully	before	or	never	 considered	 in	 terms	of	what	 the	photographed	
were	thinking.		It	is	a	good	idea	to	start	this	off	by	modeling	first	with	a	picture	so	they	get	
the	 idea.	 	 An	 example	 of	 thinking	 bubble	 pictures	 from	 our	 home	 learning	 is	 provided	
below.	
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Activity	Two:	Thinking	Outside	the	Box	

Materials:	A	large	box	of	any	kind	full	of	different	household	items	that	are	well-known	to	
your	learners	such	as	a	spoon,	a	roll	of	toilet	paper,	a	sock,	a	toothbrush,	a	hair	tie,	a	straw,	
or	any	other	collection	of	objects	you	can	round	up	in	your	house	and	put	in	the	box.		Paper	
and	something	to	write	with	for	each	of	the	children,	or	for	each	pair.	

	 	 For	 this	 activity,	 children	 will	 be	 practicing	 thinking	 in	 new	 and	 different	 ways	
about	items	they	are	familiar	with.		As	items	are	pulled	out	of	the	box,	one	by	one,	students	
first	identify	the	item	and	then	hypothesize	about	different	purposes	and	uses	for	the	item.	
For	example,	if	a	comb	is	pulled	out	of	the	box,	it	will	be	quickly	identified	as	an	object	used	
to	comb	hair.	Once	the	traditional	use	has	been	identified,	have	children	come	up	with	as	
many	different	ways	 that	 they	 can	 for	 using	 a	 comb.	 	 At	 first	 they	might	 be	 confused	 or	
reluctant	 to	 think	 outside	 the	 box	 about	 objects	 but	 all	 they	 will	 need	 is	 a	 little	 bit	 of	
prodding	and	the	creative	and	critical	thinking	will	flow.			

	 	 Start	 by	 pulling	 one	 item	 out	 of	 the	 box	 in	 order	 to	 model	 the	 activity	 for	 the	
children.	For	example,	I	pulled	a	wooden	stick	stirrer	from	a	cafe	out	of	a	box	and	asked	my	
son	what	it	was.	He	immediately	identified	it	as	a	stirrer.		I	then	asked	him	to	come	up	with	
at	least	twenty	other	things	that	could	be	done	with	a	stirrer	beyond	stirring,	and	to	use	his	
imagination.		At	first	he	stuck	with	the	traditional:	a	popsicle	house,	a	marshmallow	holder,	
a	pointer,	and	a	food	picker.		When	I	prompted	him	to	think	more	and	use	his	imagination	
he	came	up	with	many	more	uses:	a	comb,	a	nose	picker	(I	could	have	done	without	that	
one),	 a	 ruler,	 a	 stick	 to	push	a	button	with	 in	 case	you	might	 get	 electrocuted	 if	 you	use	
your	finger,	a	flag	holder,	a	back	scratcher,	a	useful	object	for	poking	a	sister	(I	could	have	
done	without	that	one	too),	a	balance	beam	for	a	cockroach,	a	ramp	for	a	remote	control	car	
if	many	were	put	together,	a	baseball	bat	for	a	mouse	and	many	more	ideas,	so	many	that	I	
had	to	ask	him	to	stop.		

Older	Children	

Activity	One:	Pro/Con		

Materials:	None	required,	but	 it	 is	a	good	 idea	 to	know	ahead	of	 time	what	concepts	you	
will	want	 to	 review	with	 your	 learner	 from	 your	 curriculum	 or	 any	 other	 concepts	 that	
inspire	different	opinions.		These	could	be	traditional	controversial	topics	or	any	topic	that	
you	simply	want	them	to	think	about	and	recognize	that	there	are	multiple	perspectives	on	
that	topic.	

	 	 For	this	activity,	I	sit	my	learner	in	the	‘hot	seat’.		The	hot	seat	can	be	a	chair	or	the	
floor,	anywhere	that	is	chosen.		This	activity	can	be	done	indoors	or	outdoors,	and	even	in	
the	 car.	 	 Start	 out	by	 explaining	 that	 you	will	 be	playing	 a	 game	 called,	 ‘Pro/Con’	during	
which	you	will	give	a	say	a	word	that	is	a	topic	for	discussion	and	then	say	the	word,	“pro.”		
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When	you	say	pro,	your	learner	needs	to	say	as	many	positive	things	as	he	or	she	can	about	
that	topic	without	hesitating.		The	idea	is	for	him	or	her	to	keep	up	a	steady	stream	of	talk.		
You	will	say	“con”	at	some	point,	and	then	your	learner	will	argue	the	opposite	side	of	the	
coin:	all	the	negatives	about	the	stated	topic.		You	will	then	switch	back	and	forth	between	
pro	and	con	for	a	total	of	about	two	minutes	or	so	until	you	change	to	another	topic.		It	is	a	
good	idea	to	give	the	person	in	the	hot	seat	about	thirty	seconds	or	so	to	think	about	the	
topic	before	starting	with	 the	pro/con	sequence.	 I	 like	 to	 take	 turns	with	my	 learners	 so	
that	they	get	to	“pro/con”	me	as	well	on	topics	of	their	choice.		This	comes	from	a	fluency	in	
language	 activity	 that	 I	 have	 done	 for	 years	 with	 my	 university	 students	 and	 English-
language	learners.		It	gives	learners	a	chance	to	practice	language	skills	while	thinking	out	
loud.	Start	by	modeling	with	an	example	so	that	they	get	the	idea.			

	 	 The	following	is	a	section	of	a	transcript	of	a	pro/con	session	that	I	had	with	my	13-
year-old	 homeschooler.	 The	 topic	 is	 “elections”	 since	 she	 is	 currently	 studying	American	
government.	

Me:	Ok,	we	will	start	our	pro/con	with	the	topic	of	‘elections.’	I	will	give	you	thirty	seconds	to	
think	 and	 then	when	 I	 say,	 “pro,”	 you	 start	 telling	me	 all	 of	 the	 positives	 you	 know	 about	
elections	and	when	I	say,	“con”	you	tell	me	all	of	the	negatives	that	you	know	about	elections.		
I	will	switch	back	and	forth	so	you	have	to	think	fast	and	sometimes	change	your	thought	in	
mid-stream,	ok?	

Daughter:	But	what	if	I	don’t	think	there	are	any	cons	or	I	run	out	of	them?	

Me:	Then	you	have	to	be	creative	and	think	about	how	other	people	might	think	who	would	
disagree	with	 the	 concept	 of	 elections.	 	 The	only	 rule	here	 is	 that	 you	 can’t	 stay	 silent,	 you	
have	to	keep	on	talking,	even	when	you	are	not	sure	what	to	say.	This	is	a	thinking-out-loud	
kind	of	an	activity	and	you	might	get	 flustered	or	repetitive	along	the	way	but	 just	do	your	
best	and	keep	talking.	

Daughter:	Ok,	I’m	ready.	

Me:	Ok,	elections	are	the	topic,	pro!	

Daughter:	 Elections	 are	 great	 because	 they	 let	 everybody	 have	 a	 voice	 and	 a	 choice	 in	 the	
government.	 	 People	 can	 vote	 for	 the	 candidate	 that	 they	 think	 best	 represents	 them	 in	 a	
democracy	 and	 everyone	 is	 allowed	 to	 run	 for	 office	 so…	 it	 is	 really	 fair	 because	 whoever	
thinks	that….	

Me:	Con!	

Daughter:	 I	mean,	whoever	 thinks	 that	 it	 is	 fair	 is	 totally	 crazy	because	 really	 anyone	who	
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wants	to	be	elected	has	to	have	a	lot	of	money	because	running	ads	is	so	expensive	and	if	they	
don’t	already	have	a	lot	of	their	own	money	than	they	have	to	get	people	to	give	them	money	
and	that	causes	the	candidate	to	be	dependent	on	the	donors	and	that	is	a	big	mess	because	
then	the	donors	basically	get	to	decide	what…	

Me:	Pro!	

Daughter:	Actually,	um,	the	process	of	free	and	fair	elections	is	like	the	most	important	thing	
about	democracy	and	it	lets	us	have	the	freedom	to	elect	a	government	that	is	representative	
of	 the	people….	 	 If	we	didn’t	have	elections,	we	could	end	up	with	a	dictator	or	a	king	or	a	
queen	that	ruled	over	us	with	total	authority	and	could	do	whatever	they	wanted	 like	raise	
our	taxes	without	our	agreeing	to	it	or…	

Me:	Con!	

Daughter:	What’s	wrong	with	a	monarchy?	Um,	 I	would	 love	 to	 live	 in	a	monarchy	because	
then	we	would	have	all	kinds	of	ceremonies	and	traditions	and	our	monarch	would	be	a	good	
one	that	worried	about	and	took	care	of	the	people	and	had	fancy	balls.		Elections	are	getting	
us	nowhere	because	um,	we	keep	choosing	people	 to	be	 in	government	who	don’t	get	along	
with	each	other	so	nothing	gets	done	or	they	are	just	worried	about	their	own	little	area	or	
making	 their	 donors	 happy	 so	 they	 just	 vote	 for	 things	 in	 congress	 that	 help	 their	wealthy	
donors	while	all	of	the	regular	people	have	to	pay	the	consequences…	

	 	 This	is	only	a	section	of	the	transcript	but	I	think	that	it	gives	a	good	idea	of	how	the	
activity	works.		It	is	an	interesting	way	to	clarify	thinking	on	topics	and	get	a	good	handle	
on	any	misunderstanding	of	content	or	lack	of	knowledge	that	is	being	studied	because	it	
allows	us	to	actually	hear	the	thought	process.		It	is	a	great	review	and	a	challenge	to	think	
in	different	ways.	

Activity	Two:	I	think	I	know	what	you’re	thinking!	

Materials:	 Index	 cards	 with	 moral/ethical	 questions	 on	 them	 that	 can	 come	 from	 your	
curriculum,	 current	events,	 or	any	other	 source.	Pen,	paper	and	optional	 response	 forms	
that	give	learners	a	guide	for	how	to	structure	their	answers	and	what	is	expected	of	them.		
A	model	 for	 this	 type	of	 form	 is	 shown	below	as	well	 as	 sample	questions	 to	put	on	 the	
index	cards.			
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Questions	 What	 I	 think	 and	
why	I	think	it?	

What	 I	 think	 you	
think	 and	 why	 I	
think	that?	

What	 I	 think	 you	
think	 and	 why	 I	
think	that?	

1.	 	 	 	

2.	 	 	 	

3.	 	 	 	

	

Example	cards:	

• Is	it	ever	okay	to	break	the	law?	
• Is	it	ever	okay	to	lie?	
• If	you	could	save	either	one	person	you	love	or	twenty	others	(but	not	both)	from	a	

burning	building,	what	would	you	do?	
• Should	animals	have	rights?	
• Should	children	have	the	same	rights	as	adults?	

	 	 For	 this	 activity,	 create	 cards	 beforehand	 that	 feature	 questions	 that	 are	 thought-
provoking	and	that	demand	critical	and	creative	thinking	skills.		The	cards	should	also	keep	
in	mind	the	age,	 interests	and	knowledge	level	of	the	students.	 	There	are	many	websites	
that	 feature	ethical	questions,	but	 it	 is	probably	better	to	 find	these	kinds	of	questions	 in	
the	readings	that	the	students	are	doing	at	the	time	or	in	the	content	of	the	curriculum	that	
they	are	studying.	The	activity	proceeds	with	one	learner	choosing	a	card	from	the	pile	and	
reading	it	out	loud.		Everyone	else	has	a	chance	to	hear	the	question	and	think	about	his	or	
her	own	response	to	the	question.		I	like	to	apply	a	mandatory	minute	of	thinking	about	the	
question	 before	 beginning	 to	 write	 the	 response.	 	 Next,	 each	 learner	 and	 the	 parent	 or	
teacher	writes	his	or	her	response	to	the	question	along	with	an	explanation	of	why	he	or	
she	thinks	that	way.		Everyone	needs	to	describe	his	or	her	thinking	process.		In	addition,	
each	person	writes	what	he	or	she	believes	the	others	will	say	and	why	they	believe	that.		A	
limited	amount	of	time	should	be	given	for	writing	the	responses	that	guarantees	enough	
time	 to	write	 a	 thoughtful	 response	but	doesn’t	 give	 an	excessive	 amount	of	 time.	 	Next,	
each	person	reads	what	he	or	she	thinks	one	of	the	others	has	responded.	 	One	person	is	
focused	on	at	a	time.		That	person	will	then	read	his	or	her	response.		A	conversation	may	
follow	about	how	close	or	far	the	others	were	from	each	person’s	response	and	how	each	
person’s	thinking	process	can	be	different	and	yet	they	may	arrive	at	the	same	conclusions.		
At	the	same	time,	it	can	be	found	that	responses	vary	widely	and	the	thinking	behind	those	
responses	 can	 be	 examined	 and	 analyzed.	 	 This	 activity	 continues	 with	 each	 person	
choosing	 one	 question	 from	 the	 pile	 and	 proceeding	 with	 the	 thinking,	 writing,	 and	
guessing	 of	 responses.	 	 The	 harder	 the	 questions	 are,	 the	 more	 time	 and	 thought	 the	
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activity	should	take.		I	like	to	throw	in	at	least	one	silly	question	for	every	two	or	three	very	
serious	 questions	 to	 lighten	 the	 mood	 and	 see	 how	 we	 each	 find	 humor	 in	 different	
situations.		Also,	I	think	it	is	best	to	only	do	one	round	when	I	do	this	activity.		I	find	that	it	
can	degrade	in	to	silliness	or	get	tiring	when	too	many	questions	are	brought	up	at	any	one	
sitting	 and	 keeping	 it	 relatively	 short	 keeps	 the	 interest	 going	 for	 next	 time.	 	 If	 you	 are	
teaching	a	group	of	 five	or	more	children,	 I	would	suggest	that	you	limit	the	questions	to	
two	or	three	for	each	time	you	do	the	activity	as	writing	out	the	responses	and	discussing	
for	so	many	people	takes	up	quite	a	bit	of	time	if	it	is	done	thoughtfully.			

	

Reflection	
What	are	you	taking	away	from	this	activity?	
What	will	you	be	more	mindful	of?	
How	might	you	use	what	you	learned	in	other	
areas	of	your	life?	
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Chapter	7	
	

Questioning	&	Problem	Posing	

“What	is	the	opposite	of	mirror?”	

	 I	 often	 hear	 the	most	 questions	 from	my	 children	when	we	 are	 driving	 from	 one	
activity	 to	 another.	 	 There	 are	 times	 when	 they	 seem	 determined	 to	 pepper	 me	 with	
questions	from	the	back	seat,	as	if	being	in	the	car	brings	out	a	different	level	of	curiosity	in	
them	and	gives	them	time	to	pose	questions	about	things	they	might	have	been	wondering	
about	during	their	lesson	time	but	didn’t	have	the	time	or	the	opportunity	to	ask.	 	This	is	
particularly	 true	when	 they	 do	 not	 have	 access	 to	 any	 technology	 in	 the	 car.	 	 Once	 they	
have	a	phone	or	a	gadget	I	can	almost	be	guaranteed	silence	but	I	find	that	this	limits	many	
interesting	 interactions	with	my	children,	 so	 I	 try	 to	keep	 the	gadgets	away	 for	 the	most	
part	when	we	are	on	one	of	our	daily	commutes.		
	

	 One	 day	 as	 I	 was	 driving	 my	 son	 to	 one	 of	 his	 many	 activities,	 he	 asked	 me	 a	
question	 from	 the	 back	 seat	 that	 left	 me	 momentarily	 confused.	 	 He	 is	 a	 very	 creative	
thinker	who	 is	often	so	 far	outside	of	 the	box	that	he	seems	to	 forget	 that	 the	box	exists.		
This	can	lead	to	a	great	deal	of	critical	thinking	and	creativity,	but	it	can	also	be	problematic	
when	he	 simply	needs	 to	be	 aware	of	 some	 things	 that	 are	 essential	 knowledge	 to	build	
upon,	 such	 as	 the	 multiplication	 tables	 or	 the	 idea	 that	 lines	 on	 paper	 are	 not	 merely	
decorative,	but	actually	meant	 to	be	help	people	write	 in	straight	 lines.	 	He	 tends	 to	 find	
this	optional.	

	
	 On	 this	 day,	 after	 an	 uncharacteristically	 long	 silence	 as	 we	 drove	 along,	my	 son	
asked	me	 the	 following	question:	 “What	 is	 the	opposite	of	mirror?”	 	 I	 remember	hearing	
that	question	and	thinking,	“What?	Doesn’t	he	know	that	mirror	does	not	have	an	opposite?	
Hasn’t	 he	 learned	 the	 concept	 of	 opposite?”	 I	 also	 thought,	 “Oh	my	 goodness,	 he	 is	way	
behind!	I	need	to	step	up	the	language	arts	curriculum!”	As	all	of	this	was	going	on	in	my	
head,	I	hesitated	long	enough	that	my	son	spoke	up	again.		
		

“Never	mind,”	he	said,	“I	already	figured	it	out.”	Now,	this	surprised	me.		Since	I	was	
pretty	sure	that	the	word	‘mirror’	had	no	opposite,	and	I	had	been	about	to	point	that	out.	
Once	he	told	me	he	had	already	found	the	answer	on	his	own,	I	decided	not	to	mention	that	
pesky	 fact.	 	 Instead,	 I	 replied	by	asking	him	what	he	 thought	 the	opposite	of	mirror	was.	
“Window,”	he	replied.		This	answer	stopped	me	in	my	thought	tracks.		I	had	been	about	to	
explain	the	kinds	of	words	that	had	opposites	and	go	in	to	a	long	lesson	on	antonyms	and	
synonyms	and	a	series	of	practice	exercises	that	we	would	do	in	the	car,	when	he	offered	
me	this	amazing	answer.	Of	course,	he	was	correct,	a	mirror	and	a	window	are	very	much	
like	opposite	concepts	and	that	idea	would	have	never	occurred	to	me	on	my	own.		It	was,	
for	me,	like	he	offered	me	a	window	in	to	his	own	thought	processes,	a	realization	of	how	
wonderfully	amazing	a	child’s	brain	can	be,	and	how	much	an	adult	can	lose	the	ability	to	
think	like	a	child.	
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Another	 thing	 that	 this	experience	 taught	me	 is	 that	sometimes	silence	 is	 the	best	
question.	 	 If	 I	 had	 interrupted	 my	 son’s	 thought	 process	 at	 the	 time	 he	 asked	 me	 the	
question	about	the	opposite	of	mirror,	perhaps	I	would	have	taken	away	his	opportunity	to	
think	 about	 his	 own	 question	 and	 discover	 his	 own	 answer.	 	 My	 silence,	 albeit	
unintentional,	gave	him	the	time	and	the	space	that	he	needed	to	think	creatively.	 	 I	have	
tried	 to	 remember	 this	 lesson	 when	 my	 children	 or	 my	 students	 ask	 me	 questions	 the	
answers	to	which	are	not	immediately	evident.		The	best	follow	up	question	is	sometimes	
silence,	or	an	answer	such	as,	“That’s	an	interesting	question,	let’s	think	about	that…”	After	
all,	promoting	their	critical	and	creative	thinking	skills	is	what	teaching	with	the	Habits	of	
Mind	is	all	about.	

	
	 One	of	the	signs	of	being	a	good	thinker	and	scholar	is	the	ability	to	ask	interesting	
and	relevant	questions.	 	 It	 is	an	 important	goal	of	 the	education	process	to	create	critical	
thinkers	who	are	curious	and	who	ask	 the	kinds	of	questions	 that	are	 thought	provoking	
and	 difficult	 to	 answer.	 	 Many	 of	 us	 who	 are	 teachers	 and	 parents	 strive	 to	 create	 an	
environment	where	questions	are	welcome	as	part	of	the	learning	process	and	where	they	
have	 as	 much	 validity,	 or	 even	 more	 validity	 in	 many	 cases,	 than	 do	 answers.	 	 A	 great	
question	will	always	lead	to	more	questions	and	thus	to	more	possibilities	for	critical	and	
creative	thinking.			
	
	 In	order	to	create	this	kind	of	climate	of	questioning,	 it	 is	 important	that	we	resist	
the	temptation	to	answer	all	of	our	learners’	questions	–	even	when	we	know	the	answers.		
By	answering	each	of	the	questions	that	learners	pose,	we	are	taking	away	from	them	the	
opportunity	 to	 find	 answers	 for	 themselves	 and	 discouraging	 them	 from	 seeking	 out	
information	on	their	own.	 	When	we	turn	back	their	questions	to	 them,	 they	can	become	
involved	in	the	process	of	discovery	and	exploration	of	knowledge,	one	of	the	tenets	of	true	
scholarship.			
	
	 Rather	than	giving	our	learners	the	answers	to	all	of	the	questions	they	ask	us,	we	
can	 enhance	 the	 learning	 experience	 by	 teaching	 them	 questioning	 and	 problem-posing	
skills.	 They	 will	 certainly	 need	 these	 skills	 to	 be	 successful	 in	 their	 academic	 and	 non-
academic	pursuits	far	beyond	the	childhood	years.	Guiding	our	learners	in	how	to	ask	good	
questions	will	help	to	prepare	them	for	a	future	that	is	sure	to	be	full	of	new	challenges	and	
technologies	 that	we	 are	 currently	 unaware	 of.	 	 Learners	 need	 to	 be	 equipped	 to	 tackle	
problems	 and	 situations	 that	will	 demand	 the	 thoughtfulness	 and	 strategic	 thinking	 that	
stems	from	knowing	how	to	ask	important	questions.	
	

Techniques	for	Questioning	and	Problem	Posing	
	

1. What	 to	 Why?	 We	 often	 use	 the	 question	 ‘what’	 in	 our	 teaching	 and	 learning	
activities.	 	What	did	the	character	say?	What	happened	during	X	period	in	history?	
What	is	the	name	of	the	state	capitol?	These	and	many	more	‘what’	questions	tend	
to	 dominate	many	 teaching	 activities	 and	 keep	 the	 level	 of	 thinking	 at	 the	 lower	
levels	of	Bloom’s	taxonomy.	(For	information	on	Bloom’s	taxonomy	see	Anderson,	et.	
al	2001.)	 	I	suggest	that	we	put	more	of	a	focus	on	‘why.’	 	When	we	let	 ‘why’	drive	
our	 questioning	 strategies,	we	 encourage	 critical	 thinking.	 	 This	 technique	 allows	
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learners	 to	 find	 the	 ‘what’	 along	 the	 way	 as	 they	 are	 exploring	 the	 ‘why.’	 	 For	
example,	 “Why	did	 the	 character	make	 the	 statement?”	By	 asking	 this	 question,	 a	
student	 will	 be	 more	 analytical	 and	 critical	 and	 also	 need	 to	 know	 what	 the	
character	said	in	order	to	answer	why	he	or	she	said	it.		

	
2. Asking	 Big	 Questions:	 	 In	 addition	 to	 encouraging	 learners	 to	 ask	 interesting	

questions	and	asking	interesting	questions	ourselves,	we	also	need	to	ask	big,	broad	
and	 more-than-one-right-answer	 questions.	 	 Big	 questions	 invite	 inquiry	 and	
exploration	while	inspiring	curiosity	and	creativity.	 	According	to	Johnston	(2012),	
uncertainty	encourages	dialogue	whereas	certainty	limits	learning.		When	we	apply	
questioning	 strategies	 that	 highlight	 the	 possibility	 of	 different	 perspectives	 in	
answering	the	question	and	recognize	the	validity	of	multiple	correct	responses,	we	
are	 creating	 an	 atmosphere	 of	 acceptance	 for	 differences	 of	 opinion	 and	
acknowledgment	 of	 the	 legitimacy	 of	 taking	 contextual	 factors	 into	 account	when	
analyzing	a	problem.		By	doing	this	we	are	not	only	practicing	the	‘questioning	and	
problem	 posing’	 habit	 of	 mind	 but	 also	 ‘thinking	 flexibly’	 and	 ‘applying	 past	
knowledge	to	new	situations.’	

	
	

3. Validating	multiple	perspectives:	when	learners	realize	that	there	is	more	than	one	
right	 answer	 to	many	 questions,	 and	 that	 there	 are	many	 different	ways	 to	 think	
about	 an	 issue,	 they	 are	more	 likely	 to	 grow	 in	 to	open-minded	and	 collaborative	
adults.		They	realize	that	there	is	a	freedom	of	thought	that	allows	each	of	us	to	see	
the	world	in	our	own	unique	way	and	that	each	of	these	ways	is	valid.	 	In	order	to	
value	 multiple	 perspectives,	 we	 have	 to	 give	 our	 learners	 a	 chance	 to	 encounter	
questions	that	are	difficult	to	answer	and	that	include	dilemmas,	predicaments,	and	
conundrums.	 	 These	 questions	 can	 and	 do	 often	 come	 from	 the	 areas	 of	 social	
studies	and	language	arts	but	can	also	come	from	science,	especially	in	the	realm	of	
what	 is	 ethical	 and	what	 is	 not.	 	 Even	 very	 young	 children	 can	 consider	 different	
perspectives	 when	 it	 comes	 to	 moral	 and	 ethical	 quandaries	 and	 when	 we	
incorporate	these	issues	in	to	home	learning,	we	are	giving	them	practice	in	refining	
their	 own	 thinking	 and	understanding	how	others	 think.	This,	 in	 turn,	 gives	 them	
the	 enhanced	 ability	 to	 work	 collaboratively	 with	 others	 and	 to	 understand	 that	
each	one	of	us	brings	a	unique	perspective	to	every	difficult	problem.		

	
4. Project	 Based	 Learning	 (PBL):	 This	 approach	 to	 learning	 encourages	 inquiry	 by	

starting	 the	 learning	 process	with	 a	 driving	 question.	 	 The	 driving	 question	 leads	
students	 to	 explore	 challenging	 topics	 and	 use	 a	 process	 of	 inquiry	 to	 discover	
interesting	 facts	 and	 evidence	 that	 are	 related	 to	 their	 topic.	 	 This	 method	 of	
approaching	 learning	 engages	 students	 of	 all	 ages	 in	 thinking	 critically	 and	 in	
learning	actively	 through	 research	 that	 can	be	based	on	 their	own	 interests	or	on	
curricular	 content,	 or	 both.	 	 A	 project-based	 learning	 project	 can	 be	 either	 big	 or	
small	 and	 can	 involve	 parents	 and	 children	 or	 teachers	 and	 students	 in	 working	
together	 to	 explore	 a	 topic	 that	 is	 interesting	 and	 relevant	 to	 both.	 	 For	 more	
information	 on	 project	 based	 learning	 visit	 www.edutopia.org.	 This	 website	
provides	many	wonderful	ideas	and	steps	on	getting	started	with	PBL.		
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Questioning	and	Problem	Posing:	Ideas,	Strategies	and	Activities	

	
Younger	Children	

Activity	One:	Mystery	Bag	

Materials:	 Paper	 lunch	 bags	 or	 larger	 paper	 grocery	 bags,	 and	mystery	 objects	 (or	 their	
names	or	pictures	of	them).	

	 	 For	 this	 activity,	 children	 need	 to	 ask	 a	 series	 of	 questions	 to	 determine	what	 is	
hidden	 inside	 of	 a	 bag.	 	 Get	 a	 couple	 of	 paper	 bags	 that	 allow	 you	 to	 hide	 common	
household	objects	and/or	pictures	of	 those	objects.	 	You	may	also	use	pictures	of	people,	
places,	or	things	that	you	do	not	have	in	the	house	but	that	you	want	your	homeschoolers	
to	 ask	 questions	 in	 order	 to	 guess	 what	 or	 who	 they	 are.	 	 These	 pictures	 can	 be	 from	
something	 that	 they	 have	 studied,	 are	 currently	 studying,	 or	 that	 they	 are	 going	 to	 be	
studying	in	the	future.	Tell	 learners	that	you	have	something	in	the	bag	but	you	can’t	 tell	
them	what	 it	 is.	They	have	 to	ask	a	series	of	questions	 to	 figure	out	what	 it	 is.	 	Set	some	
ground	rules,	such	as	they	can’t	ask	directly	what	it	is	and	that	they	have	to	ask	at	least	five	
to	 ten	 questions	 before	 guessing.	 	 This	 is	 an	 important	 rule,	 as	many	 children	will	 jump	
straight	to	guessing	rather	than	asking	questions	to	narrow	down	what	could	be	in	the	bag.	
Also,	 let	 them	 know	 that	 the	 thing	 in	 the	 bag	 may	 be	 a	 picture	 of	 something	 so	 they	
shouldn’t	necessarily	go	by	the	size	or	shape	of	the	bag	in	composing	their	questions.		Start	
off	by	modeling	the	activity	first	with	a	common	item	such	as	a	spoon	or	a	fork	so	they	get	
the	hang	of	 it.	 In	my	experience	children	enjoy	 this	activity	very	much	and	want	 to	do	 it	
often.	 I	recently	did	this	with	my	9-year-old	home-learner	who	had	learned	about	Mozart	
in	his	‘Mystery	History’	class.		It	took	him	about	twenty	questions	to	figure	out	that	Mozart	
was	in	the	bag	(it	was	a	picture	of	Mozart	I	had	found	online	and	printed).	 	Following	are	
some	of	the	questions	he	asked.	I	always	gave	truthful	responses	without	giving	too	much	
information.		

• Is	it	yummy?			
• Is	it	a	color?	
• Is	it	alive?	
• Was	it	ever	alive?	
• Is	it	a	person?	
• Is	it	Michael	Jackson?	
• Do	I	know	him	or	her?	
• Is	it	a	man	or	a	woman?	
• Did	he	create	something?	
• How	is	he	famous?	
• Do	I	use	his	creation?	
• Would	I	like	his	creation?	
• Is	it	Benjamin	Franklin?	
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• Did	his	creation	help	people?	
• When	did	he	die?	
• Why	is	he	famous?	
• How	did	he	die?	
• Is	it	Mozart?!	

	

	

Activity	Two:		Interesting	Interviews	

Materials:	 	Pictures	of	famous	people	or	famous	characters	from	literature	or	history	that	
students	 are	 familiar	 with.	 Short	 videos	 on	 YouTube	 that	 show	 a	 famous	 person	 being	
interviewed.	

	 	 For	 this	 activity,	 we	 begin	 by	 watching	 a	 short	 video	 of	 a	 famous	 person	 being	
interviewed.		There	are	many	such	interviews	on	YouTube	of	the	president	or	other	famous	
people	 and	 one	 that	 is	 interesting	 to	 your	 homeschoolers.	 Select	 one	 that	 is	 short.	 After	
watching	the	video,	try	to	remember	the	questions	that	the	interviewer	asked	and	list	those	
on	a	board	or	a	piece	of	paper.	 	Then	we	brainstorm	how	to	make	 those	questions	more	
interesting.		Model	this	with	your	students	by	showing	them	how	to	improve	on	a	question	
or	on	a	follow	up	question.		For	example,	take	the	question,	“How	was	it	making	the	movie?”	
and	change	 it	 to,	 “Describe	the	most	challenging	moment	 for	you	while	you	were	making	
the	movie.		How	did	you	feel	and	how	did	you	get	through	it?”	Ask	children	why	the	second	
question	is	more	interesting.		Help	them	notice	that	it	asks	for	more	detail	and	that	it	helps	
the	 interviewee	 focus	 on	 an	 answer.	 Next,	 select	 a	 famous	 person	 or	 a	 character	 from	
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literature	or	history.		Younger	children	may	want	to	choose	superheroes	or	princesses.	This	
is	fine	and	can	be	lots	of	fun.		I	prefer	to	put	no	limits	on	who	can	be	chosen	the	first	time	
we	do	activities,	while	 later	encouraging	them	to	choose	someone	we	have	been	learning	
about	or	they	are	reading	about	in	a	book.		Next,	have	them	exchange	characters	or	people	
if	there	are	several	children,	so	that	they	can	interview	one	another.		If	you	have	only	one	
child	 you	 are	working	with,	 you	 can	 assume	 the	 identity	 of	 the	 character	 you	have	been	
given,	 and	 give	 your	 child	 the	 character	 of	 your	 choice.	 Each	 person	 has	 the	 job	 of	
interviewing	 the	 person	 or	 character	 that	 was	 chosen	 by	 asking	 at	 least	 five	 or	 more	
interesting	 questions.	 	 I	 like	 to	 present	 some	 comparative	 questions	 before	 starting	 and	
encourage	my	children	to	cross	out	the	boring	questions	and	point	to	the	interesting	ones	
or	suggest	how	to	make	the	boring	questions	more	interesting.		This	activity	is	usually	a	lot	
of	 fun	 and	 they	 enjoy	 asking	 questions	 to	 the	 characters	 they	 pick	 and	 taking	 on	 the	
persona	of	 another	 character.	 	Another	way	 to	do	 it	 is	 to	allow	 them	 to	be	 the	 character	
they	pick	and	to	have	the	partner	ask	the	interesting	questions.		The	first	way	is	a	bit	more	
challenging	so	I	prefer	that	but	either	way	can	be	done	and	it	is	probably	best	to	mix	it	up	if	
you	do	this	more	than	once	so	they	have	to	think	on	their	feet.		Below	is	an	example	from	
my	9-year-old	son	as	he	poses	questions	for	the	person	he	picked,	played	by	his	13-year-
old	sister,	Wile	E.	Coyote.	

Son:	Why	are	you	always	chasing	the	roadrunner?	

Daughter:	Because	I’m	hungry.	I	need	to	eat.	

Son:	Don’t	you	realize	you	will	never	catch	the	roadrunner?	You	have	been	chasing	that	thing	
for	years	and	you	never	once	caught	it.	Why	don’t	you	just	give	up	and	go	buy	food	at	a	store?	

Daughter:	Because	I’m	a	coyote	and	roadrunner	is	my	favorite	food	and	besides	I	don’t	have	
any	money	so	I	can’t	go	to	a	store.	

Son:	If	you	have	no	money	then	how	are	you	always	ordering	things	form	the	Acme	Company?	

Daughter:	Um,	I	have	credit?	

Son:	 That	 doesn’t	 really	 make	 sense.	 How	 does	 it	 make	 you	 feel	 that	 you	 never	 catch	 the	
roadrunner?	What	keeps	you	going?	

Daughter:	I’m	thinking	of	giving	up	because	it’s	getting	really	tiring.		I	think	I	might	become	
vegan.	

The	interaction	went	on	for	some	time	as	they	laughed	through	the	interview,	but	you	get	
the	general	idea.		Later	my	son	told	me	that	we	should	have	had	to	dress	up	like	the	

characters	we	got	and	I	think	that	was	a	great	idea	and	would	have	improved	the	activity.			
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Older	Children	

Activity	One:	Real	Life	Mysteries	

Materials:	A	mystery	box	with	newspaper	clippings	or	partially	printed	websites	featuring	
real-life	unsolved	mysteries,	small	‘evidence’	journals	and	something	to	write	with.	

	 	 During	 this	 activity,	 students	 put	 on	 their	 detective	 hats	 and	 try	 to	 solve	 real	 life	
mysteries.		There	are	many	online	resources	that	can	be	used	to	find	mysteries.	It	is	a	good	
idea	to	select	a	few	to	print	out	and	put	in	the	‘mystery	box’	before	the	activity,	rather	than	
giving	kids	access	to	the	computer	during	the	time	of	the	activity.	 I	 find	that	most	kids	in	
the	 age	of	Google	 simply	 search	whatever	 it	 is	 they	don’t	 know,	 and	our	objective	 is	not	
necessarily	to	find	an	answer	but	rather	to	find	good	questions	and	hypothesize	about	an	
answer	 to	 those	 questions.	 	 One	 site	 with	 mysteries	 is	 www.newkidscenter.com	 (type	
mysteries	in	to	the	search	bar),	but	there	are	many	other	sites	as	well,	some	dedicated	to	
mysteries	 for	kids	and	others	 to	unsolved	mysteries	 for	anyone.	 	 It	 is	 important	 to	select	
the	 mysteries	 that	 you	 think	 would	 lead	 to	 the	 greatest	 amount	 of	 questioning,	
hypothesizing,	 and	 discussion	 for	 your	 learners.	 I	 am	 also	 careful	 not	 to	 select	 any	
mysteries	that	are	too	frightening	or	gory	so	that	this	doesn’t	distract	from	the	activity	or	
cause	 the	 children	 to	 feel	 uncomfortable	 or	 frightened.	 	 Once	 you	 have	 your	 cache	 of	
mysteries,	print	out	short	summaries	of	each	with	accompanying	pictures	if	available	and	
put	each	in	a	labeled	envelope	in	your	‘mystery	box’	(any	shoebox	or	other	will	do).		Twelve	
unsolved	 mysteries	 are	 enough	 to	 last	 an	 entire	 school	 year	 for	 this	 particular	 activity.		
Have	your	student	randomly	choose	one	mystery	without	looking	inside	the	box	by	pulling	
out	 one	 envelope.	 	 Then	 have	 student(s)	 read	 the	 mystery	 together,	 and	 look	 at	 any	
accompanying	pictures.		The	next	step	is	to	hypothesize	about	what	might	have	happened	
and	to	create	a	list	of	questions	that	you	would	ask	if	you	were	to	investigate	this	mystery.		
Finally	have	students	conduct	mock	 interviews	with	witnesses	or	experts	 that	could	help	
them	solve	the	mystery.		This	part	will	take	some	imagination	on	the	part	of	the	‘witnesses.’		
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The	parent	or	another	child	may	play	the	part	of	a	witness	or	expert.	As	a	closing	activity	
students,	 must	 come	 up	 with	 their	 supported	 solution	 to	 the	 mystery	 based	 on	 their	
questions	and	understanding	of	the	event.		An	extension	can	include	time	for	the	students	
to	look	up	what	other	people	think	happened	online	and	compare	it	to	their	own	solutions.			

	 	 One	 mystery	 I	 have	 used	 with	 my	 own	 homeschoolers	 is	 that	 of	 DB	 Cooper	 the	
hijacker.	 	Below	is	the	description	that	I	put	in	the	mystery	box	and	the	directions	for	the	
activity	as	given	to	the	students.	

A	mysterious	man	with	a	briefcase	filled	with	$200,000	in	ransom	money	stands	at	the	
back	of	a	jetliner	that	is	speeding	across	the	ocean.	He	has	requested	four	parachutes	and	has	
one	strapped	on	his	back.		The	plane	he	is	travelling	on	has	been	emptied	of	passengers	so	he	
is	alone	with	the	crew.		Suddenly	he	clutches	his	briefcase	close	to	his	body	and	throws	himself	
out	of	the	plane.		Who	was	this	man	and	what	happened	to	him?	Nobody	really	knows.		
	

In	 1971	an	unidentified	man	–	 referred	 to	as	DB	Cooper	 in	 the	media,	 based	on	 the	
alias	he	used	to	buy	his	plane	ticket–	hijacked	a	plane	on	a	flight	from	Portland	to	Seattle.	He	
demanded	thousands	of	dollars	 in	ransom.	 	 If	he	didn’t	get	 it,	he	said	he	would	blow	up	the	
plane	with	a	bomb	he	claimed	to	have	in	his	luggage.	Along	with	the	money,	he	requested	four	
parachutes	(two	primary	and	two	reserve)	and	a	fuel	truck	standing	by	in	Seattle	to	refuel	the	
aircraft	upon	landing.	He	got	everything	he	asked	for.		

	
	 Although	the	FBI	tried	for	years	to	track	him	down,	no	trace	of	him	was	ever	found,	nor	was	
his	real	name	ever	discovered.	Nobody	knows	why	he	hijacked	the	plane	or	where	he	ended	up.	
No	body	was	ever	found.		

1. Read	the	unsolved	mystery	and	brainstorm	on	what	might	have	happened	
2. Come	up	with	five	to	ten	questions	that	you	could	ask	to	try	to	find	the	solution	to	

this	 mystery.	 	 Think	 about	 whom	 you	 would	 choose	 to	 interview	 and	 how	 you	
would	ask	the	questions.	Write	these	in	your	journal.	

3. What	other	questions	might	you	ask	to	help	you	find	a	solution?	Think	of	questions	
you	could	research	and	imagine	what	information	you	might	obtain.	

4. Ask	 the	questions	 to	your	 ‘witness’	 or	 ‘expert’	 and	 record	 their	 responses	 in	your	
journal.	

5. Come	up	with	your	solution	to	the	mystery	and	write	it	out.	

	 	 While	this	mystery	activity	is	primarily	designed	to	encourage	students	to	ask	great	
questions	and	problem	solve,	it	also	encourages	other	habits	such	as	striving	for	accuracy,	
taking	responsible	risks,	and	thinking	flexibly.	

Activity	Two:		Big	Questions	for	the	Universe	

Materials:	Websites	or	books	that	feature	big	philosophical	or	ethical	questions	created	for	
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thinking	and	 learning.	Operation	Meditation	 (operationmeditation.com)	 is	one	of	 these	 is	
but	 there	 are	 many	 others.	 	 Paper,	 and	 something	 to	 write	 with	 or	 journals	 to	 record	
thoughts	and	ideas.	

	 	 This	 activity	 starts	 with	 the	 selection	 of	 a	 Big	 Question.	 	 You	 can	 have	 these	
questions	on	index	cards	stored	in	an	index	card	file	or	simply	come	up	with	them	one	at	a	
time	as	you	do	this	activity.	 	 I	 find	 it	helpful	 to	have	a	picture	 file,	a	question	 file,	and	an	
activity	 folder	 where	 I	 keep	 activities	 that	 I	 can	 grab	 and	 use	 any	 time	 with	 minimal	
preparation	or	materials	needed.		As	a	teacher,	I	began	to	accumulate	pictures	many	years	
ago	and	now	have	a	nice	collection	of	pictures	that	I	have	mounted	on	cardstock,	and	that	I	
can	add	to	whenever	I	am	so	inclined.	 	Similarly,	when	I	invent	or	adapt	activities,	I	often	
put	 the	 directions	 and	 whatever	 materials	 I	 need	 for	 the	 activity	 in	 mid-size	 manila	
envelopes	that	I	keep	in	a	couple	of	folders	and	can	throw	in	my	bag	on	my	way	to	a	class	or	
reach	 in	 to	 when	 I	 am	 home.	 	 For	 my	 Big	 Questions	 for	 the	 Universe	 activity,	 I	 keep	 a	
question	file	that	includes	questions	I	have	found	or	created	and	questions	that	have	been	
given	to	me	by	my	students	or	my	children.		Some	of	these	questions	are	listed	below:	

• What	is	gravity?	
• Why	are	we	here?	
• Is	the	‘self’	an	illusion?	
• Where	were	we	before	we	were	born?	
• How	can	numbers	go	on	forever?	
• Is	there	an	end	to	the	universe?	
• What	is	truth?	
• Why	do	people	hurt	each	other?	
• Does	everybody	have	the	same	feelings?	
• What	are	thoughts?	
• Is	there	intelligent	life	on	another	planet	in	another	galaxy?	
• Is	freedom	more	important	than	love?	
• What	is	love?	
• What	is	freedom?	
• Is	there	a	purpose	to	life?	
• Is	meaning	arbitrary?	

	
	 	 As	you	can	see,	these	questions	have	no	easy	answers	and	are	highly	philosophical	
in	nature.		It	is	amazing	how	philosophical	children	of	all	ages	can	be	and	how	much	they	
can	engage	in	thought	and	discussion	when	there	is	no	pressure	to	find	the	correct	answer.		
The	older	the	child,	the	more	often	they	want	there	to	be	one	correct	answer	even	if	there	
is	no	way	to	determine	 if	an	answer	 is	actually	correct.	 	This	activity	allows	students	 the	
freedom	 to	 ask	 questions	 of	 themselves	 and	 of	 one	 another	 without	 the	 obligation	 of	
coming	up	with	a	final	or	correct	answer	in	the	end.		However,	some	children	will	need	to	
be	convinced	that	this	ambiguity	is	okay	or	else	they	will	feel	frustrated	with	the	exercise.			
	
	 	 The	first	step	in	this	activity	is	to	choose	a	Big	Question.		Once	the	question	is	chosen	
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by	whatever	means	you	come	up	with,	read	the	question	to	your	student.	 	Next,	give	one	
full	minute	to	just	think	about	the	question.		Do	not	allow	any	writing	or	talking	during	this	
thinking	time.		Once	the	minute	is	over,	give	five	full	minutes	to	free	write	on	the	question.		
If	you	have	more	than	one	student,	have	students	exchange	papers	at	 the	end	of	 the	 free	
write	to	read	one	another’s	ideas	and	write	an	interactive	comment	below.		An	interactive	
comment	implies	that	an	interaction	will	follow	so	it	is	usually	a	question	or	an	insight	on	
what	was	written	that	invites	further	discussion.		I	model	this	for	my	students	when	I	write	
interactive	comments	on	their	writing	so	that	they	know	how	to	do	it	by	the	time	we	get	to	
this	activity.		Below	is	an	example	of	a	free	write	followed	by	an	interactive	comment.		
	

Big	Question:	What	is	love?	
	

Free	Write:	When	I	think	about	love,	I	think	about	the	way	I	feel	when	I	love	another	person.		I	
feel	like	I	want	to	be	with	that	person,	that	I	want	that	person	to	be	happy	and	safe.		I	think	
that	love	is	almost	like	a	gravitational	pull	towards	another	person,	it	is	an	attraction	like	a	
magnet	that	you	can’t	see	but	that	you	can	feel.	 	Like	a	hug	from	the	Earth.	Of	course,	some	
magnets	are	stronger	than	others	and	you	can	be	pulled	in	many	directions	at	the	same	time	
with	love.			
	
Interactive	 Comment:	 So,	 you	 talk	 about	 the	 feeling	 that	 you	 are	 being	 pulled	 towards	 a	
person	 but	what	 about	when	 that	 person	 doesn’t	 love	 you	 back?	Why	 does	 something	 that	
feels	so	strong	and	right	end	up	hurting	us	sometimes?	
	
	 	 Once	 each	 student	has	written	 and	 received	 an	 interactive	 comment,	 a	 discussion	
can	 follow.	 	 There	 are	 endless	 directions	 that	 this	 activity	 can	 take	 after	 that,	 including	
doing	online	research	on	 the	 topic,	 creating	a	piece	of	artwork	or	music	 to	represent	 the	
ideas	generated	by	the	question,	and	many	more.	A	variation	on	this	activity	is	asking	the	
question	and	then	having	the	students	find	an	image	or	an	object	to	represent	the	question,	
with	 a	 discussion	 to	 follow.	 	 Yet	 another	 variation	 is	 having	 students	 come	 up	with	 five	
additional	questions	based	on	the	original	question	and	playing	a	 ‘one	minute	to	answer’	
game	 where	 questions	 are	 asked	 and	 answered	 quickly	 followed	 by	 a	 more	 thoughtful	
discussion.	 	 Any	way	 you	 do	 it,	 big	 questions	 are	 an	 important	 part	 of	 giving	 learners	 a	
chance	 to	 question	 and	 problem	 pose	 while	 thinking	 creatively,	 flexibly,	 practicing	
metacognition,	and	responding	with	wonderment	and	awe.	
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Reflection	
What	are	you	taking	away	from	this	activity?	
What	will	you	be	more	mindful	of?	
How	might	you	use	what	you	learned	in	other	areas	of	your	
life?	
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Chapter	8	
	

Creating,	Imagining	&	Innovating	

	 My	older	son	was	entirely	too	‘out	of	the	box’	for	a	traditional	public	school.		He	is	an	
artist	 and	 musician,	 an	 actor,	 and	 a	 comedian,	 and	 all	 of	 that	 with	 a	 healthy	 dose	 of	
attention	deficit	disorder	(ADD),	lack	of	interest	in	traditional	measures	of	success	(such	as	
grades),	and	some	extra	added	rebellion	and	defiance	to	sprinkle	on	top.		His	school	years	
were,	 in	 short,	 like	 a	 long	 and	 drawn	 out	 torture	 that	 both	 he	 and	 I	 barely	 survived.		
Although	 I	 thought	 of	 homeschooling	 him	many	 times,	 I	 never	 actually	 took	 the	 plunge.		
Instead,	I	opted	to	put	him	in	magnet	schools	for	performing	arts.		It	was	a	decision	that,	I	
am	convinced,	is	the	primary	reason	he	was	able	to	graduate	from	high	school	and	go	on	to	
college.	 	Without	 the	performing	arts,	he	had	no	real	 reason,	 in	his	mind,	 to	continue	his	
schooling	once	kindergarten	and	first	grade	were	over.		He	felt	he	had	learned	enough,	and	
let	 me	 know	 this	 in	 his	 words	 and	 actions.	 	 Interestingly,	 he	 did	 very	 well	 in	 both	
kindergarten	 and	 first	 grade,	 testing	 in	 to	 the	 gifted	 program	 and	 achieving	 the	 highest	
grades.		For	several	years,	I	could	not	understand	why	he	started	slipping	in	second	grade,	
then	a	bit	lower	in	third	until	starting	a	downward	plunge	towards	the	end	of	elementary	
school	and	through	middle	school	and	high	school.		After	much	thought	and	analysis,	I	think	
I	have	some	explanation	for	his	rapid	descent	in	to	the	realm	of	the	problem	student.	Once	
those	 early	 grades	were	 over,	 his	 imagination	 and	 creativity	were	basically	 squelched	 at	
every	 turn.	 	 He	 was	 no	 longer	 celebrated	 for	 being	 innovative	 and	 curious	 in	 academic	
classes.	Rather,	he	was	asked	to	fit	in	to	a	mold	that	he	was	not	comfortable	in;	to	follow	too	
many	 rules	 and	 sit	 for	 too	 long	a	 time.	 	Play	was	over,	 and	 the	 ‘real’	work	of	 school	had	
begun,	and	he	was	having	none	of	it.	
	

 As	I	have	looked	back	on	my	son’s	elementary	school	years,	some	specific	examples	
of	the	‘end	of	creativity’	stand	out.		In	second	grade,	he	was	given	the	assignment	to	write	a	
paragraph	stating	what	he	would	do	if	he	were	president	of	the	United	States.		I	believe	that	
they	had	just	finished	studying	about	the	presidency	and	each	child	had	to	imagine	what	he	
or	 she	 would	 do	 in	 the	 place	 of	 the	 president.	 	 This,	 in	 and	 of	 itself,	 seems	 like	 a	 fine	
assignment	during	which	children	could	use	their	imaginations	(albeit	a	bit	much	to	ask	a	
first	grader	for	a	well-written	paragraph.)		He	received	an	F	on	the	essay.		When	I	asked	the	
teacher	why	his	grade	was	so	 low,	she	responded	by	showing	me	his	paragraph.	 	He	had	
written	that	if	he	were	president	he	would	let	all	of	the	servants	at	the	White	House	take	a	
vacation	 and	 have	 a	 party	 in	 each	 of	 the	 rooms	 they	 usually	 cleaned.	 	 He	 would,	 as	
president,	provide	them	with	all	kinds	of	snacks,	candies	and	games	to	play.		Furthermore,	
he	would	allow	them	to	 jump	on	his	bed.	Personally,	 I	 thought	his	essay	was	brilliant.	 	 It	
was	creative	and	 it	was	 funny,	and	he	had	spelled	most	of	 the	words	correctly	and	had	a	
couple	of	complete	sentences	in	there.		The	teacher,	on	the	other	hand,	thought	differently.		
She	 found	 it	 off-task;	 he	 had	 not	 applied	 any	 of	 the	 content	 he	 had	 learned	 about	 the	
presidency	and	he	forgot	to	capitalize	the	first	word	in	some	of	his	sentences.		Also,	he	was	
very	 creative	with	 the	 use	 of	 punctuation,	 inserting	 exclamation	 points	 in	 the	middle	 of	
sentences	and	extra	apostrophes	 freely.	 	Those	 things	didn’t	seem	very	significant	 to	me,	
but	they	did	to	his	teacher.	I	focused	on	his	creative	ideas	whereas	she	focused	strictly	on	
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form.	
 	

	 	 Another	interesting	instance	occurred	in	third	grade	when	his	teacher	called	me	in	to	
discuss	 his	 academic	 performance	 and	 pulled	 out	 a	multiple-choice	 test	 he	 had	 recently	
completed.	 	“I	don’t	even	know	what	to	say	about	this,”	she	told	me	as	she	pointed	to	the	
way	he	had	answered	the	questions.		Instead	of	circling	the	letter	of	the	correct	answer,	my	
son	had	drawn	a	maze	from	each	question	to	his	selected	answer	for	the	teacher	to	follow.		
The	mazes	were	very	complicated	and	hard	to	see	since	they	were	so	tiny.		Needless	to	say,	
the	teacher	did	not	appreciate	this	complication.		When	I	arrived	home,	and	asked	my	son	
why	he	had	answered	the	questions	 in	that	way	he	simply	replied,	“I	wanted	her	to	have	
fun	while	she	was	grading	my	test	so	she	wouldn’t	be	bored.”			
	
	 	 In	an	effort	to	improve	my	son’s	school	experience,	I	decided	to	change	schools	for	
fourth	and	 fifth	grade.	 	 I	knew	of	a	good	public	school	with	a	great	music	program	that	 I	
thought	 he	 would	 thrive	 in.	 	 He	 did	 enjoy	 the	 music	 program	 and	 this	 school	 had	 self-
contained	gifted	classes	which	seemed	to	function	more	efficiently	for	him.	 	However,	his	
problems	at	school	persisted.	 	One	particularly	disturbing	event	was	when	he	reported	to	
me	that	his	art	teacher	had	called	his	artwork,	“a	piece	of	crap.”	This,	not	surprisingly,	was	
very	troubling	for	both	of	us.	 I	quickly	wrote	a	note	of	complaint	to	his	main	teacher	and	
asked	 for	 a	 conference.	 I	was	 asked	 to	 come	 in	 to	discuss	 this	with	 the	 art	 teacher	 after	
verifying	 the	 veracity	of	 the	words	with	 two	of	 the	other	 children	 in	his	 class.	 	My	 son’s	
creativity	 extends	 to	 his	 flexible	 understanding	 of	what	 ‘truth’	 is,	 so	 I	 had	 to	 be	 sure	 to	
check	with	other	kids	 regarding	 the	veracity	of	his	 claim.	 	When	 I	went	 in	 to	 see	 the	art	
teacher,	 she	was	quick	 to	 apologize	 for	her	 choice	of	words	but	 also	quick	 to	defend	his	
grade	of	C	on	the	assignment.		He	had	been	asked	to	draw	the	best	thing	about	his	summer	
vacation.	 	That	year	he	had	spent	about	a	month	 in	Brazil	where	he	experienced	his	 first	
‘festa	junina,’	a	traditional	outdoor	winter	carnival-like	event.		His	favorite	part	of	it	was	the	
giant	bonfire,	and	that	is	exactly	what	he	depicted	in	his	artwork.	My	son	had	drawn	a	huge	
bonfire	on	a	black	piece	of	paper	using	brightly	colored	chalk	mainly	 in	oranges,	yellows	
and	reds.		He	had	also	added	some	white	pinpoints	representing	glittery	stars	in	the	sky	all	
around	by	poking	holes	in	the	black	paper	and	holding	it	up	to	the	light.	I	had	seen	his	work	
and	 thought	 it	 was	 very	 creative	 and	 quite	 lovely,	 so	 I	 didn’t	 understand	 the	 grade	 he	
received.	 	The	 teacher	explained	 that	 there	were	no	people	 in	his	drawing	at	all,	 and	 the	
children	were	 supposed	 to	 show	 themselves	 and	what	 their	 favorite	 thing	was	 that	 they	
had	done	that	summer.		In	addition,	he	had	poked	holes	in	his	paper.	He	had	not	followed	
the	directions	properly.	When	I	looked	at	the	examples	of	the	other	children’s	work,	those	
who	received	a	grade	of	A,	they	were	all	practically	identical.		Almost	every	child	had	drawn	
tiny	 little	 people	 in	 a	 pool	 or	 on	 a	 ride	 at	Disney	world.	 	 They	were	 all	 drawn	 on	white	
paper	with	 crayons	or	markers	with	most	of	 the	paper	 left	white.	 	My	 son’s	drawing,	 by	
contract,	 occupied	 the	 entire	 sheet	 of	 black	 paper	 and	 looked	 like	 an	 explosion	 of	 color.		
Once	 again,	 I	 was	 confused.	 	 In	 my	 mind	 his	 artwork	 was	 much	 more	 interesting	 and	
intriguing	than	that	of	most	of	his	classmates,	and	yet	his	grade	did	not	reflect	that,	to	say	
nothing	of	his	art	being	labeled	as	‘crap’.	 	 	In	this	instance,	his	creativity	got	in	the	way	of	
his	success,	in	–of	all	places	–	art	class!	
	
	 	 You	would	think	that	by	the	time	my	son	started	fifth	grade,	there	would	be	no	more	
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ways	for	me	to	be	surprised	when	his	imagination	was	not	rewarded	in	school,	and	yet	I	
was	 surprised	 yet	 again.	 	 The	 teacher	 that	 year	 had	 implemented	 a	 reading/writing	
program	 that	was	 called	 something	 along	 the	 lines	 of,	 ‘read,	write,	 bloom.’	 Again,	 there	
was	 the	 dreaded	 essay-writing	 assignment,	 only	 this	 time	 a	 five-paragraph	 essay	 was	
required.		Before	sending	the	children	off	to	write,	the	teacher	encouraged	them	to	“be	as	
creative	as	possible”	with	their	essays.	 	Homework	time	was	always	challenging	for	both	
of	us,	and	when	my	son	told	me	about	the	five-paragraph	essay,	I	knew	we	were	in	for	a	
grueling	few	days	of	struggle.	 	However,	I	was	happy	to	hear	that	he	had	a	great	idea	on	
how	to	make	the	assignment	creative	and	that	he	was	eager	to	do	everything	on	his	own.		
Despite	his	confidence,	 I	 thought	 it	best	 to	 look	over	 the	assignment	and	give	him	some	
advice	on	what	should	be	included	in	the	five	paragraphs.		We	agreed	on	the	basic	content	
and	that	he	needed	an	introduction	and	a	conclusion	and	with	that	he	set	to	work.	 	I	did	
not	check	his	essay	before	he	handed	it	in	since	he	wanted	no	feedback	from	me,	and	I	put	
it	completely	out	of	my	mind	until	I	next	saw	his	teacher.		She	confided	in	me	that	she	had	
not	read	his	essay	because	it	made	her	dizzy.		When	I	asked	her	why,	she	showed	me	the	
essay.		It	was	written	in	the	shape	of	a	flower	with	each	paragraph	shaped	as	a	petal	that	
began	at	 the	outside	and	curved	 inward	 to	 fill	 the	entire	petal	 in	a	spiral	of	words.	 	She	
simply	 counted	 five	 petals	 and	 gave	 him	 a	 passing	 grade.	 	 His	 interpretation	 of	 being	
creative	on	this	occasion	had	literally	worn	his	teacher	out	so	she	capitulated	and	passed	
him	lest	he	become	even	more	creative	with	a	rewrite.		
	

	 	 When	 I	 decided	 to	 homeschool	 my	 younger	 children,	 I	 thought	 back	 to	 the	 way	
school	did	not	reward	creativity,	 imagination,	and	innovation	for	my	older	son.	 	I	decided	
that	in	my	home/school,	these	ways	of	thinking	and	behaving	would	be	at	the	top	of	my	list.	
Luckily,	 they	 fit	 right	 in	with	 the	Habits	of	Mind	and	 I	have	 found	 them	to	constitute	 the	
best	lessons	that	I	create	along	with	my	children.		Whenever	we	do	things	that	allow	them	
to	be	as	creative,	imaginative	and	innovative	as	they	want	to	be,	they	end	up	remembering	
what	they	learned	and	enjoying	their	homeschool	day.	 	They	are	also	eager	to	share	their	
learning	with	others	and	to	 think	of	other	ways	to	be	even	more	creative.	 	My	two	home	
learners	have	fertile	and	active	imaginations,	as	do	all	children.		The	difference	is	that	their	
imaginations	 are	 allowed	 to	 flourish	 within	 the	 context	 of	 their	 learning.	 	 They	 are	
rewarded	for	thinking	‘out	of	the	box’	rather	than	nudged	in	to	any	boxes	at	all.		I	feel	that	
this	is	one	of	the	great	gifts	of	homeschooling:	allowing	parent	and	child	to	travel	together	
along	 the	 journey	 of	 imagination	 and	 creativity	 without	 any	 roadblocks	 imposed	 by	
traditional	 assessment	 or	 schooling	 practices.	 	 Although	 it	 is	 trickier	 to	 allow	 so	 much	
creativity	in	schools	because	of	the	imposed	regulations	that	teachers	must	follow,	it	is	not	
impossible.	 	 Schoolteachers	 have	 to	 be	 even	 more	 creative	 than	 homeschool	 parents	 in	
order	 to	 give	 their	 students	 the	 same	 opportunities	 that	 learning	 at	 home	 can	 provide.		
With	 some	 time,	 effort,	 and	 imagination,	 the	 school	 day	 can	 become	 a	 time	 for	 the	
imagination	 to	 flourish	 and	 for	 learners	 to	 share	 their	 creativity	 and	 collaboration	with	
their	peers.		

		 A	literature	review	on	creative	environments	in	education	examined	research	on	the	
use	of	 creativity	 in	 schools	 and	 found	 some	 interesting	 conclusions	 (Davies,	 et.	 al	 2013).	
Despite	relatively	few	studies	done	in	this	area,	there	was	considerable	research	evidence	
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to	encourage	the	importance	of	supporting	creative	skills	development	in	young	learners.		
Researchers	found	that	the	following	factors	contributed	to	an	increase	in	creative	thinking	
and	learning:		

• Flexible	use	of	space	and	time	
• Availability	of	appropriate	materials	
• Working	outside	the	classroom/school	
• 'Playful'	or	'games-based'	approaches	with	a	degree	of	learner	autonomy	
• Respectful	relationships	between	teachers	and	learners	
• Opportunities	for	peer	collaboration	
• Partnerships	with	outside	agencies	
• Awareness	of	learners'	needs	
• Non-prescriptive	planning	

	
	 	 All	of	these	ideas	seem	perfectly	in	line	with	HoM	and	include	many	of	the	things	we	
already	do.	 	Most	families	 interested	in	home-learning	thrive	on	the	ability	to	be	flexible	
with	time	and	space,	are	mostly	working	outside	of	the	school	or	classroom,	use	all	sorts	of	
materials	 found	everywhere,	enjoy	playing	games,	certainly	want	respect	among	teacher	
(parent)	 and	 learner	 (child),	 use	 siblings	 and	 friends	 as	 collaborators,	 and	 work	 with	
outside	 agencies	 such	 as	 enrichment	 groups.	 	 In	 addition,	 we,	 as	 parent/teachers,	 are	
keenly	aware	of	our	 learner’s	needs	and	tend	to	be	resistant	 to	any	prescribed	planning	
that	 does	 not	 have	 our	 learner	 as	 a	 central	 focus.	 	 In	 short,	 stimulation	 of	 creativity	 in	
learning	 is	already	built	 in	 to	many	homeschoolers’	daily	activities	and	 is	a	 fundamental	
twenty-first	century	idea	to	encourage	and	support.		Therefore,	if	you	are	homeschooling	
and	worried	that	you	are	not	exactly	following	a	purchased	curriculum,	or	a	strictly	paced	
schedule,	or	doing	things	differently	than	they	do	in	school,	I	think	it	is	best	not	to	worry.		
You	 are	 probably	 providing	 your	 child	 with	 the	 flexibility	 in	 his	 or	 her	 learning	
environment	 and	 the	 stimulation	 needed	 to	 encourage	 creativity,	 innovation	 and	
imagination,	and	that	is	the	highest	level	of	thinking!	
	
	 But	what	happens	when	our	kids	finish	with	their	schooling	or	home	learning	and	

need	 to	compete	 in	 the	world	of	work?	We	now	know	that	creativity	 is	highly	valued	 in	
business,	 in	science,	 technology,	and	naturally	 in	every	artistic	 field.	Surveys	of	business	
owners	find	that	creativity	is	the	most	valued	quality	they	look	for	in	employees	and	in	the	
hiring	 process.	 	 Similarly,	 the	 words	 ‘innovative’	 and	 ‘creative’	 are	 some	 of	 the	 most	
frequently	 seen	 words	 on	 LinkedIn	 and	 other	 professional	 sites.	 	 When	 we	 encourage	
innovation	and	creativity	in	our	young	learners	we	are	truly	preparing	them	for	the	work	
force	because	we	are	preparing	them	to	be	adaptable	and	to	be	growth	oriented	in	their	
thinking.	 	With	 rapidly	 changing	 technology	and	advancements	we	cannot	even	 imagine	
today,	 the	ability	to	be	 imaginative	and	creative	will	be	paramount	 in	the	world	of	work	
our	learners	will	encounter	once	their	homeschooling	days	are	behind	them.			
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Techniques	for	Increasing	Creativity,	Imagination	&	Innovation	
	
1. Give	 learners	multiple	ways	of	 showing	what	 they	know:	 	 One	 of	 the	 greatest	

things	 about	 home	 learning	 is	 that	 we	 don’t	 have	 to	 stick	 to	 a	 certain	 kind	 of	
assessment	process.		We	can	give	our	students	the	ability	to	show	what	they	know	
in	multiple	ways.		In	the	field	of	education	these	ways	are	referred	to	as,	‘alternative’	
or	 ‘authentic’	assessments.	 	They	 include	performance	assessment,	where	 learners	
‘perform’	 or	 show	 their	 knowledge.	 	 This	 can	 be	 through	 an	 oral	 or	 visual	
presentation,	a	creative	display	of	knowledge	such	as	a	song,	or	a	chant,	or	any	other	
form	of	transmitting	their	knowledge	that	is	not	bound	by	the	traditional	pen-and-
paper	 format.	 	 Portfolio	 assessment	 also	 allows	 us	 to	 see	 a	 learner’s	 growth	 over	
time.	 	 This	 involves	 keeping	 a	 selection	 of	 student’s	 work	 from	 various	 points	
throughout	 the	 year	 to	 display	 growth	 and	 knowledge.	 	 When	 students	 become	
involved	and	take	ownership	of	their	portfolios	they	are	more	engaged	in	learning	
and	part	 of	 a	 dialogue	with	parent/teachers	on	what	 they	have	 learned	 and	what	
they	 still	 need	 to	work	 on.	 	 This	 is	 not	 to	 say	 that	 there	 is	 no	 use	 for	 traditional	
testing	 in	 homeschooling.	 	Many	 of	 us	 have	 our	 children	 take	 a	 standardized	 test	
once	a	year	as	practice	and	use	online	course	tools	and	other	written	assessments	
with	our	 learners	 as	practice	 for	possible	 future	 traditional	 schooling	 and	 college.		
The	important	thing	is	to	have	a	variety	of	assessments	and	include	the	evaluation	
of	creativity	in	the	assessment	process	to	give	children	the	chance	to	think	and	act	
outside	 the	box	and	 thereby	hone	 their	 creative	 skills	even	while	 they	display	 the	
content	knowledge	they	are	learning.			
	

2. Give	them	time	to	be	creative:		It	is	necessary	to	build	time	into	our	teaching	and	
learning	 day	 for	 creativity.	 If	 everything	we	 do	 is	 rushed	 on	 a	 tight	 schedule,	we	
really	do	not	get	the	chance	to	think	outside	of	the	box	so	it	is	important	to	include	
creative	 thinking	 time	 into	 activities	 that	 demand	 creativity.	 	 Sometimes	we	may	
tend	 to	 think	of	 time	 that	 is	 spent	 just	 thinking	or	doodling	on	 an	 idea	 as	wasted	
time	but,	in	actuality,	this	time	is	essential	for	creativity	and	imagination	to	flourish.	
Some	 businesses	 have	 begun	 to	 include	 an	 allotted	 amount	 of	 time	 for	 creativity	
called	 a	 “genius	hour.”	 Labeling	 critical	 thinking	 time	 in	 this	way	or	 as	 “creativity	
connection”	or	 some	other	 label	will	 give	your	 students	 the	message	 that	 this	 is	a	
valuable	and	important	part	of	the	learning	process	and	will	encourage	them	to	be	
more	reflective	and	creative	in	all	of	their	endeavors.	

	
3. Use	 all	 kinds	 of	 materials:	 A	 great	 benefit	 of	 teaching	 children	 outside	 of	 the	

conventional	classroom	is	that	the	world	around	us	becomes	a	source	of	all	of	our	
materials	and	resources.	 	With	a	shift	in	mindset,	teachers	can	also	view	the	world	
outside	the	classroom	as	a	resource	and	bring	that	resource	in	on	a	daily	basis.		This	
can	be	done	through	incorporating	everyday	objects	in	activities,	and	using	nature	
as	a	 teaching	resource.	 	 It	 is	 infinitely	more	valuable	 to	go	outside	and	experience	
the	water	cycle	 in	process	on	a	rainy	day	than	simply	read	about	 it.	 	Similarly,	 the	
average	kitchen	is	a	wonderland	of	teaching	materials	for	math	and	science	during	
cooking	 and	 measurement	 activities.	 	 There	 is	 almost	 no	 need	 to	 purchase	
manipulatives	when	teaching	children	at	home	as	you	can	turn	things	in	your	house	
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and	outside	into	all	the	manipulatives	you	will	ever	need.		Teachers	can	bring	things	
from	their	own	homes,	or	ask	their	learners	to	do	the	same	in	school.		The	learning	
materials	available	in	the	world	around	us	are	endless	if	we	know	how	to	look	for	
them.		

	
4. Be	a	creative	teacher:	When	encouraging	learners	to	be	creative,	we	must	also	be	

creative	 as	 their	 teachers.	 	We	need	 to	 be	 eclectic	 in	 our	 teaching,	 using	different	
activities,	 materials	 and	 techniques	 on	 a	 regular	 basis.	 	 It	 is	 easy	 for	 a	
parent/teacher	to	fall	in	to	a	rut	(and	I	have	done	this	myself	many	times).		Frankly,	
it	 is	 easier	 to	 be	 an	 ineffective	 teacher	 than	 a	 good	 one	 but	 it	 is	 also	much	more	
likely	to	 lead	to	bored	students	and	burned	out	 teachers.	 	 I	know	that	when	I	rely	
too	much	on	premade	curricula	or	the	Internet	for	my	children’s	learning	and	for	my	
university	 students,	 I	 become	 frustrated	 and	 unenthusiastic	 about	 the	 teaching	
process.		On	the	other	hand,	when	I	am	challenged	every	day	to	get	my	students	to	
think	creatively,	 I	have	 to	be	 innovative,	 creative	and	 imaginative	myself.	 	Despite	
the	fact	that	this	is	more	work	for	me	than	telling	my	kids	to	read	a	chapter,	answer	
premade	questions	and	then	go	online	for	a	couple	of	hours	of	math,	it	turns	out	to	
be	 the	 best	 thing	 I	 can	 do	 for	 myself	 and	 for	 them.	 	 It	 inspires	 me	 to	 continue	
teaching	 when	 I	 see	 the	 spark	 of	 enthusiasm	 about	 learning	 and	 the	 curiosity	 to	
learn	more	in	their	reactions	to	my	teaching.		Nothing	is	worse	than	looking	out	at	a	
class	full	of	bored	students,	except	perhaps	looking	at	your	own	child	not	enjoying	
the	 learning	 process	 when	 you	 are	 the	 primary	 teacher.	 	 Do	 yourself	 and	 your	
learners	a	favor	by	tapping	into	your	inner	artist,	inventor,	scientist	and	responsible	
risk-taker.	 	 Learning	 from	 you	 will	 be	 something	 to	 look	 forward	 to	 and	 your	
relationship	with	your	learners	will	be	closer	than	ever.		
	
Creativity,	Imagination	&	Innovation:	Ideas,	Strategies	and	Activities	

Younger	Children	

Activity	One:		Something	In	My	Pocket	

Materials:	None	needed	except	for	the	imagination	

	 	 This	is	an	activity	I	learned	when	I	was	teaching	bilingual	kindergarten	in	California	
many	years	ago.	 	We	used	to	do	it	 in	Spanish	and	in	English,	and	if	you	are	 introducing	a	
second	language	to	your	learners,	it	is	a	great	idea	to	do	many	of	the	same	activities	in	two	
languages	if	you	can,	and	this	one	lends	itself	to	that	very	nicely.	 	It	begins	with	the	adult	
pretending	 to	 pull	 something	 out	 of	 his	 or	 her	 pocket	 and	 use	 it	 in	 the	 way	 that	 it	 is	
traditionally	used	while	using	only	gestures	and	movements.		For	example,	you	can	pretend	
that	 you	 are	 pulling	 a	mirror	 out	 of	 your	 pocket	 and	 pretend	 to	 hold	 it	 up	 and	 look	 at	
yourself	 in	 the	mirror,	 fixing	 your	 hair	 and	making	 faces	 so	 that	 the	 children	 can	 guess	
what	you	pulled	out	of	your	pocket.		The	activity	proceeds	with	students	guessing	either	by	
taking	turns	or	shouting	out	what	has	been	pulled	out	of	the	pocket.		It	becomes	more	fun	
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and	more	challenging	as	more	and	more	unlikely	things	are	pulled	out	of	the	pocket,	such	
as	 an	 elephant	 or	 a	motorboat.	 	 You	 can	have	 kids	 take	 turns	 pulling	 things	 out	 of	 their	
pockets	as	well	while	you	or	another	child	guesses	the	imaginary	object.		The	activity	may	
be	done	purely	with	the	imagination	or	you	can	use	vocabulary	cards	or	pictures	to	choose	
from.		The	use	of	vocabulary	cards	or	pictures	can	help	to	incorporate	the	content	you	are	
learning	while	also	promoting	the	use	of	creativity	in	expressing	the	object	without	words.		
To	make	the	activity	truly	challenging,	it	is	a	nice	idea	to	switch	between	concrete	objects	
to	 feelings	 or	 abstract	 concepts.	 	 I	 once	 pulled	 ‘pride’	 out	 of	 my	 pocket	 while	 teaching	
beginning	 level	 language	 learners	 in	Costa	Rica.	 	 It	 took	 them	quite	a	while	 to	 figure	out	
what	I	had	pulled	out	of	my	pocket	and	it	took	quite	a	bit	of	acting	skill	and	patience	on	my	
part	 to	 express	 pride	nonverbally	 and	without	 translation,	 but	 once	 they	 figured	 it	 out	 I	
think	we	 all	 felt	 a	 sense	 of	 pride	 in	 accomplishing	 the	 task,	 using	 creative	 thinking	 and	
persistence	in	achieving	a	goal.		This	is	a	fun	activity	for	kids	of	all	ages,	and	can	start	with	
the	 very	 youngest.	While	 being	 creative	 it	 encourages	 children	 to	 think	 flexibly,	 respond	
with	wonderment	and	awe,	and	gather	data	through	all	the	senses.	

Activity	Two:	Marty	the	Martian	

Materials:	 	 Any	 objects	 you	 have	 that	 can	 be	 destroyed	 in	 the	 process	 of	 the	 activity	
including	 any	 recyclable	 objects	 such	 as	 containers	 and	 toilet	 paper	 rolls.	 	 Also,	 crayons,	
markers,	papers,	 glue,	 scissors,	 rubber	bands,	paper	clips,	 and	any	other	art	materials	or	
pseudo	art	materials	you	have	at	home.		

	 	 This	 activity	begins	with	 the	 following	 short	 story,	 but	 can	be	 adapted	 to	use	 any	
other	scenario	you	would	like	to	use.			

	 	 Marty	the	Martian	has	crash-landed	on	the	planet	Earth	and	he	doesn’t	know	his	way	
around.		Luckily	he	isn’t	hurt,	but	he	is	very	confused.		He	really	wants	to	get	back	to	his	planet	
and	needs	to	build	a	spaceship	to	get	there.		Fortunately,	he	has	found	some	materials	to	build	
with.		As	long	as	Marty	makes	a	new	spaceship	by	using	his	imagination	and	creativity,	it	will	
work	and	he	will	be	able	to	return	to	his	home	planet.		He	also	needs	some	magic	words	that	
you	will	help	him	to	come	up	with	–	at	least	half	of	the	words	have	to	start	with	the	letter	M	
and	they	have	to	rhyme!	Help	Marty	build	a	spaceship	with	the	materials	you	have	and	when	
you	finish	explain	how	it	will	travel	through	space	and	say	the	magic	words.	

	 	 Although	this	scenario	uses	a	spaceship	and	an	alien,	you	can	really	do	this	activity	
with	 any	 character	 you	 invent	 or	 take	 from	 literature	 and	 any	 kind	 of	 transportation	
system	you	can	think	of.		For	example,	it	could	be	helping	Alice	get	back	from	Wonderland	
by	 using	 a	 boat.	 	 The	 scenarios	 and	 possibilities	 are	 limitless.	 	My	 home	 learners	 have	
become	 engrossed	 in	 this	 activity	 and	 have	 taken	 their	 responsibility	 for	 Marty	 very	
seriously.		I	drew	a	picture	of	Marty	to	help	them	picture	him	and	they	incorporated	him	in	
to	 their	 spaceships.	 	 The	 magic	 words	 were	 also	 helpful	 since	 there	 was	 no	 fuel	 or	
necessary	 spaceship	 technology	 available.	 	 Below	 you	 can	 see	 one	 version	 of	 Marty’s	
spaceship	 created	 by	 two	 of	my	 children	 along	with	 the	magic	words	 they	 used	 to	 help	
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Marty	find	his	way	home.		In	this	activity	children	are	also	being	encouraged	to	gather	data	
through	all	the	senses,	persist,	and	think	flexibly	and	interdependently.	

Magic	munchy	marshmallow	moon	

	Make	Marty	come	home	soon!	

	

Older	Children	

Activity	One:	Invent-A-Toy	

Materials:	 Encourage	 kids	 to	 collect	 recyclable	 materials	 and	 old	 toys,	 clothes,	 or	 other	
things	they	no	longer	want	or	need	for	at	least	two	weeks.		Contribute	to	this	as	needed	and	
add	tape,	glue,	scissors	and	markers.		

	 	 Once	 you	have	 spent	 a	 couple	 of	weeks	 collecting	 unwanted	 items	 and	 recyclable	
items	with	your	learners,	separate	items	into	groups	of	ten	and	place	in	large	paper	grocery	
bags.		Seal	the	bags	so	nobody	can	look	inside	and	put	aside	for	a	week	or	two	or	until	kids	
have	forgotten	about	the	whole	collection	process.		This	step	isn’t	necessary,	but	I	find	that	
it	makes	 the	activity	more	 fun	 if	 they	 forgot	what	 they	had	put	aside	and	collected.	 	The	
more	 learners	you	have	 for	 the	activity	 the	more	 fun,	 as	 they	will	 end	up	with	materials	
they	 did	 not	 collect.	 	 I	 always	 separate	 learners	 into	 pairs	 or	 groups	 of	 three	 if	 I	 have	
several	homeschool	families,	or	a	classroom	full	of	students,	working	together.		If	you	have	
only	one	child	or	two	you	can	do	this	as	 individuals,	but	I	 find	it	works	better	when	they	



	
	

81	

need	to	collaborate	with	a	peer.		Give	each	pair	or	individual	a	sealed	grocery	bag	with	ten	
items	and	explain	that	they	have	the	items	and	only	the	items	in	the	bag	to	create	a	new	toy	
that	a	younger	child	would	want	to	play	with.		They	have	additional	resources	of	tape,	glue,	
scissors	and	a	marker	to	use	but	those	are	the	only	additional	resources	they	have.		Make	
sure	that	before	they	begin	to	create	their	new	invention,	they	plan	out	what	they	will	be	
doing	and	create	a	design	for	their	new	toy	on	a	sheet	of	paper.		They	then	have	about	an	
hour	 to	 create	 their	 new	 toy	 and	 then	 to	 produce	 a	 sales	 pitch	 for	 parents	 and	 young	
children	on	why	they	should	buy	 it.	 	 I	have	kids	explain	 the	 toy	and	make	a	short	 thirty-
second	 to	 one-minute	 commercial	 designed	 to	 sell	 the	 toy.	 	 It	 is	 more	 fun	 when	 they	
actually	have	younger	children	play	with	their	new	toys,	see	whose	toys	turn	out	to	be	the	
most	popular,	and	how	long	they	last.		This	is	a	very	creative	activity	where	kids	get	to	use	
their	 imaginations	and	 innovative	skills	 to	create	and	 ‘sell’	a	product	 to	another,	younger	
child	 with	 no	 actual	 cost	 involved.	 	 In	 addition	 to	 creativity	 and	 innovation,	 children	
practiced	thinking	interdependently,	taking	responsible	risks,	and	persisting	

	

The	“Mustache	Hoop	2,000,000’	

Activity	Two:	Rethinking	Nursery	Rhymes	

Materials:	 Several	 classic	 English	 language	 nursery	 rhymes	 that	 can	 be	 found	 on	 the	
internet	 such	as;	 Jack	&	Jill,	Little	Bo	Peep,	Humpty	Dumpty,	Hey	Diddle,	Diddle,	Mary	Had	a	
Little	Lamb	and	many	more.	
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	 	 For	this	activity,	kids	pick	one	of	the	nursery	rhymes	and	are	asked	to	keep	the	same	
basic	idea	of	the	rhyme	but	rewrite	it	in	a	new	way.		I	first	saw	an	activity	like	this	in	a	high	
school	 theater	 class.	 	 The	 students	were	 asked	 to	 create	 new	 versions	 of	 the	 Jack	 &	 Jill	
nursery	rhyme	such	as	contemporary	versions,	dance	versions,	comedic	versions	or	other	
and	 act	 them	 out.	 	 They	 had	 to	 write	 a	 short	 play	 in	 order	 to	 accomplish	 this	 with	
characters,	 setting,	 costumes,	 stage	 directions	 and	 playbill.	 	 They	 spent	 several	 weeks	
rewriting	 and	 rehearsing	 and	 then	 acted	 out	 their	 plays	 in	 small	 groups,	 each	 group	
working	with	the	same	nursery	rhyme.		I	thought	it	was	a	great	idea	and	have	adapted	the	
concept	 for	homeschooling.	 	 In	my	homeschooling	with	 the	Habits	of	Mind	group,	 I	have	
kids	work	in	pairs	or	groups	of	three	to	rewrite	one	of	the	classic	nursery	rhymes	according	
to	something	they	are	currently	studying.	 	For	example,	during	a	thematic	unit	on	Human	
Rights	they	had	to	apply	a	Human	Rights	perspective	to	a	nursery	rhyme	and	incorporate	
things	they	had	learned.		For	the	nursery	rhyme	‘Humpty	Dumpty,’	children	came	up	with	
the	 idea	of	 the	human	right	 to	health	care	 that	Humpty	Dumpty	did	not	receive	when	he	
wasn’t	given	proper	medical	attention.		They	created	their	own	costumes	and	other	issues	
for	Humpty	such	as	obesity	and	smoking.	 	Humpty	had	a	lot	of	bad	habits	but	he	still	had	
the	 right	 to	 proper	medical	 attention.	 	 They	 did	 the	whole	 scenario	 as	 a	 dramatic	 news	
story	for	a	show	like	60	minutes	with	one	child	working	as	the	reporter,	one	representing	
Humpty	 and	 the	 third	 taking	on	 the	 role	 of	 an	 incompetent	 government	worker	with	no	
health	care	training	and	then	the	role	of	a	specialist	doctor	talking	about	the	problems	in	
the	health	care	systems.		

	 	 This	 activity	 can	be	done	many	 times	with	different	 rhymes	and	different	 content	
areas	in	social	studies,	science	and/or	language	arts.	 	The	possibilities	are	limited	only	to	
the	 imagination	and	creativity	of	 the	children,	 so	 really	 they	are	endless.	 	 I	 find	 that	 it	 is	
good	 to	 model	 an	 idea	 with	 a	 rhyme	 they	 are	 not	 using	 first	 to	 give	 them	 a	 better	
understanding	of	the	task	and	to	write	down	the	following	steps	for	them	to	follow:	

1. Choose	the	nursery	rhyme	
2. Brainstorm	on	how	 to	 rewrite	 the	 rhyme	and	 include	knowledge	you	have	gained	

from	what	we	have	studied	about	X	(any	content	you	wish	to	review	and	reinforce)	
3. Write	down	some	of	your	ideas	on	paper	and	decide	which	are	best	
4. Develop	one	idea	and	create	a	script	for	a	new	rhyme,	short	skit,	news	report,	role	

play,	or	other	
5. Create	any	costumes	or	props	that	you	need	and	rehearse	what	you	will	be	doing	
6. Rehearse		
7. Perform	your	rewritten	nursery	rhyme	

		 When	I	do	this	activity	with	small	groups,	I	tend	to	have	the	class	choose	the	same	
rhyme	 for	 every	 smaller	 cooperative	group	 to	work	on	 so	 that	we	 can	 see	how	different	
everyone’s	ideas	are	in	the	end	when	they	present	their	final	product.		This	activity	not	only	
encourages	 creativity	 and	 imagination;	 it	 also	 gives	kids	 another	 chance	 to	 think	 flexibly	
and	 interdependently.	 	A	 variation	of	 this	 activity	 is	 to	not	 include	other	 content,	 simply	
rewrite	and	redo	the	rhyme	and	to	limit	the	presentation	to	only	a	visual	format	such	as	a	
rewrite	with	an	illustration,	or	to	create	mini	movies	or	role	plays	rather	than	allowing	a	
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whole	range	of	possibilities.	 	While	focused	around	creativity,	this	activity	practices	other	
habits	 including,	 thinking	 flexibly,	 communicating	 with	 clarity	 and	 precision,	 thinking	
interdependently,	and	finding	humor.	



	
	

84	

Chapter	9	
	

The	Remaining	Habits	and	Beyond	
	
	 My	youngest	son	just	celebrated	a	birthday	and	this	year	we	decided	that	in	lieu	of	a	
party	we	would	take	a	family	camping	trip	and	invite	some	of	his	friends	along.		As	one	of	
his	 gifts,	we	 decided	 to	 rent	 a	 van	with	 a	DVD	 player	 in	 it	 as	my	 son	 considers	 this	 the	
epitome	of		‘cool.’		I	admit	that	I	felt	somewhat	guilty	in	not	using	the	four-hour	car	ride	as	a	
time	to	talk,	just	be	silent	or	come	up	with	some	awesome	car	learning	activities	to	practice	
math	skills	or	any	other	area	that	I	felt	needed	practice,	but	I	put	my	guilty	feelings	aside	in	
order	to	give	my	son	this	special	birthday	wish.	 	In	the	end,	I	was	surprised	at	how	many	
learning	opportunities	actually	took	place	because	of	the	car	choice.	
	
	 On	 our	 way	 out	 the	 door	 (we	 are	 not	 the	most	 organized	 family	 in	 the	 world)	 I	
grabbed	a	handful	of	DVDs	we	had	in	the	house.		Luckily,	or	unfortunately	-	depending	on	
how	you	 look	at	 it,	we	don’t	know	how	to	make	our	home	DVD	player	work	most	of	 the	
time	so	my	youngest	son	had	either	never	seen	these	DVDs	or	else	had	forgotten	them	long	
ago.		On	our	drive	to	the	camping	site,	my	husband	and	I	were	treated	to	listening	to	rather	
bad	movie	dialogue	along	with	 some	chuckles	 from	 the	backseat.	 	 In	my	haste,	 I	had	not	
even	attempted	to	 find	DVDs	with	an	educational	or	even	entertainment	 focus;	 I	had	 just	
grabbed	 a	 handful	 and	 run	 out	 the	 door.	 It	 was	 nice	 not	 to	 hear	 a	 constant	 stream	 of	
argument	from	my	two	youngest	children,	who	are	currently	in	a	phase	of	constant	debate,	
but	other	than	that	I	didn’t	see	much	benefit	to	the	DVD	player.		On	the	way	home,	however,	
we	had	a	different	experience.		At	this	point,	my	daughter,	who	is	a	devout	musical	theater	
fan,	managed	to	convince	her	little	brother	and	his	friend	(who	was	along	for	the	ride)	that	
Fiddler	on	the	Roof	was	a	 great	movie	 and	 that	 they	would	 love	all	 three	hours	of	 it.	The	
boys	miraculously	agreed	to	watch	it	and	my	husband	and	I	spent	the	rest	of	the	car	ride	
home	listening	to	the	dialogue	and	music	in	that	movie	and	to	the	children’s	comments.			
	
	 I	have	seen	Fiddler	on	the	Roof	performed	in	the	theater	on	a	number	of	occasions,	
and	as	a	movie	many	times.		I	have	always	liked	the	story	and	know	most	of	the	songs	by	
heart,	 however,	 I	 had	never	before	 realized	how	much	of	 a	 connection	 this	movie	has	 to	
what	I	teach	and	what	I	hope	my	children	will	learn.		I	thought	about	every	single	Habit	of	
Mind	 as	 the	movie	 played,	 and	 happily	 so	 did	my	 children.	 The	 themes	 in	 the	movie	 of	
interpersonal	 relationships,	 human	 rights	 (including	 religious	 freedom,	 women’s	 rights,	
poverty	and	right	of	free	expression)	and	issues	of	displacement	are	all	things	that	we	have	
studied	 this	 year	 in	 social	 studies	 and	 language	 arts.	 The	 way	 the	 movie	 treated	 these	
issues	 through	 an	 engaging	 story	 helped	my	 children	 to	 gain	 a	 personal	 and	meaningful	
connection	to	the	content	and	to	use	their	critical	and	creative	thinking	skills.			
	
	 The	children	quickly	developed	empathy	with	 the	characters	 in	 the	movie	as	 they	
listened	 to	 the	 issues	 they	 were	 facing	 and	 as	 they	 began	 to	 understand	 the	 historical	
context	of	the	movie.	They	related	their	struggle	to	issues	we	face	in	today’s	world	with	the	
displacement	 of	 so	many	 individuals	 from	war	 torn	 countries,	 just	 as	we	 had	 studied	 in	
social	 studies.	 	 They	 thought	 about	 the	 risks	 that	 the	 characters	 encountered	 as	 they	
struggled	 for	 their	 rights,	 they	noticed	 the	metacognition	 that	 the	main	character,	Tevye,	



	
	

85	

goes	 through	 as	 he	 talks	 out	 loud	 to	 God	 throughout	 the	movie.	 	 They	 admired	 Tevye’s	
persistence	 in	 the	 face	of	poverty	and	 the	 creativity	 and	 imagination	he	employed,	 as	he	
needed	 to	 justify	his	 choices.	 	They	noticed	 that	once	a	 sewing	machine	was	an	amazing	
innovation	 that	 changed	 lives,	 and	 that	once	upon	a	 time	gender	 roles	were	very	 strictly	
defined.	They	remembered	 lessons	on	civil	 rights	 that	we	did	around	Martin	Luther	King	
Day	 and	 related	 these	 to	 the	 struggle	 of	 the	 characters	 in	 the	movie.	 	 They	 recalled	 the	
notion	 of	 eminent	 domain	 through	 the	 forced	 loss	 of	 private	 property,	 using	 their	 past	
knowledge	and	this	new	information	to	develop	a	better	overall	understanding	of	the	topic.			
	
	 After	 the	movie	 finished	playing,	we	discussed	many	of	 the	 connections	we	 could	
make	between	what	we	saw	on	the	screen	and	what	is	going	on	in	the	world	today	and	the	
discussion	was	engaging	and	meaningful.	 	The	kids	responded	with	wonderment	and	awe	
at	how	despite	all	of	the	technology	we	now	have	and	the	modernizing	of	society,	many	of	
the	same	troubling	issues	depicted	in	the	movie	persist.		They	made	a	personal	connection	
to	the	struggles	of	the	characters	and	were	able	to	imagine	themselves	in	the	situations	put	
forth	 in	 the	 narrative.	 	 The	 finding	 of	 humor	was	 noted	 as	 a	 coping	mechanism	 and	 an	
essential	aspect	of	negotiating	a	difficult	existence.	They	questioned	me	about	the	accuracy	
of	 the	events	portrayed,	and	 I	was	able	 to	 look	up	 the	historical	documentation	and	give	
them	more	information	on	Russian	pogroms	and	resettlement	of	Jews	in	the	early	part	of	
the	twentieth	century.		They	marveled	at	how	the	characters	managed	their	impulsivity	in	
the	face	of	the	injustice	they	suffered	and	how	this	helped	them	to	survive.		
	
	 At	first,	while	we	discussed	the	film,	I	didn’t	realize	that	we	were	also	discussing	the	
Habits	of	Mind	and	I	did	not	bring	them	up.		However,	after	reflection	on	the	film	and	the	
discussion,	I	mentioned	this	to	my	children.		Not	surprisingly,	they	knew	this	all	along.		All	
three	kids	were	able	to	mention	specific	habits	as	they	related	to	the	movie	and	I	decided	to	
do	a	 follow-up	activity	with	them	to	record	their	 insights	 in	 their	 learning	 journals.	 	This	
experience	 reminded	 me	 that	 learning	 continuously	 and	 in	 any	 circumstance,	 is	 an	
essential	 part	 of	 the	 educational	 process	 and	 that	we	 should	 seize	 every	 opportunity	 to	
help	our	children	make	connections	to	important	concepts.			
	
	 If	 you	 are	 a	 parent	 who	 is	 committed	 to	 giving	 your	 children	 opportunities	 to	
develop	 their	 critical	 and	 creative	 thinking	 skills	 at	 home	 through	 a	 home	 learning	
environment,	consider	starting	your	own	Habits	of	Mind	learning	group.		I	have	found	that	
when	I	include	my	children’s	peers	in	the	learning	process	they	become	more	engaged	with	
learning	 material,	 serve	 as	 peer	 tutors	 for	 one	 another,	 and	 enjoy	 the	 process	 of	
collaborating	creatively.		Classroom	teachers	have	the	wonderful	resource	of	a	class	full	of	
learners,	 and	 those	 who	 know	 how	 to	 structure	 interactive	 activities	 for	 their	 students	
often	 find	 that	 the	 students	 while	 working	 together	 not	 only	 learn	 the	 content	 of	 the	
lessons	 more	 efficiently,	 but	 they	 also	 practice	 the	 communicative	 skills	 that	 are	 so	
important	throughout	our	lives.	They	learn	to	listen	more	effectively,	state	their	ideas	more	
clearly,	and	think	interdependently	–	all	HoM	that	will	serve	them	far	beyond	the	classroom.		
When	 I	started	my	HoM	class	 for	homeschoolers	 through	a	 local	homeschool	enrichment	
cooperative,	I	learned	many	valuable	lessons	from	the	children	in	the	group	and	most	of	the	
activities	found	here	were	inspired	by	their	thoughts	and	reactions.	HoM	groups	can	be	as	
formal	 as	 official	 classes	 offered	 through	 schools,	 enrichment	 groups,	 or	 privately	 or	 as	
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informal	as	groups	of	kids	and	parents	who	commit	to	getting	together	regularly	to	practice	
these	important	habits.		Whatever	way	you	decide	to	proceed,	make	sure	to	remember	that	
learning	about	the	Habits	of	Mind	and	putting	them	in	to	practice	is	a	lifelong	endeavor	that	
can	be	approached	in	multiple	ways	and	through	every	content	area.		
	
	 I	hope	that	you	are	able	to	use	the	ideas	put	forth	in	this	book	and	implement	some	
of	the	techniques,	strategies	and	activities	included	here	with	your	own	home	learners	or	
classroom	students.	 	 It	 is	 important	 to	note	 that	none	of	 these	 things	 is	 set	 in	 stone,	and	
they	all	can	be	adapted	to	meet	the	needs	of	particular	 families	and	schools.	 	Each	of	our	
families	and	classrooms	has	their	own	unique	way	of	collaborating	and	their	own	unique	
challenges.	 	 If	you	come	across	some	ideas	 in	this	book	that	simply	do	not	work	for	your	
teaching	 situation,	 feel	 free	 to	discard	 them	or	 adapt	 them	so	 that	 they	do	work.	 	 I	 have	
found	in	my	teaching	that	my	best	classes	are	built	around	ideas	that	I	have	gathered	from	
other	 instructors	 and	 changed	 to	 suit	 my	 own	 way	 of	 teaching.	 	 Often	 those	 ideas	 will	
remind	me	of	something	I	learned	in	graduate	school	or	read	about	somewhere,	and	I	will	
proceed	to	look	back	on	written	resources	to	develop	a	better	overall	awareness	of	why	a	
certain	 teaching/learning	activity	appeals	 to	me.	Rarely	do	 I	 come	up	with	 something	by	
pulling	 it	 out	 of	 thin	 air.	 I	 use	 my	 past	 experiences,	 my	 creativity	 and	 my	 flexibility	 to	
change	things	up	and	rework	them	to	meet	my	learners’	needs	as	well	as	my	own.	
	
	 As	 part	 of	my	 university	 teaching,	 I	 have	 come	 up	with	 a	 list	 of	 questions	 to	 ask	
myself	 as	 I	 am	 preparing	 an	 activity.	 	 The	 list	 includes	 qualities	 that	 I	 believe	 all	 good	
language-teaching	activities	have.	 	Since	my	primary	focus	as	a	university	 instructor	 is	 to	
teach	 teachers	 how	 to	 instruct	 linguistic	 and	 cultural	 minority	 students,	 a	 focus	 on	
developing	language	skills	is	critical.	I	try	to	keep	my	language	learner-friendly	list	in	mind	
when	 I	 am	 creating	 or	 adapting	 new	 activities	 for	 my	 homeschoolers	 because	 they	 are	
centered	around	the	idea	that	language	is	a	critical	part	of	the	learning	process	that	needs	
to	be	practiced,	used,	 and	 refined	 in	order	 to	get	 the	most	out	of	 any	 lesson.	 	Below	 is	 a	
partial	list	of	questions	I	keep	in	mind	and	teach	to	my	teacher	education	students	as	they	
prepare	to	create	their	own	lessons.		These	are	the	primary	elements	that	I	believe	can	be	
applied	 to	 all	 good	 teaching/learning	 strategies.	 I	 recommend	 that	 you	 keep	 it	 in	 mind	
when	creating	or	adapting	activities	of	your	own	as	they	go	hand	in	hand	with	the	Habits	of	
Mind	and	with	best	practices	in	pedagogy.		
	
Questions	To	Ask	Yourself:	
	

• Is	 the	activity	engaging?	Will	 it	be	 fun	for	the	 learner	and	the	teacher?	Making	an	
activity	as	engaging	as	possible	is	important,	as	that	will	increase	the	motivation	and	
the	 excitement	 about	 learning.	 Habits	 of	 Mind	 connection:	 finding	 humor,	
responding	with	wonderment	and	awe,	creating,	imagining	and	innovating	

	
• Is	the	activity	interactive?	Will	the	student	need	to	interact	in	some	way	in	order	to	

complete	the	activity?	Making	an	activity	 interactive	ensures	that	 language	is	used	
in	 ways	 that	 encourage	 clarity,	 precision	 and	 accuracy	 so	 that	 ideas	 can	 be	
expressed	and	understood.		It	also	encourages	empathy	and	understanding	through	
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listening.	 Habits	 of	 Mind	 connection:	 thinking	 interdependently,	 communicating	
with	clarity	and	precision,	questioning	and	problem	posing,	managing	impulsivity	

	
	
• Is	the	activity	cooperative?	Does	the	learner	need	another	learner	to	complete	the	

activity?	Making	an	activity	cooperative	so	 that	everyone	has	an	 important	role	 to	
play	 is	 a	 great	 idea	 for	 encouraging	 children	 to	 think	 interdependently	 and	
collaboratively	while	practicing	listening	and	speaking	skills.	When	a	homeschooler	
is	working	alone,	a	cooperative	element	can	be	added	with	parental	participation	or	
with	 the	 use	 of	 Skype	 or	 other	 communicative	 technologies.	 Habits	 of	 Mind	
connection:	 thinking	 interdependently,	 striving	 for	 accuracy,	 questioning	 and	
problem	 posing,	 communicating	with	 clarity	 and	 precision,	managing	 impulsivity,	
persisting.	

	
• Is	 the	 activity	multicultural?	Are	multiple	 perspectives	 allowed	 and	 encouraged?	

Making	 an	 activity	 multicultural	 does	 not	 mean	 that	 it	 is	 about	 many	 different	
cultures,	 rather	 it	means	 that	more	 than	 one	 viewpoint	 or	 perspective	 is	 allowed	
and	 valued.	 Habits	 of	 mind	 connection:	 metacognition,	 thinking	 flexibly,	 listening	
with	empathy	and	understanding,	continuous	learning.		

	
• Does	the	activity	promote	higher-order	thinking?		Does	it	call	for	being	a	creative	

and	 critical	 thinker?	 This	 is	 probably	 the	 most	 important	 consideration	 when	
learning	through	the	Habits	of	Mind.	If	an	activity	is	boring	or	rote,	then	it	probably	
should	 be	 tossed	 out	 or	 better	 yet,	 modified.	 Habits	 of	 Mind	 connection:	
metacognition,	 thinking	 flexibly,	 questioning	 and	 problem	 posing,	 gathering	 data	
through	all	the	senses,	persisting,	continuous	learning.	

	
• Is	 the	 activity	 adaptable?	 Can	 you	 change	 it	 up	 to	 meet	 the	 needs	 of	 different	

learners	or	 for	different	 topics?	 	This	 is	an	 important	 consideration	when	you	are	
creating	an	activity	or	using	one	you	find.		If	you	can	recycle	the	activity	to	use	over	
and	 over	 again	 and	 to	 target	 different	 content	 areas	 or	 levels	 of	 proficiency,	 then	
that	 is	 a	 great	 activity	 to	 have	 in	 your	 repertoire.	 Habits	 of	 Mind	 connection:	
thinking	 flexibly,	 creating,	 imagining	 &	 innovating,	 taking	 responsible	 risks,	
persisting.	

	
• Is	 the	 activity	 personal	 and	 meaningful?	 Can	 your	 students	 identify	 with	 the	

activity	 in	 a	way	 that	 allows	 them	 to	 create	 a	 connection	 to	 the	 learning?	 I	 have	
found	that	making	activities	personal	and	meaningful	greatly	enhances	the	curiosity	
and	 the	 engagement	 of	 learners	 in	ways	 that	 allow	 them	 to	 relate	 to	 the	 content	
being	studied	and	to	apply	new	knowledge	far	beyond	the	time	of	the	lesson.		Habits	
of	Mind	 connection:	managing	 impulsivity,	 taking	 responsible	 risks,	 listening	with	
empathy	and	understanding.	

	
	 As	stated	in	the	first	chapter,	there	are	more	Habits	of	Mind	to	choose	from	as	you	
teach	and	 learn	along	with	your	 students.	 	This	book,	while	mentioning	all	 of	 the	habits,	
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focuses	primarily	on	the	seven	that	have	their	own	chapters.		Please	note	that	although	not	
every	 habit	 has	 its	 own	 chapter,	 the	 habits	 are	 all	 practiced	 in	 different	ways	when	 the	
activities	in	the	book	are	applied,	as	each	and	every	activity	includes	more	than	one	habit,	
even	if	one	habit	is	the	primary	inspiration	for	the	activity.		By	tweaking	an	activity	just	a	
little	bit,	 a	different	habit	your	 learner	might	be	struggling	with	can	become	 the	primary	
focus	of	the	lesson,	so	be	sure	to	keep	that	in	mind	as	you	choose	ways	to	work	together.	
	
	 Hopefully,	 the	 ideas	 put	 forth	 in	 this	 book	 will	 inspire	 you	 and	 your	 learners	 to	
further	explore	the	Habits	of	Mind	and	regularly	integrate	critical	and	creative	thinking	in	
to	your	teaching	days.	 	The	choice	to	guide	learners	in	their	pursuit	of	knowledge	at	both	
home	 and	 school	 is	 courageous	 and	 exciting.	 	 You	 are	 taking	 a	 responsible	 risk	 while	
thinking	 flexibly	 and	 with	 imagination	 and	 creativity.	 	 Be	 persistent	 and	 manage	 your	
impulsivity	when	 frustrations	occur,	 because	 they	definitely	will!	 Listen	 to	 your	 learners	
with	 empathy	 and	 understanding	 -	 that	 is	 not	 always	 easy	 to	 do.	 	 Give	 them	 the	 gift	 of	
learning	with	humor	and	wonderment,	with	plenty	of	freedom	to	question	and	to	innovate.	
Strive	 for	accuracy	and	communicate	clearly	whenever	you	can,	but	allow	yourself	 to	 fail	
sometimes	as	you	must	in	order	to	learn	yourself.		Finally,	and	perhaps	most	importantly,	
enjoy	this	adventure	with	your	learners!	Soon	they	will	be	out	on	their	own	and	you	will	be	
left	 with	 the	 satisfaction	 of	 knowing	 that	 you	 helped	 them	 to	 be	 lifetime	 learners	 and	
thinkers.		
	

	



	
	

89	

Appendix	
Habits	of	Mind	Resources		

	
Books	from	ASCD,		Alexandria,	VA	

Costa,	A.	(Ed.)		Developing	Minds:		A	Resource	Book	for	Teaching	Thinking.	ISBN	
0871203790	
	
Costa,	A.,	&		Kallick,	B.	(2009).	Learning	and	leading	with	habits	of	mind:	16	
characteristics	for	success.		
	
Costa,	A.	&	Kallick,	B.	(2009).	Habits	of	mind	across	the	curriculum.	Alexandria,	VA:	
ASCD.	

	
Books	from	Corwin	Press,	Thousand	Oaks,	CA	

Costa,	A.	&	Kallick,	B.	(2014)	Dispositions:	Reframing	Teaching	and	Learning	
	
Costa,	A.	&	Kallick,	B.	(2004)		Assessment	Strategies	for	Self-Directed	Learning		ISBN	
0-7619-3871-0		

	
Books	from	Roman	and	Littlefield	Publishers,	Lanham,	MD	

Costa,	A.	and	Garmston,	R.	(2016)	Cognitive	Coaching:		Developing	Self-	Directed	
Leaders	and	Learners	

	
Books	from	The	Institute	for	Habits	of	Mind,	Westport,	CT	
	 www.habitsofmindinstitute.org.	
	
	 Anderson,	J.	(2012)	Succeeding	with	Habits	of	Mind	
	
	 Boyes	K.		Developing	Habits	of	Mind	in	Elementary	Schools	
	

Carner,	L.,	&	Iadavaia-Cox,	A.	(2012).	Raising	Caring	Capable	Kids	With	Habits		Of	
Mind.		

	 	
	 Ciota,	M.	(2008).The	Mindful	Garden	of	Verses.		 	
	
	 Edwards,	J.		(2014)		Habits	of	Mind:		A	Synthesis	of	the	Research	
	 	
	 Edwards,	J.	(2015)		Research	on	the	Importance	of	Habits	of	Mind	
	 	
	 Sommers,	W.		&	Olson.		Habits	of	Mind	Teachers	Companion	
	
	 Watts,	G.		Developing	Habits	of	Mind	in	Secondary	Schools	
	
Animations	from	Wondergrove	Learn,	Los	Angeles,	CA		 	
	 16	Habits	of	Mind	Instructional		Animations	
	 www.wondergrovelearning.com/habits-of-mind	
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