Keynote Address: Thinking Skills in the Languages’ Curriculum: a Constant Factor and a New Ally.

This paper will address the role played by foreign/second language learning in the development of what are termed “thinking skills”. The latter encompass a range of pedagogical strategies. Foreign/second language courses have always developed a number of these and the work of Rebecca Oxford and her students, together with that of Michael O’Malley and Anna Chamot, has demonstrated how language courses enable learners to develop a vast array of cognitive and metacognitive strategies. The move away from more traditional approaches to the teaching and learning of languages, which emphasized knowing about features of the language, to a focus on communicative/interactive applications of language in use (in authentic or simulated situations) has helped with the development of problem-solving skills, one of the key features of a ‘thinking skills’ curriculum. This paper will discuss the contribution of the evolution of approaches to the teaching of languages in order to demonstrate that not these have always drawn on ‘thinking skills” in order to develop the ability to  think in another language. It will conclude with some recommendations for how foreign/second language teachers can identify the most appropriate ‘thinking skills’ for their language and learners.

I. What’s involved in language learning?
· Cognitive ability

· Metacognitive awareness and skills

· Social/interactional awareness and skills

· Strategic competence  (language learning strategies as well as linguistic and pragmatic coping strategies)

COGNITIVE ABILITY COMPONENTS



KNOWLEDGE – words, system, culture



UNDERSTANDING- system, culture



MEMORY – storage and retrieval; long term and short term



ANAYLSIS – grammatical system; ways of conveying meaning; links between language and culture



SYNTHESIS – unlocking and putting components together

(see also diagram from Oxford)

METACOGNITIVE AWARENESS and SKILLS


Language awareness

(see diagram from Oxford)

SOCIAL/INTERACTIONAL SKILLS


Where do I (the learner) fit? Where do I want to fit into the new system and culture? How does my personal experience influence my learning?


What’s my ‘identity’ as a second language learner?


How do I relate to others? What’s my level of intercultural competence?

STRATEGIC COMPETENCE


Canale and Swain’s linguistic and pragmatic model v’s


Learning strategies (see Oxford’s diagram; also Chamot, O’Malley)

II. THINKING SKILLS AND LANGUAGE LEARNING

i. The development of a critical thinking approach is the opposite of the ‘empty vessel’ one.
ii. Thinking is part of language and language learning (cf the debate over what comes first: thoughts or language)

iii. Characteristics of thinking skills are key features of language learning

iv. Components of Thinking Skills (McGuiness (1999)

v. Characteristics of a Thinking Skills Curriculum (Fennimore, T.F. & Tinzmann, M.B (1999) “What is a Thinking Curriculum?”

vi. Diagrammatic representation of the relationship between language learning and thinking skills.

III. How can we demonstrate the extent to which a ‘thinking skills’ approach can be more EXPLICITLY seen as part of a language program? 
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