Analytic Teaching
in the First Grade

Every teacher looks for ways to improve her students’ thinking
skills. As a teacher of first grade children, I feel especially
obligated to lay a strong foundation for reasoning skills. I’ve
taught a variety of excellent reading programs, and at the end of
each year I feel we’ve accomplished a great deal. However, one of
the areas I've always felt needed improvement is the area of
critical thinking. I've noticed bright children having difficulty ap-
plying known skills to a format not yet introduced to them. Stan-
dardized tests have shown me that sometimes children do not
know what to do with the facts I’ve worked so hard to teach them.
I’ve wished for a mini-program that would be well coordinated
and offer proper sequencing and that could be used with begin-
ning learners.

When I learned of the Analytic Teaching program, I jumped at
the chance to implement it into my own teaching program. After
taking a summer workshop course to prepare teachers to use
Analytic Teaching in the classroom, I returned to school anxious
to try what I had learned.

The program revolved around the story, Rebecca. Rebecca’s
adventures launched discussions and activities that provided a
basis for encouraging critical thinking. The discussions and ac-
tivities fit well into the social studies curriculum. We planned for
two thirty minute sessions a week.

I began by giving my group and a control group a pre-test.
Before we had our first session we lay some ground rules concern-
ing listening to others, waiting your turn to contribute your
thoughts, and treating other people’s ideas with respect. Since
this was at the beginning of the school year, these were some of
the same rules we were trying to learn to use during regular
classroom time.

A circle on the floor with everyone facing each other seemed to
be the best arrangement for our discussions. However, the
children were so restless the first few times we sat in a circle that
much time was wasted in trying to settle down. It would have been
better if we had used a circle arrangement in the classroom for
other activities before we began. The normal classroom day is fair-
ly well structured. Pushing back the chairs and sitting in a circle
and looking at everyone created too much stimulation. Introduc-
ing a new area for discussions that could not work without listen-
ing and reacting added to the stimulation, Small children can ac-
cept only one new procedure at a time. I knew this, but I was too
eager to get started.

The children loved the story about Rebecca from the start. For
some of the children, responding to questions and adding to other
children’s contributions came easily and naturally. But from the
beginning the shy children chose not to participate when given a
chance. It was a painful time for them and we had to work at
drawing them out and giving them a chance to contribute.

Beginning activities included exercises that were already
familiar to the children. We looked for likenesses and differences
and learned the terms ‘‘similar” and “‘different” and
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“‘similarity”” and ‘‘difference.” We learned to distinguish be-
tween ‘‘reality”” and “‘whimsy”’.

Good listening skills were an absolute must. Those who would
not listen had a difficult time becoming involved.

We also needed to use our imaginations freely and in a creative
way. In the beginning some children would get bogged down in
the humor of the story. They could not enjoy the funny parts of
the story and then leave the funniness to go on to use their imag-
inations to become creatively involved in our conversations.

When the class began to really think with imagination they
began to show signs of genuine critical thinking. Imagining was
the spark that began shaping the investigative process for these
young minds,

Not all of our lessons were successful. Part of my task was to
choose the activities that were best suited to my children’s
abilities. I didn’t always choose wisely, and I’'m sure I left out
some that might have worked well. I tried to include those ac-
tivities that were necessary to activities that would come later. In
some instances it was clear that more maturity was needed for a
lesson to succeed. I found that some of those lessons could be
handled better by the children later in the year.

There were times when too much teacher involvement was
necessary. Often there was a need for me to keep the class on the
subject at hand. Some discussions triggered irrelevant thoughts
and at times these thoughts were more exciting than the planned
lesson. At other times it was necessary for me to clarify the
children’s statements. They often gave examples when trying to
make a point. “When my dog died I cried, but I’'m not crying
now,”” meant that certain things happening to you can make you
cry but just the thought of them doesn’t make you cry.

Planned lessons were for the most part good learning situations
that were interesting to the class. They were also springboards to
other outstanding lessons, especially in the science and social
studies areas. In several instances our conversation would depart
from the planned lesson into another area of the curriculum that
seemed worthwhile to continue. When a frog was discussed as
part of a planned lesson, several children led us away from my
plans of discussing causality. One child observed that perhaps a
kiss could change a frog since frogs are strange because they turn
into a frog from a fish. Another child contradicted the first one
with the observation that a tadpole is not a fish. Thus we were led
into the study of the life cycle of a frog. Many conversations which
began in our Rebecca circle prompted very interesting ‘‘show and
tell”” materials that set the stage for other good learning ex-
periences that would never have taken place otherwise.

I feel strongly that this early age is ideal for beginning to nur-
ture a community of inquiry. Young minds are naturally curious
and their spirit of curiosity has not yet been threatened. They do
not make fun of each other when some answers are not as good as
others, They have not yet learned about being **put down” by
their peers. Never during any of our sessions did I hear a snicker
or a word of criticism about another child’s response. If in talking
about orange elephants one child remembered that her orange cat
had kittens and she spontaneously volunteered the information,
the rest of the class was most interested to hear about it. Perhaps
the teacher was the only one who had a problem with this, and I
had to be careful to redirect the conversation to the original sub-
ject without making the child feel threatened.



Participation was never as balanced as I would have liked. The
outgoing children were always the most eager to participate and
they never stopped trying. Those less outgoing children were anx-
ious to get in on the excitement and they made an effort to con-
tribute. Only the very shy ones would sit back and refuse to take
part orally. I could see their eyes light up and see their heads nod
or shake to agree or disagree. For them this seemed possibly the
best time in their lives to draw them out and help them overcome
their shyness. The curiosity was definitely there. A good teacher
needed only to nurture and direct it.

This was also a good vehicle to help lengthen the attention
span. Paying attention was easier when others were excited about
what was going on. Daydreamers did float in and out with their
thoughts, but this seemed less of a problem when we discussed
Rebecca’s adventures than when we had regular social studies
lessons.

Another problem for this age was to hold on to their own
thoughts while concentrating on what someone else said as they
waited their turn to speak. The children made improvement in
this concentration skill and at the same time learned to respect the
rights of others to have a turn to speak. I felt this created a bond
of caring for each other within the class. Sometimes a child would
tell me that someone else had not had a turn even while holding
his own hand up to speak. This feeling among the class members
improved egos. They felt that they were listened to and that what
they had to say was important to others.

Ideally this program would work better if small groups of no
more than twleve children at a time worked together. This would
help insure those students who are quiet and shy an opportunity
to make contributions. One of the most difficult problems was in
drawing out those quiet ones. One way we tried to encourage the
quiet ones to participate was to have small group sessions in-
cluding five shy ones and one or two moderate participants who
could act as catalysts to motivate conversation but who would not
monopolize the conversations. When our small group session
would end we would bring our thoughts to the larger group and
let the shy ones tell what they had discussed. Some talked only at
these times. Others began to open up more in the large group. By
the end of the year a few spoke up more easily, though they were
never as exuberant as the more outgoing ones. One painfully shy
child began to take a more active part in other class activities as
well.

The small group sessions worked best when those quiet
children could draw on their past experiences for ideas. It worked
especially well when we began discussions about the intensity of
feelings when one experiences something as compared to the in-
tensity of feeling when one remembers the experience. There was
good discussion about the reason Rebecca gave for crying. The
children gave an excellent discription of the day their teacher
came to school in a silly hat and glasses and made them laugh.
Their comparison of their reaction then and their reaction now as
they were talking about it was much better than I had expected.
These children would often duck their heads to nod yes and here
they were babbling away. They continued verbalizing their
thoughts well as long as they could use past experiences to relate
to. When they were back with the larger group they were not near-
ly as talkative but they did talk and that was a major accomplish-
ment,
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The children’s past experiences had a good deal of bearing on
whether or not a lesson was successful in the large group, too.
Some of the activities came too early in the year and many
children were not mature enough to handle thoughts which were
not directly related to their past experiences. For example, when
we discussed Rebecca’s 347 questions running around in her
mind and we tried to think of questions which we had not come up
with answers to, I got responses such as ‘I asked my daddy a
question and he didn't hear me so I didn’t get an answer.” Later
in the year we tried this exercise again and the responses were *‘I
wish I knew how a caterpillar knows when to spin a cocoon,”” and
“I haven’t been able to figure out how a brid can fly.”” These
thinking responses were related to earlier science studies.

The size of my group, twentysix children, made it difficult to
hold the whole class’ interest for extended periods of time. I also
found that external conditions were a factor in whether or not a
lesson was successful. The day of a program was not a good day
for a lesson. Unsettled weather had adverse affects on fidgety
children. Interruptions of any kind caused a problem. I found it
necessary to plan around the schools other activities and to plan to
be flexible also.

Another problem for us concerned the amount of time often
needed to complete a lesson. Fifteen or twenty minutes seemed to
be as long as the entire group could concentrate. Many lessons
had to be done in several sessions and this required a lot of
reviewing. The reviewing was necessary to bring the story and our
previous thoughts together and to re-establish the interest and en-
thusiasm of the last session. All of this caused much more teacher
participation than I would have liked. On a few occasions there
would be a few children who could lead the review, but this often
encouraged them to monopolize the lesson. As I developed more
expertise | found it a good idea to end a divided lesson with ““The
next time we meet I want to see how many of you can
remember .. .”” This didn’t always work but it worked enough
times that I tried it often. I also learned not to divide a lesson over
a week-end because the amount of time between divided lessons
had a great deal of effect on re-establishing enthusiasm.

Besides a need for past experiences I noticed several other fac-
tors that were present in most of the lessons that were extremely
successful. Humor was one ingredient that made for a sure suc-
cess. Discussions abut reality and whimsy, conscious attempt not
to think about something, and the use of analogies were among
the lessons that made such an impact that they were referred to
over and over. Intriguing vocabulary words made some of the
lessons well received. They loved the word “‘whimsy’’ and they
continued to use such words as “‘actual”, “probable’’ and *‘possi-
ble” in proper context. Mystery and imagination in a lesson made
it especially interesting and fun. When we came to the lesson that
included the activity of finding out how many petals were around
the roses, I was tempted to leave it out because I felt it would be
over their heads. I decided to try it to satisfy my own curiosity. I
showed the cards of dots and the only clue T gave was to stress that
you could find the roses only if you could really use your imagina-
tion, I was a mixture of dumbfounded and proud when finally one
of the “‘quiet ones’ came forward and said “Those dots in the
middle could be the roses.” It took a while longer to get the
number of petals correct, but not nearly as long as I had imagin-
ed. They loved this “‘game” and wanted to play it “‘on’’ someone



else. They tried it on a student teacher and the excitement was
high when the teacher had more difficulty imagining than they
had had. They kept telling her to use her imagination. At this
point I truly felt my little ones had arrived!

For the most part, the lessons that did not meet with success
were the ones that were over their heads because they had no past
experiences to help relate to them. They could not understand the
difference between prescriptive and descriptive use of words.
They accepted the fact that a person could change some in ap-
pearance, but they would not accept a drastic change. They could
not describe thoughts without much teacher prompting. And they
could not compare themselves to famous people beyond compar-
ing looks. When we had these lessons I felt the class turn off their
interest. Some I tried again at a later time and I got much the
same responses. Once I was even reminded that “We did it before
and we didn’t like it.”” Perhaps the teacher approach was lacking
or perhaps this class just couldn’t relate to these activities.

Among the exciting results I experienced was seeing a child’s
eyes light up when we were deep in a science or reading lesson
and hearing that child say, “Like in Rebecca!” Knowing that he
could apply our “thinking lessons’ to other areas made the
frustrations of time juggling and lessons that missed the point
seem very insignificant to me.

In one science class we were listing ways to conduct an in-
vestigation, As our list grew (ask someone who knows about it,
read about it, do experiments, etc.) one child spoke up, “Sit in a
circle and talk about it like in Rebecca.” This was further
assurance to me that our discussions were meaningful to the
group and were apparently giving the class a sense of accomplish-
ment.

While the lessons seemed to be helping improve the children’s
abilities in thinking, they also did wonders for my moral. To listen
to them use and understand words and phrases not ordinarily us-
ed by six year olds made me feel that what we were doing was
worth the time and effort spent. I felt a sense of accomplishment
when I heard observations such as ‘‘All the stories we’ve been
reading are whimsical,”” and ‘“That’s possible but it’s not very
probable because . . .”" And these were said in a way not meant to
be “cute.”

The more vocal students felt no inhibitions in questioning
statements made by teachers and even some statements in books
we read for enjoyment or in our other classes. They wanted things
clarified and correct in their own minds. Some used their reason-
ing skills in ways not generally expected for six year olds. “That
doesn’t make sense to me because...” was a statement I was
happy to hear. Most first graders accept whatever the teacher or
the book says.

Parents have commented on a new level of curiosity some of the
children are displaying at home. They are willing to tackle harder
reading to satisfy that curiosity. Many discussions begun at school
have gone home to be shared there. One child brought a National
Geographic magazine to school to show that in some places it does
snow in July. His father said that he insisted on learning to read
some of the words he didn’t know because he wanted to read some
of it to the class. Another child wrote a simple story about Rebecca
for us to use in our circle. She made Rebecca’s elephant come to
life and she used “probable’ and “‘possible’ statements in her
story. We had a good time with her story and we made some
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clever illustrations for it. Many mornings I was greeted with pic-
tures of the previous days discussion made at home and brought
to school to share with the class.

The class as a whole has shown growth in understanding why it
is important to think for yourself. Some of the members of the
class have exhibited a potential for creativity that began with their
interest in our thinking sessions. Others have learned to respect
the rights of their classmates. A few have blossomed out of
shyness.

This teacher has grown, too. After twenty-two years of teaching
little ones I thought I knew what was “‘possible and probable” to
expect of six year olds. But my expectations have grown with this
year’s realizations.

The time spent with Rebecca has been worthwhile.

Doris Hughes



