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Theoretical study

Is Good Education about Learning to Th ink?
Marit Honerød Hoveid 

Abstract: Based upon perspectives from Biesta about the purpose of education and Ricoeur’s 
approach to basic human capabilities, this article begins with an exploration of good education. 
It then moves on to discuss thinking as a  collective practice, involving interactions in which 
interlocutors are engaged in sequences of asking questions and fi nding answers. Th is happens, it 
is argued, when the relationship between the human capacity for imagination and fantasy and 
its relationship with reality is understood. As Dewey argues in his analysis of refl ective thinking, 
thinking needs time and space. Th erefore, good education requires time and space for thinking to 
develop through the basic human capabilities; speaking, acting, and telling, through which people 
develop capacities to take responsibility for themselves and others. 

Keywords: Teaching and learning, Th inking, Capability, Responsibility, Refl exivity, Good 
Education

INTRODUCTION

Th e question about what is good 
education is complex, in part because it 
is bound to cultural and structural dif-
ferences between education systems. We 
shall see that, in a  historical and more 
general perspective, education and its 
purpose have changed considerably: from 
being linked to the church, later to the 
development of industrial society and 
today…? In post-industrial western so-
cieties, it is diffi  cult to determine what 
purposes education should have (Biesta, 
2010, 2014). At a  European level (for 
example, by the European Commission 
(EC) and the Organisation for Economic 

Co-operation and Development (OECD), 
it is striking that education is mainly dis-
cussed in terms of providing an adequate 
workforce for a competition economy. Ed-
ucation, it seems, is mainly about achiev-
ing economic ends for both individuals 
and society. For example, the current Ho-
rizon 2020, ‘EU Framework Programme 
for Research and Innovation’ clearly states 
that it is a program for ‘securing Europe’s 
global competitiveness. Education is seen 
as a means to drive economic growth and 
create jobs’.1 When this is combined with 
the drive for accountability and standard-
ised testing, and the alignment of edu-
cation systems across Europe (Bologna 
process), there are grounds to believe that 
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1 See: http://ec.europa.eu/programmes/horizon2020/en/what-horizon-2020
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some broader aspects of education involv-
ing self-development, social inclusion and 
democratic engagement are lost (Griffi  ths, 
Hoveid, Todd, & Winter, 2014), even 
when these are included in associated po-
litical rhetoric and curriculum documents 
(Winter, 2014). 

Th is article is not an in-depth discus-
sion of the governance of education, but 
aims to provide an useful context for dis-
cussing teaching and learning processes, 
especially around questions concerning 
thinking and thinking skills. Whatever 
goes on within a  school and a classroom 
(i.e. the way we frame teaching and learn-
ing practices) cannot, I  argue, be con-
sidered independently from the more 
comprehensive question: what is good 
education and what are the ideals and val-
ues that underpin a concept of good edu-
cation (Biesta, 2010, 2014). 

Th is article aims, somewhat briefl y, to 
consider what place thinking has in good 
education. And following from this, how 
do we frame what we mean by thinking? 
Is thinking a  solitary practice – some-
thing happening within the cognitive 
faculties of each individual. Or could we 
also envision thinking as part of a collec-
tive practice? Th e aim is to expand the 
notion of what it meant by ‘thinking bet-
ter’ as a way of developing interpretations 
and understandings of human practices. 
My approach is primarily infl uenced by 

the phenomenological hermeneutics of 
the French philosopher Paul Ricoeur 
(Ricoeur, 1991; Ugla, 2008). So, the ques-
tion of what place thinking has, or should 
have, in teaching and learning processes is 
related to a study of thinking in terms of 
lived experience. 

Th is approach is therefore pedagogical 
and philosophical. In the study of human 
cognition there is a possible link between 
what I am referring to and the concept and 
study of metacognition − cognition about 
cognition. Nelson and Narens (1994) note 
three shortcomings of previous research 
on human cognition.2 Th eir claim is that 
very little of the previous research on hu-
man cognition seem to be related to ‘em-
pirical and practical demands [humans 
make] upon the world’ (p.  4) and they 
recommend that ‘substantial research is 
also warranted on self-directed learning 
and on self-refl ective mechanisms that 
people do/could use to facilitate acquisi-
tion and retrieval’ (p. 8). Th ey also state 
that ‘until recently, there have not been 
theoretical frameworks within which to 
systematically explore the subjects’ self-
directed processing’ (p. 9). Space does not 
allow for further discussion of research 
methodology,3 but it is important here 
to draw a  distinction between ‘observed 
and scientifi cally described behavior, on 
the one hand, and, on the other personal 
experience’ (Changeux & Ricoeur, 2000, 

2 Th is is 20 year old reference, and the fi eld has developed. I will not try to make references here, as this is not 
my fi eld of research. Th e point I pick up from Nelson and Narens is related to a distinction they are making. 
3 See Richard Smith (2006) ‘As if machinery: Th e Leveling of Educational Research’ for a discussion on the dif-
ferent approaches to research; the ambition to formulate precise techniques of research and the recognition that 
‘in the social sciences we – the humankind – are ourselves the object of study’.
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p. 18). My pedagogical philosophical ap-
proach to thinking as a human activity is 
embedded in and tries to make meaning 
of lived experience as it can be objectifi ed 
through intentions, communication and 
social practices (ibid.).4 Let me now start 
with some perspectives on good educa-
tion.

WHAT IS MEANT BY GOOD 
EDUCATION?

Questions related to what we mean by 
good education, has engaged pedagogues, 
students, parents and politicians for cen-
turies. With Comenius, Magna Didactica 
− the great didactics (aprox. 1631) − a fi rst 
and infl uential attempt at addressing the 
purpose of education was published. Al-
though this text can be read as an input 
for how to organise and structure educa-
tion, and thus make it more eff ective, it 
still saw part of the educational enterprise 
as being human fl ourishing as a  whole 
(Gundem, 2011). Around this same pe-
riod we saw the beginning of industriali-
sation and with it came mass schooling 
and the idea that by collective input one 
could enhance the training of individuals 
more eff ectively. At the beginning of the 
19th hundreds the Lancaster school (Burke 

& Grosvenor, 2008) introduced a moni-
torial education system. ‘Th is mechanical 
system enabled very large numbers to be 
schooled in spaces under the single gaze 
of one master’ (p. 33). It introduced an or-
ganisation of the classroom, known as the 
‘buss-principle’ (in Scandinavian); placing 
children on an individual desk in paral-
lel rows in a  (class-)room.5 Th is image 
of what a  classroom looks like is known 
worldwide today and makes it easy to 
recognise schooling within very diff erent 
cultural contexts. Th e underlying assump-
tion that schooling should lead to more ef-
fi cient learning and thus that learning is 
linked to qualifi cation of a workforce and 
to economic growth in a society is some-
thing which is partly brought forth by in-
dustrialisation (ibid.). 

Today, in western societies, the cur-
rent drive for accountability in education, 
often reduced to its economic connota-
tion, ask for (so called) learning outcomes 
from education. Th is seems to build on an 
idea that learning can be done more effi  -
ciently; quick and targeted (Biesta, 2014)6 
the way industrial production is made ef-
fi cient. Even though many societies today 
have moved beyond the mechanistic logic 
of industrialisation, into a post-industrial, 
information era the perspectives on edu-

4 Possible links between this pedagogical and philosophical approach to lived experiences and the cognitive sci-
ences will not be elaborated further in this paper, but a reference to cognition will be picked up towards the end 
of the article in my references to Vygotsky.
5 For a more humorous, but serious talk about ‘Changing Education Paradigms’ see this short animated video: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zDZFcDGpL4U, with Sir Ken Robinson, a former Professor of Arts Educa-
tion at the University of Warwich, now an author, speaker, and international advisor on education in the arts to 
government, non-profi ts, education, and arts bodies (Wikipedia).
6 Biesta writes: ‘Th e call [is] to make education strong, secure, predictable and risk-free…’ (p. 3).
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cation still seem to linger in the logic of 
industrialisation. Societies are changing 
but maybe education less so. Th e current 
drive for accountability – that is, for more 
eff ective learning, more basic core knowl-
edge and measuring of learning (or rather 
the outcome of this learning) − seems to 
reduce education to a  type of schooling 
where educational processes can be meas-
ured and controlled. Th is is not only a re-
ductive view of education, but also a de-
velopment which could have detrimental 
eff ects on education as an individual, pub-
lic and democratic undertaking. 

Th e above is, of course, portrayed 
somewhat rhetorically. But the underly-
ing mechanistic worldview and confi ned 
understanding of what purpose educa-
tion is made to serve for individuals and 
for society is easily detected in much of 
today’s education politics across Europe 
(and beyond). Of course, education will 
continue to serve as a  route to qualifi ca-
tions that make pupils employable. Edu-
cation should prepare young people for 
work. But when education is reduced to 
the narrow idea that it is only about quali-
fi cations for work, something important is 
taken out. Biesta (2010, 2014) highlights 
the threefold objective of education as; 
socialisation, qualifi cation and subjec-
tifi cation. Whether we link this back to 
‘Paideia’ of the ancient Greek culture, to 
the ‘Bildung’ tradition of the Continen-
tal (German/Scandinavian) philosophical 
tradition or perspectives from the Anglo-
American tradition, i.e.: Dewey, Peters 
and Hirst, just to mention some, the 
wider aims and purpose of education as 

a  social and individual undertaking can-
not be overlooked. 

In order to sketch out the wider pur-
pose for education both socially and indi-
vidually we can begin with Biesta’s above 
threefold domains; socialisation, quali-
fi cation and subjectifi cation. Th e claim 
that education has to do  with socialisa-
tion has been well elaborated in peda-
gogical theory. According to Biesta ‘the 
socialisation function has to do with the 
many ways in which, through education, 
we become part of particular social, cul-
tural and political “orders”’ (2010, p. 20). 
From an Arendtian (Arendt, 1989; Hig-
gins, 2011) point of view this could mean 
that education has to do  with initiation 
into society and tradition (into what is al-
ready present), to culture and knowledge. 
Whether we talk about basic skills, such 
as learning to read and write, or more ad-
vanced knowledge connected to historical 
consciousness within a culture, education 
is initiation into something already there 
before the individual child. Th is initiation 
will always entail transmission of stand-
ards, values and cultural norms, of which 
some are taken for granted. 

From a societal perspective, education 
has to do with qualifi cation and the need 
for a  qualifi ed workforce, but not exclu-
sively this. Providing pupils with knowl-
edge and skills also contribute to their 
possibilities of becoming active members 
of a  society, and thus qualifi cation also 
has to do with citizenship and democracy 
(Biesta, 2010). Last but not least educa-
tion has to do with subjectifi cation and as 
such as a space for personal development. 
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Again, there are many diff erent ways of 
framing what is meant by subjectifi cation 
within diff erent educational systems and 
pedagogical theories. As Biesta frames it, 
with reference to several infl uential educa-
tionalists, subjectifi cation means that ‘…
any education worthy of its name should 
always contribute to processes of subjecti-
fi cation that allow those educated to be-
come more autonomous and independent 
in their thinking and acting’ (2010, p. 21, 
Italics in original). 

Th us education is not a  light under-
taking – education is both complex and 
multifaceted. It should provide something 
for the common good and it should pro-
vide meaning and empowerment for each 
individual. To frame education within 
an ‘economic’ and limiting input-output 
logic and understand it in terms of com-
petition between pupils, schools, regions, 
and nations, can I claim, contrary to the 
political rhetoric about education, be 
harmful to individuals and societies in 
the long run.7 

Education, and more specifi cally 
teaching and learning processes deals 
with individuals. By defi nition, individu-
als each have their own particular histo-
ries and identities. What Biesta frames 
as subjectifi cation is one of the domains 
from which educational purposes arise. 
Th is can be connected to the Ricoeurian 
outline of development of human capabil-
ities (Ricoeur, 2005) to provide a  useful 

‘backcloth’ for a  discussion of education 
as a  space for the development of think-
ing. Th inking is by large understood in 
terms of an individual undertaking. It will 
be argued that the development of the hu-
man capacity to think does not necessar-
ily take place only within the individual, 
but is developed in interaction with others 
and through the human capability to rec-
ognise oneself as a  speaking, acting and 
telling human being – one who is capable 
of taking responsibility for one-self and 
others. Education as development of hu-
man capabilities

In his book ‘Th e Course of Recogni-
tion (2005) the French philosopher Paul 
Ricoeur develops a phenomenology of the 
capable human being. He frames the hu-
man being as one endowed with certain 
capabilities. Whether these capabilities 
are given or socially constructed is not 
the point, but rather that as capabilities 
they can either be enhanced or restricted. 
Th us, education is of importance for de-
velopment of these capabilities (Hoveid 
& Hoveid, 2009). Also these capabilities 
has to do  with being able to recognize 
oneself as a human being .Th at is, through 
having the capacity to speak, act, tell and 
ultimately to impute, the human being, 
through the refl exive process of recogniz-
ing oneself, can develop as a  responsible 
human being. In this perspective being 
responsible is both connected to the indi-
vidual and to the collective. 

7 My point is: Th e logic of competition is to celebrate a winner, and this works well on many arenas, but it is 
based on a principle of exclusion (of those who are not good enough or up to standard). Everyone have the right 
to education - everyone should in some respect experience education as ‘winners’ – hence education has to be 
developed on principles of inclusion. 



276

Hoveid, M. H.

Th e human capacity to speak is funda-
mentally linked to the expression – I can 
speak, I  can say. Hence ‘...the one speak-
ing designates him- or herself as the one 
who make use of the fi rst person singular. 
As such, this person is not substitutable’ 
(Ricoeur, 2005, p.  95). Th is addresses 
the particularity of human beings, and 
as a particular human being I[can] speak, 
and I recognise myself as this speaking be-
ing who by my words act upon the world. 
Furthermore speaking is always related to 
someone or something or it is a response 
to a call from others. Th is entails that ‘the 
self-designation of the speaking subject 
is produced in interlocutory situations 
where the refl exivity is combined with 
otherness’ (p. 96). 

Th e capacity to act is entailed in the 
I can. Th is has to do with the ‘capacity of 
the subject to make things happen in the 
physical and social environment’ (p. 96). 
To make things happen entails that the 
subject expresses him-/herself as being the 
cause of something: I did it. But this ca-
pacity to act also has a refl exive side to it. 
By taking ‘possession of an action’ the self 
also recognise itself as one who is capable 
of taking an initiative. 

Th en we have the capacity to tell. It 
has to do with talking about oneself nar-
ratively and is connected to the Ricoeu-
rian notion of narrative identity. Th is is 
rather comprehensive and not possible to 
develop fully here. What is underlined 
for the purpose here of discussing good 
education is that narrativity designates 
personal identity. Personal identity is con-
stituted through narrative structures. Th is 

capacity to tell designates the human as 
someone capable of creating him-/herself 
through narration. Th us both consolidat-
ing a more stable identity and also recre-
ating oneself as someone who is chang-
ing. ‘Learning to narrate oneself is also 
learning to narrate oneself in other ways’ 
(p. 101). 

Ricoeur argues (p.  104) that, ‘Th e 
series of questions, Who speaks? Who 
acts? Who tells? fi nds a  continuation in 
the question, Who is capable of imputa-
tion?’ To be capable of imputation has 
to do  with being able to recognise one-
self as that particular human being who 
is responsible, thus imputability has to 
do  with that ‘which makes subjects ac-
countable for their acts, to the point of 
being able to impute them [actions]to 
themselves’ (p. 105). Th us this has more to 
do with taking responsibility than having 
responsibility as a moral obligation. Th is 
raises an important pedagogical point in 
my argument. To recognise that pupils 
need space to develop their capacities to 
take responsibility for themselves and oth-
ers has to do with acknowledgement of in-
dividuality (subjectifi cation) in education. 

Th e rather complex understanding 
entailed in the Ricoeurian capability ap-
proach does, even though it might seem 
quite abstract and philosophical, have 
some practical consequences. If we agree 
that these capabilities are basic human 
capabilities, then education will be one of 
those practices where these are expressed, 
learned and developed – deliberate or not. 
Meaning we can address these capabilities 
as part of teaching and learning process-
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es and analyse in what ways educational 
practices opens or closes their develop-
ment.8 A crucial aspect in relation to de-
velopment of human capabilities in edu-
cation has to do  with another notion of 
accountability than the one based on the 
logic of fi nancial auditing (Biesta, 2010). 
If education is about developing human 
capabilities it has to do  with learning 
about responsibility, about taking respon-
sibility as a human being, for oneself and 
others. 

Whether we talk about education in 
terms of broad processes or functioning’s 
such as socialisation, qualifi cation and 
subjectifi cation or in terms of human ca-
pabilities a key theme emerges − having to 
do  with individuality and the collective, 
and the refl exive (which I  will return to 
towards the end of this article). In practice 
educators will know this as the balancing 
act between the good for the individual 
pupil and the good for the class (collec-
tive). In educational practice there is no 
way of making this balancing act sta-
ble and secure or eliminate it altogether. 
Th e answers is rather to be found if one 
acknowledges that this creates refl exive 
processes we have to take into account in 
education. 

To very shortly summarize my argu-
ment of what good education is; it con-

cerns teaching and learning processes 
which go beyond a specifi c learning out-
come. Th ese are processes which have to 
do with the fl ourishing and the potential 
of the human as a  social being living in 
a society. From this outline of what is good 
education I now want to turn to a specifi c 
aspect of learning to think connected to 
the role imagination play. But fi rst I want 
to connect thinking with acting as Arendt 
does in her reference to a Socratic model. 
Th is done before I take up a discussion on 
thinking understood as something linked 
to collective practices and then fi nally get 
back to the main question, is good educa-
tion about learning to think? 

THINKING: INDIVIDUAL 
WITHDRAWAL OR COLLECTIVE 
PRACTICE

Western science often operates with 
a dualism between thinking and feeling, 
between mind and body. Th is dualism is 
also deeply rooted in educational sciences 
and so thinking is often defi ned as that 
which takes place in isolation from oth-
ers − as something going on inside a per-
son and as part of a  cognitive processes 
detached from the experiences of the rest 
of the body.9 Th e approach to thinking 

8 I  am currently working on a  project supported by the Research Council of Norway under Grant 227495/
F11(Ygdrassill) together with Rada Jančić, Research School Education and Capabilities, University of Bielefeld, and 
Halvor Hoveid, NTNU, developing these ideas under what we call ‘A framework for interpreting meaningful action’.
9 Th ere are of course many opponents to this more cognitive approach to thinking, especially from theories 
within the socio-cultural tradition. In Philosophy there are also opponents, especially from the so-called lin-
guistic turn. Many then show how this division of mind-body and language is inseparable. My main source of 
inspiration in this respect is Ricoeur.



278

Hoveid, M. H.

in this paper draws upon Arendt (1978), 
and her model of a  thinker, and Vygot-
sky (2004) in his approach to imagination 
and creativity. Th is leads us to consider the 
interconnections between thinking and 
social practice, especially ways in which 
thinking is embedded in social practices 
and ways in which thinking entail com-
binatory capacities, and how these capaci-
ties develop trough an engagement with 
reality (to use the Vygotskian term) and 
others. 

In her exploration of acting and think-
ing Arendt (1978) returns to Antiquity. 
For Arendt the question has to do  with 
whether, in the vita contemplative (the 
life of the philosophers), the thinker, must 
be understood in terms a retreat from the 
world. After much deliberation, she choos-
es Socrates as her model and shows how he 
was someone ‘who in his person unifi ed 
two apparent contradictory passions, for 
thinking and acting …’ (p. 167). Th rough 
sequences of questioning and answering, 
Socrates could elaborate a theme in order 
to reach a  new or deeper understanding 
of it. He did this by criticizing and look-
ing at things from diff erent perspectives, 
always reluctant towards a fi nal answer or 
(closing) truth which would mean the end 
to this kind of practice. For, as Arendt de-
scribes this ‘method’: ‘None of the logoi, 
the arguments, ever stay put; they move 
around’ (p. 169−170). Her use of the So-
cratic model always seemed able to pick 
up any theme from another perspective, 

opening it anew toward other horizons. 
Socrates embodied through his actions 
‘the right to go about examining the opin-
ions of other people, thinking about them 
and asking his interlocutors to do  the 
same’ (p.  168). Th is unique approach 
serves as a  model for Arendt when she 
argues that Socrates embodies a thinking 
which is not deemed as a solitary contem-
plative activity, but rather as something 
which is acted out in relation with others. 
Th is kind of thinking thus takes place be-
tween humans.

If thinking is about engaging with 
the world (not a retreat from it) and with 
others, how might that be understood? 
In a  lesser known text by Lev Vygotsky, 
Imagination and Creativity in childhood 
(2004)10 Vygotsky gives us an account of 
how human thinking is developed and 
how creativity and fantasy play a pivotal 
role in learning how to think. He distin-
guishes between two important function-
ing’s of the brain, the reproductive and the 
combinatory (or creative). He writes: 

In addition to its function in storing 
previous experience, the brain has an-
other, no less important function. Aside 
from reproductive activity, we can readily 
observe another type of activity in human 
behavior, what can be called combinato-
rial or creative activity (p. 9).

In this text Vygotsky sketches out four 
diff erent relations between imagination 
and reality in human behavior. Th e fi rst 
type of relation derives from the fact that 

10 My prior reference to this text is the Swedish translation from 1995 (Daidalos, publishers).To my knowl-
edge it was published in Swedish before it was published in English. I have here chosen to refer to the English 
translation. 
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everything the human imagination cre-
ates is always embedded in elements taken 
from reality. Th is means that human im-
agination is connected to human experi-
ence, i.e. the richer experiencer the more 
possibilities for imagination. From this 
a fi rst law governing the operation of im-
agination is formulated: ‘Th e creative ac-
tivity of the imagination depends directly 
on the richness and variety of a person’s 
previous experience because this provides 
the material from which the products of 
fantasy are constructed’ (p.  14−15). Th e 
second type of association (which this 
relation between imagination and real-
ity is called) is diff erent and in some way 
an opposite to the fi rst, it has to do with 
how imagination helps us reach a broader 
experience of the world. Without this use 
of imagination in relation to reality we 
would not be able to read about faraway 
places or events and include them in our 
experience of the world, or to learn from 
something others tell us about their own 
experiences (learning from something we 
have not experienced directly ourselves). 
Th is relation between fantasy and reality 
involve ‘a  more complex association, not 
between the elements of an imaginary 
structure and reality, but between the 
fi nal product of imagination and some 
complex real phenomenon’ (p. 16).

Th e third type of relation involves emo-
tions and how the relation between hu-
man creativity and reality is connected to 
or rather ‘colored’ by diff erent emotional 
states. Vygotsky refers to two diff erent 
modes of emotional infl uences on us: one is 
linked to our internal experiences and how 

they are emotionally structured and the 
other is the external expression of our emo-
tions. So, ‘[T]he emotion selects separate 
elements from reality and combines them 
in an association that is determined from 
within by our mood, and not from without 
by a logic of the images themselves (p. 18). 
He refers this to what he calls the law of 
‘the emotional reality of the imagination’ 
(p.  19) which means that emotions work 
both ways; imaginations infl uence emo-
tions and emotions infl uence imagination. 
It can be noted that this has complex and 
far-reaching consequences if applied to the 
analysis of diff erent kinds of educational 
learning activities and environments. 

Th e fourth type of association between 
imagination and reality is related to the 
third but also completely diff erent from it. 
Vygotsky argues:

Th e essence of this association is that 
fantasy may represent something substan-
tially new, never encountered before in hu-
man experience and without correspond-
ence to any object that actually exist in 
reality; however once it has been externally 
embodied, that is, has been given material 
form, this crystallized imagination that has 
become an object begins to actually exist in 
the real world, to aff ect other things. In this 
way imagination becomes reality (p. 20). 

Imagination can create something 
completely new; this goes both for material 
products and the more artistic or creative 
‘products’ of art and literature. Vygotsky 
supports his argument on imagination with 
many examples from literature. His analy-
sis of the four diff erent associations be-
tween imagination and reality shows that 
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the work of imagination is an extremely 
complex process. 

Why bring this up in a discussion about 
learning to think? Th e multifaceted relations 
between reality and imagination accounted 
for above show that there are many ways in 
which imagination relies on reality as much 
as realty can also be constructed from im-
agination. Undoubtedly thinking has to 
do with these combinatorial or creative ca-
pacities of human activity. Imagination or 
fantasy is that faculty the human use when 
engaged in these combinatorial activities. 

Th e approach developed here combines 
Arendt’s model of a thinker, as one who is 
engaged in a play of question and answer 
(a  type of inquiry which happens in dia-
logues with other people) and Vygotsky’s 
theory of fantasy and creativity and its re-
lation to reality. Th e notion of reality here 
is crucial. It is understood here to be both 
what exists between humans as patterns of 
interaction and behavior (or what Arendt, 
1989, refers to as the web of relations) and 
the extra-linguistic reality of the natural 
and material world. 

Th e Socratic model of thinking com-
bines two passions, thinking and acting. 
Th us thinking encompasses that which can 
go on while we are engaged in dialogues, 
in talking with others, through processes 
of questions and answers. Th ese dialogues 
were not designed for the purpose of fi nd-
ing a  right answer. Th e reality that is at 
stake in these sequences of questions and 
answers is either the one related to by the 

interlocutors, their natural and material 
world, or the one already present in the 
thinking of the same interlocutors. What 
happens when these sequences of questions 
and answers are put into play between in-
terlocutors, where opinions are examined 
and thought about, is that thinking is 
developed – not in isolation, but as a col-
lective practice or as a sort of thinking-in-
concert (O’Donnell, 2012). 

Teaching and learning processes are 
usually organised in classes of pupils, which 
means individuals in school usually belong 
to a  group and are engaged in activities 
were a group of individuals do  something 
together. Maybe, thinking-in-concert 
could serve as a  more realistic and crea-
tive way of conceptualizing how thinking 
is developed. Th is approach does not rule 
out individual thinking, the contemplative, 
but raises questions as to why activities in 
education so often are assessed by individu-
al accomplishment – rather than teamwork 
and collective thinking. 

In the fi nal part of this article I want 
to address a Deweyian aspect of thinking 
(1991) as a  further elaboration of inquiry 
and collective thinking. 

A PAUSE IS NEEDED FOR THINKING 
TO TAKE PLACE 

As a matter of fact – human beings are 
thinking creatures. Using the Vygotskian 
scheme this means that as humans we have 
some faculties which make us act (behave)11 

11 I  do  not mean to equate action and behaviour. Here I  use action in more philosophical terms (Arendt, 
Ricoeur) and behaviour as a more psychological term. For the purpose of this article I do not venture into the 
theoretical distinctions that can be made between action and behaviour.
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upon the world diff erently from other ani-
mals. Both thinking in terms of reproduc-
tion and imagination are dependent on 
a  social [material] world and it happens 
through engagement with others. Th is is 
what I  contend from reading Vygotsky. 
Th us thinking cannot be addresses as 
something uniquely taking place in isola-
tion (contemplation) and it does not hap-
pen in a  social vacuum, independent of 
reality. 

For practical educational purposes, it is 
necessary to engage with this collective as-
pect of thinking. It is usually recognized that 
critical refl ective thinking requires training 
through teaching and learning processes, but 
not necessarily in the way that Dewey fore-
saw. Learning to think, whether addressed 
through the theory of Vygotsky or Dewey 
is a complex matter, having to do with how 
concrete mental operations are developed 
into abstract mental operations. Both Vygot-
sky (1978) and Dewey (1910/1991) address 
this, although diff erently.12 However, the 
critical and refl ective side of thinking is not 
always communicated and addressed, suf-
fi ciently, either in education programs or in 
practice. My main point is to connect critical 
refl ective thinking to making use of imagi-
nation in an approach to teaching and learn-
ing which values inquiry and the collective 
through refl exive processes. 

Dewey writes, ‘To say “I think so” im-
plies that I do not as yet know so’ (1991, 

p. 9, italics in original). What is meant by 
this?13 Th inking is not set, it has this fl uid-
ity and one has not yet entered the realm 
of knowing (or truth), but thinking could 
bring one there. In this respect think-
ing has to do  with an activity going on 
before we know something: it entails de-
liberation and inquiry. Th e sub-processes 
involved in every refl ective operation are 
then according to Dewey:

(a) a state of perplexity, hesitation and 
doubt; and (b) an act of search or inves-
tigation directed toward bringing to light 
facts which serve to corroborate or to nul-
lify the suggested belief (p. 9).

Th is aspect of thinking as something 
involving, perplexity, hesitation and doubt 
is important. If the activities in teaching 
and learning only deals with the transmis-
sion of a content from one (teacher) to the 
other (pupil), then according to this, no 
thinking is involved. Following Dewey, 
facilitating thinking requires teachers and 
students to allow a pause for inquiry and 
deliberation to take place and, further-
more, a  period of analysis, for a  system-
atic approach toward diff erent possibilities 
(whatever content we are dealing with). 

Refl ective thinking is always more or 
less troublesome because it involves over-
coming the inertia that inclines one to 
accept suggestions at their face value; it 
involves willingness to endure a condition 
of mental unrest and disturbance (p. 13). 

12 It is important to mention that the role imagination plays in thinking is developed quite diff erent in the two 
theories. I am aware that Dewey (1991, p. 3) describe imagination as something preceding refl ective thinking. 
In my argument I connect imagination to thinking as described earlier. 
13 I do not mean to open the discussion about what the diff erence between thinking and knowing entail, but 
just to make the statement that there is a diff erence. 
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Allowing for this pause to take place 
connects well with the Arendtian model of 
thinking; this fl uid activity of going back 
and forth between questions and answers, 
just for the sake of ‘examining opinions’ 
and ‘letting arguments move around’ 
(Arendt 1978, p.  169−170).14 Does this 
generally take place in classroom teach-
ing and learning? In the author’s exten-
sive experience as a  teacher educator, the 
recurring issue that teachers raise is of lack 
of time. Th ere is, they say, too much con-
tent in the curriculum and teachers take 
seriously their responsibility for getting 
through it all before the school year ends. 
Th ey are faced with criticism from pupils, 
parents and accountability systems if any 
of these can point to content that has not 
been covered for the assessments. As a re-
sult, teaching becomes mainly a process of 
transmission of curriculum content.

Something which can be lost in this 
sort of transmission process is possibilities 
for pupils, individually and as groups, to 
have pauses for thinking. Th ey may still 
occur at times, but the more teachers are 
pushed towards transmission methods the 
less common such paused for thinking are 
likely to be.15 Th e prevalent, combined 
structure of education programs, curricu-
lums, textbooks and accountability infl u-
ence what type of teaching and learning 
processes will be prioritized and that in 
turn pre-determines how the learner tends 
to act. Currently, the learner is pushed to-

wards being a  receiver rather than as an 
actor or agent.

Th e perspective on thinking devel-
oped here treats thinking as an activ-
ity that occurs when there is a  pause in 
which it is allowed to let go of the idea 
that teaching and learning is always about 
reaching the specifi c goal of learning ob-
jectives/outcomes. Rather, the purpose 
of thinking is not to have a specifi c pur-
pose, other than that of being engaged in 
sequences of questions and answers. Th e 
pauses create spaces where this thinking 
can take place − spaces where imagination 
can be put into play and developed. But 
this requires time; there is no fast-track 
here. It entails overcoming the ‘inertia 
to accept suggestions at their face value’ 
and both to be willing and able to endure 
a period of doubt and not-knowing. Th is 
for most, and maybe especially in teach-
ing and learning, implies a  type of inse-
curity, a  not-knowing (Hoveid, 2012b), 
which is diffi  cult to uphold. Teaching, for 
many teachers is about showing that they 
know; that they have the answers – not 
this opposite in an ‘insecurity’ and search 
into what is not-known. If time is not al-
lowed for this kind of refl ective thinking 
through questions and answers in educa-
tion, then the development of thinking is 
hindered. Learning and teaching will not 
allow time for learning to think. 

So from Ricoeur’s capable human 
being, Arendt’s the model for a thinker/

14 Joseph Swab (1962) (American science educationalist) used the concepts fl uid and stable inquiry. My inter-
pretation of Arendt and Dewey is also inspired by him see, for instance H. Hoveid & Hoveid (2013).
15 For a  literary comment on this fact, what eff ectiveness can lead to, I  recommend reading Mikael Ende, 
Momo (1975). In this story Momo fi ght against the ‘time thief ’s’. See also M. H. Hoveid (2012a).
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inquirer, Vygotsky on imagination and 
Dewey on thinking as a willingness to 
endure a condition of mental unrest and 
disturbance, a  concept of thinking re-
quiring education to create pauses for 
engaging in sequences of questions and 
answers has been developed. So, is good 
education about learning to think?

Th ere is no simple prescription for 
giving time and space for thinking. It 
happens when there is time to ask ques-
tions and to listen to each other. Th at 
is, when there is a  space which is not 
collapsed into oneness − into one way 
of thinking or expecting one answer 
(see also Hoveid, 2012b; Hoveid & 
Finne, 2014). Good education needs 
to fi nd ways of creating space where 
there is time to let individuals develop 
their thinking-in-concert with others. 
Without this, education risk turning 
into a  machinery for employability, or 
qualifi cation to use Biesta’s terminolo-
gy. Good education is about more. Th is 
extra derives from the Ricoeurian un-
derstanding of the capable human be-
ing, imputability and refl exivity, along 
with the above analysis of thinking and 
good education.

CONCLUDING REMARKS: 
THINKING, RESPONSIBILITY 
AND GOOD EDUCATION

A basic human capability is the capac-
ity to impute, to recognise and refer an 
action back on oneself and take respon-
sibility for it. Th is capacity to be able to 

take responsibility for our actions, rec-
ognising ourselves as someone (I am this 
particular human being) means respon-
sibility is refl exive. For human beings to 
recognise themselves as responsible, the 
other capacities of the capable human be-
ing are important; to speak, to act and to 
tell. Th e argument here is that these ca-
pabilities are developed with others – in 
classrooms. Some of this happens, these 
capabilities are developed, whether we 
want or not. It is not implied that human 
capabilities can only happen through 
a narrow means-end didactic, but rather 
that there are always possibilities for these 
capabilities to be given space and time in 
teaching and learning processes. How-
ever, as argued above, this space and time 
can also be taken out of education as the 
pressure on teaching and learning pro-
cesses to become more effi  cient and goal-
oriented is made stronger. 

Education needs to slow down in or-
der to create time and space for teaching 
and learning processes for inquiry, for 
deliberations, and for exploring ques-
tions and answers (where the answer is 
not predefi ned). Although they may not 
always take the same forms, these sorts 
of open-ended activities can take place in 
all subject areas. Teachers and pupils are 
then engaged in activities for the sake of 
‘examining opinions’ and ‘letting argu-
ments move around’. Th is can be diffi  cult 
for teachers. To illustrate, a teacher in one 
project (M. H. Hoveid, 2009), contrary 
to what she used to do  in her half hour 
morning meeting with the pupils, let 
there be silence, which she refrained from 
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fi lling.16 Th en, after some time (really less 
than one minute) the pupils started talk-
ing among themselves. Th is had rarely 
happened before because, as she said af-
terwards, she was so used to always lead-
ing the dialogues and fi lling silences im-
mediately.

When teachers are afraid of silence and 
fi ll it themselves, there are few possibilities 
for pupils to take an initiative: to speak, 
act and tell. When this is combined with 
the perceived necessity of getting though 
all of the curriculum content, then teach-
ers inevitably become more obsessed with 
what they feel they must talk about. When 
this happens, it gradually obliterates the 
pedagogical moments where pupils are 
given opportunities to recognise them-
selves as speaking, acting, telling individ-
uals. Th ese are the moments where think-
ing is allowed, where imagination is put 
into play. But if the main message pupils 
learn through schooling is: ‘teacher, what 

do you want me to do’, they have learned to 
perform (say, write, act) according to what 
is expected of them − to act as servants not 
as agents. As agents, pupils can recognize 
themselves as able to speak, act and tell 
and see possibilities for taking reasonabil-
ity for oneself and others. Good education 
is about learning to think because it leads 
to this sort of agency. So, this time and 
space is required. As the example above 
shows, teachers can learn to let it happen, 
but they also need acknowledgement and 
support from parents, politicians and edu-
cation leaders in fi nding more opportuni-
ties and in modifying how education is 
conceived. Th is involves using the collec-
tive, that is relations between humans, to 
create a more fertile ground for thinking 
in our education processes. Here a  space 
can be created and that it is ‘the space we 
have to cross in order for humanity to play 
out in a good way’17 and for good educa-
tion to become a reality.
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