Habits of Mind

Once they have been developed, how do schools help students learn and use habits of mind?
“….How do students develop habits of mind? Apart from nature, by observation and by practice. The first is fostered by a community’s quality: the younger watch the older. If adults value thoughtfulness, the young are usually disposed to do likewise. If teachers are themselves interested in ideas, the students are likely to attend to them as well. If teachers do not value learning, their students rarely do either. A careless community breeds careless people….A wise school’s goal is to get its students into good intellectual habits. 

“Habit, obviously, relates to disposition: I have to want to apply these skills. Therefore I must be convinced of their utility and reasonableness. Good schools endlessly labor at this task of persuasion. Good schools self-consciously display these habits in their own functioning. Everything about these schools reinforces the argument that the habits are worthwhile.

“These habits reflect value. They neither denote nor connote mere technical expertise, usable skills. They are loaded with judgments, for teachers and parents as well as for students….A school devoted to the inculcation of certain sorts of intellectual habits – the qualities of mind that engender respect – will tangle endlessly, and revealingly for their students, over matters of judgment. Good schools welcome this. In fact, only from such tangling can those habits we most respect emerge.

“Good schools focus on habits, on what sorts of intellectual activities will and should inform their graduates’ lives. Not being clear about these habits leads to mindlessness, to institutions that drift along doing what they do simply because they have always done it that way. Such places are full of silly compromises, of practices that boggle commonsense analysis. [Good schools] know that the purpose of education is not in keeping school but in pushing out into the world young citizens who are soaked in habits of thoughtfulness and reflectiveness, joy and commitment.”


From Horace’s School, by Ted Sizer

1st CES principle – what does it mean to you? What are ways of promoting this in a CES school?
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