
What is Understanding and How Does it 
Develop? Learning to re-Think Thinking

Harvard University Professor David Perkins said as educators we need to learn how to wild the tamer element of 
knowledge while still understanding how to tame the wilder ideas for students. For our fellowship, we spent ten 
days at Harvard University’s Project Zero. Here we participated in a week of intense, collaborative and inspiring 
exchanges with educators from around the world who came to share, learn and rethink best practices in education. 
Our goal was to learn how to rethink our thinking about classroom practice, become more reflective as educators 
and to wild our tame in order to better understand how to prepare our students for a changing world full of “unex-
pected circumstances and new areas of knowledge.” What came out of this experience was so much more than we 
anticipated. One of our goals was to understand what kinds of tools we might need to change the culture of thinking 
in our classrooms. During our time at Project Zero we explored a variety of approaches to enculturating thinking 
dispositions among students and colleagues. To this end we gained a clearer understanding of routines that we can 
put into practice. We know that knowing is important but not always enough. If we provide a thinking environment 
for our students, then they will have the tools to grow into the intellectual life around them. We believe this will help 
them to become better problem solvers and true 21st century thinkers.

“We now understand that its not 
only about making the student work 
process visible, its about being able 
to really see and understand what 
kinds of thinking our students are 
doing through all areas of the 
classroom experience.”

Trena Noval and Pam Lucker , July 2009 / Oakland Program

Trena Noval, July 2009

In front of the Widener Library 
in Harvard Yard

Harvard's Museum of Natural 
History where we spend a lot 
of time! 

Harvard's Museum of Natural History Teaching for Understanding 
brainstorm at Project Zero

Sketch from activity that asked us 
to map out how we think to learn 



ACOE group with Harvard Reseachers Lois Hetland 
and David Perkins 

Professor David Perkins lecture on the "will" and learning

Teaching for Understanding brainstorm at Project Zero

Personal and Professional Growth

Benefits to Students and School Community

Works in Progress

Lets face it; the prospect of going to Harvard is intimidating. However, 

when we got there and plugged in, all that fear was put to rest through 

the inspiriting environment of learning that unfolded around us. Each 

day, we participated in dialogues that offered compelling stories, 

insight and opportunities that are happening in classrooms all around 

the world. Our thinking and approach to what it means to make 

thinking visible has changed. We now understand that its not only 

about making the student work process visible, its about being able to 

really see and understand what kinds of thinking our students are 

doing through all areas of the classroom experience. And as 

professionals we have been able to bring back a wealth of knowledge 

to share with our colleagues in professional development sessions 

throughout the year.

This fellowship started as a collaborative between us and has now 

grown into collaboration with peers through lunchtime conversations, 

collaborative curriculum planning, and after-school collaborative 

inquiry groups. These practices and continuing dialogue among us 

will spur a school wide movement towards changing the cultures of 

thinking at our school. As part of an Alameda County initiative, we are 

designated an Arts Laboratory site. Through this our teachers conduct 

action research around art and curriculum integration. Our experience 

this summer gave us the ability to move our research to a new height, 

deepening the work we do through gaining a better understanding of 

thinking dispositions. We have forged new connections to experts in 

this field supporting our work and inquiry, and expanding our students 

understanding of content.

We plan on taking the thinking routines we learned at Project 

Zero and putting them into a booklet to share with our colleagues. 

Through a series of Wednesday Workshops we will unpack these 

routines for them and offer coaching on strategies for implementing 

these routines in the classroom. We are using an action-research 

publishing tool to disseminate our work and research online around 

Project Zero frameworks hosted on the Alameda County Office of 

Education (ACOE) website as part of our Arts Laboratory School 

partnership. ACOE is also publishing a book this fall featuring the 

work we are doing at Peralta around arts integration best practices. 

During the year we will participate in a series of ACOE coaches 

meetings where we will present our work and the work of our 

students as models for best practices.
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