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Introduction

Thinking Skills

Thinking Skills are transferable mental processes which are vital for success in higher education, employment and private life. They are used for many purposes, including:


•  organising information

•  solving problems

•  evaluating ideas

•  planning

•  making decisions

•  defending opinions, proposals and actions.



Thinking Skills as a discrete subject has a complex relationship with other parts of an educational curriculum. It develops the skills required for success in other subjects, and also makes explicit and validates the skills which are developed by studying other subjects.

Problems and questions set in the exam are intended to resemble those which occur in other settings. So throughout this book, the words ‘problem’ and ‘question’ are intended to apply both to the Thinking Skills exam and also to academic assignments and research, work projects and civic and family life. They may be raised by teachers, employers or clients, or they may be problems you set for yourself and questions which you ask yourself.

Cambridge International AS & A Level qualifications in Thinking Skills are for convenience divided into Problem Solving (Units 1 and 3) and Critical Thinking (Units 2 and 4), but this division is not absolute. There is some overlap between these two categories and each of them relies on the other to some extent.

Problem Solving

The Problem Solving half of the syllabus is aimed at the skills and attitudes which allow unfamiliar logical problems to be analysed, investigated and solved. These problems often depend upon numerical relations between their constituent parts, but not always.

There is no general agreement as to what a Problem Solving curriculum involves, and the structure of this textbook reflects the view that the personal development of problem-solving habits and attitudes is as important as familiarity with a toolkit of general problem-solving techniques.

As well as the structured development of a heuristic approach, the course looks at the following tools for analysing the logical structure of a problem:


•  use of manageable numbers

•  diagramming

•  systematic listing

•  trial and error

•  algebra and functions-machines

•  the generation of patterns

•  the use of particular values in solving general problems

•  Venn diagrams.
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Key term

Heuristic (noun) – A process or attitude which enables you to tackle problems/situations you have never encountered before.
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The heuristic approach which accompanies the use of these tools depends on self-scrutiny, rigour and a creative response to the unfamiliar problems.

Critical Thinking

The Critical Thinking half of the syllabus is based on the Cambridge International definition of Critical Thinking:

Critical Thinking is the analytical thinking which underlies all rational discourse and enquiry. It is characterised by a meticulous and rigorous approach.

As an academic discipline, it is unique in that it explicitly focuses on the processes involved in being rational.

These processes include:


•  analysing arguments

•  judging the relevance and significance of information

•  evaluating claims, inferences, arguments and explanations

•  constructing clear and coherent arguments

•  forming well-reasoned judgements and decisions.



Being rational requires an open-minded yet critical approach to one’s own thinking as well as that of others.

How to use this book

The two halves of a Thinking Skills course are quite different in nature. In the Problem Solving half, the aim is to develop an approach which will enable the classic toolkit of problem-solving strategies to be applied to unfamiliar scenarios and questions. An introduction to the various tools and their application is accompanied by a strand of concepts and activities which develop a heuristic approach, applicable to any problems, and any appropriate tools for solving them. The Critical Thinking half, by contrast, consists of a number of sub-skills to be applied to unfamiliar material. A limited range of questions can arise in relation to Critical Thinking, and they are answered by applying these skills.

For that reason, the halves of this book are different in style. The Problem Solving section focuses on developing an approach, whereas the Critical Thinking half identifies the sub-skills and how to apply them.

There is no extra content for the A Level exam in addition to the AS Level exam. The difference between the levels consists of the difficulty of the assessment. So the book focuses mainly on AS Level, although it fully covers the A Level syllabus content.

Each chapter introduces the skills to be covered in that chapter, with explanations and examples.
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To think about

‘To think about’ questions provide opportunities for class discussion or personal reflection.
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ACTIVITY

The Problem Solving half of the book includes a number of Activities. These allow students to practise skills in an artificial environment and develop confidence in using them before facing exam-style questions.
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EXTENSION ACTIVITY

The activities in the Critical Thinking half of the book are not so intrinsic to the learning. They are suggested ways of applying Thinking Skills to real-life situations. Depending on how much time is available, they could be done in class, as homework or as optional extras for those who choose to do them.
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Key term

The key terms are defined throughout the text.
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Sample question

Sample questions with suggested answers are provided. (Note that the answers are shaded.)
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Practice question

Practice questions help you to prepare for your examinations. ‘Taking it further’ questions are beyond what is needed for AS Level.
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More information or examples help you to understand the concept are provided.
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Cambridge International AS & A Level Thinking Skills (9694) syllabus

The AS Level course comprises Units 1 and 2; the full A Level course comprises Units 1, 2, 3 and 4.

Unit 1

The Unit 1 exam consists of a collection of problem-solving scenarios and questions based upon them.

There are 50 marks available in the paper, and 1 hour 30 minutes are available for this exam.

Unit 2

The Unit 2 exam is divided into two parts, identified as Section A and Section B. Section A consists of several short sets of evidence on a single topic and two questions, while Section B consists of one more extended document, on a different topic, and three questions. Questions 1, 3 and 4 are each divided into several parts.

There are 50 marks available in the paper, and 1 hour 45 minutes are available for this exam.

Unit 3

The Unit 3 exam consists of problems which are similar in style to those in Unit 1, but are likely to involve a more extended stimulus.

There are 50 marks available, spreading over these questions, and 2 hours are available for this exam.

Unit 4

In the Unit 4 exam, you are presented with several documents, offering different approaches to a shared topic. At least one of those documents is likely to present data in a graphic format. The exam includes short questions on evaluating evidence and analysing and evaluating an argument, together with a major integrative question.

There are 50 marks available in the paper, and 1 hour 45 minutes are available for this exam.

Command words

The table below includes command words used in the assessment for this syllabus. The use of the command word will relate to the subject context.



	Command word
	What it means



	Analyse*
	Examine in detail to show meaning, identify elements and the relationship between them



	Assess
	Make an informed judgement



	Calculate
	Work out from given facts, figures or information



	Compare
	Identify/comment on similarities and/or differences



	Evaluate
	Judge or calculate the quality, importance, amount or value of something



	Explain
	Set out purposes or reasons/make the relationships between things evident/provide why and/or how and support with relevant evidence



	Give
	Produce an answer from a given source or recall/memory



	Identify*
	Name/select/recognise



	Justify
	Support a case with evidence/argument



	Predict
	Suggest what may happen based on available information



	State
	Express in clear terms



	Suggest*
	Apply knowledge and understanding to situations where there is a range of valid responses in order to make proposals




* In Paper 2 and Paper 4, ‘analyse’ requires you to identify key elements of an argument. ‘Identify’ means you should find something from within the source itself, whereas ‘suggest’ means you should come up with an idea of your own.
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