
In this Quick Guide, we explore four questions:

 � What is a Thoughtbook?

 � Why might you use a Thoughtbook?

 � When and where might you use a Thoughtbook?

 � How can you implement the use of Thoughtbooks 
in your classroom?

Using Thoughtbooks to 
Sustain Inquiry
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What is a Thoughtbook?
Many great thinkers through time have used some version of a thoughtbook 
to record sketches and notes as they explored ideas. The following are just a 
few among the many philosophers, scientists, artists, musicians, and authors 
who have used a form of thoughtbook to record their evolving thinking:

 Ք Leonard da Vinci, who, while best remembered for his art, also recorded 
many designs for a wide variety of inventions he imagined.

 Ք Virginia Woolf kept written journals for decades in which she developed 
and tested her literary ideas and techniques.

 Ք Michelangelo made repeated sketches, some even drawn on the walls of 
buildings where he worked, that became the basis for his frescoes and 
sculptures.

 Ք Frida Kahlo recorded her developing thinking about her art in journals 
that included drawings and coloured sketches as well as text.

 Ք Kurt Cobain recorded evolving song lyrics accompanied by sketches for 
his band, Nirvana.

Thoughtbooks are an adaptation of the devices used by these thinkers and 
artists for use in a classroom setting. Where the individuals mentioned above 
used journals and other media in a lifelong process of creative thinking, in a 
classroom a Thoughtbook is best used to allow students to explore a defined 
inquiry using a similar iterative process. Thoughtbooks in a classroom setting 
are more a collaboration between student and teacher as learning evolves 
than a strictly personal domain, and serve as a catalyst for student-teacher 
conversations about a student’s evolving thinking. A Thoughtbook provides a 
means to sustain students’ critical and creative thinking about a question or 
task that is the focus of ongoing inquiry.

Defining features
Thoughtbooks are different from notebooks, which are used to record what 
students have learned, and from journals, which are used to record students’ 
reactions to what they have learned. They have three defining features. 

 Ք They are a response to genuine inquiries. Thoughtbooks should be used 
when students are asked to explore an issue, problem, or project that requires 
careful reasoning and would benefit from extended reflection and revision. 
Thoughtbooks are not intended to be places for students to make notes 
about what others have said or to record answers to an assignment. Rather 
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they are spaces where students can build upon what they might have read, 
heard, or learned by musing critically and creatively, in words, sketches, 
or recordings, about their emerging ideas and plans.

 Ք They are ongoing and iterative. Thoughtbooks are not one-time 
assignments. Instead, students are expected to return repeatedly to their 
Thoughtbooks to revisit and build upon what they previously thought or 
proposed. The recurring question for students for virtually every 
Thoughtbook is: “How has what I have just learned informed, altered, or 
challenged my thinking about the issue, problem, or project that I am 
inquiring into?”

 Ք They involve reflective and investigative thinking. Thoughtbooks have 
a dual purpose: to encourage students to think back by reviewing, critiquing, 
and testing what they have already proposed and thought, and also to invite 
them to “think forward” by imagining, hypothesizing, and extending their 
ideas and plans.

Thoughtbook formats
Despite its name, a Thoughtbook need not be a book. Instead, Thoughtbooks 
may exist in a wide range of formats, depending on the context, including 
the following:

 Ք dedicated notebooks, separate from class notes, that are used only to 
capture and support student thinking about the particular challenge 
with which they are grappling;

This template was used by grade 6 students at 
Brentwood Elementary School in Strathmore, 
Alberta to record their ideas about the state of 
democracy in Canada.

A template used by 
grade 6 students 
to record ideas 
about the state 
of democracy in a 
society in light of 
four criteria: just, 
equitable, free and 
representative.


