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Introduction
Have you ever been so deeply engrossed in something that you 
lost track of time? Or has someone ever said to you, ‘Wow, you are 
in your element when you’re working on that!’? These experiences 
make us feel wonderful, as our bodies and minds are working 
powerfully together, creating amazing new neural pathways and 
fostering growth. These life-giving experiences also send positive, 
strengths-based signals to our sense of self, helping us to become 
strong, confident and capable (Siegel, 2012). 

These ideas are at the heart of the concept called cognitive 
reasoning. Cognitive reasoning is our ability to investigate or make 
sense of ideas, thoughts and information around us. Our cognitive 
reasoning helps us manage decisions, guides our behaviour and 
helps us to flourish in any given situation. As educators and teachers, 
it is important we understand how to help cognitive reasoning thrive 
in the children we play alongside.
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Creative and critical thinking

To better understand the concept of cognitive reasoning, let’s explore the idea of 
creative and critical thinking. 

Creative thinking is the ability to come up with 
new ideas or find different ways to apply existing 
ideas. Being creative is something children are very 
good at. We only have to watch how they explore 
and experiment with their world to see that. For 
example, a spoon might become a container to 
carry water; a table and blanket can make a great 
cubby; a paintbrush might become a magic wand. 
As teachers and educators, we want to value and 
celebrate this creative thinking and encourage 
it as much as possible. Creative thinking assists 
the brain to be flexible and helps us understand 
things from different perspectives. It also helps with 
problem-solving and in reducing stress and anxiety 
as we find options to feel safe again (Stahl, 2018). 
In short, creative thinking is really important to the 
growing person.

Now let’s look at critical thinking. Being a critical 
thinker is all about making careful selections 
from the information around us, then using this 
information to our benefit. For example, when I 
arrive at preschool, I look at the faces and smiles 
around me, find the one I know, return the smile 
and reach out for a hug. Or I browse the books 
on the shelf and find one that interests me on 
animal habitats because I love to look at pictures of 
mini-beasts. Or when I arrive at after-school care, I 
find a quiet place to sit where I feel safe and secure 
until I spy one of my friends. 

Critical thinking is all about the judgements we 
make to help inform our brains about what we will 
think and do next. Being able to make good and safe 
judgements from the selection offered is how we 
know cognitive reasoning is developing in a young 
person. Our role in modelling how this is done is 
very important.

Our tasks as teachers and educators are to ensure 
that we are doing two things when it comes 
to creative and critical thinking or cognitive 
reasoning development. Firstly, we should be 
observing creativity exploding in the minds and 
bodies of the young people with work with as we 
offer engaging and inspiring play environments. 
Secondly, we should be modelling how to make 
great judgements from any information offered, so 
each young person can practise their analysing skills 
and become experts. Let’s now have a look at two 
practical ways to build cognitive reasoning into our 
professional practice and play spaces. 
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Play brings the left and the right brain into a harmonious union, and this is when 
capacity and confidence can flourish. 

If we build a culture of play into our environments, we set the stage for cognitive reasoning to thrive. 
According to Eberle (2014), we need six elements to create a culture of play: 

1. Anticipation, to invite a sense of 
urgency where curiosity and the 
exploration of risk have a special place.

2. Surprise, to feel the delight of 
the unexpected or offer a shift in 
perspective.

3. Pleasure, for the whole body to 
experience the wonder of the play.

4. Understanding, to offer or invite the 
exploration of new possibilities.

5. Strength, to achieve mastery of an 
action and navigate a risk that might 
have been taken during the play.

6. Poise, to maintain a sense of balance, 
place and celebration of capacity 
and confidence.

Playful thinking

When these six elements are at work and where 
imaginative and new ideas are valued, they can 
change the shape of who we are and what we 
know we can do. 
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You can find more ideas to help build 
your professional understanding of 
play by following these links to the 
ECA Learning Hub: 

The value of play: https://learninghub.
earlychildhoodaustralia.org.au/elearning/
value-play/ 

Play-based learning: https://learninghub.
earlychildhoodaustralia.org.au/elearning/
play-based-learning/

The Playing with Gratitude Project: https://
learninghub.earlychildhoodaustralia.org.
au/elearning/playing-with-gratitude/

Let me give you an example:  when children are 
invited to work together to solve a problem such as 
how to get from one side of the room to the other 
without touching the floor, a sense of anticipation 
arises as they chatter about ways this might be 
done. As the children listen to each other and share 
and consider each other’s ideas, a sense of surprise 
and delight fills the conversation. We can often 
hear and observe this pleasure in their bodies and 
conversation as they execute their plans. Once they 
reach the other side of the room without touching 
the floor, their goal has been reached. At this point 
a sense of achievement in their capacity and in 
their ability to master the task is evident (strength). 
It is here we want to stay for a while, around the 
celebration of their ideas, their poise, and let the 
understanding of their capacity and confidence 
flood their sense of self and their place within 
their community.

As you can see, when all six elements are 
embedded in a play culture, a child’s whole body is 
engaged and influenced. The mind is hard at work, 
making sense of and learning from the experience, 
building and testing connections and learning 
new information about the environment and 
its community.

... when all six elements 
are embedded in a play 
culture, a child’s whole 
body is engaged and 
influenced. The mind is 
hard at work, making 
sense of and learning 
from the experience ...
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Below is a summary of the 16 habits and an example of how we might use them when supporting children to 
develop their cognitive reasoning skills. 

1. Creating, imagining, and innovating 
This habit of mind is all about taking a risk, 
brainstorming new ideas and realising a mistake 
is only a possibility for a new idea to develop. For 
example, if a piece of art doesn’t go according 
to our original plan, that’s OK—we simply pause 
and consider what the art could become. It could 
become some wrapping paper, the beginning 
of a new piece of art, or some wallpaper for the 
art space.

2. Listening with empathy and understanding 
This habit of mind helps young people to 
understand different perspectives. When we 
listen with empathy, we put ourselves in other 
people’s shoes to try and understand what is 
going on for them. For example, if someone 
we are with becomes upset, we might stop to 
ask what is going on for them. As we learn how 
they’re feeling and what they’re thinking, we gain 
a better understanding of them and ourselves as 
we respond appropriately.

3. Questioning and posing problems 
This habit of mind is all about being curious. We 
want to encourage as many curious questions 
as we can to help children understand the world 
around them in greater detail. The best example 
of a curious question is  ‘Can you tell me about 
that?’ As we model this and invite children to 
use this tool, we are helping to strengthen their 
cognitive reasoning skills.  

4. Gathering data through all senses 
This habit of mind invites us to use all our 
senses to gather as much information as 
we can to make great decisions. Using our 
senses helps us to pay closer attention and 
consider experiences around us from different 
perspectives, and improves our ability to 
capture and remember specific details. For 
example, our tastebuds always remind us of our 
most favourite food.

5. Applying past knowledge to new situations 
This habit of mind is about remembering what 
has worked before or who is a trusted person 
in our lives. For example, remembering how 
our friends like to be treated means that our 
friendships grow stronger and last longer. 
This prior knowledge also helps us to build 
new friendships.

Another educational tool to celebrate and strengthen cognitive reasoning is 
called the Habits of Mind (Kallick et al., 2022). Developed by three researchers 
and psychologists, Habits of Mind identifies ways of thinking that can help young 
people build their problem-solving abilities and life skills, so they can thrive in 
any situation.

Good habits make all  
the difference
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6. Persisting 
Not giving up, even in the face of struggle, is an 
incredibly important life skill. Helping children 
with this skill improves their ability to stay on 
task, find solutions and build mastery in new 
areas of their life. For example, if a child is trying 
to build a tall block tower and it keeps falling 
over, they need to find a solution. Persisting 
means they will not give up until they have a 
solution (such as changing the way the tower 
is built or asking a friend to help). This skill 
of persistence builds a sense of agency and 
confidence in children.

7. Thinking flexibly 
This habit of mind reminds us to look at a 
problem or situation from different perspectives. 
For example, the Six Thinking Hats (de Bono, 
1985) is a great tool to help children look at a 
problem through a different lens. Each hat offers 
a different way of thinking. One hat looks at the 
good things about this situation, another looks 
at the negative things, while another considers 
how we might feel about it. The Six Thinking 
Hats are a fun way of looking at problems 
from all sorts of different angles to make a 
more thoughtful final choice. You can find out 
more about the Six Thinking Hats at www.
debonogroup.com/services/core-programs/six-
thinking-hats/. 

8. Thinking about thinking 
This habit of mind invites children to talk about 
their thoughts and feelings. For example, if we’re 
talking about the things that we’re grateful for, 
we might ask why we are grateful for these 
things. If we’re grateful for our friends, we might 
say that we appreciate that we can trust them 
and know that they will always help us if we 
need a hand.

9. Finding humour 
This habit of mind invites children to think 
about the unexpected and fun. When we find 
joy in a situation, it allows the left and the right 
brain to work together in unison to help see 
new possibilities. For example, while reading a 
story book, you might look for the unexpected 
in the tale to find a fun alternative. Goldilocks, 
for instance, might have ended up becoming 
the bears’  best friend if she offered to cook 
them breakfast instead of running away.

10. Thinking and communicating with clarity 
and precision 
This habit of mind invites children to be clear 
in their communication. Being brave and 
courageous by telling your story as you see 
it is part of this habit of mind. So is thinking 
about what you want to say before speaking. 
For example, if children have brought in some 
news to share with their friends, a rehearsal of 
the ideas they want to share can bring clarity to 
their story and simplify any key messages.
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11. Taking responsible risks 
This habit of mind encourages children to be 
adventurous. It is also similar to the theory 
of Zone of Proximal Development (Vygotsky, 
1978). For example, using this way of thinking, 
we would invite the children to be patient with 
themselves and to trial things they have never 
done before in a safe and secure environment. 
It could be walking without the support of 
furniture; writing their name without any help; 
or building and navigating their way through 
an obstacle course which challenges their 
physical ability.

12. Striving for accuracy 
This habit of mind is all about doing your best 
every time. Setting ourselves a high target helps 
us to grow within appropriate ability levels. For 
example, before playing a game like  ‘What’s 
the time, Mr Wolf?’, educators could talk about 
the importance of only taking the right amount 
of steps for each number called, and then 
celebrating this accuracy during each call. Or it 
might be encouraging children to use the right 
pencil grip when drawing or writing.

13. Remaining open to continuous learning 
This habit of mind is also about the importance 
of being curious. Often young children think 
they know a lot, however, through respectful 
and gentle guidance, we can reflect with 
them on all sorts of new and wonderful pieces 
of information that they can still learn. For 
example, if you are working with a child who 
is passionate about dinosaurs and knows a lot 
about each one, you might want to encourage 
them to look deeper by offering them a new 
book or a new piece of technology to widen 
and broaden their existing knowledge.

14. Responding with wonderment and awe 
This habit of mind reminds us just how 
wonderful our world is and invites us to share 
this wonderment with the children we play 
alongside. For example, using the Google Earth 
application to discover how big the galaxy is 
and how small we are within it can trigger a 
sense of amazement and wonder.

15. Managing impulsivity 
This habit of mind reminds us to take our time. 
For example, breathing exercises, yoga, drawing 
and moving to music can help children to focus 
and remain calm, thoughtful and deliberate.

16. Thinking interdependently 
This habit of mind reminds us of the importance 
of collaboration and teamwork. Working with 
our friends to solve problems is a great way to 
learn and grow. For example, when we listen to 
our friends, we learn about them and their ways 
of thinking. When this is reciprocated, we can 
respond and grow together. Interdependence 
provides children with a framework for trust and 
empathy to flourish.

If you’d like to find out more about the Habits of Mind, find the full range of resources for 
educators, children and their families here: www.habitsofmindinstitute.org/what-are-habits-of-
mind/.

... through respectful and 
gentle guidance, we can 
reflect with [children] 
on all sorts of new and 
wonderful pieces of 
information that they can 
still learn.
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In this video she explores this idea a little 
further for us. Click on the link to watch 
her 10-minute TED talk, The power of 
believing that you can improve. (Reload 
your page if the video is missing.) https://
embed-ssl.ted.com/talks/carol_dweck_
the_power_of_believing_that_you_can_
improve.html

What stands out in a growth mindset or an  ‘I can’t 
do it yet, but I’ll keep trying’ mindset is the idea 
that we keep on trying—even if the task becomes 
difficult, take a deep breath and try again, or seek 
out help if needed. A growth mindset can help us 
achieve our goals, both small and large.  

Activating the growth mindset in children and 
adults alike is best done by praising the process 
and putting value on the thinking journey over 
the finished product. It focuses on great effort, 
which offers more strategies to be explored and 
applied and builds confidence. This means that 
when reflecting on children’s play, we celebrate 
persistence, thinking and the use of options, rather 
than focusing on completing the tasking or the 
child’s ability. The growth mindset  ‘formula’: effort + 
difficulty = growth in brain capacity (Gunderson et 
al., 2013). As educators and teachers use this formula 
while playing alongside children, we start to see 
their lives change.  

One last idea when thinking about cognitive reasoning comes from Dr Carol 
Dweck—a Psychologist and Professor at Stanford University. She has been 
studying the idea that we can grow our brain’s capacity to learn and to solve 
problems, especially when we feel stuck. One of her key ideas is the notion of a 
growth mindset, which is the concept of  ‘I’m not there yet, but I’m finding a way’.  

The power of  ‘not yet’
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As we begin to understand and promote cognitive reasoning in children 
and young people, we can measure our effectiveness by noticing how their 
conversations and actions change. 

Conclusion

Using the six elements of play, the 16 Habits of Mind and a growth mindset, we can provide multiple ways 
for every child’s mind to thrive. If we get stuck, or observe children getting caught up in a problem, we can 
jump in and model options that might work for them so their cognitive reasoning skills can develop strong 
pathways of capacity. Be brave and courageous, showing each young person they can be the master of their 
destiny and forge a future full of opportunity.
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