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Introduction 

The perception that literature, especially Shakespearean drama, has little relevance 
to the modern technological age is not uncommon among students, and perhaps 
even among some educators. And for those students who in the first place do not 
have a natural passion for literature, having to delve into the language, emotions 
and culture of a people long passed away, seem to be a waste of valuable 
curriculum time. The challenge of many literature teachers is how to stimulate a 
passion among computer whiz kids on a diet of modem slang for something 
so remote as The Merchant of Venice. 

This paper describes a pilot study to regain the motivation of Secondary Two 
students for literature by infusing thinking skills into a Shakespearean play, The 
Merchant of Venice. It provides a brief background on the key features of the infu- 
sion lessons, and describes three learning tasks to illustrate the approach used in 
promoting thinking and appreciation of the play. It concludes with an evaluation 
of the infusion lessons. 

Background 

The pilot study was initiated during a school attachment to a secondary school in 
which the mentoring supervisor from NIE proposed to work with the teachers to 
infuse thinking skills into curriculum content. In response, the school principal 
decided to pilot the infusion approach in the subject, literature, and at the 
secondary two level. The supervisor was to provide cognitive coaching to a 
literature teacher for the secondary two classes. 

Specifically, the pilot study involved infusing thinking skills into the 
Shakespearean play, The Merchant of Venice, over one semester. The students in 
the pilot study were from three secondary two classes, representing three ability 
groups: low, average and high ability. Each class comprised 31 to 33 students. 
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In the initial weeks of the pilot study, a substantial amount of time was spent 
working out the scheme of work and allowing the teacher to gain familiarization 
with and clarification of various types of thinking skills and multiple intelligences. 
The remaining semester was allocated to the actual carrying out of infusion lessons, 
coupled with observation and feedback sessions with the mentor. All these activi- 
ties were conducted on a weekly basis. Although this pilot study was officially over 
by May 2001, the teacher continued to apply the acquired skills and improvise the 
lessons and other genres of the Literature curriculum in the second semester. 

Aim of the Pilot Study 

The pilot study sought to stimulate more thinking and reflection in the class, with 
the goal of enabling students to become more critical, creative and deep thinkers 
than they normally are. Eventually they would be empowered to transfer these 
thinking skills and processes acquired in the class to their everyday life. Another 
major goal was to enhance students' appreciation for literature. Generally, the 
students tended to be passive during literature class. Quite a number of them had 
in fact expressed their apprehension of the new play as they were intimidated by 
the prospect of having to unravel what seemed to be rather archaic language. The 
infusion of thinking skills was an attempt to engage them more deeply and actively 
in the issues and situations faced by the characters in the play. It was hoped that this 
lively engagement would increase their appreciation of the play. 

Features of the Infusion Appoach 

1. Explicit emphasis on thinking skills 
Although there are stand-alone lessons on thinking skills, the infusion approach 
adopted in this pilot is to integrate the skills into literature content. The assump- 
tion is that higher-order thinking is best learned through the study of "knowledge- 
rich" domains of subjects in the traditional curriculum. (Baron & Stemberg, 1987). 
The infusion approach seeks to give a more explicit emphasis on thinking skills in 
order to promote a greater awareness in students of their thinking processes. This 
would be done without having to explicitly teach the skills. In the lesson, the 
thinking process and skills were explicitly articulated whenever they were 
applied in the lesson. 

2. Graphic organizers 
To help the students visualize the thinking used, several graphic organizers were 
modified from Swartz and Park (1994). A graphic organizer is a visual tool to help 
the students organize information in a meaningful way as well as to represent their 
thinking process graphically. The students were given the graphic organizers to 
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complete during group discussion. At the same time, the teacher modeled the 
usage of these thinking frames so that the students would get more familiar with 
them and eventually, internalise them and learn to apply them appropriately in 
various situations. 

3. Thinking maps (Structured thinking) 
It is also important in the initial stages to verbally identify the steps taken in each 
thinking skill activity. Thinking maps developed by Swartz and Park (1994) are 
that the teacher can use in organized questions class to guide students in the think- 
ing activity. These serve as verbal frames which are reinforced by the graphic 
organizers. In the initial stages, guidance and modelling are vital to familiarize the 
students with the steps in the thinking frame, and its correct usage. In this way, 
students develop greater awareness of how they are thinking. 

4. Language of thinking 
Thinking and learning are predominantly linguistic phenomena. To develop a 
thinking classroom culture, it is important for the teacher to develop a language 
of cognition (Costa & Marzano, 1991). They can use specific thinking terminology 
and show students how to perform particular thinking skills. For example: 

"What can you &from this?" 

"Compare the two characters in terms of personality and social background." 

"Imagine that you are Shylockfaced with this particular dilemma. I want you to engage in creative 

problem solving. First, you would need to define the problem that he faces." 

As students hear these terms during the lessons, they gain familiarity and greater 
awareness of the qualities these words hold and use them as part of their own 
vocabulary. This will facilitate their future attempts at applying their thinking 
skills in new situations. 

5. Cooperative learning 
Students learn best by discussing with others, elaborating and explaining ideas. 
Group learning can promote the development of higher-order thinking, problem 
solving and meaning-making skills by encouraging the sharing of ideas, provid- 
ing more room for exploration, and enabling students to be more confident of 
their abilities. During the infusion lesson, a substantial proportion of the discus- 
sion was undertaken in groups. For example, students tackled the problems faced 
by the various characters through extensive interaction with each other. 
Interpersonal skills were developed as students took turns to voice and share their 
opinions, hence opening their minds and developing mutual acceptance. Teachers 
observed how students worked in groups, identified which skills were in place 
and which needed more practice. 
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Description of Learning Tasks 

Performance based learning tasks were designed to integrate the thinking skills 
into the content. Three examples of learning tasks are provided below. 

Task 1 

One of the tasks was to analyse Bassanio's speech in which he cites the reasons for 
his wooing of Portia (Appendix A). The task required the students to analyze and 
infer Bassanio's motive in wooing Portia. The task involved several steps which 
engaged the students in inferential thinking. 

First, students read the passage individually to understand the meaning of the 
text in Shakespearean language. A teacher-led discussion ensued in which students 
were required to identify key words or phrases in Bassanio's comments that were 
pertinent in identifying his motives for wooing Portia. 

Next, the students were asked to infer his motives from his comments. They 
were able to identify a variety of motives, including Portia's wealth, looks, 
character qualities, and the physical chemistry and attraction between Bassanio 
and Portia, as well as the challenge to Bassanio of winning the hand of someone 
so widely sought after. Based on the sequence of comments, the students con- 
cluded that Bassanio probably wooed Portia primarily for her money and that he 
was not as pure in his motive as they had originally thought. That is, he was not 
simply inspired by a pure, untainted love but by other motives. 

Bassanio's Motives in Wooing Portia 

Step 1. Key words in Bassanio's comments on Portia. 
Step 2. Infer his motive from the key words. 

1. "richly left" 1. money 
2. "fair" 2. looks 
3. "wondrous virtues" -- 3. character traits 
4. "fair speechless messages" 4. chemistry/ attraction 
5.  "from every coast renowned suitors" 5.  challenge/ prize to be 

won 
Step 3. Infer his character based on the textual analysis. 

The last step required students to infer Bassanio's character based on the afore- 
said discussion. Interestingly, they demonstrated insightfulness in their character 
analysis of Bassanio. Judging from his motives, they concluded that Bassanio has a 
shallow and materialistic character as his first concern is Portia's wealth whilst, her 
inner beauty or 'wondrous virtues' ranks third in order after wealth and her looks. 
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Task 2 

A similar thinking task involved an analysis of inscriptions on the three caskets 
that the father of Portia had devised to screen out undesirable suitors and to 
secure a worthy husband for his daughter. At the end of the task, the students 
were expected to infer his purpose in his casket-choosing plan, and to ascertain 
what kind of suitors he deemed undesirable and what he considered to be an ideal 
husband for his daughter. 

As with the previous task, students were engaged at different levels of analyti- 
cal thinking. They were required to analyse the motives a suitor would have for 
selecting a particular casket based on its inscription. They were able to infer that 
the casket inscriptions serve to differentiate the suitor's motives of material gain, 
egoistic pride, and sacrificial love. Next, the task required them to infer the 
attitudes and characters of the suitors. They were able to generate a variety of 
possible attitudes and character traits of the different types of suitors (Table 1). 
The second part of the task required the students to compare the attitude and 
character of the actual suitors with the students' inferences based on the earlier 
analysis of the inscriptions on the caskets. Following the comparison, they had to 
come to a conclusion as to whether Portia's father has been successful in getting 
the ideal husband for his daughter. 

The discussions were teacher-led and facilitated by the use of graphic organizers 
which were useful in helping the process of brainstorming and the recording of 
responses. 

Task 3 

This task was more challenging in that it required the students to engage in the 
more complex thinking process of decision making and problem-solving. It also 
enabled them to develop perspective taking and empathy as the task required 
them to assume the perspective of Shylock, the villain of the play. It allowed them 
to shift the perspective on the dilemma from the play's protagonists to that of the 
villian. In this way, they came to have a better appreciation of Shylock's intense 
feelings of hatred and resentment against his rival Antonio, and to understand the 
issues of racial and religious prejudice in the play. 

Students worked in cooperative groups of four for this task. The task required 
them to evaluate Shylock's decision to exact a pound of Antonio's flesh should 
Antonio not be able to return the three thousand ducats in three months' time. 
They had to brainstorm for possible solutions to the dilemma he faced - to exact 
the pound of flesh and incur the wrath of the Venetian law or forego his money. 
How could Shylock have solved the problem? What choices or options were avail- 
able to him apart from exacting the pound of flesh? What was the best option for 
Shylock in that situation and why? They worked through these stages of problem 
solving: 
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Table 1. 
Student responses on the inscriptions on the three caskets. 

Gakl silver Lead 

"Who chooseth me shall get 
what many men desire." 

"Who chooseth me shall get 
as much as he deserves." 

"Who chooseth me must give 
and hazard all he hath." 

Motive: material wealth 

Attitude: 
Student responses: 
- judges by appearance 
- follows the crowd 
- goes for material wealth 
- loves to show off 

Character: 
- greedy1 materialistic 
- superficial1 shallow 
- prideful 
- conventional 

Conclusion: 
These are the kinds of suitors 
Portia's father wants to 

Motive: thinks of oneself as 
deserving 

Attitude: 
Student responses: 
- thinks highly of oneself 
- lacking in humility 
- give with the expectation 

of an equal return 

Character: 
- arrogant 
- selfish1 self-important 
- calculative 
- superficial 

Conclusion: 
'These are the kinds of suitors 
Portia's father wants to 

Motive: selfless love; 
willing to 
sacrifice for 
what he wants 
and believes in. 

Attitude: 
Student responses: 
- willingness to give with 

the knowledge that he 
might not receive any 
returns 

- puts Portia above 
everything else 

- does not judge by 
appearance or go for 
material wealth 

Character: 
- sacrificial 
- selfless 
- risk-taker 

Conclusion: 
The ideal husband for Portia. 

1. Define the problem Shylock faced 
2. Generate creative options 
3. Evaluate the options 
4. Select the best option. 
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To facilitate the process, students were provided with a graphic organiser (see 
Appendix B). 

Evaluation 

Feedback on the infusion lessons was very positive. It was obtained from three 
main sources: (a) classroom observations by the mentoring supervisor, (b) the 
teacher's feedback on the infusion lessons, and (c) students' feedback through 
informal interactions and interviews. The various feedback indicated that the 
lessons were very effective in meeting the intended objectives in the cognitive and 
affective domains. At the same time, the experience contributed significantly to 
the professional development and motivation of the teacher herself. 

Students' Response 

Increased motivation for learning 
The students demonstrated keen enjoyment as evidenced by their enthusias- 
tic participation and their positive responses and performance on the infusion 
tasks. The tasks effectively engaged them in lively discussion of issues such as 
choice of life partners, religious and racial prejudice issues that have contem- 
porary relevance. In the process of discussion, students were able to clarify 
their own personal values and positions and to develop a better appreciation 
for other points of view. 

Enhanced appreciation of literary devices 
The students' initial fear regarding the Shakespearean language was soon 
forgotten as the focus shifted from the mechanics of the literary language 
to more engaging issues and concerns of the characters in the play. In the 
process of analyzing the motives and intentions of the characters, students 
developed a greater sensitivity and appreciation of the subtlety and nuance of 
the language. 

Thinking skills 
The infusion tasks helped students to organize their thoughts and made them 
aware of their own thought processes. This was evident as students responded 
more quickly and logically during the class. Their responses showed that they 
were able to establish links between the items that they analysed and to make 
inferences as they gained a greater depth of understanding of the text. As the 
teacher observed, "Usually, the majority of learners are not aware of their 
thought processes and are often befuddled as to which direction to head or 
how to start when given a task. The explicit emphasis on the thinking skills 
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helps learners overcome these obstacles and enables them to maximise their 
potential as thinkers". In particular, the graphic organizers helped them to 
think more logically, more deeply and more creatively. They provided the 
thinking frames which allowed the whole lesson to be more organized and 
visual, thereby facilitating logical thinking processes. 

Teacher's Reactions 

Personal and Professional Development 
For the teacher, it was a positive learning process as she felt that she had 
improved in her own thinking and teaching. Her lesson presentation and 
delivery became more systematic and visual. As a result, the students were 
able to interpret what they saw more quickly and hence, provide answers 
with deeper meaning and greater logic. As the teacher expressed: 

"It enabled me to be a more organized thinker, and hence, a more organized presenter/ 
facilitator. It was enlightening to discover that the explicit emphasis on the thinking process 
actually improved my facilitating of the lesson, and it brought about more and quicker 
responses from the students. Their responses to various questions were often pleasantly 
surprising as they were deeper and more thoughtful than their usual responses." 

In addition, the infusion methodology enabled the teacher to assess students' 
understanding more concretely as there were specific frames to work with. 

Self-Confidence and Satisfaction 
Typically, the teacher embarked on the infusion project with some amount of 
scepticism and anxiety. 

"I started out on this stint rather sceptical about the whole idea of infusing thinking skills 
in the literature curriculum. Literature has always been a thinking and feeling subject for 
me, as it constantly requires the reader to analyze, infer, compare, interpret, and draw on 
their personal experiences - most of which are thinking skills. I was also worried that the 
teaching of thinking skills would be too great a part of the curriculum and the content learn- 
ing would be overshadowed. Another cause of anxiety was that something as scientific and 
technical as thinking skills would make Literature a bore!" 

However, these initial apprehensions were duly dispelled. "After having worked 
with my mentor and experiencing/carrying out the lessons, my initial skepticism 
and worries dissipated." The lively participation of previously passive students 
and their evident enjoyment of the lessons and increased appreciation of literature 
were immensely satisfying and motivating for the teacher herself. It gave her a 
strong motivation to gain more experience and knowledge in this field, and 
become a more effective facilitator. At the same time, she experienced a strong 
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impetus to share with colleagues about the infusion of thinking skills and multiple 
intelligences into the English and Literature curriculum. 

Conclusion 

The infusion pilot study demonstrated the merits of an explicit emphasis on think- 
ing skills while attempting to overcome the problem of transferability of the skills 
which has been one of the main criticisms levelled against the stand-alone 
approach in teaching thinking. Through the use of active learning strategies and 
tools, the infusion lessons engendered a lively engagement of the students' mind 
with human issues. While it may be argued that these are teaching strategies that 
have been traditionally practised by teachers to promoting thinking in the class- 
room, the explicit emphasis on thinking has nonetheless fostered an even greater 
awareness of the thinking processes, and promoted a greater understanding of the 
dilemmas of the human condition, as well as enhanced the appreciation for the 
literary language and devices. One may well conclude that teachers who have 
done well to engage their students' hearts and minds may yet be challenged to do 
better by a conscious infusion of thinking skills into literature. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Bassanio's Speech 
Bassanio: (enthusiastically) In Belmont is a lady richly left, 

and she is fair, and fairer than that word, 
of wondrous virtues. Sometimes from her eyes 
I did receive fair speechless messages. 
Her name is Portia. 
Nor is the wide world ignorant of her worth, 
for the four winds blow in from every coast 
renowned suitors, and her sunny locks 
hang on her temples like a golden fleece. 

The Merchant of Venice 
Act 1, scene 1 

Appendix B 

~ Choice made 

Results 
What would happen? 

Think about the 
pros and cons 

I 1 

Pros 

Choice 
Was this a good thing to do? 

Cons 

Why? l 
Adapted from Swartz & Park (1 994), p. 37 
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