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Today’s critical challenge

●Select one or two learners whose thinking you wish 

you understood better

●Plan a strategic next step to understand and 

nurture their thinking by assessing and teaching

intellectual tools



Questions?

Priorities?

Concerns?



How might we make thinking visible?



Will there be a goal?
4 - Highly Likely
3 - Likely
2 - Unlikely
1 - Highly Unlikely



Make thinking visible by inviting students 

to grapple with a critical challenge

A Critical Challenge:

• is set in the context of a problematic 

situation

• requires reasoned judgment

• requires the competent use of intellect 

tools for quality thinking





What might I 
have learned 
about your 
thinking?

When we make thinking visible, we are 
able to fluidly assess and then strategically 

teach the intellectual tools needed for 
quality thinking



What might it look like and sound 

like when students grapple with a 

critical challenge?





Place these pictures and numbers along a line 
according to the most likely outside temperature.

CBA

D E F



Where is 0oC on the line?
Where is 15oC on the line?
Where is 30oC on the line?

CBA

D E F



Social Studies: 
Community…

Deciding what is a “must 
have”, “important to have” 
and “nice to have” in our 

community.















What helps us assess student 

thinking?



Assessing thinking
Tools Indicators

Background 
knowledge

Can students draw upon accurate and relevant 
information required by a challenge?

Criteria for 
judgment

Can they make reasoned judgments in the face of 
relevant criteria and use criteria to justify their decisions?

Thinking 
vocabulary

Can students competently use key concepts related to 
thinking?

Thinking 
strategies

Do students effectively employ useful strategies to work 
through the challenge?

Habits of mind Do students exhibit key characteristics of good thinkers?
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Sources of data

OBSERVATIONS

CONVERSATIONS PRODUCTS

• What do you already 
know about the thinking 
of each of your 
students?

• What are your data 
sources?

• What do those sources 
tell you?

• What do they not tell 
you?



Tools Indicators Product Observ Convers

Background 
knowledge

Can students draw upon accurate and 
relevant information required by a 

challenge?

Criteria for 
judgment

Can they make reasoned judgments in 
the face of relevant criteria and use 

criteria to justify their decisions?

Thinking 
vocabulary

Can students competently use key 
concepts related to thinking?

Thinking 
strategies

Do students effectively employ useful 
strategies to work through the challenge?

Habits of 
mind

Do students exhibit key characteristics of 
good thinkers?

Assessing Thinking



Today’s critical challenge

●Select one or two learners whose thinking you wish 

you understood better

●Plan a strategic next step to understand and 

nurture their thinking by assessing and teaching

the intellectual tools



How might we capitalize on student strengths 

and support student needs 

when faced with a thinking challenge?



“Does this answer make sense?” 

•Teachers were 
concerned that 
students were not 
asking themselves if 
their answer made 
sense



10 geese were in a field. About the same 
number flew in and joined them. How many 

geese might be in the field now?

Answer: The field was muddy.

We asked Grade 2 students to decide:

Does the answer to this question make sense? 
Why or why not?





10 geese were in a field. About the same 
number flew in and joined them. How many 

geese might be in the field now?

Answer: There are no geese in the field.

We asked Grade 2 students to decide:

Does the answer to this question make sense? 
Why or why not?





What did we learn?

Some students 

•already knew they should add and 
knew how to do it;

•didn’t understand or pay attention to 
the language “flew in” vs “flew away”

•didn’t know what it meant for an 
answer to “make sense”



Now what?



We decided to co-construct criteria

An answer makes sense 
if it…

• It answers the 
question.

• It fits what I know 
from the problem.

• It fits what I know 
about math and the 
world.



An answer makes sense 
if it…

• It answers the 
question.

• It fits what I know 
from the problem.

• It fits what I know 
about math and the 
world.

Where else 

might 

students 

apply this 

criteria?

Does this 

_____ make 

sense? 

We decided to co-construct criteria



We decided to co-construct criteria

An answer makes sense 
if it…

• It answers the 
question.

• It fits what I know 
from the problem.

• It fits what I know 
about math and the 
world.

Where else 

might 

students 

apply this 

criteria?

Does this 

_____ make 

sense? 

answer

calculation

estimate

count

solution



Assessing thinking
Tools Indicators

Background 
knowledge

Can students draw upon accurate and relevant 
information?

Criteria for 
judgment

Can they make reasoned judgments in the face of 
relevant criteria and use criteria to justify their 

decisions?

Thinking 
vocabulary

Can students competently use key concepts 
related to thinking?

Thinking 
strategies

Do students effectively employ useful strategies to 
work through the challenge?

Habits of mind Do students exhibit key dispositions of a good 
thinker?



Assessing thinking requires 

approaches that are

• accurate

• engaging

• constructed in a way that allows all 

students to demonstrate their thinking

• feasible for the educator



Today’s critical challenge

●Select one or two learners whose thinking you wish 

you understood better

●Plan a strategic next step to understand and 

nurture their thinking by assessing and teaching

the intellectual tools



How might we capture and record

assessments from observations and 

conversations?



Brainstorm challenges

• Consider the challenges/barriers teachers face 
in using observations and conversations as 
assessment.

• Examine each of the following assessment 
tools:

• What possible solutions do they 
present?

• What would be some challenges?

• Opportunities for application?



●What possible 

solutions does it 

present?

●What would be some 

challenges?

●Opportunities for 

application?
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●What possible 

solutions does it 

present?

●What would be some 

challenges?

●Opportunities for 

application?



Today’s critical challenge

●Select one or two learners whose thinking you wish 

you understood better

●Plan a strategic next step to understand and 

nurture their thinking by assessing and teaching

the intellectual tools



Using Thoughtbooks to support student thinking



Using Thoughtbooks to support student thinking



Using Thoughtbooks to support student thinking
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Stay connected…

We are a non-profit organization of Partner groups and Individual members dedicated 

to supporting critical, creative and collaborative thinking..

Thank you!

@tc2thinks

usha.james@mail.utoronto.ca
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The Critical Thinking 
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