
Understanding Cognitive Domains
Five key areas that influence how students learn and process information.

Why This Matters

Cognitive domains describe key mental 
processes that influence how students 
understand, remember, reason, and 
communicate. Recognizing these areas 
can help educators interpret patterns in 
learning and identify where targeted 
support may be beneficial.

Verbal Comprehension

The ability to understand, use, and think with 
words.

• Word knowledge
• Concept formation
• Verbal reasoning
• Verbal expression

Visual -Spatial Skills

The ability to understand and mentally 
organize visual information.

• Mental manipulation
• Spatial processing
• Visual detail recognition
• Visual-motor integration 

Fluid Reasoning

The ability to solve new problems using logic 
and pattern recognition.

• Novel problem solving
• Pattern recognition
• Inductive reasoning
• Quantitative reasoning

Working Memory

The ability to hold and manipulate 
information in the moment.

• Mental control
• Information manipulation
• Multi-sensory storage

Processing Speed

The speed at which visual information is 
taken in and responded to.

• Visual identification
• Decision making
• Response implementation
• Visual discrimination
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Understanding Cognitive Domains

Verbal Comprehension
The ability to understand, use, and think with words.

Key Components

Word Knowledge
Understanding, defining, and recalling vocabulary.

Concept Formation
Connecting ideas and organizing 
information into meaningful categories.

Verbal Reasoning
Solving problems and making inferences 
using language.

Verbal Expression
Communicating ideas clearly through 
spoken or written language.

Strength s & Area s for Growth 

When This Is a Strength 
Students may:
• Retrieve information effectively
• Reason through verbal problems
• Communicate practical knowledge clearly
• Participate confidently in discussions

When This Is an Area for Growth
Students may:
• Have difficulty comprehending spoken 

instructions or abstract verbal concepts
• Demonstrate limited vocabulary or struggle to 

find the right word
• Experience challenges with verbal reasoning or 

explaining their thinking

Ways to Support

• Use multimodal learning strategies, including visuals and hands-on activities
• Break down instructions into manageable steps
• Pre-teach vocabulary using clear examples
• Use graphic organizers to structure ideas
• Check for understanding by asking students to rephrase instructions
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Understanding Cognitive Domains

Visual -Spatial Skills
The ability to understand and mentally organize what you see.

Key Components

Mental Manipulation
Rotating and transforming objects or images 
in the mind.

Spatial Processing
Understanding spatial relationships, direction, 
and position.

Visual Detail Recognition
Noticing small differences in shapes, symbols, 
or visual patterns.

Visual-Motor Integration
Coordinating visual input with motor output, 
such as in writing or drawing.

Strengths & Areas for Growth 

When This Is a Strength 
Students may:
• Apply spatial reasoning effectively
• Analyze visual details accurately
• Mentally visualize objects, shapes, and 

patterns
• Excel during hands-on or visual learning 

activities

When This Is an Area for Growth
Students may:
• Struggle with part-whole relationships
• Experience difficulty with handwriting, reading 

layout, or organization
• Have challenges interpreting visual information 

such as maps, diagrams, or graphs
• Misinterpret visual cues in social situations

Ways to Support

• Use hands-on activities with clear instructions
• Provide visual aids and graphic organizers
• Break tasks into structured, visually supported steps
• Minimize visual distractions in the learning environment
• Model how to organize information spatially
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Understanding Cognitive Domains

Fluid Reasoning
The ability to solve new problems using logic and pattern recognition.

Key Components

Novel Problem Solving
Tackling new challenges without relying solely on 
previously learned knowledge.

Pattern Recognition
Identifying logical patterns and relationships in 
information.

Inductive Reasoning
Drawing general conclusions based on specific 
examples.

Quantitative Reasoning
Solving problems involving numerical concepts and 
relationships.

Strengths & Areas for Growth 

When This Is a Strength 
Students may:
• Understand abstract concepts from visual or 

conceptual information
• Solve unfamiliar problems independently
• Make inferences and apply ideas to new 

situations
• Recognize patterns quickly and accurately 

When This Is an Area for Growth
Students may:
• Have difficulty seeing patterns in information
• Struggle to make connections between new and 

previously learned material
• Experience challenges understanding abstract 

concepts
• Need support applying reasoning strategies to 

unfamiliar tasks 

Ways to Support

• Provide clear, step-by-step instructions
• Use guided practice before independent work
• Encourage students to explain their thinking aloud
• Model how to identify patterns and relationships
• Provide structured opportunities to apply reasoning in new contexts 
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Working Memory
The ability to hold and manipulate information in the moment.

Key Components

Mental Control
Sustaining attention and 
managing distractions while 
completing tasks.

Information Manipulation
Holding information in mind 
while reorganizing or using it.

Multi-Sensory Storage
Temporarily storing visual and 
auditory information for 
immediate use.

Strengths & Areas for Growth 

When This Is a Strength 
Students may:
• Retain and process information effectively
• Stay focused and work independently
• Follow multi-step instructions accurately
• Grasp complex ideas and problem-solve 

efficiently 

When This Is an Area for Growth
Students may:
• Struggle to retain recently learned information
• Become overwhelmed by multi-step 

instructions
• Have difficulty recalling information during 

tasks such as mental math
• Lose track of directions or task steps

Ways to Support

• Repeat information using multiple formats
• Break tasks into smaller, manageable steps
• Use visual aids to reinforce verbal instructions
• Provide written checklists or visual reminders
• Connect new information to prior knowledge 
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Processing Speed
The speed at which visual information is taken in and responded to.

Key Components

Visual Identification
Quickly recognizing symbols, letters, numbers, 
or visual patterns.

Decision Making
Selecting an appropriate response efficiently based 
on visual input.

Response Implementation
Acting accurately and efficiently once a decision 
has been made.

Visual Discrimination
Noticing differences between similar visual stimuli.

Strengths & Areas for Growth 

When This Is a Strength 
Students may:
• Rapidly identify visual information
• Make quick and accurate decisions
• Complete visual tasks efficiently
• Process information fluently during reading or 

math tasks 

When This Is an Area for Growth
Students may:
• Struggle with multi-step instructions
• Have difficulty getting started on tasks
• Become frustrated during timed activities
• Feel overwhelmed when presented with too 

much visual information 

Ways to Support

• Provide additional time for tasks
• Break tasks into smaller, clearly structured steps
• Use visual supports to guide task completion
• Reduce time pressure when possible
• Teach organizational strategies explicitly 
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