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PEDAGOGICAL FOCUS:
SKILLS DRIVE CONTENT

“TEACH THINKING,  
THEN CONTENT.” 

As teachers, we ask our students to consume, 
organize, retell, and analyze information. We give 
them strategies and activities that utilize thinking. Too 
often, however, that is driven by content. And our 
assessments underpin that idea. We rarely take time 
to teach, or ask our students to learn how to think.  

The explicit instruction of thinking skills benefits all 
types of learners. Some teachers believe that 
teaching thinking skills is only for students who are 
gifted or capable of deep metacognition. Others 
question whether redirecting time and energy away 
from content benefits student learning at all. But what 
we find is that by carefully determining which skill 
best aligns with the content, you can maximize 
student understanding.  

The most common thinking skills: 

Contextualization. Explain how one component fits 
within a larger model, or how one component fits 
within a completely different circumstance.Example: 
How does the Civil Rights movement fit within the 
context of 20th Century American history? 

Perspective. Utilize information to determine the 
angle from which information is being presented.  

Example: What would Frederick Douglas say about 
Barack Obama's presidency? 

Reasoning. Connect multiple pieces of information 
and provide an appropriate explanation for the 
association. 

Example: What was the most efective literary device 
used in The Life of Pi? 

Synthesis. Combine multiple elements to create a 
new idea or set of ideas. Often paired with another 
thinking skill.  

Example: Create a new rule for football that would 
not change gameplay but would improve player 
safety.  

Instructional Factors
Thinking skills can be integrated into any curriculum. 
They act as a gateway to student agency and a 
deeper comprehension of information. Here are a 
few considerations. 

Pairing Skills and Content
Multiple thinking skills can apply to the same 
content. The skill/content pairing depends on the 
age and ability of your learners, how you want the 
skill and content to work with each other, and how 
much time you have with the content. When you’re 
teaching a new skill, or new content, it’s best to pair 
the skill that aligns with the difficulty and demands of 
the information. Using the Frederick Douglas 
example, a student must ffirst understand the context 
of mid-19th America and the Obama presidency 
before drawing conclusions. As students build their 
project, an obvious link between the thinking skill 
and their goals is critical to ensure a clear 
understanding. 



Thinking Skill Organization
Determine how you are going to integrate skills and 
align them with your content and activities. In other 
words, build a long-term approach to thinking skills. 
Maintain consistency by sticking with your course 
outline and infusing the skills. As you get more 
comfortable, figure out alternative approaches that 
allow thinking skills to take a more prominent place in 
your class. 

Direct Instruction
Students will need to be trained on each thinking 
process, and more importantly, how to identify it in 
their work. Direct instruction and discussion when 
introducing a new skill will help you and your 
learners share a common language. And, you will be 
able to gauge their understanding of the concept.  

Student Ownership
As your comfort level with thinking skill integration 
grows, you will be able to turn more control over to 
the students. The agency in self-selecting content 
and tying it to a particular skill will build a whole new 
level of understanding.  

Assessment Factors
When assessing thinking skills, there are several 
considerations: 

· What type of prompt or activity  
best suits the thinking skill? 

· How does the instruction of the skill   
impact the assessment? 

· How can my students demonstrate  
mastery of the thinking skill? 

Original Ideas Promote Strong Thinking
Recognize how the skill and assessment reinforce 
YOUR classroom structure. Students benefit from 

assessments that allow flexibility in the format. Offer 
students an assessment that promotes original 
thinking and asks them to exhibit their ability. 
Mindmaps, diagrams, lists, essays, document-based 
questions can all be used to evaluate student 
thinking. A wide array of non-linear formats will only 
promote a stronger capacity to think differently.  

Link Skill Instruction to Skill Assessment Grading
If we ask students to demonstrate their ability to 
think, we also need to assess it. Generally, a rubric 
would help with this goal. By going one step further, 
and actually including it as a column in the 
gradebook, you can illustrate the connection 
between a student’s learning and their grade. This 
will allow you to reinforce their process, not just the 
content.  

Mastery is Paramount
This can not be stressed enough: Since thinking is a 
process, we need to honor a student’s ability to 
continually demonstrate their learning. Providing a 
multitude of opportunities to rework their thinking will 
foster an ability to see beyond the content. Rather 
than asking, “How do I improve my grade?,” 
students will begin to ask “How do I improve my 
thinking?” This shift will require learners to invest in a 
deeper level of understanding to achieve a higher 
level of success.  
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Thinking Skills & Customization
As you move to empower students with control over 
their content and learning goals, the focus on 
thinking skills will increase. The skills drive the 
process instead of a product. As you work with 
students through a project cycle, the conversation 
about work flow and outcomes always reverts back 
to student thinking. If we allowed the product to be 
the end result - instead of the thinking - the emphasis 
is misdirected. By allowing the skills to be the 
forefront of learning, students continually assess their 
content and product.
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