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Critical-thinking skills emerge as a 
key component throughout the Common 
Core standards for English Language Arts 
and Mathematics. Clearly, to master the 
Common Core standards, students must 
possess critical-thinking skills. 

Critical Thinking and Differentiation
As schools integrate critical-thinking 

tasks, teachers must consider the varying 
learning requirements of students and the 
need for scaffolding. Thus, differentiation 
is necessary. Wormeli (2006) stated, 
“Differentiated instruction is doing what’s 
fair for students. It’s a collection of 
best practices strategically employed to 
maximize students’ learning at every turn” 
(p. 3). 

However, as teachers differentiate it 
is important to do so to ensure all students 
receive rigorous instruction. Tomlinson 
and Javius (2012) stated, “Classrooms 
that teach up function from the premise 
that student potential is like an iceberg—
most of it is obscured from view—and 
that high trust, high expectations, and a 
high-support environment will reveal in 
time what’s hidden” (A Challenge Worth 
Taking section, para. 2). Instructional 
tasks should expose and build all students’ 
skills to think critically. One way teachers 
can differentiate instruction is based on a 
student’s readiness to learn (Tomlinson et 
al., 2003). Vygotsky (1978, 1986) asserted 
that an individual learns in his or her 
“zone of proximal development.” This 
term refers to the stage when a student can 
master content or skills with scaffolding or 

Many of us grew up memorizing 
our state capitals in elementary school. 
The multitude of information accessible 
via technology has caused educators to 
reexamine the key skills and abilities 
that prepare students for post-secondary 
education and the workforce. With the 
prevalence of information, students must 
be able to think critically. Due to this 
need, Common Core and other revised 
content-area standards have been infused 
with requirements for critical thinking. 
However, as instruction increasingly 
includes higher-level learning tasks, 
differentiation is also needed to support 
and challenge all students adequately. Two 
strategies will be profiled that promote 
critical thinking and differentiation.

Need for Critical Thinking
After reviewing top-performing 

global educational systems, rigor was 
identified as a common element in 
successful educational systems (Ripley, 
2013). High schools have been criticized 
for not adequately preparing students for 
the level of rigor they will encounter in 
college (Achieve, 2006). For students to 
make successful transitions to college, 
they must possess critical-thinking skills. 
In fact, research of college students 
and high-school seniors has shown that 
students’ levels of critical thinking were 
predictive of their grades or cumulative 
college grade-point averages (Facione, 
1990a, 1990b; Sternberg, 2008; Torres, 
1993). Critical-thinking skills and 
problem-solving skills have been 

identified as two crucial areas to fully 
prepare students for college and career 
readiness (MetLife, 2011). 

Common Core and Critical Thinking
To prepare students better for college 

and career expectations, critical thinking 
was thoroughly embedded in the Common 
Core standards. The Common Core State 
Standards Initiative (CCSSI) website 
states, “The Common Core focuses on 
developing the critical-thinking, problem-
solving, and analytical skills students will 
need to be successful” (CCSSI, 2015a). 
CCSSI moves the focus from content to 
skills. The standards identify key cognitive 
abilities necessary for success in college 
and the workforce. Requirements for 
high-level thinking are infused throughout 
the standards. Below are a few of the 
math and literacy CCSSI standards that 
showcase the cognitive demand of the new 
standards:
• CCSS.Math.Practice.MP2:  Reason 

abstractly and quantitatively (CCSSI, 
2015b, CCSS.Math.Practice.MP2 
section).

• CCSS.Math.Practice.MP3:  Construct 
viable arguments and critique the 
reasoning of others (CCSSI, 2015b, 
CCSS.Math.Practice.MP3 section).

• CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RST.6-8.8 
Distinguish among facts, reasoned 
judgment based on research findings, 
and speculation in a text (CCSSI, 
2015c, CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RST.6-8.8 
section).
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Higher-level tiers could be provided 
with different resources including more 
complex readings or several readings 
whereas lower tiers might be provided 
with more structure to support students’ 
thinking. Review the task sheets to make 
sure all tasks are equally interesting 
and engaging. See Figure 1 for a tiered-
learning task example. Notice that while 
all levels are challenging, more support is 
given in the lower-level tiers.

Decision-Making Strategy
With the abundance of web-based 

technologies, an overwhelming amount 
of information is available to students. 
Students need strategies to help them 
analyze and evaluate information and 
make wise decisions. Effective decision-
making skills prepare students for careers 
and life as they must consider choices 
and examine each carefully. Kohn (1993) 
stated, “The way a child learns how to 
make decisions is by making decisions…” 
(The Rationale section, para. 5). The 
decision-making strategy provides an 
opportunity for students to engage in real-

support. In this zone, teachers can provide 
students with slightly more challenging 
tasks than they can complete independently 
(Tomlinson & Allan, 2000). Brain research 
(Sousa, 2001; Wolfe, 2001) also supports 
this idea that students need levels of 
“moderate challenge” for learning to occur. 
Tomlinson (2001) articulated, “Only when 
students work at appropriate challenge 
levels do they develop the essential habits 
of persistence, curiosity, and willingness to 
take intellectual risks” (p. 5). Two critical-
thinking teaching strategies are profiled 
that include differentiated options based on 
students’ readiness to learn.

Tiered Learning Tasks— 
Level of Thinking

Tiered assignments are parallel tasks 
at varied levels of complexity and depth 
though the essential learning is the same. 
The purpose of tiered assignments is to 
maximize learning so all students are 
challenged at appropriate levels of student 
readiness. Heacox (2001) stated, “Tiered 
assignments are intended to provide 
a better instructional match between 
students and their individual needs” (p. 
91). Tiered assignments should provide 
enough challenge to encourage student 
learning without being too easy or difficult 
(Sylwester, 2003; Vygotsky, 1986). 

Tiered-learning tasks accommodate 
students who are at various learning levels 
by building on their prior knowledge. There 
are many ways to tier assignments, but 
we will focus on the level of thinking or 
challenge level. For these, lessons can be 
tiered by increasing the level of complexity. 
There are three steps to use when designing 
a tiered assignment. 

Step 1:  Identify the learning target. 
Based on the content standards, identify the 
key learning that should occur with tasks. 

Step 2:  Administer a pre-
assessment. Use pre-assessment data 
to determine the learning needs in the 
classroom. This pre-assessment can identify 
misconceptions and misunderstandings 
that might need to be strengthened. It 
addition, it can provide insight into how 
many tier levels are needed. The teacher 
then can adjust the content into two or 
three progressive levels based on depth 
and complexity. For example, three tiers 
might be Approaching Target, On Target, 
and Exceeding Target; two tiers might be 
Adapted Target and On Target. Based on 
the pre-assessment data, students could 

be assigned to groups with different 
tiered tasks, thus accommodating student 
readiness. The bottom tier might include 
reinforcement of content and more support 
while higher tiers would include students 
who already have basic understanding and 
need additional challenge. The groups for 
the tiered assignments should be flexible 
and should be changed as new concepts 
are introduced and additional pre-
assessments occur.

Step 3:  Craft the tiers. After 
reviewing the standards, create the first 
tiered tasks. Often it is easier to start by 
creating the basic task and then designing 
tasks that tier up from that level. As you 
create the first tiered tasks, make sure 
the base-level task is challenging with 
scaffolding support to help students 
meet standards. Then, determine how the 
lesson can increase in cognitive demand 
at each successive level. Sometimes, 
teachers think more challenging tasks 
require additional time and work from the 
students. Try to develop more challenging 
tasks for the higher levels, not ones that 
simply require additional time. 

Figure 1. Tiered-Learning Task Example

Standard:  CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.7.8
Trace and evaluate the argument and specific claims in a text, assessing whether the reason-
ing is sound and the evidence is relevant and sufficient to support the claims. 

Tier I:
Read the editorial on the school dress-code policy. With a partner complete the following:

A. Identify the author’s position on the school dress-code policy.
B. Using the graphic organizer, list the author’s claims along with the reasons and 

evidence provided.
C. In the last column of the organizer, describe whether the author’s reasons are 

sound and the evidence is relevant and sufficient for each claim.
D. Compare your findings with another pair of partners. 

Tier II:
Read the editorial for banning cell phones.

A. In pairs, discuss strengths and weaknesses of the author’s claims and arguments.
B. Identify three instances where the author’s reasoning and evidence could be im-

proved. Rewrite those sections. 
C. Describe how your revisions improve the argument. 

Tier III:
Write an editorial for the school newspaper about something that needs to be changed in our 
school. Be sure to include claims and evidence.

A. After writing, collaborate with another student by exchanging your editorials.
B. Critique your partner’s use of claims and evidence to support his or her arguments. 
C. Revise your own editorial as necessary for a final, improved version. 

http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RI/7/8/
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world problem solving in a structured and 
supported manner. This strategy includes 
five steps.

Step 1:  Identify the question, 
situation, or dilemma. Based on content 
standards, the teacher should design 
an open-ended question, situation, or 
dilemma where multiple answers could 
be accepted if justified. When possible, 
use real-world situations that connect with 
your students’ interests to increase student 
motivation. Advanced students could 
generate their own questions, situations, or 
dilemmas to demonstrate they can transfer 
their learning to new contexts. Below are 
some examples. 

Question Example:  Which one of the 
leaders we studied in class had the most 
impact on the world?

Situation Example:  Hired as a NBA 
recruiter, you are to review the statistics of 
six prospects and select the one basketball 
player that you would recruit. 

Dilemma Example:  Working for a 
book company, you are to select one book 
that was first published more than 50 years 
ago but is not widely known and would be 
appealing to the young adult market today. 
Examine the literature options and prepare 
a persuasive presentation to convince the 
president of the company to select your 
book.

Step 2:  Develop the criteria to 
evaluate the solution. Groups would 
brainstorm the criteria. This might require 
research to determine the appropriate 
criteria to use for the evaluation. To 
scaffold the support given to students, the 
teacher could provide some of the criteria 
or brainstorm potential criteria with the 
group. See Figure 2 for an example of a 
graphic organizer that could be used to 
support learners.

Step 3:  Brainstorm the possible 
alternatives. Based on research, groups 
then identify between three to six options, 
hypotheses, or strategies that best fit the 
criteria. For groups needing additional 
support, the teacher may participate in the 
brainstorming process or provide a list of the 
alternatives for those groups to consider. 

Step 4:  Evaluate each choice. 
Groups then assess how well each 
alternative meets the criteria. Students 
can use the graphic organizer to record 
evidence or support for each alternative. 
Additionally, advanced groups might 
consider whether certain criteria should 
carry extra weight in the decision-making 

process due to their importance. After 
recording evidence for each choice, 
individually students can holistically rank 
which option is the best. 

Step 5:  Ways to Assess. To assess 
the learning, the teacher could review the 
graphic organizer. To extend the learning 
the teacher could provide various ways for 
students to demonstrate their learning by 
writing a persuasive essay, participating 
in a class debate, or developing a 
presentation supporting their rankings. 

Teachers should be aware that 
some groups might need step-by-step 
instructions throughout the decision-
making process. Other groups might 
understand the process after a brief 
explanation.

Critical thinking is an important skill 
for all students to possess in order to 
successfully transition from high school 
to college and the workforce. Standards 
have been realigned to raise critical 
thinking and processing to high levels. To 
support the variety of readiness levels in 
a classroom, teachers can design critical-
thinking tasks with differentiated options. 
Tiered-learning tasks and the decision-
making strategy are two instructional 
strategies that include differentiated 
options based on students’ readiness to 
learn. Critical-thinking tasks merged with 
differentiated options can help ensure 
achievement for all. 
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