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Building Higher Order 
Thinking Skills in 
Struggling Readers  
HIGHER ORDER THINKING IS AN   
IMPORTANT PART OF THE READING 
PUZZLE! 

Teaching our students to think deeply and apply critical thinking 

immerses them into 21st century themes and skills.  We want our 

students to be able to visualize, infer, develop deep connections, 

and find solutions to problems.  Lessons related to higher order 

thinking teach our students to locate information and apply this 

information to authentic learning experiences.  Our daily instruc-

tion plays a significant role in supporting higher order thinking, 

even when having daily discussions.  It is important that we pro-

vide time for asking and answering open-ended questions that 

don’t have only one right answer. Consider finding the true mean-

ing behind text, and encourage students to reflect upon the au-

thor’s purpose.  This will help to develop strong comprehension 

skills.     

YOU KNOW YOUR STUDENTS ARE 

ENGAGED IN HIGHER ORDER   

THINKING WHEN THEY CAN... 

 Visualize a story by diagramming it  

 Separate relevant from irrelevant information  

 Develop problems, causes, and solutions 

 Justify solutions to problems  

 See more than one side of a problem  

 Consider sources of information and related evidence 

INSIDE THIS 
ISSUE 

Strategies for 
Building  

Higher Order 
Thinking Skills 

 
DOK—Depth of 

Knowledge Ques-
tion Stems 

 

USEFUL  

WEBSITES 

 http://
www.seussville.com/ 

 https://
studio.code.org/ 

 www.starfall.com 

 District Literacy Site 



“The mediocre teacher tells. The good teacher explains. 
The superior teacher demonstrates. The great teacher 
inspires.” ~ William Arthur Ward  

Teach concept mapping and graphic 

organizers 

A specific strategy for teaching concepts 

is conceptual mapping by drawing dia-

grams of the concept and its critical fea-

tures as well as its relationships to other 

concepts. Graphic organizers may pro-

vide a nice beginning framework for con-

ceptual mapping. Students should devel-

op the habit of mapping all the key con-

cepts after reading. 

Use collaborative strategic reading 

Collaoborative Strategic Reading — 

CSR (Klinger, Vaughn, Dimino, Schumm 

& Bryant, 2001) is another way to en-

gage students in reading and at the 

same time improve oral language skills. 

CSR is an ideal tactic for increasing 

reading comprehension of expository 

text .  Using this tactic, students are 

placed into cooperative learning groups 

of four to six students of mixed abilities. 

The students work together to accom-

plish four main tasks: (1) preview (skim 

over the material, determine what they 

know and what they want to learn), (2) 

identify clicks and clunks (clicks = we get 

it; clunks = we don't understand this con-

cept, idea or word), (3) get the gist (main 

idea) and (4) wrap up (summarize im-

portant ideas and generate questions 

(think of questions the teacher might ask 

on a test). Each student in the group is 

assigned a role such as the leader/

involver/taskmaster, the clunk expert, the 

gist expert, and the timekeeper/pacer 

(positive interdependence). Each student 

should be prepared to report the on the 

group's conclusions (individual accounta-

bility). 

Book Clubs 

Book Club activities can allow our strug-

gling readers the opportunity to read and 

discuss books at a higher intellectual 

level.  Consider giving the struggling 

reader a Book Club job that enables 

them to read for meaning at their reading 

level, and then the discussion will allow 

for further in depth investigation.  This is 

motivating and will often encourage our 

lower level readers to complete activities 

and assignments at a higher reading 

level.  This in turn will develop a deeper 

understanding of content.   

STRATEGIES TO BUILD HIGHER ORDER 
THINKING 

Teach the meaning behind concepts 

Concepts, big ideas, and important vo-

cabulary in specific content areas 

should be identified and taught. Make 

sure students understand the critical 

information that define a particular con-

cept and help students make connec-

tions to other concepts. 

Teach inference 

Students should be taught at a young 

age how to infer or make inferences. 

Start with "real life" examples and help 

children understand the how and why. 

Help students understand that observa-

tions occur when we can see something 

happening, and inferences are what we 

figure out based on an experience. 

Teaching inferencing helps students 

understand when information is implied, 

or not directly stated.  This will improve 

their ability to draw conclusions and 

their level of comprehension. 

Leveled Text with Rich Content 

We can create a balance between read-

ability and conceptual richness through 

various independent readings related to 

specific content. For example, provide a 

wide range of texts available for stu-

dents when they are studying content. 

Instead of relying on a single text, use 

Web sites, picture books, and articles. 

Students who read and write daily in the 

classroom will learn more about content 

and then build connections. Easy-to-

read books supported by engaging pic-

tures and text features are also an ex-

cellent alternatives for encouraging criti-

cal reading.    
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UPDATED 

BLOOMS TAXONOMY  

TO BUILD HIGHER 
ORDER THINKING 

 
Remembering: 

Retrieving, recalling, or  
Recognizing knowledge from 

memory.  
Understanding: 

Constructing meaning  
from different types of functions be 
they written or graphic messages 

activities like interpreting, exempli-
fying, classifying, summarizing, 

inferring, comparing, and  
explaining. 
Applying: 

Carrying out or using a procedure 
Analyzing: 

Breaking material or  
concepts into parts, determining 

how the parts relate or interrelate 
to one another or to an overall 

structure or purpose.  
Evaluating: 

Making judgments based  
on criteria and standards through  

checking and critiquing 
Creating: 

Putting elements together to  
form a coherent or functional 

whole; 
Reorganizing elements into a new 

pattern or structure through 
generating, planning, or producing 

 
**http://ww2.odu.edu/educ/roverbau/

Bloom/blooms_taxonomy.htm 
 
 
 
 



DEPTH OF KNOWLEDGE STEM PROMPTS 
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Read Aloud and Think 
Aloud 

 

When students listen to models 
of complex text they are able to 
learn vocabulary and high-level 

concept knowledge that may 
not be in the books that they  
can read independently.  Stu-
dents learn most new vocabu-
lary concepts through reading, 
writing and listening across all 

contents.  Read alouds and 
Think alouds are a great way to 

model higher order thinking.   
 

 

ROUTINE THINKING 

 Can you recall______?  

 When did ____ happen?  

 Who was ____?  

 How can you recognize____?  

 What is____?  

 How can you find the meaning 
of____?  

 Can you recall____?  

 Can you select____?  

 How would you write___?  

 What might you include on a list 
about___?  

 Who discovered___?  

 What is the formula for___?  

 Can you identify___?  

 How would you describe___?  

CONCEPTUAL THINKING 

 Can you explain how ____ affected 
____? 

 How would you apply what you 
learned to develop ____?  

 How would you compare ____? Con-
trast_____?  

 How would you classify____?  

 How are____alike? Different?  

 How would you classify the type 
of____?  

 What can you say about____?  

 How would you summarize____?  

 What steps are needed to edit___?  

 When would you use an outline to 
___?  

 How would you estimate___?  

 How could you organize___?  

 What would you use to classify___?  

 What do you notice about___?  

STRATEGIC REASONING 

 How is ____ related to ____? 

 What conclusions can you draw 
_____? 

 How would you adapt____to create a 
different____? 

 How would you test____? 

 Can you predict the outcome if____? 

 What is the best answer? Why? 

 What conclusion can be drawn from 
these three texts? 

 What is your interpretation of this 
text? Support your rationale. 

 How would you describe the sequence 
of____? 

 What facts would you select to sup-
port____? 

 Can you elaborate on the rea-
son____? 

EXTENDED REASONING 

 Write a thesis, drawing conclusions 

from multiple sources.  

 Design and conduct an experiment.  

 Gather information to develop alter-

native explanations for the results of 

an experiment.  

 Write a research paper on a topic.  

 Apply information from one text to 

another text to develop a persuasive 

argument.  

 What information can you gather to 

support your idea about___?  

 

stem prompts taken from 

www.teachersites.schoolworld.com 
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“Excellence By Example” 

Useful Websites to learn more… 

http://ngss.nsta.org/ 
www.nextgenscience.org 

http://www.state.nj.us/education/aps/cccs/
science/ 

http://concord.org/ngss/ 

Check out NJCORE:  useful resources, lesson activities, and toolkits to 
address our learning standards

NJ Department of Education: Division of Teaching and Learning— 
Monthly Newsletter: http://www.nj.gov/education/sca/team/

 

www.concord.org 

Our NGSS K-5 Teacher Task Force is work-

ing hard to unpack the standards, locate re-

sources, and create units of study for all 

grade levels.  Upcoming Faculty Meetings 

and Grade Level Meetings will be used to 

discuss standards implementation. 


