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The Quick Guides to Thinking Classrooms is a series of 
The Critical Thinking Consortium (TC2). TC2 is a non-profit 
partnership of schools, school districts, teacher professional 
associations, and other educational organizations. Its aim is 
to promote critical thinking from primary to post-secondary 
education through partner-sponsored professional 
development, publications, and research.
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Framing Critical Inquiry Questions and 
Tasks clearly explains the importance of 
supporting student inquiry with questions 
and tasks that effectively promote critical, 
creative and collaborative thinking. The 
resource provides teachers with specific 
tools for developing critical inquiry questions 
and tasks, as well as numerous classroom 
examples that range across grade levels and subject areas. 
Templates for teacher planning and student use are included in 
this practical guide.
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The Quick Guides to Thinking Classrooms series emerged from 
the success of Creating Thinking Classrooms, a TC2 resource that 
explores key pedagogical principles and ideas for guiding learning in the 
21st century. Each title in the series focuses on practical strategies for 
developing deep understanding, real-life competencies and thoughtful 
commitment in students. The Quick Guides are useful for both beginning 
and experienced teachers. Together, they provide a roadmap to inspire 
and reinforce creative, critical and collaborative thinking in students at 
every grade level.
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The Critical Thinking Consortium (TC2) is a nonprofit association that 
has worked with more than 125,000 educators across Canada and in 
the United States, Europe, Asia, the Middle East and the Caribbean to 
support critical, creative and collaborative thinking from kindergarten 
to graduate school.

“The TC2 model transformed teaching and learning and enhanced 

student achievement. we have direct evidence of teacher and student 

growth through feedback provided as a component of the international 

Baccalaureate curriculum review and assessment models. furthermore, 

student performance on inquiry and critical thinking assessment tasks 

improved significantly.”

—Rosemary Evans, formerly Director of Academics,  
Branksome Hall, Ontario

“as we near the end of a three-year aisi project 

focused on infusing the critical thinking process into 

best practices, i continue to be inspired and excited 

by the learning that has taken place with our teachers 

and students. What at first seemed daunting and 

overwhelming has become embedded in the work we do 

with students. our students embrace critical challenges 

and view them as opportunities to become personally 

involved in tasks that require judgment . . .”

 —Ingrid Phare, lead teacher, Parkland School Division, Alberta

The foundational book

...and more! 



The Critical Thinking Consortium
1580 West Broadway

Vancouver, BC  V6J 5K8
Phone: 604.639.6325

Email: mail@tc2.ca
Website: www.tc2.ca 

Examples

Practical applications Sample student templates

HOW TO ORDER

• shop online at tc2.ca/shop*
• email mail@tc2.ca with your purchase order**
• phone 604-639-6325

We accept payments by Visa, Mastercard, cheque or cash.
*All online credit card payments will be processed by Paypal.
**Cheques should be made out to The Critical Thinking Consortium.
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Use peer feedback and self-assessment

Assessment-rich learning depends on plentiful, frequent feedback. This 
can be difficult, if not impossible, to achieve if comments and advice come 
only from the teacher. To broaden the scope of your assessment, look for 
opportunities to implement peer feedback and self-assessment. These 
opportunities can be a few seconds in length (“Turn to your neighbour and 
give each other feedback on your conclusions.”) or more extensive (“Record 
criteria for which you have strong evidence and those that could be better 
supported. Share your self-assessment with a partner and ask for feedback.”). 
To nurture effective peer feedback and self-assessment, you will need to 
support your students as they learn to make and share helpful observations. 

Teach and assess thinking tools

To respond successfully to a critical inquiry question or task, students need 
the intellectual tools used by effective critical thinkers. By purposefully 
teaching and assessing these tools, you can support all your students during 
critical inquiry. While criteria are always required, the other tools are needed 
in varying degrees for different tasks. Consider using the template Planning 
to teach and assess intellectual tools, shown here and in the appendix, as you 
determine your students’ needs and the focus of your current instruction and 
assessment. The intellectual tools are:

 Ք background knowledge;

 Ք criteria for judgment;

 Ք  thinking vocabulary, including concepts such 
as evidence, bias, and inference;

 Ք  thinking strategies such as making a list of pros 
and cons or using the 5Ws;

 Ք  habits of mind such as curiosity, perseverance, 
and open-mindedness.

Framing Critical Inquiry Questions 
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Planning to teach and assess intellectual tools

Name: 
 Date: 

Critical inquiry question or task:  

Intellectual tools Indicators Intellectual tools students need 

to develop to be successful

Background knowledge

For example, students 
may need to access 
subject-speci� c 
information during the 
inquiry.

Can students draw upon 
accurate and relevant 
information?

� ey will need knowledge of:

Criteria for judgment

For example, criteria 
for an e� ective title 
might include: catchy, 
informative, and 
succinct. 

Can they make reasoned 
judgments that meet relevant 

criteria and use criteria to justify 

their decisions?

� ey will need criteria for 
____________________:

-

- 

- 

- 

� inking vocabulary

For example, students 
may need to use such 
concepts as evidence, 
bias and inference.

Can students competently 
use key concepts related to 
thinking?

� ey will need to understand 

and accurately use the terms:

� inking strategies

For example, students 
might make a list of 
pros and cons, or use 
the 5Ws.

Do students e� ectively employ 

useful strategies to work 
through the challenge?

� ey will need to have 
strategies for:

Habits of mind

For example, students 
might develop 
perseverance, curiosity, 
and open-mindedness.

Do students exhibit key 
dispositions?

� ey will need to develop the 

inclination to:

For a larger version of this template, see the appendix.
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Planning critical inquiry questions and tasks

Categories of questions and tasks Possible critical challenges

Critique the piece

Students assess one particular action, 
product, or other option in relation to a set 
of criteria.

Judge better or best

Students judge among a set of options to 
decide which option best meets the criteria.

Rework the piece

Students transform a product or 
performance in light of new information, 
from a different perspective, or for a 
changed purpose.

Decode the puzzle

Students explain an image, text, product, 
or situation by making careful observations 
and drawing inferences that lead to a well-
justified conclusion.

Design to specs

Students develop a product that meets a 
given set of criteria or conditions.

Perform to specs

Students keep criteria in mind at the same 
time as they undertake specific actions.
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When critical inquiry turns tasty

A teacher in Ottawa challenged her grade 10 
Food and Nutrition students to create a “restau-
rant” that would cater school events such as an 
awards banquet, parent-teacher interviews, a 
career fair, and a volunteer tea. Small groups of 
students created their own restaurant names and 
logos, and took on various roles, such as execu-
tive chef, sous chef, chef de partie, and steward. 
Students needed to think critically, creatively, and 
collaboratively while they worked within a budget 
to plan, prepare, and serve tasty food.

As a final critical inquiry design and perform task, 
the students prepared and served a special lun-
cheon for teachers. The lunch needed to meet the 
qualitative criteria of being nutritious and enjoy-
able for all customers, and the basic requirement 
of falling within a budget of $8 per meal. During 
the planning phase, students created food ques-
tionnaires, interviewed teachers, and discussed 
various menu possibilities. They created invita-
tions, menus, and table settings. To accommodate 
all their customers, students made adaptations 
such as providing coconut “whipped cream” for 
a lactose-intolerant teacher. On the day of the 
luncheon, students impressed their guests by 

following proper serving procedures and knowl-
edgeably answering questions about the food. 

Reflecting on her students’ responses to this criti-
cal challenge, the teacher commented, “Without a 
doubt, the critical, creative, collaborative approach 
resulted in a successful luncheon for both stu-
dents and staff. [It] allowed students to formulate 
and capitalize on their own remarkable ideas.” 

Carefully designed menus helped provide an enjoyable experience 
for restaurant customers.

In response to a critical inquiry challenge, grade 10 students created beautiful mini-
cheesecakes like these to serve at parent-teacher conferences.
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