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Teaching very young students 

to think critically 

Critical Thinking in Early Primary

CCTCA 2020

The Critical Thinking Consortium (TC2)

www.tc2.ca

Twitter: @TC2Thinks

Giovanna Longhi

To access lessons 
from the online 
resource collections 
and professional 
learning library 
resources, you will 
need to register your 
account.  

3

Critical Challenge

Which is a better classroom pet: an elephant 
or hamster?

Criteria: Easy to care for, can fit in 
classroom, interesting

Why was that a task that 
required Critical 

Thinking?

TC2 defines critical thinking as the 

thinking through of a problematic 

situation about what to believe or how 

to act where the thinker makes a 

reasoned judgment that reflects 

competent use of the intellectual tools

for quality thinking.
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TC2’s framework for promoting 

critical inquiry
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Among the three choices, which is the 
best way to welcome a new student to 

our class?

6

Sample Challenges
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• Which is the better, more friendly or safer solution?
• Which answer best fits the clues
• Who would be the better helper if we had this 

problem?
• Which would make the better present (make the 

person happiest and be good for them)?

Teaching the Intellectual Tools

◼Background Knowledge – relevant facts 

necessary to make reasoned choices.

◼Criteria for judgement – fair, safe, helpful, best

◼Critical Thinking Vocabulary – problem and 

solution, guess and clue, evidence, 

consequence

◼Thinking Strategies:  Thinking “yes” and “no”, 

pro and con, how would some one feel about 

this

◼Habits of Mind: empathy, making up one’s own 

mind
8
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Critical Challenge:  What season 

is it?
Tool 3: Thinking Strategy: Circling Clues

What is the 

person 
doing?

Thinking 
strategy:

Circling clues

What is the 

person 
doing?

Thinking 
strategy:

5 Ws
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Thinking 
strategy:

5 Ws

•What is the person 
doing?
•Where is this?
•Who is this person?
•Why is the person 
doing it?

Tool 4:  Critical 
Thinking 

Vocabulary: 

• Draw a conclusion or 
make a prediction
based on clues

• Assess yesterday’s 
prediction based on 
new clues/evidence

Tool 5:  Habit of mind: 
Changing your mind in 
light of new evidence: 
Change your prediction so 
that it better matches all 
the clues 

Tool 5: 

Nurturing Habits of Mind 

• Caring how others might be affected (Empathy)

• Making up one’s mind (Deciding what I believe)

• Paying attention to details

• Listening to others

• Being open minded

• Changing one’s mind in light of new evidence

Critical Challenge #1: Drawing conclusions 

about daily life from pictures

What conclusions can you draw about the life 

of this family from the clues in this picture?

Practice a 

strategy for 

investigating

an image
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Kindergarten: Community
Decide whether our community meets the needs of this 

newcomer family 

What do you 
need in our 
community? 

What might the 
newcomer family 

need? 

Create a map that 
shows what we 

have in our 
community that 
might meet their 

needs. 

What might be 
missing?  Create 

powerful questions 
for our local city 

councillor. 

Create a newcomer 
package for new   

families moving into 
our community.    

•read aloud story
•Venn diagram of 
pictures

•ranking of 
pictures

•mapping Franklin’s 
neighbourhood

•community walk
•mapping our 
community

•brainstorming 
questions

•criteria for a good 
question

•selecting questions

•community walk 
with cameras

•selecting most 
important places

•writing captions
•assembling packages

Critical Challenge 4: Write a helpful letter to a child who will be moving 

to Canada from another country to explain how similar life in Canada 

will be

Writing a 

helpful 

letter

What’s the 

format of a 

letter?

What would 

make it 

helpful?
Who will be reading 

it? How will that 

affect what and how 

I write?

I have lots of information. 

What should I include?

What else could I 

include in the 

envelope that might 

be helpful for the 

reader?

© The Critical Thinking Consortium 2012

Source Docs is a searchable digital collection of images, historical documents and associated 
instructional materials to support critical inquiry. These collections can be used
•as information sources, obtained in a critically thoughtful way, about topics in social studies and science
•as a context for developing critical thinking tools that are particularly useful with visual information and 
also applicable generally.

http://sourcedocs.tc2.ca/

Source Docs

Bulk subscriptions as low as $2.64/year

There are two components to the Source Docs collection:

Picture Sets: assembled sets of vivid images that address many topics in social studies and 
science.

History Docs: sets of documents containing text and visual documents focused on central topics 
and questions in Canadian history.

© The Critical Thinking Consortium 2012

http://sourcedocs.tc2.ca/

Picture Sets
Picture Sets is a searchable collection of carefully selected sets of 
drawings, photographs and paintings. 

Ancient Egypt (9 sets)
•Architecture
•Daily life
Ancient Greece (9 sets)
•Beliefs
•Environment
Ancient Rome (9 sets)
•Global Interaction
•Legacies
Children’s rights (4 sets)
•Freedom to participate
•Adequate standard of living
Community and family (4 sets)
•Community responsibilities
India (6 sets)
•Food
•Shelter

Global development (9 sets)
•Water and sanitation
•Pollution
Environment (8 sets)
•States of water
•Arctic food web
Cells (1 set)
•Cell division – mitosis
Climate change (2 sets)
•Causes of climate change
•Effects of climate change
Properties of matter (1 set)
•Physical and chemical changes

Sample Picture Sets topics
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History Docs

History Docs uses authentic historical documents to help 
students learn about history from primary and secondary 
sources.

Aboriginal History (7 sets)
• Daily life for the Haida pre and post contact
• Disappearance of the Beothuk

Canada and Quebec (2 sets)
• Quiet revolution
• Flag debate

Chinese-Canadian History (11 sets)
• Causes of the 1907 Asian Riots
• Chinese Canadian life on the railway

Confederation (6 sets)
• New Brunswick and Confederation
• Nova Scotia and Confederation

New France and Acadia (3 sets)
• Missionaries in New France
• The expulsion of the Acadians

Immigration (7 sets)
• Conditions for early Ukrainian immigrants
• Daily life for pioneers 1890-1914

The Road to Confederation (3 sets)
• Causes of the Upper Canada rebellion
• Lower Canada rebellion 

World War I (3 sets)
• Canadians’ reaction to the start of WWI
• Winnipeg General Strike

World War I Internment (5 sets)
• Daily life in WW I Internment Camps
• Effects of WW I Internment

World War II (5 sets)
• Daily life in Japanese Internment Camps
• Was Japanese Internment justified?

The interwar years (3 sets)
• Winnipeg general strike
• Consequences of the Great Depression

Sample History Docs topics

Thank you!

• The Critical Thinking 

Consortium (TC2)

• www.tc2.ca

• Twitter: @TC2Thinks

• Giovanna Longhi

Register and log in to access:

The Thinking Teacher newsletter

Picture Sets and Source Docs

• Tools for Thought

• Publications and Professional 
Discussions
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