
Wellman and Lipton’s (Groups at Work) description of discursive strategies clarifies their central 
importance in developing ECCS:

In addition to structuring student thinking and interaction in purposeful ways, these strategies are 
means by which students generate visible and audible evidence of their development of each ECC 
– rich formative assessment data that allows both teacher and peers to provide just-right, just-in-time 
responsive instruction to move learning and personal growth forward.
Strategies can be used in different ways for different purposes and in different combinations.  They are 
not “set in stone”: combine and customize and invent them as you will. 
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“Strategies that structure dialogue and discussion uncover assumptions, making 
them available for exploration and analysis. They become vehicles for investigat-
ing multiple perspectives, ideas, and orientations. These protocols [also] provide 
external guidelines that allow groups to engage with tough-to-talk-about topics in 
safe and productive ways.” (39)

POWER 5 PRACTICES 2 & 3: 
THINKING ROUTINES & DISCURSIVE STRATEGIES

https://my.hrw.com/nsmedia/intgos/html/igo.htm
Online Thinking Routine Resources   -   Holt Graphic Organizers



https://www.visual-literacy.org/periodic_table/periodic_table.html
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https://pz.harvard.edu/thinking-routines
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https://thinkingpathwayz.weebly.com/thinkingroutines.html
https://thinkingpathwayz.weebly.com/routinessynthesisingorganising.html
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DISCURSIVE 
SENTENCE 
STARTERS

Constructing knowledge together requires the use of a variety of 
“thinking moves.” These sentence starters support students to use 
and develop a repertoire of moves to make meaning, individually and 
collaboratively.

DISCUSSION 
PASSPORT

When you’re travelling, you need a valid passport to gain admission to 
others’ lands. Another person’s ideas are a bit like another land, and 
it’s important to travel there respectfully. Here is a simple strategy to 
ensure that students are listening closely and actively respecting their 
peers’ perspectives.

APPOINTMENT
CARDS

Appointment cards are a fun way to ensure that students interact more 
equitably with peers than they might if left to simply choose their own 
partner each time.

SEEI
These four steps scaffold robust student thinking moves as they 
develop a concept, idea or argument.

QUESTION 
CHAIN

This is a highly interactive way for students to ask and answer diverse 
questions related to a topic. It provides safety and opportunity for 
students to ask whatever they want and need. It also surprises their 
mental muscles with new questions and insights that will inform their 
next thinking moves and inquiry choices.

3-2-1 BRIDGE
This routine bookends a lesson, activating prior knowledge and 
synthesizing new knowledge.

FIRST WORD, 
LAST WORD

This strategy can be used in response to any essential question and 
at any time in a lesson or inquiry –diverse students deeply connect to 
one another’s points of view, strengthening mutual understanding and 
trust among them.

1-2-4-ALL
This discursive strategy, developed by Liberating Structures, “engages 
everyone simultaneously” and equitably in thinking and dialogue at 
strategic points in a lesson.

When woven into instruction, the first three strategies turn silent students and classrooms into 
inclusive, dynamic learning hubs. The strategies that follow can help students to construct, share, 
deepen, and refine knowledge in any lesson.

STRATEGIES FOR EVERYDAY USE
(Located in the THINKING ROUTINES & DISCURSIVE STRATEGIES Section of this site)



PACTS 
DETECTIVE

ROUTINE

This routine provides critical literacy questions for any text in any sub-
ject. The questions provided support students to explore a text’s pur-
pose, audience, contexts, and techniques. It then invites students to 
take a stance in response to the text’s explicit and implicit meanings.

These strategies support students to engage in critical, creative, contextual, and self-reflexive 
thinking as they make sense of new texts and instructional materials in a lesson.

STRATEGIES FOR READING, LISTENING, 
AND VIEWING 
(CRITICAL LITERACY STRATEGIES)

FANTASTIC 
FOUR

In this routine, students activate their critical, creative, and contextual 
literacy skills as they explore connections, challenges, concepts, and 
changes from their own points of view. 

LOOKING OUT,
LOOKING IN

This routine supports learners to: a. construct meaning about a text 
(Looking Out) b. to reflect on what their meaning-making reveals to 
them about themselves as knowers (Looking In). It gently yet 
powerfully reveals to learners how the meaning we make is influenced 
by our identities and worldviews.

(Located in the THINKING ROUTINES & DISCURSIVE STRATEGIES Section of this site)



SILENT
CONVERSATION

This routine invites learners to co-construct knowledge in two 
stages: first, they silently, safely express their personal responses to 
key questions; second, they collaboratively categorize and synthesize 
the group’s thinking. Diverse knowledge(s) and points of view become 
visible and students discover connections and tensions among their 
ideas and worldviews

Carefully guiding students’ thinking and interaction as they engage in complex topics and issues 
is essential. These strategies provide the safety and certainty necessary for robust, brave inquiry 
and dialogue about diverse points of view among diverse students and teachers.

STRATEGIES FOR EXPLORING 
MULTIPLE PERSPECTIVES

DEBATE TEAM 
CAROUSEL

In small groups, students silently take four steps in the handout pro-
vided, interacting fairmindedly with one another’s ideas: Step 1: State 
and support a claim from a particular point of view. Step 2: Support 
and add to a peer’s claim. Step 3: Challenge a peer’s reasoning. Step 
4: State and support a new claim, informed by the exchange of ideas 
which has occurred. 

FOUR CORNERS

In this thinking routine, participants individually and collectively sur-
face their prior knowledge, assumptions, and conclusions about an 
essential question. Hearing 4 distinct positions on the same question 
or statement exposes participants to multiple, divergent viewpoints, 
rapidly increasing the breadth of knowledge available to each person. 
Inviting participants to shift corners in response to others’ reasoning 
encourages the open-mindedness, curiosity, and humility 
characteristic of an inquiry disposition.

CROSSING THE 
LINE

This routine supports medium to large groups of students to address 
controversial, potentially divisive topics, issues, and questions. 
Participants co-generate and fairmindedly consider multiple 
arguments from both “sides” of the line

CIRCLE OF 
VIEWPOINTS

This routine Invites participants to identify multiple perspectives for 
a question, problem, issue, or event To reason from and reflect on 
diverse points of view Participants can speak from a point of view 
close to the one they actually hold at the time, or from one which they 

TUG OF WAR

This routine works well after students have learned about multiple 
points of view on a matter and the arguments and evidence which 
support each one. Tug of War invites them to create a visual repre-
sentation of the continuum of arguments and to evaluate their relative 
weight and significance.

(Located in the THINKING ROUTINES & DISCURSIVE STRATEGIES Section of this site)



TROIKA

Students engaged in inquiry are in continuous decision-making mode – 
determining what to do next & think next. There’s no need for them to 
do so alone! Troika provides a way for teams of 3 to share, shoulder, and 
address one another’s challenges.

These strategies support students to gather, organize, represent, and deliberate their knowledge 
fairmindedly and to make agentic decisions through collaboration and consensus.

STRATEGIES FOR COLLABORATIVE 
PROBLEM-SOLVING & DECISION-MAKING

COMPASS 
POINTS

Compass Points allows learners to surface their excitements, worries, 
needs, and stance on a current issue or impending decision in a class, 
staff, or group. This routine is especially effective when it’s important for 
everyone present to have input in a decision-making process.

HERE’S WHAT
SO WHAT?

NOW WHAT!

This routine invites learners to identify the most significant things they 
have learned, examine the significance of each thing, and evaluate the 
implications of the learning for different stakeholders in different contexts.

ECC WRAP &
PLANNING

TOOL

The ECC Wrap uses questions anchored in the Essential Citizenship 
Competencies to synthesize their learning and understandings of a topic, 
question, or issue. The GRASPS Planning Tool supports them to develop 
a specific plan of action for ethical, engaged citizenship in relation to the 
issue.

(Located in the THINKING ROUTINES & DISCURSIVE STRATEGIES Section of this site)


