costa's levels of thinking and
questioning

costa's levels of thinking and questioning represent a widely recognized framework
designed to enhance critical thinking and promote deeper understanding in educational
settings. Developed by Dr. Arthur L. Costa, this model categorizes cognitive processes into
three distinct levels, encouraging learners to progress from basic recall to complex analysis
and evaluation. This article explores the structure and purpose of Costa’s levels, detailing
each stage and its role in fostering higher-order thinking skills. Additionally, it highlights
practical applications for educators aiming to implement this questioning technique
effectively. Readers will gain insight into how Costa’s levels of thinking and questioning
serve as a valuable tool for curriculum development, classroom discussion, and assessment
strategies. The following sections provide a comprehensive overview of each level,
examples of questions, and tips for integrating the framework into teaching practices.

Understanding Costa's Levels of Thinking and Questioning

Level One: Gathering and Recalling Information

Level Two: Processing and Making Sense of Information

Level Three: Applying and Evaluating Information

Practical Applications of Costa’s Framework in Education

Understanding Costa's Levels of Thinking and
Questioning

Costa's levels of thinking and questioning categorize cognitive tasks into three hierarchical
stages that encourage learners to engage with content on multiple depths. This framework
is designed to move students beyond rote memorization, fostering skills such as analysis,
synthesis, and evaluation. Each level corresponds to different types of questions that
teachers can use to stimulate intellectual engagement and critical reflection. The model
supports differentiated instruction by providing a clear structure for developing questions
that challenge learners at various ability levels. Understanding these levels is essential for
educators seeking to enhance student interaction with material and promote lifelong
learning habits.

Origins and Purpose of the Framework

Dr. Arthur L. Costa introduced this taxonomy to complement existing educational theories,
such as Bloom’s Taxonomy, by emphasizing the role of questioning in cognitive
development. The purpose of Costa's levels is to encourage strategic thinking and problem-



solving skills by guiding learners through progressively deeper levels of cognition. This
model aligns with contemporary educational goals that prioritize critical thinking, creativity,
and metacognition as essential components of student success.

Components of the Three Levels

The three levels of Costa's thinking and questioning framework include:

e Level One: Focuses on gathering information and recalling facts.
e Level Two: Involves making sense of information through analysis and interpretation.

e Level Three: Centers on applying knowledge to new situations and evaluating
outcomes.

Level One: Gathering and Recalling Information

Level One of Costa's levels of thinking and questioning emphasizes basic cognitive
functions such as recalling facts, identifying details, and collecting information. This
foundational stage is crucial for building the knowledge base necessary for higher-level
thinking. Questions at this level typically require students to retrieve information directly
from texts, lectures, or experiences without interpretation or judgment. Such questions are
essential for ensuring comprehension and establishing a starting point for more complex
inquiry.

Characteristics of Level One Questions

Questions at this stage often begin with words like “who,” “what,” “when,” and “where.”
They are designed to assess students’ memory and understanding of factual content.
Examples include:

e What are the main events in the story?
e Who is the protagonist?
e When did the historical event occur?

e Where is the setting of the experiment?

Importance in the Learning Process

While Level One questions may seem simplistic, they serve a vital role by laying the



groundwork for deeper cognitive engagement. Accurate recall and comprehension are
prerequisites for analysis and critical thinking. Educators must ensure that students have a
firm grasp of foundational knowledge before advancing to subsequent levels of questioning.

Level Two: Processing and Making Sense of
Information

Level Two moves beyond mere recall to focus on understanding, interpreting, and analyzing
information. This level encourages learners to explore relationships, categorize data, and
explain reasons or causes. It requires a higher degree of cognitive effort, as students must
synthesize information and make connections between ideas. Level Two questions
stimulate thinking that involves comparison, inference, and explanation.

Types of Level Two Questions

These questions often begin with “how,” “why,” or “explain,” prompting students to
elaborate on concepts and demonstrate comprehension at a deeper level. Examples
include:

How does the author develop the main theme?

Why did the character make that decision?

Explain the relationship between the variables in the experiment.

What causes led to the historical event?

Benefits of Engaging with Level Two Thinking

Engaging with Level Two questions fosters critical thinking skills by requiring learners to
analyze information critically and justify their responses. This level promotes intellectual
curiosity and problem-solving abilities, making it essential for developing independent,
reflective thinkers. Teachers can use these questions to encourage classroom discussion
and peer collaboration.

Level Three: Applying and Evaluating Information

The highest level in Costa's levels of thinking and questioning framework is Level Three,
which involves applying knowledge in new contexts, evaluating outcomes, and creating
new ideas. This level demands sophisticated cognitive skills such as synthesis, judgment,
and innovation. Students must demonstrate the ability to use information strategically and
assess its validity or effectiveness. Level Three questions challenge learners to think
critically and creatively about complex problems.



Examples of Level Three Questions
Typically, these questions begin with “what if,” “how would,” or “evaluate,” requiring

students to hypothesize, predict, or critique. Examples include:

e What if the protagonist had made a different choice? How would the story change?
e How would you solve this problem using the concepts learned?
e Evaluate the effectiveness of the experiment’s methodology.

e Design a new approach to address the issue discussed.

Significance of Level Three Thinking in Education

Level Three thinking cultivates advanced cognitive abilities necessary for academic
achievement and real-world problem solving. It encourages students to take ownership of
their learning by applying concepts creatively and critically. This level aligns with higher
education and professional demands, where analysis, synthesis, and evaluation are key.
Incorporating Level Three questions into instruction prepares learners for complex decision-
making and innovation.

Practical Applications of Costa’s Framework in
Education

Integrating Costa’s levels of thinking and questioning into educational practice enhances
teaching effectiveness and student learning outcomes. Educators can use this framework to
design differentiated instruction, create formative assessments, and foster classroom
discussions that promote higher-order thinking. Applying the levels strategically supports
diverse learning styles and encourages metacognition among students.

Strategies for Implementing Costa's Levels

Effective use of Costa’s framework involves deliberate planning and purposeful questioning.
Some strategies include:

e Designing lesson plans that incorporate questions from all three levels to scaffold
learning.

e Encouraging students to formulate their own questions at varying levels to deepen
engagement.

e Using questioning techniques during group work to facilitate collaborative critical
thinking.



e Incorporating reflection activities that prompt evaluation and synthesis of knowledge.

Benefits for Students and Educators

For students, this approach develops essential skills such as critical analysis, problem-
solving, and independent thinking. For educators, Costa’s levels provide a clear framework
for creating meaningful assessments and guiding instructional conversations. The
framework also supports standards-based education by aligning questioning techniques
with cognitive skill development benchmarks.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are Costa's Levels of Thinking?

Costa's Levels of Thinking are a framework developed by Art Costa that categorizes
thinking skills into three levels: Level 1 (Gathering and Recalling Information), Level 2
(Processing Information), and Level 3 (Applying and Analyzing Information). These levels
help educators design questions and activities that promote deeper understanding.

How does Costa's Level 1 thinking differ from Level 3?

Level 1 thinking focuses on gathering and recalling information, such as facts and details.
Level 3 thinking involves higher-order skills like analyzing, evaluating, and creating,
encouraging deeper understanding and critical thinking.

Why are Costa's Levels of Thinking important in
education?

They provide a structured approach to develop students' cognitive skills by encouraging
progression from basic recall to complex analysis and evaluation, fostering critical thinking
and problem-solving abilities.

Can Costa's Levels of Thinking be applied outside the
classroom?

Yes, these levels are useful in everyday decision-making, problem-solving, and
communication by helping individuals approach situations with different depths of thinking
and questioning.

How do teachers use Costa's Levels of Thinking to
formulate questions?

Teachers design questions that target each level: Level 1 questions ask for facts, Level 2



questions require explanation or interpretation, and Level 3 questions encourage
evaluation, synthesis, or creative thinking.

What is an example of a Level 2 question based on
Costa's framework?

A Level 2 question might be: 'How would you explain the main idea of this story?' This
requires students to process and interpret information beyond simple recall.

How can students benefit from understanding Costa's
Levels of Thinking?

Understanding these levels helps students recognize the complexity of questions and
develop strategies to think more deeply, improving comprehension and critical thinking
skills.

Are Costa's Levels of Thinking aligned with Bloom's
Taxonomy?

Yes, Costa's Levels of Thinking are similar to Bloom's Taxonomy in promoting higher-order
thinking skills, though Costa's model is simpler with three levels focusing on questioning
and cognitive processes.

How can technology be integrated with Costa's Levels
of Thinking?

Technology tools like interactive quizzes, discussion forums, and multimedia projects can
be designed to target different thinking levels, helping students engage with content at
varying depths using Costa's framework.

Additional Resources

1. “Making Thinking Visible: How to Promote Engagement, Understanding, and
Independence for All Learners” by Ron Ritchhart, Mark Church, and Karin Morrison

This book explores strategies to develop students' thinking skills by making their thinking
processes explicit. It aligns well with Costa’s Levels of Thinking by encouraging deeper
questioning and reflection. Educators learn practical techniques to foster critical and
creative thinking in the classroom, enhancing students’ ability to analyze and evaluate
information.

2. “Questioning for Classroom Discussion: Purposeful Speaking, Engaged Listening, Deep
Thinking” by Jackie Acree Walsh and Beth Dankert Sattes

Focused on the power of questioning, this book provides educators with tools to craft
guestions that promote higher-order thinking. It complements Costa’s framework by
emphasizing how varied questions can stimulate deeper cognitive engagement. The
authors offer strategies to facilitate discussions that encourage students to think critically
and express their understanding clearly.



3. “Critical Thinking: Tools for Taking Charge of Your Professional and Personal Life” by
Richard Paul and Linda Elder

This comprehensive guide delves into the skills and habits needed for effective critical
thinking. It aligns with Costa’s Levels of Thinking by outlining ways to move beyond basic
recall to analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. Readers learn to identify biases, construct
reasoned arguments, and solve problems thoughtfully in diverse contexts.

4. “The Art of Questioning: An Introduction to Critical Thinking” by Daniel E. Flage

Flage’s book introduces readers to the foundational role that questioning plays in critical
thinking development. It mirrors Costa’s Levels of Thinking by categorizing questions into
levels that progressively deepen understanding. The text offers practical examples and
exercises to enhance questioning skills for learners and educators alike.

5. “Teaching for Critical Thinking: Tools and Techniques to Help Students Question Their
Assumptions” by Stephen D. Brookfield

Brookfield provides educators with approaches to challenge students’ preconceived notions
and encourage reflective thinking. The book supports Costa’s framework by focusing on
metacognition and higher-level questioning. It includes strategies to create classroom
environments that nurture curiosity, skepticism, and thoughtful dialogue.

6. “How to Question in the Classroom: Creating Critical Thinkers and Problem Solvers” by
Jackie Acree Walsh and Beth Dankert Sattes

This resource details methods for crafting questions that engage students at all levels of
Costa’s thinking framework. It emphasizes the importance of purposeful questioning to
develop critical thinking and problem-solving abilities. Teachers are guided in designing
questions that prompt analysis, evaluation, and creative thinking.

7. “Visible Learning for Literacy, Grades K-12: Implementing the Practices That Work Best to
Accelerate Student Learning” by Douglas Fisher, Nancy Frey, and John Hattie

While broader in scope, this book highlights questioning as a key practice to accelerate
learning and thinking. It aligns with Costa’s Levels of Thinking by illustrating how strategic
questioning supports comprehension and critical engagement with texts. Educators receive
evidence-based techniques to foster deeper literacy and cognitive skills.

8. “Teaching Critical Thinking: Practical Wisdom” by bell hooks

In this insightful text, bell hooks discusses how critical thinking is essential for personal and
social transformation. The book complements Costa’s Levels of Thinking by encouraging
educators to cultivate questioning that challenges dominant narratives and promotes
inclusive dialogue. It offers a compelling perspective on critical pedagogy and thoughtful
inquiry.

9. “Thinking Through Project-Based Learning: Guiding Deeper Inquiry” by Jane Krauss and
Suzie Boss

This book connects project-based learning with the development of higher-order thinking
skills, reflecting principles found in Costa’s model. It provides strategies to design projects
that require students to ask complex questions, analyze information, and create innovative
solutions. The authors emphasize inquiry-driven learning as a pathway to critical and
creative thinking.
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