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S3: SUCCESSFUL STEM STRATEGIES 
To build a STEM culture, strategies that highlight STEM skill development and stretch thinking are critical to 
success. Successful STEM Strategies highlight instructional and cultural strategies proven successful by 
educators across the world.  
 

 

STRATEGY: Finding the 4C’s 
 

 

 
THE IDEA 

Throughout the year, students need to recognize the STEM 
skills they are using in everyday life. Research tells us that 
deliberately labeling the kind of thinking needed to be 
successful leads to better learning outcomes, especially with 
more complex problems (Swartz & McGuinness, 2014). We 
can’t keep assuming our students are getting these skills, 
because most aren’t. We know its ineffective to assume 
students understand content, this rings true with building 
STEM skills as well.  
 

 
IMPLEMENT 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Materials: bulletin board or similar space, student work, 
insta-camera, index cards, markers 
 
Time: 30 minutes to introduce; 5 minutes to post; time 
throughout the school year to model, highlight, and directly 
instruct about each skill 

1. Create a space in the room – a bulletin board or similar 
space – to document student-identified examples of 
the 4Cs: Critical Thinking, Creativity, Collaboration, and 
Communication.  

2. Explain the area to students: their role and how to 
interact with the board. The goal is to have students 
include their reasoning, not just the action. 
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IMPLEMENT 

 

3. Using four mini-lessons, model each C, defining the C 
and developing an understanding of what it looks like 
in practice. 

4. Throughout the year, ask students to identify and 
explain how they are using Critical Thinking, Creativity, 
Collaboration, or Communication. This can happen in 
all aspects of the school day or beyond.  

5. Ask students to identify connections between the 4C’s 
and literature, non-fiction texts, as well as the news.  

6. Occasionally, take photos of students using these skills 
and add the artifacts to the board.  

7. At the end of each week, have students reflect and 
share about how they used each skill. Probe students 
with questions throughout the process. 

8. Throughout the year, take five minutes during breaks, 
transitions, or morning work to refresh/quiz students 
about the activities on the board and why each fit in its 
corresponding category. 

9. Keep the board up until it is overflowing, then archive 
the board using photos.  

 
TRANSFERRING 

TO CULTURE 

As students develop the 4C skills through explicit 
connections, they are preparing for their futures careers. 
Metacognition, thinking about their own thinking, is critical to 
developing more robust problem-solving, logic, and creative 
abilities. This strategy ties into all aspects of instruction 
throughout the year and helps students see STEM in ever 
expanding areas of life.  
 

 
BUILD 

• Have a Polaroid-style camera available for students to 
instantly document examples. 	

• Have each student create his or her own digital 4Cs 
portfolio or bulletin board. 	

 


