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1

I have never been student of the month, the week, or even the day. I 
had 80 absences my freshman year in high school. I nearly dropped out 
of college, twice. But I graduated at the top of my law school class while 
teaching full time as a math teacher at a Title I school in Las Vegas, NV. 
Even more surprisingly, of the entire eighth-grade class that I taught, 74% 
of my students—who became Socratic masters and prolifi c problem solv-
ers—scored profi cient or higher on their state exam. Th is number was 
equal to or higher than the highest performing schools in the most affl  uent 
neighborhoods in the city. Th is book is about the power of leveraging the 
same practical “Th inking Like a Lawyer” strategies I used as a teacher and 
law student to fend off  underachievement. More importantly, this book 
makes the case for a new guiding philosophy behind the purpose of educa-
tion: unleashing the full critical thinking potential of all students.

I spent the last 5 years obsessing over one question: Why don’t we 
teach critical thinking to all students? My journey to fi nd answers was not 
an exercise in mere curiosity, but an urgent search for a missing piece in the 
education equity conversation. When education leaders discuss important 
challenges like stopping the school-to-prison pipeline, addressing chronic 
absenteeism, and ending racial disparities in academic performance, the 
national conversation almost always revolves around closing the achieve-
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2 Thinking Like a Lawyer

ment gap. But what if educators focused on shattering achievement ceil-
ings instead?

After a decade of reforms attempting to give every child access to 
rigorous educational opportunities, we are still not providing equitable 
access to deeper learning experiences. Critical thinking is at the heart of 
deeper learning, but in the scramble to close the achievement gap, we have 
created an unacceptable dichotomy. On one hand, critical thinking is the 
essential 21st-century skill. As a math teacher-turned-attorney at one of 
Las Vegas’s most prestigious law fi rms, I sat on the board for the Nevada 
STEM Coalition and led business conversations about the future of work 
and the urgent need to equip every student with critical thinking skills for 
our rapidly changing workforce. On the other hand, I saw a school sys-
tem touting “proof” of its critical thinking eff orts by showcasing magnet 
schools, career and technical academies, gifted and talented programs, 
and robotics and aviation afterschool programs for a handful of students. 
With the overwhelming majority of students excluded from these deeper 
learning opportunities, one thing was clear: Critical thinking was and still 
is a luxury good. 

Th is is the critical thinking gap, and this is not random. In classrooms, 
educators often stick to low-level questions because they do not believe 
critical thinking can be taught, do not believe it can be taught to all stu-
dents, or do not believe in their own ability to teach critical thinking. 
Seeing is believing, so this is an issue of “how”: How do we teach critical 
thinking, and how do we teach it to all students? Educators get little guid-
ance on the “how” and struggle with a lack of training and tools to teach 
critical thinking unless they are part of the select few in elite academic 
programs. Th is gap increases for English language learners (ELLs), stu-
dents who are academically behind their peers, or those receiving special 
education services. Often, even identifi ed gifted students fall victim to this 
gap because of educators’ misguided belief that “they will be just fi ne.” 

Th ey will not be just fi ne. According to data collected by Wyner et 
al. (2007), “although high achieving, low-income students tend to gradu-
ate from high school on time, they are more likely to attend less selective 
colleges than their more advantaged peers (21% vs. 14%), are less likely to 
graduate from college (49% vs. 77%), and are less likely to receive a grad-
uate degree (29% vs. 47%)” (Olszewski-Kubilius & Clarenbach, 2012, p. 
7). One in four high-achieving students from low-income backgrounds 
do not even take the SAT or ACT exam (Plucker et al., 2013). When we 
also consider the unacceptable fact that between 40% and 60% of students 
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Introduction 3

graduate from K–12 systems in need of college remediation (Jimenez et al., 
2016), we can see that we are leaving an incredible amount of genius on the 
table. With all this said, one conclusion is clear: Th e critical thinking gap 
is simply untenable.

We need a critical thinking revolution, and this revolution must be 
practical. Dynamic speakers at education conferences talk about the need 
to “completely transform” education. But if we are honest about what it 
will take to transition to a system with equitable access to deeper learn-
ing for all students, we must admit that this massive undertaking cannot 
succeed without an intensive and intentional classroom focus. Th is is why 
this book exists.

Th inking Like a Lawyer is the how-to manual to unleash the critical 
thinking potential of all learners. Th is is the practical guide for design-
ing classrooms that you would long for your own children to attend. Th is 
is not some pie-in-the-sky fairy tale that you could only accomplish with 
lots of special technology, expensive Makerspaces, and “high-performing” 
students. Th is is the practical critical thinking guide for all teacher leaders, 
including the ones at the one-room schoolhouse, the juvenile detention 
education center, and the “we’ve got everything” magnet school. 

No revolution can happen without a healthy dosage of propaganda. 
Th at’s why Part I of this book’s powerful but practical critical thinking rev-
olution is all about evangelism. Th is section features my testimony as a 
recovering underachiever, defi nes and pushes the defi nition of what criti-
cal thinking actually is (and why it’s so hard to teach), and highlights prac-
tical examples to show why the critical thinking gap is the most crucial 
equity issue in education no one is talking about.

Part II gets into the nitty-gritty of the Th inking Like a Lawyer method 
(thinkLaw for short), with practical guidance for leveraging our students’ 
inherent sense of justice and fairness as a hook for unleashing their critical 
thinking potential. Th is section uses real-life examples of hilarious, absurd, 
and did-that-really-happen-for-real legal cases to highlight engaging and 
rigorous frameworks for developing critical thinking skills and disposi-
tions. Each powerful thinkLaw strategy—like analysis from multiple per-
spectives, mistake analysis, and investigation and discovery—is followed 
by detailed practical applications for all grade levels and multiple subject 
areas. 

Lastly, Part III discusses the practical implications of adopting the 
thinkLaw framework. All of the strategies in the world are meaningless 
without addressing the very real implementation barriers that make any 
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4 Thinking Like a Lawyer

instructional change diffi  cult. Part III works through this diffi  culty by help-
ing educators scaff old for critical thinking, ensuring that these rigorous, 
deeper learning experiences can be accessible for all students. Th is section 
also includes concrete tools to support practical lesson planning consid-
erations to ensure that your critical thinking lesson that looks amazing 
on paper does not fall apart in practice. Th en, I challenge the notion of 
student engagement for engagement’s sake and make a case for refi ning 
engagement with a much more intentional focus on deeper learning. 

Th is section also connects these thinkLaw strategies to two issues that 
teachers are forced to care about across the board: classroom management 
and student performance on standardized exams. And because parents 
and families are the most important teachers in the lives of learners, this 
section also includes powerful strategies for families to use these same 
tools at home. Th e changes needed for schools to unleash critical thinking 
skills and dispositions will be improbable and unsustainable if we do not 
involve our students’ families. By the end of this book, readers will have the 
practical tools needed to build a world where critical thinking is no longer 
a luxury good. Welcome to the critical thinking revolution!
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