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OTL545 Technology and Innovation
Module 2: Critical Thinking and Technology


Critical Thinking Lesson Plan

Lesson Information

	Lesson Title
	The Arrival of the Spanish in Central America and the Fall of the Aztec Empire

	Grade/Subject Area
	6th Social Science 

	Measurable Learning Objective(s)
	· Students will analyze at least two causes that contributed to the Spanish conquest of the Aztec Empire and explain, in a short digital response, how different perspectives and historical factors shaped the downfall of the Aztecs. Students will cite evidence from maps, images, and brief source excerpts to support one historical claim.

	Curriculum Standard or Course Learning Objective
	· This lesson aligns with Colorado Academic Standards, Social Studies, Standard 1: History, which emphasizes inquiry, analysis, interpretation, and communication about the past. The standard highlights that history helps students explain the human experience through past events and develop skills in analyzing, interpreting, evaluating, and communicating historical understanding.




Technology and Critical Thinking

	Technology
	· Students will use Google Slides or Nearpod to examine a map of Central America, short source excerpts, and visual evidence related to Hernán Cortés, Tenochtitlan, alliances with Indigenous groups, disease, and conflict. 

	
	· Technology supports critical thinking by allowing students to compare sources, annotate evidence, and respond to a prompt that asks them to determine which factor most contributed to the Aztec downfall. This use of technology moves students beyond recall and into analysis, inference, and evidence-based reasoning. Critical thinking in education involves examining information carefully, evaluating claims, and making reasoned judgments, which fits the structure of this lesson (Vejar, 2023).

	Higher-Order Thinking
	· The lesson requires students to analyze causes, evaluate competing explanations, make inferences from sources, and justify a claim with evidence. Students will compare perspectives, identify cause-and-effect relationships, and communicate a reasoned conclusion. These tasks reflect higher-order thinking because students are not simply identifying facts; they are interpreting historical events and defending their thinking (Laskowski, 2023; Silver et al., 2022; Vejar, 2023).




Lesson Structure (40 minutes)

	Key Activities 

	Time Allocation (minutes)
	Description

	Introduction
	5 min. 
	· Display the question: “Why do powerful civilizations sometimes fall?” Students complete a quick warm-up in Pear Deck or on a Google Form. Briefly connect responses to historical inquiry and explain that today’s lesson will examine the arrival of the Spanish in Central America and the fall of the Aztec Empire.

	Source Exploration
	10 min.
	· Students view a teacher-guided slide deck with a map of the Aztec Empire, an image of Tenochtitlan, and brief excerpts about Spanish arrival, alliances with Indigenous enemies of the Aztecs, and the spread of disease. The teacher models how to identify evidence and think critically about bias, perspective, and cause/effect.

	Class/Group Activity
	15 min.
	· In pairs, students use a digital graphic organizer in Google Docs to sort evidence into categories: military technology, disease, alliances, leadership, and geography. Pairs discuss which factor mattered most and prepare one claim supported with at least two pieces of evidence.

	Closure / Assessment
	10 min.
	· Students submit an individual exit response in Google Classroom answering: “What was the most important reason for the downfall of the Aztecs, and why?” Students must use evidence from the lesson. The teacher reviews responses for historical understanding and critical thinking.












Summary and References:
I designed this lesson for my 6th grade Colorado social studies class and it focuses on the arrival of the Spanish in Central America and the downfall of the Aztec Empire. The lesson aligns with Colorado’s History standard by asking students to investigate the past through inquiry, analyze cause and effect, and interpret multiple sources to build a historical explanation. The Colorado Academic Standards (Colorado Department of Education, 2022) describe history as a discipline that helps students explain the human experience through past events while developing skills in analysis, interpretation, evaluation, and communication. Rather than memorizing a sequence of events, students must evaluate why the Aztec Empire fell and determine which factors were most significant. That approach keeps the lesson closely tied to critical thinking, which is central to both the social studies standards and the goals of this assignment.
Technology is integrated as a tool for analysis rather than simple content delivery. My slide deck, digital source set, and shared graphic organizer help students compare evidence, discuss ideas, and organize their thinking in real time. This use of technology reflects the idea that critical thinking develops when students engage actively with information, weigh evidence, and construct reasoned responses instead of passively receiving facts (Vejar, 2023). In a 40-minute middle school lesson, these digital supports also improve access because students can revisit visuals, excerpts, and notes during the activity.
The lesson is intentionally structured to close the critical thinking gap by giving all students access to meaningful historical reasoning tasks. Laskowski (2023) explains that critical thinking should not be reserved only for advanced students, but should be embedded into everyday learning opportunities for all learners. In this lesson, every student is asked to examine evidence, discuss competing ideas, and defend a claim. Supports such as sentence stems, vocabulary assistance, and collaborative discussion are included so that students can engage in rigorous thinking even when the content is challenging.
The lesson also reflects real-world thinking processes described by Silver et al. (2022), particularly analysis, reasoning, and communication. Students must sort information, identify patterns across different causes, and communicate a conclusion supported by evidence. These are transferable skills that extend beyond history class because they prepare students to evaluate information critically in academic, civic, and digital spaces. Overall, the lesson plan uses technology purposefully to strengthen historical inquiry, deepen engagement, and make critical thinking visible within a short 40-minute lesson.
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