
3-2-1 Bridge 

Overview: 

 

 

Purpose: 

This Thinking Routine helps students understand their own process of learning by 

considering their conceptions of a topic before and after a learning experience and 

how their conceptions changed. 

Application: When and where can I use it?  

The routine works well when the topic of the learning experience is one in which 

students have some prior knowledge. If the topic is something the students would not 

recognize, it would not be a good choice to use with this routine.  Use the “Before 

Learning” part when you want students to remember their prior ideas, questions, and 

understandings about the topic. The, near or at the end of the learning experience, 

invite students to complete the “After Learning” and “Bridge” parts of the routine. 

Getting Started: What are some tips for starting and using this routine? 

When you introduce the topic or concept in the learning experience, share just a few 

details, remembering that the goal is to use the “Before Learning” part of the routine to 

activate students’ prior knowledge. This will give you (and them) a chance to see their 

initial thinking.  Have the students write down 3 words or thoughts, 2 questions, and 1 

metaphor or simile about the topic. Encourage them to capture their thoughts quickly, 

using words and questions that they think of first. Next, engage students in the learning 

experience.  This might be reading an article, watching a video, examining an artifact, 

observing artwork, or engaging in an activity having to do with the topic. The learning 

experience should introduce new information or perspective about the topic that will 

extend students’ thinking in new directions. After the learning experience, students 

complete the “After Learning” part of the routine.  Then, students will do the “Bridge” 

part where they make connections between their initial and new thinking, explaining 

 BEFORE Learning    AFTER Learning 

 3 words/ideas    3 words/ideas 

 2 questions     2 questions 

 1 metaphor or simile    1 metaphor or simile 

 

          BRIDGE 

Explain how your new responses connect to or changed from your initial responses. 



how and why their thinking shifted. Explain to students that their initial thinking is not right 

or wrong; it is just a starting point. New experiences take out thinking in new directions.  

For younger students for whom the concepts of “metaphor” or “simile” may be too 

much, you can skip this step and just have them use words or pictures for their 3 ideas 

and 2 questions. 

 

Read more about this Instructional Move: 

 3-2-1 Bridge | Project Zero (harvard.edu) 
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http://www.pz.harvard.edu/resources/3-2-1-bridge

