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Purpose: What kind of thinking does this routine encourage?
This routine helps students build a more multi-dimensional mental model of a topic by identifying different 
aspects of the topic and considering their complexity. The benefit of the routine consists mainly in the 
reasoning students do in order to choose and explain their ratings. Of less importance is assigning each idea 
to the “right” place on the scale.
 
Application: When and where can I use it?
Use the Complexity Scale when you have been studying a topic for a while and students know something 
about it. But don’t wait until the end of the topic to use the routine. The Complexity Scale is a good way to 
surface students’ conceptions so you can get a sense of how they understand the topic in its entirety.

Launch: What are some tips for starting and using this routine?
Put up a scale with simple on one end and complex on the other. Have students write statements on post-
it notes about what they know about a topic. Then, have them place statements along the continuum. Feel 
free to discuss placement. You can even place a statement in more than one spot on the line (sometimes 
things are simple in one way, but complex in another).
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A routine for unpacking complexity.

This thinking routine was developed as part of the Artful Thinking project 
at Project Zero, Harvard Graduate School of Education.

Explore more Thinking Routines at pz.harvard.edu/thinking-routines

Share your experience with this thinking routine on social media using the hashtags #PZThinkingRoutines and #TheComplexityScale.

1. Say some broad things you know about a topic—observations, facts, ideas. Think 
of different kinds of things.

2. Place each statement somewhere on the complexity scale.

Simple ---------------------------------------------------------------------- Complex

3. Explain why you want to place it there.

4. Reflect: What new insights and questions do you have about the topic?


