7STEPS
WITH
PLYMOUTH
UNIVERSITY

7 Steps to:

Fostering Critical Thinking
Overview

1. Provide progressive programme development

Critical thinking is seen as fundamental
to HE practice. Harvey et al (1997)
identified critical thinking as what
differentiates graduates and enables them
to demonstrate the higher order skills
that employers require. Barnett (1997)
advocates students need to develop as
‘critical beings’ who can think effectively
throughout their studies and prepare for
a changing world through their ability to
ponder on issues, grapple with ambiguity,
uncertainty and disequilibrium (Meyers,
1986). The concept of critical thinking is
however highly contested and opinion
amongst theorists is divided about
whether critical thinking is universal or
cultural and context-specific (Mason,
2008).

Students should expect their thinking to change during their academic studies. Our
programmes should be designed to facilitate the development of critical thinking. Welldesigned module learning outcomes should demonstrate the progression of critical
thinking across the programme. Students should initially be able to ‘identify and explain’,
progressing to ‘analysis, synthesis and evaluation’ in their final year. Learning outcomes
that promote thinking include words such as discuss, differentiate, model, analyse,
interpret, evaluate, argue, justify, appraise and synthesis. Through careful guidance
students can be encouraged to dig deep and explore the unknown (Hamza & Griffiths,
2006). Ennis (1997) posed the question, ‘should critical thinking be taught separately,
embedded into subject specific instruction or both’? Pithers & Soden (2010) suggest that
many programmes offer insufficient opportunity for students to develop their thinking.
Think about: timetabling sessions where students engage in activities which develop
discipline related critical thinking; using Bloom’s Taxonomy (1956) to introduce students
to critical thinking; using examples of critical thinking from both subject discipline and
everyday activities; discussing uncertainty and disagreement between experts.

Students are expected to think critically
yet the manner in which the pedagogy
is organised offers little time for its
development. Learning to think is tough;
to express critical thought can be difficult
for students who can feel daunted by the
world of academia (Moon, 2005).
Students are expected to demonstrate
their thinking in many different ways.
These include: formulating and asking
questions; gathering and assessing
relevant information; using abstract ideas;
and analyzing, synthesizing and evaluating.
The relationship between students and
staff affects students’ confidence, in
their freedom to think and enthusiasm
to voice critical opinions (Kember, 2001).
Students need to feel they are in a safe
supportive learning environment where
without judgement they can experiment,
take risks, explore and participate in
diverse and creative thinking. To facilitate
this staff need to create positive trusting
relationships with their student cohorts
(Hamza & Griffiths, 2006).

2. Plan sessions to foster critical thinking
Traditional lectures are often knowledge transfer sessions with limited student
engagement (Claxton, 2012). Student centred approaches foster thinking about
knowledge through discussion and interaction (Harrison & Cairns, 2008). Meyers (1986)
suggests thinking can be fostered through using facilitative methods. It is a good idea
to vary session formats and use more active teaching methods. The ‘Flipped Classroom’
technique can maximise in-class thinking time (Bennett et al, 2011). Here, students
prepare for sessions through pre-set work (e.g. presentations, podcast, video clips,
reading articles and papers) and the teaching session is used to extend student thinking
and learning through discussion and activities. The use of problem or enquiry basedlearning and case studies enable students to engage in higher levels of thinking (Barrett
& Cashman 2010). Exposing students to issues within the discipline containing uncertainty
and disagreement helps them to think about contested knowledge and improves their
ability to justify their arguments. Another good idea is to plan sessions where students
can mark and assess assignments on the quality of critical thinking.

3. Creating a climate for critical thinking
in the classroom
Crucial to a climate of thinking is to model the thinking process in teaching (Meyers,
1986). Plan for deliberate pauses. Use ‘stop and think time’ or ‘wait time’ in sessions.
Extending pause time to 3-5 seconds results in more student responses and engagement
(Tobin, 1987). Use the ‘think, pair & share’ or the ‘snowball’ technique (discussions in
2’s,4’s,8’s) to energise a session through reflection, thinking and discussion. Use words
in session such as ‘ponder on’, ‘toy with’, ‘reflect on’ and ‘critically discuss’. Lecturer
style, attitude, enthusiasm, and compassion can encourage student thinking (Hamza &
Griffiths, 2006). Consider how your own ‘thinking and reflection-in-action’ within your
taught sessions affects your students’ thinking (Schon, 1983). Organise a peer review
of a teaching session and specifically ask for feedback on how your session promotes
student thinking.

To see other titles in the 7 Steps series go to
www.plymouth.ac.uk/ouruniversity/teachlearn
> Teaching and Learning Resources > 7 Steps Series.
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