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ABSTRACT

MONICA M. RAY
FOSTERING CRITICAL THINKING OF SIXTH GRADE GIFTED STUDENTS IN 
SOCIAL STUDIES
Under the direction o f JACQUELYN CULPEPPER, Ph.D.

The purpose of this study was to gain insight into a middle-level education 

teacher’s fostering o f critical thinking. Critical thinking is a key ingredient in a successful 

classroom and one that teachers attempt to include in their own classrooms. The purpose 

of using critical thinking is to increase achievement and improve long-term knowledge. I 

sought to understand how one middle-level education teacher fostered critical thinking 

with her classroom of gifted students. I set out to understand her definition o f critical 

thinking in order to determine how she created instructional contexts to foster critical 

thinking. I also sought to understand and discover the indications that critical thinking 

occurred.

A case study was the design for this research. One middle school teacher from a 

suburban middle school that was part o f a metropolitan school system in the South was 

the participant in the study. I used questionnaires, interviews, and observations in order to 

analyze data for the data collection. The participating teacher fostered critical thinking by 

asking questions, making connections, creating critical assignments, considering multiple



points o f view, providing choices, facilitating problem solving, providing discussion or 

feedback, implementing role play, evaluating or assessing, and encouraging research. 

Although students were not the focus of this study, they used critical thinking skills 

individually and as part o f collaborative groups to complete critical reading assignments, 

ask questions, research, and problem solve. Future research on the topic o f critical 

thinking is warranted. Recommendations for future studies include a longer study 

timeframe, student voice, a quantitative perspective, an alternate grade level or subject 

area, and a focus on multiple teachers within one research study.



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

Since the passage o f the No Child Left Behind Act (2002), educators have 

attempted to follow the mandates o f the law and better serve various demographics of 

students. Primary emphasis was on underachievers who required increased support to 

facilitate their learning (U.S. Department o f Education [USDOE], 2001). At the other end 

of the spectrum, however, are gifted students who need not only basic knowledge, but 

also strategies that foster critical thinking (VanTassel-Baska, 2005). In 2010, 45 states 

adopted Common Core Standards to address gaps in education and prepare all students, 

including gifted, for college and careers in the twenty-first century (National Governors 

Association Center for Best Practices (NGA Center) and Council o f Chief State School 

Officers (CCSSO), 2010). The USDOE (2001) defined gifted students as follows:

The term gifted and talented, when used with respect to students, children, or 

youth, means students, children, or youth who give evidence of high achievement 

capability in areas such as intellectual, creative, artistic, or leadership capacity, or 

in specific academic fields, and who need services or activities not ordinarily 

provided by the school in order to fully develop those capabilities. (Title XIV,

Part A, Section 14101)

Meeting the needs o f the gifted student population continues to be challenging.

Gifted students’ mastery o f the curricula is only part of an educator’s concern; a major

1



issue is challenging the students and fostering their use o f critical thinking (VanTassel- 

Baska, 2005). According to the National Governors Association (2010), a variety of 

stakeholders, including teachers, parents, community leaders, and the public, provided 

input to address implementation o f critical thinking skills while developing the Common 

Core English Language Arts Standards. These standards focus on strategies such as 

analyzing, synthesizing, and evaluating, which may be necessary to foster critical 

thinking.

Finding a universally accepted definition of critical thinking is difficult. At the 

same time, expecting one definition to cover all aspects o f critical thinking is 

unreasonable (McLean, 2005). Critical thinking is defined as reflective thinking, 

encouraged by independent thought, and based on the constructs o f analysis, synthesis, 

and evaluation (Bloom et al., 1956; Brooks & Brooks, 1999; Marzano, Pickering, & 

McTighe, 1993; Lai, 2011; McLean, 2005; ten Dam & Volman, 2004; Weast, 1996). 

However, due to the necessity o f preparing students for standardized tests, many teachers 

face difficulties trying to balance time spent on basic skills and readiness for standardized 

tests and fostering critical thinking that may bring long-term benefits to students 

(Marzano, 1993).

Because success on tests currently equates to success in school, teachers are 

tempted to “teach to the test” (Brooks & Brooks, 1999, p. 150); however, simple test 

preparation is not sufficient (Brooks & Brooks, 1999; Weast, 1996). Ivie (1998) insists, 

“Meaningful learning is anchored; rote learning is not” (p. 38). When learning is 

meaningful, it is anchored, which shows it will be lasting learning. Some memorization
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may exist only for a short time and may be less meaningful to the student. While 

memorization does have a place in the educational spectrum, students need it only as a 

tool to move beyond the surface to complete more in-depth understanding.

Brooks and Brooks (1999) supported this position when they said, “True learning 

is rooted in understanding, not memorization, and ...students who truly understand 

important concepts will succeed on their high-stakes examinations and will seek to know 

even more than that which is required to pass the tests” (p. 150). Understanding 

information involves analyzing, synthesizing, and evaluating that information instead of 

memorizing, which only requires learning basic knowledge.

The idea o f learning as offering only content emphasizes the ability to apply new 

knowledge to an existing environment; however, the idea of learning with a deeper 

understanding affirms the practice of acquiring meaning during the learning process 

(Konings, Brand-Gruwel, & van Merrienboer, 2005). Students who use only rote 

memorization strategies may not have acquired deep processing abilities, whereas 

students who analyze with a deeper understanding may take larger concepts and break 

them down into smaller parts. The brain learns best when it can make sense out of 

information in a clear, precise way rather than having details imposed upon it (Ivie,

1998).

Combining test preparation with strategies for teaching critical thinking 

challenges students and is one o f the keys to their success in the classroom. Critical 

thinking encourages students to be independent thinkers and construct their own meaning 

o f what they learn. In addition, it promotes transfer, retention, and problem-solving
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abilities (Mayer, 2002). In terms o f transfer, when students are able to answer new 

questions, they are able to make connections between old information and newly 

acquired material. Furthermore, the ability to think critically transfers to other subjects 

(Cotton, 1991). At the same time, critical thinking is a reflective process that encourages 

retention, defined as “the ability to remember material at some later time in much the 

same way it was presented during instruction” (Mayer, 2002, p. 226). Learning strategies 

that promote critical thinking improve problem-solving abilities because independent 

learners search for answers instead o f following established ways o f thinking (Brooks & 

Brooks, 1999). They are able to evaluate ideas and formulate alternatives while 

communicating this in the most effective manner (Mayer, 2002). The ability to solve 

problems connects related ideas and summarizes those ideas into a meaningful 

conclusion.

Fostering critical thinking provides variety and challenge for the gifted student 

and enables the learner to “organize information into an integrated system” (Ivie, 1998, p. 

36). Research indicates critical thinking is a cognitive process and linked to using the 

mind in order to analyze and synthesize information (Cottrell, 2005). Even though critical 

thinking has taken many forms and can be implemented in different ways, three key 

components are analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. Mayer (2002) defines analysis as 

taking ideas apart to determine the relationship between them. Synthesis, on the other 

hand, is integrating ideas, information, and theories to create a new and unique whole 

(VanTassel-Baska, 2008). Evaluation involves making judgments, selecting criteria for
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making judgments, and applying criteria in decision-making, which is a necessary skill 

for critical thinking (Mayer, 2002).

Analysis, synthesis, and evaluation are three strategies that teachers may employ 

to foster critical thinking and ensure learning is both lasting and meaningful (Bloom, 

Engelhart, Furst, Hill, & Krathwohl, 1956; Ivie, 1998). Using effective instructional 

strategies with students is important to parents, students, as well as teachers. All teachers, 

not just teachers of gifted students, should be interested in such instructional strategies 

because what is effective for gifted students may also be effective for all populations of 

students (Kitano & Lewis, 2007).

Conceptual Framework for the Study 

A guiding principle o f constructivism is human knowledge is constructed by the 

individual learner, and “knowledge is the result o f a learner’s activity rather than the 

passive reception of information” (Phillips, 1995, p. 8). Constructivists believe learning is 

not passive, but in all cases the result o f some type o f action (von Glaserfeld, 1990). The 

learner, therefore, makes his or her own meaning from the information presented. The 

knowledge that is acquired results from some activity on the part o f the learner, who does 

not simply listen passively, absorbing the information. Social constructivism has a subtle 

difference; it includes not only the individual, but also how knowledge o f the world is 

filtered through interactions and human contact (Jackson & Sorensen, 2010). Thus, 

person-to-person contact is essential for social constructivism to thrive.

Vygotsky (1934/1992) said, “Individual consciousness is built from outside 

through relations with others” (p. xxiv). In a classroom environment, learning is not
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passive; thus, the teacher may influence the individual learner by how she fosters critical 

thinking and encourages students to be active, rather than passive learners. Through 

interactions with the students and the methods employed to foster critical thinking, the 

teacher positively or negatively affects the overall learning. This study used a social 

constructivist lens to examine how one teacher fostered critical thinking, instances of 

critical thinking, and the teacher’ interactions with students in a sixth-grade gifted social 

studies class.

Teachers often use Bloom’s (1956) taxonomy as a guide when designing 

instruction to foster student development o f critical thinking skills (Hobson, Simms, & 

Knezek, 2001; Noble, 2004). The upper hierarchies o f Bloom’s (1956) taxonomy 

represent the most complex levels o f information processing, which is often associated 

with critical thinking. Three areas represent the upper hierarchy and serve as a guide for 

observing critical thinking in this study: analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. Analysis in 

Bloom’s taxonomy refers to what students do when they closely examine a topic by 

questioning or discussing. Synthesis, on the other hand, refers to what students do when 

they develop a new meaning by composing or designing. Evaluation refers to what 

students do when they judge or assess the value o f a topic, making recommendations for 

its effectiveness. Anderson and Krathwohl (2001) revised Bloom’s taxonomy to reflect 

changes in education. The revised taxonomy lists the top levels as analyzing, evaluating, 

and creating (Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001). For this study, the primary focus is on the 

original taxonomy.
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Statement o f the Research Problem 

Noted researchers have drawn attention to the importance o f critical thinking to 

the overall educational experience o f all children, not just gifted students (Bloom et al., 

1956; Gardner & Hatch, 1989; Gillies, 2004; Martin, 2006; Meyer, 2003). The extensive 

testing climate in education increasingly pressures classroom teachers to prepare students 

for standardized tests. Knowingly or unknowingly, educators tend to focus on test-taking 

strategies in lieu of critical thinking in order to have students prepared to take all 

mandated tests. Despite the security it gives an educator to use test preparation strategies, 

the maximum use of critical thinking may provide better long-term preparation for 

standardized tests. Scholars do not debate the necessity o f critical thinking, and research 

indicates teachers should continue to foster critical thinking in their classrooms, so 

questions remain about how to implement the process. Further study is necessary because 

fostering critical thinking with gifted students may also encourage its use with other 

populations o f students.

Purpose o f the Study 

The purpose o f this study was to determine how a sixth grade social studies 

teacher fostered the use o f critical thinking in her classroom of gifted students. The 

investigation included how analysis, synthesis, and evaluation were used as the teacher 

attempted to foster critical thinking, as well as how the teacher integrated constructs to 

attain these aims.

Although scholars have indicated critical thinking is important, little attention has 

been given to how teachers foster critical thinking in their own classrooms (Gillies,
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2004). Other studies have been conducted that relate to critical thinking, such as the 

investigations o f mathematic skills as they relate to critical thinking conducted by Hong, 

Greene, and Hartzell (2011) and Thomas (1999). Martin (2006) explored higher order 

thinking in older and younger populations o f students; McDonald and Hannafm (2003) 

studied teacher professional development as it relates to critical thinking. Resilience with 

gifted students was an area of inquiry (Reis, Colbert, & Hebert, 2005) as well as 

technology as it relates to critical thinking (Meyer, 2003). Common Core Standards, 

introduced in 2010, encourage teachers to use critical thinking as a basis for designing 

lessons. These standards include specific instructions such as “Analyze how and why,” 

“Reflect on ideas,” and “Engage effectively in a range o f collaborative discussions” 

(CCSS.EL,A-Literacy.CCRA.R.3; CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.6.1a; CCSS.ELA- 

Literacy.SL6.1, 2010). It is hoped that this case study will add to the base o f knowledge 

on how teachers can foster critical thinking with their students.

In an exemplary class o f gifted students, one would expect to see instruction that 

fosters critical thinking. To reach this goal, teachers may attempt to prepare challenging 

lessons that include critical thinking, focusing on analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. 

Analysis consists of the process o f taking ideas apart to identify the components and 

delineate relationships among them (Mayer, 2002) and assists students in truly 

understanding complex ideas and processes. Critical thinking includes the process of 

analysis when it requires students to actively synthesize and evaluate information as a 

guide to action (Darling-Hammond, 2010).



According to the USDOE (2001), “Youth who give evidence o f high achievement 

capability” and need “services or activities not ordinarily provided by the school in order 

to fully develop these capabilities” will be served in gifted classes (Title XIV, Part A, 

Section 14101). If it can be determined how critical thinking is fostered in the gifted 

classroom, it may encourage teachers to devote the necessary time to implementing 

critical thinking in their lesson plans to prepare their students for future educational 

opportunities. While the results o f this study should not be generalized to a broad scope, 

the results may indicate the need and direction for further study in the area o f critical 

thinking.

Research Questions

This study provides a detailed look at fostering critical thinking as well as what it 

means to the classroom teacher. The overarching question of this qualitative study is the 

following: How does one social studies teacher attempt to foster the critical thinking of 

her students? The following secondary questions guided the research:

1. What is the teacher’s definition o f critical thinking?

2. How does the teacher create instructional contexts in order to foster critical 

thinking with her students?

3. What indications are there that critical thinking occurred?

In order to answer the research questions, I conducted a qualitative case study. A 

case is defined as “a bounded system” when it identifies the case as having “a boundary 

and working parts” (Stake, 1995, p. 2). “A need for general understanding” about the 

topic provides “insight into the question by studying a particular case” (Stake, 1995, p.
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3). The case selected for this study had explicit boundaries o f time and place: the time 

was a three-month period; the place was one sixth-grade gifted classroom in a suburban 

middle school in a southern state. A “purposeful sampling approach” was used to select 

the teacher for this study (Creswell, 2007, p. 125). After meeting with the principal o f the 

school, I narrowed down the search to two teachers the principal deemed effective based 

on his impressions and students’ progress. Together, we chose the final candidate based 

on availability of times in her daily schedule. Questionnaires, interviews, and 

observations were used to investigate how the teacher fostered critical thinking with her 

social studies students in a sixth grade gifted class and determine if critical thinking 

occurred.

Significance o f the Study 

The emphasis of this research is on the need for critical thinking and for teachers 

to be well-informed regarding fostering critical thinking to prepare their students for a 

valuable educational experience. A learning process encouraging the ability o f students to 

make connections and foster critical thinking is a worthwhile long-term goal for teachers. 

An examination o f critical thinking and how one teacher fosters critical thinking may 

highlight the educational process that all students, especially those defined as gifted, 

should be exposed to, thus facilitating learning.

This research will contribute to current literature on how critical thinking is 

fostered in actual practice. Other researchers have studied the background and importance 

o f critical thinking (VanTassel-Baska, 2008), but no significant studies exist where a 

middle school teacher was observed in order to categorize and record his/her perceptions
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and actions with respect to critical thinking philosophy and teaching. This study will add 

to the current literature and provide knowledge and encouragement for educators in their 

quest for fostering critical thinking with young adults.

Limitations and Delimitations

Limitations

Several limitations existed for this study. As a colleague o f the participating 

teacher, interviewing and collecting data from the teacher was challenging due to the 

closeness of the working relationship and the need for distance as the interviewer. The 

idea that this research was based on the perceptions and opinions o f a teacher instead of 

empirical data indicated it was based on the opinions and values held by the individual 

who responds and may have affected the results o f the study. An additional limitation 

was the deviation between the participant teacher’s experiences and the effect this had on 

the study.

Delimitations

I purposefully chose one teacher from a single middle school for this research 

study. The ability to generalize the results of the study was challenged by several 

elements. The relatively small sample size was a concern in terms o f credibility. Next, the 

choice o f schools limited the experience to a selected school, and the results may not 

transfer to other schools with different populations o f students. The value o f the findings 

may not be applicable to other educational settings.
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Definition of Key Terms

Analysis, The cognitive process of taking ideas or phenomena apart to identify the 

parts and delineate relationships among them (Mayer, 2002).

Critical Thinking. The process o f reflective thinking that focuses on what to 

believe or some action to take which is connected to analysis, synthesis, and evaluation 

(ten Dam & Volman, 2004).

Differentiated Instruction. The use o f an individualized approach to learning 

including independent project work and an integrative and comprehensive set o f 

experiences that reinforces the individual responses o f the learner (Mayer, 2002).

Evaluation. The highest level o f thinking in Bloom’s (1956) taxonomy. It 

includes a process o f making judgments, selecting criteria for making judgments, and 

applying criteria in decision-making, which is a necessary skill for critical thinking 

(Mayer, 2002).

Gifted and Talented. A student, child, or youth who gives evidence of high 

achievement capability in areas such as intellectual, creative, artistic, or leadership 

capacity, or in specific academic fields, and who needs services or activities not 

ordinarily provided by the school in order to fully develop those capabilities (USDOE,

2001).

Problem Solving. The teaching of thinking skills that includes the ability to solve 

problems and an adaptive process indicating the thinker can use current knowledge to 

deal with new and different situations requiring a decision or action (VanTassel-Baska,

2008).
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Reflection. The idea o f discerning thought along with time to contemplate (Mayer,

2002).

Socratic Method. The strategy used by teachers to challenge students in a question 

only format where dialogue and discussion are emphasized (Konings et al., 2005).

Synthesis. The creative process of integrating ideas, information, and theories to 

create a new or unique whole (VanTassel-Baska, 2008).

Summary

While school administrators and leaders are assigned the task of creating school 

improvement initiatives, teachers are held accountable for the implementation o f learning 

strategies in the classroom. The emphasis on standardized testing often results in teacher 

reliance upon test-taking strategies rather than fostering critical thinking skills. Because 

students require critical thinking to gain the most from their learning experiences, 

teachers should use instructional methods that emphasize analysis, synthesis, and 

evaluation— three areas that appeared repeatedly in the literature.

As defined by the USDOE (2001), gifted students are those who need special 

instruction and special services in order to achieve at levels related to their ability. In a 

classroom of gifted students, one would expect to see instruction that fosters critical 

thinking. By their very nature, students crave variety and individuality. However, there is 

little evidence to support how teachers foster critical thinking in their instruction.

Although other studies exist on the topic o f critical thinking, no recent studies 

focus on middle school populations o f gifted students in sixth-grade social studies. In 

addition, no studies exist where one teacher was observed and interviewed to examine the
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manner in which he or she fostered critical thinking. The purpose o f this study was to 

examine how one teacher fostered critical thinking in the gifted program.

This study used a qualitative case study research design that included 

questionnaires, interviews, and observations o f a classroom teacher in the gifted 

department at a single middle school. Through this research and the in-depth examination 

of the teacher’s beliefs, a new perspective on the use of critical thinking may encourage a 

renewed interest in integrating this much-needed strategy in the classroom. All students 

may benefit from the implementation of critical thinking. Therefore, a comprehensive 

study o f critical thinking is beneficial to all populations o f students.



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

This literature review examines the research regarding the fostering of critical 

thinking and finding specific examples o f what constitutes critical thinking in reference to 

what it looks like and how it is fostered (Kuhn, 1999). Critical thinking is defined as 

reflective thinking, encouraged by independent thought, and based on the constructs of 

analysis, synthesis, and evaluation (Bloom, Engelhart, Furst, Hill, & Krathwohl, 1956; 

Brooks & Brooks, 1999; Lai, 2011; Marzano, Pickering, & McTighe, 1993; McLean, 

2005; ten Dam & Volman, 2004; Weast, 1996). Despite the infusion with various 

components o f critical thinking, three key topics emerged repeatedly from the review o f 

literature. Analysis, synthesis, and evaluation are specific areas o f interest under the 

overall topic o f fostering critical thinking (Bloom et al., 1956; Marzano et al., 1993; 

McLean, 2005; ten Dam & Volman, 2004). The purpose o f this literature review is to a) 

define critical thinking, b) explore the importance of critical thinking, and c) investigate 

how critical thinking can be taught.

Search Strategy and Inclusion Criteria 

The foundation for this research rests on the works o f Bloom et al. (1956). Using 

a social constructivist lens, research addressed the areas o f consensus, dispute, and 

ignorance with respect to how to foster critical thinking as defined by Bloom et al.

(1956). The review began with studies based on the application to gifted students in all



subject areas. Initially broad, the searches included all subject areas and all grade levels, 

but later streamlined to focus on middle school gifted students in social studies. Ogden 

(2007) insists, “A dissertation is a very limited study that should be a part o f a chain o f 

studies that contribute knowledge to a much broader area” (p. 43). With that in mind, the 

review of research began with an extensive Boolean search for all aspects o f fostering 

critical thinking. Research of articles and books pertained to the topic o f fostering critical 

thinking. Scanning identified works for possible inclusion in the study (Machi & 

McEvoy, 2009). Other dissertations served as a beginning source o f information (Ogden, 

2007), facilitating a search based on other reference lists. Examination o f these reference 

lists and repetition o f the process occurred until no new articles emerged (Randolph,

2009).

Skimming allowed for rapid sorting through dissertations to determine the need 

for inclusion (Machi & McEvoy, 2009). Repetition of themes found in similar 

dissertations resulted in the narrowing of the topic. The broad subject headings o f critical 

thinking, analysis, synthesis, evaluation, Socratic method, differentiated instruction, 

problem solving, and teacher perceptions established the basis for inclusion. This led to 

location of key articles in the more specific topic o f fostering critical thinking. Because a 

careful review of research related to these topics prepares the researcher to establish the 

outcomes of the study, some conclusions can be anticipated; thus, I was in a position to 

finalize questions and proceed to data collection (Ogden, 2007).

This review o f literature addresses various topics under the broader subject of 

fostering critical thinking as it relates to middle school students identified as gifted.
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Discussion of assessment concerns occurs first. Next, critical thinking is described in 

terms o f benefits, definitions, importance, and fostering. Following this is a report o f the 

findings regarding the influence o f teacher perceptions upon critical thinking skills 

instruction. The review o f literature ends with a discussion of giftedness, followed by a 

summary.

Concerns Surrounding Assessment 

An advanced society demands continued and improved achievement, and 

increased learning is the educational goal; however, recent legislation like the 2002 No 

Child Left Behind (NCLB) act forced educators to eliminate best practices in lieu o f test 

preparation. Instead of using assessment to enhance instruction, the culture o f testing has 

evolved into a high-stakes mentality, drastically altering the entire public school 

experience and the process of learning for pupils (Shepard et al., 2005). With regard to 

testing, the term high-stakes refers to tests o f mastery that have grave repercussions for 

students, teachers, and schools in the event mastery is not maintained (Shepard et al.,

2005). High-stakes testing changes the way teachers plan for learning in their classrooms 

and how they foster critical thinking in a classroom setting. For example, the recent 

emphasis on test preparation forces teachers to promote standard memorization rather 

than thinking that is more critical; thus, teachers face the challenge o f not having time to 

teach long-term learning, replacing it instead with test-taking strategies so that students 

can master a test in order to show continual achievement (Valentine & Collins, 2010).

Alazzi (2008) found this to be true in his study of secondary school history 

teachers in Jordan who avoided controversial topics and discouraged student analysis.
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Understanding history encourages one to confront controversial topics. However, for 

students in this study, the pressure to pass standardized tests in order to attend college 

was a real concern; thus, teachers were not willing to substitute essential content in order 

to encourage critical thinking (Alazzi, 2008). By avoiding controversial topics and thus 

discouraging analytical questioning, Alazzi (2008) asserted that teachers may unwittingly 

encourage content memorization rather than critical thinking. Textbook information often 

presents basic facts and may not promote inquiry nor encourage students to question the 

status quo. In a classroom of mostly lecture, based on textbook facts, little time may be 

devoted to discussion or analysis o f individual topics. Students’ reflection and 

independent thought may be lacking, which may lead to basic fact memorization rather 

than analysis, synthesis, and evaluation.

An additional concern about assessment is whether teachers are using grades to 

control student behavior rather than creating a classroom environment that motivates 

students to be curious about learning itself (Shepard et al., 2005). Wink (2004) asserts 

that the joy o f learning has degenerated into a round o f test after test, affecting the entire 

educational experience for not only students, but also teachers and parents. Assessment 

can be counterproductive if it is not cognizant of variations in children’s experiences and 

cultural knowledge (Shepard et al., 2005).

To that end, Valentine and Collins (2010) researched the relationship between the 

levels o f student engagement and standardized test scores in several Missouri middle 

schools. After over 10,000 observations, the researchers found that as student 

engagement increased, so did test scores. They also discovered that a whole-school focus
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on engagement is warranted to encourage not only increased test scores but also to 

encourage students to “think more deeply, reason more effectively, and thus become 

more capable life-long learners” (Valentine & Collins, 2010, p. 16). The implications for 

the classroom teacher indicate that increasing student achievement is not only attainable, 

but also possible.

Noted scholars have established the importance o f critical thinking to the overall 

educational experience o f a child (Brookfield, 1998; McLean, 2005; ten Dam & Volman, 

2004). Assessment must enhance learning and foster critical thinking rather than manage 

student behavior or provide test-taking preparation. Students should be taught with 

“serious learning about meaningful, rich, domain-specific subject matter” because 

teaching rich in critical thinking must be embedded in “specific subject matter” (Kuhn, 

1999, p. 16). However, besides standardized testing, no definitive measures exist to 

assess the effects of critical thinking instruction. Detailed statewide evaluation o f critical 

thinking is possible, but costs make the process prohibitive (King, Goodson, & Rohani, 

1998).

According to Darling-Hammond (2010), the goal of assessments should be “to 

improve the quality of learning, not just its measurement” (p. 12). Simply teaching 

students how to take a standardized test and designing curriculum around mastering a 

standardized test only educates students about what to think instead o f teaching students 

how to think through intellectual inquiry (Weast, 1996). Memorizing basic lower-level 

knowledge is a fundamental skill that only prepares a student to answer a question.

Critical thinking is an advanced skill that prepares students for how to think and reflect
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about the answer to the question. Even though high scores on standardized tests are 

desirable, other lifelong benefits exist for students who use critical thinking (Bloom et al., 

1956).

Benefits of Critical Thinking 

Critical thinking develops from student involvement in assignments and tasks 

where the result is not immediately available, requiring students to stretch their 

knowledge and create new and innovative ways of viewing situations (Marzano, 1993). 

According to Wood (2010), critical thinking must be seen as a process. Students who 

view critical thinking as a developing skill and an ongoing process are able to transfer 

learning by connecting their critical thinking abilities to other areas o f the learning 

process.

The overall purpose of transfer o f learning is to increase comprehension and long

term mastery of complex ideas. Students who transfer their critical learning to other 

subject areas achieve higher grades and perform better on standardized tests (Beyer,

2008). Each time a student solves a problem or completes an act o f original thinking and 

then transfers and connects what he or she has learned, understanding increases (Ertmer 

& Newby, 1993). However, the summit of higher level learning is the ability to transfer 

acquired skills in thinking or reasoning to any subject matter or content area (Cotton, 

1991). When transfer o f learning occurs, meaningful enlightenment is evident, and the 

experience becomes critical to the student’s ability to use ideas in other content areas. 

According to Marzano et al. (1993), “Although facts are important, generalizations and
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concepts help students develop a broad knowledge base because they transfer more 

readily to different situations” (p. 17).

A fast-paced society demands a broad knowledge base and an intricate use of 

critical thinking. Research indicates that students who receive preparation using critical 

thinking in their subject-matter courses achieve higher grades and perform better on 

standardized tests, ultimately leading to a society o f contributing citizens and lifelong 

learners (Beyer, 2008). Providing opportunities for students to use critical thinking 

promotes intellectual maturity and fosters long-term academic achievement gains 

(Cotton, 1991). Valentine and Collins (2010) noted, “Effective preparation and a quality 

educational experience can empower students to then actively explore their own 

academic interests” (p. 5).

This process is a necessity for a society striving to continue to advance and be 

successful. Weast (1996) noted, “Applying critical thinking skills have helped my 

students to become better social scientists: They are more competent in assessing the 

logical and empirical adequacy of arguments about controversial social issues” (p. 189). 

According to Darling-Hammond (2010), investing in the education o f a child will bring 

honor to society and secure the future o f the world for many years to come.

An educator’s goal must be to foster the use o f critical thinking in order to prepare 

students for real life, both inside and outside of the classroom (Darling-Hammond, 2010). 

For young people, teaching them to think systematically will improve the quality o f their 

long-term life experiences. Emphasis on problem-solving behavior as a critical thinking 

skill encourages students to advance their thinking and be able to face real-world
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problems (Halpem, 1998; Torrance, 1980; Valentine & Collins, 2010; VanTassel-Baska, 

2008). Bloom’s taxonomy offers a framework to facilitate the development o f critical 

thinking skills.

Using Bloom’s Taxonomy to Define Critical Thinking 

On the surface, the concept o f critical thinking may seem clear, but the definition 

is mired in interpretations from multiple sources. Teachers who implement best practices 

are keen to foster critical thinking, but complexity arises because experts have not agreed 

on a basic definition o f critical thinking, let alone how to implement it in the classroom. 

Because there is not an “accepted definition of critical thinking nor is there a generally 

accepted model to evaluate critical thinking” (McLean, 2005, p. 1), it seems irresponsible 

to expect a single definition to cover all the competencies that may be displayed by 

critical thinkers.

Despite the elusiveness o f a specific definition, critical thinking skills instruction 

typically involves using questioning techniques in discussions, using reflective thinking 

while focusing on what “to believe or do” (ten Dam & Volman, 2004, p. 362), and 

incorporating lessons that require analysis, synthesis, or evaluation (Gokhale, 1995).

After researching the nature of human thinking, Bloom, Engelhart, Furst, Hill, and 

Krathwohl (1956) created a taxonomy to classify the thinking process into six cognitive 

levels of complexity: knowledge, comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis, and 

evaluation. This comprehensive structure was intended as a practical approach and guide 

for teachers to use in the classroom. Figure 1 illustrates this taxonomy, along with the 

newer version of the taxonomy, updated in 2001 by Anderson and Krathwohl.
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Typically, the lower levels of knowledge and comprehension include simplistic 

questions; in contrast, the higher levels of application, analysis, synthesis, and evaluation 

address complex application of skills that require students to think on a deeper and more 

challenging level (Hawks, 2010). Hawks (2010) asserted, “Questions at the higher levels 

of thinking are more appropriate for encouraging students to think more critically, 

problem solving, encouraging discussion, and motivating students to seek information 

independently” (p. 39). Figure 2 displays the cognitive and learning tasks typically 

associated with Bloom’s taxonomy.
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Figure 2. Cognitive and Learning Tasks Associated with Bloom’s Taxonomy. Adapted 
from "Bloom's Taxonomy: What's Old Is New Again," by C. Munzenmaier and N. 
Rubin, 2013, p. 11. Copyright 2013 by ELearning Guild. Reprinted with permission.

According to Bloom et al. (1956), the first hierarchy is knowledge, which 

includes defining, memorizing, and recalling information. The teacher who encourages 

knowledge-based activities asks students to list, tell, show, or identify. To encourage the 

mastery of knowledge, teachers use lectures, videos, or other visuals.

At the second level o f Bloom’s taxonomy, comprehension, a student is expected 

to describe, discuss, and explain specific concepts (Bloom et al., 1956). Teachers ask 

students to demonstrate, question, paraphrase, or compare and contrast material. 

Classroom activities to support this level o f thinking include discussion, review, and 

questioning between the teacher and the student (Bloom et al., 1956).
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Application, the third level o f Bloom’s taxonomy, includes solving, applying, 

predicting, demonstrating, and showing. Teachers might ask students to engage in role 

play to demonstrate their mastery of a concept. Classroom activities used to address 

application include simulations, demonstrations, and dramatizations (Bloom et al., 1956). 

At the fourth level of Bloom’s taxonomy, analysis, students are expected to analyze, 

examine, question, debate, solve, and categorize material. Activities in the classroom to 

promote analysis include exercises, discussions, questions, and solving problems (Hawks, 

2010). At this level, the role of the teacher is o f observer or facilitator.

In the fifth level, synthesis, students design, compose, create, organize, or invent. 

Teachers expect to see students reflecting, extending, and further analyzing (Bloom et al., 

1956). To master the synthesis level, students might develop plans, construct models, 

create simulations, or solve problems (Hawks, 2010).

The final level on Bloom’s taxonomy is evaluation. Students are expected to 

assess, judge, appraise, or recommend. Teachers ask students to make judgments or 

evaluate which plan o f action is the most effective (Bloom et al., 1956). Activities in the 

classroom include critiques, projects, surveys, and simulations.

In a study involving elementary math students in Virginia, Hawks (2010) 

discovered math students benefitted from the teacher’s implementation o f Bloom’s 

taxonomy, which provided a useful framework that defined expected thinking skills. 

According to Hawks (2010), the first two levels o f Bloom’s taxonomy represent lower 

order thinking levels. As students progressed through the levels, mastery o f the previous 

levels o f thinking for that concept was assumed. Therefore, the highest level o f thinking,
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contends Hawks, involves a combination of all the other levels o f thinking on Bloom’s 

taxonomy (Hawks, 2010).

Marzano (2000) criticized the hierarchical nature of the taxonomy for its 

implication that each higher skill is composed o f the skills beneath it, and asserted this is 

not accurate. Mastery o f one level does not ensure that students can perform at the higher 

levels. Furthermore, many of the levels overlap and the repetition of process verbs for 

each category may cause confusion. Anderson and Krathwohl (2001) maintain that most 

o f the complex learning activities require the use o f several different cognitive skills. 

Other criticisms include the oversimplification o f the nature o f critical thinking and the 

assumption that learning is always a systematic procedure. There is little agreement on 

the definition of each term and how to separate each category without overlapping ideas 

from another category (Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001; Marzano, 2000).

Despite these criticisms, Bloom’s taxonomy (1956) continues to provide a viable 

framework for teachers who wish to foster critical thinking with their students. Because 

the higher levels require more working memory, “if students are able to recall basic facts 

from memory, they will be able to better focus on higher level thinking skills such as 

problem solving” (Hawks, 2010, p. 40). Thus, focusing on the top levels o f analysis, 

synthesis, and evaluation merits continued attention.

Learning experiences at the higher end of Bloom’s taxonomy are implemented as 

common practice in classrooms across the country to influence students to engage in 

critical thinking (Hobson, Simms, & Knezek, 2001; Noble, 2004). In a qualitative study 

of 80 fifth and sixth grade students, Hobson et al. (2001) investigated technology in
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regards to whether a classroom with a technology-rich environment encouraged students 

to think critically. They discovered that the integration o f technology encouraged student 

participation and fostered cooperative learning. Because students were actively 

manipulating information in different ways, they were able to solve problems in ways 

that were more effective. The researchers determined that technology was a vehicle with 

which teachers could foster critical thinking and facilitate student advancement from 

knowledge-based learning to application learning (Hobson et al., 2001).

In a 2004 study by Noble, 16 teachers in two elementary schools integrated 

Bloom’s taxonomy in classroom learning centers during an 18-month timeframe and 

found their students experienced greater success because o f this curriculum change. The 

study used both quantitative and qualitative methods, beginning with a teacher 

questionnaire and concluding with a focus group session to interview teachers. Teachers 

in the study reported the taxonomy was a pragmatic tool that encouraged their students to 

understand their own and others’ learning. Specifically, teachers felt Bloom’s taxonomy 

helped students evaluate their own learning. Thus, despite its detractors, Bloom’s purpose 

o f creating a practical system for educators to use when addressing learning objectives 

has proven useful. When creating tasks to encourage student mastery of learning 

objectives and development o f critical thinking skills, the upper hierarchy o f Bloom’s 

taxonomy can serve as a guide.
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The Importance of Fostering Critical Thinking 

The importance o f fostering critical thinking and developing the creative skills 

necessary for effective reflection is essential for many young people, as indicated by their 

inadequate performance on measures of higher order thinking (Brooks & Brooks, 1999; 

Cotton, 1991; Shepard et al., 2005). Because citizens face decisions on a daily basis, 

problem-solving mastery is a fundamental skill for living in a modem society (Konings, 

Brand-Gruwel, & van Merrienboer, 2005). In addition, fostering good critical thinking 

skills involves the eventual development of other ancillary skills including “observation, 

reasoning, decision-making, analysis, judgment, and persuasion” (Cottrell, 2005, p. 4).

As supported by the hierarchy of Bloom’s taxonomy, critical thinking is composed of 

“critical, logical, reflective, and metacognitive” thinking that is grounded in lower order 

thinking skills such as application that link prior knowledge o f the subject matter to more 

complicated thinking skills (King, Goodson, & Rohani, 1998).

In his study o f human knowledge, Sternberg (2010) created the triarchic theory of 

intelligence to approach the idea of fostering critical thinking in a cognitive, reflective 

manner. Sternberg (2010) believes intelligence is how well a person adapts to changes 

throughout his or her life and how effectively he or she focuses on strengths, while 

simultaneously correcting weaknesses. Sternberg (1985) defined three areas or aspects of 

intelligence: analytical, creative, and practical intelligence. While practical intelligence 

applies to an individual’s abilities in daily situations, analytical and creative intelligence 

are more applicable to fostering critical thinking. Analytical intelligence is necessary 

when students apply skills of analysis, evaluation, or judgment; creative intelligence is
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required when students write and create products in the classroom (Sternberg, 1985). 

Fostering critical thinking, therefore, may be an essential element for teachers to use with 

their students because the added reinforcement o f analysis, synthesis, and evaluation may 

meet the needs for instruction in the intelligences as well as emphasize the students’ 

strengths rather than weaknesses.

Fostering Critical Thinking in Middle Grades Social Studies 

A review o f social studies strands from the National Council for the Social 

Studies (2012), indicate an emphasis on interdisciplinary teaching and topics relevant to 

world events. Teachers note a shift from national to global interests while also 

appreciating a renewed concern for lessons learned from previous wars. The strands from 

the National Council for the Social Studies (2012) indicate increased interest in skills 

such as critical thinking as a myriad o f questions are pondered relevant to world events.” 

The expectations are for teachers to introduce world affairs and urge students to pose 

questions and reflect on events. Overall, the strands highlight trends in education 

requiring a stronger focus on critical thinking; thus, teachers in the social studies areas 

are encouraged to foster critical thinking in the classroom.

The use o f critical thinking as a way to prepare students for college and careers is 

also encouraged and included in the cross-disciplinary prerequisites of the Common Core 

State Standards (Lai, 2011; National Governors Association, Center for Best Practices 

[NGA Center] and Council of Chief State School Officers [CCSSO], 2010). Researchers 

offer a variety o f ways to define critical thinking in order to inspire teachers to foster it in 

their classroom practice (Bloom, Engelhart, Furst, Hill, & Krathwohl, 1956; Brooks &
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Brooks, 1999; Marzano, Pickering, & McTighe, 1993; Lai, 2011; McLean, 2005; ten 

Dam & Volman, 2004; Weast, 1996). Once they define critical thinking, teachers should 

consider how to foster it with their students. The following four studies examine the 

challenges of encouraging critical thinking.

Content Area and Methodology

In her empirical study of four veteran high school teachers, Grant (1988) 

investigated the teachers’ experiences with fostering critical thinking. The study focused 

on the teachers’ definitions o f critical thinking in the following subject areas: history, 

government, literature, and physics. Areas o f inquiry included what teachers must know 

in order to foster critical thinking and how this knowledge related to their teaching.

Grant (1988) provided an in-depth discussion o f the teachers and their classrooms. 

She described Bob Post, the history teacher, as “energetic . . .  unassuming and thoughtful” 

(Grant, 1988, p. 11). Grant labeled Mr. Post’s teaching strategy as “The Game,” depicting 

it in terms o f a football game with offensive and defensive moves “through extensive use 

o f visual imagery” in order to encourage student participation (1988, p. 70). Mr. Post 

emphasized conflict in his classes and expected students to take an offensive or defensive 

stance by being involved in the class discussion. Another study participant was Landon 

Selhorst, the government teacher. Mr. Selhorst’s teaching was expressed using battle 

imagery for he delineated narrative content in terms of “conquered and unconquered 

territory” (Grant, 1988, p. 75). His ultimate goal was to encourage student engagement 

through debate and extensive class discussion. The third participant, Linda Reed was a 

literature teacher and analyst who had high expectations for her students. Grant (1988)



31

portrayed Ms. Reed’s teaching as a journey on which students traveled (Grant, 1988). 

Sparking a new learning adventure with each unit of study Ms. Reed encouraged students 

to ask analytical questions during discussions, and she spent a portion of class time 

working with individual students on writing assignments. Grant (1988) described the last 

participant, Conrad Rizzo as a charismatic young physics teacher who used an 

unconventional teaching style. She dubbed Mr. Rizzo’s teaching methods as “The 

Magic” due to his creation o f a wonderland of learning, where he sometimes using mini

commercials for what he called “Physics-land” (Grant, 1988, p. 64).

Based on the findings o f her study, Grant made two key assertions. First, content 

area has a profound effect on how critical thinking is fostered. Each of the teachers 

encouraged critical thinking in ways that connected best to their subject. While Ms. Reed 

used individual student writing conferences to spur analytic thought, Mr. Rizzo used 

“Physics-land” to encourage students to analyze specific topics. Second, although all four 

teachers acknowledged that critical thinking was important, none of them seemed able to 

explain how they accomplished it. Thus, Grant (1988) concluded that a gap exists 

between teacher knowledge of, and reflection on, how to foster critical thinking in the 

classroom.

Modeling o f Critical Thinking

Woelders (2007) found teacher modeling o f reflective thinking an effective 

method of fostering critical thinking. He conducted a qualitative study with eighth grade 

social studies students that included observations, work samples, focus group transcripts, 

and survey reports as he sought to determine whether specific reading strategies could
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enhance the discernment o f the film material. After determining that typical middle 

school students do not have “the ability to carry out in-depth, disciplined research and 

critical analysis and evaluation of information sources unless the teacher models these 

skills and guides students in practicing them” (Woelders, 2007, p. 146), he discovered 

that using content area reading strategies with historical films encouraged critical 

thinking. Using primary sources to analyze how one source may contradict, the teacher 

modeled both critical analytic and evaluative strategies, and the students were 

subsequently able to do both in a purposeful way. Welders (2007) concluded that middle 

school social studies teachers who model evaluative strategies may encourage students to 

think independently and reflect upon what they leam (Woelders, 2007).

Decentralization of Authority

To foster critical thinking and encourage long-term learning, teachers may need to 

surrender their role as primary knowledge-providers. In a mixed-model study in Israel, 

Sharan (1980) found that in order for student collaboration to thrive, “teachers must 

relinquish their role a primary dispenser o f knowledge and control. Decentralization of 

authority and classroom focus are required to promote direct contact and exchange 

among pupils” (p. 242). Using Bloom’s taxonomy as a measure, Sharan (1980) designed 

five separate achievement tests with questions at low and high levels of knowledge. He 

then compared students who learned in cooperative small groups to those who learned in 

traditional whole-class teaching environments by testing pupils in five classrooms 

representing grades 2 through 6.
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The test results confirmed that students in the small-group classrooms, where a 

concerted effort was made to implement inquiry, discussion, and problem solving, 

answered more high-level questions than the students from the traditional classrooms. 

Even though the gains were not constant for all groups on all tests, the results of Sharan’s 

(1980) study indicate “superior performance o f pupils in the small group as compared to 

those in the traditional classrooms” (p. 255). For collaboration to provide a rich learning 

experience, some elements o f analysis, synthesis, and evaluation may be implemented, 

allowing students to reflect and form independent thoughts about the discussion topic. 

Incorporating fundamentals like point of view, biases, new perspectives, and creating 

new information from existing facts are ways o f inspiring discussion and collaborative 

thought. Emphasizing more student collaboration and planning fewer instances o f whole- 

class instruction appear to be ways to foster critical thinking by encouraging reflection 

and independent thought.

The quasi-experimental study of social studies curriculum effectiveness 

conducted by Little, Feng, VanTassel-Baska, Rogers, and Avery (2007) substantiates the 

idea that whole class instruction may inhibit student growth. The researchers investigated 

students in several urban U.S. elementary and middle grades social studies classes to 

determine how gifted and non-gifted students used reasoning, critical thinking, and 

content learning in different ways. Little et al. (2007) followed six teachers over a three- 

year period, investigating curriculum content and attempting to determine whether a 

difference existed between gifted and non-gifted learners. The study indicated that using 

curriculum intended for gifted learners (characterized by frequent collaboration and
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discussion) benefited all populations of students; whereas using a whole-class delivery 

method may have interfered with growth and learning. The results corroborate those of 

Sharan’s 1980 study, in which test results indicated whole class instruction was less 

likely to create an environment where critical thinking could thrive. For students, a whole 

class delivery o f material may involve passively listening as the teacher presents 

information. Conversely, working in collaborative groups encourages students to work 

actively with material incorporating reflection and forming independent thoughts through 

discussion. Even though both studies indicate a need for further research, it appears that 

collaborative learning may be more beneficial to fostering critical thinking than 

traditional whole class delivery.

Concluding Thoughts on Fostering Critical Thinking in Middle Grades Social Studies 

The ability to think critically is a way to prepare students for reflection and 

independent thought. Grant (1988) found that critical thinking could thrive when 

discussion topics were analyzed and students were involved in the class. Woelders (2007) 

discovered that when the teacher modeled how to view primary sources and to compare 

them to other sources, students learned how to assess the validity o f the sources. 

According to Sharan (1980) and Little et al. (2007), encouraging student collaboration 

appears to be one way to foster critical thinking. Students who actively discuss a topic, 

rather than listen passively to a lecture are more likely to be involved in their own 

learning. This type o f environment may foster critical thinking. These studies emphasize 

that fostering critical thinking in today’s classrooms should be a goal for teachers.
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By taking time to reflect on how others have fostered critical thinking, teachers 

may glean effective ways to address critical thinking with their students and refine their 

personal definition o f critical thinking. Based on this knowledge, teachers will be better 

prepared to foster critical thinking with their own populations of students. For this study, 

critical thinking is defined as reflective thinking that encourages independent thought and 

is based on the constructs o f analysis, synthesis, and evaluation (Bloom et al., 1956; 

Brooks & Brooks, 1999; Lai, 2011; Marzano et al., 1993; McLean, 2005; ten Dam & 

Volman, 2004; Weast, 1996). The following sections present studies of exploration of 

these upper hierarchies o f Bloom’s (1956) taxonomy in relation to fostering critical 

thinking.

Analysis

Analysis, one o f the skills involved in critical thinking, consists o f taking ideas 

apart to identify each component and delineate the relationship among them (Mayer, 

2002). As previously stated, Bloom et al. (1956) created a working taxonomy to classify 

the thinking process into six cognitive levels o f complexity: knowledge, comprehension, 

application, analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. At the analysis level, students are 

expected to examine, question, debate, solve, and categorize material (Bloom et al.,

1956). The following four studies highlight methods used to encourage students’ use of 

analysis in the classroom.

Dutt-Doner, Cook-Cottone, and Allen (2007) sought to understand how working 

collaboratively could facilitate analysis for fifth and seventh grade students. Dutt-Doner 

et al. (2007) investigated the following three questions: a) What skills are involved in



36

document analysis? b) What skills predict successful outcomes for document analysis 

responses? c) Do fifth and seventh graders differ in how they use these skills? To answer 

the questions, the researchers used four primary source documents from the San 

Francisco earthquake o f 1906. Students analyzed one document each day, examining the 

pictures, reading the content, and labeling the actions on each document. Students 

answered 11 open-ended questions designed to assess their observation skills, inquiry 

skills, and ability to think critically. A key finding of the study was that using primary 

sources provided an opportunity for students to make personal connections to history, 

which helped to encourage analytic thought, a core component o f critical thinking (Dutt- 

Doner et al., 2007). According to Dutt-Doner et al. (2007), examining historical 

documents made history more personal for the students because learning became “a 

journey o f personal discovery as opposed to the story o f someone else’s journey” (p. 2).

Guthrie and Davis (2003) also investigated engagement in relation to how real 

world connections and collaboration with peers may encourage student engagement.

Their inquiry generated from a desire to understand why middle grades students in 

Maryland scored lower on standardized reading tests and if the lower test scores resulted 

from a lack o f engagement. Guthrie and Davis (2003) defined engagement as the 

“qualities o f cognitive competence, motivation, and social interaction” (p. 61) and sought 

to determine how students who lacked these qualities were disconnected from literacy, 

thus eliminating the opportunity for critical thinking. An analysis of questionnaire 

responses from students in grades 3, 5, and 8 revealed students needed the following to 

encourage engagement: a) time to increase background knowledge, b) time to discuss
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points o f view, and c) time to read multiple accounts o f events (Guthrie & Davis (2003). 

Students listed discussion, role play, and reenactments as ways they bonded with content.

In a similar study, Cabiness, Donovan, and Green (2013) also found that personal 

connections encouraged analytical thought and engagement. Their California case study 

focused on six middle school students, several labeled gifted and talented, to determine 

whether using online wiki postings encouraged critical thinking. Working from an initial 

assumption that “middle school students’ ability to think abstractly is still developing, 

and as educators we must provide opportunity to develop this skill” (p. 39), Cabiness et 

al. (2013) designed a study of collaborative learning with wikis and online historical 

discussion. They sought to answer two questions: a) How does online discourse impact 

students’ ability to demonstrate critical thinking? b) How can wikis promote the use of 

historical analysis? Cabiness et al. (2013) discovered the shift from teacher responsibility 

to student responsibility allowed creative thinking to flourish. The researchers also 

established that online discourse involved the use o f analysis and evaluation, key steps in 

the process o f critical thinking (Cabiness et al., 2013). The use of wikis seemed to 

encourage historical analysis since students analyzed and commented on classmates’ 

postings, taking time to reflect and understand the historical event. Thus, students 

appeared engaged in historical analysis when creating postings and seemed to 

demonstrate critical thinking as evidenced by not only their postings, but also by the 

follow-up analytic comments to their classmates’ postings. Cabiness et al. (2013) 

concluded that the analytical interaction necessary to post wiki comments on a variety of
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topics supported the development o f critical thinking skills due to the required student 

comment on peer posting and teacher encouragement to collaborate.

Acting on the premise that teacher enthusiasm may promote classroom excitement 

for learning and promote critical thinking, Chiodo and Byford (2004) designed a 

phenomenological research study to determine how the influence o f teacher enthusiasm, 

or lack thereof, affected middle and high school students’ attitudes toward social studies. 

Interviews with 48 eighth and eleventh grade students revealed that both age groups 

reported periods o f restlessness during expository teaching and preferences for alternative 

methods o f instruction such as group work, debates, and discussion (Chiodo & Byford, 

2004). The high school students emphasized a need for dialogue and debate to develop an 

understanding o f a particular issue and encourage use o f critical thinking. Concluding 

that expository teaching (lecture and textbook instruction) may allow for passive learning 

while group work, collaboration, debate, and analytic discussion are considered active 

learning, Chiodo and Byford (2004) recommended that taking the time to analyze and 

discuss topics may encourage active learning when students are part o f the dialogue. 

Teaching with the opportunity for discussion may help students improve their ability to 

think (Chiodo & Byford, 2004).

Concluding Thoughts on Analysis

A common thread in the four investigative studies is the idea that collaborative 

learning encourages analysis. When students collaborate, they are more likely to think, 

discuss, examine, and question. The findings indicate that collaborative learning may 

encourage analysis, a core component in critical thinking. Making connections from
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content to real life and making use o f discussion may also encourage analysis. Teachers 

who wish to support analysis should consider not only their modes o f instruction, but also 

how their attitudes and enthusiasm may affect their classroom environment, since all 

influence the fostering of analytical thinking. One significant aspect o f promoting 

analytical thinking lies in its foundational role for developing the critical thinking skill of 

synthesis (VanTassel-Baska, 2008).

Synthesis

Synthesis, the fifth level of Bloom’s 1956 taxonomy, is the process of integrating 

ideas, information, and theories to create a new and unique whole (VanTassel-Baska, 

2008). After students analyze, sustaining a working knowledge of a topic, they may be 

better equipped to construct a new meaning through synthesis. Research on synthesis is in 

the early stages; therefore, few current studies exist where teachers have taught students 

to use synthesis. The result is teachers appear to struggle with the topic o f synthesis and 

how to encourage its use. The following four studies examine the challenges associated 

with synthesis.

Integrating ideas and forming new knowledge can be a challenge for students. 

Grant (1988) noted, “Teaching requires not only the imparting o f new content 

information, but also the conveying o f metaknowledge in such a way that it will 

restructure old ways of knowing” (p. 37). In her investigation o f four teachers’ 

experiences with fostering critical thinking, Grant (1988) discovered that one participant, 

Mr. Post, required his history students to analyze several primary source documents and 

synthesize the information through document-based question responses. After students
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analyzed the primary sources, Mr. Post assigned an essay, providing a way for students to 

explain their rationale while synthesizing the information. His goal was for students to 

assemble the information, synthesize, and communicate their findings in a clear way, 

ultimately fostering independent thought (Grant, 1988). Grant’s study did not use posttest 

measures to determine whether students synthesized or not, but it provided evidence that 

students were given the opportunity to form new meanings, which is the first step in the 

process o f critical thinking.

The study conducted by Dutt-Doner, Cook-Cottone, and Allen (2007) to 

determine how primary source documents could be used with middle school students also 

provided an opportunity for students to engage in synthesis. Dutt-Doner et al. (2007) 

hoped the use o f primary source documents would prepare students to understand 

perspectives, discover main ideas, make hypotheses, and synthesize material. Using four 

primary sources from the San Francisco earthquake of 1906, Dutt-Doner et al. (2007) 

investigated how students synthesized the documents, reflected on the process, and 

formed opinions about what happened. Working collaboratively and making personal 

connections to the primary documents appeared to facilitate student understanding, 

especially with the seventh grade students, who were significantly stronger cognitively 

and exhibited fewer frustrations than the fifth graders (Dutt-Doner et al., 2007). Although 

the middle school students initiated independent thought, the researchers discovered that 

teacher facilitation played a key role in how adequately the students synthesized the 

documents (Dutt-Doner et al., 2007). While it was evident from the class discussion that
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students analyzed the documents, proof of synthesis was more elusive, since a written 

assignment was not required, and class discussions were not recorded in detail.

In a similar study investigating the merit o f using primary documents, Tally and 

Goldenberg (2005) examined middle and high school student performance with digitized 

primary sources to determine how students described their current history class and what 

historical thinking skills the students exhibited. In the study, five teachers trained in the 

use o f primary sources encouraged students to engage in the following historical-thinking 

behaviors: a) making observations, b) creating inferences, c) finding evidence, d) asking 

questions, and e) using corroboration (Tally & Goldenberg, 2005). The goal was for 

students to become vested in the learning process and more appreciative o f history after 

using the primary source documents. On confidential questionnaires, students noted this 

history class was different due to added technology, use o f primary source documents, 

and implementation o f group collaboration (Tally & Goldenberg, 2005). The historical 

thinking skills that appeared significant included engagement, inferences, and cited 

evidence. Synthesis was not a focus o f the study, but observations were noted, 

connections were made, evidence was analyzed, and speculation was encouraged. 

Although new ideas and theories were created, students were engaged in thinking 

critically through analysis, an initial aspect o f critical thinking. Despite acknowledging 

that synthesis was not fully realized, Tally and Goldenberg (2005) concluded that the 

critical thinking exercise appeared valuable, encouraging, and engaging.

The study of Delaney (2007) also achieved some measure o f success in 

discovering student use o f synthesis. Delaney (2007) sought to understand how seventh
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and eighth grade students become “thinking individuals, rather than passive receivers of 

factual textbook knowledge” (p. 30). Barbara Benson, the teacher in this qualitative case 

study, wanted students to use a critical literacy perspective during a unit containing major 

historical events from World War II through the Gulf War. To obtain a comprehensive 

view, Delaney (2007) interviewed the teacher and the students, both individually and in 

groups, beginning with open-ended questions. Videotaped observations took place during 

normal school hours.

Initially, Ms. Benson’s students viewed a movie, analyzing and discussing 

instances of propaganda. Next, students selected a topic from the time period and 

completed independent research on a specific incident or aspect. During this phase, 

students critically analyzed conflicting viewpoints and diverse accounts o f the same 

event. The culminating step was for students to synthesize the initial movie propaganda 

with the various perspectives from their research through the creation of memorized and 

timed skits. Delaney (2007) discovered that the project-based skit assignment encouraged 

students to analyze and interpret conflicting perspectives and create new meanings, which 

are thinking processes that encourage synthesis. According to Delaney (2007), these 

“skits seemed to have the most empowering effect on these middle school students. It 

gave them voice to express their interpretations o f the media, texts, and Internet 

information they accessed” (p. 33). Delaney (2007) recommended that teachers question 

the status quo, construct new knowledge through synthesis, and explore material through 

Socratic seminars, literature circles, and pre- and post-reading activities to promote and 

encourage critical thinking.
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Concluding Thoughts on Synthesis

After students comprehend a topic through analysis, they may be better equipped 

to construct a new understanding through synthesis, yet empirical research suggests 

synthesis is challenging for both teachers and students (Grant, 1988). A common truth in 

all four studies is that teachers may struggle not only to define synthesis, but also to 

understand how to use it. In the studies o f Grant (1988), Dutt-Doner et al. (2007), and 

Tally and Goldenberg (2005), students apparently synthesized primary documents, but 

the researchers did not measure its existence. Conversely, in the Delaney (2007) study, 

student presentations o f culminating skits represented synthesis of several sources; 

therefore, synthesis was acknowledged and measured. While analysis may be more 

prevalent in common use, synthesis remains obscure, leading all of the researchers in the 

previously discussed studies to recognize that synthesis is an aspect o f critical thinking 

where more research is needed, both with the background knowledge o f the term itself 

and with its application to a classroom of students. This is especially relevant when 

considering that evaluation, the highest level o f Bloom’s 1956 taxonomy, may be 

dependent on the thinking processes o f analysis and synthesis.

Evaluation

Evaluation, the highest level of Bloom’s taxonomy, includes making judgments, 

selecting criteria for making judgments, and applying criteria in decision-making, a 

necessary skill for critical thinking (Mayer, 2002). Evaluation may include assessing 

whether or not information is effective for a purpose or if evidence proves a point.

Halpem (1997) believes, “The critical part o f critical thinking denotes an evaluation
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component,” and evaluation should be a “constructive reflection o f positive and negative 

attributes” (p. 4). Students who use evaluation may assess, judge, appraise, or 

recommend (Bloom et al., 1956). After analyzing a topic and synthesizing the material, 

students may want to evaluate the effectiveness o f their actions, a key step toward 

fostering critical thinking. The following five studies emphasize the use o f evaluation.

Woelders (2007) used film with a middle school history class to evaluate the 

following: a) how prior knowledge may be activated, b) how film may be evaluated for 

effectiveness, and c) how ideas may be modified in response to criticism. The teacher 

asked students to evaluate two film versions o f an event through comparison of the 

accounts to primary sources to determine how different sources report the same event. 

Observations, work samples, focus group transcripts, and survey responses assessed 

student knowledge. Woelders (2007) made two significant findings. First, a study of 

history might be made more meaningful by including a discussion of controversies, for it 

encouraged students to evaluate faulty reasoning. Second, the typical middle school 

student may not have the ability to achieve “critical analysis and evaluation of 

information sources unless the teacher models these skills” (Woelders, 2007, p. 146). 

Woelders (2007) concluded that teaching students to evaluate conflicting accounts and 

modeling critical analysis may encourage critical thinking.

Liang (2011) also used modeling of critical thinking skills as part o f a study with 

85 middle school students to determine which reading comprehension strategy approach 

was better in developing long-term reading understanding. One approach Liang (2011) 

utilized was the Reader-response approach, which emphasizes what happens when a
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reader responds to a text using journals, drama, illustrations, or images. The other used 

was the Cognitive-oriented approach, which helps students construct meaning through 

involvement with the written word by using scaffolding and questioning (Liang, 2011). 

The intent o f both o f the two-week units o f instruction was to encourage students to 

evaluate their own reading responses, based on textual evidence. During the first week, 

the teacher used the Reader-response method; during the second week, she used the 

Cognitive-oriented approach. After the teacher modeled the strategy each week, students 

responded with a) textual connections, b) likes and dislikes, c) evaluating or critiquing 

the story, and d) identifying the theme (Liang, 2011). At times students struggled with 

evaluating and defending their answers, so the teacher provided additional modeling and 

whole-class practices to support evaluative strategies. Liang (2011) made two key 

findings: a) using a framework may encourage reading comprehension, but approaches to 

teaching vary, and no single approach reaches all learners, so differentiation may be 

necessary; and b) evaluating answers and making adjustments to ensure learning exists 

may be valuable for both immediate learning and for future learning situations. Once 

students evaluated their answers and reflected, they learned to adjust their responses. 

Evaluating responses and using textual evidence to support those responses appear to be 

ways to foster critical thinking.

Like modeling, scaffolding provides support that may encourage long-term 

independent learning (Belland, Glazewski, & Richardson, 2011). Belland et al. (2011) 

sought to understand how scaffolding could help students evaluate arguments in problem- 

based learning situations. Using a mixed-model format with four seventh grade science
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classes, the researchers initially established the premise that middle school students 

struggle to develop evidence-based arguments and experience difficulty with abstract 

thinking. Evidence-based arguments require abstract thinking since students must 

“consider both rules o f logic and the perspectives of audience members who may expect 

different evidential support for claims” (Belland et al., 2011, p. 668). Belland et al.

(2011) used scaffolding to assist students in evaluation o f scientific theories and 

subsequent arguments o f their validity. In order to foster independent learning, the 

researchers assigned connection logs to assist with the following: a) defining the 

problem, b) determining necessary information, c) finding the information, d) organizing 

the information, e) developing a claim, and f) linking the evidence to the claim. Students 

used the logs primarily to independently organize ideas, reflect on findings, and evaluate 

claims. Belland et al. (2011) concluded scaffolding may help students to think critically 

by encouraging the evaluation o f supporting claims, and exposing students to authentic 

inquiry may foster problem-solving skills and lead to long-term learning.

Hobson, Simms, and Knezek (2001) also encouraged independent learning in 

their study designed to understand how fifth and sixth graders used technology to 

increase critical thinking. Teachers in the study acknowledged Bloom’s taxonomy 

(especially analysis, synthesis, and evaluation) as a measure o f whether problem solving 

transpired. Students in both the treatment and comparison groups took the Ross Test of 

Higher Cognitive Processes and the Computer Aptitude Questionnaire to determine 

whether technology was an appropriate vehicle to promote critical thinking (Hobson et 

al., 2001). Hobson et al. (2001) used a technology-driven curriculum with two treatment
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groups and a traditional classroom curriculum with two comparison groups. In the 

technology-driven classrooms, Hobson et al. (2001) found that learning was more 

student-centered, and students took ownership o f their learning as they used evaluative 

skills to work independently and determine what was and was not essential for their own 

educational needs. After evaluating whether their first solution was effective or not, 

students remained focused and pursued alternative solutions to problems. An additional 

discovery was that students collaborated more often in the technology-driven classroom, 

an act that led to discussion and further evaluation (Hobson et al., 2001). Thus, using 

technology and allowing collaboration appears to be a viable option for teachers who 

wish to encourage evaluative skills, foster critical thinking, and promote student 

ownership of learning.

Heil (2005) also utilized technology in an action research study to investigate how 

to teach eighth graders to evaluate Internet sites. In this small school in the Midwest, 

students struggled with how to evaluate web sites and often chose inappropriately. Heil 

sought to answer two questions: Do students have knowledge of credible Internet sites? 

Would an instructional unit help students improve their evaluative skills? Heil (2005) 

started with a pre-survey for students to respond to questions about their Internet 

knowledge and habits. The survey revealed 71% of the students used the Internet first for 

research (Heil, 2005), a fact that highlighted the need for student ability to evaluate the 

credibility o f websites. Next, Heil (2005) asked students to participate in an Internet Site 

Critical Evaluation Unit. This unit contained sites with conflicting information to 

encourage initial interest. (Students were amused with two sites that discussed the earth
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as flat.) Heil (2005) provided students with a PowerPoint presentation designating the 

importance of using reliable sites and methods o f finding them, and then she asked 

students to evaluate sites on their own. Following this, students worked collaboratively to 

discuss and evaluate additional sites.

Heil (2005) included one final step when she assigned a research-based 

geography project that instructed students to evaluate at least five Internet sources, but 

only required two in the final project. Heil (2005) initially discovered students had 

limited knowledge of credible Internet sites, but the instructional unit did appear to 

increase understanding. Both students and teachers struggled with the knowledge that 

“although there were many clues that one can use to evaluate an Internet site, there are no 

clear-cut answers” (Heil, 2005, p. 29). Teaching students to use evaluative skills, 

however, may help them to make informed decisions about how to research on the 

Internet.

Concluding Thoughts on Evaluation

In all five studies investigating the critical thinking skill o f evaluation, common 

themes can be found: a) using scaffolding/modeling helps build background knowledge 

that may foster critical thinking, b) using collaboration encourages discussion and 

reflection, which may lead to critical thinking, and c) evaluating conflicting accounts, 

internet sites, scientific theories, supporting evidence, and textual answers may foster 

critical thinking. Analyzing and synthesizing information encourages a natural 

progression to the highest level of critical thinking, evaluation. As a part o f evaluation,
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students may assess, judge, appraise, or recommend (Bloom et al., 1956). Encouraging 

students to use evaluation may be a key step toward fostering critical thinking.

Classroom Structures That Support Critical Thinking 

The goal o f the learning process is not only the acquisition o f knowledge, but also 

a deeper understanding and desire to apply new knowledge to a variety o f situations 

based on student learning needs (Konings et al., 2005). Teachers are encouraged to foster 

critical thinking because both teachers and students make conscious decisions about 

learning and thinking (Thomas, 1999). A teacher’s classroom practice should foster 

critical thinking and include modeling of the reflective nature o f the thinking process to 

ensure student exposure to the methodology o f thinking and reflecting (Thomas, 1999). 

Cooperative learning, differentiation, prior knowledge, and scaffolding are structures in 

the classroom that teachers may use to support their own fostering of critical thinking. 

Cooperative Learning

Placing students into cooperative learning groups is one way to differentiate 

learning. By definition, cooperative learning involves having a group o f pupils “working 

together on a common task— they share resources, encourage each other’s efforts, and 

assist each other in completing the task” (Gillies, 2004, p. 3). In a cooperative learning 

group, students are learning actively, rather than passively, through interaction and 

human contact (Jackson & Sorensen, 2010; Vygotsky, 1934/1992). Gokhale (1995) found 

that cooperative learning groups encourage differentiated learning, increase student 

interest in the topic, and promote the use o f synthesis in the classroom environment.
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Gillies (2004) investigated the effects o f cooperative learning and the manner in 

which the teacher fostered critical thinking by using differentiated learning in a middle- 

level math class. The study indicated that students in structured groups maintained 

stronger connections with their group mates, showed greater inclination to work with 

others, and felt a greater responsibility for the learning of others because they had more 

chances to work together. Other benefits included greater student participation and 

increased critical thinking application while working together. Furthermore, despite 

providing a variety o f experiences for the student while enhancing cooperative learning 

Gillies (2004) concluded that dividing students into mixed-ability groups may be 

ineffective. Sousa (2012) supports this conclusion by explaining that students tend to 

benefit most from similar ability groupings because they can become more deeply 

involved in the task o f learning when working with students who have comparable skills 

(Sousa, 2012). Teachers who use cooperative learning in their classrooms should 

consider this when using differentiation as part of their support o f critical thinking. 

Differentiation

Differentiation is an additional framework for teaching that allows adjustments 

for the various ways in which students learn. Teachers who differentiate typically adapt 

their teaching to accommodate individual learning needs in order to reach each child. 

According to Doubet (2012), differentiation occurs when teachers establish classroom 

objectives, decide where students are in relationship to the objectives, and respond to 

changes accordingly. Differentiating the curriculum means encouraging students to
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progress beyond direct instruction and helping them make connections between subject 

matter and their personal interests through synthesis.

The use o f differentiation helps teachers to foster critical thinking by influencing 

the processing abilities o f students and, eventually, their overall learning experience. For 

example, a differentiation strategy that includes summarizing and note-taking provides 

young people with strategies to classify and comprehend the most important aspects of 

what they need to know (Mayer, 2002). Implementing differentiation by using strategies 

like synthesis indicates going beyond grade level standards and pencil-and-paper tests to 

allow pupils a chance to develop their talents and strengths in different ways (Sousa, 

2012). In addition, maintaining motivation throughout a long project is a critical issue for 

gifted students, so using differentiated learning addresses the lack of motivation while 

encouraging and fostering critical thinking (Wood, 2010).

According to Sousa (2012), teachers who promote a flexible learning environment 

and use a differentiated curriculum ensure gifted students experience challenge instead of 

boredom. Unlike direct instruction, using critical thinking strategies and promoting the 

use o f synthesis with students establishes a challenging classroom atmosphere. To 

establish a strong classroom atmosphere, a teacher encourages student responsibility and 

promotes student strengths, while simultaneously addressing students’ needs on a case- 

by-case basis (Sousa, 2012). This type o f learning environment includes allowing 

students to work independently on selected projects, collaborate and synthesize with 

classmates, and pursue selected interests outside o f the classroom (Sousa, 2012).
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In a study conducted by Noble (2004), teachers discovered the integration o f 

Bloom’s revised taxonomy (RBT) (Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001) and Gardner’s (1999) 

multiple intelligences (MI) provided appropriate curriculum challenges and allowed for 

differentiation, enabling critical thinking to emerge through increased synthesis. While 

the study conducted by Noble (2004) was typical, more participation by teachers was 

encouraged in future studies. Doubet (2012) addressed this in a research study of teachers 

in a rural middle school who were weary o f curriculum changes and hesitant to 

implement new techniques, especially synthesis, by using a differentiated curriculum. 

According to Doubet (2012), teachers eventually embraced the philosophy after using a 

teaching coach who provided teachers with short, immediate assessments, showing the 

effective use of differentiation. When teachers established a natural response to student 

need, they found differentiation to be one way to ensure students were challenged 

(Doubet, 2012). Besides differentiation, an additional structure teacher may use to foster 

critical thinking is the use of prior knowledge.

Prior Knowledge

Implementing instructional methods that draw on the prior knowledge of the pupil 

are effective strategies for long-term learning (Shepard et al., 2005). Prior knowledge is 

more than a list o f facts a young person has accumulated in previous years; it also 

includes “language patterns and ways o f thinking that students develop” through day-to- 

day activities and life experiences (Shepard et al., 2005, p. 286). Focusing on the 

students’ previous knowledge and adapting preexisting perceptions through debate of
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issues, discussion of ideas, and emphasis on conflicting situations create a supportive and 

sympathetic learning environment (Konings et al., 2005).

Students may also build upon prior knowledge to form new learning connections. 

Teachers who encourage the connections can foster new learning by planning lessons 

using expository teaching based on explanation. Ivie (1998) argues that expository 

teaching (based on explanation) is the most effective way to organize classroom learning 

and the most direct method with which to establish a foundation for fostering critical 

thinking. Students need details and extra support in order to make learning connections.

Campbell et al. (2001) surveyed and interviewed secondary students whose 

teachers integrated curriculum marked by high interest and high relevance. By connecting 

to the learners’ need for lessons, meaning became significant for the students. If learning 

is about making connections between the unfamiliar and the familiar, teachers who 

design lessons requiring students to link old and new details while using association 

enable connections that foster critical thinking (Marzano, 1993). When that task carries a 

deep, personal meaning that is life shaping and relevant, the brain responds in a more 

satisfactory manner because it has an anchor to stabilize it (Ivie, 1998). While the use of 

prior knowledge may be the basis, the use o f scaffolding may also further support the 

fostering o f critical thinking.

Scaffolding

Scaffolding is a systematic procedure where teachers provide support as students 

apply thinking skills and build upon prior knowledge (Wood, Bruner, & Ross, 1976). To 

assist with the development o f critical thinking, teachers should use scaffolding that



54

involves giving students a strong foundation at the onset o f a lesson while gradually 

withdrawing support until students demonstrate independence (King et al., 1998). A 

mental scaffold encourages the internal thinking process by allowing the adult to 

“control” elements beyond their students’ capabilities, which encourages pupils to make 

connections and increases their learning and self-assessment skills (Wood et al., 1976). 

Scaffolding motivates students to think independently and ultimately increases learning.

Ways of Fostering Critical Thinking 

Teachers who wish to foster critical thinking have several options for 

implementation. Ways o f fostering critical thinking include the use o f reflection, Socratic 

questioning, problem solving, and creativity. The following sections provide a discussion 

for each.

Reflection

Reflection is an essential step in fostering critical thinking because it requires the 

learner to think about “. . .  what is known and how that knowledge is justified” (Kuhn, 

1999, p. 23). Students who use reflective thinking as they approach problem solving are 

generally able to formulate alternative strategies when problems are not initially resolved. 

Reflective thinking is a way for a student to consider past experiences, assess actions, and 

establish new goals for future problem-solving achievement (Konings et al., 2005). 

Furthermore, it encourages students to compare and contrast their learning strategies and 

solution processing with similar results obtained by other students, leading to self- 

evaluation, which is a valuable tool to foster critical thinking (Konings et al., 2005).
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Reflection also allows students to determine whether they have attained a solution or 

need to engage in further action to solve a problem.

Many students list time to reflect before responding as an advantage (Meyer,

2003). Teachers foster implementation of critical thinking when they model reflection 

time, provide examples o f how to use thinking skills, and adapt for diversity in the 

classroom (King et al., 1998). Since the process o f critical thinking enables the learner to 

“organize information into an integrated system” (Ivie, 1998, p. 36), it is important for 

teachers to demonstrate how to categorize the learning that occurred subconsciously 

inside the brain in order to take the reflection a step further into critical thinking.

Socratic Questioning

One of the oldest methods used to encourage critical thinking is the Socratic 

method. In ancient Greece, Socrates developed a method of questioning that is now 

referred to as the Socratic method in which dialogue and discussion are emphasized 

(Konings et al., 2005; Pogrow, 2005). Dialogue is one way to provide a shared pathway 

to critical thinking by taking the passive qualities out of reading while encouraging 

inquiry and building on the strength of the students (Wink, 2004). Questioning, the most 

often-used technique, is best employed when educators included “wait time,” a pause 

after inquiry to give the students the chance to process before being asked to articulate a 

solution (Marzano, 1993). As an educational tool, “Educators have effectively used 

Socratic inquiry as an explicit instructional strategy for two and one half millennia” 

(Marzano, Pickering, & Pollack, 2001, p. 1).
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When using the Socratic method, educators quiz students using a question-only 

approach. The teacher begins with a question; students respond with only a question. 

Using the Socratic form of questioning, students construct their own ideas and learn “to 

verbalize their thoughts” (Pogrow, 2005, p. 65). This encourages advanced skills in 

reading, listening, reflection, and participation while strengthening the imagination and 

curiosity of the students in the class (Pogrow, 2005). The use o f the Socratic method in 

the classroom has the potential to alter the way students think about learning due to the 

emphasis on constant inquiry and using analysis, synthesis, and evaluation o f each 

thought, rather than teaching students what to do or how to think (Pogrow, 2005).

Another benefit of the Socratic method is the potential to connect different areas 

of the curriculum and simultaneously group students together, leading to “collaborative 

learning” (Konings et al., 2005, p. 648). In research on learning environments, Konings et 

al. (2005) found that grouping students into circles is an effective strategy for integrating 

the Socratic method and particularly useful with gifted students due to the high level of 

differentiation it requires. Through student interaction and discussion, students are 

empowered and encouraged to have an active role in the process of learning (Konings et 

al., 2005). The Socratic method and grouping students encourages students to form their 

own thoughts and opinions, based on interactions with others, and may foster the use of 

critical thinking.

Problem Solving

Konings et al. (2005) found that encouraging students to problem solve is another 

method that advances absorption and promotes the use of critical thinking. Problem



57

solving is the step-by-step process of reaching a desired goal, a key component o f critical 

thinking. It includes evaluating ideas and creating chosen solutions while, at the same 

time, explaining the process effectively (Konings et al., 2005). Huitt (1998) maintains, 

“Critical thinking is purposeful, reasoned, and goal directed. It is the kind o f thinking 

involved in solving problems” (p. 450).

Problem solving would not be quite as relevant to the student without applying 

the learning process and implementing the desired goals within the classroom 

environment, a practice known as application learning. Application learning involves 

different stages o f learning, and it is based on procedures o f knowledge that lead to 

deeper meanings (Mayer, 2002). In particular, “because real-life problems have a context 

that differ from the learning context, students should also be able to transfer knowledge 

and skills they learned at school to new situations” (Konings et al., 2005, p. 646).

Polya (1957), a noted authority on problem solving, identifies four essential steps 

to engage in correct problem solving: “Understand the problem, devise a plan, carry out 

the plan, and look back” (p. 1). Understanding the problem is the initial step because 

students may be thwarted in their efforts to solve a problem due to a lack of 

comprehension and understanding. If teachers encourage restating the problem in their 

own words, students may have a better understanding of the overall situation. For the 

second step, creating a plan, Polya (1957) indicates several problem-solving strategies to 

use, including making a list, looking for a pattern to integrate, implementing a model, and 

working backward to solve a problem. When applying the plan in the third step, teachers 

must maintain tolerance and perseverance. With the last step, the importance o f reflection
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to the problem-solving process is emphasized because it assists in solving new problems 

and enables a learner to predict what strategy to use for future problems (Polya, 1957). 

Though the process seems simple, if students integrate problem solving, it may encourage 

and foster confidence, provide assistance in future learning situations, and foster critical 

thinking. In addition, teachers may see increased learning and long term academic 

achievement gains.

Creativity

It is important that teachers who want their students to improve their abilities to 

think critically will provide measurable criteria for the quality o f responses and will 

encourage students to stretch their thinking (Marzano, 1993). Teachers who foster critical 

thinking must maintain standards o f evaluation to measure critical thinking but also view 

situations outside the boundaries o f standard conventions, so that students will be creative 

in their responses and not simply provide standard answers (Marzano, Pickering, & 

McTighe, 1993). Teachers encourage students to think critically by fostering deep 

thinking and creative responses rather than typical, standard answers.

Students who think creatively and can make use o f critical thinking skills enjoy a 

variety of educational advantages including “improved attention, improved ability to 

identify key points and respond to them, more focused reading, knowledge o f how to get 

one’s point across, and skills of analysis to apply to various situations” (Cottrell, 2005, p. 

4). Experts have debated whether creativity is a learned behavior or the result o f innate 

abilities. Recent research indicates creativity is the result o f a series o f cognitive steps 

that can be developed and expanded in most individuals (Sousa, 2012).
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Strategies used by educators to promote creativity enhance a student’s ability to 

perform in a more imaginative manner. Creativity appears to be closely linked with the 

ability for mental imagery. Teachers can foster increased creativity by designing 

activities grounded in how the brain learns best (Sousa, 2012).

Engagement

According to Marzano (1993), critical thinking results from the engagement of 

students in tasks where the answer is not obvious. Valentine and Collins (2010) said 

teachers who wish to engage students must “push the limits o f student knowledge” and 

ask students to “generate new and unconventional ways o f viewing situations” (p. 10). 

Although teachers who wish to engage students must encourage them to stretch their 

knowledge, some students maintain a self-regulated form of learning where, without the 

assistance of teachers, they have ownership o f the learning process themselves (Konings 

et al., 2005). However, because many students do not take responsibility for their own 

learning and pass the educational responsibility to the teacher, it is important that 

educators established a creative approach to learning that ensures student engagement 

(Konings et al., 2005). Once the student is engaged, critical thinking may occur when he 

or she connects old and new ideas (Ivie, 1998). If the learner relates new thoughts to 

concepts he or she already possesses, meaningful learning takes place (Ivie, 1998).

To increase reasoning and foster critical thinking, educational games can be 

implemented (McDonald & Hannafin, 2003). In a 2003 mixed-method study, McDonald 

and Hannafin investigated the way third grade students reviewed for state social studies 

assessments. They wanted to determine whether students who used web-based games to
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review for tests scored higher than students who reviewed the traditional way. The results 

indicated that students in the web-based group scored higher, although not significantly 

so. The researchers found that students were more enthusiastic and eager to use the web- 

based format, even reviewing at home. Even though the test scores were not significantly 

higher, motivation was higher (McDonald & Hannafin, 2003). Thus, students who may 

not connect to a content-based lesson may form a necessary connection to an educational 

game and may obtain the essential critical thinking skills through this format. Other 

strategies to actively engage students and promote critical thinking include research 

activities, hands-on lessons, problem-based tasks, and cooperative learning groups 

(Valentine, 2005).

Valentine and Collins (2010) found that the quality o f teacher instruction affected 

student learning. To that end, acknowledging a marked difference between sound, 

pedagogical practices and concrete classroom instruction may result in a negative 

learning environment that stifles students’ academic success (Valentine & Collins, 2010). 

The Instructional Practices Inventory (IPI), created by Valentine and Collins (2010), 

allows a trained observer to collect data noting several student engagement behaviors. Its 

purpose is to determine if students are engaged and using cognitive thinking by observing 

the evidence of six categories: a) student active engaged learning; b) student verbal 

learning conversations; c) teacher-led instruction; d) student work with teacher engaged; 

e) student work with teacher not engaged; and f) student disengagement (Valentine & 

Collins, 2010).
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Valentine and Collins (2010) found that disengagement can negatively affect 

standardized achievement, and it is nearly, “three times more impactful than higher-order 

student engagement” (p. 14). Thus, the existence o f disengagement is more damaging 

than high-impact engagement. What may be more challenging to determine, however, is 

whether high engagement is the result o f critical thinking. Valentine and Collins (2010) 

did note that there is no exact measure o f whether critical thinking is occurring within a 

classroom, but the teacher’s role in encouraging critical thinking is vital. According to 

Valentine and Collins (2010), classrooms based on constant inquiry that “require more 

abstract mental processing” (p. 7) promote critical thinking.

Studies indicate students who possess a deeper, more intricate learning approach 

participate more readily in their own learning and maintain an advanced way o f thinking, 

while students who use a simple, surface approach tend to focus solely on repetition and 

reproduction (Campbell et al., 2001). With deeper learning, the student views education 

in a new way and alters his or her way o f thinking about the new information. When a 

task carries only surface meaning, the brain does not respond as effectively, resulting in 

low-level o f comprehension, whereas deeper learning processes lead to more complex 

mental capabilities (Campbell et al., 2001). Because a surface approach is not a valuable, 

long-term strategy, teachers need to foster critical thinking to prepare students for the 

rigors o f advanced thinking and learning. Therefore, it is critical that educators provide 

students with the means to reach goals and establish high levels of “knowledge, problem

solving skills, transfer o f knowledge, and self-directed learning skills” (Konings et al., 

2005, p. 647). To foster critical thinking, one must include the way students respond to
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questions and connect the dots into a logical format by using hypothesis and synthesis 

(Valentine & Collins, 2010).

Teacher Perceptions 

Because humans attach significance to their surrounding world, having 

perceptions o f their world is innate. Humans act or react according to their perceptions; 

thus, perceptions affect the choices people make and the way they choose to live 

(Konings et al., 2005). Teachers’ perceptions of the learning environment are considered 

through the vantage point o f their own conceptions and may affect the fostering o f critical 

thinking (Konings et al., 2005); therefore, it is important to consider the role teachers’ 

perceptions play in fostering critical thinking.

Because teachers design and implement lessons that influence the learning 

environment, their perceptions affect the way students learn. For example, a teacher who 

adopts the student-centered model of teaching views learning as a process o f facilitating 

knowledge and may encourage students to develop a deep and meaningful understanding; 

thus, the student has a certain experience based on that teacher’s perception (Konings et 

al., 2005) and exposure to higher level thinking. Conversely, educators whose 

perceptions include the idea that the transfer o f knowledge only comes from the teacher 

to the student may inhibit the intrinsic interest of the student and prevent the student from 

using a self-monitoring learning approach (Konings et al., 2005). In the simplest form, 

such learning may be viewed as “increasing one’s knowledge by collection, consumption, 

and storing of information” and is equivalent to “memorizing and reproducing
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information” (Konings et al., 2005, p. 651), which lays only the foundation for 

developing higher level critical thinking skills.

Research indicates teachers’ perceptions about learning and teaching affect 

classroom organization and the inclusion of critical thinking facts in the learning 

environment. Teachers’ perceptions influence the quality o f student learning, making it 

valuable information for curriculum designers (Konings et al., 2005), teacher preparation 

programs, and professional development designs. In addition to knowledge and skills, 

teachers’ motives and beliefs about how students learn are essential ingredients for 

teachers’ preparation, specifically in the areas o f critical thinking instruction. While self

regulated students may initiate their own learning, the classroom environment determines 

what must be learned and how critical thinking is fostered; thus, the teacher’s perceptions 

o f what needs to be learned can be vital to the overall classroom climate (Konings et al., 

2005). Because many gifted students spend time in general education classrooms, 

exposure to the instructional strategies that foster the development o f critical thinking 

may be helpful to teachers of all populations of students.

Students Identified as Gifted 

Qualifying for the Gifted Program

The USDOE (2001) defined gifted students as follows:

The term gifted and talented, when used with respect to students, children, or 

youth, means students, children, or youth who give evidence of high achievement 

capability in areas such as intellectual, creative, artistic, or leadership capacity, or 

in specific academic fields, and who need services or activities not ordinarily
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provided by the school in order to fully develop those capabilities. (Title XIV,

Part A, Section 14101)

The terms gifted and talented are referred to synonymously in many instances. In the 

1950s, psychologists determined giftedness to be based mainly on high intelligence; 

having a high IQ score meant one was gifted (Sousa, 2012). Creativity and motivation 

were added later to comprehensively define giftedness and complete the criteria used 

today (USDOE, 2001).

Typically, students are required to qualify for gifted status by satisfying three of 

the following four areas: mental ability, achievement, creativity, and motivation. In the 

area o f mental ability, students must be in the 96th percentile or achieve an appropriate 

score on a national normed test. For achievement, students must be in the 90th percentile 

in Total Reading, Total Math, or Complete Battery or have a cumulative average of 90 on 

a scale o f 100 in an above-level core academic class. In the area o f creativity, students 

must score in the 90th percentile on a normed test of creative thinking. The Torrance 

Tests of Creative Thinking (TTCT) was created in 1966 to identify “creatively gifted 

students for special programs in several states and a number o f school systems”

(Torrance, 1980, p. 304). For motivation, students must be in the 90th percentile on a 

standardized motivational characteristic rating scale or achieve 90 on a scale o f 100 in an 

above-level core academic course.

The gifted student is someone who demonstrates an exceptionally high level of 

performance in one or more areas of study and reflection (Sousa, 2012). Gifted students 

have a wide range of interests and abilities, so teaching a generalized curriculum may
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have little effect. The additional support provided in gifted classes offers ideal 

opportunities to enhance the educational experience of the gifted student. In this 

environment, differentiation is more readily accomplished to present tasks that require the 

gifted student to engage analysis, synthesis, and evaluation of concepts (McLean, 2005; 

ten Dam & Volman, 2004). The higher level thinking needed to complete these tasks 

promote the development of critical thinking skills.

Summary

This chapter presented a review of literature and addressed the following: a) the 

definition of critical thinking, b) the importance of critical thinking, and c) an 

investigation of how to foster critical thinking. It included a description o f Bloom’s 

taxonomy, with special emphasis upon the upper hierarchies (analysis, synthesis, and 

evaluation), which are typically associated with critical thinking skills. Even though 

critical thinking involves personal, reflective thinking, it is a competence citizens require 

to contribute to a democratic society; therefore making it applicable to a current school 

setting (ten Dam & Volman, 2004).

Social constructivists focus on individuals whose learning is facilitated by 

external forces and/or people (Jackson & Sorensen, 2010; Phillips, 1995; Piaget, 1997; 

von Glaserfeld, 1990). Thus, this literature review focused upon the theoretical aspects of 

critical thinking in regards to how contact with others affects the fostering o f critical 

thinking. This chapter outlined areas o f focus to investigate the methods of 

implementation o f critical thinking in a specific context. The next chapter describes the 

methodology used to answer the research questions.



CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY

The need for fostering critical thinking in the gifted classroom is evident by the 

desire for students o f higher abilities to extend their knowledge and be able to problem 

solve, analyze, and synthesize (Bloom et al., 1956; McLean, 2005; ten Dam & Volman,

2004). Teachers, especially those who teach students of higher abilities, may need to 

strengthen the use of critical thinking in their classrooms in order to challenge these 

students. Research indicates the need for critical thinking; however, while many teachers 

admit they foster critical thinking, others do not know what critical thinking involves and 

therefore do not foster critical thinking with their students (Kuhn, 1999). In further 

examination of the subject, teachers need clarification regarding what constitutes critical 

thinking so that they may foster critical thinking in the classroom. Therefore, the purpose 

o f this study was to add to the current literature and gain a better understanding of critical 

thinking and its use in the classroom setting. Specifically, I sought to gain a better 

understanding of how a social studies’ teacher fostered critical thinking and its use in her 

classroom by focusing on her instruction.

To this effect, the design of this qualitative case study intended to develop a plan

to explore and offer an understanding o f the problem. The social constructivist

framework provided a focus for understanding the viewpoint of the participating teacher

while serving to highlight the need for understanding what constitutes critical thinking

66
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(Piaget, 1997; von Glaserfeld, 1982; Vygotsky, 1978). Questionnaires, interviews, and 

observations generated data to collect and analyze in an attempt to answer the research 

questions. In this chapter, I begin with the research questions to frame the study. Next, I 

discuss the research design, including a foundation for the study, followed by the 

information on the participant and an explanation of the data collection and analysis 

process. Finally, I explore biases and ethical issues.

Research Questions

The overarching question o f this qualitative study is the following: How does one 

social studies teacher attempt to foster the critical thinking of her students? The following 

secondary questions guided the research.

1. What is the teacher’s definition of critical thinking?

2. How does the teacher create instructional contexts in order to foster critical 

thinking with her students?

3. What indications are there that critical thinking occurred?

Research Design

Because a case study format attempts to answer “how” questions (Yin, 2009), a 

case study design provided the best means with which to find and identify how critical 

thinking was used to foster student learning. Through employing qualitative exploration,

I sought insight into how one teacher attempted to foster critical thinking. A sixth grade 

teacher at one middle school location participated during an established period providing 

a bounded case study format. The study was bounded as it contained a set time and place 

with interrelated parts that formed a whole study when viewed together (Creswell, 2007).
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A case study format indicates the examination of the “complexity o f a single case, 

coming to understand its activity within important circumstances” (Stake, 1995, p. xi). 

Stake (1995) regards a study of one particular case as an “intrinsic case study” (1995, p. 

3). The inherent unique qualities of this case study, by definition, represent an attempt to 

understand one case as opposed to comprehending a cross section o f other cases (Stake, 

1995). As recommended by Creswell (2007), I viewed this qualitative research design 

and bounded case study through the lens o f a theoretical framework based on a 

fundamental set o f beliefs that guide action. Using a social constructivist lens, I focused 

on participants’ views with the actions and consequences of the study guided by 

individuals who seek an understanding o f the world based on interactions o f others 

(Piaget, 1997; von Glaserfeld, 1990; Vygotsky, 1978).

Social constructivism includes individuals whose learning is facilitated by 

external forces and/or people because “to know an object,” one must not only see it but 

“act on it” (Piaget, 1997, p. 20). Learning that is “properly organized” (Vygotsky, 1978, 

p. 35) encourages increased mental development and establishes developmental stages 

that are inadequate without interactions o f the group. Social constructivism differs from 

constructivism in that constructivism refers to the idea that the individual learner 

constructs human knowledge and “knowledge is the result of a learner’s activity rather 

than the passive reception o f information” (Phillips, 1995, p. 8). The learner is an 

engaged participant in the learning process.

While constructivists support the idea that “perception is not passive, but under all 

circumstances the result of action” (von Glaserfeld, 1990, p. 6), they do not emphasize
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the importance o f the social aspect o f learning. Social constructivism, on the other hand, 

includes not only the individual, but also how knowledge of the world is “filtered through 

human consciousness” (Jackson & Sorensen, 2010, p. 164). Vygotsky (1934/1992) 

claims, “Individual consciousness is built from outside through relations with others” (p. 

xxiv). Therefore, I examined a classroom of gifted students as seen through the context of 

one teacher’s instruction to determine the impact o f her fostering of critical thinking.

Research Participant 

This study focused on a teacher of gifted students who taught social studies at a 

suburban middle school that was part o f a metropolitan school system in the South. I 

selected the teacher for this study by using a “purposeful sampling approach” (Creswell, 

2007, p. 125). This process involved completing a chart with the names o f all the teachers 

o f gifted students at the middle school in question, including the grades and subjects 

taught. I met with the principal o f the school who narrowed down the search to two 

teachers he deemed effective teachers based on his impressions and previous student 

progress. The availability of the teacher weighed heavily in the selection process. Also, I 

chose to observe the participating teacher’s sixth-grade social studies class for three 

reasons: a) I needed to adhere to the study’s design; b) I wanted to observe someone who 

did not teach the same grade level I taught in order to view how she fostered critical 

thinking with a different population o f students, and c) I was curious for she taught many 

o f my current eight grade students when they were in the sixth grade, and they spoke of 

her class with fondness.
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The participating teacher had taught for 29 years, teaching gifted students for 

more than half that time. She was highly regarded by the faculty because o f her creativity 

and enthusiasm for teaching and learning. She earned her certification in teaching gifted 

students by completing several courses, including the Characteristics of the Gifted; 

Curriculum and Strategies for the Gifted; and Identification and Assessment o f the 

Gifted. The teacher, considered a high achieving teacher (based on student progress, as 

gauged by the state’s standardized achievement test for the 2011-2012 school year), 

taught social studies and language arts with a focus on gifted students. At the time o f this 

study, I taught eighth grade students at the same school and sustained a collegial 

relationship with the participating teacher.

I advised the teacher o f the right to participate voluntarily and withdraw at any 

time. I also related the study’s purpose in order for her to understand the nature o f the 

research as well as how it affected her. I gave the teacher information regarding 

protection of her personal privacy and the right to ask questions and obtain a copy o f the 

research. Both of us signed the document to signify agreement to all aspects of the 

process and agreed upon the use of the pseudonym, Kate Preston, to use in lieu o f her 

actual name. This study follows the format of storing data for three years to maintain and 

protect participant privacy. Research records are kept in a secure, locked location, and I 

have the only access to those records (Creswell, 2007).

Data Collection

To collect data on the participating teacher’s classroom instruction, I used 

questionnaires, observations, and interviews that focused on how critical thinking was
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fostered in the classroom. According to Yin (2009), collecting information from multiple 

sources, a process known as triangulation, promotes corroboration of the same facts or 

phenomenon.

The elicitation of the teacher’s viewpoint derived from a questionnaire and 

interviews. Initially, the teacher completed a questionnaire to get her thoughts and beliefs 

about critical thinking, and I coded the responses. The questionnaire was repeated at the 

end o f the study in order to note the teacher’s final thoughts about critical thinking and 

whether or not her beliefs evolved during the course o f the study. Both the pre

questionnaire and the post-questionnaire contained the following questions:

1. How do you define critical thinking?

2. How do you know when you see it?

3. How do you attempt to foster critical thinking with your students?

Qualitative research focuses on dialogue and open-ended questions while seeking

to highlight a particular problem (Creswell, 2007). By questioning the teacher about her 

definition o f critical thinking, I hoped to get an idea of her thoughts about the term and 

what it meant to her. By asking her to determine how she knew it when she saw it, I 

hoped to get an understanding of how she saw critical thinking and what it looked like to 

her. By asking her how she attempted to foster critical thinking with her students, I hoped 

to get a view of how she believed she encouraged critical thinking and determined 

whether it was apparent to an observer that she indeed fostered critical thinking.

The next component in the collection of data included the interview sessions. 

Interviews were conducted four times via email during the observation period to clarify
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details about assignments and to ask the teacher to explain her rationale, emphasizing her 

thought process. The interviews were similar to guided conversations rather than 

structured questions (Yin, 2009). I used member checking, which clarified details, in 

person, either the morning of an observation day or right before an observation session, 

depending on the teacher’s availability. Member checking was used to explain how an 

assignment was progressing, providing valuable insight into her beliefs and attitudes 

(Creswell, 2007). In addition, I wanted to understand the teacher’s thought process as she 

created assignments and made adjustments to those assignments, based on students’ 

needs. I hoped to understand her rationale for what she did in the classroom and compare 

that to what I observed.

The final component in the collection of data involved a three-month observation 

o f the class on a bi-weekly basis. Twenty-one observations (excluding spring break and 

the last day o f school) took place at the teacher’s home school during the same after

lunch class period. I observed her class primarily in her classroom, but on occasion at a 

computer lab at her school. The purpose o f the observations was to note instances where 

the teacher fostered critical thinking and how she created instructional contexts in order 

to foster critical thinking. The overall purpose was to determine if critical thinking 

actually occurred. I took field notes which I transcribed within a 24 hour period, 

providing copies to the teacher each week. These copies prompted reflection and 

discussion between the participating teacher and me during a short follow-up conference 

via email or in person.
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I used sentence-by-sentence open coding on colored note cards and constant 

comparison with each component on a different card to determine trends (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1990). Later, I used axial coding in a chart format to flesh out major units of 

analysis and code emerging trends (Bazeley, 2013; Stake, 1995; Wertsch, 1985). I made 

note o f specific units o f analysis. Vygotsky (as cited in Wertsch, 1985), used the term 

“units of analysis” to mean “selecting two or more phenomena that are typically 

examined as separate entities” and attempting to “observe how they interact” as part of 

the process o f development (p. 192). For example, a teacher who interacted with her 

students while encouraging the students to interact further with each other equates to one 

unit of analysis. Member checking of data was used during this stage o f the process.

After completion of all observations and interviews, I repeated the initial questionnaire.

Throughout the observation period, I continued to review the questionnaires, 

interviews, and observations to ascertain the possible answers to the research questions. I 

made an early list o f categories, which is located in Appendix D, using that to begin the 

analysis. Next, I created a Properties and Categories Outline, located in Appendix E, in 

order to understand the teacher’s actions in the classroom. As an important framework in 

defining critical thinking in this study, Bloom’s taxonomy served as a basis for these 

categorizations; other categories derived from the literature review presented in Chapter

2. As the teacher took actions in order to foster critical thinking, I noted times where she 

encouraged specific strategies so the results o f the study could inform practice and 

provide a better understanding o f critical thinking.
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Data Analysis

The broad purpose o f this study sought to add to the base o f knowledge on 

fostering critical thinking, as well as discover how fostering critical thinking translates 

into a better understanding of the subject. The primary research question and secondary 

questions served as guidelines during data collections and analysis. To reiterate, the 

primary research question was: How does one social studies teacher attempt to foster the 

critical thinking o f her students? The following secondary questions were:

1. What is the teacher’s definition o f critical thinking?

2. How does the teacher create instructional contexts in order to foster critical

thinking with her students?

3. What indications are there that critical thinking occurred?

Due to the essence of qualitative research, secondary questions can be expanded as the 

process unfolds and additional information is gained (Stake, 1995). In this study, the 

teacher’s definition of critical thinking was added as an additional question during the 

data collection process.

One o f the most applicable techniques to use with qualitative data analysis is 

called constant comparison (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). According to Strauss and Corbin 

(1990), by “breaking down and conceptualizing” an observation or situation, it can be 

assigned a category (p. 63). Next, each incident can be compared to the continued 

observations and analysis to identify each unit of analysis (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). In 

this case, the overriding idea o f the importance of critical thinking coincided with the 

perceptions o f the individual teacher, so each incident was analyzed and constantly
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compared. Thus, data analysis involved open coding and key themes; noting and 

constantly comparing each unit o f analysis by incident on a line-by-line basis and 

allowing identification o f any emerging theme outside of pre-established categories.

After interviewing the teacher, I typed the notes daily, analyzing and reflecting 

upon each notation. I coded units of analysis and included, according to Wertsch (1985), 

“selecting two or more phenomena that are typically examined as separate entities or as 

parts o f a static organizational framework and observe how they interact and play off one 

another during the course o f development” (p. 192). All data were sorted by categories 

and fleshed out based on each unit o f analysis (Stake, 1995). The pre-observational 

questionnaire was repeated to note changes and add new data. All data were analyzed 

using member checking and constant comparison to determine patterns related to the 

study’s purpose (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). The observations o f the teacher were noted 

and analyzed with the pre- and post-questionnaire and interviews. According to Yin

(2009), an inference can be made about a population, using generalization, based on 

empirical data about a single sample and is known as a level-one inference. An inference 

can be established about the gifted population as well as how the teacher fostered critical 

thinking by using data collected from the classroom of the teacher and analyzing it to 

determine patterns.

Researcher Bias

I chose this research topic because I teach gifted students, and fostering critical 

thinking is a key topic for teachers who teach the gifted. Although I have taught gifted 

students for six years, I previously taught regular-level students for 13 years. Because I
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have taught reading, language arts, and social studies at many levels (regular-level, 

advanced, and gifted), I have always been interested in how different groups and different 

subject areas use critical thinking. Even though all groups of students need to think 

critically, the implementation o f critical thinking in a gifted class is typically expected to 

be evident. The study did not affect my primary job as a classroom teacher because I 

completed the observations during an already-established planning period and not during 

my periods o f instruction. In fact, researcher bias was my greatest concern, so the only 

time the classroom teacher and I discussed this study was before an observation period or 

during interview sessions. The questionnaire, completed twice, was coded to compare 

data and ensure commonalities and similarities and did not interfere with my primary job 

as a classroom teacher. Because the questionnaire mentioned critical thinking, I was also 

aware that the participating teacher knew the focus o f the study ahead of time. This issue 

could have also caused bias.

Because I am a teacher at the school and have a collegial relationship with the 

participant, I admit researcher bias was present. All data were coded to ensure bias did 

not exist and minimize the outcome it might have on the study.

Ethical Issues

This study did not involve or affect any other teachers at the school. Furthermore, 

no discussion of the study occurred outside o f the observation periods or interview 

sessions, and the anonymity of the students was maintained. The classroom teacher and I 

did not share a common planning time, but we did attend weekly meetings for teachers in 

the gifted department; thus, we did not have occasion to discuss the research outside of
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the observations and planned interview sessions. The pilot study showed instances of 

critical thinking since both teachers surveyed in the pilot study indicated they fostered 

critical thinking; however, I did not observe the teachers in the pilot study to ensure 

fostering critical thinking was evident. The two teachers in the pilot study admitted they 

used critical thinking and provided verbal confirmation of that use, but no specific 

instances were recorded. However, for this research study, evidence was provided for the 

use o f critical thinking through observations and a detailed analysis of the data. The use 

o f a pseudonym maintained the teacher’s anonymity. The teacher in the study taught a 

different grade level, so the students were not familiar to me, implying no ethical issues 

existed with regard to students. Students were not named with their actual names, and 

unintentional effects on them were noted when necessary. Chance encounters are always 

possible, but I made a conscious effort to ensure students’ privacy and no discussions 

occurred outside o f the interviews or observation periods.

Summary

This chapter presented the research design and methodology used in this 

qualitative, bounded case study. Limits in terms o f the time and place resulted in a 

bounded study. The primary participant in the study taught social studies to students 

labeled as gifted. Questionnaires, interviews, and observations were conducted over a 

three-month period in an attempt to answer the primary and secondary research questions 

and determine how a middle school teacher fostered critical thinking with her gifted 

students. Member checking and personal transcription of interviews allowed time to
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ensure accuracy, review content, and synthesize information. The coding o f questionnaire 

information utilized a unit o f analysis system. Member checking increased accuracy.

Coding of data involved pre-established categories drawn from Bloom’s 

taxonomy and a review o f the literature. To validate and provided in-depth explanations 

o f phenomena, I analyzed data collected from questionnaires, observations, and 

interviews. Constant comparison analysis identified established categories and emerging 

themes. This chapter also addressed the potential ethical issues and researcher bias 

associated with this investigation. They included a pre-existing collegial relationship with 

the participant, participant awareness o f the study’s purpose, and discussions of the study. 

Chapter 4 presents the results o f this investigation.



CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS OF THE STUDY

To meet the demands o f the current high-stakes testing climate, teachers 

concentrate on preparing students to the take tests rather than developing students’ 

critical thinking skills. Research supports the important and beneficial role of critical 

thinking abilities in long-term academic achievement and lifelong learning (Beyer, 2008; 

Cotton, 1991; VanTassel-Baska, 2008). Although multiple studies address the impact of 

critical thinking skills instruction (Hong, Greene, & Hartzell, 2011; Martin, 2006; Reis, 

Colbert, & Hebert, 2005; Thomas, 1999), few address the methods used to develop these 

skills.

The goal o f this study was to ascertain how one middle school social studies 

teacher fostered the use o f critical thinking skills in the social studies classroom. I 

examined how a teacher o f the gifted fostered critical thinking as a part o f her lesson plan 

strategy and actual practices. In addition, I noted indications of how and when fostering 

critical thinking was successful to students in the classroom setting. Key components to 

the study were examining how the teacher fostered critical thinking, how critical thinking 

occurred, and how the teacher created contexts to foster critical thinking, all based on the 

teacher’s emic definition o f critical thinking.

Questionnaires, observations, and interviews were used to analyze data and

determine how critical thinking was fostered in the classroom. The results o f this study

79
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incorporate data gleaned from these three areas. Themes o f interest derived from Bloom’s 

taxonomy and a review o f the literature.

This chapter presents the results o f this qualitative case study. This qualitative 

research unfolded as the case was explored and focused on dialogue and open-ended 

questions in an attempt to highlight the specific problem (Creswell, 2007). The chapter 

begins with a reiteration o f the primary research question and secondary research 

questions that guided this study. Following this, I provide a demographic profile o f the 

participating teacher, Kate Preston, and a description of her classroom environment. The 

teacher’s emic definition o f critical thinking is related, taking into account research 

involved with the term critical thinking. The final sections deal with the participating 

teacher’s actions to foster critical thinking.

Research Questions

The overarching question of this qualitative study was the following: How does 

one social studies teacher attempt to foster the critical thinking of her students? The 

following secondary questions provided a framework for the overall research.

1. What is the teacher’s definition o f critical thinking?

2. How does the teacher create instructional contexts in order to foster critical 

thinking with her students?

3. What indications are there that critical thinking occurred?

Demographic Profile o f the Participating Teacher

A close study o f an exemplary teacher who valued the idea o f critical thinking 

was timely. Based on Common Core Standards (National Governors Association Center
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for Best Practices (NGA Center) and Council o f Chief State School Officers (CCSSO),

(2010), strategies that foster critical thinking are encouraged as a part o f classroom 

instructional practices. Thus, this study focused on one teacher because she was 

perceived as an exemplary teacher by the faculty and administration at her school. The 

sixty-four-year-old participant in this study was a teacher who had taught for 29 years. At 

the time of this study, she taught at a suburban middle school, which was part o f a 

metropolitan school system in the South. She possessed a Bachelor’s Degree in 

Communications and English and a Master’s Degree in Counseling.

The participant, known in this study as Kate Preston, taught language arts and 

social studies to sixth graders in the gifted program. She was known as a high achieving 

teacher, based on the progress o f her students as gauged by the state’s standardized 

achievement tests for the 2011-2012 year. I observed her with a class of sixth graders 

who were studying social studies. During the course o f the observation, Latin America 

was the social studies topic.

Classroom Environment 

Kate Preston had the reputation among both the students and the faculty as a one- 

of-a-kind teacher. Her quirky sense of humor and a nontraditional way of teaching 

appealed to both students and colleagues. Many students I taught in eighth grade named 

her as their favorite sixth-grade teacher, due not only to her dedication to learning, but 

also to her sense o f humor. Because she taught sixth graders, she started with young 

adolescents who were just out o f elementary school, but she helped transform them into 

middle school students by the end o f the year. One way she did this was by creating mini
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statements she called “Prestonisms” to help students learn life lessons or remember facts. 

Ms. Preston explained, “I make mistakes, on purpose, which models acceptance at 

imperfection, mostly on handouts. We refer to them as Prestonisms. I tell kids I do not 

‘do numbers’ which illustrates people can have strengths and weaknesses” (Appendix J).

Ms. Preston maintained high expectations. When a student complained because he 

was required to repeat an assignment, Ms. Preston asked the class, “What do we always 

say?” and the class responded, “Life is not fair.” Mrs. Preston replied with, “And 

humiliation is good for the what?” and the students said, “Good for the soul” (Appendix 

J). Ms. Preston interpreted, “It means embarrassment is normal; laugh at yourself, get 

over it and move on. It builds strength o f character.” Despite the apparent harshness of 

the lesson, her light banter and teasing nature appealed to students, as their smiles and 

giggles indicated, and she continued to use her “Prestonisms.” She also praised hard work 

and student success with what she called “very good bad examples” and “very good, 

good examples.” She explained, “These could be examples of thinking, behavior, time 

management, or whatever learning opportunity is presented” (Appendix J). If students did 

something incorrectly, Ms. Preston explained the problem. Thus, students were exposed 

to not only sixth grade social studies content and material, but also lessons in hard work, 

resilience, and persistence.

While the physical environment on most days was traditionally organized with 

rows o f desks, a bulletin board containing student work, colorful posters and maps on the 

walls, and a teacher’s desk at the front o f the room, the educational environment was 

anything but traditional. On days when students had presentations, approximately 8 out of
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21 observation times, the room was arranged with desks facing a podium. For 7 out o f 21 

observation sessions, the class met in a computer lab. On her wall one poster read, “The 

object o f teaching is to enable a child to get along without the teacher.” Ms. Preston 

explained that since she wanted to lead her sixth graders to the solution without telling 

them the answer, she encouraged them to create their own meaning from the process o f 

learning.

Frequently, she used the phrase “Break the spoon” with her students. What she 

meant by this was she did not believe in what she called “spoon-feeding,” her term for 

coddling the students. When students complained because they were accustomed to 

having answers “spoon-fed” to them, Ms. Preston literally broke a white spoon from the 

school cafeteria in their class with a technique she termed “whole brain teaching” 

(Appendix H). (Ms. Preston later informed me she meant the activity appealed to all four 

sections o f the cerebral cortex and emphasized learning rather than teaching.) She 

reiterated to the class she would not solve problems for them but encouraged them to 

discover the answers on their own. Ms. Preston saw herself as a facilitator, not telling 

students what to think, but allowing them to discover the answers independently.

A typical classroom day included 50 minutes of time with about 40 minutes of 

instruction and 10 minutes o f housekeeping details: taking attendance, giving directions, 

and making announcements. This class met right after lunch. The feeling in the room was 

one o f chaotic excitement. Students are chattering quietly to each other and the teacher; 

some are moving around the room, but all are engaged and well-behaved. A feeling of 

disorganization was not prevalent; Ms. Preston was well-prepared, but she was also
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creative and had quite a few activities occurring simultaneously. A classroom of TAG 

(Talented and Gifted) students usually contains no more than 23 students; this class 

included 25 students. The sixth grade social studies curriculum encompassed a study of 

Europe, Canada, Australia, and Latin America. The current focus was on Latin America. 

Ms. Preston used many project-based assignments, including the following this semester: 

Freedom Fighters, Latin America, Market Day, and Economic projects. In the course of 

each project unit, students would research either independently or in pairs, and then 

present the information to the class in the form of a technology presentation. During these 

instances o f independent or research work, Ms. Preston was constantly interacting with 

the students.

Ms. Preston’s style o f teaching was one o f constant inquiry; she did not allow a 

student to answer a question without asking, “Why?” During a class exercise o f critical 

reading (Appendix P), Ms. Preston peppered one student with questions:

Ms. Preston: Who is writing the passage?

Student: A priest.

Ms. Preston: Who belongs on every plantation?

Student: A religious person or priest.

Ms. Preston: How does the plantation owner get paid?

Student: He sells things from the plantation.

Ms. Preston: What can we infer about the overseer?

Student: He can be harsh with the slaves.

Ms. Preston: Why must the slave not be permanently hurt?
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Student: He needs to work.

Ms. Preston: What is the purpose o f the plantation?

Student: To add to the fortune o f the owner.

Ms. Preston: Slaves are called barbarous. Why?

Student: I don’t know.

Ms. Preston: Well, they are cramped and tired. Wouldn’t you appear unhappy in

that situation? You would probably be barbarous, too, right?

Ms. Preston did not allow a student to respond with a one-word answer; she pushed him 

to think deeper and stretch his brain for every kernel o f information. The exchange 

highlighted another method of teaching for which Ms. Preston was known. She did not 

ask students to identify terms on a handout, but defined them within the context o f the 

situation, encouraging students to understand them as the lesson unfolded. The term 

“barbarous” was identified and defined within context as the discussion o f the plantation 

ensued. During the same class discussion, the phrases “milling about” and “White blood 

is magic” were examined (Appendix P). Identifying vocabulary in this way encouraged 

students to understand how the words or phrases were used, rather than just memorizing a 

dictionary definition.

The phrase “White blood is magic” started a lively discussion as students read 

two primary sources from 1711 and 1590 (Appendix P). During those time periods, 

people held the belief that white blood was better because the white race was thought to 

be superior. Ms. Preston encouraged students to explore that thought; students attempted 

to make connections to the Civil Rights era when many believed the white race was



86

superior. Ms. Preston used this discussion to create connections between time periods in 

history to stretch the learning so students did not stop until they explored their thoughts 

about the situation. Fostering these connections was a way to “break the spoon” so that 

students made associations on their own, forming their own opinions and becoming 

independent thinkers.

The Teacher’s Definition o f Critical Thinking 

After analyzing the data by looking at questionnaires, interviews, and 

observations, I based my initial interpretation o f the data on Ms. Preston’s emic definition 

o f critical thinking. Ms. Preston’s definition o f critical thinking included her description 

o f it as an internal, yet observable process that is theory-based. Ms. Preston believed 

internal thinking caused observable actions. She also described critical thinking as 

thinking based on Bloom’s Taxonomy. Next, I considered the teacher’s actions that 

appeared to foster critical thinking, and the student actions that were consistent with 

critical thinking. I also explained the teacher actions that were consistent with other 

teaching methods. I ended the chapter with an analysis o f the research questions.

As a part of this study, the participating teacher, Kate Preston, viewed critical 

thinking from a unique vantage point. Because she was a classroom teacher who worked 

with students on a daily basis, she had specific opinions on what constituted critical 

thinking, based on her experience. Ms. Preston’s working definition of critical thinking 

included its identification as an internal, yet observable process, based on theory. As an 

internal process, she noted times when students had “the knowledge in their head” but 

were not able to express it in words (Appendix I). On occasion, the internal process
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became observable. By observable, Ms. Preston said critical thinking could be seen, 

calling it a “visual” moment for the thinker which can “be observed” (Appendix J). 

Specifically, she mentioned several times of what she called the “Ah-ha” moments when 

she could see students finally understanding a concept or making a connection 

(Appendices F, G). Ms. Preston explained, “If it is an expressed idea, it usually stops me 

and requires me to think about it” (Appendix J). After further questioning, she said the 

idea that the student expressed made her, as the teacher, stop and think about what the 

student was saying in order to expand the thought with more dialogue.

Ms. Preston also defined critical thinking as thinking based on theory, specifically 

mentioning Bloom’s taxonomy. She said, “Although it may be out o f style, I define 

critical thinking as the use o f the three higher levels o f Bloom’s taxonomy: analysis, 

synthesis, and evaluation” (Appendix F). Analysis, she said, “can be as simple as figuring 

out a word from context clues, using active reading strategies o f metacognition to dissect 

a reading, making connections to other disciplines or learning, or identifying irony or 

symbolism” (Appendix F). Ms. Preston called synthesis, “the creation of something new 

from prior information. No matter the discipline, it is the creation o f a new idea based on 

new and old information, creating a political cartoon based on known facts” (Appendix 

F). She emphasized synthesis was not subject-specific, but could be the creation of new 

information based on past learning. Evaluation, she believed, takes place on a daily basis. 

She defined it as “self-evaluation on whether a group or individual has met the criteria on 

a project. It is the justification or judgment o f historic, political, economic, or social 

actions based on the mores of the time” (Appendix F). Ms. Preston believed self
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evaluation was meaningful and therefore encouraged students to evaluate their progress 

on projects as a classroom practice. Ms. Preston believed in the power of evaluation, both 

self-evaluating and evaluating the work o f her students.

Researchers maintain their own definition of critical thinking. Since finding a 

universally accepted definition o f critical thinking was difficult, and expecting one 

definition to cover all aspects o f such a complicated topic was challenging, I chose to 

focus on one definition that appeared repeatedly in the literature. Critical thinking is 

defined as reflective thinking, encouraged by independent thought, and based on the 

constructs of analysis, synthesis, and evaluation (Bloom et al., 1956; Brooks & Brooks, 

1999; Lai, 2011; Marzano, Pickering, & McTighe, 1993; McLean, 2005; ten Dam & 

Volman, 2004; Weast, 1996). To determine how Ms. Preston fostered critical thinking 

with her students, I based my analysis o f data on both Ms. Preston’s definition o f critical 

thinking and on the experts’ definition.

Teacher Actions to Foster Critical Thinking 

During the course o f the research study, Ms. Preston took specific actions in an 

attempt to foster critical thinking (see Table 1). She asked questions and encouraged 

students to make connections in order to foster learning. By carefully designing 

assignments, she encouraged students to think critically. Asking students to consider 

multiple points o f view and providing choices were other ways she attempted to foster 

critical thinking. Ms. Preston encouraged students to become problem solvers and 

repeatedly refused to solve problems for them. She attempted to foster critical thinking by 

providing feedback and encouraging discussion. Asking students to self-evaluate and
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providing role play scenarios were other ways she encouraged students to think critically. 

Providing research opportunities for students and using a myriad o f effective strategies on 

a regular basis were other ways she attempted to foster critical thinking. Figure 3 outlines 

her actions and a discussion follows.

Types of 
Questioning 
and Student 

Led 
Discussion

Facilitating
problem
solving

Making
connections

T each er 
a c tio n s  t o  

f o s te r  critica l 
th in k in g

Reflective
and

evaluative
thinking

Providing 
discussion 

and point of 
view

Figure 3. Teacher Actions to Foster Critical Thinking

Types o f Questioning and Student-Led Discussion

Questioning. Throughout the study, I noted many instances where Ms. Preston 

attempted to foster critical thinking during class discussions, during times where students 

were researching and during student presentations by using questioning. The questioning 

could follow a teacher-to-student or student-to-teacher pattern, but also included times 

where it followed a student-to-student pattern, orchestrated by Ms. Preston. She used 

“Why” questions repeatedly, encouraging students to reflect and use reason in order to
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respond. In fact, I noted her use o f questioning techniques during every observation 

session. A sampling o f the types o f questions she used is included in Table 2.

The use o f questioning appeared to be impromptu, but it was apparent Ms.

Preston had an idea in mind as she questioned students. She said it was part o f the 

“narrative” she was weaving and explained her rationale for using questioning:

Questioning helps the teacher check for comprehension and encourages the 

students to think and apply what they know. Questioning is a technique around for 

centuries that teachers use to check for comprehension and mastery. It encourages 

students to make connections and reflect upon what they know (Appendix H).

By looking at the faces o f the students, it appeared they were thinking about their 

responses. Although Ms. Preston did not have a physical list o f questions, she seemed to 

be facilitating responses in a methodical way. Looking at the types o f questions included 

in Table 1, one can see how her questions continued until she could obtain the results she 

needed to foster learning.
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Table 1

Types o f  Questions

Informative Reasoning Evaluation

What did he do to get 

in the history books?
What type of person comments on 
another's legacy?

Was he successful? 

Did your person fail?

What does this say about him? Why did people think so?

What does the U.S. do about Cuba? Why did he do what he did?

What are the economic strengths 
and weaknesses of the country in 
which you are to invest?

Why?

What are the political strengths? How do you know?

How do the geographic features 
impact the country and therefore 
the business?

Why?

What will impact my investment? Why do I need to know this about him?

Why is this important?

How do you know?

Why would he be a traitor?

Why was the Berlin Wall built? Why?

The three types o f questions included in Table 1 are indicative of Ms. Preston’s 

typical line o f questioning, which took place during student presentations or during class 

discussions. Although she did ask informative questions, she also included reasoning 

questions and evaluation questions during exchanges with students. She continued with 

this line o f questioning until she had students thinking about their responses, instead of 

just answering information questions. The largest category o f questions in the table is the 

list o f reasoning questions, typical o f Ms. Preston’s plan to have students “make 

connections and reflect upon what they know” (Appendix H). She routinely asked “Why”
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with each initial question. Once students responded with an answer, her response was 

always, “Why?”

Student-Led discussion. During periods where Ms. Preston used questioning, I 

also noted she integrated vocabulary in the same questioning-type format. In a typical 

classroom setting, an observer might see students identifying vocabulary words on a 

handout, but Ms. Preston integrated vocabulary through narrative discussion. As a part of 

a whole class discussion or when students were presenting their projects, Ms. Preston 

would ask students to identify a word as it emerged in the lesson. In this way, students 

could view word was used in context, rather than defining it with pen and paper. 

Frequently, the students knew the word or could identify it from the context clues, and at 

other times they did not; at this point, Ms. Preston would provide the definition.

However, she explained how the word applied to the situation at hand, creating a visual 

image of that word, encouraging further understanding. Identifying words in this manner 

seemed to broaden connections and long-term learning, rather than short-term 

memorization for a test or quiz. Table 2 displays ways the student led discussion also 

encompassed the use o f vocabulary.
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Table 2

Student-Led Discussion

Discussion Sample Vocabulary
Discussion of Hugo Chavez Video Legacy

Discussion of Hugo Chavez Video Narco-trafficking

Student presentations on freedom fighters Leftist, rightist

Critical reading activity Ethnocentricism

Student presentations on freedom fighters House slave, mulatto

Critical reading activity on dictatorships Totalitarianism

Critical reading activity on dictatorships Embargo, nationalizing

Looking at Table 2, vocabulary words were most often discussed during critical reading 

activities (e.g. ethnocentricism, totalitarianism, coup, embargo, nationalizing). Ms. 

Preston used the term critical reading, what others call directed reading, to indicate times 

when students read aloud, pausing for the teacher to explain important facts when 

necessary. For students to comprehend a passage, a working knowledge o f the vocabulary 

would be needed, so this was an appropriate time to discuss vocabulary words. During 

student presentations, Ms. Preston explained vocabulary words that students did not 

understand or used the opportunity to discuss new words that were appropriate to the 

situation (e.g. leftist, rightist, house slave, mulatto). When the class had a discussion, Ms. 

Preston also explained related vocabulary words as they emerged in the dialogue (e.g. 

legacy, narco-trafficking). The last incident o f vocabulary integration was during a 

review session for a standardized test, another time when vocabulary knowledge was 

needed to comprehend a passage (e.g. oligarchy, democracy, confederation). Although
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integrating vocabulary words was a questioning activity, it also forged connections to 

content, an additional way Ms. Preston attempted to foster critical thinking.

Researching and using effective strategies. Research was an emphasis in Ms. 

Preston’s class; she assigned four projects during this study: Freedom Fighters, Latin 

America, Market Day, and Economic projects. During the course o f a research project, 

students would research individually or in pairs, and present their findings in the form of 

both a written report and an oral presentation. When researching their topic, students 

needed to think carefully about what to include, what was important, and what they 

should eliminate. Although students completed the research without Ms. Preston’s 

assistance, she interacted with them repeatedly by answering questions. Ms. Preston used 

“Why?” and “Why is this important?” questions when students asked for assistance with 

their research (Table 1). She reminded them to address questions like, “Why was this 

person an effective leader?” in the course o f their research (Appendix V). Encouraging 

students to analyze as they researched was a way to get students to think and make 

adjustments when deciding what to include in the project.

Ms. Preston took many individual actions in order to foster critical thinking with 

her students. She asked frequent questions which encouraged students to reflect and 

evaluate their thought process. Ms. Preston used connections as a strategy to foster 

critical thinking, encouraging students to extend their learning to other situations. By 

creating assignments that required students to think critically, Ms. Preston appeared to 

foster critical thinking in a conscious way. She asked students to consider multiple points 

o f view and provided choices so students had a vested interest in their learning. Ms.
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Preston encouraged problem solving by requiring students to solve problems on their 

own. Consistently providing feedback and encouraging discussion were other ways Ms. 

Preston tried to foster learning. She used role play in her class to get students involved.

By asking students to evaluate themselves, she encouraged reflection on projects. 

Requiring research appeared to help students think critically about what was essential and 

what to include on a project. Despite many instances where she appeared to foster critical 

thinking, I also noted times when Ms. Preston took actions that were not consistent with 

her definition or with the experts’ definition o f critical thinking.

Making Connections

The teacher, Ms. Preston, appeared to foster critical thinking by encouraging 

connections. She methodically asked questions in order to bridge connections and stated, 

“I have them use prior knowledge as a connection to new knowledge” (Appendix J). At 

times, it appeared that students understood the connection (what she called the “Ah-ha” 

moment), but at other times the teacher would need to explain more fully. Ms. Preston 

encouraged connections between past-to-present events, with new information to 

previous information, from country-to-county, and between person-to-person. Ms.

Preston explained, “The point is that kids don’t think it’s ok to connect school learning to 

life experiences. Breaking down the door that can combine the two creates floods of 

information that makes critical thinking visceral and not just abstract” (Appendix J).

Table 3 details the connections and provides an explanation o f each one.
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Table 3

Making Connections

Connection Explanation
Chavez to Obama Past to Present

L'Ouverture to slavery's end New information to previous information

Castro to Batista or Communism to Dictatorship Person to Person

Geographic factors to strengths and weaknesses New information to previous information

Allende, Gonzales, and Pinochet Person to Person

When Ms. Preston made connections from past to present, she integrated facts 

from Latin American history; she compared Chavez’s election years ago with the current 

U.S. President’s election. Students discussed how the U.S. President was not elected in 

the same way as citizens elected Hugo Chavez. Ms. Preston also used person-to-person 

connections to encourage learning with a comparison of Batista to Castro. This was 

another way to discuss how communism and dictatorship were different, just as the two 

men were different. Comparing three men from the unit on Latin America (Allende, 

Gonzales, and Pinochet) was another way to make connections from history. This 

discussion occurred at the end of three student presentations. The teacher waited until all 

three had finished before discussing with the class how to connect the three men. The 

final way Ms. Preston facilitated connections was when she encouraged students to 

bridge what they had previously learned to new information. The class had learned about 

L’Ouverture, and she encouraged them to use that knowledge o f his life and connect it to 

the abolition o f slavery. Although students had already learned about the geographic
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features of a county in an earlier lesson, Ms. Preston connected that factual information to 

the strengths and weaknesses o f that country, all based on their geographic features.

Ms. Preston again used a strategy she called critical reading to foster connections 

and encourage critical thinking. When students were reading a passage aloud, Ms.

Preston explained her thoughts (Appendix H):

Critical reading is a skill that sixth graders need to develop. They need to slow 

down and read each word and make connections to existing knowledge in all 

subjects and all areas o f life. Certain words trigger certain ideas and students need 

to be able to solve the puzzle about what they already know about a word or 

event.

Critical reading was a way to integrate new vocabulary words and encourage making 

connections. Ms. Preston used leading questions (see Table 1) in order to bridge those 

connections. Asking questions was intended to help students come to the conclusions by 

solving the puzzle independently. Consequently, she encouraged connections “to existing 

knowledge in all subjects and all areas of life” (Appendix H).

Reflective and Evaluative Thinking

Creating critical assignments. Although 1 observed Ms. Preston fostering 

connections in many impromptu instances, she was methodical in planning assignments 

to encourage students to think. She asked students to reflect and self-evaluate their 

projects (Appendix L):

List three things about your project that you think were successful. List and 

explain things you changed during your selling day. List three things you would
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do differently next time. Overall, how did you like being a business owner?

Describe what you learned from owning your own business.

On rubrics, she required students to “identify the information and apply it to 

create new understandings” (Appendix K). Evaluation was emphasized on the Freedom 

Fighter rubric when asking students to decide whether their individual was successful or 

not: “Was he successful? Flow do you know and in what ways? Why would the Spanish 

consider him a traitor? Did your person fail? If so, why did he fail?” (Appendix K). Ms. 

Preston mentioned evaluation in her definition o f critical thinking when she said, 

“Although it may be out of style, I define critical thinking as the use o f the three higher 

levels of Bloom’s taxonomy: analysis, synthesis, and evaluation” (Appendix F). Asking 

students to self-evaluate their progress was a way Ms. Preston attempted to foster critical 

thinking by having students reflect deeply about their work. Both evaluation and self- 

evaluation were part of Ms. Preston’s interpretation of Bloom’s taxonomy.

Evaluating or assessing. Another way Ms. Preston attempted to foster critical 

thinking was by using evaluation. She said, “Evaluation takes place daily. It is the self- 

evaluation on whether a group or individual has met the criteria on a project” (Appendix 

F). Ms. Preston used the term evaluation to mean both self-evaluation and evaluating the 

work of her students. Ms. Preston repeatedly asked students to evaluate their progress on 

assignments. On the Freedom Fighters Project, she included self-evaluation questions on 

the rubric: “Was he successful? How do you know, and in what ways? Did your person 

fail?” (Appendix K) She discussed this during an interview:
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In projects, I incorporate reflection questions into rubrics such as a) What are five 

things you learned doing this project? b) What was most surprising about this 

project? c) How will this information change your personal habits, beliefs, or 

ideas if at all? d) If you could do this again, what would you do differently? 

(Appendix K)

Asking students to evaluate their progress helped them to learn what worked and what 

did not work. In this way, students could adapt and make changes during the process o f a 

project assignment. Ms. Preston included the term evaluation in her definition o f critical 

thinking. She said, “Although it may be out o f style, I define critical thinking as the use 

of the three higher levels of Bloom’s taxonomy: analysis, synthesis, and evaluation 

(Appendix F). Thus, she attempted to include both evaluation and self-evaluation as a 

routine practice in her class, interpreting Bloom’s definition to mean both types. Not only 

did she ask students to self-evaluate, but she repeatedly evaluated her students as well 

(Appendix K, M). By mentioning, “Evaluation takes place daily,” it appeared to be a 

priority to Ms. Preston (Appendix F). Her use o f evaluation included both self-evaluation 

for students and evaluation by the teacher, which was her interpretation o f the term.

Providing choices. Another way Ms. Preston attempted to foster critical thinking 

was by offering choices. With the Market Day Project, students were asked to create a 

product to sell on the designated market day which was marketable. Students had 

guidelines, such as the product could not include a live animal, but otherwise they had 

free license to create whatever they thought would sell. Students had to make decisions 

and analyze the product in order to design one that was appealing to their classmates. Ms.
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Preston allowed decision-making opportunities at other times. For example, when she 

arranged a planned absence, she asked for student input on which video to leave for the 

substitute teacher. Students voted, and the class watched the overall favorite. The 

students cheered when their video won, indicating their pleasure. In both situations, the 

teacher’s role was open-ended; she allowed her students to have complete decision

making powers. Thus, Ms. Preston modeled the process o f decision-making by allowing 

students to make their own decisions and removing herself from the process. Teacher 

modeling of making choices creates an atmosphere where critical thinking can thrive 

(Cotton, 1991). The students chose, and she allowed their choice. It was possible that 

students felt empowered because they had a vested interest in the decisions made in their 

learning environment. The cheers were obvious as students voted for their favorite video. 

Because students had choices, it was also possible they felt more connected to the teacher 

and to their classmates.

Facilitating Problem Solving

Even though the teacher allowed choices in her class and appeared to be candid 

and open with her students, there were times when she would be silent and restrained. 

When she wanted students to figure out a problem without her, her strategy was to remain 

silent. Ms. Preston literally refused to answer. She said, “I refuse to do it. I make them 

rely on their peers” (Appendix J). This was part o f her “Break the spoon” motto because 

she wanted students to solve the problem on their own. During a computer lab class when 

students were doing research for an economic project, the Internet was not responsive, so
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students asked for directions about what to do. Ms. Preston urged them to “find ways to 

solve your problem on your own” and “think on your feet” (Appendix F).

Because their day’s assignment was to show the teacher a completed page of 

research, students discovered they could show Ms. Preston what they accomplished by 

calling her over and showing her the typed page on the computer; they could go home 

and print it out, or they could email it to her from home. As long as they had proof of 

completed research by the following day, Ms. Preston was satisfied. Students arrived at 

these conclusions by conferring with each other and analyzing their options. Students had 

to solve the problem on their own with no help, only encouragement, from the teacher. It 

appeared that Ms. Preston wanted to inspire independence in her students and foster 

problem solving.

Providing Discussion or Feedback

Ms. Preston, at other times, was animated and unrestrained. During class 

discussions or when students were making oral presentations, she provided additional 

details and ideas through stories or facts that corresponded to the topic o f discussion. She 

asked questions to draw students into the discussion (see Table 1) and pressed them for 

details. She emphasized important aspects and asked questions repeatedly, using “Why” 

questions to encourage thinking. Her goal appeared to be for the students to dig deeper 

and foster understanding about the complexities o f a topic. She provided feedback and 

comments as the discussions progressed, but allowed students the freedom to analyze the 

topic and make their own connections.
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During a class critical reading activity, students came across a quote, “White 

blood is magic” from a primary source dated 1711 (Appendix W). Ms. Preston asked 

students, “What does this mean? Why did people think so?” She paused and allowed wait 

time before she provided additional details. One student replied, “Well, whites were 

thought to be the superior race at that time.” The class discussed this idea, and Ms.

Preston urged them to think deeper. Eventually, students connected this thought to a 

corresponding time during American history, the Civil Rights era. I noticed students 

appeared engaged, even inattentive ones, by looking at their faces. Because she pressed 

for further details, students provided additional information which may have forged 

connections. Providing feedback or encouraging discussion seemed to be a way Ms. 

Preston fostered critical thinking.

Considering multiple points of view. An additional component o f evaluation 

included times when the teacher asked students to understand multiple points o f view. 

When students discussed the death of Hugo Chavez, Ms. Preston showed a video clip o f 

two citizens who represented opposite opinions o f Chavez. She showed the clip twice in 

order for students to fully comprehend both opinions. The class discussed how a person’s 

opinion was dependent upon their experience with Chavez; it would depend on whether 

the individual knew Chavez personally, and whether their social position was above or 

below the poverty line (Appendix O). Encouraging students to embrace different 

viewpoints appeared to help them understand and reflect on the complexities of Chavez’s 

legacy. During oral presentations on Latin American leaders, Ms. Preston insisted 

students use first person point of view. Using first person point o f view encouraged them
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to embrace the individual’s life in a close way, Ms. Preston’s way o f promoting personal 

connections with that individual.

The teacher’s actions to foster critical thinking include questioning and student- 

led discussion, making connections, evaluative thinking, facilitating problem solving, and 

providing discussion or feedback. Table 4 depicts these strategies and accompanying 

descriptions.

Table 4

Teacher Actions to Foster Critical Thinking

S tr a te g y D e sc r ip t io n

Questioning and Student-Led Discussion
Why questions, evaluation questions, reflection 
questions, and asking for students’ opinions 
Encouraging research, note-taking, critical reading, 
thinking processes, grouping students, using cause 
and effect, modeling, and individualized instruction

Making Connections
Past to present, new information to previous 
information, country to people to people, one event 
to another

Evaluative Thinking Creating rubrics and projects, asking student to 
think
Asking students to evaluate their progress and 
reflect on the process
Allowing students to choose a project, product, or 
video

Facilitating Problem Solving Asking students to find an answer without the 
teacher

Providing Discussion or Feedback Asking students for details or providing additional 
information, emphasizing important aspects 
Asking students to consider more than one point of 
view  or to understand how different people view  a 
figure from history
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Teacher Actions Consistent with Other Ways o f Teaching 

During interviews and on questionnaires, Ms. Preston emphasized requiring more 

than basic information and discouraged what she called fact reporting. She expected 

students to already have the basic knowledge and said there were “no excuses for not 

knowing” (Appendix I). Although she said she discouraged fact reporting, I observed 

times when she asked questions that required fact-based answers. During a critical 

reading discussion, Ms. Preston asked the following fact-based questions (Appendix P):

Teacher: What is ethnocentricism?

Student: When people think their group is the best.

Teacher: Who is writing the passage?

Student: A priest.

Teacher: Who belongs on every plantation?

Student: A religious person or priest.

Teacher: How does the plantation owner get paid?

Student: Sells things from the plantation.

Teacher: Why must the slave not be hurt?

Student: He has to work.

In this teacher-to-student exchange, Ms. Preston asked questions requiring only factual 

answers. Ms. Preston labeled factual reporting as a lower-level skill and said, “Thank you 

for reporting the problem, but this is not CNN. We need problem solvers in the world, not 

reporters only” (Appendix J). Even so, Ms. Preston still asked students for fact-based



105

answers, using oral formative assessments. This action appeared consistent with other 

ways of teaching rather than with the implementation o f critical thinking.

Ms. Preston was also adamant about not telling students the answer but allowing 

them to discover the answer on their own. However, it appeared Ms. Preston expected a 

certain answer at times when she said, “I ask questions to clarify statements in the speech 

that are wrong or too general to say anything and to see if the student has the knowledge 

in their head but did not put it into their speech” (Appendix F). During a homework 

assignment discussion, Ms. Preston explained why students needed to make corrections 

and wrote the following hints on the board: “tubers, disease, Age o f Exploration, horses, 

Prince Henry, tomatoes, Scientific Revolution” (Appendix P). She expected students to 

include those terms, so she had a required answer in mind. Students, who did not have the 

correct answers, were allowed to repeat the assignment and make the required 

corrections. Although Ms. Preston said she wanted students to “use information in a way 

that has not been used before” (Appendix G), in this instance, she had a required answer 

in mind. This action did not appear to be consistent with her usual mode o f fostering 

critical thinking. Both o f these actions are included in Table 5.

Table 5

Teacher Actions Consistent with Other Ways o f  Teaching

Strategy Description of Inconsistency
Discouraged Basic Information or Fact Reporting Asked Fact-based Questions

Discouraged Telling the Answer Expected Certain Answer

Discouraged Closed Responses Gave Multiple Choice Tests
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An additional inconsistency I noted was with Ms. Preston’s testing practices. 

Although Ms. Preston did not discuss testing strategies specifically, she appeared in many 

other instances to favor open-ended responses. She stated, “I am always asking why” 

(Appendix J) and typically used open-ended questioning during class discussions. On the 

other hand, during one class session she used a program called Study Island, a tool 

designed to help prepare students for standardized tests (Appendix T). Ms. Preston had 

questions displayed on the LCD projector and reviewed them with students. Questions 

were written in a multiple choice format with answers ranging from A-D.

After the initial Study Island review, Ms. Preston continued with test-taking 

practice by passing out a graded test on South America’s early history (Appendix N). She 

asked students to analyze their test scores. Students were required to write down their 

score, how long they studied, and when they studied for the test. Ms. Preston wanted to 

determine how study time translated into their final test score. The test was written in a 

multiple choice design and contained no open-ended responses, contrasting with Ms. 

Preston’s typical discussion format in class. The first page of the test contained six 

multiple choice questions; page two contained matching questions with three responses, 

“Aztec, Inca, and Mayan,” from which to choose. Pages three and four contained 

matching and multiple choice responses while pages five and six were multiple choice 

questions.

Because multiple choice questions typically ask for basic knowledge, this test was 

not consistent with Ms. Preston’s usual mode o f instruction. Multiple choice fact-based 

responses can be memorized instead o f understood while essay responses allow students
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to reflect and gather their thoughts, analyzing them in a cohesive design. Understanding 

how several parts fit together and determining the overall meaning are keys to essay 

responses, where deep reflection is necessary. Ms. Preston asked “Why” questions during 

class discussions, but this particular test did not contain open ended, essay questions. In 

Ms. Preston’s class, the practice o f using multiple choice tests was inconsistent with her 

usual classroom practice.

Despite many instances where Ms. Preston took specific actions in order to foster 

critical thinking, I noted times when Ms. Preston’s actions could be labeled as other ways 

o f teaching. Ms. Preston stated she discouraged basic fact reporting, but there were times 

when she required factual answers from her students. Although Ms. Preston did not want 

to tell students a specific answer, there were times when she expected specific answers 

from her students. Ms. Preston expected open-ended responses from her students, but she 

gave multiple choice tests which only required basic knowledge. Thus, I noted a few 

differences between how Ms. Preston fostered critical thinking and how at times she used 

other ways of teaching.

Student Actions Consistent with Critical Thinking 

Because I wanted a broad view o f Ms. Preston’s class, I also observed actions 

individual students took that were consistent with critical thinking. For example, students 

worked on several occasions critically reading a passage aloud. In doing so, students took 

turns reading while Ms. Preston asked questions and emphasized new vocabulary words 

that emerged in the passage, a practice she called critical reading but known to others as
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directed reading. In the instance below, the class read and interpreted two primary 

sources from 1590 and 1711 (Appendix P):

Teacher: What language would this be for the folks in Brazil?

Student: Portuguese.

Teacher: Good. What about in Peru?

Student: Spanish.

Teacher: What is ethnocentricism?

Student: People think they are the best.

Teacher: What can we infer about the overseer?

Student: He can be harsh with the slaves.

Teacher: Slaves are called barbarous here. Why?

Student: I don’t know.

Teacher: Well, they are cramped and tired. Wouldn’t you appear unhappy in that 

situation? You would be barbarous, too, right?

Teacher: What does “White blood is magic” mean? Why did people think so?

Student: Well, whites were thought to be the superior race at that time.

Students answered questions, discovered details, and learned new vocabulary 

words. Because students were working with the teacher, she guided their thoughts toward 

specific, important details but they had to make their own meanings from what she 

emphasized, specifically with the “White blood is magic” comment. A student, not the 

teacher, made that connection. Ms. Preston said, “When I read, it frees students to share 

their processes too. I ask ‘why’ and ‘what i f  questions” (Appendix F). The teacher
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modeled the process of critical thinking, but it was the students who had to make the 

connections. As Ms. Preston said, “This is what critical reading is all about...finding out 

the details that others may not detect” (Appendix F). While students took turns reading 

aloud, the rest of the class appeared to be involved in the process.

During both critical reading exercises and class discussions, students who were 

reading asked questions of the teacher, but sometimes other students responded 

(Appendix U):

Teacher: Why was the Berlin Wall built?

Student #1: To separate East and West Germany.

Teacher: Why?

Student #1: To keep the communists and those who support democracy separated.

Student #2: Have we ever had a dictator in the U.S.?

Student #1: No. O f course not. We are a democracy, and we’ve never had a 

dictator or king.

Teacher: You are both correct. Our Constitution doesn’t allow for a dictator.

Thank you, Student #1.

Ms. Preston stated she asked questions to “clarify” and “to see if the student has 

the knowledge in their head” (Appendix I). What was interesting about this exchange was 

that Student 1 answered Student 2’s question. This was not typical in Ms. Preston’s class. 

However, since she wanted students to “think on their feet” (Appendix F), she promoted 

student involvement. Although there seemed to be more teacher-directed questioning 

with student responses, student-to-student questioning did exist. A possible reason for the
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lack of student-initiated responses could be the nature of having an observer in their 

midst.

Students also spent a good deal of time researching topics on their own. For eight 

out o f 21 observations, students met in the computer lab to complete research for one of 

the four projects they were assigned during this study. While students researched, Ms. 

Preston answered student questions and monitored their progress. Students, however, 

were the active participants during these sessions and were in charge of their own 

learning. Because the research was designed as an individual activity, students worked 

alone. At times, however, they would make comments to each other or ask each other 

questions. So, although the research was an individual endeavor, students conferred with 

friends to clarify details or make comments on what they discovered.

At other times, students worked in research groups. For the Freedom Fighters 

project, students worked in four groups researching the following: Toussant L’Ouverture, 

Simon Bolivar, Miguel Hidalgo, and Jose de San Martin. Ms. Preston intended for 

students to synthesize the details which she explained as “the creation o f something new 

from prior information. No matter the discipline, it is the creation of a new idea based on 

old and new information” (Appendix F). Students would ask questions such as, “Do I 

need dates?” Ms. Preston responded, “You need dates but find out why the date was 

important. I want to have details. Give me some details I don’t already know. Dirt! The 

dirt is important. We are excavating!” (Appendix Q). Students were the active learners 

during these situations.



Ms. Preston encouraged students to problem solve. When I asked her how she 

inspired students to do it without her assistance, she said, “I refuse to do it. I make them 

rely on their peers” (Appendix J). Thus, students were the active participants, not the 

teacher. Problem solving was most evident when students were in the computer lab 

researching a project. Students asked questions about their research but Ms. Preston did 

not tell them the answer; she was encouraging but firm. While she provided guidance, she 

did not tell them what to include in their written report, allowing them the opportunity to 

problem solve. As students completed a portion of the project and turned it in to the 

teacher, other students cheered. Affirmation and support for each other was an added 

bonus I noted.

Even though students took individual actions that were consistent with critical 

thinking, they also took actions collectively. Students learned not only from the teacher 

but from each other. Ms. Preston said, “If students work together in collaborative groups, 

they make connections with each other that will help them remember and learn deeply so 

that it is not just surface learning” (Appendix H). Students worked in four groups to 

present Freedom Fighter projects, and though they were required to complete individual 

research, the group delivered the project together (Appendix R). During class, students 

would take turns answering the teacher’s questions, but would help each other with the 

answers, if needed. The group that had Toussant L’Ouverture was missing one group 

member on the day they were assigned to deliver their speech. Thus, the others in the 

group had to discuss and share her information as well as their own. Working together
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seemed to foster interaction and broker learning from each other as this example from the 

L’Ouverture shows (Appendix R):

Teacher: What was his social status?

Student #1: A slave.

Teacher: What were his specific duties as a slave?

Student #1: Not sure.

Teacher: He was a house slave. This means what?

Student #2: He had an easier job and was closer to the people in the house.

In this exchange, when one student could not answer, the second student volunteered the 

answer to help a group member. Students were able to learn from each other in this 

scenario.

This exchange o f learning between students also occurred during class 

discussions. Students talked, shared details, explained, discussed, and reminded each 

other o f facts. Ms. Preston was insistent that students, “rely on their peers” to solve a 

problem without her (Appendix J). For fun, Ms. Preston made a game out of 

collaborative situations. When she designed the Latin America project, she made 

assigning the project an event itself which cemented the collaboration between separate 

groups o f students (Appendix S).

One group o f students were chosen as entrepreneurs but three students were tied 

for the last spot in this group, so Ms. Preston had those three students think of a number 

between one and 20. She wrote down each student’s choice and had another student 

verify. When one student was chosen, the class cheered. The next group o f students was
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asked to research a country (Brazil, Venezuela, Mexico, or Cuba). They chose a number 

which coordinated with their country assignment. Four girls were chosen to research four 

important females in Latin American history. The last group o f students was asked to 

research famous Latin American dictators and drew names for their topic. Students 

cheered and were excited as assignments were made, especially when one student 

received a vicious dictator. Ms. Preston encouraged the collaboration between group 

members by the way she assigned the project (Appendix S).

Explanation o f Teacher Actions 

Ms. Preston took specific steps to foster critical thinking by asking extensive 

questions o f her students during class discussions. She encouraged students to make 

connections from the past to the present, from country to country, from person to person, 

and from previously-learned content to new content. Ms. Preston created critical 

assignments intended to strengthen deeper thinking. She considered multiple points of 

view and encouraged students to take point o f view into consideration, inspiring students 

to look at all sides of a situation. Providing choices was another way Ms. Preston 

attempted to foster critical thinking. Giving students choices was her way o f encouraging 

students to have a vested interest in their own learning. Ms. Preston fostered problem 

solving in her classroom by asking students to solve problems on their own. Additionally, 

Ms. Preston fostered discussion and provided feedback along the way. Implementing role 

play during class discussions was an attempt to have students think actively and feel a 

connection to the situation she was explaining. Ms. Preston used evaluation and asked 

students to self-evaluate their progress on assignments and projects. Lastly, she required
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students to use research skills in order to have them discover information in an 

independent manner.

Thus, although she appeared to foster critical thinking in many instances, there 

were several instances when I noted that she used other ways o f teaching (Table 5). First 

o f all, Ms. Preston stated she did not want “reporters,” but she did ask for fact-based 

questions in many situations (Appendix J). During class discussions, she asked students 

for basic facts (Appendix P). On a test taken during the observation period, she had 

multiple choice questions, requiring fact-based answers (Appendix N). Another instance 

was when Ms. Preston said she didn’t want to “tell” students the answer but in many 

cases she expected a certain answer (Appendix P). She had multiple choice questions on 

tests (Appendix N) instead of open-ended essay questions when, in class, her typical 

response to questioning was, “Why?” Looking at the data which lists many consistent 

actions and very few inconsistent actions, it appears that although Ms. Preston intended 

to foster critical thinking, there were times when she needed to redirect students by 

telling them the correct, knowledge-based answer. Although this was not consistent with 

her usual mode o f instruction, it seemed that the times she intervened to redirect the 

learning, it was intended to help students, not stifle their creativity.

When Ms. Preston redirected students on the Age of Exploration assignment 

(Appendix P), she was doing so because students did the assignment incorrectly, and she 

needed them to understand their mistakes. She wrote the expected answers on the board; 

“tubers, disease, Age o f Exploration, horses, Prince Henry, tomatoes, Scientific 

Revolution” (Appendix P) because students had difficulty with the assignment and
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needed redirection. So, although it appeared to be a situation where she was not 

consistent with critical thinking, she apparently tried to remedy a situation where students 

did not understand the connection. Because humans are imperfect, incidents occur which 

allow us to understand our mistakes. It appeared that while Ms. Preston intended to foster 

critical thinking, there were a few times when she deviated from her intended goal in 

order to help students.

At the same time, the actions that students took that were compatible with critical 

thinking were equally important. Students took actions individually and in collaborative 

situations that could be consistent with critical thinking. During critical reading students 

appeared to be taking actions toward critical thinking by questioning and researching. 

Learning to problem solve was another way students took actions consistent with critical 

thinking. During collaborative discussions and when competing for a project assignment, 

students appeared to be taking actions consistent with critical thinking. In a few instances 

Ms. Preston’s actions seemed to be consistent with the idea of other ways of teaching, but 

she appeared to be redirecting students in order for them to understand their mistakes, 

which is definitely part o f the process of critical thinking.

Summary of Results 

This chapter presented the results o f data collected from questionnaires, 

observations, and interviews to determine how critical thinking was fostered in the 

classroom. Key components to the study included how the teacher fostered critical 

thinking, how critical thinking occurred, and how the teacher created contexts to foster 

critical thinking, all based on her emic definition o f critical thinking.
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Ms. Preston did appear to have actions consistent with fostering critical thinking 

as based on her definition of the term. The teacher encouraged the techniques of 

questioning and making connections with her students. It was also determined the teacher 

created critical assignments and considered multiple points o f view in order to foster 

critical thinking. Ms. Preston provided choices and encouraged students to problem solve. 

She provided times of discussion and used feedback with the students to encourage 

deeper thinking. Ms. Preston implemented role play and use evaluation while also 

encouraging students to self-evaluate. She asked students to research which encouraged 

them to think independently.

While situations existed where Ms. Preston took actions to foster critical thinking, 

I also noted times where her actions were consistent with other ways o f teaching. 

Although Ms. Preston did not encourage fact reporting, she asked for basic facts from her 

students. Also, even though she did not want to tell a student an answer, she did expect a 

certain answer from students on occasion. Another issue existed with Ms. Preston’s test- 

taking policies. She gave multiple choice tests and had students practice for standardized 

tests while insisting on open-ended responses during class discussions. On the other hand, 

she encouraged students to be independent learners, so there were incidents where 

students took direct actions that were considered consistent with critical thinking.

Students did so individually and in collaborative situations.

The study did answer the overarching question of how a social studies teacher’s 

instruction fostered the critical thinking o f her students as exemplified by the 

observations, most notably, and based on the indication that critical thinking occurred and
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on the existence o f instructional contexts that were used to foster critical thinking. The 

integration of planned instances of critical thinking on rubrics and reflection requirements 

showed a concerted effort to foster critical thinking. The indications that critical thinking 

was fostered included not only observations but the teacher’s comments on 

questionnaires and during interviews. However, although critical thinking was fostered, it 

does not translate that students internalized the process of critical thinking themselves. 

After all, critical thinking should not only be exemplified by how and what the teacher 

does as it should be what the students make internally o f what the teacher presented to 

them. This idea was outside the realms of this research. Chapter 5 presents the 

conclusions and implications of this study, as well as recommendations for further study.



CHAPTER 5

DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, AND FUTURE STUDY

Introduction

The purpose o f this study was to gain insight into one teacher’s attempt to foster 

critical thinking in a sixth grade social studies class of gifted students. In this chapter, I 

provide discussion, implications, and opportunities for future research, based on how the 

teacher attempted to foster critical thinking in actual practice. In an exemplary class of 

the gifted, one would expect to see critical thinking in action, but how critical thinking 

was achieved has garnered little attention in the past. Students who receive preparation 

for critical thinking seem to perform better in their classes, leading to a society o f lifelong 

learners (Beyer, 2008). Educators agree that fostering critical thinking is a key ingredient 

for the academic success o f its students (Gardner & Hatch, 1989; Gillies, 2004; Grant, 

1988; Ivie, 1998; Martin, 2006; Marzano, 1993; Meyer, 2003; ten Dam & Volman,

2004). Thus, determining ways to foster critical thinking is a worthy endeavor.

This research is viewed through the lens o f social constructivism, the belief that

knowledge is enhanced through interactions and human contact (Jackson & Sorensen,

2010). Social constructivists consider the world through personal interactions while

specifically focusing on the participant’s view (Piaget, 1997; von Glaserfeld, 1990;

Vygotsky, 1978). Vygotsky (1934/1992) asserted, “Individual consciousness is built from

the outside through relations with others” (p. xxiv). For social constructivists, discussion

118
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and interaction are at the core o f learning; therefore, one learns better when making 

personal connections (Jackson & Sorensen, 2010). Using the lens o f social 

constructivism, I concentrated on the interactions o f the participating teacher, Kate 

Preston, and her students. The teacher’s view was my focus as I observed Ms. Preston’s 

classroom to determine how she interacted with her students to foster critical thinking. 

Students were not questioned or interviewed.

This concluding chapter summarizes the results o f my qualitative investigation 

and contains three major sections: discussion, implications, and future research. The 

discussion section, which focuses on major themes that surfaced from the findings, 

derives from the overarching question: How does one social studies teacher attempt to 

foster the critical thinking o f her students? The following secondary questions provide a 

framework for the overall research:

1. What is the teacher’s definition o f critical thinking?

2. How does the teacher create instructional contexts in order to foster critical 

thinking with her students?

3. What indications are there that critical thinking occurred?

The second major section addresses the instructional implications for fostering critical 

thinking. The final section presents suggestions for future research, and I end with a final 

conclusion.

Discussion

Based on my prior knowledge of Ms. Preston, I entered this project expecting to 

see exemplary teaching in action. On that score, I was not disappointed; however,
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although much o f her instruction was exemplary, my discussion will include suggestions 

o f where her instruction could have moved her students’ use o f critical thinking to a 

higher level. Early in this study, I learned how Ms. Preston defined critical thinking and 

then observed how this personal definition informed her classroom instruction. The term 

fostering critical thinking includes encouraging and promoting the development of 

critical thinking. What teachers do to foster critical thinking may be a key ingredient to 

the students’ educational success. The teacher’s perception o f the learning environment, 

and how he or she chooses to promote the development of critical thinking, may be vital 

to the learning o f the students (Konings, Brand-Gruwel, & van Merrienboer, 2005). 

Definition o f Critical Thinking

Research. The first research question o f this study addressed the teacher’s 

definition of critical thinking. I begin this discussion first with the research-based 

definition of critical thinking, followed by the teacher’s own definition o f critical 

thinking. Critical thinking is defined as reflective thinking, encouraged by independent 

thought, and based on the constructs o f analysis, synthesis, and evaluation (Bloom et al., 

1956; Brooks & Brooks, 1999; Lai, 2011; Marzano, Pickering, & McTighe, 1993; 

McLean, 2005; ten Dam & Volman, 2004; Weast, 1996).

Reflection is a key ingredient in the definition of critical thinking, and it implies 

that one is thinking about the process o f learning as students focus on what to believe or 

do (ten Dam & Volman, 2004). The idea o f discerning thought along with time to 

contemplate is one way to describe reflection (Meyer, 2003). Meyer (2003) believes that 

critical thinking is a reflective process that encourages retention.
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Analysis, synthesis, and evaluation, the upper levels of Bloom et al.’s (1956) 

taxonomy are frequently included in a discussion of critical thinking. Analysis is defined 

as the cognitive process o f taking ideas apart to identify those parts and delineate 

relationships among them (Mayer, 2002). Synthesis is the creative process o f integrating 

ideas, information, and theories to create a new and unique whole (VanTassel-Baska, 

2008). The process o f making judgments, selecting criteria for making judgments, and 

applying criteria in decision-making, a necessary skill for critical thinking, is the 

definition of evaluation (Mayer, 2002). The top levels o f Bloom et al.’s (1956) taxonomy 

are a paradigm by which many measure critical thinking.

Participating teacher’s definition. Soliciting the participating teacher’s definition 

o f critical thinking was the first step in understanding how she fostered critical thinking 

for it was vital to her ability to do so. Ms. Preston’s emic definition o f critical thinking 

included her description o f it as an internal, yet observable process that is theory-based. 

Ms. Preston believed internal thinking caused observable actions. She also described 

critical thinking as thinking based on theory, specifically Bloom’s Taxonomy. Although 

Bloom’s original taxonomy was revised by Anderson and Krathwohl in 2001, Ms.

Preston relied upon the original version exclusively in her classroom practice. Thus, I 

refer to the 1956 version in this discussion.

Ms. Preston described critical thinking as an internal process and noted times 

when students “had the knowledge in their head” but could not express it in words 

(Appendix I). At times, the internal thinking would become observable. Ms. Preston 

emphasized this as a “visual” moment for the student that could be observed (Appendix
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J). The “Ah ha” moment indicated times when students made a connection or understood 

an important concept. For Ms. Preston, the internal process o f reflection became 

perceptible. Ms. Preston referred to Bloom et al.’s (1956) taxonomy, specifically 

mentioning analysis, synthesis, and evaluation when she said, “Although it may be out of 

style, I define critical thinking as the use o f the three higher levels o f Bloom’s taxonomy: 

analysis, synthesis, and evaluation” (Appendix F). Ms. Preston attempted to foster critical 

thinking with her students, based on her definition o f the term.

Emerging themes. One emerging theme o f this research was independent thought 

as a component o f critical thinking. While the research-based definition o f critical 

thinking includes independent thought, Ms. Preston neglected to include it as an essential 

component in her definition of critical thinking. Sharan (1980) studied the effectiveness 

o f small group discussion and determined that collaboration encouraged both student 

reflection and independent thought in the groups, with fewer instances of whole class 

instruction appearing to encourage independence. Although Ms. Preston’s students 

worked in pairs and groups on occasion, she did not emphasize independent thought in 

her instructions or directions. Working with a partner implies independent thinking, but 

Ms. Preston did not encourage it or mention it as a component of critical thinking.

A second emerging theme was reflection as a component o f critical thinking. In 

other instances, Ms. Preston’s definition paralleled the research-based definition, which 

includes the reflective component. Although Ms. Preston did not specifically list 

reflection as component o f her definition, she did indicate critical thinking was an 

internal process, which implies reflection since the student may be thinking and reflecting
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internally. Reflection indicates thinking about the process of learning, and Ms. Preston 

used reflective questions in her practice as part o f discussion and during class 

presentations (Tables 1 and 2). She asked students, “Why did people think so?” and 

“Why is this important?” In a similar approach, Belland, Glazewski, and Richardson 

(2011) encouraged reflection in their study o f seventh grade science classes. Students 

used science logs to reflect on their findings, motivating them to evaluate after thinking 

and reassessing their findings. Although Belland et al. (2011) utilized reflection in the 

written word, and Ms. Preston used reflection as part of class discussion, both practices 

were intended to foster critical thinking.

A third emerging theme was using observation as a measure o f critical thinking. 

Ms. Preston included the term observable in her interpretation, calling it the “Ah ha” 

moment. The research-based definition does not include the idea o f observing critical 

thinking in action. Observing critical thinking in action is an elusive prospect and appears 

to be open to interpretation. Although Ms. Preston valued it, critical thinking may be 

more difficult to see in action with what she calls the “Ah ha” moment. While students 

may appear engaged in their learning (Delaney, 2007), measuring critical thinking 

through observation may be more challenging.

A fourth emerging theme considers the older version o f Bloom et al.’s (1956) 

taxonomy as a faulty paradigm by which to measure Ms. Preston’s practice. Both Ms. 

Preston’s definition and the research-based definition included Bloom et al.’s (1956) 

taxonomy as a key ingredient in the process o f fostering critical thinking, emphasizing 

the top levels of analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. Basing the definition on the older
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(1956) version o f critical thinking, as Ms. Preston did, may be faulty since the revised 

taxonomy set forth by Anderson and Krathwohl (2001) includes analyzing, evaluating, 

and creating rather than analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. Synthesis is included as part 

o f the creating step, which is the epitome of critical thinking in the newer version.

In her classroom instruction, Ms. Preston appeared to emphasize analysis and skip 

synthesis, thus leaving a gap in her practice. On the Freedom Fighter’s assignment 

(Appendix K), Ms. Preston’s rubric lists “Can identify the information and apply it to 

create new understandings,” but the assignment did not require a new product design. 

Therefore, what students were essentially doing was analyzing the information rather 

than synthesizing, then later presenting their findings. Delaney’s (2007) study offers a 

good example of how students may use synthesis to create a new understanding. In the 

study, seventh and eighth grade students used historical events from several wars to 

become “thinking individuals” (p. 30). The participating teacher in the study, Barbara 

Benson, showed a movie and asked students to analyze instances o f propaganda. Next, 

students completed independent research projects on specific topics, synthesized the 

details, and created a skit that included various perspectives o f both the movie and their 

research. In like manner, Ms. Preston might have fostered the use o f synthesis by 

requiring her students to design a new freedom fighter or to improve the characteristics of 

the old one based on additional research.

Creating Instructional Contexts for Critical Thinking

Research contexts. The second research question addressed instructional contexts. 

Creating instructional contexts in order to foster critical thinking may be one way to
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indicate that critical thinking exists. Grant’s (1988) study of four high school teachers 

made several key assertions about the use o f instructional contexts. First, observing 

teachers in different content areas showed that content area has a profound effect on how 

critical thinking is fostered. Each teacher in the study created different instructional 

lessons, per individual content area. Second, the four teachers in the study acknowledged 

that critical thinking was important, but no one seemed able to explain how they 

accomplished it. A gap exists between knowledge of critical thinking and how to foster it 

(Grant, 1988). This practice is supported by findings related to Ms. Preston in this study.

Alazzi (2008) sought to understand how teachers in Jordan perceived critical 

thinking and found that avoiding controversial topics discouraged student analysis; thus, 

eliminating the opportunity for critical thinking. Both Sharan (1980) and Little et al. 

(2007) upheld the idea o f planning instances o f cooperative learning to create an 

environment where critical thinking could thrive. Collaborative learning provides the 

opportunity for working actively while whole class instruction, typically lecture, 

eliminates the chance for active learning (Little et al., 2007; Sharan, 1980). Thus, from 

the research I learned that instructional contexts could be designed based on content and 

could include opportunities for collaboration and discussion of controversial topics. This 

finding is in direct conflict with Ms. Preston’s instructional contexts.

Participating teacher’s contexts. Ms. Preston’s instructional contexts included 

using questioning and analysis embedded in classroom discussion. Ms. Preston 

encouraged analysis with questions such as “Why,” “How do you know,” and “Why is 

this important?” (see Table 2). Ms. Preston’s questions continued until students analyzed
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a topic thoroughly. I noted her use o f questioning during every observation session. 

Although her questioning appeared to be impromptu, it was obvious she planned these 

instances because she wanted student to “think and apply what they know” (Appendix 

H). Ms. Preston appeared to be facilitating the discussion in a methodical way in order to 

foster critical thinking.

Ms. Preston also created instructional contexts when she assigned research-based 

projects. Her projects included an evaluation component intended to promote critical 

thinking. Students were required to evaluate their Market Day projects with questions 

such as, “Overall, how did you like being a business owner? Describe what you learned 

from owning your own business” (Appendix L). In another instance, Ms. Preston asked 

students to evaluate their freedom fighter with questions such as, “Why was he 

successful? How do you know and in what ways? Did your person fail?” (Appendix K). 

Ms. Preston appeared to foster critical thinking by using both self-evaluation and 

evaluation o f others with her students, specifically on project-based assignments.

Emerging themes. The first emerging theme related to instructional contexts was 

Ms. Preston’s encouragement of analysis and evaluation and failure to address synthesis. 

Although students used analysis during discussions, Ms. Preston did not encourage them 

to create a new meaning or product using synthesis. Students used evaluation to assess 

both their projects and the effectiveness o f others throughout history. Even though Ms. 

Preston defined critical thinking using Bloom’s taxonomy with an emphasis on analysis, 

synthesis, and evaluation, basing the definition o f critical thinking on the older (1956) 

version o f critical thinking may be faulty. Anderson and Krathwohl (2001) include
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creating as the highest level on their taxonomy. Since synthesis is a form of creating new 

meanings, using the newer taxonomy is more applicable to Ms. Preston’s practice. While 

Ms. Preston appeared, at times, to use analysis and evaluation, she did not move her 

students’ use o f critical thinking to the highest level.

The second emerging theme related to instructional contexts is that research 

indicates the importance o f collaborative work and discussing controversial topics.

Unlike both Sharan (1980) and Little et al. (2007), Ms. Preston had students working in 

pairs or groups on occasion but it was not indicative o f her overall classroom practice and 

was not emphasized as a key component for her during interviews or on her 

questionnaire. While controversial topics were not avoided as in the Alazzi (2008) study, 

Ms. Preston did not emphasize them as a key ingredient for fostering critical thinking. At 

one point, Ms. Preston required students to view a clip regarding the death o f Hugo 

Chavez, focusing on the differing viewpoints citizens had o f Chavez. This was one 

instance o f addressing a controversial topic, although it was hardly a routine practice. 

Indications of Critical Thinking

Research. The final research question addresses the indications that critical 

thinking occurred. Research on the topic of critical thinking may be categorized into three 

key areas of indication: analysis, evaluation, and collaboration. Analysis was the focus of 

the following studies. Cabiness, Donovan, and Green. (2013) sought to understand how 

online wikis could facilitate critical thinking and found that students analyzed their wiki 

postings and the postings o f their classmates. Both Dutt-Doner, Cook-Cottone, and Allen 

(2007) and Talley and Goldenberg (2005) found that using primary documents
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encouraged analytic thought as students reflected about each document and analyzed the 

events. Woelders (2007) used both primary documents and film to encourage analytic 

comparisons with his students. Chiodo and Byford (2004) found that teacher enthusiasm 

may encourage excitement for learning, creating an environment where analysis can be 

used to foster critical thinking. Guthrie and Davis (2003) discovered analytic discussions 

supported connections and helped struggling readers understand the information while 

also fostering critical thinking. Analysis appears to be an important component to foster 

critical thinking. The practice o f using analysis was supported in some instances in Ms. 

Preston’s teaching.

Evaluation is the topic o f the following studies. In the Cabiness et al. (2013) 

study, students analyzed online wikis and then evaluated the effectiveness o f  their 

postings and the postings o f their classmates, making corrections and comments when 

needed. Woelders (2007) discovered that middle school students struggle with analysis 

and evaluation, so teachers must model both. When teachers explain and model these, 

students are able to analyze and evaluate as well. Liang (2011) sought to understand how 

students who evaluated two different reading responses were able to determine which 

was more effective. Hobson et al. (2001) and Heil (2005) believed using a technology- 

driven curriculum could encourage students to use evaluative strategies to foster critical 

thinking. Students appeared to use evaluation in these cases. The use of evaluation was 

supported in some cases in Ms. Preston’s practice.

Collaboration was a key component in the following studies. Cabiness et al.

(2013) and Hobson et al. (2001) used technology to encourage students to collaborate, by
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discussing postings and making comments on the postings of their classmates. Dutt- 

Doner et al. (2007) and Woelders (2007) used primary sources to encourage students to 

collaborate, discussing the sources and attempting to understand the significance. Guthrie 

and Davis (2003) sought to understand how collaboration could improve reading 

engagement for middle school students. Collaboration, as a result o f analysis and 

evaluation, appears to be a way to encourage critical thinking. Ms. Preston appeared to 

support the use o f collaboration, although she did not use it on a routine basis.

Participating teacher’s indications. Ms. Preston included analysis as a part o f her 

definition of critical thinking and appeared to value the idea o f taking apart components 

in order to identify the parts and delineate the relationships among them (Mayer, 2002). 

She included instructional contexts in order to foster critical thinking in many cases. 

During class discussions, her line o f questioning appeared to foster analysis, but at other 

times, however, her line o f questioning seemed to simply provide the answers to 

information questions (see Table 2). Ms. Preston asked questions such as, “What did he 

do to get in the history books?” and “What does this say about him?” These questions 

required students to answer with a textbook-type response, not typical of analysis.

Ms. Preston also included evaluation as part o f her definition of critical thinking. 

She said, “Evaluation takes place daily. It is the self-evaluation on whether a group or 

individual has met the criteria on a project” (Appendix F). Ms. Preston included 

evaluation questions on rubrics such as, “What are five things you learned doing this 

project?” (Appendix K). She required student to evaluate their performance in order to
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encourage self-assessment. Evaluation was a facet o f critical thinking that Ms. Preston 

both valued and used in her practice.

Emerging themes. The first emerging theme related to the indication that critical 

thinking occurred includes the omission o f synthesis in Ms. Preston’s practice. Although 

it is included as part o f her theory-based definition, it did not appear as part o f her 

practice. Analysis was included in many cases, and evaluation was prominent, but 

synthesis was not obvious. Ms. Preston asked students to analyze, but students did not 

create new meanings, products, or themes. Thus, synthesis was not part o f Ms. Preston’s 

efforts to foster critical thinking with her students.

The second emerging theme as it relates to indications that critical thinking 

occurred is the topic o f synthesis as part o f the body of research. A plethora o f research 

exists on analysis and evaluation, but scant information is available on the specific topic 

of synthesis. Thus, Ms. Preston joins the ranks o f many teachers who strive to foster 

critical thinking but have little research to refer to as they plan instructional opportunities 

for their students. As teachers journey toward understanding what critical thinking 

consists of, they can be better prepared to focus on it in their classrooms when more 

research becomes available.

Implications

My study has a number o f implications that may add to the base of knowledge on 

the topic o f fostering critical thinking. Teaching critical thinking as a part o f content 

rather than in isolation may be of key significance for teachers. Grant’s (1988) study 

explained that using critical thinking in combination with other skills or in different
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content areas, strengthens overall learning. Critical thinking may be more beneficial as 

part o f each teacher’s curriculum and will more likely encourage alignment to Common 

Core Standards, preparing students for college and careers in the twenty-first century 

(National Governors Association, 2010).

An additional implication is to provide beginning teachers with instruction on 

critical thinking, ensuring they can define the term and can include critical thinking as 

part o f their practice. Knowing that teachers understand the complexities of critical 

thinking is a starting point for fostering critical thinking with all populations o f students. 

By evaluating their practice against theory, teachers may be encouraged to strive for more 

appropriate practices with which to facilitate critical thinking. Targeting beginning 

teachers is essential because as teachers establish their classroom routines, the more 

frequent instances o f critical thinking, the better. Academic coaches may provide 

additional support and assist teachers with positive feedback to encourage critical 

thinking inclusion, focusing on positive rather than negative comments and criticism.

Another implication is selecting professional develop that targets critical thinking 

inclusion to endorse critical thinking as a core component of teachers’ routine practice. 

Professional development is frequently used as a way to prepare teachers and the 

inclusion of fostering critical thinking may provide an avenue to do so. Professional 

learning communities provide an excellent time to discuss critical thinking 

implementation. Teachers may choose to plan joint lessons that foster critical thinking 

both within subject areas and across contents. Scheduling time for teachers to share 

effective practices could also be advantageous. To facilitate the implementation o f critical
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thinking, administrators will want to ensure teachers are given support in the form of time 

and resources.

Future Research

This case study explored how one sixth grade social studies teacher attempted to 

foster critical thinking with her classroom of gifted students. The findings o f this study 

point to the following six recommendations. These recommendations include a) a longer 

time frame, b) a study o f multiple participating teachers, c) inclusion of student voice, d) 

investigation o f additional content areas, e) a study of different student populations, and 

f) addition emphasis on synthesis research.

A longer time frame is necessary for a comprehensive assessment o f the 

implementation of critical thinking in a classroom. A longer timeframe would not have 

altered the teacher’s definition of critical thinking but may have added more depth to the 

study. It would be interesting to implement a nine-month study—a time frame that would 

allow observation o f the teacher’s instruction during an entire school year as he or she 

planned all parts o f the curriculum and established relationships with students. Time 

yields more evidence to validate the findings, so I contend that a longer study may 

provide a richer set of data and may verify the implementation o f critical thinking on a 

long-term basis, strengthening the findings.

This study looked at only one teacher’s facilitation o f critical thinking. To 

determine further ways o f fostering critical thinking, multiple participating teachers could 

be included in a future study. Including four teachers representing the core subjects of 

language arts, social studies, math, and science in a study would increase the possibility
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of observing the fostering of critical thinking in each of the subject areas—as well as ways 

each subject area could connect using critical thinking. In addition, different perspectives 

and definitions o f critical thinking could be gathered and compared. Teachers o f the 

various content areas may appreciate viewing how critical thinking can be fostered within 

their specific area. This type of comprehensive study would add to the body of 

knowledge on the importance o f developing students’ critical thinking skills and 

exploring how content area teachers could include critical thinking in their instruction.

In this study, I viewed critical thinking through the eyes o f the teacher. To 

strengthen the study, future research that includes student voice may produce richer 

findings. Although teachers may be convinced they are fostering critical thinking, 

students may feel critical thinking does not exist. A more complex research study 

including teacher and student perceptions could provide a broad picture o f critical 

thinking in the classroom. My study was very subjective, based on only one teacher’s 

viewpoint. If students’ voices were added, the study could be improved and provide 

additional ways to encourage the fostering o f critical thinking.

During my research study, when the teacher asked students to evaluate the 

success or failure o f a project, it would have added a new dimension to determine 

students’ opinions during the process and whether or not they believed critical thinking 

was fostered. Vygotsky (1934/1992) reaffirmed this when he said, “Individual 

consciousness is built from outside through relations with others” (p. xxiv). Determining 

how students understand critical thinking and what they consider that constitutes critical 

thinking would add a new direction to the study. Combining both the teacher’s voice and
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the students’ voices would be beneficial to generate a broader understanding o f ways to 

foster critical thinking in a classroom.

My study observed critical thinking as part of a social studies class. Viewing how 

a teacher fosters critical thinking in another subject area, such as math, would make the 

data more interesting and illustrate how critical thinking was implemented in more than 

one subject area. Critical thinking may be fostered in a different way based on the subject 

itself. Grant (1988) investigated teachers in four different core areas: history, 

government, literature, and physics. A study that included an alternative subject area 

would highlight ways critical thinking could be fostered, based on the curriculum for that 

subject area, and how to connect each subject through the lens o f critical thinking.

My study viewed critical thinking in a sixth grade classroom. Middle school is an 

interesting age, but observing the implementation o f critical thinking in elementary 

school or even high school would also provide rich, valuable data. Ms. Preston’s class 

was a class for students identified as gifted. An additional recommendation would be to 

complete the study with students who are in on-level, or even below-level, classes. A new 

study that included various subject areas, various grade levels, and various learning levels 

of students would add richer data to the topic o f critical thinking.

An additional recommendation would be to add to the body o f research on 

synthesis and how to achieve synthesis with a classroom of students. The research on 

synthesis is lacking; teachers do not know how to define the term, adding to the 

confusion on how to use it in the classroom. In many cases, critical thinking is not taken 

far enough to the synthesis level. Teachers know how to foster analysis, encouraging
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students to look at all components of a topic, discussing each one in detail. Creating a 

new meaning, through synthesis is more challenging. Restructuring knowledge and 

creating a new idea, independent o f the previous one is more perplexing, so adding to the 

research would be beneficial. Because research is lacking, so is classroom 

implementation.

Conclusion

The findings o f this study add to the body o f literature that addresses the 

definition of critical thinking, the instructional contexts that encourage critical thinking, 

and the indications that critical thinking occurred. I sought to understand how one sixth 

grade social studies teacher attempted to foster critical thinking with her classroom of 

gifted students, and I found that in many lessons she attempted to encourage and promote 

the development o f critical thinking while in other lessons she fostered critical thinking 

only at a surface level. While encouraging the development and use o f analysis and 

evaluation were more obvious in her instruction, encouraging the development and use of 

synthesis was not.

Establishing the definition o f critical thinking based on both Ms. Preston’s 

definition and on the research helped to analyze how her understandings o f critical 

thinking may inform how she attempt to promote her students’ development o f it. Thus, 

establishing a working definition of critical thinking may be a beginning point for 

implementation of critical thinking. The results o f this study indicate that critical thinking 

can be beneficial to student learning. Teachers, therefore, can consider this in order to
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implement lessons that foster critical thinking with the assurance that those lessons are 

research-based and meaningful to student learning.
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Informed Consent

Fostering Critical Thinking in a Classroom of Gifted Students in Middle
Level Education

Y o ii are being asked to participate in a research study. Before you 'give your 
consent to volunteer, it is important that you read the following information and ask 
as many questions as necessary to be sure you understand what you  will he asked to 
do.

Investigators

Monica M  Ray. M l-d 
Meteor University 
Tift College o f  Education 
Atlanta, Georgia 3 0 3 4 1

Under the direction of  
Dr. Jacquely n M Culpepper 
3001 Mercer University Drive 
Atlanta. Georgia 3034 \
6 7 8 .5 4 7 .6 3 3 0

Furouse of the Research
This research study is designed to determine, through teacher observation, survey, and 
snterv icvv o f  one educator, how critical thinking is fostered in a classroom o f  gifted 
students.

The data from this research will be used to inform the theoretical framework around 
lesson plans, enabling teachers to utilize more o f  these methods in the classroom

The results o f  the study will enhance the course o f  study and enable one educator to 
complete a dissertation on the topic o f  fostering critical thinking.
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Procedures

If you volunteer to participate in this study, you will be asked to complete a pre and post
survey, agree to be observed and interviewed over the course of several months.

Your participation will take approximately three months from beginning to end and will 
involve observations twice a week.

Potential Risks or Discomforts

There are no foreseeable risks associated with this study. Inconveniences include time 
constraints for the participant and the inconvenience of having an observer in the 
classroom twice a week. No costs are associated for the participant of this study.

Potential Benefits of the Research

Immediate benefits to the participant include the knowledge gained from having an 
observer who will emphasize the fostering critical thinking in the classroom. The 
benefits of this study to the general population include the knowledge gained from 
highlighting successful critical thinking and how it is used by an educator.

Confidentiality and Data Storage

Precautions will be taken to preserve the confidentiality and privacy of the teacher and 
her students. Names of students will not be used, and the teacher will be referred to by an 
assumed name in all references. Data will be stored on the researcher’s private computer 
and at the office of the advisor. Dr. Culpepper, for three years. Audio tapes of interviews 
will be used and stored on the researcher’s private computer and at the office of Dr. 
Culpepper in Atlanta, Georgia, for three years

Participation and W ithdrawal

Your participation in this research study is voluntary. As a participant you may refuse to 
participate at any time. To withdraw from the study please contact Monica M Ray at

Questions about the Research

If you have any questions about the research, please speak with Monica M. Ray at 
Mercer University, Atlanta Campus or 404.312.7621 or contact Dr. Jacqueline Culpepper 
at Mercer University, Atlanta Campus, at 678 547.6330.
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Audio or Video Taping

The researcher will use an audio tape to record interviews in order to transcribe data

This project has been reviewed and approved by Mercer University’s IRB. If you 
believe there is any infringement upon your rights as a research subject, you may 
contact the IRB Chair, at (478) 301-4101.

You have been given the opportunity to ask questions and these have been answered 
to your satisfaction. Your signature below indicates your voluntary agreement to 
participate in this research study.
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Name o f Researcher, Monica M. Ray, M .Ed

Position or Grade: 8th grade TAG teacher, English and history

A. Research Project

a. Title: Fostering Critical Thinking in a Classroom o f  Gifted Students in Middle Level Education

b. Statement o f  Problem and research question: The overarching theme o f  this qualitative study is:

How does one social studies teacher’s instruction foster the critical thinking o f  her students? The 

following sub-questions will guide the research:

1 What indications are there that critical thinking has occurred?

2. In what contexts does the teacher foster the critical thinking o f  her students?

c. Subjects or population for the study: One TAG teacher and one classroom o f  students

d. Reason for doing this research:

X Graduate Study at Mercer University in Atlanta for Ph.D. degree 

Publication/Presentation 

Other (please Specify)

e. Dates research will be conducted: January to May, 2013

B. All research and researchers must a) Protect the rights and welfare o f  all human subjects, b) Inform 

students and/or parents that they have the right not to participate in the study, c) Adhere to board or 

school policies and applicable laws, which govern the privacy and confidentiality o f  student’s records.

C. This request applies to research conducted within and by local school personnel. All other research 

request must be submitted to the appropriate administrative office.

D. Principals ONLY need to approve local school Tesearch request. District wide request should be 

submitted to the appropriate administrative office.
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Early List of Categories

Category Number o f times repeated

Teacher Individualized Instruction 3
Teacher Feedback/Providing additional 
details

10

Point o f View 2
Teacher Background/Demographics 1
Student Presentations 12
Housekeeping Duties 16
Fire drill 1
Making connections 13
Questioning 29
Vocabulary Integration 15
Discussion 3
Role Play 3
Teacher Humor 4
Inference 2
Collaboration (Teacher to student) 1
Research 2
Rubric Requirements 3
Room arrangement & Behavior Modification 2
Evaluating 4
Providing Choices & Making Decisions 3
Reflection 6
Test Prep Strategies & Test Analysis 4
Differentiation 2
Collaboration (Student to student) 2
Problem-Solving 10
Critical Reading 2
Technology 4
AP Observation 2

Most frequently repeated ideas: Questioning (29) & Discussion (3), Integration o f 
Vocabulary (15), & Helping Students Make Connections (13) & Providing Feedback 
( 10).
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Categories and Properties Outline

I. The Teacher’s Definition o f Critical Thinking

A. Analysis

B. Synthesis

C. Evaluation

II. Teacher Actions to Foster Critical Thinking

A. Encourages

1. Asking Questions

2. Making Connections

3. Creating Critical Assignments

4. Considering Multiple Points of View

5. Providing Choices

6. Facilitating Problem Solving

7. Providing Discussion or Feedback

8 . Evaluating & Assessing

9. Implementing Role Play

10. Researching & Using Effective Strategies

B. Discourages

1. Repeating o f Basic Information

2. Reinforcing and the Use of Multiple Choice Tests

3. Basic Fact Reporting

4. Telling the Answer and Expected Answers



Student Actions Consistent with Critical Thinking

A. Individually

1. Critical Reading

2. Questioning

3. Researching

4. Problem Solving

B. Collaboratively

1. Questioning

2. Discussing

3. Competing
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1. How do you define critical thinking?
Although it may be out o f  style, I  define critical thinking as the use o f  the three 
higher levels o f  Bloom’s Taxonomy: analysis, synthesis, evaluation.

2. How do you know it when you see it?
It is usually an “Ah ha!” moment.
The analysis can be as simple as figuring out a word from  context clues, using 
active reading strategies o f  metacognition to dissect a reading, making 
connections to other disciplines or learning, or identifying irony or symbolism.
The synthesis is the creation o f  something new from prior information. No matter 
the discipline, it is the creation o f  a new idea based on new and old information, 
creating a political cartoon based on known facts.
The evaluation takes place daily. It is the self-evaluation on whether a group or 
individual has met the criteria on a project. It is the justification or judgment o f  
historic, political, economic, or social actions based on the mores on the time.

3. How do you attempt to foster critical thinking in your students?
All readings must be annotated by the students. Questions are written in the 
margins, unknown words are circled. What is considered important is 
underlined. I  model, orally, my thinking process, metacognition. When I  read, it 
frees students to share their process too. I  ask “why ” and “what i f ’ questions. 
Through role playing, I bring abstract concepts down to concrete ones. We 
dissect the role play and see how it applies to the abstract concept we are trying 
to learn. Students must “think on their fee t ” and be in the moment.
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1. How do you define critical thinking?

I  define critical thinking as any thinking that requires information from  another 
part o f  the brain. It could be a connection on any level. Another definition is 
invention, the use o f  information in a way that has not been used before.

2. How do you know it when you see it?

It has a visual “Ahha ” moment fo r  the thinker which can be observed. I f  it is an 
expressed idea, it usually stops me and requires me to think about it.

3. How do you attempt to foster critical thinking in your students?

I  attempt to foster critical thinking by modeling critical thinking, questioning their 
statements, challenging their hypothesis, creating projects that require it, and 
using it as a good example when we encounter it.
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Kate Preston Interview Week of March 20,2013

**Questions based on the original questionnaire to check for understanding and on 
observations to validate and/or make connections.

1. Based on the Cause and Effect assignment, which several students had to re
do, what was your thought process when you created the assignment?
Where do you think students made mistakes? Ms. Preston wanted students to 
access prior knowledge o f  Europe and how developments in Europe affected the 
rest o f  the world. She wanted students to look at Prince Henry the Navigator, 
Triangle Trade, and the Age o f  Exploration and then connect to the effects like 
horses, disease, etc. Accessing prior knowledge and making connections was the 
key to the assignment. Instead the students were looking at monarchs and gold 
when the monarchs did not know about the gold before they got there. Students 
got the time frame wrong. “You can’t want something i f  you don 7 know i t ’s 
there, ” she says. The monarchs did have a desire fo r  products like spices but 
students were listing corn and other products when no one knew corn existed until 
they arrived at their new destination.

2. Can you provide direction on your interpretation of critical reading? You 
mention it in class, so what is your definition of critical reading and why do 
you think it is important? Critical reading is a skill that 6th graders need to 
develop. They need to slow down and read each word and make connections to 
existing knowledge in all subjects and all areas o f  life. Certain words trigger 
certain ideas and students need to be able to solve the puzzle about what they 
already know about that word or event. Words are not used in isolation, she 
emphasizes. When looking at the primary sources from  last week, students were 
skipping numbers and did not discern that there was missing (Primary Source #2 
on “Silver Mining: The Potosi Mine in Peru ”) silver that was unaccounted for. 
Students could infer that there was corruption due to the unaccountedfor 
amounts o f  silver. This is what critical reading is all about...finding out the 
details that others may not detect.

3. You emphasize vocabulary in your classroom. How do you integrate 
vocabulary and why is it a topic you encourage? Ms. Preston uses key words 
and phrases repeatedly. She integrates them when she speaks so students will 
become accustomed to hearing them used properly. For example Creole=when a 
full-blooded Spanish citizen is born here; they were thought to be second-class 
citizens in Spain. Ms. Preston will create small mini-dramas to illustrate. ( “You, 
John, are a full-blooded Spanish man. You are married to Lisa, over there, who 
is a full-blooded Spanish lady. You are living in the colonies in America. Why 
does Lisa go back to Spain to give birth to your first child? ” Students will Ohh 
and Ahh about John and Lisa being married, so they will remember this
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illustration. The reason they went back to Spain to give birth is so that their child 
will not be a Creole, but will be a fu ll Spanish citizen.)

4. Students frequently collaborate in your classroom, so why do you employ 
collaboration methods so often? Ms. Preston has a poster on her wall that she 
points to when I  ask this question. “The object o f  teaching a child is to enable a 
child to get along without the teacher. ” She wants to lead them to the answer but 
“break the spoon, ” in other words, no more spoon-feeding. Her goal is to lead 
them to the answer but don 7 tell them the answer. I f  students work together in 
collaborative groups, they make connections with each other that will help them 
remember and learn deeply so that it is not just surface learning. They will learn 
that the teacher will facilitate but will not tell them what to think, so they can 
solve the problem on their own.

5. You mention Bloom’s Taxonomy on the questionnaire. How do you 
integrate Bloom into your classroom and why do you use it? Gifted students, i f  
they pay attention, can GET the answer and have the basic knowledge and/or 
comprehension. However, fo r  the analysis level o f  learning, they must put forth  
their own effort to do that. They must reflect and analyze the material on their 
own. Ms. Preston will ask leading questions so students can make those 
connections to higher levels o f  analysis, synthesis, and evaluation but students 
must put forth extra effort to do that. It will not come as easily as the knowledge- 
based information does.

6. You emphasized the use of questioning techniques as you filled out your 
questionnaire, and you also use them in class. Why? Questioning helps the 
teacher check fo r  comprehension and encourages the students to think and apply 
what they know. She likes to choose random students (who may have the “deer in 
the headlights ” look). While these students may be put-on-the spot, those students 
around them have time to say, “Me, me, me! I  know the answer! ” So, those 
students have the time to make connections and everyone learns in the process. 
Questioning is a technique aroundfor centuries that teachers use to check for  
comprehension and mastery. It encourages a student to make connections and to 
reflect upon what they know.

1. I notice you use modeling often as you show students what you require 
instead of telling them. Do you find it effective and why do you think it 
works? According to Ms. Preston, these students are all gifted. The teacher 
should show them how to apply words, fo r  example, not ju s t know the definition.
(Modeling the use o f  synthesis and higher levels o f  thinking rather than just basic 
comprehension.) Modeling the technique o f  using advanced vocabulary shows 
student what you expect from  them and exemplifies the type o f  response you  
expect.
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Kate Preston Interview 2— May 03,2013

1. Would you describe how you chose the order of presentations? First, the 
purpose o f the speeches is to humanize and give perspective to the historic events 
and attitudes o f the 20th and 21st Century o f Latin America. For this purpose, I 
center on the countries o f Mexico, Cuba, Venezuela, Columbia, Brazil, Chile, and 
Nicaragua. They are wonderful examples o f U.S. support for criminal dictators in 
the war against communism, and how some countries, like Brazil, have 
overthrown the military dictatorships and achieved incredible economic 
growth....then I can bring in BRIC, the fastest growing developing countries in 
the world. I throw in some positive role models such as Costa Rica and the Nobel 
Peace Prize.

I have three criteria that influence the order o f presentations-one is the 
number of students in the class, two-current events. If a situation occurs, I 
research to discover if we can find the cause through leadership. The third is 
chronological order that illustrates the cause and effect situations.

Castro is usually a stand-alone presentation unless I have enough for 
Batista. I like to begin with Mexico and with Santa Anna to show the lack of 
political stability in Mexico that goes way back. Juarez is great to show tenacity, 
intelligence that overcame background, social justice turned into action, and 
imperfection. Diaz is perfect to show how Mexico has vacillated between liberal 
and conservative leadership and how each leader is a cause for another effect. 
Zapata and Pancho Villa are great for the Robin Hood freedom fighter or traitor 
idea we researched earlier. I always end with the current leader. He or she must 
deal with the mess of the past. It usually gives kids a better understanding o f how 
countries get unstable and how lucky we are. Chile is also great for how we 
supported a questionable non-communist leader, Pinochet over the leftist,
Allende. I also like to include as many female presidents as possible because it’s 
time!

2. Why do you ask pointed questions at the end of each presentation? I ask
questions to clarify statements in the speech that are wrong or too general to say 
anything, to see if  the student has the knowledge in their head but did not put it 
into their speech, and to check if students understand the vocabulary they have 
used in the speech. It is a big NO NO in my class to use words you do not 
understand.

3. What do you do when students neglect to mention essential information in 
their speeches? I question them to see if they know it, but have left it out o f their 
speech for some reason. If they can fill in the information, I give them credit and 
show my pleasure. If  they cannot, I do not judge, but just fill it in because it’s 
part o f the narrative I’m weaving. They figure it out when they get their grade 
back. The information I am looking for is not obscure. It is quite clear in either 
World Book or Wikipedia. No excuses for not knowing.
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Kate Preston Interview 3 May 20,2013

1. What would you say is your greatest strength as a teacher? This is a tough 
question. Factiously I would say endurance, but in reality I like to teach content 
of course but also work on life lessons I think our TAG kids are going to need.
For content. I try to vary my teaching methods. Because I am comfortable with 

skits and drama, I recreate and make learning points come alive. The kids like 
this and I am in my comfort level too. I emphasize valid research and citation. I 
also like to bring in current events although 7th grade is more attuned to the 
background story o f current events. Who is saying it, To whom are they saying it, 
why. Behaviorally. I try and work on two of the less than positive characteristics 
of TAG kids through example. They are polar opposites, so I hit most of the 
population. For instance:
PERFECTION

• I make mistakes, on purpose, which models acceptance at imperfection. 
Mostly on handouts. We refer to them as “Prestonisms.”

• I tell kids I do not ‘do numbers’ which illustrates people can have 
strengths and weaknesses.

• One o f my life lesson phrases is, “Public humiliation is good for the 
soul.” I say it often for my “oops moments” and for the kids “oops 
moments” too. It simply means embarrassment is normal, laugh at 
yourself, get over it and move on. It builds strength of character.

• I praise and reward ‘very good bad examples’ and ‘very good good
examples’ equally. These could be examples o f thinking, behavior, time
management, or whatever learning opportunity is presented.

LIFE MUST BE FAIR
• Because many come in as 6th graders used to getting A ’s, without 

much effort, telling them they may have to study is wasted words. I 
have a short unit in the beginning of the year that is full o f critical 
thinking questions, inference, and critical reading. They think I am 
going to “spoon feed” them the answers to everything. I do not. We 
discuss their answers; I ask more “why” questions, so those 
participating begin the process o f thinking. Those who do not 
participate are at a loss when the quiz comes. I only make it a quiz 
grade because we are all allowed “oops” moments. When they do 
poorly, they squeal because they have not been “spoon fed” the 
answers. It is at this point I “break the spoon”-literally-I have a 
plastic spoon I break. It is an effective whole brain teaching 
technique.

•  Many times during the year their expectations of themselves because 
they are bright and the reality of a shift in my expectations, which 
require self-discipline and study, makes them think and say, “It’s not 
fair.” I try and reassure them they have not taken the “stupid pill”
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but I do not repeat information three times and reinforce it two more 
times. I also agree with them, “Life’s not fair; get over it.”

2. In which area of your teaching, do you feel you could make changes or 
improvements? I am retiring; but I know I would have to make a huge leap in 
product production using technology. I have some o f the technology pieces, but 
so much more will have to be incorporated using new hardware and software.
The skill/knowledge groupings and contract work is another area I think I would 
need to work on.

3. Which teaching strategies do you feel you use that foster critical thinking? I
like my use o f group research projects and presentations. They usually result in 
discussions. I also ask what words mean when the group is orally presenting. If 
they don’t understand the concept, they better have done the basics o f learning the 
words.

4. How do you use questioning to foster increased learning?
• I ask them what things mean?
• I play devil’s advocate and try to promote the opposite side to help the 

class experience “point of view.”
• I ask them to think o f connections to phenomenon in other subjects or in 

other units.
•  I am always asking why. Why should we care? Why would people do 

this or that?
5. How do you get students to problem solve on their own? I refuse to do it. I

make them rely on their peers. I usually say, “Thank you for reporting the 
problem, but this is not CNN. We need problem solvers in this world, not 
reporters only.” This also brings in a discussion o f the meaning o f the word 
‘sarcasm’, and, when they complain, I give them my life lesson phrase “Life’s not 
fair; get over it”

6. How does your use of vocabulary foster learning? I use the words they need to 
become familiar with such as indigenous, contiguous, entrepreneur, etc. When 
they discuss and answer questions they use the correct word. It is modeling and 
realizing that a discussion o f the problem or event really cannot occur without the 
correct words.

7. How do you get students to reflect on what they’ve learned?
• Informally, I have them use prior knowledge as a connection to new 

knowledge, i.e. “How is this event like the French Revolution?”
• On summative assessments, I have them do two things: one, write how 

much time they have spent studying and over how much time; two, 
hypothesize the number grade on their work portfolio before I hand it back 
or go over it.
I lump the types of questions together, geography, critical reading, graphs, 
critical thinking. When we review the answers, I have them count how 
many they got wrong in each section. Then they know their strengths and
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weaknesses. If they get a C or lower I have them do a formal reflection 
and correction for a recovery grade. They must type in complete 
sentences the correct answer to the question wrong and then indicate why 
they got it wrong. I many times catch kids that make test taking errors. 
This way they know the fixable mistakes and can come up with strategies 
for the next assessment.

• In projects I incorporate reflection questions into the rubrics such as: 
o What are five things you learned doing this project? 
o What was most surprising about this project? 
o How will this information change your personal habits, beliefs, or 

ideas if at all?
o If you could do this again, what would you do differently?
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Rubric for Freedom Fighters

PERSONAL IMPRESSIONS 3 auestions 

PERSON

___________Was he successful? How do you know, and in what ways?

__________ H'as he a traitor or freedom fighters? Who called him which and why?

.......................Did they have to move geographically to become traitors or freedom
fighters? If so where?

QUESTION PART B 
PERSON
___________ L’Ouvcrture-Whv would the Spanish consider him a traitor too?

___________ Hidalgo- What was the Cry of Dolores? How did the Catholic Church feet
about Hidalgo and why? Be specific.
___________ San Martin- What is so unusual about his early life vs. his later life? What
was his relationship with Bolivar?
   Bolivar- What was another name for him besides £i Liberator? What was
his relationship with San Martin?

 __________ Did your person fa il?  I f  so, why did he fa i t  and George Washington
succeed?

C rite ria  ; Lost the Battle j Not Q uite j Com plete
    i Freedom
Basic knowledge 
gotten from Inspired 
ED and CRCTbook

C le arly  m a jo r  p ieces o f  
in fo rm a tio n  w ere
m issed .

0-19

Som e in fo rm a tio n  w a s 1 A ll B asic  in fo rm a tio n  
m isse d  o r j w a s g lea n ed  fron t th e  
m isu n d e rs to o d  m ate ria ls .
20  j 25

..........  i
Identified extra 
research that 
enables discussion 
and evaluation

C an n o t identify ' source 
o f  ex tra in fo rm ation .

0-19

C an id en tify  the 
in fo rm atio n  b u t canno t 
d ra w  in feren c es  or 
conc lu sio n s 
20

C an  identify ' th e  
in fo rm atio n  and  a p p ly  it 
to  crea te  new  
u n d ers ta n d in g s.
25

Conclusions and 
evaluations are 
stated from cited 
evidence-valid 
sources

K n o w le d g e  is  stated  in j C o n clu s io n s  an d  j C ritic a l th in k in g  is 
iso la tion . i e v a lu a tio n s  are  i c le a rly  ev iden t..

: d eve loped  w ith
j p ro m p tin g . j 25

0-19 i ;o
Group worked 
together.

M o re  th e  tw o  m em bers 
o f  th e  g ro u p  w orked  in 
iso la tion .
0-19

O ne person  w o rk ed  in  j A il m em b ers  w o rk ed
Iso lation . j to g e th e r

20  ! 25
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List 3 things about your b u s in ess  that you think w ere successful.

List and  explain things that you chan g ed  during your selling day (setting price, setting strategy , e tc  )

List 3 things you would do  differently next time.

Overall, how  did you like being a  bu sin ess  ow ner? D escribe w hat you learned  from owning your own 
business.
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I  AM IMPORTANT IN  THE HISTORY OF MY COUNTRY!

Do not confuse FUN with a lack of scholarship!!
Things to include in your speech:

• What is your name?
• When and where were you born?
• What was your sta tus?
• W hat year is it? You must be an adult. Choose a historically 

important time in your, th e  person's, life.
• How old are you?
• W hat important event is going on in the country, region a t  this time? 

I t  takes research to understand it.
• _Why are you important or going to  be important in th e  history of your 

country or region?
• Who are your critics, and what do your critics say about you?
• How do you answer the ir criticisms
•  Conclude your speech with what you want, if still alive, o r would have 

wanted to be put on your tombstone, (victories, contributions, 
virtues)

• What will be put th e re  or was probably put there and why?

DIRECTIONS
1. A copy of th e  speech must be typed and handed in BEFORE the 

speech is given.
2. At least th ree  valid sources must be used. They need to  be 

cited in MLA style.
3 . The speech must be practiced out loud
4. I t  must be w ritten in 1st person—I ,  me, my, mine

| 5. Adequate volume, enunciation, pronunciation, eye contact, and a 
| scholarly a ttitu d e  must be evident.
j 6. Do not confuse fun with th e  material with permission to  have 
| lack of scholarship.

Latin American 
Persona______
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TEST: South Am erica Early History son

£• I Part o f the Columbian Exchange between Europe and the Americas included the
a. Movement of many indigenous Americans to Europe
b. Movement of goods on shipping routes across the Pacific
c. Introduction of new crops to Europe and the Americas
d. Introduction of mass production and factor)' buddings to the Americas

j \ .  2. One impact of the African Slave Trade included
a. Further blending of ethnic groups in Latin America
b. More opportunities for .Africans to own land
c. Less shipping between continents
d. Africans brought their French and English languages to Latin America

^  3. The religion practiced and languages spoken throughout much of Latin America are 
similar because the people were

a. from the same indigenous group
b. from the same country in Asia
c. colonized by the same countries
d. one independent nation

Latin America is ethnically diverse primarily because of a blending of
a. Indigenous .Americans, Asians, and Africans
b. Indigenous Americans, A sums, and Europeans
c. Indigenous .Americans, Europeans, and Africans
d. Europeans, Africans, and Asians

^  5. The primary languages of Latin America have become Spanish and Portuguese
because tills region

•a. Was once colonized by Spain and Portugal
b. Was once totally ruled by Mexico
c. had many refugees that fled to Latin America after W  IT
d. Fanners were brought over from Spain and Portugal to help develop struggling

crops

Q  6. In the Pre-Columbian era in the America's,
a. the Spanish anifacts would be studied by she archeologists.
b. the Indigenous artifacts would be studied by economists 
-c. 'Hie Indigenous artifacts would be studied by archeologists 
d. The Italian artifacts would be studied by geographers.



Use a, b> c, in the box lo answer questions 1-12 . Select the best answer.

1 a. Aztec  b. Inca c. Mavan ______

p ^ l .  Tenochtitlan was the capital

Q , 8. The descendants are still living, but the empire has disappeared without any historical 
evidence. It is a mystery

B  9. Atahualpa was the last leader:

( s  10. Geographically this civilization was located in South America 

£ 1 1 . Pizarro was the Spanish conquistador who conquered this em pire 

pj 12. Machu Picchu is a well-known place in this empire 

^  13. Montezuma li the last leader

f \  14. Cortez was the Spanish conquistador who conquered this empire 

p  IS. The geography of the empire was mountainous and record keeping was ‘stringy’ 

pi  6. Cuzco was its capital

B  17. Floating gardens

(2,18. Chiihen Itza is believed to be its cultural and religious capital

P  19. Which empire’s conquering brings to mind the phrase, “The enemy of my enemy is , 
my friend?"

p  20. Probably figured out their taxes using a Quipu.

C  21. Lake Texcoco was what my capital was built upon.

( j 22. What was the significance of the Treaty of Tordesillas?
a. The world was split between the Spanish and Portuguese
b. The major elements of the culture of die Americas was changed.
c. The Catholic Church was a significant political power at the time.
d. all of the above



D  23. How did the horse get from the did World to the New World?
s. it came when the continents were closer together and traveled front the continent of 

Asia to North America,
b. Montezuma I traded with the Portuguese slave trailers fear horses,
e. They were first brought by Cortez for his conquistadores
d. Columbus brought them at the beginning of the Columbian Exchange

£ )  24. After the Spanish conquistadors conquered the Indigenous empires, the Spanish 
established a rigid, unbending social status ladder. The purpose of the ladder was to

a. make everyone unhappy
b. keep power arid money with the X n:g of Spain
c. help make the population more diverse
d. increase the slave population

J )  25. According to the graph entitled “Estimated Numbers of Slaves Imported in the 
Americas,” gone over and discussed in class, which European country' imported more 
slaves over the three hundred and fifty years that slavery was considered a major 
industry?

a. Spain b. France e. Great Britain d. Portugal

(2/ 26. In me social status Spain brought with it to the New World. Which would not be a 
correct statement?

a. It is good to be the King.
b. As Viceroy, 1 collect taxes, build government buildings and protect the Spanish 
people,
c As a Creole, I can move indigenous people from their land, grow rich off the 
labor of others, and hold high office in the Spanish court,
d. As a mixed blood. Spanish, and indigenous,! am free to be poor, but at least I 
am not a slave.

I J$e a, b, c, d, in the box to answer questions 28-38 Select the best answer.

a. L ’O uverture b. Hidalgo c. San M artin d. B olivar

27. My last name means an opening. 

p 2 8 . My dream was Gran Columbia 

[ }  29.1 have a country in South America named after me. 

f3 jo .i  was excommunicated and executed.



a. L ’O uverture  b. H idalgo c. San M artin  d. Bolivar ....j

^ 3 1 .1  fought with Spain for 20 years then switched arid fought for Argentina. 

f j  32.1 was betrayed by France.

33. My most famous speech is called the Cry of Delores, my parish.

4. I was a stave

p .  3 5 . 1 taught the indigenous people useful trades and industries which made the creoles 
angry at me.

yr 36. I walked into a room with my fellow freedom fighter and walked cut without an 
v~''/anny.

D yr I was called the George W ashington of South America

p  38. Which of the following statements could aot be considered a cause of the Columbian 
Exchange?

a. Prince Henry the Navigator's school of Navigation
b. Renaissance
c. Desire by the Europeans for gold, glory and the spreading of their god.
d. French writings from the Age of Erdightcnmcnt

f \  39. Which of the tb li owing statements couid not he considered an effect of rhc 
Columbian Exchange?

a. medicines for the natives c. Triangle Trade
b. Kentucky Derby horse race d. Mrs. »morning coffee

/I 40. What was one common denominator between all the freedom fighters?
a. Their love of bees
b. They were all indigenous
c. They all read books from die Age of Enlightenment
d. Thev were all creoles



S/diis Questions -  Forms A C

M e s o a m e r ic a  w a s  h om e So a n c ie n t c iv il iz a tio n s  th a t d e v e lo p e d  a d v a n c e d  cu ltu re s  
/ o r  tk e ir  tim e. T hese e a r ly  p e o p le  h a d  an  im p re ss iv e  k n o w le d g e  o f  a s tro n o m y, 
m a th e m a tics , a n d  science. Tr.ey a ls o  d e v e lo p e d  m a g n ificen t a r c h ite c tu re  a n d  a n . 
us in g  a  w id e  v a r ie ty  o f  m a teria ls . The a n  o f  th e  a n c ie n t p e o p le  p r o v id e s  a  w in d o w  
in to  P r e -C o lo m b ia n  tim es.

The p e o p le  o f  M eso a m e r ic a  h a d  g r e a t  s k i l l  in w o rk in g  w ith  s ton e , w o o d , fe a th e rs ,  
c la y , a n d  m e ta l. 'They c r e a te d  g r e a t  w o rk s  o f  a r t, w h ich  to d a y  a re  tr e a s u re d  in  
m u seu m s in  L a tin  A m e rica  a n d  a r o u n d  th e w orld . B y  lo o k in g  a t p r e -C o lo m b ia n  a rt, 
m o d e rn  p e o p le  can  lea rn  m uch a b o u t th e  Time before, th e S pan ish  in vasion .

S c u lp tu res  s h o w  h o w  p e o p le  d re sse d . Ike can  s e e  th a t s o m e  w o m en  wore, lo n g  
s k ir ts  a n d  s le e v e le s s  b lou ses , a n d  m en  w o r e  p o n ch o s, w a is t  sa sh es , a n d  tu n ics. We 
c a n  see  h o w  p e o p le  u se d  go ld , s to n es , a n d  fea th ers  to  a d o rn  th em se lve s  fo r  f e s t iv a ls  
a n d  cerem on ies . F rom  th e s cen es  p a in te d  a n d  c a r v e d  in to  e a r ly  p o t te r y , w e  can  le a rn  
m u ch  a b o u t th e  liv e s  o f  the p eo p le . E ven  the. p o t t e r y  i t s e l f  te lls  s to r ie s  a b o u t a n c ie n t 
h o u se h o ld s  a n d  th e  u ten sils  th ey  used.

P r e -C o lo m b ia n  a r t has a lso  h a d  a  g r e a t  in flu en ce  on m odern  a r tis ts . F o r  e x a m p le  
m a n y  o f  th e  m u ra ls  o f  M exican  a r tis t  D ie g o  R iv era  s h o w  co lo rfu l s cen es  fro m  a n c ie n t 
h is to ry . The sh a p e s  a n d  co lo rs  o f  the. e a r ly  w o rk s  co m b in e  w ith  Spanish , P o r tu g u e se ,  
a n d  A frican  in flu en ces to  c re a te  s ty le s  o f  a r tw o rk  th a t a re  u n iqu e to  L atin  A m e rica .

The m ost appropriate choice of a title for this passage would be
A. "Ancient People and Culture.'
B. “Mesoamerican Civilizations."
C. “Pre-Colombian Lifestyles.’
D. “Latin American Artwork."

According to the passage, M esoamerfcans w e re  _  a n d  .
A. impressive ... suprem e
B. intelligent.... creative
C. prehistoric ... varied
D. decorative ... fragile

Diego Rivera would BEST be described a s a
A. potter. B. sculptor. C. historian. D. painter.

The “Pre-Colombian’ period describes the time
A. before Europeans invaded the Americas.
B. that math and science were important.
C. when people used clay to m ake utensils.
D. for festivals and religious cerem onies.

Pre-Colombian artwork would now m ost likely be found in
A. m useum s. B. households. C. civilizations. D. windows.

©inspirEd educators, Inc. 3 2 7
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Ethnic Make-Up of Colombia
Ar;fi'j.'s3iar>s

C o lo m b ia ’s  P o p u la tio n  in 2000

Biacv
Amenntf&ra;

Bi-rac-aS
biacK

3 - 1 < 1 5  • 6 4  65

D  m ales B  fem ales

c  # -

6  41..

ft * &

£  4 4  

6 <5&

.W hich  num ber show s the CLOSEST estim ate of Colombia’s  
population?
A. 1,2 billion
B. 10 million
C. 3 5  million
D. 1 ,600 .000

_W hlch  percentage MOST CLOSELY describes Colombia's m estizo  
population?
A. 20% B. 45% c . 60% D. 85%

 W hich conclusion could be drawn about. Colom bia’s  population
based upon information in  the graphs?
A. There are more fem ales than  m ales.
B. The m estizos have mixed backgrounds.
C. M ost people in Colombia are white.
D. Males hold m ost government positions.

 Most o f Colombia’s  a r e  .
A. Am erindians ... Spanish
B. people ... ethnically mixed
C. wom en .. .younger than 15
D. Black-Amerindians ....15-64

 W hich statem ent is supported by the graphs?
A.- '"Whites- greatly outnumber “Mestizos.”
B. "Mestizos” are not considered “Bi-racial.”
C. - [ l ie  "over 6 5 “ group is growing rapidly.’’
D. “Most Colom bians are employed full tim e.”

© InsoirEd Educators. Inc. 328
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Transcribed Field Notes Field Note #1 3/6/2013 Room 621

•  Mini Interview with supervising teacher-Kate Preston has taught for 29 years and 
has a B. A. degree in Communications and English along with a Master’s Degree 
in Counseling. She is 64 years o f age and plans to retire at the end of this year. 
Ms. Preston teaches TAG (gifted) social studies and language arts to 6th grade 
students. The topics for the 6th grade curriculum include Europe, Canada, Latin 
America, and Australia.

• Room Organization is covered with colorful posters and maps. Students sit in 
traditional rows with one row facing the others against the wall to maximize the 
available space. There are 25 students in the class, with 23 students as the 
“traditional” number for a TAG class.

• As students enter the class from lunch, Ms. Preston asks them to turn in their 
Cause and Effect assignment (a copy is included). The assignment asks students 
to link the Colombian Exchange with 3 causes and 3 effects. This assignment is a 
complicated exercise, asking students to make connections with later events and 
connecting it to the Exchange, which is effective for the learning situation.

• Late and make-up work is requested and a few students turn in assignments.
• Big topic of the day is the death o f Hugo Chavez from cancer. Chavez is the 

President o f Venezuela. Ms. Preston takes advantage o f the real-life topic to 
discuss Chavez’s legacy. First she discussed how Chavez has oil and others want 
it, including the U.S. She asks probing questions like:
1. Why are we interested in Chavez’s oil?
2. Does this make Venezuela a wealthy country? (Venezuela has the #1

largest supply o f oil-Citgo.)
•  Next, the teacher shows a U-tube clip on the legacy o f Chavez. She asks students 

what a legacy is before starting the clip.
1. Student # l-“What people remember about him.”
2. Then she asks, “What type o f people comment on a person’s legacy?”
3. Student #2-“Those who liked him and those who didn’t like him.”
4. The teacher asks, “Why does Chavez hate the U.S. so much?”
5. Student #3-“He is friends with Castro, who hates the U.S.”
6. Teacher-“Yes, Chavez supports Fascist dictators around the world.”

• Next, the clip is shown. Ms. Preston asks students what point o f view they 
noticed.
1. Student # 1 -“A woman was for Chavez and a man was against Chavez.”
2. Student #2-“What is Narco-trafficing?” Teacher-“Dealing in drugs.” 

Student-“Looks like Chavez was accused o f that but the lady who liked him 
said it was just suspected but not proven.” Teacher-“Well, that shows her 
point o f view, right?”

3. Student #3-“The con speaker (man) said Chavez wrecked the economy.”
4. Student #4-“Chavez was friends with Libya, right?” Teacher-“Yes, and this is 

bad for the U.S., right?”
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5. Student #5-“If Chavez got elected, why is he friendly with dictators?” 
Teacher-“Ok, let’s talk about dictators and term limits. Chavez was originally 
elected but stayed in office by eliminating the limits on terms for Presidents.”

6. Student #6-“Can Obama change the term limits for the Presidency here?” 
Teacher-“No because we have laws against that and our govt, has a system of 
checks and balances. Remember that the poor folks in Venezuela loved 
Chavez but the middle and upper classes didn’t like him as much.”

7. Student #4 again-“Looks like Chavez was a bad Robin Hood.”
• Teacher-“Let’s watch the clip again and looks for the following terms: Fascist, 

Maoist, Leftist. What do we think these words mean and how do these connect 
to Chavez?”

• Discussion after the second viewing. Teacher-“What does Leftist mean?”
1. Student #2-“You get free stuff?” Teacher-“Well, we associate it with free 

benefits and communism.
2. Teacher-“What about Rightist? What’s that?” Student #7-“Military 

oriented?” Teacher-“Yes, so what is a command economy?” Student #7- 
“Military and leftist?”

3. Student #7 again, “What is narco-trafficing?” Teacher-“Remember we said it 
was dealing in drugs. Chavez supporters say it is a rumor.”

• Ms. Preston stops the class to pass back quizzes. One question on the quiz was 
about the Irish Potato Famine. Students didn’t know about it, and the teacher 
responds with, “That’s how my ancestors came to America, after the famine.” 
Class ends at this time with the bell ringing.

• Important note/reflection-The teacher asks probing questions to help students 
analyze information. Discussing is a way to foster and extend learning and allow 
students to think about important topics. Real-life connections are made, 
including the topic of terms of office and how Chavez could change them, while 
Obama could not.

• Additional note/reflection-Student comments further add to the overall class 
learning. Student questions and comments add to the teacher comments and 
encourage other students to comment or question topics.

• What are the indications that critical thinking has occurred? 1. The back and 
forth discussion may indicate complex thinking. The further questioning by the 
teacher and the student comments show a Socratic-type of learning. 2. Also, the 
Cause and Effect assignment was an indication o f analysis, having students make 
connections to real events which extend learning.

• How does the teacher create instructional contexts in order to foster critical 
thinking with her students? 1. The assignment was a planned event to foster 
complex thinking. 2. The rich class discussion and the use o f the U-Tube clip are 
ways that may foster critical thinking. 3. The student-to-teacher and the student- 
to-student comments are a way to help students analyze situations and events and 
think about those connections to real life.
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Transcribed Field Notes Field Note #2 3/7/2013 Room 621

• Students enter class after lunch. Ms. Preston asks students to get out a copy of 
their primary source document (included).

• She passes out homework assignments that have been graded. Some students 
have an “R” which indicates they must re-do the work. She explains details o f 
what she expected from the Cause and Effect (copy included) assignment. The 
following hints were on the board: tubers, disease, Age o f Exploration, horses, 
Prince Henry, tomatoes, Scientific Revolution. (This is an exercise in 
complicated thinking since students must connect how three events led to the 
Columbian Exchange, but must write it as a Cause and Effect statement.) Ms. 
Preston explains that the sentence must contain the three items and must use 
parallel structure. Students may re-do for a 70.

• There is also a connection to language arts when the teacher calls a student to the 
front to ask about his assignment and she says, “Mr. Robert....come here. Mr. 
Robert, Mr. Robert, Mr. Robert.” Students yell out, “Repetition for effect!”

• Mr. Robert comes up and they discuss how to infer on the assignment. The 
teacher: “To infer, you pretend you are a hunter but you hate to farm. You get
Bill here to be the farmer and you do the hunting. How can you infer that
different people are better at different jobs?” Mr. Robert agrees and says, “Oh, I 
see. To infer means to assume and make a connection, right?”

• Teacher comments when students complain about the assignment re-do. She 
says, “What do we always say?” Students, “Life is not fair.” Ms. Preston replies, 
“And humiliation is good for the what?” Students respond, “Good for the soul.”

• Next class assignment: Critical reading. Primary sources (included) from 1711
and 1590. Students read aloud. Teacher prompts before, “What language would
this be for the folks in Brazil?” Students: Portuguese. Teacher: “What about in 
Peru?” Students: Spanish.

• Students take turns reading aloud while the teacher stops with pointed questions. 
Teacher: “What is ethnocentricism?” Students: “People think their group is the 
best.” Students must annotate as they are reading and see instances o f the idea.

• Examples o f teacher questions:
1. Who is writing this passage? Why? Student: A priest.
2. Who belongs on every plantation? Student: A religious person or priest
3. How does the plantation owner get paid? Student: Sell things from the 

plantation.
4. What can we infer about the overseer? Student: He can be harsh with the 

slaves.
5. Why must the slave not be permanently hurt? Student: He has to work.
6. What is the purpose o f the plantation? Student: To add to the fortune o f the 

owner.
7. Slaves are called barbarous. Why? Student: I don’t know. Teacher: Well, 

they are cramped and tired. Wouldn’t you appear unhappy in that situation? 
You would probably be barbarous, too, right?
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• Discussion of “White blood is magic.” What does this mean? Why did people 
think so? Student answers: Well, whites were thought to be the superior race at 
that time. (Evaluation) Connections here with vocabulary. The term “milling 
about” is discussed as when someone loiters.

What are the indications that critical thinking has occurred? Critical thinking may 
occur during class discussion and with the use of inference and evaluation. Students 
inferred what the overseer’s motives were. Students evaluated why people thought the 
white race was superior.

How does the teacher create instructional contexts in order to foster critical 
thinking with her students? The teacher creates instructional contexts with 
questioning techniques and the use o f vocabulary to make connections to other real-life 
instances and encourage students to analyze and think about how vocabulary words are 
used.
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Transcribed Field Notes Field Note #3 3/11/2013 Room 621 & Lab 906

• Students enter the room after lunch and are taken to Lab 906 for research. The 
teacher has assigned four groups, based on research for four Freedom Fighters: 
Toussant L’Ouverture, Simon Bolivar, Miguel Hidalgo, and Jose de SanMartin.

• Note: Students are working in groups to synthesize information about their 
individual and ensuring the information chosen is valid and relevant to the 
assigned task.

• Students have an assignment sheet with eleven questions they must answer about 
their individual. (See attached copies.) Once students research today and 
tomorrow, they will present their findings, orally, on Wednesday and Thursday.

• The handout from Ms. Preston contains questions such as:
1. “What are the significant events in his life that shaped him?

The terms significant and shaped are evaluation words that may encourage 
students to understand the person's life events and decide which ones were 
most important.

2. “Why did he do what he did?”
Why questions may encourage students to understand reasons and allow them 
to think about and understand motives.

3. “Was he successful? How do you know, and in what ways?”
Asking why he was successful may help students to evaluate and assess a 
situation and judge its merits.

• As students are researching, Ms. Preston monitors their progress by circulating 
around the room. As she circulates, students ask questions such as, “Do I just 
need dates?” The teacher says, “No, you need dates but find out why the date was 
important. I want to have details. Give me some new details I don’t already 
know. Dirt! The dirt is important. We are excavating!”

• Note: The attached rubric lists: “Can identify information and apply it to create 
new understandings.” This encourages connections and application, two essential 
skills.
Also on the rubric under conclusions: “Critical thinking is clearly evident.”
Asking students to use critical thinking is the ultimate goal for the activity.

• Students end the period by finishing their research for the day. They will research 
again tomorrow and complete the questions in order to present their findings, 
orally, on Wednesday and Thursday.

What are the indications that critical thinking has occurred? By asking students to 
evaluate the important contributions o f an individual, the teacher is encouraging further 
thinking. Having students create new understandings and apply what they know is a 
unique skill. The rubric clearly states that if  students master the assignment, then critical 
thinking is evident. What remains to be seen is whether the students master it and that 
will be exemplified in the oral presentations later in the week, hopefully.
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How does the teacher create instructional contexts in order to foster critical 
thinking with her students? The teacher uses the questions on the handout to guide 
students to synthesize events in the person’s life and think about their importance. The 
“why” questions encourage students to think deeply, understanding the person’s motives 
while judging the value o f the situation. In addition, when the teacher was circulating the 
room, she emphasized the importance of getting what she called “the dirt” on the person. 
She asked them to dig deeper and to find out a significant detail that even she did not 
know. Based on the background research, the class is off to a great start. The 
presentations may reveal the value of the assignment and whether students truly use 
critical thinking.
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Transcribed Field Notes Field Note #4 3/14/2013 Room 621

• Before Class Interview: Before class, Ms. Preston and I discussed the previous 
day’s class presentations. (Today was Day 2 of the presentations.) The first 
group’s oral grades were what she called, “Abysmal.” She stated that yesterday’s 
groups did not dig deep enough and will need to re-do for a lower grade. Thus, 
she is concerned that today’s group may not fare any better. I urged her to 
explain how she determined whether the students mastered the research. She 
replied that she used the rubric to assess for understanding and used her own 
research along with a sheet o f expected answers that students should mention. If 
they did not mention her expected information, she pressed them for further 
details. She would urge them with questions like “Why?” and “Why is this 
important?” On the rubric, questions such as “Was he successful?” and “How do 
you know?” encourage students to reflect and think about the answer and why 
they feel the way they do. Evaluation questions definitely have merit here and 
encourage reflection.

• Room arrangement: The room is arranged differently today for the 
presentations. The six to seven students in the presentation group have their desks 
facing the rest o f the class. The groups are each representing one of the following 
freedom fighters: Toussant L’Ouverture, Simon Bolivar, Miguel Hidalgo, and 
Jose de San Martin. Students are allowed and encouraged to use notes as they 
present and will be assessed according to the rubric (attached). Other students 
who are viewing the presentation should be taking notes as well.

• The first part of the rubric has six sets o f questions, with each set containing 2, 3, 
or 4 questions.
1. When was the American Revolution?
2. When was the French Revolution?
3. When was the Age of Enlightenment?

1. What are his dates?
2. What was his social status?
3. What did he do for a living?
4. With which country was he associated?

1. What are some significant events in his life that shaped him?
2. How did the writings from the Age of Enlightenment influence

him?
1. What did he do to get into the history books?
2. When did he do his history thing, dates?
3. Why did he do what he did?
4. What was his ultimate fate, by whom, and why?

1. Was he successful? How do you know, and in what ways?
2. Was he a traitor or a freedom fighter? Who called him

which and why?
3. Did they have to move geographically to become traitors or 

freedom fighters? If so, where?
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1. Did your person fail? If so, why did he fail and George 
Washington succeed?

• The rubric questions (above) must be answered according to the following points 
assigned: 0-19=LOST IN BATTLE, 20=NOT QUITE, and 25=COMPLETE 
FREEDOM. The criteria include 3 areas: Basic knowledge, Identified extra 
research that enables discussion, Conclusions are stated from valid sources, and 
Group worked together.

• Ms. Preston “fires away” the questions to the first group, representing 
L’Ouverture. The first student did not correctly answer the question, “When was 
the Age of Enlightenment?” Thus, he must make it up for a late grade. Student 
# 1 correctly answered the other questions. Student #2 went next with the next 
four questions, but she gets stuck on the dates and cannot give proof o f his social 
status (“What was his social status?”=slave. The teacher asks what specific duties 
he had as a slave. The teacher answers for the student: “He was a house
slave.. .this means what?” Another student responds with, “He had an easier job 
and was closer to the people in the house.”)

• The next set o f questions by Student #3 start with significant events. This student 
is absent but has left her answers with Student #1 who responds to the questions. 
The terms mulatto is defined as someone o f mixed race. A discussion ensues 
about how L’Ouverture became free, a significant event, and joined the 
Revolution. This led to slavery being abolished (significant event). Ms. Preston 
prompts further discussion by asking questions about his status. “Ok. So, he was a 
slave. What kind of slave? What did he do? Yes, a house slave had a better life 
than any other. That has to make a difference, right?”

• The next set of questions on L’Ouverture were addressed by Student #4 with the 
question, “What did he do to get in the history books?” The student says, “One 
thing he does is teach himself how to read.” Teacher: “What does this say about 
him? This is a critical reading activity!” Another student answers,” That means 
he’s pretty smart.” Teacher: “Yes, even though he’s a slave, he’s smart. He 
learns to change his status. Good!” Also for his student, the question “Why did 
he do what he did?” Student: “Well, he was in France in jail.” Teacher: “Why 
did he volunteer to go to France if he knew he’d be put in jail?” No one can 
answer. The teacher replies: “L’Ouverture thought Napoleon liked him, so when 
he invited him to dinner, he went. L’Ouverture was surprised to not get dinner, 
but get thrown in jail where he starved to death and died. So, that’s a
lesson... .don’t trust Napoleon when he asks you to dinner.”

• Next questions for Student #5 include “Was he successful?” The student 
responds, “Yes, he was successful because he was a slave, learned to read, and 
became free. Then he helped others by fighting for freedom.” The last set of 
questions for Student #6 includes, “Why would the Spanish consider him a 
traitor?” Student #6 answers, “He gave help to the slaves, and the government 
wanted the people to keep their slaves. The French Revolution gave them hope to
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go on.” Teacher: “L’Ouverture cared about the freedom of the slaves, so he went 
to the Spanish who did not help him like he thought they would. Then he tried to 
work with Napoleon who could not be trusted, double-crossed him, put him in jail 
where he died.”

•  Note: The teacher asks further questions each time in a Socratic format so students can extend 
their learning and probe deeper. If they have concerns or don’t understand, these further questions 
encourage deeper thinking so students may connect what they know and come up with the answer 
to try to find a solution.

• Next group: This group had Hidalgo. Seven students, each o f whom will answer 
a set o f questions replace the first group in the front o f the room. Student #1 in 
Group 2 answers the first three questions correctly. (When was the American 
Revolution? When was the French Revolution? When was the Age of 
Enlightenment?) Student #2 in Group 2 answers the next four questions correctly 
on Hidalgo. (What were his dates? What was his social status? What did he do 
for a living? With which country was he associated?) This group o f  all girls is 
doing an excellent job  ofpreparing. The individual group members also speak 
with authority. The teacher asks further questions such as “Why do I want to 
know this about Hidalgo?” The teacher answers: “I want to know that this guy 
said no to his family money and yes to the Catholic Church which represents no 
money.” Teacher: “How does this connect to today? What do we know about the 
new Pope?” Then a discussion o f the new Pope ensues.

•  Note: Further questions like these prompt students to make connections and apply info to current 
events in world history. The bell rings, ending the discussion for the day.

• What are the indications that critical thinking has occurred? First of all, 
when students can discuss topics and share information with their classmates, it 
can provide an engaging situation. Simply listening to a teacher speak all the time 
does not seem to motivate students. These students are constantly prompted to 
dig deeper through the “Why” questions and the “Why do I want to know this” 
line o f questioning. The teacher never lets go with a “Good” as if that’s enough. 
She is always stretching the students to think more which may contribute to the 
overall critical thinking.

• How does the teacher create instructional contexts in order to foster critical 
thinking with her students? The rubric containing the requirements is written so 
that students will be reflecting all along. Words like significant and influence 
him help students assess the learning as they progress. The word why is 
repeatedly used. Asking students to evaluate whether the individual was 
successful seems to be a great help and at the end of the rubric, asking whether 
the person failed or not is a type o f analysis technique, requiring students to 
break down their thinking process and decide whether the individual failed or was 
successful.
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Transcribed Field Notes Field Note #6 3/19/2013 Room 621

• Ms. Preston stands in the hall as students enter the room from lunch. She asks 
students to clear their desks, except for a writing utensil. Ms. Preston reminds 
the class o f the upcoming test this Thursday on Latin America. To prepare for the 
test, students must know everything on the study guide, but that will only earn 
them a passing grade, not an A. To make an A, students must also use their data 
sheets to identify (in more detail) items like the Freedom Fighters. They need to 
know everything possible about the Freedom Fighters. They need to know causes 
and effects, like on the Colombian Exchange handout (previously included).

• Next, she mentions the Fiesta Day on Friday. Students are to bring something to 
contribute....plates, napkins, cups, and food items.

• Then, she announces that for the rest o f the year, students have two long-term 
assignments: projects on Latin America and Market Day. Ms. Preston discusses 
the project, but the way she explains it and makes the assignments is creative in 
itself. First of all, she uses a differentiated assignment process. Students had 
previously taken an online survey to determine how they would prefer to 
complete projects as far as learning style. Several students had chosen to 
complete assignments as an entrepreneur or commercial expert. The first three 
come up to receive their assignment sheets, tailored to their commercial project. 
The teacher mentions that she has a tie for the 4th spot, so three students must 
compete for the last spot. They are to choose a number between 1 and 20 which 
she writes down beside their name on a piece o f paper. Then, she writes down her 
chosen number and has a student come to verify and determine who was the 
closest. Once the four entrepreneurs are chosen, she explains that they are to be 
business owners in four Latin American countries. She has them choose a 
number which coordinates with a country, and this is how they receive their 
country assignments (Brazil, Venezuela, Mexico, and Cuba). The first group of 
four has their assignment and their directions.

• The next four students choose a number to discover their assignments. This is a 
group of four girls who will complete projects on four females from Latin 
American history. Their assignments are based on how close they were to Ms. 
Preston’s chosen number, 13. They will present information and create their 
project, deciding at what point in the famous Latin American’s life they want to 
depict.

• Note: Not only is the assignment differentiated, based on a variety of ways to 
present the information, but the groups were chosen by referring to an online 
survey which determined learning styles. In addition, the manner in which 
Ms. Preston made the assignments was differentiated. Choices were
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embedded all along, such as when students chose a number to receive their 
assignment.

• The next and last group o f students, including a large number of both males and 
females, will “draw” the names of famous dictators from Latin American history 
to research. (Example: Santa Ana) Ms. Preston emphasizes the details of what 
students should cover for each dictator. For example, with Castro, she reminds a 
student to include the Cuban Missile Crisis and the Bay of Pigs incident. Note: 
Students seem to love the idea of these projects and cheer for each other as 
they receive their assignments, especially when a dangerous dictator is 
mentioned, such as Castro. The process of assigning the projects is an event 
in itself and takes up the entire period.

• The period ends with the last student receiving the name of his dictator, and Ms. 
Preston writing down the names of each student, along with their specific 
assignment. The teacher reminds students o f their test this week and the further 
explanation o f the assignments which will occur the following day.

• What are the indications that critical thinking has occurred? Both the 
project assignment and the manner in which it was assigned show varieties of 
differentiation. First o f all, the teacher uses a survey which emphasizes learning 
styles to determine which students complete which type of project (entrepreneurs, 
female leaders, dictators). Next, the way she assigns the projects show 
complicated thinking. Students must think of a number and/or “draw” a name. 
Basically, students are not given the same assignments; each assignment is 
tailored to the student and how he or she learns best.

• How does the teacher create instructional contexts in order to foster critical 
thinking with her students? The teacher provides choices along the way. She 
also adds details and provides additional suggestions to students to help them 
determine what to include in their project. (See the example above about Castro.) 
She embeds complex processes by having students think about how to present 
their information and providing choices. In addition, when the presentations are 
shared with the class, all class members will get the benefits of the research 
information, thus adding to the shared knowledge and indicating collaborative 
learning.
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Transcribed Field Notes Field Note #7 3/26/2013 Room 621

• Ms. Preston opens class with her blog on the LCD projector. (All teachers at this 
school are required to keep a blog and update at least once a week.) On the blog, 
she has CRCT pointers for her students. Study Island is a tool students may use 
to prepare for the CRCT. The Study Island site is connected to the Sixth Grade 
Standards. Integration of technology=a school focus area for this year.

• Ms. Preston opens up the Study Island site which has practice questions. For 
example, one question has map o f Europe with colored dots on specific countries. 
Ex: Denmark She allows students to guess. Questions on the site include “Where 
do most people live in the UK? Students answer: England or London. The 
teacher asks, “Why would people live in London? When students don’t know, 
she says, “It is where the jobs are located and is an urban area. It’s also the 
capital o f the England.” Ex: “What is monotheism?”
Student: “To worship one God.” (Vocabulary integration.)

• Next, the teacher passes back the last test. (See attached test.) Students have 
folders where they are to write down their test scores to analyze the test data. 
Beside their scores, they are to write down how long they studied and when they 
studied. Ms. Preston wants to determine, based on the test scores, how much 
study time transferred into the final test score. Then, the class will analyze and 
discuss each question, which will be beneficial to students to help understand 
what they missed and why they missed a particular question.

•  Ms. Preston also has extra credit possible. Students are asked to add the extra 
credit to their total score and attach the additional credit onto the back o f the test. 
Next, the class looks at each question and Ms. Preston asks them to divide the test 
into sections:
#l-6=general questions from the crossword puzzle review.

#7-21=require more effective studying, like using the data sheets.

#22-26=focus on critical reading from the primary sources.

#27-37= comprehension facts that require students to make connections to the 
info they know about the 4 Freedom Fighters from their presentation research, 
(listening skills and critical reading where students need to make connections and 
read carefully to get essential info out.)

#38-40= from the cause and effect assignment and ask which answer is NOT 
considered a cause of the Colombian Exchange. (Question 38 had a mistake on 
it. Students who got it correct should hand it to the teacher separately, so the 
teacher can make adjustments. Answer = D) Question 39 is an inference question 
where students must infer what happened. Inference details ask students to make 
connections and require reasoning or coming to conclusions.
#41-45= skills questions where students read a passage and answer questions.
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#46-50=questions that contain charts and graphs, which are an exercise in 
problem solving skills. Students must figure out the details o f the graph and/or 
chart and use the info to determine facts, make connections, and choose a 
response.

• After the entire test has been discussed where students read the question and give 
their response, the teacher asks them to analyze their scores based on the time 
they spent studying. They must reflect on what they missed and why they missed 
it. If they don’t understand what they missed, they are encouraged to talk to the 
teacher at another time.

• The bell rings as students pass up their tests.
•  What are the indications that critical thinking has occurred? Analysis o f test 

data is beneficial to students to help understand what they missed and why they 
missed a question. Asking students to keep a folder and reflect on how much time 
they spent studying and comparing it to the final grade on the test is helpful to 
encourage students to spend more study time for the next test. Looking at how 
the test is divided up is helpful so that students get a picture into how the teacher 
thinks when she creates a test. For example, the teacher has some questions from 
the study guide puzzle, some from the presentations, some from the primary 
sources and so on.

• How does the teacher create instructional contexts in order to foster critical 
thinking with her students? The teacher uses the term critical reading to 
encourage students to read carefully and think/reflect about each word as they 
read. Making connections is also emphasized for different parts of the test. 
Vocabulary integration is used again with terms on the Study Island site. (Ex: 
monotheism) The teacher integrates technology which is a school focus area and 
helps students to see visually what they need to know by showing it on the blog 
via the LCD projector. Ms. Preston also mentions the term “infer” to remind 
students to make connections for question 39, where they have to infer what 
happened. Questions #46-50 are problem solving questions where students must 
determine what is important on the graph and/or chart and make connections to 
prior knowledge to answer the questions.
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Transcribed Field Notes Field Note #8 3/28/2013 Lab 907

•  As students enter from lunch, Ms. Preston has an Opening Activity on the LCD 
projector. The activity is a CRCT (Criterion Referenced Competency Test) 
review with questions such as “Why was the Berlin Wall built?” Students 
answer: “To separate East and West Germany.” The teacher adds a “Why?” 
question. The first student she calls on does not know. The second student says, 
“To keep the communists and those who support democracy separated.” Students 
are anxious to answer and all are raising their hands.

• This opening activity has two purposes: to review the material and to prepare for 
the CRCT. The activity spurs additional questions about different types of 
government: oligarchy, democracy, confederation. Note: The teacher extends 
the learning by asking “why” questions and demanding more detailed 
answers. If a student answers with a one-word response, the teacher 
prompts the student to provide more details. Students also ask more 
questions, which spur additional responses from others. EX: A student asks 
if we have ever had a dictator in the U.S. Another student responds, “No, of 
course not. We are a democracy, and we’ve never had a dictator or a king.” 
The teacher responds to both, “You are correct. Our constitution doesn’t 
allow for a dictator. Thank you, Student #1.”

• The students have a handout entitled “Banana Republic.” The activity contains 
additional new terms about Latin America. However, the teacher decides to 
review a previous assignment first. She starts with what she calls a “trip down 
memory lane”-her term for reviewing.

• The term coup is discussed. (Vocabulary integration) “What is a coup?” A 
student responds, “When someone takes over the existing government.” “Yes,” 
she replies. “What is an ‘-ism’ that we’ve discussed?” A second student says, 
“Communism.” “What is the Monroe Doctrine?” A student says, “We are going 
to be friends with Latin America but we overthrew the leader in Guatemala and 
replaced him with a dictator.” The teacher says, “Yes, this is the Cold War with 
Latin America. We follow the money and prevent communism.”

• Teacher: “How can you be a dictator and not be communist?” No one knows.
She finishes with, “Totalitarianism...which says ‘I want to control everything.’
To understand history you have to follow the money. Remember history is told 
based on the person’s point of view.” (Point of View)

• She illustrates. She chooses a student. “Will, you are sick of the dictator-Batista 
in Cuba. What do you do? (Batista threw out the Parliament and took over.) 
Totalitarianism. Who overthrew Batista? Yes, Castro. He was a man who wanted 
to get rid of the Totalitarianistic government of Batista. Castro went to school 
with the former CEO of Coke. He was educated. At first, you could consider him 
a freedom fighter. Batista calls him a revolutionary. You see point o f view?” 
(Acting out/illustration)

•  The teacher now shifts back to the previous handout on Cuba. Student: “If Castro 
is a good man, who just wants to help, how does he become a dictator?” “Good
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question says the teacher. We shall see. Think about this.” The students read
from the handout (p. 103) The teacher asks leading questions. Ex: “What did the 
U.S. do about Cuba? We are 90 miles from Cuba. How does that affect the U.S. 
today?” No one knows. Teacher: “We have an embargo with Cuba. What does 
an embargo mean? Yes, we don’t trade with them.” (Vocabulary integration)

•  She continues. “There was great poverty in Cuba under Batista. The rich like 
him but the poor want an overthrow of his government. That’s what Castro does 
in 1959. This is the Cuban Revolution. Castro had good intentions, at first.”

•  Ms. Preston: “When the government gathers all the money from the country.
What is that called? Nationalizing.” (Vocabulary integration) Then she does an 
illustration. Teacher: “Grace, you are wealthy. You like don’t like Castro.
Emily, you are poor, so you like Castro. When Castro comes to power, do you 
leave the country? Yes, you take everything with you. Where do you go? The 
closest place? Yes, Miami. Where’s the largest Cuban population around? 
Miami. People strapped their jewels onto their bodies and left everything behind. 
They fled, escaped. Point o f view.. ..you are rich, you must leave when Castro 
comes to power. (Acting out/illustration) Student: “Why Miami?” Teacher:
“It is the closest place. It’s 90 miles away.” Students continue to read from the 
handout until the bell rings.

• What are the indications that critical thinking has occurred? Vocabulary 
integration seems to emerge repeatedly. The way the teacher integrates 
vocabulary shows deep thinking. For example, she uses scenarios to illustrate 
terms like nationalizing to show how the rich didn’t like Castro and had to leave. 
This also illustrates point of view and how someone’s point of view affects how 
they see history unfolding. Who is a good guy vs. who is a bad guy is determined 
by their point o f view. The teacher also continues to use questioning techniques. 
She asks “Why” questions and never allows students to answer with a one-word 
response. She extends the learning by pushing further each time.

• How does the teacher create instructional contexts in order to foster critical 
thinking with her students? The illustrations and scenarios are helpful for 
students to understand certain concepts. The students love being the object o f her 
illustrations. (“Let me be Castro!”) By using the Read Aloud activity, the teacher 
is guiding the students and asking questions as they progress. Again, the 
questioning techniques are important to engage and extend the learning.
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Transcribed Field Notes Field Note #12 4/18/2013 Lab 102
Time: 11:40-12:20

• Students enter a different lab today for their research. The original lab was 
occupied; many students are running around more as the lab is larger and 
organized with 32 Dell computers around the room against the wall with a section 
o f computers running down the middle o f the room-two rows of computers back- 
to-back.

•  Thus, noise ensues as Ms. Preston calms the students down and asks them to turn 
in their Market Day paragraphs + their business licenses, which are due Friday.
As students come in at different times due to previous lunch dismissal, they find 
their computers, hand in their paragraphs, grab their handouts for the project, and 
start to work.

• Mr. P, an Assistant Principal at the school, is observing Ms. Preston for her last 
IKES (Teacher Keys) observation during this class period as well. Mr. P comes 
in and sits in the front o f the room, looks at Ms. Preston’s lesson plans and takes 
notes.

• Some students are discussing the projects with each other; others are working 
silently. Ms. Preston talks to students individually; they have questions about the 
project and want her guidance. Some are speaking Spanish aloud as they read 
about their Latin American topics. Note: Proper pronunciation is a criterion 
on the rubric.

• Ms. Preston takes a group aside for an individualized meeting about the 
Entrepreneur Project. She asks for the four (two boys, two girls) entrepreneurs to 
come to the front. She discusses the questions with them and emphasizes how 
they are to cite evidence. Note: She mentions the following questions: What 
are the economic strengths and weaknesses o f  the country in which you are to 
invest? What are the political strengths and weaknesses in the country? How  
do geographic factors impact the country and therefore the business? This 
further questioning provides guidance and rubric-backed details so students 
will look for all facts as they start researching.

•  Ms. Preston continues with the four entrepreneurs as she asks more detailed 
directions:
1. “Give me a purpose.”
2. “Answer the whys.”
3. “What will impact my investment?”

• Note: Further questioning techniques and individualized instruction.
• Ms. Preston finishes with this group, and they return to their seats. Other students 

ask questions about the project and the speech they will need to prepare. Ms. 
Preston says, “Even if your person is dead, you must speak about them in the first 
person. This is magic. They are still with us for this project.” She reminds them 
to research the essential information, decide what should be included, and what is 
non-essential for the overall project. Note: She provides additional details and 
clarifies for meaning.
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• Students continue in a lively manner, reading aloud what they find, discussing 
with a neighbor, and asking questions. Learning is evident in this environment as 
students really enjoy their research and the related discussion. One student asks a 
question about one o f the leaders. Ms. Preston replies, “It all has to do with status 
and power.” She continues to walk around and monitor.

•  Mr. P, the AP who is observing, also walks around to ask students about their 
projects. Once students research a bit, they start working on their speeches.
Some students have Microsoft Word up and are adding details to their written 
speech as they research. Ms. Preston reminds them to ask the WHY questions, 
like “Why was this person an effective leader?”

• Many students are very quiet-natured as they ask Ms. Preston questions about 
their research, while others are livelier. She reminds them to look up their person 
two ways, by their name and through research about the history of that country. 
That way, they will obtain richer research and more detail.

•  Ms. Preston reminds them, “Don’t forget about the history o f the country... .that 
adds details to your overall body o f research.” Note: This reminds students to 
reflect on the person’s place in history and allows them to make decisions 
about what is important and what is not.

• Ms. Preston says to the class, “Remember your project should be written from the 
person’s point of view, Do it from their standpoint. Even horrible dictators think 
they are great! Then, see what the critics say about their effectiveness.” Note: 
Point of view and essential information.

• One student asks, “Why is it important for me to include where my person went to 
school? How is that essential?” Ms. Preston replies, “It affects the overall life of 
the person and can change his future!”

• Mr. P finishes his observation and leaves. Students complete what they can, pack 
up their backpacks, and leave when the bell rings.

• What are the indications that critical thinking has occurred? Students are 
obviously doing some higher thinking measures as they research. Hearing their 
questions indicates deep thinking is occurring. For example: “Why is their 
education important to their future?” Remember, these are sixth graders, and they 
are just starting to connect how important school is to their futures. Ms. Preston’s 
response to that “It affects the overall life o f the person and can change his 
future!” clarifies and emphasizes the importance o f making connections between 
all the research details and the measure of a person’s life. Ms. Preston reminds 
students to tell the story from the person’s point of view. This clarifies and helps 
the students to use proper vision for the project. Once the final projects are 
completed, it will be easier to assess whether the final product indicates critical 
thinking was used.

How does the teacher create instructional contexts in order to foster critical 
thinking with her students? The individualized instruction Ms. Preston 
provides to the group of four entrepreneurs is effective and gives them added info.
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The way she uses the questions from the rubric are effective instructional 
measures to enhance the critical thinking of her students.
1. “Give me a purpose.”
2. “Answer the whys.”
3. “What will impact my investment?”

Note: She mentions the following questions: What are the economic strengths 
and weaknesses o f  the country in which you are to invest? What are the political 
strengths and weaknesses in the country? How do geographic factors impact the 
country and therefore the business? This further questioning provides guidance 
and rubric-backed information so students will look for all details as they start 
researching. In addition, she reminds students to look at not only the person, but 
the history o f the country. This encourages reflection about how the country’s 
history affects the person’s life.
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Transcribed Field Notes Field Note #14 4/23/2013 Room 621
Time: 11:40-12:20

• Students come in after lunch; they are quite excited due to the 6th grade trip to 
Epcot and Universal tomorrow. The room is arranged as it was yesterday with the 
desks facing the podium for the speeches. One student is at the podium, practicing 
his speech before class starts, obviously coming back early from lunch to do so. 
Ms. Preston starts class immediately, so presentations can begin.

• Ms. Preston calls students randomly; they must be ready to present at a moment’s 
notice with no warning. The teacher calls Hamilton (Student #1 today) to the 
front. Hamilton is very soft-spoken at first and begins his speech with a soft 
voice. He is an entrepreneur from Cuba and has invested in sugar cane and wants 
us to invest in sugar cane as well. Hamilton presents the background o f sugar 
back to the 1800’s and mentions inventions like the steam engine which have 
influenced the success o f sugar cane. He discusses the geography o f Cuba and 
tells us the climate is ideal for the growth o f the sugar cane. The literacy rate in 
Cuba is 99%, which is extremely good for the country. Hamilton mentions that 
the literacy rate was affected by Castro’s young teachers which he hired because 
they spoke in favor of him and his policies. This led to the rise in literacy rates, 
according to Hamilton. In addition, the land is very arable and well-suited to 
farming.

• At this point, the entire school had a FIRE DRILL. As this is not planned, we file 
outside and continue after the drill has been completed.

•  Hamilton continues with the end o f his speech, and Ms. Preston addresses him. 
She likes his reasons (literacy rate, arable land, and climate). She comments on 
the fact that he mentions these 3 facts several times, reinforcing the idea in the 
mind of the listeners. Ms. Preston extends the learning by stating that Cuba is a 
communist nation and communist nations initially want an educated population 
who will be prepared to create revolutionaries, those ready to rebel against the old 
society. Communists and dictators and are different in that way, she continues. 
Dictators kill the educated immediately since they want people who don’t think. 
Communists, when they come to power, want to indoctrinate their followers to 
their way o f life. Note: Ms. Preston wants the class to think about the 
reasons behind these and points out the differences to get them to reflect.
This extends the learning beyond what the student had in mind for his 
presentation.

• The next student, John (#2 today), is called up to the podium. He is presenting a 
project on a dictator, or freedom fighter from Venezuela named Manuel Carlos 
Piar. He tells us that Piar was an enemy of Simon Bolivar. Bolivar put Piar in jail 
and they became mortal enemies. Piar was executed at Bolivar’s request via 
firing squad. Piar was a Mestizo while Bolivar was a Creole. Note: After 
John’s presentation, Ms. Preston asks him to define Mestizo (someone of 
Latin American and other, mixed blood) and Creole (someone from Spain 
who was born somewhere else). This use of vocabulary adds an addition
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dimension to the learning situation. Students are able to connect to a term 
that they have been presented with before. The bell rings to end the period. 
Only two students were able to present today due to the fire drill.

•  What are the indications that critical thinking has occurred? Critical thinking 
seems apparent as students are listening to Ms. Preston’s added details. Although 
it is difficult to determine whether students are taking in the information in the 
format o f the class, the additional details and connections have been provided by 
the teacher. The information about how dictators kill the educated immediately 
because they don’t want someone to THINK is poignant. Students seemed 
shocked when they heard the statement. Comparing and contrasting communism 
to a dictatorship was helpful for these students who are presently doing 
presentations on dictators while others have countries where there are Communist 
governments.

• How does the teacher create instructional contexts in order to foster critical 
thinking with her students? The assignment itself is intended to have students 
think and use critical thinking skills. Ms. Preston’s added details when she de
briefs the students are intended to extend the learning. The point where she 
defines terms helps students make connections to previous learning.
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Transcribed Field Notes Field Note #18 5/9/2013 Lab 102
Time: 11:40-12:20

• Students enter the lab from lunch and immediately start working. Ms. Preston 
reminds them to turn in their financial info to her, or she will deduct 10 points. 
Note: Late grade
Once students turn in their financial handout, they can begin working on the 
power point/Prezi. (See rubric requirement!) She reminds them they must save lA 
of the money to invest/save.

• Discover Bank is a site students can use to check for interest rates. This 
background financial info must be approved by Ms. Preston before they can 
proceed to the Prezi. (They must attach the website to the power point or Prezi so 
the class can see it.)

• One student brings up his financial info and has a CD for 46% interest. Ms. 
Preston is astonished and wants proof; they look up the info on the site the student 
used, and it is actually at a rate o f .85%. Note: Fact-finding is essential. Ms. 
Preston allows them to research freely but does check herself when 
something does not seem plausible.

•  Once the teacher gives the “go ahead” on the financial affairs, students can start 
the Prezi and can also sign up for their presentation date. The incentive to doing 
this in a timely manner is that they have first choice on the date of their 
presentation.

•  Internet issues have been a problem as the school server has been inoperable. 
Some students are unable to complete their research or send the info to Ms. 
Preston via electronic means. Ms. Preston urges them to “find ways to solve your 
problem, on your own.” They must figure out how to get the info to her and must 
think about the best way to do this. Note: This is active, on-the-spot, practical 
problem-solving. They can email it to her and/or print it out. She urges them to 
call her over and show her that they’ve completed it as well.

•  Ms. Preston is very effective at encouraging students to be independent. She 
challenges them to think “on their feet.” Note: This is both problem-solving 
and reflection. Students are actively working; no one is wasting time. Students 
are up, asking questions; Ms. Preston walks around constantly, answering 
questions and providing guidance. She is encouraging and firm at the same time. 
She does not “tell” them the answer but encourages them to discover their own 
answer through reflection. Note: Questioning and reflection are both 
exhibited by this activity as well as clarifying by the teacher.

• Once another student turns in the financial info, Ms. Preston announces it to the 
class, and there are cheers. Note: Competition and affirmation. Hands go up 
around the room as students ask questions about their individual situation to 
clarify details. Almost every computer in the room is taken by this full class. 
Despite the recent server issues, the students are mostly able to continue their 
research. (Teachers have been without email for two days, and attendance access 
has been spotty. The internet is up and down as well.)
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• Ms. Preston has great enthusiasm for both the subject matter and for the students 
themselves. The students seem to feel encouraged and affirmed in this 
environment. Some students have moved to their Prezis and power points while 
others are still researching. By the end o f the period, Ms. Preston calls out the 
names o f those students who owe her the financial information. Since it is the end 
o f class, these students will likely receive -10 points. The bell rings as students 
leave the classroom.

• What are the indications that critical thinking has occurred? Since one cannot 
“see” critical thinking in action, one must assume that critical thinking is 
happening, based on the assignment itself. 1. The teacher has students find a 
solution to their internet issue on their own. This is practical and teaches self- 
sufficiency. Students must reflect on how to solve their internet problem and 
“think” or reflect on how to address the issue. 2. Students are constantly asking 
questions o f the teacher; the teacher answers, and more students yell out 
suggestions. Thus, there is teacher-to-student and student-to-student questioning 
and clarification.

•  How does the teacher create instructional contexts in order to foster critical 
thinking with her students? The rubric for the assignment has specific research 
requirements that include the chronological itinerary and the financial itinerary. 
This is an exercise in application. Students must know what the terms mean 
(income, spending, credit, saving, and investing) but also how to apply the 
definitions to a real-life situation.
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Table Y1

Summary o f  Chapter 2 Research

Author Year Question Findings
Gillies 2004 How do  s tuden ts behave, learn, 

and in teract w ith each o ther 
w hen they  work in small groups, 
and w hat difference does 
teaching s tuden ts how  to  
collaborate m ake? 
Q ualita tive /Q uan tita tive

Cooperative learning in middle 
school s tuden ts in structu red  
groups w ere m ore willing to  
p rom ote  th e  learning of each 
o th e r and used frequen t higher 
o rder thinking & atta ined  higher 
scores on m ath  questionnaire. 
My study did not look a t te s t 
scores, but no ted  th a t 
collaboration increased learning. 
AGREE

Gokhale 1995 Will th e re  be a significant 
difference in achievem ent on a 
te s t of CT item s betw een  
s tuden ts learning individually 
and th o se  learning 
collaboratively? Q uantitative

Collaborative learning to  CT 
This study found th a t studen ts 
w ho participated collaboratively 
perform ed significantly b e tte r  on 
CT te s ts  than  s tu d en ts  who 
studied individually. S tudents 
w ho w ork in groups a re  capable 
of perform ing b e tte r  d u e  to  
increased problem  solving skills 
and peer support helps. 
Collaborative learning provides 
opportunities to  analyze, 
synthesize, and evaluate 
cooperatively. My study did not 
look a t te s t scores bu t AGREES 
with th e  findings on 
collaboration and th e  effect it has 
on s tu d en t use of CT.

Hobson, Simms, & 
Knezek

2001 Q uan tita tive
Do studen ts in a technology- 
enriched classroom  
d em onstra te  b e tte r  use of 
higher o rder thinking skills than  
s tuden ts in a traditional class? 
Do a ttitu d es tow ard com puters 
differ betw een  s tu d en ts  in a 
technology-enriched classroom  
and s tu d en ts  in a traditional 
classroom ?

Technology to  im prove higher 
o rder thinking: Findings of the ir 
study say in a technology- 
enriched classroom , learning is 
m ore s tu d en t cen te red  and less 
teach er cen tered . The 
environm ent encouraged 
cooperative groups and s tuden t 
participation. S tudents applied 
knowledge ra the r th a t acquired 
th e  knowledge. S tudents w ere 
actively m anipulating info in 
different ways to  solve problem s. 
Technology w as a way to  redesign 
a classroom  to  prom ote and
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foster CT. Technology was the  
vehicle to  encourage s tuden ts to  
m ove from  know ledge-based 
learning to  application of 
learning.
MY STUDY did no t specifically 
look a t how  technology affected 
th e  learning. MS. Preston had 
projects, m any research-based 
projects w here s tuden ts w ere  
able to  think critically and apply 
w hat they  learned. Ms. P reston 's 
assignm ents support tha t.

M cDonald & 
Hannafin

2003 MIXED METHOD
Will s tu d en ts  w ho review for 
third-grade s ta te  social studies 
assessm ents using w eb-based 
gam es score higher than  
s tuden ts how  review ed in the  
traditional m anner?

Com puter gam es and test-p rep  
S tudents in th e  w eb group scored 
higher than  th e  control group but 
no t significantly so. Kids w ere 
en thusiastic abou t th e  gam es and 
eager. S tudents w ere  m otivated 
by th e  form at and enjoyed th e  
review. Parents no ted  s tuden ts 
w an ted  to  review a t hom e. Even 
though  te s t scores w ere  not 
significantly higher using th e  w eb 
approach, m otivation w as higher. 
MY STUDY did no t look a t te s t 
scores, but no ted  th a t s tuden ts 
enjoyed th e  technology aspect, 
and MS. Preston could have used 
m ore technology gam es as her 
primary m ode of in te rne t use was 
to  com plete s tu d en t research

McLean 2005 Q uan tita tive
How do  college s tuden ts 
indicate CT by using tw o 
m odels: one categorized the  
types of CT displayed by 
stu d en ts  and th e  o th e r was used 
to  evaluate th e  quality of CT?

Evaluating CT
Results: In th e  area of quality of 
CT, s tu d en ts  indicated relevance 
as m ost frequen t. In th e  area of 
types of CT, th e  m ost frequen t 
response w as Making inferences 
and in terpretations. The goal of 
th e  study w as to  determ ine why 
underg raduates are not showing 
levels o f CT. The study sought to  
help instructors design and plan 
instruction for teaching CT. MY 
STUDY did not look a t th e  s tu d en t 
perspective, specifically. Ms. 
Preston w as questioned and 
observed, not studen ts. Future 
studies could look a t th e  s tu d en t 
perspective and take into account
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w hether they  feel they  are 
thinking critically.

Noble 2004 Q uan tita tive  and  Q ualitative Integrating Bloom with m ultiple 
intelligences in a study of 16 
teachers in K-6 over 18 mo. The 
teachers w ere  em ployed in tw o 
schools similar in type and 
population, both having a higher 
than  average num ber of English 
as a Second Language families. 
Results show  th a t teachers 
perceive th a t Ml theory  gave 
them  guidance to  ca te r to  th e  
needs of th e  s tuden ts and 
allowed stu d en ts  to  flourish and 
thrive. Feedback indicated th a t 
teachers saw  kids gaining d ee p er 
understandings and increased 
m otivation. RBT helped s tu d en ts  
to  be challenged and helped 
them  evaluate the ir own learning. 
RBT encouraged teachers to  
reach different levels of s tu d e n t 
ability. MY STUDY used no t RBT 
bu t th e  original Bloom's 
taxonom y. The participating 
teacher indicated th a t Bloom's 
taxonom y w as part o f her 
definition of CT and she 
encouraged th e  use of Analysis, 
synthesis, and evaluation in her 
classroom .

te n  Oam & Volman 2004 Q uan tita tive  m eta-analysis CT as a strategy for teaching 
citizenship by analyzing studies 
on CT and in terpreting results.

W ood, Bruner, & 
Ross

1976 Q uan tita tive
W hat is th e  role of tu toring  in 
th e  process of problem  solving?

This study looks a t children (3 ,4 , 
5) and w hether a tu to r  can 
successfully coach th e  child to  
com plete a problem -solving task 
to  build a structure . The tutorials 
are sho rt and no tes a re  m ade 
regarding the ir interactions. 
Problem solving findings: 
Scaffolding occurs as th e  tu to r  
m akes suggestions and modeling 
by th e  tu to r  brings valuable 
results. Kids ten d  to  im itate acts 
th a t they already perform  well, 
indicating familiarity was a key. 
Children im itate problem -solving
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abilities by an instructor or 
teacher. MY STUDY-Ms. Preston 
a ttem p ted  to  m odel problem 
solving behavior, bu t did not go 
far enough. Her problem  solving 
encouragem ent w as mostly 
structural as in th e  in te rne t issues 
but no t con ten t based.

V alentine & Collins 2010 W hat is th e  relationship 
b /tw een  th e  natu re  and the 
levels o f s tu d en t engagem ent in 
Missouri m iddle schools with 
standardized te s t scores? 
(Q uantitative)

As s tu d e n t engagem ent goes up, 
so do te s t scores.
My study did not look a t te s t 
scores but th e  idea of 
engagem ent increasing learning 
w as no t proven. My study of CT 
found th a t CT and engagem ent 
a re  tw o different situations.




