
Helping Studenfs to
Think
Criticall

RY HUMBERTO M. RASI

ADVENTIST EDLICATION . SL]M]VER 1987 . PAGE 4



e v e n t h - d a y  A d v e n t i s t
t e a c h e r s  a r e  w e l l  a c -
qua in ted  w i th  E l len  G.
White's pointed statement

that " the work of t rue educat ion" is"t0 tfain the youth t0 be thinkers, and
not  mere  re f lec to rs  o f  o ther  men 's
thought." t  I f  th is counsel was val id a few
generations ago when both public and
private education placed great emphasis
0n memory and rote learning, it. is even
more relevant today. Three factors have
made more chal lenging the f0le of teach-
ers in the contemporary classroom: (1)
The rapid expansion of knowledge in
pract ical ly al l  d iscipl ines; (2) The easy
access [0 informal,ion through the media,
publ icat ions, l ibrar ies, and computers;
(3) The increasing complexi ty of thc
issues-many of them ethical-raised
by this new knowledge and the technolo-
gies dcrivcd from it.

As a result,, tcachers-patt,icularly at
the  upper -secondary  and un ivers i ty
levels-must no longer be viewcd as the
exclusivc providers of knowledge and
information, but,  as experienced guidcs
in the developmentof students'  ski l lsand
at t , i t ,udes  requ i red  fo r  se l f -d i rec ted
inquiry l ,hf0ughout thei f  l ivcs. YOung
peoplc wi l l  nced this abi l i ty in ordef t0
pfoccss new information, to solve ncw
problems, and to vcry l ikely adlust to
career changos later in l i fc.

Crit,ical t,hinking, then, can be defined
as thc abi l i ty to analyze, systematize, and
cri t ique new cOncepts, moving frOm con-
Ofete t0 abstract, modes of thought. ' l 'his

pfocess usual ly requires raising r0lcvan[
ques[ ions, formulal , ing val id general iza-
t ions, cvaluat, ing var ious possibi l i t ies,
and making a carcful  choice among
0pti0ns. I t  is n0t restr icted to a l0gical  or
scicnt i f ic approach, but als0 involves
personal and ethical factors.

' fhought fu l  cducators  havc  bcgun
voicing the concern that we afe not,
developing these much-needed ski l ls in
0ur students. ( ionsequent ly,  a growing
number of publ icat ions and workshops
are beginning to focus on the sublect.2
They are based on the premise that these
skills do not, evolve naturally, tlut must
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be deliberately fostered by teachers as
parl of the educa[ional pfocess.

( l r i t ical  thinking is necessary in al l
discipl ines and can best be learned
within the c0ntext of  each One 0f them.
This means that, every teacher, regard-
less of his or her special ty,  should
assume the responsibi l i ty of  helping stu-
dents develop these ski l ls,  especial ly at
the sccondary and col lcgc lcvels.  I t  also
nlcans that methods for cr i t , ical  thinking
wi l l  vary from discipl ine t0 discipl ine.
Students, therefore, lvill need to learn
the basic concepts and approaches rele-
vant t0 that discipl ine before they can
dcvclop a framcwork for cr i t , ical  think:
l ng .

In this art ic le we wi l l  provide some
pract,ical suggesti0ns t0 assist teachers
in the fundamental  task of helping stu-
donts to think cr i t ical ly.

Fostering Inquisitiveness
Parents and teachers know that, nor-

mal chi ldren are natural ly incl ined to
(-rxplofe their environment, and to ask all
kinds of questions. 'lhe Creator made our
brains capable of stor ing and proccssing
huge amounts of informat, ion. Somc sct i -
ent ists bel ieve that a healthy human
bra in  can ass imi la te  100 f r i l l i on  b i ts  n f
Informal ion-that,  is more than 500
trmOs the mater ial  c0ntained in a com-
plcfc set of Lhe Flnlyclopaedia llrilan-
nir:a !

However, by the time thcy reach
sccondary school or collcge, many stu-
dents have lost much of their natural
cur iosi ty as a result  of  homes or schools
that have discouraged them from asking
quest,ions. They seem resigned to ab-
sorb ing  uncr i t i ca l l y  the  in fOrmat i0n
provided t0 them by others. Some psy-
chologists believe that extensive tele-
vision viewing also promotes mental
passivity by emphasizing intake instead
of interaction. As John Holt, remarked,"We 

don't  have to make human beings
smaft. They are born smart. All we have

t0 d0 is t0 st0p doing things that make
them stupid.":r

Fortunately God endowed us with a
stubl]orn incl inat i0n to analyze and gen-
eral ize: we are concept-making crea-
tures. Teachers need t0 be keeniy awafe
of students' natural desire to make sense
of lhe world by raising quest i0ns and 0f
their frequently inbred [endcncy tur be
passivc rcccivers. 0het Mcycrs makes an
important,  point,  when he states: "Stu-

dents wi l l  move beyond th0ir  l imited,
immediate experiencc and develop ncw
mental  structures for cr i t , ical  thinking
only when their  prcscnt,  struclurcs afr)
insuff ic ient t0 thc lask at hand and when
an atmosphcrc of discovcry cnc0ufages
them [0 cxplore new modcs 0f think-
ing. "'t

S o m e  i n s e c u f o  o r  i n e x p e r i c n c c d
teachers may hcl  subconsciously in-
cl incd tu overwhelm theit  c lasses with
their  knOwledgc 0r t0 r igidly mntr0l  al l
exchangcs in the r00m. In virw of this,
al l  educators would do wcl l  to cr i t ical ly
evaluatc thei f  methods and classroom
approaches to detcrmine whether thcy
arc rcinforcing Lheir  st ,udents'  passivc
absorpt ion of information instcad ol  en-
couraging cr i t ical  inquiry and act, ivt :
involvement.

Teaching the Skills
ln addit ion t0 thc i rul t ,ufal  and pcr-

sonal factors lisled above, olher ele-
ments in tOday's educal ional envir0n-
ment ,  makc  i t  d i l f i cu l t  t0  s t , imu la tc
c r i t i c a l  t , h i n k i n g  a m o n g  s t u d c n t s :
cramped teaching schedules, large class
s i z e s ,  v o l u m i n o u s  c o u r s e  c o n l e n l ,
l imited class t ime, and a smorgasbord
approach to curr iculum.

Some teachers, however, have devised
strategies that all0w them t0 effectively
teach these basic ski l ls.  Their  point 0f
departure, before teaching a c0urse, is t0
ask themselves [w0 basic quest ions:''What 

do I wanl my students to know and
what do I want them to be able to do by
the time they complete this coufse?"

Teachers must no longer be uiewed as
the exclusiue prouiders ol knotuledge ond
information, but as experienced guides in
the deuelopment of students'skills and atti-
tudes required for self-directed inquirg
throughout their liues.
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This approach forces teachers to focus on
the essent ials,  both in content and ski l ls.

Original ly,  col leges in the United
Stales considered that their main task
was [0 develop character as well as
habits of thought. 0nly in recent [imes
have they begun placing as top priority
the mastery of academic content. It
seems clear that the pendulum needs to
swing back t0 a more intermediate posi-
[i0n. Teachers should consciously seek to
establish a balance between providing
in fo rmat ion  and deve lop ing  th ink ing
Drocesses. This, in turn, will lead to a
balance between lectufe and interacti0n
between student and teacher as well as
among students. Lectufes, then, wi l l  be
devoted to providing informatron not
avai lable in texts,  to clar i fy ing di f f icul t
concepts, [0 raising relevant, questions in
issues to be drscussed.

Critical thinking is
necess7ra in all dis
ciplines and can
best be learned
within the context of
e]ch one of them.

The most important contribution a
leacher can make in this regard, both in
lect,ures and in interac[ i0n, is to show
students how he or she engages in cr i t i -
cal  thinking. ln other words, teachefs
should make expl ic i t  their  own analyt ical
framework, their method for collecting,
evaluat ing, organizing, and summarizing
data, as well as the way they arrive
a t  care fu l l y  cons idered conc lus ions .
Ideal ly,  they should share with thei f  stu-
dents samples of their  own trngoing
research, thus helping young people to
see how adults also struggle to under-
stand certain issues and t0 keep 0biective
and subiective elements in balance.

All teachers face the challenge of mov-
ing their students from a self-centered
universe, based on l imited personal
experiences and concrete fealities, t0 a
more abstract realm where a variety of
visions and values exists. Unfortunately,
teaching methOds in most courses mOve
students from the abstract t0 the cOn-
crete, which is contrary t0 the way we
develop as human beings. By using this
method. we stress the confirmation of

abstractions, not their discovery.

Stimulating Interest
A clear understanding of the objec-

tives of the course to be taught, as
indicated above, is an essential require-
ment for success in the classroom. How-
ever, experienced teachers know that,
mastery 0f the sublect, good organization
0f the material, and careful lecture prep-
arati0n do not bring satisfactory results if
student interest is lacking. To quote
Meyers again:

0ur culture does exert pressufe on chi ldren to
remain si lent and fol low instruct ions rather than
asking questi0ns. Thus. natural inquisit iveness is
soon rcplaced by passivity and a tendency l0 takc
cues from oth€Ts. . . . tly the t,imc most students
reach col lege age, the inner-difccted chi ld has
bccomc thc Other-directed yOung adult.  Passivity
and cauti0n have replaced inquisit , iveness and
questi0ning, and taking notcs 0n thc th0ughts 0f
Others has replaced thinking for onesclf .5

ln addit ion, students frequent ly br ing
to the classroom negative preconceptions
about part icular discipl ines, based on
less-than-sat isfaclury previous enc0un-
te rs  w i th  the  sub iec t  mat te r .  Th is ,
coupled with the common academic prac-
tice 0f shifting students from class to
class every 50 minutes, does l i t t le t0
encoufage sustained, reflective thOught.
ln fact,  by the t ime the student 's mind is
ful ly engaged, the bel l  r ings, s ignal ing
the need t0 m0ve t0 another subiect.

What can teachers do to sufmount,
these Obstacles and to stimulate student
attenti0n and involvement? Here are
some possibi l i t ies:

1. Conduct an anonymous survey at
the beginning of the course. Ask students
t0 wri te down (a) previous course work
in the discipl ine or related f ie lds; (b)
areas of personal intefest or hobbies
connected with the curr iculum; (c) indi-
vidual expectations for the course. Use
this information to guide you in select ing
additi0nal readings, topics for discus-
sion, areas that need to be covered, and
written assignments.

2. Begin each class by oral ly posinga
problem or a challenge relating t0 the
topic of the day. Avoid questions that
merely seek factual answefs, because
they do nOt encoufage student involve-
ment. The topic for discussion may be
introduced with an article 0r a news-
paper clipping and one 0r two thought
questi0ns, duplicated and given t0 stu-
dents as they come to class. Allow them
sufficient time t0 offer their own hy-
potheses before present ing your views.

Carefully keep the discussion on track by
restating the initial problem or asking
additional questions.6

3. Selectopposingviews 0n a particu-
lar issue related t0 the subject, distribute
copies to students at the appropriate time
and ask them t0 discuss the topic in class.
This approach helps students to expand
their viewpoints and stimulates their
interest by presenting contrasting per-
spectives on real issues.

4. Convince your colleagues and the
school administration to combine class
periods, s0 that, instead of teaching one
50-minute class four t imes a week,
teachers can offer two consecutive 50-
minute  per iods  tw ice  a  week.  Th is
requires more careful  schedul ing and
pfeparati0n but allows for sustained stu-
dent involvement with the subiect and

Methods for critical
thinking will uaru
from discipline to
discipline.

for a combinat i0n 0f approaches: f i lm/
visuals,  discussion, lecture, smal l  group
interaction, summary, et, cetera.

Creating the Environment
In addition to careful teacher prepafa-

tion and methodological approach, cer-
tain psychol0gical and physical factOrs
can cfeate an environment, conducive to
the development 0f cr i t ical  thinking:

1. Provide a classroom atmosphere
that enc0urages 0pen, c0urte0us ex-
pression of diverging ideas. Acknowl-
edge respectfully the contribution of
each student.  This wi l l  help get students
involved and encourage them t0 explore
new modes of thinking in a 

"safe"

si tuat ion.
2. Once you pose a problem or pre-

sent a topic for discussion, allow a few
minutes of silence s0 that all students can
carefully reflect, write down for them-
selves a br ief  out l ine, and then part ic i-
pate in the exchange of views. Students
need time to assimilate and ponder new
concepts.

3. Seek a balance between an envi-
r0nmenl that chal lenges o]d modes of
thinking and at the same time provides

Continued on page 28
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HELPING
STUDENTS THINK
CRITICALLY
Continued from page 6

suppOtt for the development of new ones.
4 Arrange the classroom space to

enc0ufage intefact, i0n with y0u, the
teacher,  and among the students. Place
the chairs,  desks, or tables in a circ le,
semicircle,  or rectangle, s0 that every-
one wi l l  be able [o see cveryone else.
Al low studcnts to ask one another ques-
t , ions  dca l ing  w i th  t ,he  top ic  under
discrrssi l rn.  Guidc the oxchanges by clar-
i fy ing issues, quest i0ning assuntpt, ions,
and 0nc0uragi ng less-ar l i0ulatc stud0nts
[o part jc ipate.

5. 0n occasir)n, arrangc the r lesks in
Clust,0rs and prOvidc 0pp0rtunity for stu-
dents k) work in smal l  groups to solvtr
spcc i l i c  p rob lcms. ' fhen request  one
slulkespcrson from cach gf0up l0 ptcsent,
a hrief report,.

Written Assignments
As impoftanl as Oral par l ic ipal , i0n is t0

st imulalc st ,ut lcnt involvemcnt and af l ic-
ulate c0ncepts, i t  OannOt replacc wri l ing
as a frrndamental  m0dc of learning. Wri t-
i r tg al lows thought lo becomc visible kr
oulsclvcs and to olhcrs, whi le faci l i ta[-
ing t ,he analysis and evaluat, ion of our
own idcas. ln loday's classrooms, how-
ev0f, m0st tcsts, f0p0fl,s, tcfm pap(_rts,
artd eraminat ions tcnd to cmphasize
infornat, ion rccai l  rather lhan cf i t ical
t h i n k i n g .

S ince  c r iL ica l  th ink ing  is  a  sk i l l  tha t
can lrc devckrped and maslered lhrough
pract, ice, l .cachers shuuld design wf i t , ing
assignments that wi l l  require st ,udents t0
perform tasks of increasing r l i f f icul ty.
This progression wi l l  guide thcm through
specif ic steps: summarizing ideas, out-
l i n i n g  b a s i c  i s s u e s ,  i d e n t i f y i n g  k e y
c0ncepls,  asking appropf iatc quest i0ns,
recognizing assumpti0ns and biases, cr i -
t iquing arguments, proposing theories,
and defending conclusions.

When [eachefs fequest, more short
written assignments, rather than fewer,
longef ones, they can better guide [he
s[udents'  learning and provide them wi[h
immediate feedback. Assignments should
focus  on  rea l  p rob lems and issues ;
ideal ly,  topics should relate to the stu-
dent, 's own experience. l t  is essent ial
that instruct ion for the assignments be
clearly spel led 0ut,  including the sub-

iect, the matefials to be read or re-
searched, the overall approach, length,
format,  and deadl ine.

Here are some types of written as-
signments that will progressively foster
cr i t ical  thinking:

1. Brief summaries, Have students
compile an abstfact of a chapter of
assigned reading, a lecture, a classroom
discussion, a f i lm, or a videotape shown
in class. This involves ident i fy ing the
central  concepts and arranging them in
order of importance.

2. Short analytir:al paperc. Ask stu-
dents t0 read one 0r more essays dealing
wi lh a subiect,  then summarizc the
authors'  respcct ive posit , ions, evaluat ing
thc i r  va l id i t y .

3. Critiques. Proviric students with a
newspapcr editor ial  or an art ic le wf i t ten
by a columnist and ask Lhcm t0 summa-
r ize lhe posit , ion presentcd, idcnt i lSr th0
p0int,  0f  v icw 0l '  lhe arrthor,  cf  i t , i ( lu0 i t ,
and off'er a fcbult,al.

The cvaluat ion uf thcsc assignment,s
must be pr0mpt,  and expl ic i t .  Ttrachurs
shoLrld clear ly indicatc by wri t , ing on thrr
margins 0r at,  thc end ol '  thc paper [ht :
wcak and strong points,  and srrggcst spe-
ci f ic ways of making improvemcnts i rr
Iuture assignmen[s.

Personal Commitment
Few tcach ing  lasks  can be  more

dcmanding than hclping st ,ur lcnts tkr-
ve lop  the i r  r r r i t i ca lab i l i t ies .  ln  t ,h is  p ro-
cess, lcarncrs usual ly pf0gtcss through
four stcps: (1) dual isn, a vicwp0int,  that
secs the world neallir dividcd bel.wcrrn

right and good versus wrong and bad; (2 )
multiplicity, when students realize thal
there is uncertainty regarding the spe-
ci f ic solut ion t0 many problems in al l
disciplines: (3) relativism, a position that
acknowledges the existence of many
points of v iew that seem equal ly val ic l ;
(1) comnitment, when in the face of
growing complexi ty of v iewpoints,  the
sludent carefully chooses one posit,ion on
the basis of his or her own personal
values and acccpts responsi bil ity.

Happy is the tcacher who has led his
or her students lhrough the proccss of
dcveloping their  God-given abi l i t ies to
lhink cr i t ical ly and to make conscious
cthical  choices. Srrch lcachcrsarc invalu-
ab lc  bo th  t0  thc i r  na t i0n  and the i r
church .
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TJSING NTJMBERS TO TEACH
CRITICAL THINKING
)ontinued fron page I

ol  students (5).  ' fh is is the r ican, which
gives 6 chi ldren per family.  ' lhen com-
pute the avemge family sizc by selecting
the number t ,hal  is the most,  common, 12,
which is Lhe mlde. Then calculate the
avefage family by select ing the middle
score, 3, which is Lhe nedian. At this
pornt you can discuss which measure of"avefage" 

best descr ibes the "family

size" of the group 0r the "typical 
stu-

dent" in the group and point out that
numbers must be intefpreted with care.

After the discussion, you can make up
examples and let  the students develop
develop their  cr i t ical  thinking ski l ls in

deciding what the "average" 
might,  or

mignt n0t,  mcan. lbr example, you might
clrp Out a newspapef aft ic lc lhat says
yor.r f  community has an avcrage of 1.78
chi ldren per family and ask where a TV.-
fep0r[er could f ind an 

"average" 
family

to interview.

Misleading Graphs
Graphs and charts are good sources of

information for teaching cr i t ical  thinking
in social studies classes. 1/,S. Arews and
World Report  is an especial ly good
source for such r l lustrat ions.

In showing how graphs can mislear l ,
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