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Critical Thinking

Pauline Sumner

Developmental objectives

This chapter:

· explores what is meant by critical thinking

· considers ways to enhance critical thinking skills

· provides a stepped critical thinking framework

· suggests strategies to meet academic standards for critical thinking

· helps you to critically engage with the literature

· suggests strategies for critical reflection.

What is critical thinking?

Whilst studying at college or university you will be required to think critically in many different ways to demonstrate your academic credibility. Whilst this may sound daunting remember that you are in fact already thinking critically, sometimes without even consciously realising it. A simplified view of critical thinking is ‘the examination of an idea thoroughly and in depth rather than taking it at its face value’ (Moon, 2008: 14). From the minute we get up in the morning we are making decisions that require a certain level of critical thinking. This will involve deciding about, say, wearing smart or casual clothes dependent on your plans for the day. You may be considering travel arrangements to a particular venue based on previous knowledge about the journey and current learning gathered from media broadcasts or travel websites. In these examples we are gathering and analysing the evidence, sifting out what is useful or not, then seeking further information to evaluate with what we already know, in order to come to our decision.

Within the academic environment critical thinking may involve making decisions about such things as:

· What your lecturer is saying, for example whether you agree or disagree.

· What is being discussed with peers in group study work.

· What you should/should not or can/cannot read for your assignment in the time provided.

· What you should focus on for your assignment, for example what topic, theories, journal articles, film, exhibition, etc. you should be writing about.

· What topics you should revise for your exam.
You will be making such judgements regularly and possibly without being aware of just how much thought you are putting into deciding what you are doing or saying, or how you are coming to your final decisions. So in order to begin to understand critical thinking it is necessary to actively think about our thinking – something we rarely do.

When put like this it all sounds fairly easy doesn’t it? However, of course, there is more to the picture that requires understanding if we are to relate critical thinking effectively to the academic context. Fisher (2011: 11) cites Fisher and Scriven (1997) in clarifying that critical thinking is the ‘skilled and active interpretation and evaluation of observations and communications, information and argumentation’. In the ‘active’ process of questioning involved in critical thinking, Fisher describes the importance of using metacognitive skills, which can also be described as consciously thinking and reflecting about our own thinking and learning (see Chapter 2).

Individuals with dyslexia and other specific learning differences (SpLDs) may, as a result of their cognitive processing difficulties (see Introduction), find it more challenging to develop and use their metacognitive skills within their learning (Mortimore, 2008; Reid, 2013). So the dyslexic type of processing difficulties experienced when having to decode, understand and retain information from listening or reading, could subsequently then impact on the potential for the critical thinking required in the interpretation and evaluation of that information. In developing your metacognitive skills then, it is necessary to actively take control of what you are thinking about. The strategies in this chapter will help you to develop these important skills and will guide you in considering what you need to think about, how and why.

The critical thinking steps

It is useful to capture the basic principles of critical thinking by chunking down the process within a stepped framework that explains what is required at each stage. We will start with a basic set of steps for an everyday activity, which can then be built on and developed to enable you to use the strategy at a more complex level.
Figure 8.1 Critical thinking steps for an everyday activity

A straightforward example, but by working through this stepped process you would have employed a number of core critical thinking skills:

· Identifying the key points to think about.

· Considering why they are important to you.

· Analysing the evidence ready for evaluation.

· Deciding on the strengths and weaknesses of the options.

· Filtering out unwanted items and collecting additional evidence to help with your investigation.

· Synthesising the evidence or claims at this stage will make it easier to clarify your thoughts in order to weigh up the final options and justify how and why you have come to your decision or conclusion.

Critical thinking within academic assignments

If you think of critical thinking in the above way, then hopefully it should not be so daunting when instructions for your coursework or exam question ask you to:

· Critically analyse and evaluate …

· Compare and contrast …

· Critically reflect on …

· Critically review the …

Even if you do not see this type of vocabulary in the question, every assessment you submit will achieve a higher grade if you have been able to demonstrate your critical thinking skills; the higher the level at which you are studying, the higher the level of criticality that will be needed.

The values of critical thinking

To attain the academic standards required for critical thinking there are a number of distinct values or criteria that need to be met within the evidence you are drawing on in developing your argument and coming to a conclusion. In achieving an ‘exemplary form’ of critical thinking, Scriven and Paul (1987) refer to the following Universal Values:

Accuracy
Clarity

Precision
Consistency

Relevance
Sound evidence

Good reasons
Depth

Breadth 
Fairness

The reference to Universal Values is from the website www.criticalthinking.org/ which contains a wealth of useful information about critical thinking.

The Critical Thinking Values Question Chart in Table 8.1 provides some suggestions for appropriate questions that you can ask yourself when working towards meeting the critical thinking values suggested by Scriven and Paul (1987). When using this strategy in the context of your own subject area, you may find it useful to add your own questions for future reference on the downloadable chart.
Table 8.1 Critical Thinking Values: Question Chart 

	Critical thinking values
	Questions you might ask yourself to meet the required values

	Clarity
	Have I made my argument explicit?

Do I need to express the point in a different/clearer way to support the argument? 

	Accuracy
	Is the content relevant/appropriate?

Should I trust the evidence and if not why not?

How can I establish whether the evidence is true?

	Precision 
	Have I been systematic/logical in my analysis? Do I need to be more specific?

Have I made clear any underlying inferences or assumptions?

	Consistency 
	Are the relationships between the evidence/arguments I have presented consistent? If not how, where or why do they differ?

	Depth 
	Is the evidence I have found significant and strong enough to answer the question?

Or should I dig deeper to gain more clarity of understanding to establish a more reliable argument?

	Breadth 
	Have I looked at the issue from varying points of view?

If not, what other viewpoints/opinions are needed to provide a balanced argument?

	Sound evidence 
	Are my sources of evidence reliable and valid?

Do the authors support their claim/s correctly and fairly?

	Fairness 
	Have I tried to represent the evidence fairly and without bias or preconceived ideas?


Source: Scriven and Paul, 1987

GO to Critical Thinking Values: Question Chart Template

Try using some of these questions as you progress through the critical thinking steps for academic writing in the next section.

The critical thinking steps for academic writing

The Critical Thinking Step strategy will help to raise your level of critical thinking for all types of academic assignments. Working through the critical thinking steps this time at the academic level will enable you to focus on the additional actions required for each stage. A hypothetical essay question will be used to help unpack the steps further.

GO to Critical Thinking Steps for Academic Writing Template
Figure 8.2 Critical thinking steps for academic writing

As you work through the critical thinking steps you need to constantly look for evidence to support your claim or argument. You could think of yourself as, say, Sherlock Holmes or any other type of investigator, searching for clues of relevance, reliability and credibility. To learn more about issues relating to reliability and credibility of research please refer to research methodology literature, for example Denscombe (2002, 2014) and O’Leary (2010).

To unpack the steps further we will use an example of a hypothetical essay question to help understand the process. The essay question is:

Are multiple choice exam questions a fair assessment of academic ability for students with dyslexia? Critically discuss.

Step 1: Establish objective/s

Highlight the key words in the question (see also Chapter 6) to help to decide how you are going to approach this question. The example essay question is asking you to ‘critically discuss’, so a key objective would be to centre your critical discussion around the concept of ‘fair assessment’ with a focus on multiple choice questions (MCQs).

Step 2: Identify issues or key points

Look for clues in the essay question to decide on the best or key issues to research in relation to the topic. For example, you may feel it would be useful to consider why MCQ exams may be a problem for students with dyslexia rather than non-dyslexic students, or what the issues are regarding MCQ exams as opposed to other forms of exams or assessments for students with dyslexia.

Mind MapsTM are useful to jot down your initial thoughts on the various perspectives and will help you to develop your ideas by using colour-coding to categorise and visualise, say, overlapping or conflicting evidence as you refine your argument (see Chapter 6).

GO to www.dnamatters.co.uk/resources/ and search for ‘Mind Map’

Remember that any point you raise for discussion in your essay should be supported by evidence from the literature.

Step 3: Collect and analyse the evidence

Drawing on your knowledge, establish what parts of the evidence are most relevant to your critical discussion or argument and how they relate to each other. This could be key theories or claims on, say, related cognitive processing difficulties and learning theories. It may be identifying what different authors say on MCQ exams or other types of exams as suitable forms of assessment, based on research evidence.

Within your analysis consider the research approach (e.g. quantitative or qualitative) or research methodologies (e.g. survey, action research, case studies, grounded theory, etc.) used by authors and their relevance to your own requirements. (Further information is available from Denscombe, 2014 or O’Leary, 2010.)

Create a chart to record and categorise the journal articles or research evidence you collect; see an example in the Digital-Download.

GO to Research Articles Record Template

Step 4: Evaluate the evidence

Prioritise the evidence you have gathered, making sure it is relevant to the argument you are developing and by considering its accuracy, credibility and reliability. This step will be considered further in the section on critical engagement with the literature.

Step 5: Investigate further if needed

Make sure you have kept to the focus of your essay question; if you have diverted from your line of reasoning, eliminate the surplus and look for more relevant material. Look for limitations or gaps in the evidence you have presented. For example, you may have only considered the negative aspects of MCQ exams rather than looking equally at both sides of the story.

Step 6: Synthesise and weigh-up/compare the evidence or competing claims

Synthesising the relevant information will help you to draw together and clarify the key issues under debate and assist you in interpreting the reasoning behind each side of the argument: for example, in comparing and contrasting the claims for and against MCQs as a fair assessment method in general, and for individuals with dyslexia. Consider where opinions by authors overlap or differ and question why they support or contradict each other.

At the stage of synthesis you may find you have to repeat the previous steps of collecting, analysing, eliminating and evaluating to ensure you have refined your argument well.

Step 7: Draw conclusions

By establishing the strength of your evidence or argument you should now feel confident in drawing inferences from your reasoning and justifying the decisions you have made in coming to your conclusions. Remember that you do not have to find a definitive answer – you only have to provide a fair assessment of the pertinent issues or reasoning and come to a conclusion based on the evidence.

Critical engagement with the literature

Writing a literature review can be a challenge for students with dyslexia as it involves focused critical engagement with extensive and possibly complex literature, in order to understand the theories, issues and controversies that emerge from your reading. It is then necessary to communicate your learning within the criteria set for your assignment. Ultimately, writing a literature review must depend on creative decisions made by you as the expert regarding the criteria to be set and the content. Following the critical thinking steps above will help you with the process, but as the literature review is such an important element of your work, this section will provide some additional guidance (see also Chapter 7 and Chapter 13).

The literature review places your study within the context of relevant theories and previous research; it may form part of the introduction to your assignment, be a dedicated section/chapter, or be integrated throughout your writing, as we saw in the example essay above. The strength of the conclusions you draw from your literature will rely on the credibility and reliability of your sources; the following questions will help to inform your critical evaluation of the literature:

· What are the key claims of the text/author and why are they significant for your literature review?

· Does the author have the relevant expertise and authority?

· What else has been written by the author? Check article reference lists for further citations.

· Has a clear and unbiased argument been provided?

· Is the author’s reasoning process logical or are there flaws in the argument?

· Has the author made generalisations or assumptions that are not well supported?

· Are the author’s findings and conclusions based on reliable and valid research?

· Do the author’s arguments support or contradict other sources?

· Is the source/research current or timely for your topic? How does current research compare with older theories?

Remember, these are just initial suggestions for questions and some may not be suitable for your particular purpose. Try thinking of other questions to build up a resource list (see also Denscombe, 2002 and O’Leary, 2010 for help with this).

GO to Critical Review of the Literature: Question Chart Template

Academic journal articles

There is no getting away from it, a good literature review will involve accessing and critiquing academic journal articles in your subject area. Journal articles can be long and difficult to read and this may seem a daunting prospect, so here are some suggestions to make your work easier (Chapter 5 provides advice on using the library to search for journals and help with reading strategies).

· Be critical about what you read from the outset. Reading the overview in the abstract will help you to decide which articles to focus on or eliminate.

· Be selective about how much you need to read in a journal article. Contrary to what some students believe, it really is not necessary to always read every word in the article. Try scanning the article to identify the relevant information (see Chapter 5). Read the Abstract, Introduction, Discussion and Conclusion to identify the main concepts, before deciding whether you need to delve deeper into the rest of the content. As you read, you may find what you require without having to progress further.

· Search for clues or signposts in the articles to pick out the key elements relating to the chain of thinking in the argument and use colour-coding to highlight. For example, the words indicating:

· the key claims
highlight in green

· the reasoning behind the argument
highlight in yellow

· the evidence/supporting facts
highlight in blue

· strengths or weaknesses
highlight in pink

· the conclusions
highlight in red.

· Search for clues in the study that flag up the author’s limitations or concerns about their own research; this will usually be towards the end of the article in the discussion or conclusion – so it is worth looking there at an early stage in your reading.

· Read around the research by looking at other authors’ criticisms about the focus of study or published literature reviews or meta-analyses in the subject area.

· Refer to the article reference list to get an idea of the experts in the field and to access a wider range of research articles.

· Set up records of the articles you have reviewed according to themed categories relating to the evidence.

GO to Research Articles Record Template

· Use a reference management software (such as Zotero, Mendeley or RefME) – these enable you to organise your journal article files for easy access and referencing.

GO to www.dnamatters.co.uk/resources/ and search for ‘Referencing’

· Use text-to-speech and OCR software to help with reading the electronic versions of the journal articles (see Chapter 5).

GO to www.dnamatters.co.uk/resources/ search for ‘Text-to-Speech’

Critical reflection

The final section will look at a more personal form of critical thinking. Critical reflection provides the opportunity for the student to use their own ‘voice’ in critically thinking about their own practice, ideas and learning. Students have more choice in deciding what to reflect on and write about, but to enhance clarity and criticality a logical structure to the thinking process is still required, for example, in the form of a reflective log or critical reflection framework. Reflective logs are becoming more widely used in assessments, particularly with the increased popularity of using computer-mediated communication for blogging or discussion forums (see also Chapter 7).

A critical reflection framework provides a cyclical structure to consciously think about past practice and prior learning by use of self-questioning in coming to conclusions and making decisions about future practice. One such framework is the Gibbs (1988) Reflective Cycle which provides the opportunity to reflect on personal feelings and thoughts in questioning what was good or bad about a particular incident or event, in coming to conclusions or decisions that need to be made.

Figure 8.3 provides a template based on the Gibbs (1988) Reflective Cycle which can be used to jot down reflections in a structured format whilst memories are still fresh. It can also be adapted for use with reflective logs or blogging.
Figure 8.3 Gibbs (1988) Reflective Cycle reproduced by kind permission of the Oxford Centre for Staff and Learning Development

GO to Gibbs (1988) Colour Coded Reflective Cycle Template to provide a framework for recording your notes and structuring your critical reflection on a particular incident or experience

The following case study provides an example of a typical problem experienced by students when having to critically reflect on an incident or event, and offers some useful strategies.

Case study

Kim, a first-year nursing student with dyslexia, was finding it difficult to see how she could improve on her failed assignment which had required a critical reflection of an incident that occurred at her work placement. The lecturer’s feedback included the comment ‘you have relied too heavily on description and not provided enough critical reflection on your learning’.

Kim did not understand what the lecturer meant, so her dyslexia tutor helped her to understand the concept of critical reflection by asking her open questions about a television programme. Rather than letting Kim describe the programme, she was encouraged to answer questions, such as:

What did you think about the new comedy that was on last night?

Why did you find it disappointing?

How do you think it could be improved?

This enabled Kim to begin to critically reflect on her own thoughts about the comedy and to think about what she would prefer to see in the programme.

The dyslexia tutor used the same strategy of asking open questions to encourage Kim to critically think about the incident she was having to reflect on for her coursework, for example:

What did you feel whilst this incident was going on?

What was helpful for you with regard to your learning?

What do you feel you could do better in the future?

Other strategies employed with Kim included using her recording device to talk through her first thoughts as soon as possible after an incident or event that she was required to reflect on, whilst her thoughts were fresh and reliable.

The Gibbs Reflective Cycle (1988) is a common method used within nursing for reflection, so the dyslexia tutor then introduced the colour-coded cyclical framework to encourage Kim to write and structure her thoughts and feelings. With practice, Kim got used to thinking automatically about the different colours of the stages of reflection during critical incidents and recording her notes on the framework template.

The dyslexia tutor also employed this strategy to help Kim see how she was using her metacognitive skills in thinking about her thinking and learning. With this understanding they were able to consider how Kim could use her critical thinking skills not just on the ward but in other aspects of her learning and work/life experience.

Points to remember

· You are already using critical thinking skills in your everyday life; with considered thought and a structured framework these skills can effectively be transferred to your academic writing.

· The active process of questioning involved in critical thinking will help you to develop your metacognitive skills, consciously thinking and reflecting about our own thinking and learning.

· Being able to effectively critically engage with your literature will result in higher grades.

· Higher levels of study will require higher levels of criticality.

· Developing and practising your academic critical thinking skills will also help you to become more confident in making decisions in your social life and professional career.

Please go to the Digital-Download accompanying this book to find the following documents

Critical Review of the Literature: Question Chart Template
Word Document

Critical Thinking Steps for Academic Writing Template 
Word Document

Critical Thinking Values: Question Chart Template 
Word Document

Gibbs (1988) Colour Coded Reflective Cycle Template
Word document

Research Articles Record Template 
Word Document
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