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A 2003 review of the literature shows a lack of formal institutional research focusing on

the development of critical thinking as a situated experience—occurring in a specific context with

a complex set of dynamics.  Rather, much of the emphasis has been on learning outcomes as

measured by various psychometric-approaches or an instructor’s assignment, exam, or course

grade. The problem with sole reliance on numerical data is that in it sheds little light on why or

how a student performed the way her or she did in class, on an exam, or a standardized test in

the first place.

The purpose of this case study is to explore the experiences of students as they are

situated in a first-year seminar that focuses on the development of their ability to think critically.

Thus the author constructed a study that attended to both the content (critical thinking) and the

context (the learning environment) in a way that presents students subjective experiences, and

for the most part, articulated in their own words.  The students were participants in a college

success program, which requires that they take a first-year seminar in critical thinking.

Constructed as a two-phase, sequential mixed methods design, statistical results from the

College Classroom Environment Scales (CCES) are primarily used for descriptive purposes.

Administered at the end of the semester, the CCES includes the following six constructs:
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cathectic learning climate, professorial concern, inimical ambiance, academic rigor, affiliation, and

structure. The content and structure of the questions, however, were primarily used to guide the

second phase of the research.  During this qualitative phase, the researcher conducted personal

interviews to probe deeper into students’ experiences.

After reconstructing the three classroom environments, the researcher focuses on

students’ preferences for and challenges in learning to think critically through discussion and the

instructor’s role in mediating safe, comfortable discursive environments conducive to risk-taking

through public reasoning.  Data interpretation is guided by work in discourse analysis as well as

theoretical work in rhetoric and philosophy.  Framed within a social, political, and ethics approach,

the dissertation is largely influenced by American philosopher and education theorist John

Dewey.  Detailed recommendations for instruction and future research close the dissertation.
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GLOSSARY

When one considers that one’s “present vocabulary is saturated with the point of view

[one] grew up with…its own connections, [that] often these run counter to the more accurate,

precise, and important connections” found in formal research and study, the process of

identifying key terms emerges as significant (Nosich, p. 58).  Just as experimental researchers

must operationalize variables for purposes of replication it is assumed that clarifying one’s

terminology and key concepts is important for thinking about and sharing one’s theory with

others.  The key terms and concepts are a means to an end—they will help in thinking through

the logic of student development and academic initiatives meant to foster student success

through intentional cognitive development.

Academic Support Initiatives (ASIs): Any support provided to students to help them do

well in their classes and experience academic success.  They may be housed in

academic affairs or student affairs.  The point is that the emphasis is on academic

achievement.  Services may include tutoring, supplemental instruction, intense advising,

tutoring, blocked courses, integrated courses, special classes, etc.  From hereon

academic support initiatives will be referred to as ASIs.

Cognition: In its most general sense may refer to perception, language, memory,

attention, thinking, etc (Galotti, 2004).

Cognitive Development: This term is used in a general sense to designate how

cognitive capacities, skills, and strategies come to be (Galotti).

Context: Any institutional, social, cultural, political, or organizational system, subsystem,

or domain of interaction that influences the cognitive development.  This paper focuses

on the context of higher education as realized through its institutions—colleges and

universities.   Higher education contexts may include student clicks, organizations,

classrooms, offices, etc.
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Educators: Anyone employed by a college or university with responsibilities for helping

students attain academic achievement.  This includes those in both student and

academic affairs, e.g., program coordinators, learning center directors, faculty, deans,

teaching assistants, advisors, etc.

First-Year Learning Opportunity (FY learning opportunity): Any instructional offering,

credit or non-credit, created specifically and solely of first-year students; from

hereon first-year learning opportunities will be referred to as FY learning opportunities.

First-Year Students (FY students): Students who are entering their first full semester at

a college or university; the scope of this paper does not include transfer students but may

include those students who come in with some credits completed but still need to pursue

a substantial portion of their first degree; from hereon, first-year students will be referred

to as FY students.

First-Generation College Students (FG students): Will be used to designate a student

whose parents had no formal schooling in a college or university.  (Some researchers

include those students who at one time may have been enrolled and working toward a

degree but failed to graduate.)  From hereon first-generation college students will be

referred to as FG students.

Low-Income: Will be used to designate those students considered to be living at or

below the poverty line, i.e., as defined by the Department of Education.

Student Support Initiatives (SSIs): Any support provided to students to help them

navigate the college experience overall.  Social, emotional, cultural, and professional

opportunities are usually part of such initiatives.  Intrusive advising and peer mentoring

are two popular components of SSIs.  They may include academic support through

tutoring and special classes. From hereon student support initiatives will be referred to as

SSIs.  It should be noted that today many out-of-class support initiatives may have

elements of those typically associated with ASIs and SSIs.
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Under-represented Group / Students (URG group or URG students): Will be used to

designate those students who come from groups historically under-served by formal

schooling institutions in the higher education sector.  Their representation in higher

education, at the national level at least, is not proportionate to the communities they

represent, e.g., Native American, Lation/Hispanic, and African American individuals.

The discussion now turns to critical thinking and first-year learning.
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EXPLORING AND SITUATING THE EXPERIENCE

OF LEARNING TO THINK CRITICALLY

A Case Study Highlighting the Student Voice

CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY: COGNITION, CONTENT, CONTEXT

Life activities flourish or fail only in connection with changes of the environment.

(Dewey, 1916)

One must attend to the content and the context of intellectual activity in order to

understand thought processes.  This is the case for any situation in which

thinking is studied, including the laboratory context, which is not context-free as

researchers frequently assume.  (Rogoff, 1984, p. 3)

The researcher explores the contextual factors of cognitive development from the

perspective of first-generation, under-represented students as situated in a structured learning

environment: namely Liberal Arts 302 (LA 302)--a critical thinking seminar for first-year students

in the Gateway Program at the University of Texas at Austin.  In doing, the researcher also

discusses how such a study supports the thesis that it is important to pay attention to how the

contextual factors of experience impacts a student’s development of particular cognitive

capacities.

Why Focus on Critical Thinking?

[C]ritical thinking is not simply an abstract, academic exercise for college

students, but an engaging, productive process enabling people to be more

effective and innovative in every aspect of life and work. (Brookfield, 1987, back

cover).

For liberal education, as well as for professional preparation at the collegiate

level, educators must commit to sharpening students' cognitive skills and
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strengthening their disposition toward CT. Nurturing these skills and dispositions

facilitates students' recognition of opportunities to use thinking to resolve

problems and inclines students toward doing so.  A national survey of employers,

policy-makers, and educators found consensus that the dispositional as well as

the skills dimension of critical thinking should be considered an essential

outcome of a college education. (Jones, Hoffman, Ratcliff, Tibbetts, & click,

1995). (Giancarlo & Facione, 2001, p. 31)

The call for graduating students who can think critically from secondary and post-

secondary education sectors has been on the rise within and beyond education (Emans, 2000;

Gardiner, 1994; Greenfield, 1987; Rhodes, 2001; The Johnson Foundation, n.d.; Walters, 1994).

The call for graduates with advanced thinking skills can be found in diverse forms of literature,

from research journals and discipline-specific course texts to job descriptions posted by business

and government.  Ruggeiro (1998) states that “over the … years…a number of studies of

America’s schools have criticized the neglect of critical thinking, and a growing number of

educators and leaders in business, industry, and the professions have urged the development of

new courses and teaching materials to overcome that neglect” (xv).

The ability to think well is a cognitive capacity long championed by many in higher

education (Baxter-Magolda, 2000; Brookfield, 1987; Dewey, 1916, 1950; Gardiner, 1994;

Giancarlo & Faccione, 2001; King and Kitchner, 2004; Perry, 1999—originally published in 1972).

This capacity is seen as fundamental to the well-being of individuals as it allows them to take

greater command of their lives through a greater command of what they think, how they think

(specific cognitive processes and intellectual attitudes), and the use they make of reasoning in

the evaluation and assessment of the human condition, life projects, knowledge, strategic

decision-making, and problem-solving (application), etc. (Brookfield, 1987; Chaffee, 1998, 2003;

Dally, 1995; Ellis, 1997; Fairbairn  & Winch, 1991; Fink, 2003; Greenfield, 1987; Nosich, 2001;

Paul & Elder, 2001; Perry, 1999; Picciotto, 2000; Ruggiero, 1998; Stice, 1987; Tsui, 2002;

Walters, 1994).  Most universities, academic programs, and their respective disciplines and
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faculties purport to promote critical thinking (e.g., UT’s Commission of 125,), even if they do not

always provide an explicit definition of the concept or document it appropriately (Aronowitz, 2000;

Browne & Freeman, 2000; Danardo, 2003; Emans, 2000; Flage, 2001).

The development of critical thinking is also valued by those who provide academic and

student support services, such as retention or intervention-type programs, as well as researchers

who wish to look at non-classroom influences on thinking skills (Colton, Connor, Shultz, & Easter,

1999; Chen, G., personal communication, January 15, 20041; Harkins, S., personal

communication, February 11, 20032; Longhorn Link Program, nd3; Saenz, Y., personal

communication, November 30, 20034; Twale & Sanders, 1999; Texas Interdisciplinary Plan, nd5).

 The remainder of this chapter introduces the reader to 1) the social, political, and ethical

presuppositions guiding this work; 2) the conceptual logic of the work; and 3) concludes with an

overview of the dissertation’s content and structure.

Social, Political, and Philosophical Reasons Why Higher Education

Should Foster Critical Thinking Capacity

In addition to the reasons offered above, there are more fundamental social, political, and

philosophical reasons why higher education should take an active role in helping individuals

develop critical thinking capacity.    These reasons have to do with the nature of human freedom,

well-being, and the function of institutions in democratic societies.  Amartya Sen, a Nobel Prize

recipient in economics, argues that individual freedom is a social commitment in a society that

values democracy (1991).  That is, freedom is necessarily tied up with the functioning of social,

political, and cultural institutions.  How various institutions operate may not merely expand or

                                               
1Assistant Dean of Students, EDD, Office of Academic Enrichment Services, Office of the Dean of Students,
The University of Texas at Austin.
2 Project Director, Texas Interdisciplinary Program, PhD, College of Natural Science, University of Texas at
Austin.
3 Federally funded program (TRIO) focusing on student retention, basic skills, and graduation of first-
generation, low-income students and those with disabilities or from historically under-represented
backgrounds.
4 Professional staff member of a federally funded program at a major university in Kingsville, Texas.
5 A grant-based program that recruits and works with students from both the College of Natural Science and
the College of Liberal Arts to augment and diversify their intellectual development.
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restrict freedom but create new freedoms and obliterate traditional ones.  Thus a society that

values individual freedom also recognizes the need to examine the effectiveness and challenges

of its institutions:

Individual freedom is quintessentially a social product, and there is a two-way

relation between (1) social arrangements to expand individual freedoms and (2)

the use of individual freedoms not only to improve the respective lives but also to

make the social arrangement more appropriate and effective. (Sen, 1991, p. 31)

But, one may ask, why is freedom itself of value?  Joseph Raz, a prize-winning legal

scholar, political theorist, and ethicist, argues that ultimately those who hold liberal values

appreciate freedom precisely because it promotes well-being, where well-being is conceived as

actively pursuing meaningful goals, that is, where individuals can form and pursue their own

conception of the good life (1986, 1984).  One can hardly experience this sense of well-being in a

society that does not promote a social, cultural, and political space in which to do so.  As noted by

American philosopher and education theorist John Dewey:

… social conditions may restrict, distort, and almost prevent the development of

individuality.  It therefore takes an active interest in the working of social

institutions that have a bearing, positive or negative, upon the growth of

individuals…it is as much interested in the positive construction of favorable

institutions, legal, political, and economic, as it is in the work of removing abuses

and overt oppressions. (1934, December).

His concern with personal growth led Dewey to devote much of his working life to thinking

about how the institution of education could promote human flourishing.  Two of his most well

known works on this matter include Democracy and Education (1916) as well as Experience and

Education (1938). Describing Dewey as a kind of philosophical anthropologist, David Hansen

(2002) provides an excellent discussion of how Dewey’s philosophical views about the self and

the world influence his conception of an ideal educative environment.  He points out that Dewey

did not simply posit a connection between individuals and societies but presupposed that there
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was a complex, interwoven, and dynamic set of connections and processes between a dynamic

self and a dynamic society:

They are literally bound up with these changes; our desires, emotions, and

affections are but various ways in which our doings are tied up with the doings of

things and persons about us.  Instead of marking off a purely personal or

subjective realm, separated from the objective and impersonal, they indicate the

nonexistence of such a separate world.  They afford convincing evidence that

changes in things are not alien to the activities of a self, and that the career and

welfare of the self are bound up with the movement of persons and things.

Interests, concern, mean, that self and world are engaged with each other in a

developing situation.  (Hansen, 2002, p. 268)  [Italics added]

Thus this researcher argues that higher education is an educational institution meriting an

examination of how it promotes human well-being.  In arguing for the conditions and implications

of human growth, Dewey points out that even when education is broadly conceived as

development, “everything depends upon how development is conceived” (1916, p. 59). Looking at

today’s university setting, direct modes or intentional modes of impacting human development

include curriculum, instruction, support services, and the social climate of a given college or

university.  Indirect modes of impact may be effected through contributions to a society’s

knowledge base, political conditions, social welfare, cultural institutions, and the economy

(Aronowitz, 2000; Cardozier, 1987; Faust & Feingold, 1969; Saxon, & Milne, 1985; The

Commission for Educational Quality, 1994). Aronowitz argues that “the fundamental mission of

higher education should be to play a leading role, perhaps the leading role, in the development of

general culture” as opposed to what he calls a corporate culture devoted to profit, technology,

and globalization.  Cardozier suggests that the primary and most central function of the university

is to offer instruction leading to the completion of a degree along with research and public service.   

The Southern Regional Education Board’s Commission for Quality in Education (1994) cites the

need for institutions to stay abreast of knowledge needs outside of academe: calling on
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institutions and faculty to pay better attention to students, government, and industry.  An insightful

distinction drawn by Saxon and Milne (1985) is that conservatives stress the need to preserve

and perpetuate knowledge, skills, and cultural mores while liberals stress the need to engender

personal development, social criticism, and the creation of change.i

Asserting that life in 21st Century America promises to be increasingly complex, Baxter-

Maglolda stresses specific cognitive and social development requisite to student success in

college and beyond:

Educators hope that college graduates will experience a transformation from

reliance on authority to complex ways of making meaning in which they are able

to integrate multiple perspectives and make informed judgments.  Parks Daloz,

Keen, Keen and Daloz Parks (1996) write: “The deep purpose of higher

education is to steward this transformation so that students and faculty together

continually move from naivete’ through skepticism to commitment rather than

becoming trapped in mere relativism and cynicism.  This movement toward a

mature capacity to hold firm convictions in a world which is both legitimately

tentative and irreducibly interdependent is vitally important to the formation of

citizens in a complex and changing world” (223). [They] argue not simply for

critical or logical analysis or skills but rather for complex thinking from which

adults can manage ambiguity, continuous change, and multiple interests in a

collaborative way. (Baxter-Magolda, np, 1999)

The researcher assumes that ultimately all educators are concerned with the

development of cognitive capacities.  Students should develop cognitive capacities for acquiring,

creating, and transmitting knowledge; for securing work and contributing to the economy; and

participating in various social, cultural, and political processes.    With the development of

particular cognitive capacities, a student or college graduate is better able to tap into a wider

array of options when making decisions about what life projects to embark on and what practices

to engage in (Alvarado 2000; Baxter-Magolda, 2000; Brookfield, 1987; Chaffee, 1998, 2003;
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Dewey, 1950; Giancarlo & Facione, 2001; King & Kitchner, 2004; Paul & Elder, 2001; Sen 1999;

Walters, 1994).  In this sense, the augmenting of options through the development of cognitive

capacities has at least an indirect or mediated relation to the enjoyment of freedom and hence

one’s sense of well-being.  Thus when human freedom and well-being are understood as

fundamental to the aims of higher education, one realizes the need to take an active interest in

how institutions of higher education and students engage with each other in developing critical

thinking capacity.  This is what one might refer to as the fundamental concern of educational

assessment.

Examining Content and Context of Cognition in Higher Education

To the extent that cognitive development is part of higher education’s mission,

administration, and teaching, cognition is not merely an individual accomplishment but a

collective, social feat effected through institutional culture, values, and processes.  The study of

students’ cognitive development should include attention to contextual factors that shape

cognitive development, and by implication, well-being. Unfortunately, as Rogoff notes, academe

has been overly concerned with “describing mental changes which are assumed to occur within

the individual independent of contextual influences” (p. 1).

Cognitive Development as a Social Commitment Effected through the Institution of Education

As noted by philosopher and administrator Richard M. Millard, “a great many four-year

and even doctorate-granting institutions need to reassess not only who their students are but

whether their structures and services are designed to serve both current and future students” (p.

39, 1991). Higher education may have achieved access, but whether it is functioning in a way that

promotes optimal intellectual development for all is another question (Cross, 1976; Noguera &

Akom, 2000). That institutions of education ought to examine not only students but also the

school itself is a concern raised by Dewey in critiquing the conception of students as empty

buckets to be filled with official knowledge:
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If the pupil left it instead of taking it, if he engaged in physical truancy, or in the

mental truancy of mind—wandered and finally built up and emotional revulsion

against the subject, he was held to be at fault.  No question was raised as to

whether the trouble might in the subject matter or in the way in which it was

offered. (Dewey, 1940, p. 96).

An “experience,” iterates Dewey, “does not go on simply inside a person” (p. 33):

In a word, we live from birth to death in a world of persons and things which in

large measure is what it is because of what has been done and transmitted from

previous activities.  When this fact is ignored, experience is treated as  if it were

something which goes on exclusively inside an individual’s body and mind.  It

ought not be necessary to say that experience does not occur in a vacuum.

There are sources outside which give rise to experience. (p. 35)  [italics mine]

Thus while education is quite good at testing students, one must also think about the ways in

which the institution itself may be tested—tested for its ability to foster an environment wherein

students are indeed able to more fully develop cognitive capacity.  To put it another way,

education should examine in as many ways as possible its own capacity to achieve its function in

promoting well-being through cognitive development.

Situating First-Year Learning Opportunities and Cognitive Development

Reconnecting Content and Context in Higher Education

The point to be mindful of here is that both content and context are relevant to, though

not necessarily sufficient for, understanding human cognition.  Whenever and wherever learning

occurs, it always situated in a particular context (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Mercer, 2000; Rogoff,

1984, Dewey, 1916).  Thus in terms of building cognitive capacities for well-being, higher

education may be examined according to the curriculum (content) it provides and the particular

learning environments (the context) in which it seeks to engage students in that curriculum.  Here,

the researcher takes a moment to explain how she will be using the terms “content” and “context.”
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Context.

In his work on Words & Minds: How We Use Language to Think Together (2000) Neil

Mercer argues that:

…it is particularly difficult to produce a satisfactory definition of “context”.  No

definition is widely accepted across the field of language studies, because

anyone working in the field can always find good reasons for disagreeing with

anyone else’s definition.  This state of affairs does not reflect an unusual state of

chaos in the field, compared with other kinds of research, and it need not be an

obstacle here.  (p. 17)

In general, concepts may be described as thick or thin, narrow or broad.  Narrow conceptions of

context may focus on only one of the following: physical, organizational, social, environmental,

cultural, or historical particulars.  Mercer’s conception includes an individual’s own frame of

reference and set of experiences.  An overly broad conception of context is that given in a

popular American dictionary: the circumstance in which an event occurs (The American Heritage

Dictionary). In terms of higher education learning environments (i.e., context), one may conduct a

general or large-scale study (e.g., looking at retention and graduation rates across various

institutions or disciplines) or one may conduct more case-specific studies (e.g. looking at the

culture at a particular institution, evaluating a support program, describing the academic

administration of a specific major, or assessing the value of a course).  The work of national

centers such as that of Pascarella and his National Survey of Student Learning (NSSL)

exemplifies work of the first kind while this dissertation, like most dissertations in education

studies, would be of the second kind.

The researcher shall use “context” simply to iterate that cognition (thinking, intellectual

development) is never a purely internal matter of an individual mind or body.  As such, the

researcher will continue to use “context” in the broadest sense possible and will conceptualize it

as: the circumstance(s) in which a cognitive experience occurs.   She will use “learning

environment” to refer to the particular context studied: the LA 302 critical thinkinßg seminar.
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Content.

In terms of content or the curriculum, one may look at a given institution’s general

curriculum, a discipline’s curriculum, of a department or major, or more specifically, of a course.

In focusing on the curriculum as the content of cognitive development, one may look at

philosophical beliefs, aims, objectives, and methods shaping the organization and exercise of

critical thinking curricula.  Note that the researcher is referring to what some might call the

“formal” or “classroom” curriculum, i.e., content designed for intentional learning that will be used

to assess whether a student has mastered a body of knowledge or skill in partial fulfillment of a

course, a major, or degree.

What makes this study particularly interesting and tricky to discuss is that the focus of the

course, the specific context studied, is on thinking itself as both a means and an end.  That is, the

subject of the course is also that which is being studied: thinking. It is sufficient to note here that

the use of the term “content” will be used to refer then to any part of the curriculum that focuses

on the development of critical thinking capacity, whether it be particular learning objects or

learning strategies employed.  Understood as such, the content of the course is part but not the

whole of the context studied.

The Specific Phenomenon Explored in an Institution of Higher Education

As previously mentioned, this study focuses on the learning environment of three

sections of a course at the University of Texas at Austin: LA 302 Critical Thinking Seminar.

Designed as an exploratory mixed-methodologies case study, the researcher used a quantitative

instrument to stimulate a qualitative investigation of what first-generation, low-income students

had to say about their cognitive development as it was shaped by their experiences in the

seminar.  Thus the focus was not on any standardized or measured cognitive capacities realized

by the students as a result of engaging with a critical thinking curriculum in LA 302.  Rather, the

locus of concern had to do with point-of-view and human experience as it was shaped in a given

context (via a specific curriculum) within a bounded space and time (the seminar, a particular
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learning environment) and shaped for better or worse by interaction with peers and the instructor

(people). That is, the focus was on the experience of developing one’s cognitive capacities

through a particular critical thinking course as told through the voices of the students themselves.

To have framed the study in this way is to acknowledge from an education standpoint that all

learning—not just that found in schooling—is situated in a world of places, people, things, social

practices, events, and interactions (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Rogoff, 1984, Dewey, 1916, 1950).

Given that this was an exploratory, mixed methodologies study, no hypotheses were offered.

However, in constructing the project the researcher did raise some key questions that shaped her

thinking about the project.  They include:

• How can student observations and reflections augment understanding of

what it is like to develop critical thinking capacity?

• To what extent do student perceptions iterate the significance of attending to

both context and content in examining the development of critical thinking

capacity?

• What is revealed by attending to all of the following simultaneously: student

perceptions of the learning experience; the content used to facilitate that

learning; and the context in which that learning occurs?

To Whom Is This Study Significant?

This project may be of particular importance to those who coordinate first-year or

freshman experience programs, student support programs, academic support programs, or

instructors wishing to reflect on the most significant finding to come of this project: the interwoven

connections among talking, thinking, and the learning environment.  It is surely of interest to those

who wish to garner a complex and deeper understanding of how students perceive the

development of critical thinking skills and attitudes, i.e., their own cognitive development.  This

would include educational psychologists, program administrators, instructors, and especially

those researchers looking to uncover the why and how questions left with much of what is
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available through quantitative methods and descriptive statistics.  For those concerned with the

student voice, this dissertation may provide an avenue of understanding largely ignored by

studies looking at the development of critical thinking capacity.  Of particular interest to some may

be the fact that all of the students are first-generation, low-income students—many of whom are

from under-represented populations.

Situating First-Year Learning Opportunities and Cognitive Development

Regarding Context: First Year Learning Opportunities

A Short History of First-Year Learning Opportunities

The site for this study was in what is now commonly referred to as a “first year seminar.”

First year learning opportunities (FY learning opportunities) were offered as early as the 1800s. It

is estimated that by 1930 one-third of US colleges and universities were offering such courses

(Gahagan, 2002). This rise has been credited to the 1913 legal decision in Gott v. Berea, which

articulated the concept of in loco parentis.  This decision gave educators the specific

responsibility of providing care to and welfare of their students (Gahagan, p. 5).  This included

attention to helping students transition to college life.  Thus FY learning opportunities have long

been concerned with well-being as it relates to the success of college students.

Support for such courses was questioned in the 1960s when many universities and

colleges adopted a “sink or swim” attitude.  Professionals in higher education thought that

sufficient support existed in the process of day-to-day interactions with peers, faculty, and others.

Citing Dwyer (1989), Gahagan points to three factors that forced higher education to reconsider

the relevance and utility of FY learning opportunities in promoting favorable conditions for all

students:

• educators realized peer culture simply could not be relied upon to provide a

meaningful orientation to the campus

• campuses experienced an influx of first-generation college students who

were largely under-prepared for higher education
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• students were feeling the effects of changes in college curricular and campus

regulations, which meant that students faced an increasingly complex

constellation of choices (p. 5);

• economic, social, and political factors combined in the 1980s and 1990s to

further stimulate renewed interest in FY learning opportunities (pp. 5-6).

Today there is continued pressure by state legislatures, taxpayers, and critics of higher

education to justify costs associated with educating and graduating students.  This has forced

educators to think strategically and creatively about how to ensure that public monies are being

spent wisely—on promoting student success, i.e., graduating students (Gahagan, 2002; Boylan,

1999; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1998).  While this economic-political force has certainly played a

major role in the resurgence of FY learning opportunities in US colleges and universities, an

increasing interest in student development and academic achievement has also emerged—a

movement perhaps similar to the counseling movement in higher education that stimulated

growth of related courses in the late 1800s.  Today, this movement is easily seen in:

• educational administration and leadership programs offering graduate

degrees;

• student development and personnel professional associations, organizations,

and conferences dedicated to student  development, student learning, and

student  success;

• related publications such as The Journal of College Student Development.

It is notable that the last twenty years have seen a dramatic surge in courses and

seminars designed specifically for FY students in higher education: this includes the two-year

college sector, public and private institutions, and top-tier research universities. The 2000

National Survey of First-Year Seminar Programs report cites that around 74% of American

colleges and universities offer some kind of FY learning opportunity, labeling them as:

• orientation seminars, orientation courses

• student development/success courses
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• supplemental instruction

• first-year/freshman interest groups

• first-year/freshman seminars

• strategic learning groups

• professional interest groups or seminars (National Resource Center for The

First-Year Experience & Students in Transition-NRCFEST. (2003).

Typical Content and Organization of FY Learning Opportunities

FY learning opportunities tend to be small, limiting enrollment to 20 students though

variations exist among types of institutions (p. 24-25).  Most institutions also offer a grade for the

courses but the number of credits and whether it applies as an elective, general education, or

major requirement varies across institutions (26-28, 38-39).  The National Resource Center

reports that the top ten FY learning opportunity goals of all institutions surveyed include:

1. developing academic skills

2. easing transition/adjustment to college

3. providing orientation to campus resources and facilities

4. improving self-concept, self-assessment, and personal responsibility

5. developing analytical and critical thinking skills

6. introducing the liberal arts and/or the disciplines

7. offering career planning

8. developing a sense of campus community; addressing campus issues

9. developing writing skills

10. increasing student/faculty interaction (NRCFEST, p. 16)

The three most common seminar offerings were extended orientations, academic-common

content, and academic-variable content (NRCFEST, p. 17-18).

“’Academic skills’ was found to be the most common topic for first-year seminars.  The

skills themselves vary widely, including topics such as basic study skills, abstract thinking and

reasoning, and independent research” (p. 20).  However, only two of the three most popular
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seminar types included “critical thinking skills” as course goals: academic—common content and

academic—variable content.   The most commonly reported course goals for academic-common

courses included: developing academic skills (72 of 116 institutions); developing critical thinking

skills (38 of 116); and easing transition/adjustment to college (37 of 116).  The most commonly

reported course goals for academic-variable content included developing writing skills (38 of 89

institutions); developing academic skills (34 of 89); and easing transition/adjustment to college

(28 of 89) with the development of critical thinking skills comprising the fourth most commonly

reported course goals for this type of seminar (p. 19).  When reporting topics most common to all

seminars, the report found that critical thinking came in 11th (p. 21).

Theoretical Presuppositions and Frameworks

The FY learning opportunity is often framed as a retention or intervention strategy

(Yockey & George, 1998; Boylan, 1999).  The research influencing such initiatives, that is, those

initiatives designed to promote student development and academic achievement, includes foci

that may be crudely categorized as follows:

1) enhancing academic skills, fostering intellectual identities, or cognitive

development (see, for example, work by Chickering & Reisser, 1993;

Knefflekamp, 1976, 1980, 1990; Pascarella, multiple citation in bibliography;

Perry, 1968, 1977, 1999; King and Kitchener, 1985, 2004)

2) helping students make the academic and social transition from high school or

home to college and or orienting students to campus resources (see work by

Astin, 1993; Champagne & Petitpas, 1989; Cormier & Hackney, 1993; Tinto,

1993; Upcraft, Gardner, & Barefoot, 2004).

3) improving students’ self-concept (see work by Baxtor-Magolda and others

listed above)

Whether or not administrators, instructors, and others make critical thinking a major

element or mode of a given FY learning opportunity will depend on the educator’s conception of
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what students need most in order to transition to, adjust to, and graduate from college. Those

who emphasize cultural, institutional, social, affective, emotional, or psychological issues in

general may not agree that critical thinking content should be the chief aim of a particular FY

learning opportunity.  Courses reflecting such a perspective tend to be designed as support,

student success, or orientation courses.  They are often coordinated and taught by those in

student affairs.

Those interested in helping students attain higher academic achievement and fostering

environments more conducive to maximizing intellectual development may be more interested in

making critical thinking the chief aim of a given FY learning opportunity.  This focus on a student’s

cognitive development is reflected by the administration and instruction of several initiatives that

provide special academic enrichment or support at the University of Texas at Austin such as the

Texas Interdisciplinary Plan (n.d.).  A program that attends to both transitional and intellectual

development is the Gateway Program at the same university (The Gateway Program, n.d.).

Thus FY learning opportunities make for interesting objects of study in their own right.

They are very popular and rather diverse.  The formats and content of the offerings may be

explored as deeply and widely as the subject of cognitive development itself.  Also, as can be

seen, the courses are fundamentally concerned with student success in the broadest sense.  To

the extent that this is so, they are attempts by higher education to construct favorable conditions

for the enjoyment of well-being. (See Appendices A & B for a visual representation of the diverse

first-year learning opportunities along with their foci and who teaches them.)

Back to Content: A Closer Look at Critical Thinking

In considering disputes about what critical thinking is and who should be teaching it,

Flage comments that:

…insofar as “critical thinking” is the fair-haired child of academic administrators

and educators across the disciplines, too often the term “critical thinking”

assumes no determinate definition, it assumes none of the recognized models.
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So, it behooves us, as persons with a healthy respect for and a fairly determinate

notion of critical thinking, to press those who use the expression “critical thinking”

flippantly for a precise definition in terms of a recognized model.  Failure to do so

reduces “critical thinking” to a buzzword fraught with such degrees of vagueness

and ambiguity that no careful reasoner should find tolerable.  (2001)

Common Quasi-Conceptions of Critical Thinking in the Field of Education?

In examining the relationship between critical thinking and success in college, Williams

and Worth (2001) also point to the common problem of trying to operationalize a definition of

critical thinking when trying to discuss it, much less study it.  Many people do not distinguish

among different mental processes or goals.  For example, Galotti (2004) and Paul & Elder

(2001a) point out that people often use the terms thinking and reasoning synonymously whereas

many philosophers and cognitive psychologists would make the distinction that the latter is a

special form of the prior.  Nosich (2001) and others point out that many do not distinguish

between thinking in general and critical thinking.  A scan of some critical thinking literature and

other textbooks points to other words commonly associated with “thinking” such as

contemplating, deliberating, dreaming, imagining, meditating, pondering, considering, reflecting,

weighing, speculating, discerning (Brookfield, 1986; Giancarlo & Facione, 2001; Nosich, 2001;

Ruggierio, 1998).

Also in her presentations to educators and students, the researcher has noted that the

word “critical” is commonly associated with ideas of what it means for someone or something to

be negative, hard or harsh, or judgmental.  This mentality is unfortunate and far too common.

That this is a common tendency is reflected by philosophers, psychologists, and professors who

take great care to convey the idea that as a modifier of the term “thinking,” “critical” is actually

reflective of what might be called a cognitive attitude or habits of the mind (see Browne &

Freeman, 2000; Dally, 1995; Paul & Elder, 2001a; Soccio, 1998).  Soccio (1998) iterates:

“Perhaps the most valuable product of a good education is the development of a critical attitude”
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[italics added].  In this context, “critical” does not mean negative or hostile.  From the Greek root

kritikes, meaning “to judge” or “to discern,” a critical attitude is one that does not take things at

face value…” (p. 39).  Paul and Elder (2001a) agree that critical thinking is more about attitude,

stressing the need to foster intellectual virtues (e.g., intellectual humility, intellectual

perseverance, and intellectual courage) that promote “fair-minded” thinking (2001a). Resonating

with these views, Garincarlo & Facionne comment that:

any conceptualization of critical thinking that focuses exclusively on cognitive skills is

incomplete. A more comprehensive view of critical thinking must include the

acknowledgement of a categorological component, often referred to as a disposition, to

describe a person's inclination to use critical thinking when faced with problems to solve,

ideas to evaluate, or decisions to make. Attitudes, values, and inclinations are

dimensions of personality that influence human behavior. The disposition toward critical

thinking, as a dimension of personality, refers to the likelihood that one will approach

problem framing or problem solving by using reasoning. Thus the disposition toward

critical thinking is the consistent internal motivation to engage problems and make

decisions by using thinking (Facione, Facione, & Giancarlo, 1997).  (Giancarlo & Facione,

2001).

Coherent Conceptions of Critical Thinking

 The following are but a few of the many definitions of critical thinking in the literature

from a variety of disciplines or fields:6

• Critical thinking is thinking about your thinking, while you’re thinking, in order

to make your critical thinking better (Richard Paul as cited by Nosich, 2001,

p. 2)

• Critical thinking is skillful, responsible thinking that is conducive to good

judgment because it is sensitive to context, relies on criteria, and is self-

correcting (cited as Robert Ennis’s classic definition in Nosich, p. 2).

                                               
6 See Shields’ discussion for a further listing of how purposeful thinking has been conceptualized.
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• Critical thinking is reasonable, reflective thinking that is focused on deciding

what to believe or do (Matthew Lipman as cited in Nosich, p. 2).

• Critical thinking is that mode of thinking--about any content or problem--in

which the thinker improves the quality of his or her thinking by skillfully taking

charge of the structures inherent in thinking and imposing intellectual

standards upon them.  (Paul & Elder, 2001).

Critical thinking focuses on a set of skills and attitudes that enable a listener or reader to apply

rational criteria to the reasoning of speakers and writers (Browne & Keely, 2000).

Others describe critical thinking as:

• a type of thinking that involves careful examination of assumptions and

evidence and that is purposeful and deliberate (Gallotti, 2004, p. 581);

• the ability to reach and evaluate conclusions from available evidence

(Williams & Worth, 2001);

• carefully exploring the thinking process to clarify our understanding and

make more intelligent decisions (Chaffee, 2003, p. 77).

Giancarlo and Facione comment, “though the terminology has changed slightly over the

years, developing students' critical thinking remains a central goal of the educational process” (p.

29) and note “conceptual connections with reflective judgment, problem framing, higher-order

thinking, logical thinking, decision-making, problem solving and the scientific method (pp. 29-30).”

A review of the literature illustrates that most constructs overlap on some points, some may be

considered thick or thin, strong or weak, substantive or comprehensive, narrow or broad,

particular or universal (Brookfield, 1987; Chaffee, 2003; Paul & Elder, 2001a; Nosich, 2001;

Ruggiero, 1998).  Some proponents and advocates of critical thinking may even argue that a

particular construct is the most appropriate one or that their conception is fundamental to others’

constructs (as noted by Walters, 1994).

Two major attempts to construct a coherent conception of critical thinking include efforts

by the Educational Testing Service (ETS) and the American Philosophical Association (APA).
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ETS dropped the logic games section the Graduate Record Exam and added a writing section in

which students must write two essays.  One asks students to evaluate the validity and strength of

an argument.  The other asks the student to think critically through an issue they must argue for

or against.  ETS claims that the model it used in constructing the writing section and the

standards used to assess students’ “analytical skills” was informed by professors from diverse

disciplines across the country (http://www.gre.org/splash.html).  Whether or not ETS has done a

sufficient job in making sense of the diverse ways one may think about critical thinking, it is clear

that this move on the part of ETS certainly signals a new emphasis on thinking skills in a much

broader sense, i.e., ones that go beyond the games of logic and identifying informal fallacies,

which is more about reasoning and certainly does nothing to capture students ability to think in a

fair-minded manner.  According to Richard Paul, who is the Director of Research and

Professional Development at the Center for Critical Thinking and Chair of the National Council for

Excellence in Critical Thinking, even the SAT claims to have shifted its testing to one of critical

analysis (2002, October 2). In a very real sense this move on the part of standardized test

services is an attempt to align with expectations from business, government, and education

regarding students’ cognitive development.

The American Philosophical Association (APA) (not to be confused with American

Psychological Association) led the other attempt to address the conceptual-articulation problem.

Funded by a two-year Delphi Project, the APA worked with representatives from 16 disciplines to

construct the following broad conception of critical thinking (CT):

CT is characterized as purposeful, self-regulatory judgment, a human cognitive

process. As a result of this non-linear, recursive process, a person forms a

judgment about what to believe or what to do in a given context. In so doing, a

person engaged in CT uses a core set of cognitive skills - analysis, interpretation,

inference, explanation, evaluation, and self-regulation - to form that judgment and

to monitor and improve the quality of that judgment. CT is non-linear and

recursive to the extent that in thinking critically a person is able to apply CT skills
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to each other as well as to the problem at hand. For example, one is able to

explain one's analysis, analyze one's interpretation, or evaluate one's inference

(APA, 1990).  (Giancarlo & Facione, 2001)

It is important to iterate that critical thinking should not be equated with negative thinking.

It is not simply or even primarily about being clever, fault-finding, denigrating, or just being

polemical.  Critical thinking is not emotionless thinking.  It is not opposed to the emotions but can

work in harmony with or even be inspired by the emotions.  Finally, critical thinking is not

antithetical to the imagination.  The sense of wonder, discovery, consideration and identification

of alternatives requires by necessity the employment of this faculty.  It is arguable that to the

degree one lacks imagination one’s thinking efficacy may be reduced. Despite some modest

attempts, Facionne (1990) points out that before the Delphi Project no extensive attempts had

been made to articulate a clear consensus of what it means to think critically.7

Of course, some might take Flage’s position that “critical thinking” denotes “nothing but a

conceptual edifice…it means only what we say it means—there is nothing ‘out there’ against

which we can check our definitions.”  His critique is that we should at least devote a little thought

to what we mean by “critical thinking” so that when we say we are “teaching,” or “doing” it, we can

make explicit what standard, model, or norms we assume in claiming to promote it (2001).  If

nothing else, it seems that the Delphi project and related empirical studies are efforts to examine

how one might conceptualize it, teach it, and measure it.

How will I know I am Looking at a Critical Thinking Course?

 While researchers and instructors of the topic may offer schemas reflecting greater

precision and accuracy, their conceptions are just as diverse as the common non-conceptions

listed above (Flage, 2001; Brookfield, 1987; Williams & Worth, 2001).   Hence, what critical

thinking might look like is varied not only by how it is defined and by whom but also in what

                                               
7 The researcher has listed rather broad definitions.  For particular conceptions of critical thinking with a nuts
and bolts approach, i.e., what and how to apply critical thinking, one is advised to read a few of the many
textbooks on critical thinking see Chaffee, Nosich, Paul & Elder, Ruggiero citations in bibliography, for
example.



22

(content) and how (delivery) programs and courses design the development of related skills. (For

a broad idea of what this may look like, see Appendix C.)

More on the Value of Critical Thinking

People tend to care about things they value, about things they assign some kind of worth,

importance, or relevance to either for itself or because it serves some end (Aristotle, 1985; Raz,

1986).   As noted by Williams and Worth (2002), “The utility of critical thinking as either a

predictor or outcome variable hinges somewhat on its definition and assessment.”  Insofar as

critical thinking is a form of thinking and insofar as thinking is a cognitive capacity impacting

human growth, the following may be distinguished, at least analytically, as domains of  well-being

impacted by the fuller realization of that capacity:

• human development: human flourishing or self realization; autonomy and

freedom; self-authorship; moral and ethical development (Baxter-Magolda,

2000; Boylan, 1999; Dally 1995; Dewey, 1916, 1950; Freire, 1998; Giroux,

1994; hooks, 1994; Kaplan, 1994; Langsdorf, 1994; Paul 1994; Paul & Elder,

2001a, 2001b; Perry, 1999; Warren, 1994);

• political engagement: intellectual capital for participation in and

transformation of various institutions (Brookefield, 1987; Dally, 1995; Dewey,

1916; Freier, 1998; Soccio, 1998; and others);

• knowledge economy: intellectual capital for competition and productivity in

the labor sector (Dally, 1995; Gardiner, 1994; Huseman & Goodman, 1999;

Myers, 1996; The Commission for Educational Quality, 1994);

• academic enrichment: learning how to learn, enhancing learning outcomes,

increasing academic self-confidence, intellectual development (Baxter

Magolda, 2000; Byrnes, 1996; Dally, 1995; Heylyer, Robinson, & Sherwood,

2001; Nosich, 2001; Paul & Elder, 2001a, 2001b, 2002; Perry 1999);
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• life-long learning/becoming a master student: stimulating student

curiousity; encouraging responsibility for continuous learning, understanding

how knowledge is developed and being able to harness and construct

knowledge (Aronowitz, 2000; Baxter-Magolda, 1999b, 2000;  Dewey, 1938,

1950; Ellis, 1997; Emmons, 2000; Gardiner, 1994; Paul & Elder, 2001a;

hooks, 1994; Rhodes, 2001; Rogers, 2002; Weaver, 1989).

The following aspect of critical thinking also suggests a domain of value, worth, and utility

in fostering environments conducive to well-being.  Soccio (1998) writes:

Critical thinking alerts us to what is sometimes referred to as the public

dimension of argument. [italic original to text] This means that the process used

to arrive at conclusions is not mysterious or secret; it is subject to public scrutiny

or public verification in much the same way that scientific experiments are

present in a way that enables other scientists to verify them.  Thus, rational

discourse is public discourse, and critical thinking has social and civic aspects,

as well as logical and rational ones. (p. 40) [italics added]

This thought is very much in line with the thinking of Brookfield (1987), Paul & Elder (2001a), and

others.  While not using the term critical thinking, one may even argue that of political activist and

education theorist Paulo Freire’s concern with conscientization among oppressed peoples (1998),

political philosopher John Rawl’s concern with an overlapping consensus in the liberal state

(2001), and philosopher and education theorist John Dewey’s views about social interaction and

democratic cultures (1916) also support the idea that there is an important link between thinking

abilities and well-being insofar as they are connected to our perception of and interaction with

other individuals, the public, and civic institutions.  (As it turns out, the public aspect of developing

critical thinking capacity in the LA 302 classroom context turned out to be most significant in

students’ experiences. This is discussed at length in the section on Pubic Reasoning and Risk

Taking in Chapter 5).
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The main point being made is that iterated by Facione and his colleagues: critical thinking

should not be limited to ideas about formal logic, cleverness, or warranted conclusions.  Critical

thinking may include ideas about fairness, justice, and application to diverse areas of one’s life

such as work and life-long learning.  It is rather narrow to focus only on the mechanics and

processes; a meaningful conception of critical thinking must simultaneously attend to more

fundamental aspects as well: attitude, disposition, virtues.

To the extent that critical thinking is a cognitive capacity required for evaluating options,

making decisions, and taking action to pursue the good life, critical thinking contributes to a

person’s well-being. Whether a majority of his or her most significant decisions are concerned

with work, political life, learning, or culture, the literature strongly suggests that higher education

should consider how it may play an institutional role in helping students to experience well-being

as both students, while they are enrolled in college, and as citizens participating in the workforce

and the nation’s political institutions.

Indeed, the researcher should like to suggest that from an ethics and philosophy

perspective (vs. one from enconomics or a concern with accountability) academic support

initiatives and student support initiatives may speak in terms of academic performance and

student development but they are ultimately concerned with the more general, broader sense of

well-being alluded to at the beginning of this chapter.  It is through this perspective that the

researcher argues higher education should itself think more critically about how students develop

thinking skills and intellectual dispositions or traits of character applicable to diverse dimensions

of their lives while in college and beyond.

The Function, Value, & Utility of FY Learning Opportunities in

Promoting the Development of Critical Thinking Capacity

If it is accepted that education’s concern with student development is ultimately a concern

with well-being in general, and that this is reason enough to foster cognitive skills, it seems that

the next question is a practical one.  That is, the question is not whether critical thinking should
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play a significant role in a person’s development while in college but what mechanisms might be

used to facilitate critical thinking skills.  The researcher argues that the mechanism is in fact the

FY learning opportunity.8 Given the worth, value, and utility of critical thinking and the suggestion

that first-year learning opportunities are ideal places to foster this capacity, it seems that colleges

and universities should offer more first-year courses, seminars, and clusters focusing on critical

thinking when selecting content and thinking about instruction.  Indeed, as will be shown in

Chapters Four and Five, students emphasize how the first-year learning seminar format is the

ideal if not only viable classroom space in which to develop one’s critical thinking capacity.

Dally (1995) supports the view that thinking skills ought to be developed among new or

FY students and that FY learning seminars and courses are ideal opportunities to do so.

Focusing on abstraction, analysis, and independent thinking, he argues that higher-order thinking

skills should be included in first-year courses for the following reasons:

• particular thinking skills [are] essential to the capacity for independent

thinking…best understood not as one of the sets of skills which college

students need to develop but as the way of thinking which is central to

Western educational institutions and to academic success within them (p.

23);

• independent thinking runs against the grain of how the unschooled mind

normally processes information, most entering college students will find this

way of thinking difficult and frightening [so its best to start fostering the skills

right away, if not before and then through graduation even] (p. 24);

                                               
8 As a pioneer and leader on the issue of first-year experience and FY learning opportunities, Howard
Gardiner’s National Resource Center is probably one of the best resources for related literature and does
offer some topical monographs that tie FY learning opportunities and student success to other topics such
as diversity, service learning, and curriculum and instruction.  It seems reasonable to assume that if a
synthesis of FY learning opportunities and critical thinking was to be found it would be here.  While one
monograph is available on higher-order thinking skills (Dally, 1995), the Center does not presently offer any
comprehensive texts focusing on how key concepts from the two topics under discussion may be integrated
to inform higher education’s perspective on student success, especially  among under-served students.
(This is discussed in Chapter 2.).
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• given the intellectual complexity involved, students will be inclined to engage

in it only if they cannot escape the need to so (p. 24).

While the less rational tendencies of the human mind may be important and informative

in thinking about why critical thinking instruction should be included in FY learning opportunities,

the view set forth by Dally is primarily driven by a deficit-based model that comes close to a rather

negative conception of human beings reflected in the work of Richard Paul and Linda Elder.

Dally’s reasons for incorporating critical thinking in FY learning opportunities are necessary

considerations among many others.  As might be argued by Dewey, Raz, and Sen, education’s

concern with independent thought, autonomy, and fair-mindedness rests not on some assumption

about knowledge construction or proper academic processes but on the value placed on well-

being, which as mentioned earlier, requires institutional arrangements that promote favorable

conditions.  As discussed by Evans, Forney, & Guido-DiBrito, (1998), educators in both academic

and student affairs need to mindful of this connection.

The ethical and philosophical framework the researcher of the present discussion has

developed establishes a rather different set of primary reasons for the development of higher-

order thinking skills via the FY learning opportunity.  Like Dewey (1916) and others, it is based on

a positive, potential-based conception that human beings have a certain plasticity about their

natures that allows them to grow and further develop as individuals mindful of their relations with

others as well as the needs and interests of others.

Overview of the Study

Chapter 2

Topical Review of Research: A Methodological Critique

A review of the higher education landscape reveals a variety of FY learning opportunities

and an increasing interest in the need to graduate students who can think critically. What is not

reflected in the literature as a whole, i.e. in higher education publications, is a synthesis of the two

topics.   Literature on first year learning opportunities tends to focus on issues related to
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transition, adjustment, persistence, general academic achievement, and retention with only a

handful of publications focusing on the development of critical thinking.  The critical thinking

literature tends to focus on the concept of critical thinking itself, internal processes and changes

in the thinker, relevant curriculum, effective instruction, assessment of student abilities and

attitudes, and its efficacy in the political, social, and economic arenas.  While reference to critical

thinking is mentioned in the literature on FY learning opportunities and retention practices, it is

difficult to find a substantive discussion or analysis of its applications and implications.  Similarly,

critical thinking literature may mention general implications for learning, but it is extremely difficult

to find a substantial discussion or analysis of its implications for FY learning opportunities, much

less those focusing on first-generation, under-represented groups.

Thus the research landscape is sketched in Chapter 2.  The initial point of the review was

merely to point to topics of interest to the field.   What the researcher found and will show,

however, are the lacunae in the literature and why this study was needed.

Chapter 3

Construction and Justification of Research Project

In the broadest sense, the research reflects a pragmatist’s orientation to inquiry based on

philosophical presuppositions about well-being and the role of institutions that shape it.  In this

section of the study the researcher explains and justifies the approach and design of the study.

Pointing to gaps in the knowledge base and educators’ limited understanding of what it means to

“experience” the development of one’s critical thinking capacity, the researcher argues that

qualitative analysis can further understanding of why and how students develop this capacity in a

way not captured by previous research.  As will be shown, the researcher used a mixed-

methodologies approach, believing both approaches would actually help to construct a

comprehensive, multi-level understanding of a complex phenomenon.
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Chapter 4

 Findings

Most of this chapter focuses on the reconstruction of each LA 302 section from the

students’ points of view along the following themes:

• general introduction to the classroom environment,

• intereaction with and perception of the curriculum,

• experience with and perception of peers, and experience with perception of

instructor.

The researcher provides highlights throughout the classroom environment reconstructions along

with overall summaries for each course section.  The researcher then engages in a short

discussion of students’ perceptions of and reflections on their critical thinking development as it

was situated in his or her section.  Only key comparisons or contrasts are made.  Some

descriptive statistics from the survey are offered as well.

Chapter 5

Interpretation

This chapter focuses on the most significant findings of the research project.   The

findings include themes that emerged in reviewing and analyzing the qualitative data and

reconstructing the student’s’ perspectives on the respective learning environments.  Broadly

stated, the themes relate to the social, organizational, and dynamic aspects of students’

willingness to engage in a particular mode of developing critical thinking capacity: group and

classroom discussion. The themes include:

• knowing the other (one’s peers and instructor);

• willingness to talk and share opinions and ideas with others;

• the discursive, didactic function in learning to think critically;

• the significance of classroom norms, values, and even nonverbal forms of

communication;
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• the significance of comfort, fear, vulnerability, and risk-taking; and

• the role of the instructor in mediating the social and interactive dynamics of

cognitive development.

The researcher uses an interdisciplinary approach to interpreting the data two fameworks in

Chapter 5 and one framework in Chapter 6).  In doing so, the researcher is aligned with higher

education researcher William Perry’s view that “to understand what’s going on, you need at least

three theories” (1999).  As his student and also celebrated higher education researcher Lee L.

Knefelkamp (1999) notes of Perry’s view: “Just as he saw the nature of college students as

complex and full of possibilities, he saw the need for multiple models of student development to

be used in conjunction with one another—to, as he wryly put it, ‘see the student least worst’”.

While the researcher does not use student development theories she does use frameworks that

can enhance or are aligned with student development theories.  Pulling from diverse fields should

help to broaden higher education’s own framework regarding the dynamics among cognition,

educational environments, and student development.

The researcher first  draws upon work in language and communication by way of Neil

Mercer who comments:

Much has been written about the relationship between language and thought, but

one aspect of that relationship has not been given the attention I believe it

deserves, despite its familiarity and importance in our lives.  This is our use of

language for thinking together, for collectively making sense of experience and

solving problems.  We do this “inter-thinking” in ways which most of us take for

granted but which are at the heart of human achievement.  Language is a tool for

carrying out joint intellectual activity, a distinctive human inheritance designed to

serve the practical and social needs of individuals and communities and which

each child has to learn to use effectively.  Developing a better understanding of

how we can use it to combine our intellectual resources has some useful,

practical outcomes, particularly for education. (Mercer, 2000, p. 1) [italics added]
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The researcher then draws upon work from rhetoric and philosophy will be used to look at

the link between acts of risk-taking and public reasoning to make sense of students’ views about

using talk to develop thinking skills in the respective learning environments.

The purpose of this chapter is neither to support nor refute respective theories but to

provide further perspective on the findings and to construct a theoretical explanation from the

other frameworks in making sense of students’ reported experiences and intuitions.

Chapter 6

 Conclusion, Implications, and Recommendations

Ending the dissertation with John Dewey’s views about the respective educational

environments and some related pedagogical principles has at least two benefits.  First,

summarizing the dissertation though a Deweyan lens serves as a kind of theoretical glue between

the education focus of this discussion and the other frameworks.  Second, and more importantly,

Dewey has always recognized a link between personal well-being of individuals and the societies

in which they live (as reflected in a quote from Dewey earlier in the introduction of this

dissertation).  Indeed, Dewey would make the stronger claim that individuals do not simply live in

societies but that societies live in them as well.  That is, he would say there is a mutual, dialogical

process between a self and a society that, empirically speaking, resists bifurcation.  This belief

about the complex, interconnected, interwoven, aspects of a dynamic self and a dynamic society

is certainly reflected in his views about the process of education, as one institution among many

in a given society, and the growth of the individuals who participate in them.  Following a

Deweyan summary of the research findings, the  researcher draws conclusions in the form of

recommendations to the Gateway Program and its LA 302 instructors, future research in higher

education, and some final thoughts on the significance of the environment, the role of the

instructor, and the responsibility of the student in developing critical thinking capacity.
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CHAPTER 2

RELATED WORK IN THE FIELD:

AN INTEGRATIVE SKETCH OF THE LITERATURE AND

METHDOLOGICAL CRITIQUE OF SOME PUBLISHED WORKS

 The previous chapter included a conceptual review of related literature.  The purpose of

this chapter is to sketch the research landscape as it now stands on FY learning opportunities

and critical thinking.  It is integrative to the extent that it highlights some of the areas and topics of

interest to both practitioners and researchers in the field of higher education.  It is methodological

to the extent that it critiques the strengths and weaknesses of the selected works (Creswell,

2003).  It begins with a very general overview of some of the research and publications focusing

specifically on FY learning opportunities.  It then proceeds to a general survey of some of the

research focusing specifically on students’ critical thinking capacity.  After highlighting topics of

interest in the literature, the author turns the reader’s attention to methodological issues and

explains how this study serves to ameliorate related gaps in the knowledge base.

Context: A Sketch of the Literature Focusing

Primarily on FY Learning Opportunities

Given the researcher’s goal of situating the experience of learning to think critically as

experienced by students in a first-year learning seminar, i.e., a particular learning environment,

the significance of context and structure necessitates at least a glance at the literature on  FY

learning opportunities.  Given the importance of the National Resource Center for the First Year

Experience & Students in Transition (NRC) in  leading the charge to explore, evaluate, and

further develop what is now commonly referred to as the “first-year experience”, the author

initially and primarily draws from the research and activities of this organization.
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The National Resource Center the First Experience and &

Students in Transition

The NRC’s founder John Gardiner at the University of South Carolina has been credited

with the development of a “grass roots” effort to assist, examine, and disseminate knowledge of

FY learning opportunities and student success (Schroeder, 2003). The NCR is a comprehensive

organization with the mission of “building and sustaining a vibrant campus-based and

international educational community committed to the success of first-year college students and

all students in transition” (http://www.sc.edu/fye/index.html).  Activities of the center include

conferences, grant funding, and advocacy awards in addition to list-serves and newsletters.

The home page for the NRC states that since 1988 it:

has conducted national research on the first-year seminar in American Higher

education.  These results are made available through publications and

conference presentations.  …The Center also encourages continued research

through the publication of its journal and collaboration with scholars from around

the world who undertake studies of first-year programs and significant transition

issues.  (http://www.sc.edu/fye/research/index/.html)

The researcher found that while many of the NCR’s journal articles did focus on FY

learning opportunities and their contribution to student well-being, they did not focus on the

development of critical thinking capacity.9  A review of the NCR’s journal publications does reveal

some interest in focusing on cognitive development as measured by academic achievement or

performance.  These publications were found in the journal’s article database under the topic

subheadings of:

                                               
9 Publications include monographs, guides, and booklets.  Whether one is interested in a particular issue,
such as residential-based programming, benchmarks, or assessment and evaluation, the NCR offers a
diverse range of materials.  The extent to which this set of publications includes empirical research is not
determinable through respective tables of content or introductory chapters.  Hence, the monographs may be
more theoretical, e.g., why and how we can better serve “students of color”; why independent thinking
should be promoted; and how to assess and evaluate a given learning opportunity.
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• “Academic Advising and Support”

For example, one study looked at the impact of a study skills course on

probationary students’ academic performance via quantitative methods

focusing on retention rates and grade point averages (Lipsky, S. A., & Ender,

S. D., 1990);

• “Assessment and Evaluation”

Another study explored how first-year seminars impact students’ ability to

transition from high school  to college in becoming a successful student using

longitudinal data (Keup, J. R.  & Barefoot, B. O., 2005).  Another study

looked at the how the combination of a first-year seminar with supplemental

instruction impacted students transition to college as measured by student

grades, grade-point averages, retention rates (Yockey, F.A. & George A. A.,

1998);

• “At-Risk Students”

A study looked how a learning strategies course effect first-year science

majors with tutorials in listening, textbook reading, studying, and note-taking

and as measured by higher final grades and as compared with a control

group (Hanning, B.C., Donley, J., & Eckard, N., 2002).  Another study

focused on the utility of having students take a “psychological education-

based freshman orientation course (McAdams, C.R. & Foster, V. A., 1998);

• “Curriculum”

Focusing on a tutorial program for high-risk students, a study focused on the

effects of one-credit class for first-year engineering students (Budny, D.,

1994);

• “First-Year Seminars—General”

In another study the predictive value of using a journal-based orientation

course was compared with the predictive value and reliability of either high
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school GPAs or ACT scores for incoming students in a public two-year

college (Zimmerman, A., 2000);

• “First-Year Seminar—Outcomes”

A study looks how gender plays a role in 1) developing mature relationships

with peers and the instructors of first-year seminars as well as 2) the

development academic autonomy (Blackhurst,, A. E., 1994).  In a longitudinal

retention study the impact of participating in a first-year seminar is related to

improvement of grade point average and compared with non-seminar

participants (Davis, 1992).  Another study looks at the first-year seminar as a

predictor of academic achievement and persistence, contending that those

who earn a C+ or lower in such a course may require intervention (Cavote,

2004).  A study following eight cohorts of first-year students enrolled in a

college seminar (along with students who did not enroll in a college seminar)

discuss the effect of an orientation course on overall transition to college as

well as its impact on a number academic, personal, and social skills (Starke,

M.C., Harth, M., & Sirianni, F., 2001).  Yet another study focuses on how

content-based first-year seminars affect social and academic integration

(Maisto, A. A. & Tammi, M.W. (1991);

• “Learning Communities”

One study describes at how a learning community focusing on “Strategic

Thinking and Learning” impacted the academic performance of its members

as compared to those who did not participate in the group.  The findings of

those who did participate in the group were then related to relevant

instructional models and strategies used by instructors of those groups

(Commander, Valeri-Gold, & Darnell, 2004).
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Interestingly enough, while there is a subheading titled Student Behavior, Characteristics, and

Development listed in the NRC’s journal database, there is no mention or subheading for

cognitive development or critical thinking.

Other Examples of Publications of Work Focusing on First-Year Learning Opportunities

As is the case with the NRC journal, most articles, in one way or another, illustrate the

field’s primary attention to issues of attrition and college adjustment, retention and graduation

rates, persistence, at-risk student populations, academic progress, and general student success.

For example, Hyers & Joslin (1998) look at the first-year seminar as a predictor of academic

achievement.  Focusing on a FY learning opportunity at the Massachusetts College of Liberal

Arts, the researchers found that how well a first-year student did in the course corresponded to

how well a student did up to even the second and third years of college: how well they did

academically and whether they persisted to the next level.  Higbee, Dwinell, & Thomas (2002)

report  how one institution has constructed a wide variety of FY Learning opportunities to meet

the needs of all students, not just students deemed to be “in need” of some kind of an

intervention.  According to their own evaluation, a standardized course evaluation developed by

faculty and administration, students have given the various courses a score in the range of 3.69

to 4.28 out of a total possibility of five points, which they interpret as positive and validating.

Other studies have looked at: how a study skills course impacts “at-risk first-year students” (e.g.,

Forster, Swallow, Foder & Foulser, 1999) and how a seminar course may help students succeed

in general (Gordon & Grites, 1984).

  Discussion of various FY learning opportunities is also nested in publications that focus

on describing or evaluating comprehensive academic and student support programs or initiatives

of which they are a part. This manner of sharing information and insights about FY learning

opportunities may include rich descriptions of student success or academic achievement as it

relates to learning communities, course clustering, and supplemental instruction.  Discussion of

the value and utility of such programs and initiatives may or may not include data from formal
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empirical studies.  If they do, it is almost always in the form of quantitative statistics. Sample

publications include Belcheir’s evaluation (1997) of early impacts of a cluster program and first-

year student success and Soldner, Lee, & Duby’s discussion (1999) of developing effective

freshman learning communities.

Other publications may focus more on the actual academic administration and classroom

features of FY learning opportunities.  Examples include Evenbeck & William’s (1998) focus on

the value and utility of using an instructional team in coordinating learning communities.

Reynolds & Nunn (1998) focus on the need to engage freshmen in classroom discussion and the

various interaction and instructor techniques that foster it.  Schutte & Malouff (2002) report

success with a curriculum that incorporates emotional skills content in a college transitions course

and make recommendations given their particular case with student retention.

Sample Dissertations Focusing on First-Year Learning Opportunities

The above is but a sample of what is out there in the published literature.  Some of the

most interesting and progressive studies, however, seem to be offered by doctoral students in

their dissertations. A glance at the most relevant abstracts reveals the following foci:

• the relationship between a first-year course and student retention,

persistence, academic success, and or academic performance (Craig, 1994;

McIntyre, 1993; Stewart, 1997; Woodward, 1982; Yale, 1999)

• the impact of first-year student orientation program’s contributions to social

and academic integration of sophomore students (Cowart, 1990)

• policy analysis and performance evaluations of a university’s first-year

seminar initiative (Spann, 1991)

• a comparison of how students do beyond the first-year relative to whether

they have taken a seminar (Shanely, 1987)

• an analysis of how students may be impacted by the kind of instructor they

have, e.g., faculty or student affairs professionals (Blackhurst, 1994)
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• integrating a particular skill development (Campone, 1992)

• student and faculty perceptions of what makes for an outstanding FY

learning opportunity instructor (Bakutes, 1999)

• how a first-year seminar effects students’ perceptions of the university

environment (Rooks, 1981)

• general conceptual and intellectual growth of students attending a

predominantly African-American university (Young, 1990).

Content: A Sketch of the Literature

Focusing Primarily on Critical Thinking

The scan of literature on FY learning opportunities was necessary to be able to paint a

larger picture of research and foci of such courses in higher education.  This helps to situate the

first-year critical thinking seminar in this study to the larger context of practice in higher education.

The researcher now turns the reader’s attention to the content of the seminar studied: critical

thinking.  The point of this section is not to compare the critical thinking first-year learning

opportunity under review to other FY learning opportunities but to shed light on what research has

been done on critical thinking as a function of higher education.

The published literature on critical thinking, as found within the higher education corpus,

appears to be in a nascent stage as well. While much has been done to look at cognitive and

intellectual development of college students (e.g., King and Kitchner, 2004; Baxter-Magolda,

1999b, 2000; Perry, 1999), much less work has been published on the development of critical

thinking capacity when compared to other hot topics in higher education.   Given the important

role of the National Center on Postsecondary Teaching, Learning, and Assessment, the author

begins with a discussion of the center’s influence on the study of cognition in the field of higher

education studies.
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The National Center on Postsecondary Teaching, Learning, and Assessment

And the National Survey on Student Learning

Just as Gardiner is associated with the NCR and its role in leading the charge to explore,

research, and think about conducive learning environments, so Earnest Pascarella is associated

with the federally funded National Center on Postsecondary Teaching, Learning, and Assessment

(NCPTLA) and the National Survey on Student Learning (NSSL).  The NSSL promotes

exploration, research, and thought about how higher education contributes to students’ cognitive

development.  A simple database inquiry reveals the extent to which Pascarella and the NCPTLA

and NSSL have influenced research in this area.

 The database has been used by researchers to study a wide and varied range of

variables.  For example, Pascarella (2001) argues that his findings challenge conventional

wisdom about the impact on undergraduates’ cognitive development regarding: the cognitive

effect of simply attending college; the significance and cognitive effect of attending more selective

institutions; the significance and cognitive effect of attending a historically black or predominantly

white college; and the impact of on- and off-campus work on cognitive development.  Pascarella

also argues that his findings support other aspects of  conventional wisdom as it relates to:

Greek-life affiliation; participation in intercollegiate athletic participation; good teaching practices;

diversity experiences and openness to diversity.  A simple glance at the list below provides a clue

as to how much the NSSL has generally contributed to the literature:

• General cognitive effects of the college experience (Pierson, Christopher,

Wolniak, Pascarella, Flowers, 2002);

• Specific environmental and climate effects on CTC (Tsui, 2000); significance

of peer interactions (Whitt, Edison, Pascarella, Nora, & Terenzini, 1999); the

impact of diversity experiences (Pascarella, Palmer, Moye, & Pierson, 2001);

impact of non-classroom experiences (Twale & Sanders, 1999); relation

between athletic participation and first-year cognitive outcomes (Pascarella,



39

Bohr, Nora, & Terenzini, 1995); impact of living on or off-campus (Inman &

Pascarella, 1998);

• Relation of selected “predictor variables” (e.g., as given by student profile) to

the development of critical thinking capacity, e.g., differences among

students from diverse backgrounds (Gadzella, Mastern, Huang, 1999;

Flowers & Pascarella, 2003); gender, personality, and quality of effort put into

college (Bauer & Liang, 2003);

• Curriculum and instruction, e.g., specific courses, content, aims, and

pedagogical techniques, mode of delivery (Astleitner, 2002; Browne &

Freeman, 2000; Cabrera, Nora, Bernal, Terenzini, & Pascarella, 1998; Doyle,

Edison, & Pascarella, 2000; Tsui, 1999, 2002; Williams & Worth, 2002);

impact of majoring in specific discipline as it relates to CTC and

communication skills (Li, Long, & Simpson, 1999); assessing the

effectiveness of CTC instruction (Halpern, 1993);

• Faculty dispositions and attitudes about students, critical thinking, or

students’ ability to think critically (Tsui, 2001); effects of teacher

organization/preparation and skill/clarity on CTC (Pascarella, Edisonh, Nora,

Hagedorn, & Braxton, 1996)

Other Key Researchers on the Cognitive Development of College Students

Other key figures whose work has focused on the intellectual, cognitive, and rational

capacities of college students include the following:

• William Perry’s work on intellectual and ethical development (1999);

• Baxter-Magolda’s work on epistemological reflection, student world views,

intellectual identities, and personal maturity (1999b, 2000);

• King & Kitchner’s work on reflective judgment and problem-solving (2004).
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These researchers are more interested in exploring and articulating the actual growth, change,

and development of the student mind.   While their concerns, research, and theories have their

particular foci each is resonant and supportive of the author’s ethical presuppositions about well-

being’s link to cognitive capacities and the need to take a closer look at how the various

processes and dynamics of formal schooling interact with the individuals to foster critical thinking

capacity.  Perry’s work includes years of pioneering study which resulted in an elaborate,

compelling scheme for phases and positions of students’ intellectual and ethical development in

college (1999).  Baxter-Magolda is very interested in students’ epistemological assumptions,

meaning-making, and personal maturity as it develops both in college and beyond (1999b,

2004).  King and Ktchner’s work has focused more on capacities for reflection and reasoning

required in a complex world requiring complex thinking abilities.  More recently, King has turned

her attention to cognitive development identity, socio-moral development, and intercultural

maturity (February 25, 2006 at http://sitemaker.soe.umich.edu/soe/faculty).

Sample Dissertations Focusing on the Cognitive Development in College Students

A scan of the most relevant dissertation abstracts reveals some very interesting work on

the development of students’ critical thinking capacities (CTC).  The following are some of the foci

(note: CT = critical thinking):

• The relationship between specific predictor variables of new students and the

critical thinking ability of first-year students and sophomores (Smith, 2000;

Wilson, 2002); relationship between student profile or current skills and the

development of  CTC (Edwards, 1985);

• The benchmarking of CT programs whose conditions and features increase

critical thinking capacity (Denardo, 2003);

• The relationship between particular academic programs at a particular

college and students’ critical thinking skills (Rucks, 2001); the development

of CT skills and attitudes from within a specific field, e.g. nursing, history,
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education (Schultz, 2001; Walsh, 1996); the general impact of a CT-specific

course on critical thinking skills (Green, 1993);

• The relationship of CTC and development to other dimensions of student

development or skills: e.g., personal and moral growth (Hill, 1995); reading

comprehension as influenced by a CT course (Fennelly, 1988); attitudes

toward reading as influenced by a critical reading course (Manning, 1997);

epistemological beliefs (Comerford, 1999);

• Classroom climate and environmental studies promoting the development

CTC (Ruland, 1999); general campus environment and climate studies

contributing to the development of CTC (Edison, 1997; Prendergast, 1998;

Tsui, 1998); functional relationships between selected college variables and

CTC (Oouzts, 1992); impact of library experiences (Whitmire, 2001);

• The current knowledge and attitudes of faculty regarding critical thinking and

students’ capacity for it (Denardo, 2003);

• Analysis of instructional techniques that lead to related skills or capacities

(Arburn, 1998; Barlow, 2000; Hunt, 2002; Reiter, 1993); the influence of

teaching styles and peer collaboration (Quitadomo, 2002); The effectiveness

of infusing or blending CTC content or instructional models, e.g., Richard

Paul’s model, into a particular class (Morgan, 1995; Reed, 1998);

• The validity of a psychometric devices designed to measure CTC skills and

or dispositions (Boyd, 2001; Walsh, 1996; Williams, 2002).

Connecting Cognition, Content, and Context: A Developing Landscape?

Questions arising from a review of the literature include: 1) whether the literature is

reflective of publishers’ preferences for more established topics of inquiry or 2) whether the

availability of related literature is reflective of what is actually going on, or not going on, in the

field, i.e., on campus. Related questions include: Is it the case that FY learning opportunities
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simply do not make the development of critical thinking its chief content or means of education so

that there are no such settings and practices to be discussed or researched in the first place?  Do

those who coordinate and teach what may be categorized as critical-thinking-focused FY learning

opportunities simply choose not to contribute to the descriptive, assessment, and empirical

literature?

A search through key databases resulted in a rather limited number of publications that

discuss both the context of FY learning opportunities and critical thinking content, instruction, or

capacity; this included a search through the NCR web site.  In reviewing a list

(http://www.sc.edu/fye/resources/fyr/text.html) of books reported in “current first-year seminars”

being used in the field, only 9 of 75 textbooks in the list included the term “critical thinking” in the

title while a few others included “thinking” but not “critical” and others included terms related to

thinking such as “reasoning” or “argument.”  Now it could be that a lot of FY learning opportunities

are using the critical thinking texts, but it is not likely that even a high number of users would

outnumber those using the other texts, which focus more on strategic learning, transitioning to

college, general study skills, college life skills, career development and decision-making, or

becoming an adult and student success in general.  If FY learning opportunities tend not to focus

on the development critical thinking capacity, then it is obvious why journal publications are

lacking.

This suggests that, on the whole, higher education researchers (site-based or academic)

are not interested in examining and sharing insights on the interwoven dimensions among

content, context, and cognition.  If there is more going on in the field regarding the combination of

FY learning opportunities and the development of critical thinking capacity, then the literature is

rather limited in mirroring this activity in a more comprehensive way.  That is, the publication

landscape is not reflective of the landscape of practice.
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Some Relevant Examples of Research and Practice that Speak to both

FY-Learning Opportunities and Critical Thinking

Utilizing a device called the Classroom Climate Assessment Tool (CCAT), Ruland’s

dissertation research (1999) found that the first-year seminars she studied were correlated with

gains in critical thinking.   That there is a connection between critical thinking first-year seminars

and  critical thinking is also supported by Kenneth Wilson’s dissertation (2002) on Southern

Baptist colleges.  His findings are consistent with others that suggest the first-year of college is

the best time to promote critical thinking skills; he reports that the “greatest gain in critical thinking

occurred during the first-year of college”.  The two dissertations just cited, and a few of the

published works (some descriptive, fewer based on empirical research methods), explicitly

connect the contextual impact of FY learning opportunities with the content of a critical thinking

curriculum.

A few NRC publications do reflect a few studies making explicit ties between FY learning

opportunities and the development of critical thinking capacity.  For example, Bohr (1994) studied

associations between first-year student courses and first-year learning.  In doing so she looked at

the impact of individual first-year courses on critical thinking skills along with reading and

mathematics.  In another study researchers focused on how the incorporation of emotional skills

content into a first-year transitions course covering communication and critical thinking skills

enhanced participants’ development; they illustrate how this cohort’s retention rate was

significantly higher compared to a cohort of students who took the transitions course without the

emotional skills content (Schutte & Malouff, 2002).  In a more theoretical publication, Brown

(1989) argues that that the first-year seminar is a suitable means for promoting “essential

cognitive development tin college students’.  In a different study, a researcher reports how

surveys were administered during the fall and spring of the first-year college to determine the

impact of cluster participation on four cognitive outcomes: they distinguish the four domains as

critical thinking, analytical thinking/problem-solving, reading skills, and writing skills (Walker,

2003; see similar studies by Warner, 1998). (Recall that in the conceptual discussion critical
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thinking included analytical and problem-solving skills which clearly relate to reading and writing

skills as well). 10

Thus far, the author has cited a handful of publications and dissertation studies attending

to cognitive development in the context of specific first-year learning environments.  She has also

cited examples from the field where the development of critical thinking capacity is explicitly tied

to the significance of first-year learning seminars.  The reader’s attention is now turned to an

organization that alerted this author to the survey used for her own research project: the Policy

Center on the First Year of College (PCFYC). Funded by grants from The Atlantic Philanthropies

and The Pew Charitable Trusts, it is conducting a major study called the First Year Initiative (FYI):

A National Benchmarking Project. It was launched in fall 2001 to assess and benchmark the

learning outcomes of first-year seminars. Over 31,000 students from 62 institutions completed a

different survey in the last weeks of a first-year seminar. The FYI cites that “while the intent … is

to provide participating campuses with information to guide improvement at the local campus

level, the project also created a large cross-institutional database on the learning outcomes from

first-year seminars” (The Policy Center on the First Year of College, n.d.).

The PCFYC states that it “provides information that institutions can use to mange

improvement or confirm current practice.”  Relevant to this study is the fact that the FYI includes

investigation of 14 factors – 10 learning outcomes, 2 assessments of the classroom experience,

and 2 assessments of satisfaction with the college/university experience.  More relevant to the

researcher’s concern, the study included attention to critical thinking as well as faculty/student

interactions and peer/peer interactions.11   To date, however, the PCFYC has yet to publish any

                                               
10 While reviewing the journal’s database for updates just before the researcher’s dissertation defense, she
discovered the following articles had been published (or overlooked) since her initial literature review.  Listed
under the “Curriclum” category the reader may wish to look at the following. While time did not allow for their
review, she directs the reader to the titles and volume: The development of thinking skills: A priority for
higher education (Stockton State College), Vol. 2, No.2, p.3; Course enhances students’ thinking skills
(Southeast Missouri State University), Vol 9, No.. 2, p.5; Integrating deductive and informal logic into the
freshman seminar (Bowie State University), Vol 10, No. 2, pg. 8.  Listed under “Devices for First-Year
Students” the reader may wish to look at the following: “Encouraging high intellectual standards among
freshman (Northeast Missouri State University). Vol. 1, no.4, p.3.
11 Whether other disciplines (e.g., cognitive or social psychology, sociology, anthropology, or linguistics) or
other areas of study within education (e.g., educational psychology or curriculum and instruction), are in the
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research focusing on both context of specific first-year opportunities and the development of

critical thinking capacity (content).

Two Examples of Practice from the Field of Practice

 In her role as a teaching administrator at the University of Texas at Austin, the author

has shared her views about critical thinking as a form of student development and how it relates

to the contextual features of intentional learning environments with professionals in student and

academic affairs through conferences, consultations, workshops, and organizational training. Her

first presentation on this matter led to a request by two major university academic support

programs to guide their efforts in revamping a course intended to foster students’ critical thinking

capacity.  From June 2003 to August 2005 she led the development of and taught sections of the

LA 302 Critical Thinking Seminar, combining critical thinking, college life skills, and academic

work habits to promote personal excellence among students from first-generation, under-

represented backgrounds.  It is her judgment that educational institutions are physical, social, and

intellectual spaces wherein the well-being of such students may be promoted through favorable

arrangements.

A more well-known advocate of critical thinking as a form of student development and

catalyst for well-being is John Chaffee.   He has published several major classroom texts, as well

                                                                                                                                           
habit of conducting research that attends to the interwoven, dynamic relationships and processes among
cognitive development, curriculum, and particular learning environments in higher education is difficult to
determine.  A preliminary scan of some relevant databases indicates that other fields tend to stay away from
what would be a narrow and specialized topic for the respective disciplines.  Much of what is within the
domain of studies in curriculum and instruction focuses on the K-12 sector.  And while education psychology
is obviously interested in cognition, the respective researchers’ orientations tend to be more like those
studies found in cognitive and social psychology.  While those in cognitive psychology may conduct
research on how people reason, process information, make decisions, explain things, etc., the studies tend
to be rather narrow and de-contextualized from natural or lived experience. According to Art Markman, Chair
of the Cognitive Science Program at the University of Texas at Austin, cognitive psychology is just now
becoming interested in how other fields, such as education, may contribute to understanding human
cognition. The focus on understanding has been based on computational models of the brain or mind as
information processors and lesser  ways with how humans make sense or meaning of the worlds in which
they dwell—much less with the dynamic influence between self and world (Bruner, 1990; Gardner, H. 2003).
It may also be that higher education researchers should take an interest what other disciplines can
contribute to understanding human cognition—not as mere processors of information but as meaning
makers.  As will be shown, Chapter 5 draws from various disciplines in trying to make the most sense of
what students have to say about the experience of learning to think critically as situated in first-year seminar.
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as an instructor’s manual, making the explicit connection between critical thinking and student

development (2003). He has also published a popular book resonant with Raz (1986), Sen

(1991), and Alvarado’s (2000) ideas about ethical foundations of well-being and capacity building

(1998).  He currently teaches critical thinking and philosophy at La Guardia Community College in

New York. Also, meriting an honorable mention is Fred Janzow’s contribution to Chaffee’s

teaching resource manual for Thinking Critically.  In Part 4 of the instructor’s manual, Janzow

discusses how Chafee’s textbook may be used in classes targeting first-year students.  Details

include a “sample syllabus, specific suggestions, and activities designed for the special needs of

freshman students” (Janzow, 2003).  Hence, Janzow offers practical strategies but no theory or

principles about why a FY learning opportunity is a good environment in which to develop critical

thinking capacity.  Referenced earlier, Williams and Worth are also explicit about some links

between the development of critical thinking capacity and student success.  However, this

specific publication does not provide any detailed discussion about the function and utility of FY

learning opportunities. As cited earlier, the NRC national survey shows that while critical thinking

first-year learning opportunities may not be the most popular offerings available to first-year

students, they do exist.  What does not seem to exist is a lot of published research to help

evaluate and make sense of their value, utility, and impact on first-year students’ cognitive

development and well-being overall.

The main conclusion drawn from the literature review is that while institutions may offer

critical-thinking focused first-year learning seminars, there are but a handful of higher education

studies that focus on the interwoven dialogical processes between cognition and the various

educational contexts that make up student life as they unfold and evolve in the course of on-going

interactions.  Even fewer studies focus on the interwoven dialogical processes between critical

thinking course curricula and the learning environment as situated in first-year learning

environments.



47

Methodological Critique

Critique of Studies Focusing on FY Learning Opportunities

While the NCR is a useful tool for learning more about FY learning opportunities, a vast

amount of territory remains to be explored.  The national survey simply does not provide what

may be important descriptions and explanations of FY learning opportunity structures, processes,

value, utility, and worth.  The report may be a useful tool for conveying descriptive statistics, but

as is usually the case with similar national reports and surveys, it lacks the kind of  insight

provided by the kind of studies designed to probe into the depths of the very contexts from which

they draw their data.  Another limitation is that one cannot ascertain whether and how critical

thinking instruction and content are reflected in course goals, topics, and instruction across

seminar/course types.  Furthermore, the report does not operationalize the term “critical thinking”

for the reader.  Rather one is left to speculate what the reports are referring to when using this

term.  While NCR monographs such as Dally’s publication on independent thinking provide some

in-depth topical discussions related to student development and academic achievement, they

provide little if any insight regarding what this researcher learned from the students of her study:

the power of combining FY learning opportunities and critical thinking content.  While Dally

recommends the use of FY learning opportunities to promote “independent thinking” and makes a

few suggestions, his monograph is primarily conceptual and rhetorical in that it is meant to

persuade the reader that students’ thinking habits must be corrected and reshaped.  He does not

include any empirical data supporting the purported outcomes of critical thinking instruction nor

perceptions of what it is like to experience the development of one’s critical thinking capacity in

the context of a first-year seminar learning environment.  Nor does he recognize or recommend

empirical studies that may back up his claims. Given the vision of the NCR to lead in the

exploration and dissemination of best practices and relevant theory, it is possible that the Center

may begin collecting and publishing research and descriptions that provide deeper insight in the

future.
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Most of the studies discussed in this chapter tend to be descriptive, evaluative, and

sometimes experimental.  Those that are descriptive or evaluative may include selected statistics

derived from various survey or assessment tools.  The statistics may include information about

retention, persistence, academic achievement, student perceptions and ratings of various sorts,

and instructor perceptions and ratings of various sorts.  Others imitate studies found in the social

sciences such as true experimental and qausi-experimental designs.  Some of these studies may

focus on a particular course or sub-population while others will be more interested in following a

cohort of students for two to three years.  A few look at cognitive variables.

Unfortunately, one finds next to nothing with students’ articulating their cognitive

development in their own words.  Even when evaluative and descriptive publications have asked

and collected student commentary or narratives, the respective publications tend not to include

student quotes.  The same holds true for the more quantitative, experimental and quasi-

experimental studies.  Even when the publications mention that open-ended questions were

used, only a handful actually quoted any students.  Why isn’t this otherwise?

 NRC’s web site declares its privilege as the “sole distributor” of publications of research

from the Policy Center on the First Year of College (PCFYC). And as the leading center on the

first-year experience research and practice, one would expect that if one could find publications

focusing on connections between critical thinking capacity and first-year learning opportunities it

would be here.  As of December 2005, however, it listed only an annotated bibliography on

assessment of the first year of college, a monograph on strategies for improving the first year,

and guidelines for evaluation the first-year experience in general

(http://www.sc.edu/fye//index.html). In one document posted on the PCFYC web site, a general

announcement to the subscribers of the First-Year Initiative study promised to explain several

“key findings” in “greater detail” via short essays posted to two of its list serves (one focused on

the first-year experience in general and a second focus on the assessment of that experience)

and by archive on the center’s website. While there is a web publication reporting findings on FY

learning opportunities and critical thinking outcomes, this researcher’s last scan of the essays,
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which are more like reports, revealed that the Center fails to provide any commentary or insights

for a more detailed account for the quantitative data reported (PCFYC

While the NRC nor the PCFYC are widely recognized for their attention to the first-year

experience and related learning opportunities, critical thinking is but one concern in their

respective research and publication domains and thus not probed at the level of analysis deemed

necessary by this researcher.  As with the critique of other methodologies found in the literature,

a review of the short essays indicates a complete lack of the student voice.  Anything regarding

the experience of students can only be speculated upon via reported correlations among

particular variables and rather thin conclusions.

Critique of Studies Focusing on Critical Thinking Capacity

Well-known researchers such as Pascarella are noted for work on how diverse college

variables appear to impact the cognitive development of undergraduate students.  However,

critiques made of the literature focused on FY learning opportunities can also be applied here.

Overall the studies report correlations of what aspects of college or student characteristics may

be associated with students’ ability to think critically or to develop critical thinking capacity.

Utilizing psychometric devices and much-disputed critical thinking, reasoning, reading, and other

kinds of standardized tests, they at best speculate and hypothesize about why the correlations

exist. A review of the literature reveals several limitations in the research regarding this aspect of

cognitive development among undergraduate college students:

1) critical thinking studies tend to look at skill and attitudes as they are

supposedly developed across the curriculum (less studies focus on a

particular course);

2) a lack of attention to programs and initiatives incorporating critical thinking

as  a major aspect of respective student development models;

3) a lack of attention to what first-year seminars and courses are doing to

promote critical thinking;
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4) a lack of instructor-driven classroom assessment and evaluation;

5) a tendency to use debated psychometric devices to test students’ ability to

think critically;

6) a lack of exploratory studies that seek to uncover the complex relations that

may explain correlations found in many quantitative studies;

7) limited conceptualizations of critical thinking or the lack of a substantive

conception;

8) a lack of attention to individual, social, cultural, and environmental factors

that shape one’s experience in learning to think critically;

9) a lack of the student voice in describing what it is like to develop one’s

critical thinking skills;

10) a lack of studies focusing on the cognitive development of minority students;

11) a lack of literature that illustrates how peers, the instructor, and the

curriculum interact with one another in an on-going situation—that is, as

events unfold in space and through time in specific classroom context.

While higher education researchers such Willaim Perry, Lee Kneflekamp, Marcia Baxter-

Magolda all make reference to “critical thinking” in one way or another (e.g., Perry never uses the

term in his book but does refer to meta-thinking and King & Kitchner mention it in relation to

reflective thinking and judgment making), none of these higher education researchers focus

specifically on critical thinking as it has been conceptualized in Chapter 1 of this dissertation.

Nor, is it clear that any of their works thus far have focused on the actual on-going development

of an individual’s critical thinking capacity as it is interwoven and co-constructed through peer

interactions, the curriculum, instructor interactions, and the evolution of a specific classroom

environment.  While the respected work of key higher education researchers contribute

substantive insight on aspects of cognitive development associated with critical thinking capacity,

they do not give attention to context at the level deemed significant by the researcher.  A

substantive discussion connecting cognitive development as it relates to critical thinking capacity
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in the context of a first-year learning opportunity as told by the students has yet to appear in

publication landscape.

General Critique

While some of the descriptive and evaluative literature on a particular course may

provide clues to important contextual questions, one hardly finds studies in which students’

perceptions, attitudes, and experiences are expressed in their own words, i.e., through quoted

material.  Usually, the complexity of how students perceive the utility, worth, value, and

processes of FY learning opportunities or critical thinking instruction and content are reduced to

mean scores based on ratings according to a variety of scales.   Moreover, many of the studies

focus on performance (critical thinking skills, retention, future academic achievement) and the

measurement of dispositions rather than the process of developing one’s thinking skills.   In

failing to examine the processes and dynamics of particular learning environments, higher

education researchers, instructors, and various program and institutions fail to understand why it

is that a student comes to develop critical thinking capacity:

to assume that under ideal circumstances people’s underlying capacities or

processes can be attributed to their internal functioning without concern for the

context of their activity is unrealistic.  Thinking is intricately interwoven with the

context of the problem to be solved.  The context includes the problem’s

physical and conceptual structure as well as the purpose of the activity and the

social milieu in which it is embedded.  [italics added] (Rogoff, p. 2)

Even Pascarella (2001) admits that, “despite the doctrine of Ockham’s Razor, the

simplest explanation is not always the most accurate.” Citing a large number of conditional

effects, he cautions that findings such as those reported by the NSSL should “serve as a

reminder that the impact of academic and nonacademic experience on cognitive growth during

college are a lot more complicated than we tend to assume.”
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Rogoff’s quote points us to further concerns.  First, one may use her own position to

further critique the position that thinking capacity can be ascertained accurately and sufficiently

with psychometric devices that by necessity de-contextualize thinking capacity.  One may

question, for example, whether Pascarella and any of his associated studies sufficiently address

the physical and conceptual structures of cognition.

Second, while Pascarella and Terenzini (1998) make it clear that the “general effects’”

reported in their quantitative research should be viewed cautiously, another critique of their work

remains.   That is, while statistics and test scores (e.g., how many right answers on the critical

thinking test did Jane get right and what college variables are attributable to that) may reveal

some interesting patterns, the abstraction of experience to correlations among variables

provides no direct evidence about the actual processes and dynamics. For example, what can

their correlations tell us about how peers, respective instructors, the formal curriculum, and

personal frames of reference interact and shape the experience that was supposed to lead the

student to perform a certain way on test or survey in the first place?

Third, the aforementioned researchers provide a wonderful example of how Rogoff’s

insight may be used to understand how researchers themselves think about how and what they

choose to study.  Take, for example, Pascarella and Terenzini’s own realization that “until the

1960s or early 1970s, when higher education shifted from meritocratic to egalitarian admissions

policies, the assumption of homogeneity among students may have generally been warranted”

then but not now.  If thinking is intricately interwoven with the context of the problem to be

solved—whether in ordinary life or formal learning situations—so is the thinking of higher

education scholars.  Hence, the very questions or problems posed by the researchers need to

be questioned and modified to better align with the need to look at the contextual features of

cognitive development in a manner that results in more meaningful insights.

Fourth in a self-critique of How College Affects Students, Pascarella and Terenzini

comment that their review of the literature:
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makes transparently clear that the exploration of general effects—educational

interventions or experiences that have the same effect for all students—has

been the dominant goal of all but a handful of investigations.  Studies of

conditional effects—how interventions or experiences may have differential

effects depending on the characteristics of the student or institution

attended—have been scarce. [italics added]

To get at “how interventions or experiences may have differential effects depending on the

characteristics of the student or institution attended,” higher education research should take a

reflective step back.  It needs to ascertain why it studies cognitive development the way it has,

not only by rethinking its approaches and methods in framing related inquiries but in questioning

the assumptions about what aspects of cognition warrant attention.  Part of understanding

conditional effects, and perhaps exposing ones yet to be “discovered,” may be augmented in

garnering students’ own perceptions about their development and of the learning environments

they find themselves in.  Until education research and practice recognizes this, efforts to

leverage the student voice; articulation of the experience or process of developing cognitive

skills; and a more detailed, multi-dimensional account of the context may impede the institution’s

ability to assess its own competency in promoting critical thinking capacity and hence the

institution’s function as means for well-being.

It should be noted that there are some studies published by the NRC’s journal that do

focus on contextual factors and or make more use of the student voice.  For example, one study

discusses the construction and administration of a Preferred College Classroom Environment

Scales.  Based on focus group interviews with over 100 students, the author discusses the

“degree to which five dimensions of a conventional college classroom can help students learn”

(Wilkie, 2000).  So while this study does not focus on the first-year learning seminar or critical

thinking in particular, it does attend to specific classroom learning environments as reported by

students.  Another study at a university in Kansas used a mixed-methodologies approach in

drawing from GPAs and retention rates along with qualitative responses from focus groups to
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assess the impact of a university’s early implementation of a first-year summer transition program

(Wolf-Wendel, Tutlle, & Keller-Wolff, 1999).  While it does not focus on critical thinking per say, it

does draw from reports about  their experiences in the university’s program.  A study at a state

university in California argues for the success of a program called University 100 “from the

student’s perspective and retrospective” (Hanley & Olson, 1996).  This study takes the student

voice seriously and is interested in the effects of the course; however, its attention to the

dialogical processes between critical thinking in particular and the learning environment is

lacking.

Yet another study compared the relation among instructional techniques used in different

sections of a first-year psychology course to examine effects on learning and persistence

(Dahlgren, Willie, Finkel, & Burger, 2005).   While this study looks at learning and specific

techniques used by instructors, it does not look at critical thinking per say nor does it make

substantive use of student quotes.  A related study looked at how classroom discussion,

interaction, and instructor techniques might increase student participation in the classroom.  The

researchers report finding higher levels of interaction in first-year seminar classrooms than in

other first-year or upper-level classes (Reynolds & Nunn, 1998) but do not optimize their

discussion with student quotes or focus on critical thinking capacity.  In short, each of the studies

above have strengths argued for by the researcher but with at least one limitation regarding

methodology or focus.

Questioning How Higher Education Thinks about

Excellence, Research, and the Value of Student Perceptions

One may question whether higher education researchers and practitioners should

change the way they think about excellence insofar as the concept is often related to student

effort and academic performance.  One may ask, for example, about the collective intelligence of

the institution and whether or not it reflects excellence, i.e., institutional excellence, performance,

effort.  It is not enough to consider what the student did or did not do to succeed.  Nor is it
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enough to look at pre-existing conditions the students bring with him or her (“predictor

variables”).  Those who care about the value and utility of higher education should also cast a

critical eye on its own reflection in the mirror of development.  What those in higher education

see in the mirror may not be what the students think they are experiencing.  Higher education

should learn more about how students perceive the dynamics and processes between context

and development as they relate their learning experiences and the development of critical

thinking capacity.

The Need for Case Studies

Cognitive psychologist R. K. Yin (1994) argues that case studies should be used when

one deliberately wants to uncover or expose contextual conditions—especially when the

researcher believes that the conditions may be pertinent to the phenomenon of a future study or

(p.13).  It is the researcher’s judgment that this is precisely the method needed for learning

about how students experience the development of their critical thinking capacity—reconnecting

cognition, content, and context.  The discussion in both this and the previous chapter suggests

that organizational and social characteristics and patterns of the institution and its respected

environments are just as important as characteristics and patterns of the individual thinker in

realizing the further development of a student’s critical thinking capacity.

Conducting a case study that gives voice to the students enrolled in a critical-thinking

focused first-year learning opportunity would be a significant contribution to the developing

landscape reviewed: research, knowledge base, and practice.  Knowledge and understanding of

FY learning opportunities could be augmented by 1) including more formalized, in-depth

research and 2) allowing students to have a more prominent space in which to share what are

situated learning experiences.   Knowledge and understanding of critical thinking instruction,

development, and capacity could be augmented by using case studies to explore and explain

many of the correlations and outcomes obtained through empirical research. The researcher

argues that doing so could reveal the need to attend to both the context and content of thinking

and intellectual development. The challenge may lie in identifying initiatives that recognize the
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need to help students enhance their well-being through the refinement of critical thinking

capacity via the first-year learning opportunity.
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CHAPTER 3

DESCRIPTION OF RESEARCH PROJECT

AND ARTICULATION OF METHODOLOGY

This research project was set up primarily as a case study that uses mixed methods

procedures.  It is based on the pragmatic assumption that what matters most in designing one’s

inquiry is the problem to be solved.  Thus when constructing a method for addressing the

problem or question, it is that end which should determine the applications or procedures for

inquiry.  Based on the literature review, the methodological critique, and knowledge about

research philosophies and systems of human inquiry, the researcher concluded that collecting

diverse types of data would best address the topic of the dissertation.  Thus the research project

was designed to begin with a general survey administered to a very specific, defined population

and then move to open-ended discussion groups and interviews to collect detailed views from

participants.

In this chapter the researcher further situates the study in addition to elaborating on: A)

the justification for the case study approach; B) the construction of the study; and C) the

significance of this approach to studying cognitive development in higher education.  Entailed in

the discussion the reader will find attention to the purpose, specific issue addressed,

assumptions, and implications traditionally associated with many higher education research

projects.

What this Study is Not

This is not an intervention study. It is not a measure of what variables impacted any

intellectual development outcomes.  Thus no experimental or quasi-experimental quantitative

designs or methods were employed to measure cognitive skills or intellectual attitudes or

learning outcomes.  Nor does it, not directly anyway, have students compare perceptions of this

course with perceptions of other courses.  This is a very narrow study that wishes to engender a
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rich and detailed discussion of a particular kind of leaning experience as articulated by students

and later interpreted by the researcher.

Detailed Overview of the Context

Field Site

The researcher conducted her study at the University of Texas at Austin, a large

comprehensive research university, enrolling around or above 50,000 students per year.  The

data collection for her project focused on students taking the Liberal Arts (LA) 302 Critical

Thinking Seminar as part of their participation in programs and services coordinated by the Office

of Academic Enrichment Services, which is located in the Office of the Dean of Students.

Almost all of the students who were enrolled in the course, and hence who participated in

the study, were enrolled in the Gateway Program, which is a comprehensive two-year program

with a strong first-year experience initiative that:

offers services and programs that maximize the academic and social engagement of new

UT students. [it] seeks to introduce Gateway students to the University's vast resources

and to encourage each student to take full advantage of the educational opportunities

available at the University.

Students in the program were invited to apply to the program after they were officially admitted to

the University. Students under consideration for Gateway reflected a solid academic record in

high school and a strong motivation and willingness to meet the demands of the University.

Through a selective process, the review committee identified students who would benefit from

Gateway's limited enrollment classes, support services, group association, and academic

monitoring. Some of the criteria used to evaluate a candidate included, but were not limited to,

high school grade point average, high school rank, SAT/ACT scores, and letters of

recommendation.  Gateway administrators target incoming students who come from first-
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generation, low-income groups (mostly African American or Hispanic/Mexican American

students).  

Eighty-six freshmen enrolled in the Gateway program for the 2004-2005 academic year.

The gender of the Gateway freshman class consisted of 49 (57%) males and 37 (43%) females.

The racial composition was 28 (32%) Mexican American/Hispanic students, 25 (29%) African

American students, 10 (12%) Asian American students, 4 (5%) Foreign students, 17 (20%)

Caucasian students, and 2 (2%) Native American students.  Out of the 86 participants, 20 (23%)

were student athletes.   

The cumulative grade point average (GPA) for all students in the 2004 Gateway cohort

was 2.81 at the end of the fall 2004 semester and 2.82 at the end of the spring 2005 semester.

For the fall semester, the cumulative GPA for non-athletes was 2.95 and 2.29 for athletes.  By the

end of the spring semester, the cumulative GPA was 2.99 for non-athletes and 2.28 for athletes.

Originally, eighty-five students registered with the Gateway program during the Fall 2004

semester.  However, two students left in good standing and one student was dismissed by the

end of the spring 2005 semester. The year ended with a 97% retention rate (Gateway Program

Annual Report 2004-2005, p.3).                                                                          

The focus of this study was on Gateway students taking the LA 302 course as part of the

program’s required curriculum. A few non-Gateway students in one section of the course self-

selected to take the seminar after the Gateway coordinator opened this option to them.  These

students came from another program in the Office of Academic Enrichment Services known as

the Preview Program. It should also be noted that the athletes do not participate in the Gateway

program beyond academic advising, early registration, and enrollment in smaller classes.

Academic and social support for this sub-population is provided by the UT Athletics Department.

Members of each sub-population within the LA 302 sections completed the survey, but only

Gateway students volunteered to participate in personal interviews or cluster interviews.                                 

 While the focus was not on the perceptions or experiences of the course instructors, they

did contribute to the study.  Before the project was carried out, the instructors met with the
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researcher to discuss the purpose and plan of the research but they did not contribute to the

actual design or analysis.  Access to the research site included course syllabi, student portfolios,

and profile information for document analysis. The instructors were later interviewed for their

reactions to student’s general descriptions of the respective learning environments.                 

Given that the researcher was the instructional leader of the course, she has added

depth and insight regarding the context and content shaping the students’ experiences.  In order

to avoid any ethical dilemmas, students enrolled in the researcher’s section of LA 302 were not

part of the research though they were given a chance to express and share their experiences in a

manner consistent with that of the others.12

The LA 302 Critical Thinking Seminar: History, Philosophy, and Objectives

Originally, students in the Gateway Program took a 3-hour credit course coordinated in

the University’s Department of Educational Psychology; the course focused on topics about

transitioning to adulthood while in college.  After learning about a 2-hour credit course called

Critical Analysis and Problem Solving Seminar, the Gateway administration decided to pilot the

course offering in fall 2003.  The move to do so was fueled by two concerns: 1) that students

were negative about the utility, value, and content of the EDP course, and 2) that student grades

were reflecting a greater need to further develop critical thinking capacity.  In fall 2004, the course

was further developed and split into two course headings: Liberal Arts 302 and Natural Sciences

302. The academic administrator of the Texas Interdisciplinary Plan which is housed in the

College of Natural Sciences and Liberal Arts.  Other sections of the course are available to

students participating in other programs across the campus.  The sections discussed in this study

are those sections of LA 302 created specifically for Gateway students but occasionally enrolling

students from other programs in the Office of Academic Enrichment Services.

                                               
12 One of the researcher’s fellow LA 302 instructors, the Gateway Program coordinator, emailed the
researcher’s former students nearly a year after the survey was administered and about 6 months after the
interviews were completed to see if they wanted to share their own experiences and comments with the
Gateway Program.  They were invited to meet with the Gateway Graduate Assistant (a graduate-level
student employee) to have an informal discussion.  The graduate student had a list of prompts used by the
researcher in her interviews.  To date, not students took advantage of this offering.
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The philosophical foundation of the course is consonant with the mission of Academic

Enrichment Services (AES), which in 2003 moved from a deficit-based, retention model of

student development to a more constructive, potential-based model of human development

advocated by Patricia Cross (1972) in her studies of learning in higher education and reflected in

the philosophical thought on growth and development of Dewey (1916):

Academic Enrichment Services creates avenues facilitating the capacity of all

students to take charge of their learning and their lives. Through programs and

services students become engaged members of the University community,

exemplifying academic and personal excellence from their first semester at UT to

graduation. (Academic Enrichment Services, n.d.)

The organization and design of services and opportunities offered through AES’s various

programs such as Gateway, Preview, and others very much reflects the value of starting with

students as they are and encouraging all students to develop their respective capacities to the full

extent possible while a member of the University.  The fact that a critical thinking seminar is

offered rather than some of the other kinds of first-year learning opportunities is a perfect example

of Cross’s potential-based model of student development focusing on personal growth.   It is,

furthermore, an laudable decision to resist what Martin Haberman (2002), professor of curriculum

and instruction at the University of Wisconsin, Milwaukee, would call a “pedagogy of poverty”.

Rather than appealing to low expectations for minorities and the poor or underserved, the

Gateway and AES staff have a vision of helping students reach their fullest intellectual, moral,

social, and emotional development while they are in college.

Instructors of the fall 2004 sections of LA 302 agreed that as a result of taking the first-

year learning seminar, students should be able to:

• articulate a coherent definition of critical thinking

• conduct fair-minded and intelligent conversation

• develop and articulate effective arguments

• create a personal mission statement
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• develop and appreciation for diverse points of view

• cooperatively and effectively work in groups

In addition to these common goals, the instructors also personalized the course descriptions,

which are provided in the respective reconstruction of the classroom environments.  Each section

required daily quizzes to gauge student engagement with the texts and count attendance; all

required a group project and presentation, and at least one paper.  Differences in assignments

reflect the value of instructional autonomy valued by the administrators and faculty of the LA 302

seminar.  Specific assignments and the weighting of grades are cited in Chapter 4 whence the

classroom environments are reconstructed from the student perspective.  (To see the course

description and syllabi for each section of the LA 302 critical thinking seminar studied, please see

Appendices D, E, and F.)

Finally, each of the instructors also had administrative appointments in Academic

Enrichment Services.  Roberta was the coordinator of the Preview Program and Veronica was

the coordinator of the Gateway Program.  Kim was the dean of AES and a former Gateway

coordinator. While the researcher did not have any administrative duties associated with the

Gateway Program or Preview Programs, she did coordinate the curriculum and advise students

in the Longhorn Link Program, which is also housed in AES.  She did serve as the instructional

leader and taught a section of the course not included in the study.

The Approach and Methods

Presuppositions of this Research Project

Quantitative data such as skill or aptitude instruments, GPAs, and grades cannot fully

explain why or how a college student comes to earn a certain grade, achieve a score on a

particular psychometric instrument, or leave college at the top or bottom of his or her graduating

class.  Quantitative data may indicate that students did not meet an instructor’s expectations or

perform well on a skill-based test according to some national norm, but what can scores or grades

tell us about how it came to be that a student “performed” a particular way in any meaningful,
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substantive sense?  It is the researcher’s judgment that higher education researchers, faculty, and

administrators should devote some time to reflecting more on the experience of intellectual

development.  This entails the need to re-contextualize how those in higher education assess,

measure, and evaluate 1) student ability and potential and 2) the institution’s own capacity to

create conditions where the development of intellectual capacity is aligned with the learning ends

of that institution.

As stressed in Chapter 2, student narratives do not feature prominently in published

research focusing on the development of critical thinking capacity or first-year learning seminars.

While the First-Year Initiative Survey does emphasize the importance of student perceptions

about various aspects of their college experiences, including impacts on critical thinking, it is not

clear that sufficient space has been given to the student’s own narrative of how things unfolded in

a particular critical thinking classroom.  This study was designed to leverage what psychologist

Jerome Bruner (1999) would call folk-psychology: how ordinary people make sense of the world

(which he interprets as “acts of meaning” making).  Given that the students are at the center of

the phenomena under investigation (the distinctive experience of developing particular cognitive

capacities), it was assumed that the students would have something important to say.  Given that

quantitative methods must by design abstract objects studied from their context, it was

determined that capitalizing on student perceptions and reflections about the process and context

(the FY leaning seminar classroom environment) as it related to content (critical thinking materials

and instruction) in developing critical thinking capacity (cognition/skills/attitudes) would have to

include qualitative methods.  Such an approach is also in line with calls for qualitative and mixed-

method approaches to cognitive development as well as student development articulated by

higher education researchers such as Baxter-Magolda (1999b, 2000); King & Kitchner (2004),

and Perry (1999).
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Why the Case Study Approach?

 Yin states that not only are case studies increasingly popular among academic

researchers and doctoral students but they are finding, in one variation or another, increasing

popularity by teachers for instructional purposes and evaluators or administrators for decision-

making or problem-solving purposes (1994). A perfect case in point is Baxter-Magolda’s

advocacy of using ethnographic fieldwork and case studies to guide student affairs practice

which she basis on her insights and outcomes in her own research projects (1999a).  Yin statess

that they are the preferred strategy of inquiry when:

• “’how’ or ‘why’ questions are being posed;

•  the investigator has little control over events;

• and the focus is on a contemporary phenomenon within some real-life

context. (p. 1).

The researcher’s discussion in Chapters 1, 2, and thus far in Chapter 3 demonstrates that Yin’s

criteria for choosing the case study method are suited to exploring and situating the experience

of learning to think critically in the case of a first-year learning opportunity. Yin also argues that

the exploratory nature of case studies can also be complemented by “’explanatory’” and

“descriptive’” case studies.  In fact, he claims that case studies may be complex and multi-focal

by combining exploratory, descriptive, and explanatory goals.13

To the extent that the researcher’s focus is on students recounting their cognitive

development in a first-year seminar, the project also aligns with Creswell’s general conception

(1998) of the case study as a legitimate tradition of inquiry:

                                               
13 While Yin might argue that the nature of this research project is primarily exploratory, it should
not be a surprise if the research is also able to shed light on why the participants will have been
assessed with course grades and a final grade they will have been awarded by Phase II of the
research project.  To the extant that this does turn out to be the case, then this project may also
serve an explanatory function as well.
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 it is an exploration of a  “bounded system” or case over time through

detailed, in-depth data collection involving multiple sources of information

rich in context;

 the system or case is bounded by time and place and it is THE case being

studied—a program, an event, an activity or individuals;

 it is a within-site study that  focuses on LA 302 students who were also

enrolled in the Gateway Program but also a multi-site study to the extent

that it does examine  three different sections of the Gateway LA 302

seminar;

 it makes use of multiple sources of information such as observations,

interviews, audio-visual material, documents, and reports;

 the content of the case required situating it within its setting, which may be a

physical setting or the social, historical, and or economic setting (pp. 61-62).

The ultimate rationale for using techniques from this tradition has to do with the

instrumentality of the case study method in exploring and situating students’ experiences in

furthering their critical thinking capacity.  To the extent that this is so, the researcher should

probably conceptualize this as what Creswell refers to as an “instrumental case study” (p. 62)

because, at the time, it seemed most useful and appropriate for investigating the interwoven,

dialogical processes among content, context, and cognition as articulated by the students who

experienced the LA 302 first-year learning opportunity (while this was the most appropriate

method at the time, a time of exploration from the students’ point of view, the researcher did

discover more appropriate methods that will be discussed in Chapter 6).

Why use Mixed Methods Procedures?

As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, when it comes to choosing a method of

inquiry, the researcher basically adopts what John W. Creswell (2003) would argue is a

pragmatist’s position.  He cites that mixed methodologies are increasing in legitimacy and
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frequency as evidenced, for example, by journal publications and texts focusing on mixed

methodologies.  He states that related procedures developed:

in response to a need to clarify the intent of mixing quantitative and qualitative

data into a single study (or program of study).  With the inclusion of multiple

methods of data and multiple forms of analysis, the complexity of these designs

calls for more explicit procedures.  These procedures also developed in part to

meet the need to help researchers create understandable designs out of

complex data and analysis. (208).

Overview of a Sequential, Non-continuous Exploratory Design

Generally, this study may be represented via Table 1 and Figure 1 below (adapted from

Creswell, 2003).

Table 1

Implementation, Priority of Methods, Strategies, and Integration

Implementation Priority Integration Theoretical

Perspective

Sequential—quantitative

first, qualitative second

Quantitative in terms

of order; qualitative in

terms of weight

In combination: at data

analysis and during

interpretation

Explicit and implicit
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Figure 1. Design strategies and sequence for a two-phase, mixed-methods

study.

Creswell states that qualitative studies are often used to explore unknown territory and

may be expanded to collect more data through quantitative methods.  He also notes that one

may use qualitative methods to explain and gain insight not available through quantitative

methods.  This study was originally designed as of the second kind: i.e., the author intended to

use the survey in the implementation phase to first capture and generalize student perceptions

about the LA 302 classroom environment and their learning experiences; then run some

statistical analyses to see if anything stood out as significant; and then construct focus group

and interview protocols based on anything that stood out.  The idea was to use the Classroom

Environmental Scales Survey to capture student perceptions of all the students comprising the

student body of the three sections of LA 302 and then see if anything stood out for each or all of

the sections.
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Recall the researcher’s critique that Pascarella-type studies at best suggest some

correlations with hints of causality.  They do little to explain the “why” of Pascarella's “how” in

looking at how college affects students’ cognitive development.  While the researcher assumed

that the survey might help in establishing patterns and focusing the qualitative dimension of the

case study, the reader should not assume that the quantitative element of the study’s design had

greater weight.  While it was necessary to conduct this part of the research first, it would have

been insufficient and incompatible with this author’s critiques of the previous higher education

research.  The researcher could have conducted a slightly different study with only qualitative

methods, but decided that using multiple approaches might help to more fully capture a complex

situation.  Chapters 4 and 5 clearly illustrates the significance of the qualitative element in this

study.

The ethical framework of this dissertation was discussed in Chapter 1 where the author

articulated a philosophical conception of well-being that recognizes the link between individuals

and institutions.  It is in fact the author’s concern for well-being that led her to ask questions about

the cognitive capacities of individuals and the role of education in fostering those capacities with

an eye on well-being. In this sense, her approach to inquiry is very much like that of John Dewey

who did not begin with a philosophy or theory of education that led him to a conception of human

growth and applicable pedagogical practices but proceeded the other way around: it was his

conception of personal growth which led him to ask questions about the meaning and function of

education and the practices that can best promote human growth (Dewey, 1916).  The framework

of the methodology is conceptually and fundamentally informed also by Lave and Wenger (1991)

who argue that learning is always situated and by Hutchins (1996) and Rogoff (1984) who argue

that thinking always occurs in a context apart from which it cannot be accurately, sufficiently

understood. Cresswell’s articulation of research methods and approaches influences most of the

research design.
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Assumptions Regarding Methods and Research Design

The following was assumed in constructing this project.  The language of the survey

instrument would be uniformly understood by all students.  The time lag between the proposed

survey, end of the first-year leaning seminar, and the qualitative study of the research would not

be a significant problem.  Given the low attrition rate among Gateway students, finding students

for the second and third phases of the research project would not be a problem.

Actual Data Collection and Analysis

Unfortunately, the researcher experienced difficulty in getting students to commit to a

time for within-section focus groups.  After six unsuccessful weeks of emails and phone calls,

she decided to schedule personal and cluster interviews instead (which was much easier) as

she wanted to make sure she interviewed students before any more time elapsed between the

end of the LA 302 first-year learning opportunity and students’ discussion of their experiences in

the respective classroom environments.  As such, a more accurate representation of how the

study was actually conducted is illustrated in Table 2 and Figure 2 below.

Table 2

Modified Version of Implementation, Priority of Methods, Strategies, and Integration

Implementation Priority Integration Theoretical
Perspective

Sequential—quantitative

first; qualitative second

Quantitative in terms

of order; Qualitative in

terms of weight

In combination: at data

analysis and during

interpretation

Explicit and implicit
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Figure 2. Modified design strategies and sequence for a two-phase, mixed-

methods study.

As can be seen the flow chart above shows that both quantitative and qualitative

methods were used.  However, unlike the planned design, the survey responses were not used

to predetermine or shape the interview or protocol questions.  In stead, the author decided to

look at the responses after completing the interviews and analyzing the qualitative data and

report only on those survey items judged most interesting in describing and reconstructing each

LA 302 classroom environment.  However, she did use the survey construct definitions and

survey questions to shape the language and themes of her interview constructs.   In this sense,

the two methods may more appropriately be discussed as connected rather than integrated.

Phase I: Quantitative Dimension

What is the College Classroom Environment Scales survey? Developed by Winston,

Vahala, Nichols, and Edwards (1994), the web site for the Policy Center on the First-Year of

College states that the CCES is an “instrument designed to measure the characteristics and
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social climate of collegiate classrooms (see Appendix G).  More precisely, the CCES’s  “purpose

is the development of information about student perceptions of the classroom and academic

environment, at the classroom level and at larger levels of organization” (Jessen & Patton,

n.d.a.). Structured on a Likert scale the survey contains 62 items structured around 6 subscales

or constructs.  Having been discussed in an article appearing in the Journal of College Student

Development, the six constructs are:

Cathectic Learning Climate [CLC]. High scores on this scale indicate a charged

academic atmosphere that stimulates students to be active participants in the

class, to explore links between personal experiences and the subject matter,

and to seek classmates’ opinions and reactions. [19 items]

Professorial Concern [PC]. High scores on this scale describe an academic

environment in which students perceive the instructor as being personally

concerned about them as individuals and as striving to foster their educational

and personal achievements. [12 items]

Inimical Ambiance [IA]. High scores on this scale characterize an environment

that students see as being hostile, highly competitive, and rigidly structured.

Expectations and evaluation criteria are seen as unclear. [9 items]

Academic Rigor [AR]. High scores on this scale are indicative of an environment

that is intellectually challenging and demanding. [8 items]

Affiliation [AF]. High scores on this scale describe a class environment that

students see as promoting informal interaction and as being highly supportive,

friendly, and student-centered. [6 items]

Structure [ST]. High scores on this scale describe an environment that students

perceive as highly structured such that evaluation criteria and study plans are

clearly articulated. [8 items] (see also Appendix H)

A study using the instrument at several campuses has appeared in Innovative Higher

Education.  Originally pioneered by Roger Winston at the University of Georgia, Jessen and
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Patton state that Portland State University has been using it since 1994.  Administered to all

students in the University’s Freshman Inquiry course, they cite that “use of the instrument over

eight years, and the development of more external and internal comparative data, have enhanced

the instrument’s utility and credibility,” and that “it is now an expected and accepted part of [the]

assessment process.” Given the credibility, utility, and value of the instrument, the researcher

chose this survey as an efficient and reliable way to capture student perceptions of learning to

think within a particular context (the LA 302 course) as well as within in particular course section

(an even more specific context).

It is important to iterate that the survey is not the focus of the study itself.  It is the

experience of the students and what they have to say about it.  The quantitative tool may be

useful but it is not the most important.  In the end, it was used as a starting point,  a springboard

to a more complex, uncharted exploration.

Validation Strategies: Following the advice of survey administrators and designers at

Portland State University, the researcher attended to the following to ensure integrity of the

instrument:

• Students should be informed about the use of the CCES and their need to

truly understand the purpose of the assessment;

• Students must be clear on how the data will be used and who the audience

will be

• Students need to feel that their instructor is supportive of the assessment

process for them to be serious about their answers;

• When students are told not to talk with one another and to give thoughtful

and honest answers to the questions, the seriousness of the assessment is

emphasized.

The researcher administered the survey to avoid any possible discomfort students might

experience in responding to the instrument.  They were given a downloaded version of the

survey instrument as well as a scantron sheet and a pencil to complete the survey.
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Students were not told that they were participating in a dissertation study until the day

the test was actually administered, which many but not all completed on the day they were

scheduled to have a final exam (no actual final was administered and nor were they expecting

one).  Given the desire of the LA 302 course instructors to follow best practices, they had

received a copy of the instrument at the beginning of the course.  (A copy of the survey

instrument and the scales is available in Appendices at the end of this study).

The scantron sheets were submitted to the University’s Measurement and Evaluation

Center for tabulation of the responses for a simple item analysis, which the researcher shares in

the next chapter. Beyond the dissertation, the survey data will be presented to the course

instructors, the program director, and the area dean and perhaps at future conferences (as

approved by the Institutional Review Board at UT Austin).  The findings were shared only with

those students who participated in personal or cluster interviews.  It has been left up to the AES

administrators and faculty whether to share the results of the survey with other students and

colleagues once they have them.

Phase II: Qualitative (WEIGHTED) Dimension of Research Design

Cancellation of Focus Groups: As it turned out focus groups were not only hard to

arrange given student schedules and sense of commitment, but it is likely that the kind of insights

and comments offered by the students may have been limited by focus group dynamics.  In

recalling and sharing experiences students also disclosed a lot about themselves and their critical

thinking capacity.   Their remarks were personal in that they were candid about their own skills

and capacities as well as about personal challenges and achievements.  Some remarks included

unfavorable views about the validity and relevance of the course.  Often, students articulated

rather negative observations of peers and the curriculum as well as some negative criticism of the

instructor.  Given what students had to say about safe discursive spaces and sharing one’s point

of view in the classroom (to be discussed later in the dissertation), it is likely that students would

not have been as willing to articulate what their take on the LA 302 experience.
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Personal Interviews:  Drawing from the survey constructs and questions, the researcher

constructed an initial interview protocol designed to engage former LA 302 students in an open

discussion of their experiences in developing critical thinking capacity as situated in the first-year

learning opportunity environments.  Students were encouraged to give examples and

illustrations and even speculate about some of the comments they made in reflecting on and

sharing their experiences.  As a matter of fact, it turned out  personal interviews were much

more appropriate than focus groups given the self-disclosure involved in articulating the

experience (this is also highlighted in the next chapter when the students’ statements are

presented).   The interview protocol continued to be modified and adapted to 1) how students

used language to talk about their experiences in the class and 2) the hot topics that emerged

during the course of interviewing the students.  Students were encouraged to raise additional

questions and comment on anything not included in the survey or interview sessions by the

researcher.  The interviews lasted between 45 and 90 minutes and were recorded, with consent,

via a cassette recorder.  To make the interviewee feel as comfortable as possible, and to

encourage a natural discussion despite the presences of a tape recorder and the fact that this

was a formal study, the researcher conducted interviews wherever the participant felt

comfortable—both on and off-campus.

Upon completion of the interviews, i.e., after gathering the qualitative data, from the

students, the researcher transcribed the personal interviews.   As the transcripts were

completed, they were scanned and analyzed using Norvell Nothcutt’s14 Axial Coding Table

strategy.   In doing so, new themes not precisely or uniquely captured by the survey constructs

emerged.  Axial tables were created for each of the constructs as well as for new themes:

1. General Observations of the Learning Environment

2. Perception of and Interaction with Texts and the Curriculum

3. Perception of and Interaction with Peers

                                               
14 As learned through his course at the University of Texas on advanced qualitative methods.
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4. Perception of and Interaction with the Instructor

5. Impact or Awareness of Course on Student

6. Favorite Aspect of Course

7. Liked Least of Course

8. What Stood Out Most about Course

9. Size of Class (significance of)

10. Advice to Instructors

11. Reaction to Course (as a requirement; as a critical thinking course)

 Validating Strategies.  The researcher used triangulation and rich-thick description to

attain the most accurate data possible.   Triangulation is a virtue of the case study approach.

First, the researcher used course syllabi, and the course texts to cross-check and inform both

the protocol and analysis of the focus group discussions and personal interviews.  Second, as a

follow-up to the final reconstruction of the LA 302 classroom environments, the researcher also

conducted informal interviews with the course instructors.  Again, one virtue of the case study

approach is rich-thick description.  The researcher has already introduced the context of the first-

year learning opportunity, the course, a snapshot of student characteristics, and the instructors.

She highlights more details about the students, the instructors, and the particular sections of the

LA 302 critical thinking seminar in the next chapter.

Presentation of the Data

From Phase I. Item analysis from the survey will be shared in Chapter 4 and presented

in a descriptive fashion.  The student responses will provide a snapshot of how students across

all three sections perceived the learning environment.  It is paramount that the researcher iterate

that the survey data were never meant to determine correlations or possible confounding

variables.  The quantitative data will simply reflect what a given population of students thought

about the first-year learning experience in critical thinking at the time of the survey

administration: the end of the semester in which they enrolled in the course.   The students
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themselves, as led through the personal interviews, are allowed to articulate, elaborate on, and

make sense of the classroom environment.  Their views may be compared with some of the

statistics garnered from the item analysis as the student quotes and classroom reconstructions

discussion proceeds.

From Phase I. Student quotes are presented thematically in Chapter 4 along with

selected survey responses.  The researcher will refrain from commenting on the student’s

thoughts and perceptions except to note similarity or difference across the various sections of

the LA 302 seminar and to provide a narrative stitch in reconstructing the respective classroom

environments.  General summaries are provided where appropriate.  Further details and

justification for the presentation of this data is given at the beginning of Chapter 4.

A Note on the Competence-Performance Distinction and

its Relation to the Chosen Research Approach

Some higher education researchers might have used the field site to construct  an

“intervention study.”  In such a study, quantitative methods are usually employed.  Variables are

isolated to determine some kind of cause and effect relation.   To ensure that the proper variables

are examined, the researchers attempt to extricate what is being studied from as many

intervening/confounding variables as possible—and in effect, de-contextualize the phenomenon

under consideration (Gardner, 1987; Goody, 1995; Yin, 1994) from the systems, processes,

people, and interactions constituting it.

Edwin Hutchins argues that “the emphasis on finding and describing “knowledge

structures” that are somewhere “inside” the individual encourages us to overlook the fact that

human cognition is always situated in a complex socio-cultural world and cannot be unaffected

by it” (xiii).  Just as cognitive scientists are critiqued for sterilizing the human being in laboratory-

type studies, education researchers and practitioners may be critiqued in two ways.  First,

practitioners (of generic testing devices, placement tests, and qualifying exams of various sorts)

try to generalize from a particular test given at a particular time that one’s competence may be
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precisely determined when in fact intervening personal, social, cultural, and psychological

variables may converge independently or in some permutation to affect the performance of that

individual (Stonovich and West, 1998; Hutchins, 1996).15

The competence-performance distinction should be recognized by higher education

researchers, instructors, and practitioners.  Furthermore, testing only what is inside the student’s

head tells us little about how the institution or a specific actual classroom environment and

curriculum contributed to how well that student did or did not develop a given cognitive capacity

in general.  In the authors’ judgment, and as at least implicitly supported by Baxter-Magolda,

King & Kitchner, Perry, and others, anyone interested in how cognition is developed and can be

more properly measured ought to take a more holistic look—one that recognizes the relation

between the individual’s internal world and the context of that individual’s development. The

case study provides an ideal avenue for exploring such a relation.

Significance of Study

While many of those cited earlier may mention or allude to the connection between the

concept and utility of critical thinking and the spaces afforded by first-year learning opportunities,

very few studies have attempted to focus precisely how the course topic itself (e.g., critical

thinking) may be facilitated by the structure, interactions, and environment afforded by the other

(FY learning opportunities). While current work (academic and applied) is important and ought to

be utilized in thinking more deeply about FY learning opportunities, a critical mass of work

explicitly and deeply connecting critical thinking and FY learning opportunities has yet to

emerge—this includes the domains of both research and instruction.  Thus it contributes to the

literature in attending to both the context and content of intellectual development—holding both

to be important in understanding and examining a given student’s cognitive development.

                                               
15 Consider also the level of critical thinking required in world of work.  For example, my mechanic
owns his own shop and must be to handle an inventory, accounts, etc.  In addition to the
cognitive skills associated with making money and avoiding debt, he can also explore any
problem my car may have by generating hypothesis; testing them; defining the specific problem;
use his synthetic knowledge of the parts work together;
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Furthermore, the study focuses on a student population that is rarely given voice, first-

generation, under-represented groups. Evans, Forney, & Guido-DiBrito (1998) cite that higher

education researchers have been criticized for failing to include diverse groups in their studies.

This study helps to close the gap on higher education research by drawing students from an

academic support program that recruits primarily first-generation, under-represented groups.

Finally, similar to Portland State University, the findings may be used by the

administrators of the program and course instructors in a variety of ways.  For example, the

director and dean may use findings to complement other qualitative data such as retention rates

and overall academic achievement in reports to key administrators.  Instructors may use it as a

form of feedback in thinking about whether they are fostering a learning environment that is

aligned with the desired function and objectives of the course.  As will be shared in Chapter 6,

results were already being used to design the fall 2005 sections before the researcher even

finished writing this dissertation.

Limitations

Regarding all phases of the research project, the researcher was mindful that human

beings sometimes suffer from what some cognitive psychologists refer to as “false memory

syndrome.”  The author also kept in mind the diverse communication behavior and

conversational style of students, e.g., some students showed a nonchalant attitude, another

student laughed most of the time, and yet another said hardly a word without much prompting. It

is the researcher’s judgment that validation strategies helped to minimize, not eradicate, any

instances in which a student did not accurately encode aspects of his or her experience into his

or her memory of the seminar experience.   Other limitations are cited in the context of the

reconstruction of the particular classroom environments.
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CHAPTER 4

FINDINGS

Conducting personal interviews was very effective in exploring and situating the

experience of learning to think critically.  Not only did students report detailed observations about

how various elements of the classroom environment impacted their experiences with the

curriculum and their own cognitive development but their viewpoints suggest dynamics worthy of

further and deeper exploration into the development of critical thinking capacity.  Some of the

findings were consistent across all sections of the LA 302 classroom environments while others

were particular to an ethos that developed within each particular section. This chapter focuses on

the qualitative results of the research project.   Quantitative results are presented in combination

with a summary of key findings at the end of the chapter.

Organization of the Results

The researcher begins with the reconstruction of the respective classroom environments

as portrayed by students who talked about their experiences in learning to think critically in the LA

302 FY learning opportunity.  The researcher uses the term “environment” as defined by Dewey:

“whatever conditions interact with personal needs, desires, purposes, and capacities to create the

experience which is had” (1938, pg 42).  The three sections of LA 302 are:

• #1 taught by Roberta

• #2 taught by Kim

• #3 taught by Veronica

The researcher sometimes refers to a given section of LA 302 by its designated number or by the

code name of the instructor.

Each classroom environment reconstruction includes:

• the number of students who participated in the interview

• the gender and ethnic background of the students

• the course description
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• a list of major assignments and the grading system

• an introduction to the general atmosphere of the classroom environment

• a section on students’ frames of reference

The themes used to organize the core of the reconstructions are titled and subtitled:

• Experience Domain A: Interaction with and Perception of the Curriculum

 Reading and Responding to Course Textbooks

 Thinking Exercises and Activities

 Tying Course Topics to Thinking Exercises and Classroom Activities

• Experience Domain B: Interaction with and Perception of Peers

 Favorable Observations

 Unfavorable Observations

• Experience Domain C: Interaction with and Perception of Instructor

Some of the quotes within each of these themes may include student comments categorized in one of the

other axial tables (themes) cited in Chapter 3.

Throughout various sections of each classroom environment reconstruction, the researcher

presents a list of “connected” elements garnered from the student quotes.  The point of the list is not to

demonstrate directional relations among variables in the quantitative-statistical sense.  Rather, it is to

illustrate how student observations and comments inherently expose organic relationships and complex

sets of interwoven connections among various elements of the classroom environment and the individual.

An example of how this is done is presented below.

The following is the kind of observation one might find in Domain A or B.  For illustrative

purposes, suppose it is a quote from the first classroom found in Domain B:

Student #1: I didn’t feel like I could share my opinions because I sometimes felt

intimidated by my peers.

Student #2: I was always afraid to let other people know about my position on things but

then my instructor would just like be really encouraging so I somehow managed to do it.
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In the list of connections the researcher may include:

• Student’s willingness to share opinions and perception of peers

• Student’s willingness to talk and instructor’s verbal support

• Intellectual courage and willingness to talk

While some might want to argue that the researcher is committing that which she critiqued Pascarella and

others for in their research, she counters that she is not offering correlations as the total some of what

can be known. Rather, what she is simply trying to show is how attention to context exposes a richer,

more complex set of relations among various elements in a particular thinking context.  Unlike Pascarella,

the researcher is arguing that it is not simply that the elements cited are somehow related but that they

are organically related to each other in complex ways that can be understood best when derived from the

specific context in which they occur.   To paraphrase Dewey, it is to show how features of reflective

(critical) thinking (see Chapter 1 in dissertation; see p. 176 in Dewey, 1916), make thinking itself into an

experience which cannot itself be understood apart from its being situated in some context or

environment.   Another way to state the researcher’s intention with the lists is: situations give rise to

experience and are the referent of any thinking; experiences always occur in a situation or context and as

a result give rise to thinking; because thinking is the result of experience and as such is inherently

situated in a context; thinking makes experience itself intelligible, and can itself be counted at some level

as an experience—that of reflection derived from experiences stimulated by particular situations.  The list

of connected elements cited alone would do little to help the instructor, for example, understand how

particular features of the classroom environment itself interact with one another, including the student

him- or herself to foster or hinder the development of critical thinking.  It is only because the cited

connections are understood in relation to the narrative descriptions that a deeper and instrumental

understanding can be fostered.

Nor is the purpose of the list to articulate the exact nature of the dynamic among elements.  It is

merely to present possibilities to the readers and more importantly to show how attention to context may

provide a deeper understanding of why and how a student comes to develop critical thinking capacity.

One may then think about the ways the various elements themselves are interconnected to each other in
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more complex ways: e.g., willingness to share ideas to exposing one’s thoughts, intellectual courage to

talking, talking to perception of peers, etc.  Indeed, one may consider how they all may be connected to

each other and how they may each influence each other—directly or indirectly as conceptualized by the

Figure 3 below.

Figure 3. Example of how various elements of student and his or her environment may be

interwoven in the context of a classroom.

To iterate, the point of the lists is not to argue for directional relations but to expose significant

elements in the learning context that interact in ways that shape the development of a given student’s

critical thinking capacity.  They, in short, reveal what dynamically comprise the features of their thinking

experiences as situated in a particular learning environment.  It is left to the reader to reflect and consider

possible ways in which the various elements may have influenced one another in a given classroom

environment.  In Chapter 5 the researcher actually focuses on the theme use to illustrate the point of the

list and does in fact offer a theory about how various elements may have been related across each of the

three classroom environments, e.g., thinking contexts.

Willingness to 
share ideas

Perception of 
peers

Talking Instructor's 
verbal support

Intellectual 
courage

Exposing one's 
thoughts
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Introduction to the of Student Voices of

the Fall 2004 LA 302 Critical Thinking Seminars

Part of a given culture includes the assumptions of both individuals and groups.  Just as

the Gateway Program staff and instructors have assumptions about what is worthwhile and

important in college so do students.  As will be shown through the student-based reconstruction

of the critical thinking classroom environment, students’ particular assumptions and convictions

about college, their particular goals, and perceived competency in critical thinking very much

shaped:

• his or her expectations of a program-required course; and

• his or her expectations of a course focusing on critical thinking.

Many students said that from the beginning they questioned:

• the relevance of developing critical thinking capacity; and

• whether it was even possible to teach someone else to think critically.

To leave student presuppositions and assumptions would result in reconstructing a less

reliable and less truthful representation of that learning context.  An organic conception of the self

and the environment requires that the researcher include the interviewees’ respective frames of

reference—as explicitly articulated by the students and as revealed through the interview process

itself.  As cited in Oliver (1965), Michael Polanyi states in his book Personal Knowledge: 

as human beings, we must inevitably see the universe from a centre lying within

ourselves and speak about it in terms of human language by the exigencies of

human intercourse.  Any attempt rigorously to eliminate our human perspective

from our picture of the world must lead to absurdity. (p. xi).

Two criteria were used to present student-based reconstructions of the LA 302 classroom

environments:
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1. allowing the students to have their own authentic influence on the reader;

and

2. helping the reader to make sense of what the students are talking about as a

whole.

The first criterion led the researcher to present many student quotes within each theme.  Some

quotes are presented at length.  One will also find that at times the researcher presents the

student view in the form of student-researcher dialogue.  The point of doing so is to give the

reader a peek at how students reasoned through their perspective during the interview process

(e.g., implicit assumptions, inferring, elaborating, clarifying, and reflecting on their views).

The second criterion led the researcher to organize quotes within the themes into

meaningful subunits and when appropriate to make a comment in between themes and

respective subunits.  She also decided to highlight key points and insights in the form of short

summaries at the end of various themes and their respective subunits utilizing the survey

construct language (see Appendix H for survey scales). Thus the second criteria encouraged the

researcher to further stimulate the reader’s interaction with the texts and ideas by stitching

together:

1. what students say about the context of their cognitive development; and

2. what an outsider or visitor might have observed about the learning

environment as a whole were she or he to observe and talk to students him-

or herself.

As the presentation of the qualitative data proceeds from one classroom environment to the next,

comparisons and contrasts are made so that by the last section of LA 302, the reader is able to

form his or her own observations about what made the learning environments similar and what

made each distinct.

A final summary of the three classroom environments concludes the student-based

classroom environment reconstructions.  In the last section of Chapter 4, the researcher

highlights key findings and integrates relevant survey responses.
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Transcription and Presentation Key

The following transcription marks are included in the presentation of students’

observations.

Capitalized words  emphasis placed with tone or volume in speech

                       ….  4 dots means some text was cut from the interview

 sequence

           …  3 dots means some words or phrases were cut from or

 within a thought or sentence

Also, some student observations would have lacked conceptual or logical clarity abstracted from

the interview in which they were given.  Hence, interview sequences including all interlocutors

(student and researcher) are presented.  Interview sequences are placed in framed boxes to

demarcate them from other quoted material.

Questions to Keep in Mind While Reading about Students’ Experiences in

 Learning to Think Critically in LA 302

In reading the following student quotes it will be helpful to keep the following questions in

mind:

• How do the environments and experiences compare and contrast according

to student observations?

• Are there any key elements unique to a particular environment that shaped

the students’ learning experience in a manner that was quite different from

other classroom environments?

• How do student attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors shape their learning

environments?

• How do student characteristics, beliefs, etc. interact with the various patterns

and features of the classroom environment in creating that very

environment?
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• How does the environment, as a living, changing, emerging state of the

classroom influence the individual’s development of critical thinking capacity?

To help the reader keep track of which section he or she is reading about, the reconstruction of

each classroom environment begins on a new page.
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Reconstructing & Situating the Experience of Learning to Think Critically

in Classroom Environment # 1

Table 3

Details for Classroom Environment # 1

Instructor Roberta

Representation 7 students out of 18 enrolled students (39%)

3 Females, 4 Males

5 Hispanics, 1 Asian, and 1 Caucasian

Course Description The purpose of this course is centered on your ability to think critically

and the application of this skill to all aspects of your life.  As our basis,

we will use the elements of reasoning, universal intellectual standards

and essential intellectual traits to explore texts, scenarios, behaviors,

issues and ideas.

Assignments &
Grade Distribution

Participation (Daily questions Plus) 

Reflective paper (Analyzing an Inference: 4-6 pages)

Oral Presentation (Personal Mission Statement)

Group Project (College Life 101)

Final Paper (Your Question At Issue: 8-10 pages)

20%

20%

15%

20%

25%

Note: See Appendix D for complete syllabus and course description.
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An Introduction to the General Atmosphere of

Classroom Environment # 1

Reynaldo: Like some days everyone was really upbeat and happy and then

other days everyone was like kind of moody and like, “Uh! I don’t want to be

here.  I don’t want to do this!  This is stupid.” But it was mostly positive.

Ana: I guess it was really nice ‘cause there was a lot of negativity but at the

same time there were the really positive people who were really into it and stuff.

I mean everybody… really got to befriend each other and that made it really

friendly so that made it really pleasant. You could always speak in that class.

That was like the class that I would go and I was like “Wow!  I Iook forward to this

class. I get to see my friends!  I get to do little activities that I LIKE!” It was just a

GOOD environment.

Olivia:  I know our teacher really made it to where it was like a safe place where

you could say whatever you needed to say.  And she always asked, like, respect

from everyone so you’d be comfortable enough to…say what you have to say.

And I know whenever we had to do, like, this particular project: it was our mission

statement.  She knew that a lot of us were gonna go up there and talk about

personal issues and she just, like, you know, demanded that we all … respect

each other: so just everyone just being respectful of each other.  …it was just …

like … a classroom where you could just speak your mind.

Theodore: I would characterize it as being real flexible.  Because …like one day

we could be watching the news, or another day we would do presentations, or

another day we would have like a Socratic seminar. There was something

DIFFERENT. You can get bored with something and I was like well something’s

gonna be new today. I mean WANT to go to class.
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Lucy: I think that it was a lot more comfortable after/near the end of the

semester: so as you get to know people better.  I do remember that when we got

assigned seats in groups and its was the same the entire semester so you pretty

much had to get comfortable with the people sitting around you.  I guess like

even the way she dressed…like she came in wearing her suits, like all dressed

nice, and buttoned down.  Near the end of the semester she came in like jeans,

zip-ups and hoodies. It just seemed like she was little bit more open.

Students reported that though the classroom environment included strong negative

attitudes about taking a required course or about taking a critical thinking course, a generally

positive atmosphere emerged. They reported that they were able to engage in a broad and

diverse range of learning and socializing opportunities and that the instructor iterated the need to

respect others when listening to and speaking from different viewpoints.  Some aspects that

stand out about this LA 302 classroom environment include the connections among various

elements as explicitly stated or implied by students:

• making friends and the social dimension of the classroom atmosphere

• attitude about the course requirement and the classroom atmosphere

• attitude about the course requirement and desire to go to class

• desire to go to class and having friends in the class

• desire to go to class and having different kinds of learning activities

• sense of respect, safety, and comfort in speaking one’s mind

• instructor’s expectations for discussion and students’ perception of a

comfortable atmosphere

Going Deeper: Exploring Specific Dimensions of the Thinking Context

In this section of Chapter 4 students elaborate on the themes just articulated.  The quotes

are organized around the four aforementioned super-themes: student frame of reference;

interaction with the curriculum, interaction with peers, and interaction with the instructor.  So now
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that the students’ have given a snapshot of the environment and atmosphere of Classroom

Environment #1, it is time to look at a significant element touched on in the introduction to this

chapter.

Student frame of reference:

Assumptions about a Required Critical Thinking Course

Across the three LA 302 sections, similar assumptions about taking the course emerged

in two ways.  One way was through the interview process itself:  in reporting on their classroom

experiences, interviewees also exposed their own biases and attitudes about taking required

courses in general and about a course focused on critical thinking capacity.  A second way was

through the interviewees’ observations of, reflections on, and speculation about peer biases and

attitudes.  The following quotes support the well-known fact that one’s frame of reference shapes

how one interprets one’s experiences (Chaffee, 2003; Paul & Elder, 2001a; Polanyi, 1965; Razb,

Year?).16 

An example of a positive and open attitude includes:

Theodore: Well I kind of like critical thinking just because I had it before then; I

knew what was gonna happen.

The following quotes show how students questioned the very idea that one could formally

or intentionally further develop one’s critical thinking capacity:

Olivia: It was kind of, like: “You’re gonna teach us how to THINK? Wow! Like

how could you expand that”?

Ana: I was just like, “Oh! It happens naturally! There’s no need to THINK about

it!”  It was just like if I think too hard about it its gonna screw up my processor!

Reynaldo:…everyone came in here thinking it was gonna be a blow-off class.

…at first I thought it was gonna be too. But I’m not really sure WHY I thought

that.  I guess its not a weed-out class.  Its not like…history or English—the one’s

                                               
16 To be sure, there are studies in cognitive psychology that also demonstrate this.
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you’ve already HEAR about all the time.  …its like, “Whatever.  Its just critical

thinking.  I know how to think critically.”  You think, “Everyone can think critically.”

Or you THINK that you can.

The following interview sequence reveals how some students feel about having to take

any required courses not directly related to their major or professional goals.

Ana

Researcher

Ana

And especially with this class. I thought it was really good and

everything but at the same time I thought I was wasting time

like going to the class but by not taking a different class.  You

know like not taking another economics or another English or

something.

The big picture?  As it relates to your main goal?

Yeah. That’s the only thing that I felt kind of like maybe I

should be doing something else.

The next quote reflects how a student’s presupposition of what a critical thinking is

influenced what they assumed about the demands of the course  (this was one of the most popular

assumptions held by many of the students in each of the three sections):

Lucy: I think that in the beginning it was just an over whelming amount of work

for a critical thinking class.  Cause I guess I went in there thinking “this is a

critical thinking class: this is THINKING class.  This is not gonna be a hard class.”

I didn’t think it was gonna be tested and essays and papers and quizzes and

reading every night. I guess that was the biggest surprise. Like every single night

there were 50 pages of reading.  And like when we finished the book she passed

on pamphlets, like stapled things: “Here. Read this, read this, read this!”

The quotes also illustrate how the learning environment is not simply a function of how

well the instructor organized the curriculum or led the development of critical thinking capacity but
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also a function of students’ own frame of reference, i.e., assumptions about the course.  This

finding is discussed more in depth at the end of this Chapter.

Experience Domain A: Interaction with and Perception of the Curriculum

Having articulated a general sense of what the learning environment was like and how

that might have been shaped by student presuppositions, assumptions, attitudes, and biases,

about having to take a critical thinking course, it is time to probe more deeply into the themes first

listed under generalizations of the learning environment.  In doing so, student attitudes and

assumptions will further emerge.

A-1: Reading and Responding to Course Textbooks

Students indicated that they found Chaffee’s critical thinking textbook more engaging

than Nosich’s textbook.  In the set of quotes and interview sequence below, students explain

why they preferred the Chaffee text:

???: like I could get into that one more.  The Chaffee one would offer like little

stories that could help you make use of the concepts with the story. So I

thought that one was easier to get through than the other one.  It [Nosich] just

presented them [the concepts].   

Oliva: It feeds your mind; its’ like you get the concept, and then to back it up,

they give you something else to look at. The only thing I remember from that one

[Nosich] is that wheel: that’s the only thing.

Theodore: It was more realistic.…It was something you could be able to relate to

something to your life. Like if you really have a tough decision in your life it could

either be like to whether take that job that pays like 6 digits or better yourself

going to college.  More years in college and you could make more money.  How

do approach that?  And actually I can say that I CAN USE that PROCESS in

THAT book and probably make a better decision.
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Ana

Researcher

Ana:

Researcher

Ana

I remember thinking that one was better…[refers to Chaffee

text].  Just because it had more stories in it.  Like it would talk

about a certain topic and then give you a story where you could

relate the story to the lesson.  And then, you know, it just gave

you more of like a clear example of what they were talking

about. It had like stories and examples.

How important is it that students?

 I think that’s VERY important because you can talk to them

about something ALL you want but unless  you put it into a way

that they can relate to where they can actually see it happening

its not gonna do much. (JA) Whereas the other one was like

bulleted like “this, this, this.”

So this one didn’t really make it concrete for you?

Yeah. It didn’t make me want to read it, ‘cause I was like, “Oh!

They’re just gonnna go over this thing.”

One exception to the preference was a student who preferred what many students

described as a dry, colorless, repetitive text.

Reynaldo

Researcher

Reynaldo

I liked the Nosich book.  It was easier to read. Easy to read.

…most people, they like this one because they say, “Well, it

brings in more of the real-world for practical living.”

I guess I can put myself in the real world with that.  That

one’s just kind of its easier to read… its just giving it to you

straight-up. Where this one your like, “Uh. You know. Here’s

this situation.”

A-2: Thinking Activities/Exercises
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Students highlighted how the instructor used documentaries, films, and hot social topics

to engage them in critical discussion and stimulate analytical thinking.  They reported that they

especially liked to participate in Socratic discussions.  Below are some representative thoughts

on various class activities and thinking exercises:

Lucy: Then I remember the paper that we had to write. … But that was one of

those things that you had to pick a social issue and kind of like critically think

about it and whether or not you totally agreed with one side or the other, you had

to make yourself … write…one-sided: even if you didn’t agree with it.

Andreas: We would make a circle in the middle: it was pretty good.  It like

opened us up.   Like we would get more into the conversation…..’cause you see

everyone.  When you’re sitting around in desks you have to turn around back and

forth.  When you’re in a circle you can see pretty much everyone.

Reynaldo: One time the whole class—usually we had our little groups at our

table—and the one time we did it, we had everyone together.  And we

watched “12 Angry Men”.  There was another one before that.  We watched

then “Bowling for Columbine.” And then we watched something else—it was

about blacks and TV.  And … we kind of just sat around and kind of discussed

the issue ....  And, like, “Bowling for Columbine”, we were like, “What’s with

guns and how is it: how is it in this society.  And that was really cool because

you get to like: you get to hear everyone else’s opinion about either gun

control or, you know, or just.. .. It was really neat hearing everyone else’s

opinion.  Some people’s was REALLY different then yours.  I just started

seeing from THEIR point of view. It was really fun.

Lucy There was a lot of class discussions where she would have us

sit in a big circle (I think they were Socrates seminars).   I

thought [that] was good.  It was slow to start in the beginning

because no one would to talk but if we got an issue that

everybody wanted to say something, then we got a discussion

going.  And sometimes people would talk only because she’s

grading: like checking off on your name.  But it it was better near

the end—more discussion—rather than in the beginning where it

was like testing. (485-597)



95

Researcher

Lucy

thought [that] was good.  It was slow to start in the beginning

because no one would to talk but if we got an issue that

everybody wanted to say something, then we got a discussion

going.  And sometimes people would talk only because she’s

grading: like checking off on your name.  But it it was better near

the end—more discussion—rather than in the beginning where it

was like testing. (485-597)

So people would give maybe a position? Well, like your trying to

understand seriously someone else’s point of view?

Yeah.  I think we spent over a week or two on gun control. And I

thought it was really interesting.  We watched that Bowling for

Columbine. … We actually discussed it.   And she was like, “Ok.

Who’s for it?  Who’s against it?  And why?”  …  I STILL

remember that!  I actually told my boyfriend to write a paper on

that because I remembered a lot about it.

In the next two quotes students also comment on what appealed to them curriculum-

wise:

Lucy: I liked group work!  We met outside of class all the time.  It was a couple of

times where we went to Jester City Limits and sat down and wrote scripts and

stuff.  And the skits were like comedy skits so it was almost like creative thinking

and we’d sit there and try to come up with different ways to make the class laugh

and be creative about it.

Researcher

Jorge

What does something NEW have to do with wanting to go to

class?  How does that APPEAL to you?

I’m not as interested in it.  Like I wont participate or I wont put as

much thought into it.
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Researcher

Jorge

So does the instructor have a big role in that?

She did a great job going about the projects.  And like we did a

lot. like we did skits and Socratic seminars.  And like I enjoyed

doing that: like, “WHAT do I think about this?”

A-3: Tying Course Topics to Class Activities

In the next set of quotes, two students comment on how the instructor was consistent in

tying the reading assignments to classroom activities:

Lucy: Well, I know that my teacher would assign the readings and then we’d have

a quiz over it; and then for the class lecture-discussion we’d do several activities

like watch movies or little group projects where we’d incorporate what we had

read.

Ana: She did a really good job tying them into the readings.  Like before class

we’d always have our 10 minutes quiz just to make sure that we read the chapter,

which I thought was really good.  It kept me reading…and I know it kept

everybody else reading too, so I thought that was really good.  And that day would

revolve around what we read.  I thought she did a GOOD job.

Elements of the Environment Informing the Development of Critical Thinking Capacity

as Reflected in Domain A Quotes

The following stand out as significant elements and connections among various elements

in the curriculum domain as explicitly stated or implied by the student comments above:

• author’s approach to articulating content and means of critical thinking and

student evaluation of text book

• evaluation of textbook and desire to read textbook

• arrangement of physical space and flow of discussion
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• interest in discussion topic and participation (in and out of class)

• discussion-based pedagogy and expanding one’s point of view

• questioning and discussion

• liveliness of discussion and students interest in topic

• creative activities/assignments and the enjoyment of learning to think

critically

• diversity of activities and student interest in activities/assignments

• student interest in activities/assignments and contribution to various activities

• assigned readings and quiz

• quiz and whether student looked at readings

• learning preference and assessment of quiz as a tool

• assigned readings and classroom activities

Stating them as they are provides a detailed sketch of how various student thoughts, evaluations,

and points of view interact with the organization of the curriculum, influence interaction with

peers, and the use of cognitive tools (both within the student and those literally in the

environment, e.g., mind mapping on a the chalk board) to develop critical thinking capacity.  A

more general conversation about the connections made in all domains by students in all sections

of LA 302 studies will be discussed at the end of this chapter; special attention will be given to

how they may be dynamically interwoven.

This section shifts from a focus on the curriculum to the interviewees’ interactions with

and perception of peers   Quotes reflecting favorable interactions and observations are reported

before the more unfavorable ones.  Student comments required a little more prompting in this part

of the interview. For this reason, as discussed in the introduction, many student observations and

comments are presented in their interview format.
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B-1: Favorable Observations

Researcher

Theodore

How would describe the general work ethics of individuals…the

work ethic and the attitudes of individuals in some of the teams

that you worked with?

It was pretty much fair.  No problem. Like most of the people in

there I already knew them.  They were pretty cool.  I would talk to

them or something. “How would you do this or that?”

Olivia

Researcher

Olivia

Welllll, there was this one particular guy: he always had

something to say and he was pretty focused with what he was

doing.  He, like, enjoyed doing the little activity that she would

assign.

How could you tell that he enjoyed it?

Well, like, I know he loved talking in front of the class.  He just

loved being in front of people and stuff.  I just thought it was really

neat how he always had like a comment.  And him and the

teacher would always just have, like, a little conversation about it;

and we would just all listen: it’d be really nice because it was

really engaging.

Ana She was just having fun!  She was just like really interested in the

class and everything we did.  Especially later on when we did the

12 angry men or and she was just like, “Oh! Yeah! This is really

interesting!”  And she was always like up for anything!  Giving her

opinions in class, contributing to the whatever topic, and or

speaking about it, and you know, every time we did the little…

(What was it called? ... We did it more toward the end of class

where we would like bring out a topic and discuss it between

ourselves?)



99

Researcher

Ana

interesting!”  And she was always like up for anything!  Giving her

opinions in class, contributing to the whatever topic, and or

speaking about it, and you know, every time we did the little…

(What was it called? ... We did it more toward the end of class

where we would like bring out a topic and discuss it between

ourselves?)

Socratic discussion?  Socratic dialogue?

Yeah. She would help A LOT with that…

Reynaldo

Researcher

Reynaldo

Well the ones I had in my group, they like focused and wanted to

help out the group; they didn’t want to be left behind....

How would describe people who had a positive work ethic or

positive attitude or open attitude?

I mean that work was obviously a whole lot better. They actually

looked like they wanted to be there and they were even more

enthusiastic. They WERE enthusiastic about everything and I

guess it made you like also want to be.   I mean if you saw theirs’

and it was really good; you didn’t want to be anything less.  So it

made everyone else work better. So it was pretty good.

Researcher

Jorge

What would you say was generally true about their attitude or

their work ethic?

… I actually made friends in that class that carry now; we still talk

on the phone; we still go out.  Those were the ones I could see

that they wanted to participate and they wanted to put effort into

the class.
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Researcher

Jorge

Did that make a difference to you?

Well I’d rather encounter peers that will be interested than peers

that are not. But then again you cannot always have that.

Its fairly self-evident that the interviewees correlated favorable observations of peers with

optimal work ethics and attitudes that led to collective participation.  However, as in the other two

classroom environments of the LA 302 sections, interviewees had an easier time coming up with

counter-examples.

B-2: Unfavorable Observations

In the next set of quotes, interviewees describe how a peer may have communicated a

negative attitude about the course requirement or the suggestion that building critical thinking

capacity is an activity one might want to pursue:

Theodore: Some are like, “Oh. Its just critical thinking.”  They do just enough to

get by.  That was most people: like, if its not going toward their major or

something, they just do enough to get by.

Reynaldo: WE had people that just focused on studies and then others that were

football players and basket players and I mean you could TELL some were like,

not all of them, some of them were pretty mature but others kind of acted like

immature...  They weren’t really serious about the class.

Ana

Researcher

Uhhh!  You could totally tell like some people were hating the

class.  They were just like, “This is a WASTE of time!”  And it

showed in like everything that they did and that was kind of

annoying.

Do you think that some students actually resisted that when she

said like “you’re gonna work hard” and “I have standards and

you have to meet them”?
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Ana

said like “you’re gonna work hard” and “I have standards and

you have to meet them”?

Yeah. A lot of them actually. They just don’t like doing stuff!

There are just some people who just don’t care.

Andreas

Researcher

Andreas

… the group was made up of four people. Two females and two

males…  And the other male was really negative about

everything.  He was mad or something…a negative person.

And it would kind of get to me and the person across from me,

the other female: she would be like, “Whoah.  What’s wrong

with this guy.”  But pretty much we all got along…more towards

the end.

And the negative guy? Do you think that, being negative,

affected his work ethic?

Yeah; he didn’t really care that much.  He was just like always

pissed off: like showing up to class or something. He was

always MAD at something…it ….I don’t like that.

While athletes were not the only students reflecting and communicating negative

attitudes and unethical classroom behavior, they definitely stood out from their peers—especially

those on the football team.  Some of what they said was also true for students not in athletics:

Jorge: I had athletes in my class and there were certain athletes that were just

like, “Uh! Whatever! I’m taking this class just because I need to.” And there were

some others that actually wanted to communicate in it.: so now to this day I am

actually a really good friend with one who is on the basketball team.
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Olivia

Researcher

Olivia

Researcher

Olivia

…we had athletes who were just THERE.  Like, they, really

didn’t take the curriculum that seriously.  It was just because

they had to be there.

And so how do you think that influenced their work ethic?]

It definitely did because I know, like, with my teacher she was

really passionate about what she was doing.  And she …, ,

hoped to, like, bring out the passion out of every student; and

with them, it was just, like,  it didn’t really come out. Did that

mean that they weren’t as engaged in their work, or

discussions, or assignments?

I think so. Yeah.

Elements of the Environment Informing the Development of Critical Thinking Capacity

as Reflected in Domain B Quotes

• perceived relevance of course to major and level of effort exerted in course

activities

• attitude about the development of critical thinking and level of effort to follow

curriculum

• effort made in following curriculum and contributions to learning environment

• a peer’s attitude about course and peers’ reception of constructive or

negative(?) communication patterns/practices

• negative communication and peers’ discomfort with that kind of

student

• positive communication and peers’ comfort with that kind of student

• dis/comfort in interactions and affiliation

• affiliation and friendships
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 Experience Domain C: Interaction with and Perception of the Instructor

Ana: She KIND of INTIMIDATED me the first class day.  [laughing]  That’s what I

remember most about first meeting her.  … I was just like [laughing] “Oh! My

God!  What did I do?!”  Well, after that day, she was a SWEETHEART! You

know?  Like she was REALLY nice.  … I really liked her. She made the class feel

really comfortable when voicing your opinions.  But the first day I was like “Oh my

God!”  I was really scared.  I was like “she’s gonna be really mean!”

Students reported that at first they were concerned about the instructor’s demeanor,

style, and attitude but that as the class progressed their concerns were assuaged as a

comfortable dynamic emerged between students and Roberta:

Andreas: Like at first some students were kind of like: “Ahhh!  She’s too uptight!

Taking things too seriously!” I guess we got more comfortable and she changed

to.  We got used to it. … She got like more conversational and like more

friendly.… She was more helpful.  She wasn’t too hard on us: like, as she went

on it wasn’t as hard.

Lucy: She almost taught military style. [chuckling] Like she was really strict.  I

mean we sat down and it was like a real quite class and she would kind of

lecture-whatever.   I mean near the end she was a lot more open I guess.  But in

the beginning that’s what it felt like: just coming in there and sitting and her

talking.   And because she would tell us a story: “Ok.  SO!  What’s …”  It was like

what’s “One? Two? Three?”

Researcher

Olivia

Some people got the perception that she was a bit severe or

uptight at the beginning.

OK!  I know why they say that.  Just because like the first few

sessions she seemed kind of strict and she was like, “We’re

gonna do this, and this, and this!”
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Researcher

Olivia

Researcher

Olivia

gonna do this, and this, and this!”

Very pointed….?

Yeahhhhh. And she had like a set time, well I mean a lot of

professors do, but her’s was like: “Yeah. We are gonna do all of

this stuff!   And then at this point in the semester we’re gonna do

this!” And we were like: “Wowwwwwwwwwwww!” …. It became,

like, more, like, laid back: you know, it wasn’t so bad.

Why do you think it became more laid back?  How did she

manage to do that? What happened?

I think it was the whole getting to know her.  Because at first she

presented herself as a pretty strict person and afterwards, it was

like there was interaction with her; and listening to what she had

to say, we kind of got to know her.  So we were like,  “OK! Yeah.”

In the next set of quotes, interviewees praise Roberta for her sense of integrity,

respect, and openness:

Reynaldo

Researcher

Reynaldo

Researcher

…she had lots of activities.  She WANTED you to LIKE her.

Like this class: she didn’t want you to be bored.  And if you

wanted to something to change, then just tell her and she

would like try to you know do something about it and stuff.

So she put a lot of you’re your thoughts into what she did.

You think that matters to students?

Oh Yeah! I mean if I wanted something to change it was

[changed]:  It was like I have a SAY in it.

And then how does that impact your willingness to engage

with the critical thinking stuff?   
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Reynaldo And like what I really APPRECIATE about her is that she’s

not one of those “Oh I KNOW this; I’m right/You’re wrong”

type.  Cause there was a lot of times in the classroom she

asked for feedback like, “What am I doing wrong?” And we

actually gave her advice and she CARRIED through!  She

used it with her teaching skills.  And it felt good that she didn’t

see herself at another level: she actually saw herself as a

student as well.  Cause you know she also learned from us.

Researcher

Jorge

Researcher

Jorge

Researcher

Jorge

Researcher

Do you think that got more buy-in from the students?  Like

they were more willing to go to class and participate as a

result of that?

Oh! Yeah!  I think so because their feedback wasn’t just

trashed.  It was used and it was processed in the way she

teaches.

The way she teaches?  So can you elaborate on that a little

bit more? Like was she being consistent? Walking the talk?

Yeah!  She was like more a vocal person.  She did have her

little sheets on the overhead and write on them.  She liked

to collaborate and discuss a lot on certain things instead of

just boring “point by point by point.”

So do you think she modeled: like, “I’m teaching CT but I’m

also USING CT” to be a better teacher?

M-hm.  She did model it a lot.

Do you think that made a difference too like when people

saw her using it?
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Jorge

saw her using it?

M-hm.

The next two quotes include perceptions of how the instructor encouraged students to

share and explore ideas by making contributions to the class as well as how she chose to

communicate her own desire to participate in the critical thinking process with them.

Ana:…she was just really enthusiastic and she voiced it all the time..  She was

really EXCITED for us to be doing this and that.

Theodore: And she would always remind us that she ENJOYED doing this!

The following set of quotes speaks more to students’ perception of how structured she

was as well as her academic expectations.

Ana: She wasn’t gonna just let us turn in something to let us turn it in.  And she

made it very clear…which made me work harder because I’m not gonna be the

one to let her down or anything.

Olivia: Like I said earlier, she seemed passionate about it [the course content]

and so just watching her up there it was kind of like, “OK.  We should give this us

a try!”

Ana: I thought she was a really good teacher. She’s really organized, which

really helps when you’re not.  She was structured but it was all in a good way.

The last set of quotes conveys student perceptions of an instructor who “oozed”

professorial concern:

Reynaldo: She was just really upbeat and she was caring.  She cared about

EVERYBODY. …..  She made you think she’d be there for you at any time if

you needed help or anything.
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Ana:…she would always like tell us if we had any questions we knew exactly to

reach her you know and she that she actually wished more people would come

to her office hours.  That she just wanted to get to know us you know you and

stuff like that.  And I thought that made her REALLY approachable.

Olivia: I found it very easy to go to her and discuss something with her if I

needed clarification.  .…  She made sure to create that like really comfortable

atmosphere…

Lucy: She offered us hours to come in and have our papers revised and stuff, so

she was open.  We talked to her before and after class.

Elements of the Environment Informing the Development of Critical Thinking Capacity

as Reflected in Domain C Quotes

The list of elements and possible connections for this domain of the critical thinking

experience, as explicitly stated or implied by the student comments, is far longer than those of the

other two domains.  One may suggest that this may simply be the function of the researcher’s

analysis, i.e., the degree to which connections were teased out by the researcher.  Upon closer

review of the lists and student quotes, however, the researcher argues that even if each list was

reduced to the most basic elements of the classroom environment, one would find that there are

more connections made between that of the instructor and the experience of learning to think

critically as it was situated in Roberta’s section of LA 302 and students’ development of critical

thinking capacity.   As will be shown this finding lends support to Dewey’s argument about the

central role of the instructor in creating educative environments. The following elements and

connections stand out as significant as articulated by the students, implicitly or explicitly,

regarding the development of critical thinking capacity and the role of the instructor in this

particular classroom environment:
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• communication behavior and perception of instructor

• perception of instructor and student engagement with the critical thinking

curriculum

• perception of instructor’s personality and student’s feelings about the

course experience (anxiety, fears, enthusiasm)

• perception of instructor’s personality and level of student interaction

with instructor

• evaluation of instructor as uptight, tense, too serious and unfavorable

assessment/categorization/typecasting

• perception of Instructor’s personality and perception of a

comfortable atmosphere

• perception of a comfortable atmosphere and wiliness to voice

opinions

• time spent with instructor and perception of the instructor

• perception of the instructor and level of interaction with instructor

• experience with instructor and changing perception of instructor

• experience with instructor and establishing a rapport (student-

instructor)

• establishing a rapport with the instructor and ability or wiliness to

interact with instructor

• instructor’s disposition to teaching and level of student engagement

• instructional choices and level of student engagement

• method of instruction (conversational/lecture) and perception of

instructor

• method of instruction and level of interaction with instructor

• method of instruction and attitude about the learning environment

• instructor’s communication style and distancing function
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• instructional methods and distancing function

• instructor’s communication style and intimacy function

• interaction/Communication style and degree to which

                    students tuned in to instructor/listened

• modeling of critical thinking in teaching and favorable perception of

instructor

• modeling critical thinking in teaching and student engagement with

curriculum

• instructor’s sense of open-mindedness and the ability of students to

voice ideas about curriculum or her teaching

• soliciting student feedback/advice and questioning

• questioning and discussion

• discussion and student feedback/advice

• student feedback/advice and curriculum changes

• feedback/advice and integration with teaching skills

• perception of instructor’s intellectual disposition and students’

willingness to interact with instructor

• perception of instructor’s intellectual disposition and appreciation for

and respect for instructor

• instructor’s high expectations and student’s academic output

• perception of instructor as passionate and student’s open-mindedness about

the course

• perception of instructor as caring and perception of instructor as

approachable

• disclosed availability outside of class and perception of instructor as open

Classroom Environment #1: Summary of Key Findings
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Student reports suggest a priority in creating what the CCES defines as a “cathectic

learning climate” by:

• engaging students in different kinds of thinking exercises;

• tying course topics and thinking exercises to the readings;

• and modeling the practice of critical thinking itself.

While Roberta reported that she remains skeptical about the degree to which she was able to

foster her ideal classroom environment, the student quotes suggest as time progressed she did

improve her ability to foster:

• a charged academic atmosphere that stimulated students to actively

participate in class;

• encouraged students to explore links between personal experiences and the

subject matter;

• allowed students to test their hypotheses and ideas against peers and

readings through cooperative thinking activities; and

• helped students get into the practice of actively seeking classmates’ opinions

and reactions.

Table 4

Cathetic Learning Climate: Three Highest Percentages of Roberta’s Students Reporting What
Was Often or Almost Always True of their Classroom along the Dimension of Cathetic Learning
Climate (N=15)

Survey
Item #

Question Percentage  of students
reporting what was “often,” or
“always or almost always true”

44

28

57

Differing opinions and points of view are encouraged
in this class.

Students in this class express opinions and beliefs
(related to the course content)  that contradict each
other.

Students participate in lively debates or discussions
in this class.

75%

68.8%

68.8%

Note. All students who participated in the interview from  Classroom # 3 also took the survey.
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Students reported a level of academic rigor  ranges from average to demanding.  Also,

student reports suggest that this instructor reflected key practices formulated in the CCES

academic rigor construct; student reports point to how she attempted to:

• create and coordinate an intellectually challenging and demanding

curriculum;

• promote a norm of excellence and personal responsibility;

• have students invest a considerable amount of energy and time in

completing related activities;

• push students to be creative in solving problems or satisfying requirements.

Table 5

Academic Rigor: Three Highest Percentages of Roberta’s Students Reporting What Was Often or
Almost Always True of their Classroom (# 1) along the Dimension of Academic Rigor (N=16)*

Survey
Item #

Question Percentage  of students
reporting what was “often,” or
“always or almost always true”

10

30

19*

On examinations students are called on to take what
they read and heard in class and produce original
answers and creative solutions.

To do well in this class a student must be able to
think critically.

The professor expects students to be creative in
solving problems or satisfying requirements.

68.8%

62.5%

56.3%

Note: *Response rate for Survey Item # 19 is N=15.

The interviewees’ articulation of what it was like to interact with Roberta directly and

through her curriculum paint the picture of a person who reflects a high level of professorial

concern, meaning students perceived her as:

• personally concerned about them as individuals;

• striving to foster their educational and personal achievements;

• (eventually more) friendly, caring, and (eventually more) open;
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• showing empathy in his or her interactions; and

• respecting students’ ideas.

They reported how the professor came to be seen as a positive and appreciated participant

versus an icon of the truth in the classroom environment. In line with other favorable aspects of

an optimal learning environment, and as presented and discussed about their experiences with

the curriculum, student quotes also paint the picture of an instructor who was intellectually

challenging and demanding. The quotes also paint the picture of an instructor who came to be

seen, even if not initially, as:  friendly, caring, and open; empathetic in her interactions; and

beyond respectful, responsive to student ideas in general (including key aspects of the course

design and progression).  What also emerges even though it is not explicitly stated is her sense

of integrity.

Table 6

Professorial Concern: Three Highest Percentages of Roberta’s Students Reporting What Was
Often or Almost Always True of their Classroom (# 1) along the Dimension of Professorial
Concern (N=16)*

Survey
Item #

Question Percentage  of students
reporting what was “often,”
or “always or almost always
true”

2

51*

13

The professor is willing to assist students outside of
class.

The professor goes out of her way to help students who
request it.

The professor recognizes students by name outside of
class.

86.6

81.1

75

Note: *Response rate for Survey Item # 51 is N=15.

 The biggest challenge in creating an optimal environment for the development of critical

thinking capacity may have been some of the negative student attitudes about the course.  The

negative observations of students suggest that while in general the class may have been civil, at

times peers attitudes and work ethic could plant the seeds for what the CCES calls  an “Inimical

Ambiance” as it relates to another CCES construct “Affiliation.”  Again borrowing from the
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language of the survey constructs, students encountered peers who could be hostile and

unengaged. Negative attitudes seem to have led to the desire of some students to minimize

interaction with certain peers, especially those who all but refused (which some reportedly did) to

participate in group-based thinking activities and projects (in and out of the classroom).  To the

extent that this is so, there was a definite connection between affiliation and those parts of the

curriculum requiring collaboration and collegiality.  As this was a common significant finding for all

sections of LA 302, the researcher reserves a closer look at this dynamic for the end of Chapter

4.

    Table 7

Inimical Ambiance: Selected Responses as to What Was Often or Almost Always True of
Roberta’s Classroom (#1) along the Dimension of Inimical Ambiance (N=16)*

Survey
Item #

Question Percentage  of students
reporting what was “often,”
or “always or almost always
true”

7

29*

Students seem to want to show each other up in class.

Students do not feel comfortable volunteering ideas or
opinions in this class.

25%

6.3%

Note.  Low percentages are desired for this response item as this would mean that generally students did
not tend to see the environment as hostile and highly competitive.  *Response rate for Survey Item # 29 is N
= 15.
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Table 8

Affiliation: Selected Responses as to What Was Often or Almost Always True of Roberta’s
Classroom (#1) along the Dimension of Affiliation (N=16)*

Survey
Item #

Question Percentage  of students
reporting what was “often,”
or “always or almost always
true”

9

17

27

36*

There are people in this class with whom I would like to
be friends.

Students often help each other with assignments or in
understanding difficult material.

Students work together on assignments and projects for
this class.

Students in this class treat each other as mature adults.

81.3%

50%

62.6%

50.1%

Note: N=15 for Survey Item 36.

Things to Keep in Mind When Reading about

 Classroom Environments # 2 and # 3

As mentioned, the researcher commented only to help stitch the student perspectives

into a meaningful whole.  As the other student voices are presented and their experiences

connected with the content and context of the LA 302 course, the researcher will make comparative

and contrasting comments.  In this sense, the researcher will not continue to repeat details about

how the student observations reflect commonalities in experiences across all sections.  Rather,

commentary will focus more on highlighting key differences in overall student experiences and the

students’ memories about the ambiance of the class the overall environment.
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Reconstructing & Situating the Experience of Learning to Think Critically

in Classroom Environment # 2

Table 9

Details for Classroom Environment # 2

Instructor Kim

Representation 6 students out of 19 enrolled students or  32%

*6 students participated in the interview but two tapes could not be used

5 Females, 1 Male

* 2 Females not included

2 Asian, 1 Black, 1 Caucasian, 2 Hispanic

*1 Hispanic and 1 Asian not included

Course
Description

The course is designed to introduce you to the fundamental concepts

and standards of critical thinking.  By exploring and examining issues,

ideas, and real life experiences in and out of the class, you will improve

your thinking abilities and practice critical thinking in your academic

pursuits and personal development.

Assignments &
Grade Distribution

Participation including attendance your work on “question of the
day

4-6 page reflective paper

Group project and presentation 

Newspaper journal portfolio

8-10 page final paper 

20%

20%

15%

20%

25%

Note: See Appendix E for complete course description and syllabus.
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An Introduction to the General Atmosphere of

 Classroom Environment #2

Challenges in Reconstructing this Classroom Environment

Reconstructing Kim’s classroom environment had unique challenges.  First, while six

students were interviewed, two of the recordings could not be used due to technical issues.

Hence, presenting a reliable view of this learning context is limited to the extent that only four

student interviews were used to reconstruct this classroom environment. Also, the range of

perspectives about the reality of the experience of learning to think critically in this classroom

environment simply is not as broad as it is with the other two LA 302 sections under investigation.

As such, there are less instances of peer corroboration and fewer points of view presented.

Second, this set of interviewees tended to focus, more so than students from other sections, on

negative aspects of the classroom environment.

The following measures were taken to ensure an acceptable and fair student-based

reconstruction of Kim’s classroom.  The most significant decision has to do with the presentation

of the student voice.  The researcher spends more time presenting almost all of the student

responses recorded though the interview process.  This ensured a strong student voice in the

reconstruction despite the fact that only four voices are represented compared to 7 in each of the

other sections.  Hence, each student voice is given greater weight in this particular classroom

environment reconstruction than that given to each student voice in the others.   Also, researcher

takes more time to articulate each student’s “take” on the class, weaving each student’s

perspective into the narrative so that quotes are presented in a meaningful way.

Second, the students’ comments suggest that there were, at least occasionally, rather

high levels of “inimical ambiance” and rather low levels of “affiliation” in this particular learning

context. Given the negative experiences and reports that resulted from this, the researcher

created a question designed to garner the positive aspects of the course: “What would you tell a

future student they can expect from the LA 302 experience?”  The assumption was that students
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would scan their memories for more positive associations between their critical thinking

development and the learning context to make inferences about what a future student is likely to

expect if they took the LA 302 Critical Thinking Seminar with Kim the following fall.

General Atmosphere

Here is what two students said they would tell incoming Gateway students to expect from

the critical thinking seminar as informed by the interviewees’ own LA 302 critical thinking

experiences:

Sabina: Well, since you’re taking LA302 you can be prepared for a lot of different

activities.  You might get a few kids who are not interested in the course but don’t

let them be a distraction to you because the knowledge…the information is very

GOOD.  They help you through other courses. The professor is willing to help

you.  And she helps you BEYOND the classroom setting. And you have a lot of

…group activities and individual activities that help you learn various things that

relate to the class that you can also relate to other courses.

Researcher

Elena

Researcher

Let’s say I’m an incoming LA302 student, right, and you are on

this Q and A panel.  The student says: What’s the classroom

environment going to be like?  When I’m in there from day to

day what can I expect in terms of what I’m going to be doing

and students, what am I in for?  What is this experience all

about?”

You can expect to read.  Read and be able to discuss what you

have read the previous day.  And be able to communicate well

and get your points across and you are going to have to know

how to befriend people that are kind of mean, but overall, the

environment would be pretty positive.

What makes for a positive environment?  If you could say three

things that made it positive.
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Elena

Researcher

Elena

The teacher has a really good attitude.  She looks forward to

seeing you all every day.  The students in the class, they have

to be funny but know how to control their immaturity.  And you

have to be able to focus.

How am I going to feel in there?  How am I going to feel like

doing this critical thinking stuff?

You are going to feel like you are in a small family.  People will

cheer you on when you get up to do a speech or….

The same student goes on to comment how attending such a large university inevitably results in

classrooms comprised of people from diverse cultural backgrounds.

Researcher

Elena

Researcher

Elena

Researcher

Elena

….So this one is a little bit more abstract maybe or it could be

related.  See if it stimulates you to add anything new.  Okay?

[Student is given question to read on culture and atmosphere.]

Stimulates me?

Yeah.  You may not add anything to this.

Okay.

Does it stimulate anything else in your mind?

The culture would be liked a mixed culture, a variety.  You are

going to, like you go to one of the best universities in Texas

and there is like this like huge diversity.  You are bound to get

different cultures so you are going to have to embrace all the

cultures and…
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Researcher

Elena

So what are they going to have to embrace exactly.  What does

diversity bring with it?  What does it entail in the classroom?

IT brings like the different perspectives that people have.

Relevant to Elena’s last response in the interview sequence above, another student praised the

instructor insofar as she encouraged students to say what they thought about a given issue or

topic:

Sabina: Like, Kim had her beliefs and culture; I had mine; everybody had theirs.

[There were] a lot of different backgrounds in there… She was never like, “Don’t

you talk about this and don’t you talk about that.”  It was more so to where

everyone got freedom of speech; everyone was allowed to do whatever they

wanted to. So it allows you to have your values on things.  A lot of times in class

a lot of comments made were: “Well, I….”; “Based on my beliefs…”; or ‘in my

religion I’; or ‘”My family never brought me up to believe THIS...” when it came

time to: “What’s your beliefs?” or “What’s your view?” …So it allows to be

yourself.

Agreeing with a peer’s thoughts  (during a cluster interview) on how the small class size

was conducive to discussion with peers, the following student stated:

Tess: And yeah cause it was like Gateway you would see familiar faces. (I would

have RATHER been in another class.  Cause I don’t socialize with anyone in that

class anyway.)  But it was just nice to see familiar faces and everything.   I LIKE

the Gateway program.  I like how, especially coming in to a huge university,

you’re not stuck in a classroom with a 100 different kids, and  you know you see

the faces and you’re like: “OK. I know them. I know them.” So it’s an easier

transition.
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In the next quote, the student states that while she generally enjoyed her peers, she also

took issue with how some students’ attitudes impacted the classroom atmosphere:

Sabina: I really enjoyed … the people surrounding me in the class.  ….but

having people who have to take it kind of put the negative atmosphere because

they really don’t want to be there: they HAVE to TAKE it. …  And so it kind of just

messes things up in the class…  …  … you have these people who REALLY

DON’T want to be there but then you have these people that want to be there…

and since these people don’t want to be but they HAVE to be there; they’re not

really interested in what’s going on because there’s nothing that INTERESTS

them.

Corroborating the previous student’s negative observations, the following student notes that were

it not for a core group of distracting students, the general atmosphere of the classroom

environment would have been very different:

Tess: We had a high energy level but not for learning… just distracting the

teacher. … I felt really uncomfortable in that class: like really really

uncomfortable. I really didn’t like the atmosphere. … Like for discussion, when

she would try to get people to explore ideas, everyone would just sit there.  Just

cause they had a lack of respect for the teacher. … I think if we didn’t have those

people in our class, I think the class would have been a lot more…better.

Because there were a lot of people in there who were like focused and who

wanted to learn and were you know like wanted to give her respect and

everything.

The next interview sequence illustrates two features of the research project itself: 1) the

researcher’s difficulty in prompting responses from some students and 2) why the additional

question, discussed above, was needed.



121

Researcher

Kevin

Researcher

Kevin

Researcher

Kevin

Researcher

Kevin

Researcher

Kevin

If I was to ask you for two or three words to describe what it was

like to be in that class room. [short pause]  It could be how you

FEEL, beliefs, attitudes, values—either your own or that

reflected by the group as a whole, the class a whole.

Mmmmm.

I’m thinking kind of culture-environment: some overall….

I’m not to sure.

Ok. Um, lets say a student, a Gateway student’s coming in…

Mhm.

They said, “What is it gonna be like?”  Could you tell them in

two or three sentences what its gonna be like? What to expect?

What am I in for?

Um.  You probably wont like it, but, um…..  Mmmmm…and that

you can make a good grade if you try

Mhm. Ok.

…that, and if you know the professor.

Students reported that they appreciated the intimate and more comfortable feeling of

walking into a small classroom filled with faces they already knew from the Gateway Program.  It

appears that they were expected to use and develop reading and communication skills to prepare

for, reflect, and use critical thinking concepts.  They were expected to integrate reading,

communication, and current critical thinking skills to complete group projects and to contribute

original thoughts and personal viewpoints to the general discussion.  Despite praise for the
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caring, helpful, and professional attitude of the instructor, Kim, however, student comments

suggest that peer attitudes and work ethics played a rather significant negative role in this class

environment.  While many of the interviewees were able to see the positive aspects of their

peers, they consistently reported how a core group of peers, especially athletes: reflected

immature attitudes; reflected a lack of social sensitivity; could come off as mean; and behaved in

ways that distracted individuals, the instructor, or the class a whole.  As explicitly or implicitly

articulated by the student comments above, the following are connections that stand out as

significant in this section of the LA 302 Critical Thinking Seminar classroom environment:

• attitude about the course requirement and the classroom atmosphere

• level of student interest in the course and level of focused learning

• level of student interest in the course and level of distractive behavior

• kind of student energy and amount or quality of learning

• student contributions to class and respect for instructor

• peer attitudes and student’s sense of comfort in class

• kinds of thinking activities and quality of learning

• organization of curriculum and application of curriculum to other courses

• professorial concern and student development

• peer attitudes and peer support

• navigating the course and getting to know students

• from diverse backgrounds

• reflecting diverse attitudes or temperments

• requirements of course and discussion/communication skills

Going Deeper: Exploring Specific Dimensions of the Thinking Context

As with the previous section of LA 302, the next part of this classroom environment

reconstruction allows the students elaborate on themes just articulated.  Again at the end of each

domain, the researcher presents bulleted lists of connections drawn from the student quotes.
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Student frame of reference:

Assumptions about a Required Critical Thinking Course

The following set of interview sequences expose some of the students’ intellectual

dispositions in reacting to the fact that they would be required to take the critical thinking seminar

during their first semester at UT Austin as part of the Gateway Program.  Note how the first

student appeared open-minded and fairly neutral with the assumption that it would be an “easy””

class:

Researcher

Elena

Researcher

Elena

Researcher

Elena

Researcher

Elena

Researcher

Elena

When did you first learn that you were going to have to take this

course?

In the fall.  Or during orientation actually.

   Do you remember your first reaction to it?  First of all that it’s a

required course and secondly that it’s critical thinking.

I thought it was going to be a fun course and kind of easy.

Okay.

And it was.

What was your attitude about it being a required course?  Did

you have any?

I didn’t have any.

Okay.

It was like: “Okay’ I’ll take it.’
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The next student articulates two different reactions to the course requirement.  At one

point in the interview she commented that while she felt she knew a lot going in, she was

generally open-minded about the having to take the course:

Researcher

Sabina

Ok. Um, and what was your…what was your reaction to it: like,

when you found that it was called critical thinking:  what did

what was your initial response?

I thought it was gonna be something that would really challenge

me.

Later in the interview, however, she articulated a different kind of reaction:

Sabina: Yeah! It was more like I already know what I’m doing; I really don’t need

this class and whatever.

It could the that at first, as reflected in the second quote, she assumed she knew all there was to

know about critical thinking and that one could further develop one’s critical thinking capacity

beyond the point that she had bin high school.  After speaking with the instructor or the Gateway

director she might have changed her attitude about the requirement, perhaps persuaded that the

course could offer her something new or different.

The following student generalized what he took to be true of many students in any

college or university class:

Kevin: I think, a lot of students say: “Uhhh! This required stupid course!” I mean

it’s the same way for like English people: its required for everyone but  English

people are gonna want to take … the class.

When asked about his particular reaction to the course requirement he stated:

Kevin: I responded [chuckles]...this is… This is STUPID.  I could be taking

classes that are much more worth my time.
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One might wonder what this student meant by “stupid”.   It seems to do with the situation or reality

that he was not able to take another class.  While this may be accurate, the following interview

sequence with the same student suggests that he also thought the need to take a critical thinking

class in college was a questionable, or even preposterous idea.  Note his assumptions about the

development of critical capacity:

Researcher

Kevin

Researcher

Kevin

Researcher

Kevin

Researcher

Kevin

Researcher

Ok.  And what was your conception of critical thinking? What

 did you think it was?

Ummm…

Had you ever thought about what YOU thought it was?

I mean, there was always like during high school like

worksheets that were always talking about ‘em like critical

thinking: like it was always like an in-depth question you have to

think more about.  I already kind of knew what it was from high

school.

Ok. Did your high school teachers try to, like were they pretty

explicit about saying: “OK.  We want you guys to think deeper

or more broadly or critically”?

They said that ALL the time.

 did your conception of critical thinking deepen, broaden, get

more precise or did it not think at all over the course of the

semester?

I don’t think it change at ALL.

Did it VALIDATE anything that you already thought about

critical thinking, like steps, or parts: like, in terms of like:  “Yeah.

I do that.  Yeah those are the terms.”
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Kevin

Researcher

Kevin

I do that.  Yeah those are the terms.”

Yeah.  I went through the class and I was like: “I already know

that.”  It points it out to you and makes it obvious, but I mean,

its like, I don’t need to know that I’m doing it; I already DO it.

So you felt the class was like letting you know when you were

doing it or calling your attention to when you’re doing it?

Mhm.

As explained in the last course reconstruction, the quotes just presented in Student

Frame of Reference further corroborate the finding that the LA 302 learning environment was not

simply a function of how well the instructor organized the curriculum or the development of critical

capacity but the students’ own intellectual dispositions, biases, and assumptions about required

courses and the concept of critical thinking development itself.

Experience Domain A: Interaction with and Perception of the Curriculum 

The discussion now turns to student experiences with the curriculum.  In sharing their

views, the students elaborate on some of the themes presented in the list above.

A-1: Reading and Responding to Course Textbooks.

 As with Gateway peers in the previous LA 302 section, all interviewees for Kim’s course

reported similar reasons for preferring the Chaffee text over the Nosich text:

Elena I guess it [Chaffee] emphasized everyday life.   Like that

picture that you just showed me--the billboard.  There are

billboards everywhere.  So you think about it! … helps us go

through the process of it.  Like I would stop and put the [

Nosich] book down and do something else because I found

his writing very boring.
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Researcher

Elena

Researcher

Elena

So it was hard to get through?

Yes.

…What about this guy? [pointing to Nosich text]

I think…his approach is just like, not really comparing it to

everyday life, just stating it so that you know that it’s there:

stating…like the elements and stuff.

Sabina: The things in [Chaffee’s text] was more interesting: it had more stories,

more group activities, more engagement to where you want to discuss…to

explore.   … Whereas Nosich’s …was more like philosophy: straight to the point:

really boring…

Kevin: I sold that one [pointing to Nosich]; I never read that one. [pointing to

Chaffee] As far as a book, I guess it was OK.  As far as I could tell it tried to

make the stuff interesting.  It depends on the person I guess.

The following student articulates how she could do well in the class without reading the texts,

which she described as “common sense”:

Tess: I had a lot of other classes that I had to concentrate on.  …. I was like I

need a good grade.  And if I can get by and not read and get like an A, even if I

don’t get a high A, but an A I’ll be happy.

A-2: Thinking Activities/Exercises

Like interviewees from Roberta’s class, students reported a wide range of various

learning activities.  Unlike the other two sections, this one required journals wherein students had

to apply critical thinking concepts to self-selected newspaper articles.  Other activities included

the following:
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Tess: When we would get into a discussion or especially when she brought in

like graduate students or just different groups of students:  I really enjoyed that

‘cause I learned A LOT from them.  Just like different things: different ways to

study.  Like one person was like: “Well, when I study/when you study GO some

place don’t go … home to study because there’s so many distractions like your

television, your computer.”  And so … I started doing that: so I started studying at

the library and I’d do like a 100% better.  So just like different things like that.

Elena

Researcher

Elena

We had to take a stand on a controversial issue and like I guess

the issue I did was abortion and I was just like grounded like in

pro-choice; and then I looked on the other side and was like:

“Maybe they do have a good idea” [or] “Maybe you shouldn’t do

that.”  But then I was like: “They should have the choice.”

So you were really seeing both points of view for the first time?

Yeah.

Researcher

Sabina

So you think that made this [referring to the Chaffee text]

interesting, you say? The stories and tying it to real life or what?

It was the stories and how Kim went about it. Like that class was

fun. Like we did the mock trial that’s in the book and it was fun!  I

was the lawyer and I and my story made a lot of sense.  I

defended him, the guy in the in the scenario and even though he

was supposed to be guilty, I made it look like he was innocent!

And it was real FUNNNN!
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In the following set of quotes, students reflect on the nature of class discussion as it

evolved in their particular learning context:

Tess: I LIKED the class but I think that like once we got into a discussion and like

they were sleeping or something like that.

Kevin: I don’t think there was as much discussion as the professor would have

hoped. I remember her saying something about it: how she wanted the class to

discuss [things] amongst our selves.  I remember seeing it somewhere where it

said that.

Sabina: When we did classroom discussion it was most of the same people

talking all the time, basically.  Me, two other girls, and these two dudes

occasionally if they felt like someone said something they didn’t like. So its kind

of hard to have a class discussion with yourself or just with you and Kim!  She’d

try and get more people to talk to the point where sometimes we had to go

around the room and everybody say something to get ‘em to talk. Yeah! She

TRIED but there’s only so much you can do and so much that I would have

expected her to.  If you don’t want to learn, you don’t want to learn. If I keep

trying and trying and you still don’t want to respond I’m not fixing to bust my time

on YOU when I know I have people trying to learn.

One activity that really stood out had to with the concept of authority and Kim’s use of a

learning strategy to dramatize the critical thinking content.  Two students give rather different

evaluations of the project. To iterate the differences in perspective the student comments and

responses to the researcher’s prompts are placed adjacent to each other in Table 10 below.
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Table 10

Comparison of Two Students Polar Views about a Classroom Event

Sabina’s Version of the Authority Activity Tess’s Version of the Authority Activity

Sabina: And then, also, in that book we was
focusing on SOMETHING: After the class Kim
asked me to pass out in the next class. So I fell
in class and it was all about seeing their
reactions! They was MAD: that we did that but
it was fun cause we was…we was talking
about AUTHORITY and all THAT!  And we was
trying to see if the students was going to
overthrow her authority.  Cause when I passed
out she acted like nothing was wrong.

Researcher: So kind of the dramatic aspect of
learning and critical thinking?

Sabina: Yeah. And along with, entertainment
to interact with education, to where its not
always that BORING lecture: write down these
notes; and go home and study; get this quiz;
and hope to pass. …. I PROMISE if people
would alter their lectures to relate to everyday
things that people go through, they’ll remember
it.

Researcher …and they didn’t understand the
lesson like get something out of the lesson
itself?

Sabina: Because see they didn’t read the
BOOK! (113): So … when I passed out they
was like, “What’s wrong with her?!” And Kim
kept saying: “Oh! She’s alright she told me she
had a few problems she’s cool.” ….  And they
were getting madder and madder.  And the
point was to see if they were gonna overthrow
her authority! After everybody was about to get
up and walk out and go get somebody, she
was like: “Veronica, get up.”  So for a long time
they was mad at me AANND Kim!  …. I thought
it was very interesting to see… To see to see
how people would react to that and see how
people you don’t really know would be more
concerned about you if something like that
occurs!

Researcher: Did you have to learn how to
acknowledge different points of view?

Tess: We had to do THAT.  Everyone had a
different point of view in our class and they
weren’t afraid of expressing it. I remember like
one big incident that like aroused the class.
She had gotten that obnoxious girl, she’s real
dramatic, to fake that she had like fainted and
none of the class knew about it!

Researcher: Oh.  She was a confederate.
That’s what they call a confederate.

Tess: Yeah.  Everyone was like: “Hey!  You
need to do something about it!” And she was
like: “No.  She told me to just let her stay like
that.”  Like: “Just to let her be,” and she’s, like,
having this seizure.  And we’re all like: “Are
you sure?”  She’s like: “Yeah!”   And then, so
finally, the girl gets up and she’s like: “Oh. I’m
fine.”   And then another girl, who is like her
friend, really dramatic too, just like walks out
of the classroom.  And then she was like: “I
didn’t feel that was necessary,” and “That
really hurt my feelings.” And then, like, all the
athletes got together and were like: “That’s
wrong!  That’s BS.”  And, like of course, they
were saying it.  And they just like went off!  …
Like, she was trying to prove a point and to
grab everyone’s attention.  Cause, like, that
was like honestly the only way she could grab
everyone’s attention.  That was, like, the
ONLY time I remember that to where
everyone was like: “Oh! My god!”  You know?
Everyone was, like, listening and watching
and like quiet for once.

Researcher: But it took a dramatic human
event?

Tess: [chuckling] yeah!  It took
like…yeah..this huge girl falling on the floor!

Researcher: And was she trying to teach
something like moral dilemmas or something?

Tess: She was trying to teach something but I
honestly don’t remember what.
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A-3: Tying Course topics to Class Activities

While one student (Kevin) reported that they “never really did anything” from the Nosich

text, it is clear from the quotes above that students did see connections between the reading

topics and classroom activities.  The following student stated:

Elena

Researcher

Elena

We did personal stuff.  Like I did something on my best friend

Roy.  It has to do with the readings.

So you never felt like she was having you read stuff that you

didn’t talk about?

No.

Three of the four students interviewed found that while the workload was higher than

expected, they did not find the course intellectually rigorous.   Sabina stated, “I really like the

class.” But it wasn’t as challenging as it seemed to have or they made it seemed like because it

was called critical thinking.”  Another student viewed the reading material as common sense:

Tess:  I think the concept of it was common sense.  Like how to problem-solve is

common sense.  But like the thing that was hard was actually when you come in:

and we got tested over it, it would be like: “What are the five steps?”  And even

though you KNOW how to problem-solve, you don’t exactly KNOW the five steps

and then its wrong!

Of course student concerns about whether the course topics were tied to thinking exercises

(voiced by two of the interviewees) was also a function of whether or not they engaged with the

texts and reviewed the syllabus regularly, if at all.  One student stated that he sold the Nosich

book (Kevin); while another said hers was stolen but that someone simply gave her their personal

copy (Sabina); while another admitted she decided early on that she could get by without reading
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(Tess). It is clear from the student descriptions, the syllabus, and interview with Kim, that she did

make an effort to tie course readings to classroom activities and the various assignments.

 The point here is not to critique the students but to highlight how their own reading behaviors

may have contributed to the learning environment and their assessment of whether the topics

were covered to classroom activities and various assignments.

Elements of the Environment Informing the Development of Critical Thinking Capacity

as Reflected in Domain A Quotes

There are many similarities with the class regarding what elements of the environment

stand out as significant to development of critical thinking capacity relevant to student’s

experiences with the curriculum.  The elements and possible connections among them include

the following:

• variation of printed stimuli in texts and activation of thinking processes

• kind of stimuli and desire to engage with the curriculum, including discussion and

exploration

• whether student read text and student contribution to group-based activities

• perceived level of required effort to get a certain grade and engagement with text

• nature or topic of learning activity and evaluation of instructor, interaction with

instructor

• nature of thinking activity and amount of effort given

• nature of thinking activity and reasoning

• discursive expectations of instructor and individual student contributions to discussion

• whether individuals made contributions to discussion and instructor’s method for

encouraging talk

• non-cognitive elements of activities and non-cognitive student reactions

• non-cognitive element of activities and cognitive reactions

• cognitive element of activities and non-cognitive reactions
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• cognitive element of activities and cognitive reactions

• non-cognitive elements of activities and level of student engagement, energy, interest

• cognitive elements of activities and level of student engagement, energy, interest

• application to practical life and retention of material

• nature or topic of thinking activity and student attention

• attention and listening

Experience Domain B: Interaction with and Perception of Peers

The quotes below shed further light on students’ experiences in learning to think critically

as it relates to peer attitudes, work ethic, and affiliation in Kim’s classroom.   As with the

reconstruction of the last learning environment, student observations are categorized as favorable

and unfavorable.

B-1: Favorable Observations

Like interviewees from the previous LA 302 section, Kim’s students tended to focus on

negative examples of peer attitudes and work ethics.   The following quotes are two of the more

positive ones.  In the following comment, a student praises an athlete’s creativity in generating

ideas for assigned topics:

Elena: I think our group was the best.  We had a football player and he was like

just so funny and then like he would come up with some really good ideas on the

topic.  Like, my other friend would have some good ideas and then we would

combine them.  I think it was a really good work ethic.

In the next quote, a student compares the reality of her original group to  a group she was

transferred to:

Sabina: In my new group it was more of an equilibrium EVERYbody played a

part in it.  And everybody in the group read the book, actually; instead of one

person reading the book compared to other groups [where] only one person or
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two people who had read the book. Or…they’d skim through the main points

before class.

B-2: Unfavorable Observations

The following sets of quotes reflect  how student attitudes and work ethics combined to

impact group dynamics:

Elena: I think all of us but one put in a lot of work. It had to do with [her] attitude

about the class: she didn’t think it was really worth it; that it was a stupid class;

and [that] she could do critical thinking on her own.  I think it was pretty much the

same for everybody in that class.  I think maybe a few of us, like a good handful,

thought this class was going to be really helpful, so I guess the environment in

the class wasn’t all that positive.

Kevin

Researcher

Kevin

I don’t know about the other groups but in my group there

would be like two task-oriented people and the other two

people didn’t do much and that’s what its like in every group.

How much of it do you think of it was related to their like buy-

in of critical thinking? Do you think, like, they were negative

towards it—like: “I don’t need to develop my critical thinking

skills. This class is a waste of my time”?

That’s pretty much what it was. I think it was EVERYONE.

The following students comment on how peer attitudes and their respective work ethics

compelled them to ask for a change in her group assignment.  The first student reported that she

was so uncomfortable in her original group that:

Tess: … I had to ask to switch cause I was like, “ I cant be in this group!’ So she

switched me.
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Sabina: Oh!  I had a rough time with that [peers] at first because Kim had me in

the group and we weren’t getting nothing DONE! I was the only one doing the

work.  It was mean: two football players; they was not doing nothing! I had to go

talk to her and tell her, ‘I cant work with this group. I cant do this!’ And she started

noticing how I was the only one doing stuff!  So she changed our group. She split

us up: it was just one less group.

In addition to what has already been articulated, the following quotes highlight the attitude

of the class as a whole:

Sabina: The MAJORITY of the room was like: “I do not NEED this class.  I don’t

NEED to BE HERE!  What are they making me do this for!?”  I think they was just

being selfish.  The fact [is] that they knew they had to be there but they didn’t

want to; but they wasn’t gonna be considerate of the people who are there trying

to get an education or get something out of that class.  Even though I don’t think

one person could just tell me that they didn’t learn anything out of that class.

Like some people never read the book.  I know some people didn’t read the book

because somebody stole my book and they gave me THEIRS.

Tess

Researcher

WELL its like it all SPREADS.  There were like two main ones

in my class and what they were doing of course their friends

had to join in and act like: “Oh! I can do that too!” And so then

they would ALL join in.  They would ALWAYS join in.  And

there was this one girl.  She was so obnoxious. Like I was

stuck with her and then the worst athlete of the groups. … And

like I really didn’t like her; she was one of the main reasons,

too, why I DIDN’T want to be in class.  Cause she was in my

group and she would just sit there like: “I’m not gonna do

anything”

She didn’t even need to talk: her body language was enough

to push you away?
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Tess

to push you away?

Yeah!

As reported in the last classroom reconstruction, students in this section of LA 302 also

emphasized the special role athletes played:

Sabina: It was basically always the football players. And when I talk to other

people who took LA302 they always said the football players acted up.  I love

FOOTBALL... but its kind of, like, sometimes…football players moreso act up in

classroom settings: even in high school it wasn’t a basket ball team; it wasn’t the

baseball team; it was the football team!

Elena: It was like most of the football players that sat in the back.  They would

just keep talking and stuff and be rude while Kim was going over the lecture and

the books and stuff.  I actually think that they did okay in the class.  They

participated in the group work but I don’t know how well they did grade-wise and

stuff.  Sometimes it was fun just to watch them be goofballs.  Then, like, there

has to be time for serious mode and learn stuff: that’s what you are paying the

university for.  …because life isn’t always going to be fun.

Tess: … we had a lot of football players in our class so they thought they would

rule the school of course:  “We’re on the football team”.  And so Kim has a little

bit of an accent and like its kind of hard to understand her sometimes. But like my

mom had a thick accent also like her. So its like real easy for me to understand it.

And so like other people were OK with understanding her.  Those football players

were SO RUDE to her. And she just would just take it with ease…  But it was just

horrible. …that would happen for a lot of the class.
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Other students also commented on Kim’s accent but asserted that if they asked Kim to

repeat herself it was because they were sincerely having a difficult time understanding her.

Again, note the two different perspectives from the same two students highlighted earlier

regarding the authority activity in Table 11 below.

Table 11

Comparison of Two Students Polar Views about an Element of Student-Instructor Interaction

Sabina on Kim’s Accent Tess on Kim’s Accent

Kim has an accent so some of her words be
slurred or just different from a person who’s
been staying in America all her life. So they
make fun of how she talk … Or, like, they’ll try
to make fun of… other people like—ME!
Sometimes I didn’t understand what she said
so I asked her to repeat it over and over again
so I can KNOW!  And they’ll use that as joke
to try to talk about the way she talk. ….  It was
a lot of immature people in there basically.

I guess I felt kind of discriminated against
maybe because I’m like I’m part Asian also.
So they would they would say like racial
comments.  And …. like that was not
needed. …or like she would say a word and
they were like, “WHAT did you SAY?” like
“say it AGAIN!?”  And it was perfectly clear
what she had said.  And of course she was
an educated women.  And so like I thought
there was no need for … anything like that.

The following student comments have to do with affiliation during and after the course

as it may have been influenced by peer attitudes, work ethic, and behavior. Tess stated, “I have

one of the athletes in my class, who was one of the nicer ones in LA 302, in one of my classes

this semester; we barely talk; just say hi or bye but he is still pretty rude.” Sabina stated,

‘”Yeahhh! Like, outside of that class, like now, a lot of people that I took the class with I’m

friends with now!  We cool.  I might not have liked the way they acted in class but I LIKE

them…”.  The same student goes on to comment on her own ability and willingness to practice

cultural code switching while critiquing peers:

Sabina: I DO act differently in class or in professional settings than I do with my

friends and I think that’s how it should be.  You have a time to play and a time

not to play and class and business and the more structural-formal kind of stuff

unless they ASK you to be that WAY.  Or you have an activity to do that but
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other than that I’m different outside of class or work or if I’m volunteering than I

am with my friends and they not like that.

Another student reported that while she did feel compelled to ask her peers to change their

behavior she also enjoyed it at the same time.  Like the student above she comments on code

switching, being serious, and playing around:

Elena: I wanted to tell them that [to behave] so many times but I couldn’t. There

were some students that did tell them.  I thought they were neat because they

would say it in a friendly way. They would be like: “Y’all shut up!”  And they start

laughing. There was one girl who did. Yeah, she was kind of like bossy. I think

that it’s, like, from where she grew up: it made her become like this strong person

who is outspoken and stuff.  I looked forward to the class either way because I

knew there was going to be some laughter.  …There needs to be laughter

sometimes but there also has to be the serious stuff. It was balanced. Because

we like did have our time when Kim would get mad at us because we were

laughing and stuff.  And then she joined in with the laughing so it was really

balanced, it worked out well.

Elements of the Environment Informing the Development of Critical Thinking Capacity

as Reflected in Domain B Quotes

Again there are many similarities with the last class.  Particular to this classroom

environment, however, is the perception of some peers as being rude and disruptive to a more

harmonious learning environment.  As articulated implicitly and explicitly, the student comments

suggest tha the following elements and possible connections among them stand out as signficiant

to the development of critical thinking capacity as it relates to the peer domain of this thinking

context:

• attitude about class and perceived value of class

• perceived value of class and desire to attend class



139

• attitude about class and verbal/nonverbal communication/behavior

• attitude about class and contribution to team work

• willingness to share one’s ideas and activity output

• individual contributions to group activities and group’s efficacy in doing

activities

• voluntary contribution to group work and sense of team work

• sense of team work and desire to be in respective group

• work ethics of respective team mates and desire to work with respective

peers

• number of people with negative attitudes and feeling of classroom

environment

• individual behavior and others’ behavior

• perception of peer attitude and work ethics and affiliation outside of class

• code switching and classroom behavior

• perceived propriety of rude or disrespectful behavior and willingness to voice

concern to peer

Experience Domain C: Interaction with and Perception of the Instructor

This dimension of the students’ experience in building critical thinking capacity in the LA

302 context was discussed more positively than the other dimensions.   As with interviewees from

the previous course section, students differentiated between A) their evaluation of the instructor

and B) their attitudes about the course itself.  Sabina most exuberantly reported that when she

reflects back on the experience as a whole what she “liked best” about it was the instructor:

“Cause she like… She was, like… I don’t know… Its hard to talk about the CLASS without talking

about ME and Kim’s OWN PERSONAL relationship.  Cause we CONNECTED.  WE developed a

semi-personal relationship to where I could go and talk to her about stuff or whatever.”  She went

on to say, “I LOVE her! Now I can go in her office and just sit down: tell her how I’m doing.  It’s
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just fine.  She always writes me recommendations for EVERYTHING  Anytime I need her I  can

come to her.  She helped me with a lot of stuff.”  Similarly, Elena also reported that when she

reflects back on the experience as a whole “what stands out most” about the course was Kim, “I

think just the courtesy that Kim had for all her students and how she respected all of us and how

she was there for everyone with the issues that we had inside and outside the class.”  She went

to comment how Kim “never gave you like a negative feedback when you presented.  It was

always positive.”

The following two quotes also reflect the degree to which Kim’s genuine concern for

student growth and well-being was evident to interviewees:

Sabina: But, yeah, it was sometimes in there like  Kim would point out something

to me like-like when I gave an oral presentation and how my voice and my tone

would sound strong and dominant and secure in my knowledge of on research of

what I presented but my BODY kind of showed that I have attitude. …  I take it as

constructive criticism: because its  something I need to work on.

Tess: …. She was like if we didn’t show up to class she would be like: “Why

weren’t you in class?”  And like if you like if you said that you were feeling sick

she would write an email the following day and be like: “Oh. Are you feeling

better?” And she would like personally take a student to the…um…health center

one time. And she’s real nice about that.  So…  I mean she was… I like her.  I

just didn’t like class. 

Praising her kindness and genuine concern for students, interviewees also commented

on how peers might have taken advantage of her disposition:

Tess: And she’d REALLY TRY. It was just really the athletes.  Like she was

trying to be really nice to them.  Like: ‘Please do this assignment” and ‘please do

this’ and like ‘please…listen.’ She’d try never to raise her voice and stuff like that.

So sometimes you need to be firm: I feel like she didn’t want to be firm because
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she didn’t want anyone to hate her.  Yet if you’re not firm at the right times you

lose that respect and I think that’s what they were doing.

Elena: I think Kim is like this cute little lady. She was a really good teacher and

like when it came to personal things she was there for you.  She was like a very

hands-on teacher. She tried to be mean, but it really didn’t come out mean.

People would just start laughing.  She would be like: “What’s so funny?”

Sabina: She was a good teacher. Its hard trying to be a good teacher when you

have disobedient students.  I think that’s mainly what it was in our class: she was

a good teacher but she had so many people that acted up in class to the point

where sometimes she’d stay after class and try to talk to them and they would

still do the same thing!  They probably thought she was more passive about

everything. …  I can’t see her being mean because she is SO NICE and SWEET!

So I think that it’s more so like if you have people [who] are really disruptive: they

need to GO! Because it’s not like she didn’t have students that were not trying to

learn.

Tess: I felt SO BAD for her.  Like I even said a couple of things sometimes like,

“That’s really not necessary” and some of the other classmates did too.  You just

felt so bad: like its SO DEGRADING--like: “This is your teacher! Have SOME

respect.” I honestly felt really bad for her.

Students’ reported experiences with the instructor are favorable but their comments also

suggest frustration with peers whose interactions with Kim were perceived as detrimental to a

more healthy classroom atmosphere.
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Elements of the Environment Informing the Development of Critical Thinking Capacity

as Reflected in Domain C Quotes

This instructor was perceived by many to be genuinely concerned with students just like

the last the last instructor.  However, student comments suggest that Kim’s particular teaching

personality had significantly different consequences for how classroom norms developed.  The

following elements and possible connections among them stand out as significant, as articulated

by the students, implicitly and explicitly, to the development of critical thinking capacity as it

relates to their observations of and experiences with Kim as their instructor:

• feeling a connection with the instructor and willingness to talk to instructor

outside of class

• feeling a connection with the instructor and desire to discuss personal

matters with instructor

• constructive approach to giving students feedback and perception of

instructor as helpful, courteous, and respectful

• perception of instructor’s personality (as passive or assertive) and student

behavior (disruptive or participatory)

• communication of expectations and student engagement with activities

• authority asserted by instructor and level of negative student energy

• discipline exercised by instructor and community oriented learning behavior

• disregard for instructor and attention given to instructor or the learning

situation

• disregard for other learners and level of disruptive or distractive behavior

Classroom Environment #2: Summary of Key Findings

Interviewees tended to focus on describing affective and social elements of the

classroom environment and how these elements influenced their own cognitive, emotional, and

social attitudes about learning to think critically and the LA 302 seminar experience. Significant
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connections among classroom ambiance, affiliation, and the instructor’s expectations and

personality point to challenges with:

• student maturity (especially with athletes);

• instructional management of immature, disruptive students;

• level of satisfaction with the learning environment.

A review of the student interviews, course-related materials, and an interview with the

instructor show that when it came to the organization of the curriculum, instructional methods,

and Kim’s sense of enthusiasm and passion for critical thinking, Kim was working to create a

cathetic learning environment.   She creatively constructed a wide range of thinking activities and

assignments, blending non-cognitive elements of learning to think critically with respective

cognitive goals.   However, given the limited number of student interviews and students’ focus on

negative evaluations or experiences, it is difficult to assess the degree to which the instructor was

able to realize a cathetic learning climate as defined by the College Classroom Environment

Scales survey constructs. She does seem to have had some success in:

• promoting a charged academic atmosphere;

• encouraging students to explore links between personal experiences and the

subject matter;

• having students test their hypotheses and ideas against those of others

through class discussions or cooperative learning experiences.
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Table 12

Cathetic Learning Climate: Three Highest Percentages of Kim’s Students Reporting What Was
Often or Almost Always True of their Classroom along the Dimension of Cathetic Learning
Climate (N=7)

Survey
Item #

Question Percentage  of students
reporting what was “often,” or
“always or almost always true”

44

32

57

Differing opinions and points of view are encouraged
in this class.

Students seem eager to leave as soon as this class
ends.*

Students participate in class discussions and lively
debates in this class.

100%

85.7%

71.4%

Note: It may not be a surprise that most of Kim’s students elected not to take the survey.
*Obviously, a low percentage is desired for CCES Item # 2.  It is not a surprise that most students
agreed that this was usually the case.  The response to this item is the highest of each of the
three sections studied.

 She also wanted to set high expectations in terms of academic rigor.  Students did report

that:

• standards were set for getting good grades;

• they were expected to be creative in solving problems or satisfying

requirements’

• they were challenged to think for themselves;

• they were encouraged to develop a norm of excellence in one’s thinking and

intellectual attitudes;

• they had to dedicate energy and time to complete activities.
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Table 13

Academic Rigor: Three Highest Percentages of Kim’s Students Reporting What Was Often or
Almost Always True of their Classroom along the Dimension of Academic Rigor

Survey
Item #

Question Percentage  of students
reporting what was “often,” or
“always or almost always true”

19

59

10

The professor expects students to be creative in
solving problems or satisfying requirements.

Students in this class are challenged to think for
themselves.

On examinations students are called on to take what
they read and heard in class and produce original
answers or creative solutions.

85.5%

85.5%

71.4%

Five of the six students interviewed presented very favorable views when it came to

perceived levels of professorial concern and effort to be an effective and engaging instructor.

Kim’s students described an environment in which the instructor came off as being personally

concerned about each student as an individual in the classroom and beyond.  In particular,

students highlighted the following:

• they felt she genuinely respected and appreciated students’ ideas, opinions,

and points of view;

• they felt comfortable approaching her with problems they were having in the

class’

• she was willing to go out of her way to help students academically and

personally;

• she encouraged them to visit her during office hours and interacted with them

informally.
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Table 14

Professorial Concern: Three Highest Percentages of Kim’s Students Reporting What Was Often
or Almost Always True of their  Classroom along the Dimension of Professorial Concern

Survey
Item #

Question Percentage  of students
reporting what was “often,” or
“always or almost always true”

56

2

13

The professor shows respect for students’ opinions
and points of view.

The professor is willing to assist students outside of
class.

The professor recognizes students by name outside
of class.

100%

100%

100%

Similar to the previous section of LA 302, it would appear that the biggest challenge in

fostering an optimal environment for developing critical thinking capacity had to do with a core

group of students.  Student comments suggest important connections among:

• the negative influence of some peers’ attitudes, work ethics, behavior, and

communication skills and the emergence of an inimical ambiance;

• decreased sense of affiliation between such peers and others; and

• the instructor’s willingness to establish herself as the authority figure in a

structured learning environment.

While four of the six interviewees took issue with some students’ attitudes and behavior, all of the

interviewees differentiated between peer attitudes and behavior and their likeability in general.

Interviewees’ reactions to reported negative peer behavior can be categorized as:

A) those who were completely repulsed by bad or rude behavior and felt

alienated or very uncomfortable in the class;

B) those who were able to show concern for how peers behaved in class while

laughing along with them or at least tolerating them; and

C) those who were less critical of disruptive students as rude or immature,

seeing them more as funny or creative.
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Nine months after the course ended, Kim commented that she thinks she could have

been more direct and clear about her expectations for proper classroom behavior and

communication norms.  She agreed with many students’ characterization of her being too

relaxed, too nice, and too respectful (Email communication, 2005; this issue will be resumed in

Chapters 5 and 6).  The following raise questions about the degree to which affiliation and an

inimical ambiance may have influenced each other in an organic manner:

• How consistently did students sense a highly supportive and friendly

dynamic?

• Did students sense they were engaged in a truly collaborative thinking

exercises?

• To what extent were students able to develop mature interpersonal

relationships with peers?

• How often did students perceive the class as highly hostile or competitive?

• To what extent were students uninvolved in thinking exercises?

• To what extent did students see few opportunities to influence the classroom

process or dynamic?

• How comfortable were students in asking questions or giving opinions, i.e.,

making their thinking public?

• To what extent did Kim’s personality and teaching style influence classroom

norms and the emergence of a friendly environment?

To determine more reliably the degree to which Kim was or was not able to reach related goals,

more students would have to be interviewed to see what students got out of the class and how

they link the instructor’s teaching personality with this section’s particular student composition.

While it is clear that some students felt the class positively impacted them in some way, many

negative criticisms emerge as significant.
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Table 15

Inimical Ambiance: Selected Responses as to What Was Often or Almost Always True of Kim’s
Classroom (# 2) along the Dimension of Inimical Ambiance

Survey
Item #

Question Percentage  of students
reporting what was “often,”
or “always or almost always
true”

7

29

Students seem to want to show each other up in class.

Students do not feel comfortable volunteering ideas or
opinions in this class.

14.3%

14.3%

Note.  Low percentages are desired for this response item as this would mean that generally students did
not tend to see the environment as hostile and highly competitive.  Also, this set of responses does not
seem consistent with student reports given during the interview process.  While it is not the scope of the
study to compare and contrast the different kinds of data, it would be a worthwhile topic to pursue in other
research.

Table 16

Affiliation: Selected Responses as to What Was Often or Almost Always True of Kim’s Classroom
(# 2) along the Dimension of Affiliation

Survey
Item #

Question Percentage  of students
reporting what was “often,”
or “always or almost always
true”

9

17

27

36

There are people in this class with whom I would like to
be friends.

Students often help each other with assignments or in
understanding difficult material.

Students work together on assignments and projects for
this class.

Students in this class treat each other as mature adults.

57.2%

42.9%

14.3%

42.9%
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Reconstructing & Situating the Experience of Learning to Think Critically

in Classroom Environment # 3

Table 17

Details for Classroom Environment # 3

Instructor Veronica

Representation 7 students out of 18 enrolled students or 39%

4 Females, 3 Males

2 Asian, 4 Caucasian, 1 Hispanic

Course Description The purpose of this course is centered on your ability to think critically

and the application of this skill to all aspects of your life.  As our basis,

we will use the elements of reasoning, universal intellectual standards

and essential intellectual traits to explore texts, scenarios, behaviors,

issues and ideas.

Assignments &

Grade Distribution

Participation (Daily Questions +) 

Paper (4-6 pp)

Exam

Group Presentation 

Final Paper (replaces final exam) (8-10 pp)

20%

20%

15%

20%

25%

Note: For a complete syllabus and course description, please see Appendix F.
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An Introduction to the General Atmosphere of

Classroom Environment # 3

Monica: It was pretty positive.  There was usually good feedback all the all the

way around the room.  From peer to peer and peers to Veronica and Veronica

back. There’s good and bad just like with everything else.  You get to know peers

and people in Gateway better, which is always good: making friends.

Linda: The atmosphere wasn’t strict: it was very open and friendly.  And if we

had questions we could ask her. We had class discussions and everybody was

free to be open: say what they felt.  It wasn’t a confining environment at all.

David: It was real laid back times and it had times of a lot of studying because

the tests were difficult (and the fact that you have to know a lot of stuff, just a lot

of information in general, a lot of terms).  All together it was a pretty easy course

compared to all my other ones.

Hanh: It wasn’t like, “Hey! Were gonna focus, focus, focus!”  It was just kind of

like relaxed and, in a way, we just discussed whatever.

The following students stated that based on their own LA 302 experience, they would tell

future, incoming LA 302 students the following:

Said: The environment is pretty discourse-oriented; I mean you have to talk.

There’s definitely a lot of feedback that the instructor wants from all the students.

So you have to be ready to think and interact with your peers, their ideas.  It’s

almost like a forum.

David: I would tell them that you would get as much out of it as you put into it, as

much as you want to get out of it.

Said: I’d say interactive. You need…to connect a lot with people in the class.

Like you definitely need to make some good friendships if nothing else to do well
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in the class.  Exclusively from that class I’ve gained a lot of personal relationships

which have benefited me.  So I’m happy for that.

Student reports suggest an open, friendly, and almost informal classroom environment

with lots of interaction among students and the instructor.  Through the curriculum and the

seminar format, students were able and expected to get to know peers as well as the instructor

through free but critical discussion sessions.   While not perceived as challenging as other

courses, time and dedication were required to make a good grade in the course. Students

generalizations suggest connections among the following elements in the particular context of

developing critical thinking capacity in Classroom #3:

• classroom atmosphere and willingness to share and explore ideas together

• professorial concern and academic rigor

• professorial concern and the open and free exploration of ideas and positions

• students’ attitudes and students’ ability to harness meaning and value from the

required course

• mode of instruction and affiliation

• affiliation and friendships (in and beyond the classroom setting)

Going Deeper: Exploring Specific Dimensions of the Thinking Context

The reader will again note similarities with one or both of the other sections as they

elaborate on themes just articulated in the section the general atmosphere of the classroom

environment.  The similarities and main differences in the respective environments expressed by

the students, a review of various documents, and the instructor interviews, will be discussed

briefly after this last classroom environment reconstruction.
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Student Frame of reference:

Assumptions about a Critical Thinking Course

Consistent with the other two sections of LA 302, student attitudes about the course

requirement were mixed.  In the following interview sequence, an interviewee provides an

explanation of why students might resist any compulsory course:

Hanh: You know you always want to rebel against you know what people expect.

I think that, like, you know, people hate the fact that is required.   But then it

depends on the atmosphere of the learning itself: like you can make it bad or

good.  I guess there was like…one person that maybe like skipped a bunch.

Some of Veronica’s students might have simply carried a negative attitude about having

to take a required class; others simply never took the class very seriously or assumed it would be

a class with little demand—a “blow-off” class.  For example, Natasha commented, “A lot of people

came to class, ‘I don’t care.  This is just a blow off class.  Whatever.’ I mean to say there were

just a few of us participating in class, talking about it, and actually critically thinking.”  Another

student explained:

Kara

Researcher

Kara

My reaction was, uhmm, somewhat, I guess you could say

negative because I was, like, its kind of…taking me away from

taking another class.  And since it didn’t really count for

anything, I was like: “That’s not cool and…”  Do you know what

I mean?”

And so why do you say that: cause did you not understand how

that could be or like you were like: “Don’t I think I already”?

Like, I mean, now, thinking, like, how it offered, you know, or it

helped you kind of, like, organize your thoughts.  But at the

time I was like, “What’s gonna go on there?” I mean: “What’s

going to be a whole semester of critical thinking?”
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More favorable attitudes about the course requirement included:

N

a

t

a

s

h

a

:

I

 guess I thought it would be interesting…I figured it would be interesting to, I

guess, get a take on it.  And then I thought it would be interesting to evaluate

myself but to where I already do this.   Not that “do I need to be here” but like

“this is already something I do.”  [She later commented], I took it as each class

this will be exciting, something new, something different.

Monica:  I think its great—everything were learning about it [thinking critically].

That’s why I’m interested in just taking a philosophy class.  So I’m really open-

minded about learning everything and getting a different view on things.

As with students in other sections of LA 302, many students felt that they had sufficiently

developed critical thinking capacity or that the curriculum lacked sufficient intellectual challenge:

Natasha

Researcher

Natasha

I guess I felt like, “Ok.  This is great. This guy has outlined

everything: the thinking process, what kind steps to take.  But its

kind of like I DO that!’  I even make a list of pros and cons.  I

mean I will physically write them out also.  And so its like this guy

is taken his time to write out what the thinking process is but I

[already] kind of do that.

So it’s kind of validated in a way?

Yeah.  What I’m saying is not I’m thinking that I’m high and

mighty, that I’m just so smart, I just do this.  Actually its just kind

of “I’m doing the right thing, I guess.”
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Experience Domain A: Interaction with and Perception of the Curriculum

A-1: Reading and Responding to Course Textbooks

 As with students in the other sections, Veronica’s students favored Chaffee over Nosich

for the same reasons:

Natasha: I’d say the Chaffee book was a little more interesting but they were

BOTH pretty boring. I think that one [referring to Chaffee] had better stories

relating to things and things like that but they were both really rhetorical and just

kind got real repetitive.

Hanh: They were a tad boring except I did like the articles [in Chaffee only]. They

were real life. You can read about what the definition of “blah blah blah” is, but

when there are actual real-life situations. … I think its vital.  Because its great

that you learn about it and its great that you get the definition of what blah blah

blah is but until you can apply it in real life, then it serves no purpose. 

???: I liked this one [Chaffee] way better ….  The stories always put at the very

end of the reading of the chapters: that I really liked.  It kind of like put a cap on

everything.  … and made me think about what I just read. … …it had the real life

Researcher

David

So what’s the problem with being “rhetorical” as far as students

and getting them willing to read something or to deal with

something?

They were just kind of one of those types of readings where its

like you feel like your reading  things you should already

know…..and things like that. I felt like a lot of it was common

sense.
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experience at the very end: actual events and so forth.  …  It explained it fully but

it didn’t go overboard on the explanation.

Said: Chaffee was a lot more organized and clear-cut: I don’t think he wasted

much of the reader’s time in trying to explain or get an idea across.  He used

more examples to keep you, or to give you, the real-life parallel with things.  If

we’re not applying that, then what’s the point? If we’re just looking at it abstractly

like we never learn how to use that thought.

Veronica’s former students provide further elaboration on why they were unhappy with

the Nosich text:

Said: I think it was like a little too abstract.  And he didn’t cater to a student’s

world.

Natasha: Tedious: I guess with just definitions and with just explaining what it is,

it can’t be too exciting-[like] accounting!

Hanh: I think that one I really hated. I think it was common sense or something

…  I thought one of them [Nosich] was kind of like basic or something. I think it

was just like ranting on about the same thing over and over.  I guess it was like

there was no color in it.

A-2: Thinking Activities/Exercises

 Students consistently reported that classroom activities were related to topics in the

book, which were explicitly stated in the syllabus.  The following comment reflects the level and

scope of activity in the classroom as a whole:

Said: We were always doing SOMETHING.   Like if were ever in groups or

working on some kind of activity or trying to get somewhere it was never just like

some smaller general question.  If we ever had a discussion, it be the whole

class participating with Veronica.
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In the next set of quotes students situate their respective critical thinking exercises and

make some observations about their engagement in those learning activities:

Hanh: One of our projects we were given a story and we had to like think

critically through it and form a solution.  And I think that delt with the [logic] wheel.

I think it was the problem-solving. We were supposed to like give a detailed

description of it.  Like my group was unclear about that so we got a “C” I think

because we got the more simpler version.  Like, we were: “Oh.  We were

supposed to do this?”  We didn’t realize that she was meaning “specify.”   And

that’s the one where we had to do the skit too: like our solution.

Monica

Researcher

Monica

The main example I can really remember is the project where we

had to do this skit: the group project.  She had put somewhere

on there: “Make sure you tie it in with the problem-solving

method and show the problem solving method in your skit.”  So

we really made sure that we SHOWED the problem solving

method in it.  That’s one of the reasons why I’ll probably always

remember that now.

Did you ENJOY the skit experience?

Yes and no.  Like I don’t mind group projects but you always

have the one slacker and that made it really difficult.

Said

Researcher

Said

I think generally they were all good about that

Describe your peers, in terms of friendliness, willingness to

listen, talk?

I think everyone at some point shared a lot of their personal

experiences and elaborated on them and linked them to the

discussion at hand as well as some of the main themes in the

book.
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discussion at hand as well as some of the main themes in the

book.

Natasha: It was a class where I could just express my opinion and wasn’t right or

wrong. Sometimes I don’t like to talk or to answer because I thought: “Well:

maybe I’m not right or maybe what I’m saying isn’t exactly technically right, like in

an economic class or something.’  In this class you could just say your opinion

and it wasn’t really right or wrong.  That’s how I felt a lot of time: we could reason

through things together, argue, you know discuss.

Students’ feedback about their favorite aspects of the curriculum also shed light on how

their experiences in developing critical thinking capacity was connected to the curricular

dimension of the respective learning context:

Hanh: I really liked that [group] project at the end.  Like it was the BEST thing

that we did… Um.. At first I was like “I don’t want to do this!  Its not gonna be

fun!”  But it actually ended up being fun. … ‘Cause I think she like let us be open:

like do it however we wanted to do.  Like even though she chose our group for

us, even though I was with HEB guy, but our presentation, was actually, it ended

up being good.   ‘Cause we like have this other person in our group, we didn’t

really get to see him that much, but he did, like, like, really well.

Monica : I guess my favorite part was that it wasn’t exactly academically

challenging.  It was just kind of something you had to go through every day or

every week so. I wouldn’t necessarily call it a break because there was still

readings and things like that and there was still an exam and a group project and

a paper but it wasn’t like chemistry where you had to dedicate yourself to it.

Students’ feedback about what they liked least about the course also sheds light on how

the development of critical thinking capacity was connected with both curricular elements and
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their own attitudes or preferences.  For example, Hanh stated, “there is so much information you

have to learn and its like you can’t process it all all the time and the books. It was just like: ‘I don’t

want to read this.’”  Similarly, Natasha stated, “Reading.  Reading. Tedious.  This reading is due

for this class but that’s really with any class.  I really don’t like tedious reading at all.” Said

commented, “I didn’t really like the mandatory questioning session at the beginning: the daily

question.  Like, I think, the whole point to that was making attendance required.  So she could

have just dropped the points for students that didn’t show up.”  The following student stated:

Linda: I think that at the end we had somewhat of a lengthy paper—and I mean

you’re always gonna have papers.  And I guess there was always reading, and if

not that, questioning, and you had to take that.  And I know we had assignments

and we would take them home and you would have to write out the process and

it just seemed kind of pointless to write out the whole process and then type it.

A-3: Tying Course Activities to Topics

Students generally agreed that course activities were tied to topics in the texts:

Kara: We always discussed our readings.  Like after we read, we’d discuss what

we read and we’d have like a little quiz over it.  Then, after the quiz, we’d go over

it, like, everything that we had read.

David: Most of the time …  we would go over what we read;  she would pretty

much write out the main topics from the book on the board.

Hanh: Well, like, you know we would describe what we read.  And like there’d be

like topics she would bring up or like we could bring …   And like we discussed it-

-try to think about it seriously.
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Elements of the Environment Informing the Development of Critical Thinking Capacity

as Reflected in Domain A Quotes

As explicitly and implicitly stated in the student comments, the following stand out as

significant elements and connections developing critical thinking capacity as it relates to their

experiences with the curriculum in Veronica’s section of the course:

• author’s approach to articulating content and means of critical thinking and

students’ evaluations of the respective texts

• students’ evaluation of the texts and perception of text as abstract or situated

(“real-life”; “applicable”)

• perception of text as situated and level of engagement with text

• clarity of assignment or thinking exercise and student performance

• critical thinking concepts (reading) and individual contributions to discussion

• instructor’s intension for various activities and students’ clarity of those

intentions

• students’ understanding of those intentions and students’ attitudes about the

respective activities

• attitude about critical thinking activities and desire to engage in them

• desire to engage in group activities and outcomes of group activities

• type of thinking exercise/assignment and noncognitive results (e.g., sense of

fun or boredom)

• student self-critique and willingness to share ideas in a group setting

• perception of an open atmosphere and wilingess to share ideas in a group

setting

• joint reasoning and sense of openness within the classroom

• joint reasoning and discussion

• questioning (scope and level) and discussion
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Experience Domain B: Interaction with and Perception of Peers

Hanh: Veronica wanted us to switch seats like pretty often.  Or like she would try

to encourage that. …to get to know other people.  Like you know: the diversity.

She didn’t want us to see the same people and not get to know the other people

and then like make clicks in the classroom.

Kara

Researcher

Kara

I don’t know if all the classrooms were small, but our class there

was 18 of us. And at first everybody sat in the same spot.  But

Veronica would move us around so we weren’t sitting around with

the same people so I definitely got to know everybody.

Was that a GOOD thing?

Yeah!  It was OK. Meeting new people: generally, that’s a good

thing.

Unlike the other instructors, Veronica made it a point to move students around so that

they could meet and get to know more people by working and learning with different sets of

individuals. Some general observations about their peers include:

Said: You always have that one person that doesn’t really care: he’s just trying to

get by.  Then you have the one person who is too much into the class and is just

like gun-ho about critical thinking.  And then I think I was like the mediator

between that.  Like I’d pay attention in the class and get the my thing done but I

wouldn’t dwell on it for very long.

Linda Everybody was pretty much involved. We’d have discussions. I

mean we got along.  There wasn’t like a conflict or anything.   ….

I mean you’re always gonna have your…

…loafers?
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Researcher

Linda

Yeah: like, that don’t want to put as much effort: do the minimum

to get by.

The following quotes further situate how the various students’ work ethics may have

impacted interviewees’ own learning and the learning context as a whole.

3-B-1: Favorable Observations

Monica: Most of them were pretty good.   It seemed like everybody—not

everybody but  most of the time—the majority of the people had probably done

the reading or at least skimmed through it so when we got together in a group

during class then everybody was able to contribute and not just one person.

Pretty much everybody most of the time participated.

Kara: There was a girl in the class and she was pretty much open-minded to

everything.  She didn’t care if she had to do anything.  She would always be, like

in every group she worked in, she would always be that one who would write and

take all the notes down and everything. I mean she was just really open.  And

really was WILLING to do everything that we were supposed to do.

Another student praised the athletes for a positive dimension they brought to the class:

David: Well, when they were doing a project. They were really creative, I

thought.  I guess one of the things I learned in that class is everybody has

something.  They were really creative and funny and entertaining and then there

was one and he had some really pretty deep thoughts. I think he was kind of

hesitant at first because  you really don’t want to come off as ….I don’t know. But

at the same time he would point out if they [fellow athletes] said something

stupid.
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3-B-2: Unfavorable Observations

Hanh

Researcher

Hanh

Researcher

Hanh

Researcher

Hanh

Researcher

Hanh

Researcher

Hanh

Researcher

Like the one I told you about before.  Like she was just always

negative, like: “I don’t know WHY I’m here!”

Did she ever ask Veronica or talk to her?

I think so.

Do you think she brought people around her down?  Like: “Do

you have to be so negative?”  …did you guys care?

I felt kind of down.  I was just like: “Why does she have to be

so negative toward it? Why can’t she just admit: the fact that

we, like, have to be here; and at least we’re on campus; and,

you know, at least were part of UT still?”

She couldn’t find anything positive about it?

Yeah!

Close-minded?

Yeah.

Do you think your attitude has a lot to do with what you get out

of the class?

Yeah.  I think so. Like, I don’t think she got ANYTING out of the

class.  Like, I think she got a bad grade on her test or

something.  Like, she didn’t study or something.  Like, she

didn’t bother to study: like, she didn’t care cause she HATED

the class.

And because she hated it, she thought she had nothing to get

from it?
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Hanh

Researcher

Hanh

Researcher

Hanh

Researcher

Hanh

from it?

Yeah. Yeah.

…She was open-minded?

Yeah.  And she did really good with that.

Do you think that’s a surprise? That the person with the open-

mind did better; the person with the closed mind?

That’s definitely not a surprise.  But the closed minded person

is just like SO NEGATIVE.  Its like: “I don’t want talk to you!”

I’m sorry but I mean it turns you off.”

Do you think other people too?

I think so.  Cause why does she have to say that… I mean do

you hate us too?

The following students are quoted at length to illustrate how social and affective elements

of the classroom environment may have contributed to an individual’s ability to participate in

relevant thinking exercises and develop critical thinking capacity:

Kara: There was just a couple of them [athletes] that really didn’t care.  They

didn’t want to be there and you could tell.  …our teacher would try to make’m

participate more and stuff but when someone’s not gonna do something because

they don’t have to…  Well, when we’d get into groups and stuff and we’d actually

have to work, those people that didn’t want to do anything: I mean, it was harder

on us because everybody had to get done the same thing and we had less

people working on this one thing than maybe the other group did; but I mean it

made everybody else work harder and not many people like that.
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Researcher

Natasha

Researcher

Natasha

Researcher

Natasha

Researcher: Do you think students resist critical thinking?

Yes.

What is your perspective and especially there in that class?

Why do students resist?

Well.  Everyone is different. I don’t know why they resist.  I

guess its just they don’t care; it doesn’t pertain to them really, I

guess you could say.  They’re not thinking about why, maybe

,this will help in my thought process, maybe this will help in the

future.  There is just…a lot of “I don’t care” kind of thing.  And

that affected me. And then we would have a discussion or an

argument…about a certain topic and it was a critical thinking

class but some views that were thrown out weren’t critically

thought through and you’re like we’re in a critically thinking

class!  That it would have been called a fallacy; its out of

nowhere, it has nothing to do, to pertain to the problem at

hand!

….

And just, yeahhhh, as being I want to be attorney, I really do

like to argue, in fact .  Like not argue like “mean” but just get

my point across and see what they think about it.   And then

look at the structure, my style.

You enjoy the reasoning?

Yeah, exactly.  But when you had comments like that and you

had students that were just like “blahhh” and just said

whatever popped in their head, it didn’t really help I guess, the

logic, the reasoning, the dialogue.
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Kara: I guess what stands out the most in the group projects is the very last one

where we had to create a game and discuss the decision making.  It was a final

grade, a final project, one of those.  It was me and two girls; I can’t remember

their names.  I hated it and I hated working with them.  I didn’t feel like they were

pulling their part.  They were just going through it and talking--and just talking

about marriage most of the time.  I was just sitting there typing it out.  I would

type something out and I was like, “How does this look?”  And they were like,

“Oh: that’s good.”  I was like,  “I want you to read i!”.  Well, obviously, I think they

are lazy. And I think they were hypocritical.  I would be designing the actual

game board itself, they would not like what I was doing but they would offer no

alternatives--no solutions.  I really disliked that. And they weren’t motivated to do

anything.  I wasn’t trying to go all out on the project but I wanted to make it neat

and presentable.  I don’t think they wanted to do that.  I think they wanted me to

do the workload and they just wanted the grade.

Elements of the Environment Informing the Development of Critical Thinking Capacity

as Reflected in Domain B Quotes

As with students in the other two course sections, Veronica’s students commented on

both favorable and unfavorable student attitudes and work ethics.  Similar to Roberta’s students’

experiences, they got along with each other with only a moderate amount of disruption or

ambivalence from students.  As such, their comments do not suggest the level of disruptive

behavior articulated by students in Kim’s class.  As articulated implicitly and explicitly in their

comments above, Veronica’s students suggest that the following elements and connections

among those elements were significant in developing critical thinking capacity as it related to their

observation of and interaction with peers in this section of the LA 302 seminar:
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• social-mindedness of instructor and level of interaction with people from

diverse backgrounds

• perceived relevance of critical thinking and attitude about the course

• intellectual disposition (open/closed mindedness) and attitude about the

course

• attitude about the course and general engagement with the curriculum

• engagement with the curriculum and impact on or development of critical

thinking capacity

• attitude about the course and work ethic

• work ethic and contribution made to group activities

• whether peers students read assignments and ability to affectively contribute

to group activities

• individual work ethic of peers and distribution of workload

• peer attitudes and interviewees’ sense of comfort in the class

• perception of negative peer attitudes or work ethics and student enjoyment of

course

• intellectual disposition and verbal communication

• verbal communication and public reasoning

• peer attitudes about the course and level of discussion

• student interest in topic and wiliness to talk

• peer resistance to talking and empathy for instructor

• empathy for instructor and willingness to volunteer
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Experience Domain C: Interaction with and Perception of the Instructor

Students stated that having their Gateway Program director as the instructor had a

number of advantages as expressed by the following student:

Monica: I LIKED it.  Because it made it a little easier for us to talk about Gateway

and learn more about Gateway. ‘cause some people in there didn’t quite have

the whole conception of Gateway yet. Because we actually had about four

football players who didn’t even know they were in Gateway, which made it kind

of interesting.  And then, also, she was always there to remind us about Gateway

functions and things like that, and if we had any questions, we could ask her right

there in class anytime.  It made it really convenient for us because we saw her

three times a week. And it made it a lot easier for us to be able to go to her with

problems knowing her better after.

The following quote speaks to Veronica’s openness with the students as well as her

management of the curriculum:

Linda: I would say one word to describe her was she was very “organized”.   I

think she was very afraid—like she let us know later that this was her first class

that she was teaching.  And we had a rough outline of what we expected to read

each week and she did modify that when it needed to be:  and so she was

organized.  And I’d say very easy to approach and very open.

At the more personal and intimate level students commented:

Linda: I know from like our classroom having her we were not afraid to approach

her.  I know some other individuals that .. were perhaps more intimidated to …

talk to her.  And I think I gained a lot from that one-on-one: having her class.

She’s very approachable.  I didn’t like the class but I liked her.

Kara: She made you want to get to know her.  She had a really good personality.

Like she was kind of the person that you talk to her once and you’ll go talk to her
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all the time.  She’s really an easy person to talk to.  She’s really open and she’s a

good listener, so it makes you want to talk to her during class.

Said: I think that after some point in time, Veronica would know each individual

student; know where they are coming from; know their ideas and values instilled

in them.  You know?  Any time a discussion would arise and she’d know that this

one person would say something really clear.  Or just for more discussion, she’d

go to that person and say you know “what do you think?”   So she did a good job

of doing that: just identifying what type of people a student was.

Monica

Researcher

Monica

Researcher

Monica

Researcher

Monica

I mean she wasn’t a bad teacher in any way.  She was

understanding towards anything with us. If it seemed like

everybody had a big calculus or chemistry test she was fine

with moving it for us.

So it sounds like she was understanding and  open-minded?

M-hm.

Willing to take feedback from students and use it?

Yeah.

Appreciated your experiences?

Yeah.

 The following sets of quotes point to how Veronica’s teaching style and demeanor;

professorial concern; and desire to create a cathetic learning environment:

Kara: She did a really good job making everybody know you SHOULD respect

others and not talk when other people are talking or things like that.  I mean
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everybody felt like they could talk all the time.  We even had discussions, really

deep discussions about issues: abortion and all that kind of stuff.  So I mean

there’s always gonna be two sides, and you know there will be extremes on both

sides.  But I mean she did a really good job about making sure that everybody

didn’t cut everybody else down with what they thought.

Researcher

Monica

Researcher

Monica

How did Veronica facilitate class discussion?

She would do a lot of asking us for examples of things and

put’em on the board and kind of discuss each example on the

board.

Would she for example, stress, you know, listening, respect,

the virtues?  Would she ask people to take turns or call on

different people?  Would she acknowledge different kinds of

views…?

She was good about acknowledging all the different views
and, you know, listening.

Linda: I remember having a discussion on homosexuality and like a majority in

the classroom was saying that it wasn’t right.  And Veronica just let us know that

there are other views too: like that you know that is OK.  I didn’t know if, like, if

others felt that way, that it was right, but it just seemed like the whole class was

ganging up on her.  She even sent an email after that class you know that: “If the

class offended anybody, it was not intended that way.”

Finally, the following quotes reflect what many students thought about having an

enthusiastic instructor for a required critical thinking course; their comments also reveal more

about student attitudes regarding the course:
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Student

Researcher

Student

Researcher

Student

Researcher

Student

She was pretty enthusiastic.

How could you tell? What cues did she give you? Any kind

of cues at all?

I guess one thing is she was always pretty well prepared for

her-her class.  She seemed to know what she was talking

about.

How important do you think enthusiasm is for the teacher in

terms of teaching a critical thinking class?

I think it’s pretty important because its not a class that

people really want to go to.

Why is that? I mean I--I find that very interesting.  Whyyyy

do you think so many students resist a critical thinking class.

I need to know.

In that book there’s something about thinking about thinking

about critically thinking what your thinking?  And that just

isn’t nearly as exciting about as, maybe, studying, maybe,

something about relationships or anything of that nature. It

applies to us in more ways than realize but its not something

that really think about.

Researcher

Kara

How important do you think it is for an instructor to be

enthusiastic about teaching something like critical thinking?

I think its important because when everybody goes into the

class they’re thinking, “Ok. Well. Critical thinking: a whole

semester: just critical thinking: what can you do?” And you

know if your instructor wasn’t, you know, enthusiastic about it,

then what’s the point in going? Cause then you’re not gonnna

want to go. You’re not gonna want to learn everything you

can about critical thinking.
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semester: just critical thinking: what can you do?” And you

know if your instructor wasn’t, you know, enthusiastic about it,

then what’s the point in going? Cause then you’re not gonnna

want to go. You’re not gonna want to learn everything you

can about critical thinking.

Researcher

David

Researcher

David

How important do you think the teacher’s attitude is in terms

of teaching critical thinking classes?

I think it totally directs the class.  I think a teacher comes in

there and she’s tired from the night before, she didn’t get a lot

of sleep, I think that just brings the whole energy of the class

down.  If she comes in there and she’s easy to talk to, she’s

energized, ready to go through the class, it’s good. There

were many days where time just flew right by.  I felt as if

sometimes she didn’t know ]what she was talking about, that

she didn’t know anymore than we knew, is what I’m saying.

She never said that.  She always had like a list of things to

talk about, but she knew about as much as we did, which

made it easy to argue with her about.

So it was a plus?

I didn’t have a sense that she knows way more than I do and

I’m out of my league arguing with her.

Elements of the Environment Informing the Development of Critical Thinking Capacity

as Reflected in Domain C Quotes

Again, the reader will note that like the other instructors, Veronica was perceived as

being genuinely interested in them as individuals, making herself available to them as needed in

both her capacities as the Gateway Program director and as the instructor of the program-
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required course.  She might have been more relaxed than the first instructor but not as relaxed as

the second.  Here are the elements, and the possible connections among those elements, that

stand out as significant to developing critical thinking capacity as it was explicitly and implicitly

stated in students feedback about their experiences with the instructor in this particular learning

environment:

• instructor’s association with program and students’ engagement with the

program

• instructor’s association with the program and students comfort in seeing her

outside of class (for academic and nonacademic reasons)

• perception of instructor’s personality and students’ effort to get to know the

instructor

• perception of instructor as open and perception of instructor as approachable

• approachability of instructor and student-initiated interactions with instructor

• instructor’s communication skills, behavior, habits and a student’s willingness

to participate in critical, sensitive discussions

• instructor’s communication behavior and level or quality of critical discussion

• instructor’s ability to facilitate discussion and level or quality of critical

discussion

• instructor’s use of questioning and level of discussion

• instructor’s awareness of sensitive issues or topics and ability to maintain a

healthy, discussion conducive classroom environment

• perception of instructor as prepared and perception of instructor as

authoritative

• perception of instructor as enthusiastic and students’ attitudes about having

to attend class sessions

• instructor’s enthusiasm and students’ attitude about the curriculum

• instructor’s energy and students wiliness to engage with the curriculum
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• instructor’s enthusiasm or energy and overall feel of classroom environment

• perception of instructor as sole authority and students’ wiliness to engage in

argument with instructor

• evaluation of instructor as a person and evaluation of the course content.

Classroom Environment #3: Summary of Key Finding

Student descriptions of Veronica suggest that she was less formal and less structured

than many college-level instructors.  In talking about how flexible, open, laid-back, or friendly she

was, some students cited how these dimensions of her teaching personality influenced whether

they talked to her outside of the class; their interest in getting to know her as a person; and how

comfortable they felt engaging in argument with her.  Her ability to show professorial concern is

evidence by this and student reports that:

• she tried to let the class know her as a person;

• she spent time speaking to students formally and informally outside of class;

• students felt comfortable approaching her with any concerns they might have

(academic and personal);

• students’ ideas and opinions were appreciated in the class.

Table 18

Professorial Concern: Three Highest Percentages of Veronica’s Students Reporting What Was
Often or Almost Always True of their Classroom (# 3) along the Dimension of Professorial
Concern (N=18)

Survey
Item #

Question Percentage  of students
reporting what was “often,” or
“always or almost always true”

35

62

42

The professor shows a genuine concern for students’
performance.

There are opportunities to contribute in class.

Students’ ideas and opinions are appreciated in this
class.

88.9%

83.3%

83.3%
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 A review of the student interview transcripts, the course syllabus, their thinking activities,

and an interview with the instructor point to Veronica’s attempt to create a cathetic learning

environment.  While the following may not have always been realized with the students, it does

appear that the environment did include the chance:

• to be active participants in the class;

• to seek classmates’ opinions and reactions;

• to frequently test their hypotheses and ideas against those of others through

class discussion or cooperative learning experiences.

Table 19

Cathetic Learning Climate: Three Highest Percentages of Veronica’s Students Reporting What
Was Often or Almost Always True of their Classroom (# 3) along the Dimension of Cathetic
Learning Climate

Survey
Item #

Question Percentage  of students
reporting what was “often,” or
“always or almost always true”

44

57

61

Differing opinions and points of view are encouraged
in this class.

Students participate in lively debates or discussions
in this class.

Students use class discussions or presentations to
test some of their own ideas.

83.4%

72.2%

72.2%

While Veronica promoted high standards, the students, as in other sections, consistently

claimed that they found the amount of work more challenging and demanding than the intellectual

aspect. On the other hand, they did report that they:

• were expected accept personal responsibility for their learning outcomes;

• had to invest more energy and time than expected on completing various

thinking exercises and assignments;

• had to be creative in solving problems or satisfying requirements;

• were challenged to think for themselves.
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It may not have been very clear, however, to some students why they were engaged in various

thinking activities though interviewees’ comments do suggest that it was fairly obvious what they

needed to do to make a good grade.  While deadlines were posted, the environment was

perceived as laid-back and flexible to the extent that the class could negotiate on assignment

deadlines or test dates.  

Table 20

Academic Rigor: Three Highest Percentages of Veronica’s Students Reporting What Was Often
or Almost Always True of their Classroom (# 3) along the Dimension of Academic Rigor

Survey
Item #

Question Percentage  of students
reporting what was “often,” or
“always or almost always true”

4

59

41

The professor has set high standards that students
must meet in order to get good grades.

Students in this class are challenged to think for
themselves.

If students were to miss several classes in
succession they would have a hard time catching up.

77.8%

72.2%

72.2%

Student comments about this particular classroom environment highlight the instructor’s

concern with:

• the social dimension of learning;

• challenging students to entertain opposing points of view;

• and remaining sensitive to the growth process when engaged in public

reasoning, especially as it relates to hot-topics (sensitive issues).

Despite some negative attitudes, the interviewees’ comments suggest that the classroom

ambiance was for the most part fairly open, friendly, and relaxed which is clearly reflected in their

description of the Veronica’s personality and teaching style.

Most relevant to the first item listed above, student reports suggest that this LA 302

context included an explicit and strong emphasis on:
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• formal and in formal interaction with peers and the instructor;

• the need to develop mature interpersonal relationships;

• the importance of getting know diverse peers as well as possible.

It may be that whether an interviewee had made friends with someone in the class was

influenced by whether they had favorable or negative interactions with them when it came to

class discussion or contributions made to group activities in and out of the class.

Table 21

Inimical Ambiance: Selected Responses as to What Was Often or Almost Always True of
Veronica’s Classroom (# 3) along the Dimension of Inimical Ambiance

Survey
Item #

Question Percentage  of students
reporting what was “often,”
or “always or almost always
true”

7

29

Students seem to want to show each other up in class.

Students do not feel comfortable volunteering ideas or
opinions in this class.

0.0%

11.2%

Note.  Low percentages are desired for this response item as this would mean that generally students did
not tend to see the environment as hostile and highly competitive.

Table 22

Affiliation: Selected Responses as to What Was Often or Almost Always True of Veronica’s
Classroom (# 3) along the Dimension of Affiliation

Survey
Item #

Question Percentage  of students
reporting what was “often,”
or “always or almost always
true”

9

17

27

36

There are people in this class with whom I would like to
be friends.

Students often help each other with assignments or in
understanding difficult material.

Students work together on assignments and projects for
this class.

Students in this class treat each other as mature adults.

77.8%

66.7%

72.2%

72.2%
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The most significant challenge unique to this set of students’ experiences had to do with

the flip side of Veronica’s laid-back and relaxed teaching style.  At times, students suggested, she

could have played a more constructive role in facilitating critical discussion.  This will be

discussed in Chapter 5.

A synthesis of key findings begins on the next page.
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Synthesis of Themes and Summary of Key Findings

Significant Findings Across all LA 302 Classroom Environments

By now, the reader has come across some similarities and differences among the

respective learning environments in which critical thinking capacity was to develop.  As illustrated

across all three sections student frame of reference, assumptions about critical thinking,

expectations for a program-required course, and their own sense of competency significantly

influenced whether or not they enjoyed the course or were able to get anything out of the LA 302

critical thinking seminar experience.  As also illustrated, the curriculum, peers, and the instructor

interact with the student to create a an environment that influences the development of critical

thinking capacity.  For any given classroom environment, the domains of experiences in learning

to think critically in the respective LA 302 classroom environments were related in complex ways

to each other at many levels as depicted in Figure 4 below.

Personal   
Experiences 
& Frame of 
Reference

Curriclum

PeersInstructor

Figure 4. Students describe a dynamic complexity among various elements of

the classroom environment in developing critical thinking capacity.

Student Frame of Reference

The significance of each student’s frame of reference, and hence their expectations of

and for the course and college, colored what they got out of the class through out the semester,

and hence, their observations and evaluations of the LA 302 experience (including assumptions
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and expectations for their college experience). According to the interviewees’ comments, there

were basically four kinds of students, which is represented by Table 23 below.

Table 23

Typology of student reports about critical thinking skills and students’ dispositions

Open Minded about

LA 302
Closed Minded

about LA 302

Reported he or she already knew

how to think critically

Reported that

something was

gained by taking the

class

Reported that

nothing was gained

by taking the class

Did not report that he or she thought

that he or she already knew how to

think critically

Reported that

something was

gained by taking the

class

Reported that

nothing was gained

by taking the

class???

Those who did not report that they already knew how to think critically and were open-

minded tended to give the most favorable responses to the LA 302 experience in developing

critical thinking capacity.  (Students of the second kind were not discovered via the interview

process.)  Those who thought they had sufficiently developed critical thinking capacity and were

open to a new, challenging, or assumed “blow-off” class, stated that they got something out of the

class—whether it was a conceptual, deeper understanding of critical thinking; socializing with

peers; or a break from other weed-out classes in majors like English, math, and science.  Those

who thought they had sufficiently developed critical thinking capacity and were close-minded

about the class from the beginning reported that they got nothing or virtually nothing outside of a

few laughs and may a friend.  A good example of a closed-minded student and his attitude about

the class is well reflected in a comment he made about advice he would give to future LA 302

instructors:
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Researcher

Kevin

If I was to give advice to the new faculty, which I will be because

I want the to KNOW what students think, I want them to be

informed so they can do the BEST that they can—because of the

requirement—what would you change, what would you tweak,

what advice you give instructors: whether its um their

methodology, their techniques, the content, the requirements,

number of assignments, what would YOU do?

I’d say, “Don’t make the class too hard.  That way if you don’t

want to take the class, you jus think its STUPID, you can still

make a good grade.  And it can still help you out but helping

your GPA.”

Initially at least, each students’ frame of reference plays a very important role in what

students expect from the class and what they get out of it.  However, whether or not they are

open-minded is most important.  For the student does not come into he classroom as a blank

slate upon which the instructor as artist can render a meaningful experience if she just tries “really

hard.”  It would be interesting in a future a study to compare how student frames of reference

about such a course impact what they actually get out of it and whether or not it changes as a

result of the experience.  For example, Figure 5, below, conceptualizes the fact that students

come in with their views, assumptions, beliefs, and competencies that will in fact color how the at

initially interact with and shape various elements of the classroom environment as depicted in

Figure 5 below.
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Personal   
Experiences 
& Frame of 
Reference

Curriclum

PeersInstructor

Figure 5. The student’s contribution to the context of learning to think critically in

the LA 302 classroom (e.g., impacts on peer behavior and interaction outcomes,

engagement with curriculum, realization of course goals, instructor’s behaviors).

It is clear from the student comments, however, that interviewees’ own personal frame of

reference, assumptions, beliefs, and attitudes were also shaped by various elements of the

classroom environment.  This includes views about whether they would appreciate the course

topic and design, value and utility of the course, and whether or not critical thinking is a skill that

can be further developed in college or taught as depicted in Figure 6 below. (This will be

discussed, in part, in Chapter 5 when the researcher focuses on the function and nature of talk in

developing critical thinking capacity in the LA 302 classroom environment).
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Personal   
Experiences 
& Frame of 
Reference

Curriclum

PeersInstructor

Figure 6. Elements of classroom environment that may change or confirm

student values, beliefs, or views about the development of critical thinking

capacity as well as his or her own frame of reference in addition to cognitive

capacities associated with thinking critically.

It would be most interesting to take a closer look at the student transcripts and conduct a

rhetorical reconstruction of student’s reasoning about the experience of learning to think critically

as it was influenced by their own personal histories and frames of reference.  In particular, it

would be interesting to look at the dynamics among

• personal frame of reference;

• students’ interactions with the critical thinking curriculum and context; and

hence

• students’ evaluation of that experience.

It would be even more interesting, in the researcher’s judgment, to look more closely at the

dynamics among:

• a student’s attitude about the course;

• their classroom behavior; and

• student engagement with various thinking exercises, activities, assignments.

Taking such an inquiry to another level would included attention to para-language and non-verbal

communication.
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Of course, the intention of the dissertation was not to focus on what the interviewees did

to develop their critical thinking capacity but on the environment as a whole.  It just so happens

that their personal histories and frames of reference cannot be ignored. This position was argued

for at the beginning of this chapter and sufficiently demonstrated in reconstructing each

classroom environment.  Furthermore, as evidenced by their own comments about what they

ascribed to be characteristic of their own peers’ attitudes, assumptions, and work ethics, one’s

frame of reference significantly influenced the development of critical thinking for one’s self and

others relevant to all three domains.

Experience Domain A: Interaction with and Perception of the Curriculum

Personal   
Experiences 
& Frame of 
Reference

Curriclum

PeersInstructor

Figure 7. The modes by which the curriculum influenced various elements of the

classroom environment and the development of an individual’s critical thinking

capacity.

Reading and Responding to Course Textbooks

Most students, all but one, agreed that the Nosich textbook was boring, too abstract, and

verbose. They preferred the Chafee text given its attention to real-world situations, problems,

examples, and ample use of cartoons, diagrams, illustrations, and examples from the media.  The

nature of the book definitely influenced whether or not students read it.  It would interesting, thus,

to study more closely the dynamics among:
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• the format and content of the texts;

• whether a student read;

• actual contributions made to thinking exercises/classroom activities by

prepared and unprepared students;

• reaction to or appreciation of students who prepared or did not prepare by

reading for class or group work.

It would also be interesting to look at how the texts themselves helped the instructor realize the

goals of the course with the students and how they might be used more effectively.  Clearly, if the

readings are tied to the thinking exercises and activities, it is important that the student read the

text to make optimal contributions to those thinking exercises and activities.

Thinking Exercises and Activities

Many of the students found that while the course was not particularly challenging along

the intellectual domain it was demanding in terms of the workload.  While some students reported

that a lot of it seemed pointless or like common sense, others reported that they enjoyed many of

the activities, making friends, and getting to know Gateway peers better.  The student feedback

suggests that whether a student thought the course was intellectually challenging depended on a

number of elements which deserve a closer look when trying to understand why some students

may appear to have experienced significant intellectual growth compared to others.  Hence it

would be interesting to look at the connections among the following elements in a given critical

thinking classroom environment:

• a student’s assumptions about his or current critical thinking capacity;

• a student’s actual critical thinking skills and dispositions;

• a student’s assumptions and beliefs about what it means to think critically

whether it can be expanded or enriched in a formal learning environment;

• the level of engagement with the curriculum: time, energy, and effort given to

various thinking exercises in and outside of the class;
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• perception of utility and worth-whileness of the thinking exercises and

activities;

• the power of the curriculum to influence the student’s assumptions, beliefs,

and attitudes about critical thinking and his or her capacities;

• adjustments to the curriculum made in light of success and failures with

various thinking exercise and activities (amount of energy the instructor

spends in monitoring the influence of the curriculum on individual students

and the class as a whole).

In Chapter 5 the researcher will provide several examples in which student reports indicate that

the LA 302 experience impacted both a student’s awareness of critical thinking and 2) personal

growth.  Of particular importance to the impact of the course on the student, interviewees from

each of the three sections highlighted the role of talking via group work and class discussion in

the form of Socratic seminars.  (This discussion will include attention to the role of the instructor in

promoting an environment that fosters the development of critical thinking capacity.  This finding

will be the main focus of Chapter 5.)

Many students did report that they liked the more creative aspects of various thinking

exercises and classroom activities. Students tended to highlight problem-solving assignments

and skits designed to reflect mastery of critical thinking concepts and their application.

Tying Course Topics to Thinking Exercises and Activities

This assessment depended on 1) whether the student had actually read the text and

reviewed the syllabus and 2) the ability of the teacher to make the connections explicit through

her communication skills, instructional techniques, and organization of the course curriculum.

Whether a connection was made, whether it was due to the student or the instructor, influenced

whether or not the student thought the thinking exercises had any purpose or value relevant to

the thinking exercises and activities.  Thus, it would be interesting to take a closer look at the

dynamics among:
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• active student participation in class;

• instructional methods employed;

• communication skills of the instructor;

• whether or not curriculum goals were realized.

Experience Domain B: Interaction with and Perception of Peers

Personal   
Experiences 
& Frame of 
Reference

Curriclum

PeersInstructor

Figure 8.  The modes by which peers may have influenced the classroom

environment and hence an individual’s development of critical thinking.

This domain of interviewees’ experience in learning to think critically in the respective LA

302 learning environments was particularly enlightening, especially as it relates to how students

may have communicated their desire to take the class the seriously and engage with peers.

Student reports suggest a significant dynamic among:

 peer attitudes (including intellectual dispositions);

 peers’ classroom behaviors;

 the interviewee’s own attitude and behavior;

 level of affiliation with peers (inside and outside class);

 peers’ ability to work with or manipulate others (instructor and students);

 group dynamics;

 the interviewee’s satisfaction with the course.
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Favorable Observations

When interviewees perceived their peers’ attitudes favorably, they pointed to a

disposition of open-mindedness, and positive energy.  According to the interviewees, this resulted

in more people volunteering ideas and making contributions to group activities and class

discussion.  When peers were perceived favorably the interviewees stated they were more likely

to want to affiliate with them inside and outside of the class.    The peers were perceived as active

members of the respective groups and classroom willing to engage with fellow students and the

instructor as they worked through the critical thinking curriculum.  It seems that such students

comprise and contribute a positive dimension to the classroom environment, making in more

conducive to course-related interactions and hence the development of critical thinking capacity.

Unfavorable Observations

As suggested in discussing students’ frames of reference of course, creating what the

instructors perceive to be a meaningful and wonderful learning experience does not mean that all

students will perceive it as so.  While student assumptions and attitudes influence the goals of the

curriculum they also had a strong bearing on how the interviewees felt about their peers well as

the course itself. Just as peer attitudes and behavior can facilitate the effectiveness of given

learning activities and the sense that the atmosphere is generally positive, so peers at times

impeded some interviewees’ enjoyment of the course, decreased a student’s willingness to work

with certain peers, and inculcated the sense that the atmosphere was sometimes more negative,

resistant, or ambivalent if not hostile.

Of course, the extent to which negative or curriculum-resistant behavior impacted the

curriculum or the interviewee depended on the interviewee’s own assumptions about what gets

classified as negative attitudes and behaviors and how that particular interviewee was able to

manage various peer attitudes and behaviors. For example, the following student from Veronica’s

class reported the following:
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Researcher

Natasha

Researcher

Natasha

Researcher

Natasha

Researcher

Natasha

How important were those more negative attitudes to the

ability, or the instructor, or the class to engage in talk?

It was EXTREMELY [IMPORTANT] because no one wants to

talk.  You know?

Because they didn’t see a point in talking?

They didn’t care…

Was there a core group of students that did talk?

Yeah.

What is about them? Your best guess.  What is about THOSE

students that they DID talk?

They either had a point of view on the certain topic or they felt

sorry for the instructor so they wanted to talk to move along.

That’s kind of what I did.  I would just say things just to help

because I usually talked a lot. And its funny because I really

don’t talk a lot and I guess in a larger setting I might not do

that.

This interview sequence points to a dynamic among:

• negative peer attitudes;

•  whether or not they used talk to contribute to the thinking exercises or activities; and

• how that in turn may impact a given student’s behavior in the classroom environment.

(This feature of how and why students can use talk to develop or hinder their own critical thinking

capacity and that of others is looked at more closely in Chapter 5.)

In contrast to the last student, the following interviewee from the same classroom stated:
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Researcher

Linda

And did that [negative attitudes/behaviors]  impact you in

terms of your willingness to do the task or even go to class or

work with them?

Yeah.  I don’t know about other individuals, but I’m not gonna

let somebody else’s attitude affect me. It seems pointless you

know to go off about other peoples’ attitudes.

Thus it seems it would be worthwhile to look at how the following create a particular

dynamic relevant to the development of critical thinking capacity:

 a given student’s attitudes and work ethics;

 contributions made to realizing the curriculum;

 perception of peers based on observable behavior, attitudes, work ethics;

 impact of a given student’s attitudes and work ethics on peers’ willingness to

engage in thinking activities.

It would also be interesting to see how instructors make sense of and react to various

attitudes, behaviors, and reactions to students who seem less willing to do their part in fostering a

collaborative community of inquiry.  How, why, and when would they confront such students?

How do such students stymie the ability of the instructor to help all students reach curriculum

goals?  In what ways do peers influence, negatively or positively, their own attitudes and

behaviors about critical thinking and related activities?  While the instructor has a central role to

play, it appears that peers co-construct the general ambiance of the classroom environment.

Thus, in a broader sense, it would be interesting to look at the dynamic among the following

elements:
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 peer attitude and behavior;

 the effect of this on fellow students;

 the attention and responsiveness of the instructor to various attitudes and

behaviors;

 the realization of various curriculum goals; and

 student’s perceptions of the classroom ambiance as a whole;

 student satisfaction with the course.

Experience Domain C: Interaction with and Perception of Instructor

Personal   
Experiences 
& Frame of 
Reference

Curriclum

PeersInstructor

Figure 9. The modes by which the instructor may have influenced the classroom

environment and hence the development of an individual’s critical thinking

capacity.

All of the students interviewed had positive things to say about their instructors.  While

many of them had various reactions to 1) a required course or 2) a critical thinking course, they

were able to differentiate their attitudes and reactions to the course from the instructor.  Some

students talked about how their instructor really helped them to grown in both cognitive and non-

cognitive ways.  And many interviewees, if not most, perceived that their instructors were trying to

make the content and means of the course interesting through creative and varied thinking

exercises and activities.  As will be discussed below, students had different perceptions about the

ability of their respective instructors to manage the environment as a whole.  All of the students
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agreed that given most student resistance, ambivalence, or hostility about taking a required

course or a critical thinking course, the need for enthusiasm and energy was vital.  As Said

warned about the need to reflect a positive energy and interest in critical thinking concepts and

means: “I think its definitely an important factor … because if you’re not enthusiastic about

teaching the course and the students by default aren’t enthusiastic about even taking the course,

if anything, that’s just gonna deepen the hole.”

Most interviewees from all three sections reported that the ability of the instructor to

communicate professorial concern for personal growth and their intellectual development was

very important.  Creating and coordinating engaging diverse thinking exercises, providing

students with opportunities to socialize, and their ability to promote a collaborative community of

inquiry was also highlighted.  In thinking about a given student’s experience in learning to think

critically in the LA 302 classroom context, it would interesting to look more closely a that the

dynamic among the following:

• the instructor’s personality;

• the instructor’s teaching skills,

• effectiveness of the instructor;

• curriculum goals;

• student attitudes;

• student work ethics.

What Stood Out Most Across the Classroom Environments

One might begin to wonder at this point whether one can attribute the development of

critical thinking capacity mostly to the instructor, peers, the curriculum, or the interviewee’s own

characteristics.  From what has been presented so far, it would seem that the best way to put it

would be to say that the dynamic among students, instructors, and the curriculum create an

environment that influences the development of critical thinking capacity. It turns out this finding is

wholly consistent with Dewey’s thoughts about the role of the instructor in classroom
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environments.  In Democracy and Education and in Experience and Education (1916), he iterates

how instructors cannot simply transmit knowledge or skills directly to students.  The only power

they have is that of mediation through the environment.  They can manipulate the environment

with various stimuli that encourage student interest, varied kinds of interactions with each other

and the curriculum, and various moral postures required of meaningful learning.

Whether the student does tap into various offerings and opportunities is somewhat

beyond the control of the instructor.  In this sense, the student’s development of critical thinking

capacity is a co-operative experience between the instructor and student through the

environment. As students elect to participate in learning opportunities and the development of his

or her critical thinking capacity, the environment is itself further shaped and perhaps developed

into a more collaborative community of inquiry.  However, this does not mean that the instructor

should take a hands-off or more relaxed approach.  It requires that the instructor reflect on how

she can do her part to meet the requirements of what Dewey (1938) would call an educative

versus a mis-educative environment.  As the instructor has advanced knowledge, skills, and

insights regarding the value and utility of critical thinking capacity, she remains crucial in

developing critical thinking capacity despite the fact that she is not the sole or even primary

influence.  Indeed, Dewey may even resist attributions of primary and secondary levels of

influence.  Rather, he would speak in terms of organic relations and modes of influence various

elements of the learning environment have upon one another—what some might call the

“interactions” of various elements but what Dewey called “transactions.”

 Indeed, the student reports and instructor interviews suggest that the connection

between the LA 302 instructor’s teaching style and how she facilitated the environment of the

critical thinking seminar was the most  distinctive dynamic of each classroom environment. In the

next chapter, the discussion will include a closer look at how instructor’s teaching styles (and as

reported by students—teaching personalities) may have influenced their ability to use talk to

engage students in collaborative community of inquiry.  In doing so, the will learn more about

what the respective LA 302 classroom environments similar and what made each distinct.



193

Focus of Interpretation

In reconstructing the critical thinking seminar learning environments, the researcher

discovered a most interesting yet virtually ignored topic in both the first-year learning opportunity

literature and critical thinking literature: the nature and function of talk in learning to think critically

in structured environments.  As will be shown using new and previously cited student comments,

many interviewees reported not only that talking was an important part of their own development

as critical thinkers but that it was a preferred method for doing so, despite the fact that talking

also entails particular psycho-social challenges. All of the students stated that that the LA 302

seminar format provided just the right kind of venue for engaging in meaningful discussions with

all but two arguing that critical thinking capacity could not meaningfully be developed in any other

learning format. This particular theme will be used to begin the conversation in Chapter 5 where

the significance of the learning environment, student experience, and the instructor’s central role

in creating educative learning environments is fleshed out using frameworks from

communications and language as well as philosophy and rhetoric.
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CHAPTER 5

AN INTERDISCIPLINARY INTERPRETATION

Following the lead of the interviewees, this chapter begins with a focus on six interview

sequences in which students comment on talking, developing critical thinking capacity, and the

size of the class.  After each interview sequence the researcher offers a rational reconstruction of

each student’s reasoning.  At the end of the interview sequences, the researcher fleshes out the

logic of the chapter and proceeds to take a closer look at some of the themes that emerge from

the interview sequences.

What kind of Experiences Does the Situation of a Seminar Afford?

As the researcher progressed through the interviews she began to notice how

interviewees consistently had something to say about communicative elements of their

environments as they emerged through peer interactions, instructor interactions, and curricula

interactions.  This included reference to scenarios in which students needed to talk to each other

during group work, to the instructor during question and answer sessions/lectures; and class-wide

discussions or Socratic seminars.   Thus she developed a question in reaction to a significant

point made during her second interview: the researcher began to ask interviewees whether they

thought that critical thinking was something one could develop in a different learning format, such

as a lecture format or in a larger setting, e.g., 50 or more people. Looking at what students had to

say about the seminar format of LA 302 will serve as a significant catalyst in making sense of

what students had to say about the function of communication as it related to peers, the

instructors, the curriculum, and  the development of critical thinking capacity.
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Rational Reconstruction 1

Researcher

Reynaldo

Researcher

Reynaldo

Researcher

Reynaldo

Researcher

Reynaldo

Do you think its good to have this kind of seminar in a small

group like a first-year seminar versus a lecture hall? How

come?

OH! YEAH!  Very small group.  Because its just more

INTERACTION.  You KNOW everyone in the class.  And like

when they say something you’re not just like: “Uhhhh.”

You’re like: “Oh. Wait let me listen to them because maybe

that have something here to say.”  It’s more attachments.  I

liked it better.  I don’t think if it was in a lecture it would mean

anything to me.

So what do you mean by ATTACHMENT?

Like you… You kind of relate.

To OTHERS or to the material?

No. To others MORE.  This class, for us, it was more like of a

group class.  It was more INTERACTION and stuff.  I don’t

know.  Like if it was in a lecture hall it wouldn’t be that good

or interactive.  It would be just me and the professor.  And

then, it probably wouldn’t be anything either because it would

just be HIM TALKING or HER TALKING.

Do you think its important  to have a sense of attachment

when you’re going to share ideas with other students?

Yeah! Yeah!  ‘Cause then otherwise you’re kind of, like,

“Wait!  Do I want to say that? Maybe he’ll think that…” Its’

kind of like a barrier and you don’t know if you want to cross

it.
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Researcher

Reynaldo

Researcher

Reynaldo

And a small room? It removes that barrier?

Yeah! After a while, I mean not at the beginning, but after a

while it just started to get comfortable and stuff. Yeah.  It

does.

How did you BECOME comfortable? What made you get

comfortable?

We had the little group things, and then we started to meet

everybody.  And then you just start to get used to it, you

know.

In this interview sequence Reynaldo offers the following as reasons as to why a smaller

classroom setting is a good format for developing critical thinking capacity:

• more interaction

• get to know everyone in the class

• more “attachments”

• opportunities to relate to peers

• reduced levels of uncertainty about the other

• increased sense of comfort

• more willingness to listen to peers

• more willingness to share one’s own ideas

In the first response he talks about how a seminar format is conducive to peer interaction,

knowing others, feeling attached to them, taking an interest in what they have to say, and

practicing good listening skills during various talking venues:
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Because the class allows you to interact more with peers, you get to know every

one.

When you get to know someone, you feel more attached to them.

When you are more attached to a person, you are morel likely to take an interest

in what they have to say.

When you are more interested in what they have to say, you are more willing to

practice good listening skills.

View 1: Because the class allows you to interact more with peers, you are

more willing to practice good listening skills.

It is apparent that Reynaldo identifies the development of critical thinking capacity with the

practice of listening to other viewpoints, which is a goal of the curriculum and an important

characteristic of a fair-minded thinker (see chapter 1; Elder & Paul, Nosich, Chaffee, etc).

In the third response he links larger learning venues with reduced interaction, making

them bad venues for developing critical thinking capacity.  His reasoning can be articulated as

such:

If a class is beyond a certain size, the instructor takes the lead in talking.

If the instructor takes the lead in talking, then one has to focus one’s attention on

what the professor has to say—on his “talking.”

If one has to focus on what the professor’s talking, then one is not able to interact

with others and by implication one cannot hear what they have to say.

Given that lecture format relies mostly on the talk of the professor, the

communication scenario is mostly one-way: from the instructor to each student.

When the communication is one-way, there isn’t any real interaction going on.

Where there is not much interaction with peers and talking to them, the course or

its goals lose its meaning. [continued below]
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View 2: If a class is beyond a certain size, it loses its impact on the student.

The implication is that in order for a critical thinking course to have a meaningful impact on a

student the classroom environment needs to include two-way, varied interaction with others.

Larger venues such as large classes and lectures hall reduce opportunities to interact with others

through talk, thus weakening the influence of the course on the student.

In the fourth response, he explains why feeling attached to others actually facilitates

one’s willingness to express one’s viewpoints and share ideas with them.

If you don’t feel attached to the other in some way (peers), you begin to

question whether you can or should share or express a certain idea.

When you question whether you can share something, you become aware of

the uncertainty involved in a given discussion.

When you are uncertain, a kind of barrier is created.

If a barrier is created, then you are not certain about crossing it (and

proceeding to share your own ideas or articulate a viewpoint).

View 3: If you don’t feel attached to your peers, you are less likely to cross

whatever barriers may exist and freely share your ideas and viewpoints.

Reynlado’s thinking suggests that when one is uncertain about others’ points of view,

frames of reference, and background, one is more concerned with whether one should make a

contribution that might touch one’s peers in an unfavorable way.  Uncertainty about who the other

is and what they think creates a barrier to using talk to share one’s thoughts.    The beauty of the

small classroom is that you can actually get to know each of your classmates, and the more you

know about them, the less uncertain you are and the more willing you are to talk.

The question arises as to whether one is more willing to talk because one simply knows

where a given peer is coming from and how he or she will react or whether one is more willing to

talk because one is able to censor oneself according to viewpoints and background of one’s
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interlocutors.  The student does comment that one gets more comfortable.  Again, the question

arises as to whether it is simply that knowing others, having a connection with one’s peers, itself

produces a comfortable atmosphere in which one is able to express one’s views regardless of

where others are coming from or is the net result that the student may censor him- or herself?  In

any case, it is clear that a smaller class, for this student, allowed him to interact with and get to

know others, and as a result, he felt more attached to them, which itself resulted in a sensitivity to

how he might use talk in sharing and exploring ideas with others in the LA 302 seminar.

Reynaldo’s interview sequence has been given a substantive treatment through a

rhetorical analysis: offering rational reconstructions of views about how the various elements of

the classroom environment may have been related to the development of critical thinking capacity

in the LA 302 context.  His view was presented first because his reasons and reasoning are

shared by many of the interviewees.  The researcher will reconstruct student viewpoints in a

similar fashion.  However, she will focus on new reasons or reasoning about the matter under

discussion.

Rational Reconstruction 2

Researcher

Andreas

Researcher

Andreas

So in terms of talking like sharing ideas and perspectives

you’re saying that is important to critical thinking but you also

get to meet others: like its kind of all together?

Yeah.

Do you think that it’s the kind of thing that can be done, the

students can develop, reflect on, in a non-seminar format: for

example, in a class of fifty or a lecture hall of a 100?

No.  I don’t think so.  In large classes…you can’t start a

conversation with everyone.   You don’t get to meet everyone

past 20.
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Researcher

Andreas

Researcher

Andreas

So you said you can’t start a conversation and you can’t meet

everyone?

Well, like you have to meet the people and stuff.  And like talk

to them and relate your experiences with their experiences.

Understanding other peoples’ experiences is somehow related

to thinking more critically?

Like it makes you like more open-minded.  Like: “Oh! He’s

been there before; he’s done this. I’ve done the same thing.”

Similar to Reynaldo, Andreas’s view about the dynamic between the development of

critical thinking capacity to the affordances of a small learning environment includes:

• more interaction (meeting your peers and talking to them)

• opportunities to relate to peers (experiences)

One of the first observations he raises is that you could not start a conversation with all of your

peers in a larger venue. The following is a rational reconstruction of Andreas’s point of view is

relevant to becoming a more open-minded person follows:

If you meet people (peers), then you can start talking to them.

If you talk to them, you can relate personal experiences to each other.

When you relate (or learn about) different experiences, it makes you think about

where they are coming from—their point of view and experiences.

When you are able to understand where others are coming from, it makes you

acknowledge other perspectives.

When you acknowledge other perspectives, it makes you more open-minded.

View: Meeting other people allows to become more open-minded.
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What is particularly interesting about Andreas’s response as a whole is how he explicitly links the

size of the class to the tool of talking, opportunities for discussion, and becoming a more fair-

minded thinker.

Rational Reconstruction 3

Researcher

Monica

Researcher

Monica

Researcher

Monica

Researcher

Monica

Researcher

When you think about critical thinking and the content, the

processes that were used, do you think that the first-year

learning seminar—small class--is a good format for that kind of

thing versus other classes that you’ve been in?

The fact that it was a small class was definitely a good thing. I

think that if that had been a bigger class, I don’t think really

group discussions would have happened because where

there’s more people, I think,...people tend to be quiet more.

Why do you think that is?

Intimidation—maybe?

So tell me about intimidation then: …what is INTIMIDATION

playing into your discussion or willingness to discuss ideas?

I think when there is less people, it’s a little more intimate and

less formal; and people feel more at-home and willing just to

open up and it’s not quite such a cold environment.

So compare that to some other class you’ve been in. How

would you describe it in opposite comparison to that?

Let me see: right now I’m in a sociology class that’s got about

a hundred people and the professor encourages a lot of group

discussion but it almost never happens.

Does he have you break into groups?
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Monica

Researcher

Monica

Researcher

Monica

Researcher

 Monica

Not very often.

But your feeling is that students wont talk to each other?

Pretty much.  If they’re right next to you? Maybe.  But their

willingness to just raise their hand and just blurt out their

opinion when there’s a hundred people in the class is …not

quite as good where there’s so many people compared to

maybe 30 people.

So in the smaller…you get to know more people?

Yeah.

So knowing has something to do with...knowing others and

who the hell you’re talking to and who you’re listening to has

something to do with  your willingness?

Willingness and comfortableness.

The following sequence from Hanh’s interview reflects a similar perspective (this sequence is for

comparative purposes but it is not analyzed):

Hanh

Researcher

Hanh

Researcher

And then like once in a while we’d move when she asked.

Even though I sat with the same people, I still thought like

everybody else was interesting.  It helped us to meet people.

A kind of socializing function?

Yeah.  And it was like, you know, it felt like high school.

Was that good?
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Hanh Yeah. Definitely.  That’s helped the transition and stuff like

that; you know?  It’s like you get to the see the same face

every Monday, Wednesday, Friday.  I think it made us more

comfortable to discuss with each other like to debate in the

class when she brings a topic.  Like sometimes I DID find

myself speaking out my opinion.  It wasn’t like often but it was

more often than my OTHER classes!  ‘Cause like my other

classes ARE bigger and I’m, you know, too scared to talk…in

front of other people.  It’s, like, “I don’t know you.”

Similar to the previous interviewees, Monica states the following reasons as to why critical

thinking is best developed in a smaller classroom environment:

• increased sense of comfort

• more willingness to share one’s own ideas

She also adds:

• less “formality”

• increased sense of intimacy

• reduced sense of intimidation

Monica begins by noting that group discussions would be less likely to occur in a course with a

bigger student enrollment.  Her reasoning leads to links between size of class, the classroom

ambiance/perception of social atmosphere, and whether or not a student will open up and share

ideas.  The following is a rational reconstruction of the links she makes about students’ possible

sense of intimidation and how a smaller class may reduce it:
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If you are in a small class, then there are less people.

When there are less people, the classroom feels more intimate and less formal.

When the classroom environment feels more intimate and less formal, people

feel more at-home and willing just to open.

View: If you are in a small class, the environment you perceive makes you

more willing to open up (share and explore ideas).

Thus, Monica links the development of critical thinking capacity to size of class, willingness to

share ideas, actually expressing ideas, and affective dimensions.  She then confirms that

knowing others has something to do with whether one will share ideas, making an explicit link to

whether one feels comfortable in the classroom environment.

Rational Reconstruction 4

Researcher

Olivia

Researcher

Do you think critical thinking is the kind of thing you can

develop in a lecture format or in like 50, 100 students?  And

why or why not?

I think if you increase the class size it would probably take

away from, like, the fact that being in a smaller setting kind of

lets you interact more with your classmates and the talking of

the personal issues or like the controversial issues.  It was

just more of like a discussion; it wasn’t like a lecture.  So you

could get more students involved.  Whereas if you had, like, a

big class, it would be difficult to, like, get more down to, like,

the personal level.  Or it might, like the size might, intimidate

people and they might not want to, like, discuss the issues.

Do you want to elaborate on any of that or do you share her

view or?

I share her views pretty much.  Yeah. I mean like for

psychology, like, when he would ask us questions I would

never answer because there was like 500 students and I don’

t…
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Kara

Olivia

Kara

Researcher

Olivia

Kara

Olivia

Kara

Researcher

Olivia

Researcher

psychology, like, when he would ask us questions I would

never answer because there was like 500 students and I don’

t…

…Yeah.

I don’t like talking in front of people. But, like, for our LA

classes, like, 15 16, 20 at the most of us. And I mean it’s just

easier and you get to know those people as the semester

goes on. Like, the first day you don’t really talk that much but

as it goes on you get to where well you’re comfortable with

the person, so you don’t care if, what if, you say anything in

front of them.  So I like the smaller classes.

Are students often intimidated to ask question and speak in

classes?

[Laughing] Oh! I think definitely!  That was me!

I know I was like that.

Like I was an example, because I know Mike [a mutual friend]

and I have the same psychology class and he would always

ask questions.  Even though I would have thoughts on the

issue, I would be like, “Oh, I don’t know.  I don’t want to.”

[Laughing] Look around and there’s so many people.

Why wouldn’t you want to?

I don’t knooooww.

Are you afraid of something?  Are you fearful?

I think so.  Yeah.  Probably.
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Olivia

Researcher

Olivia

Kara

[Of what?]

I guess being judged.

…[chimes in with last word] “judged.”  Yeah. I mean …like if

you have a certain opinion about something and someone

else doesn’t have it, and they have more background

information about their opinion, then you’re, like, shut down.

Like, “Ohhhhhhh..”

 Exactly. That’s exactly how. That’s how it is.

Very similar to Olivia and Kara, Veronica shared the following during her interview:

Veronica

Researcher

Veronica

Researcher

Yeah…because, like, you might be in the class—and its not

that you’re uncomfortable talking in front of the teacher or the

instructor or your peers—but it might be also your own pride in

saying the wrong answer.

So people: they don’t want to say the wrong answer ‘cause

they’re scared or they’re fearful?

I’ve been like that before. Like, see, in my meteorology class.

I went to school for meteorology and space science so I took

Dr. Kimmel? Troy Kimmel?   I took his class that semester and

a lot of things I KNEW in there-THERE.  So it got to the point

where he expected [me] to say the answer when he asked

questions because he knew I KNEW but sometimes I don’t

quite remember.  I don’t want to be answering and be wrong.

And did you happen to know the answer anyway: like, when

somebody would say it?



207

Veronica

Researcher

Veronica

Yeah.  I’d be like, “I KNEW that was it!”  So it’s kind of that.

Something was going on with you and the classroom

environment?

Yeah!  Its like my OWN conscience.  Like not so much I’m

afraid to talk in front of you; I’ll TALK but its more I don’t want

to sit here and give out the wrong answer in front of 300

people.

(Again, Veronica’s text is not analyzed but offered as supporting evidence.) Similar to other

interviewees such as Veronica then, Monica and Olivia offer the following reasons as to why

critical thinking capacity is best developed in a small learning environment:

• more interaction (talking, discussion)

• get to know every one in the class

• reduced sense of intimidation

• increased sense of comfort

• more willing to share one’s own ideas

Their viewpoints also include attention to the following:

• increased student involvement

• ability to discuss things at a “personal level”

• reduced fear about (negative) judgments

As with the others, Kara and Olivia link the effectiveness of the course with the size of the

course.  Pointing to peer interaction, they make explicit reference to how the seminar format may

be more conducive to talking about personal and controversial issues.  They also link discussion

to active student participation.  Like Monica, they also make links between size of class, feeling

intimidated, and whether or not people contribute to discussion. Particularly interesting is their

point about getting down to the “personal level.”  Similar to other interviewees, they also talk
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about how it is easier to meet and get to know others as the semester progresses, which fosters

students’ ability to talk about personal and sensitive issues and topics during discussion (group-

based or class-wide):

If you are in a smaller class, you get to know more people, get more comfortable

with them.

When you get to know more people and get more comfortable with them, you are

less likely to care (in a negative sense) about speaking in front of them.

If you are less likely to care about speaking in front of them, whether or not you

talk about issues is more likely.

View: If you are in a smaller class, you are more likely to talk about

personal and sensitive issues and topics.

They then link feelings of intimidation—in virtue of class size and not knowing or feeling

comfortable with others—with asking questions (the corner stone of critical thinking practice).

They also, of particular interest, point to another affective feature of whether or not students ask

questions or contribute to discussion: being afraid.  The following are two related rational

reconstructions linking 1) uncertainty about others’ points of view to  fears about being judged

while sharing your own ideas and 2) fears about negative judgments as they are linked to

whether or not a student actually contributes to a given discussion:

If you have a certain opinion about something and you’re not sure about whether

anyone else shares it, then you are more likely to wonder about the accuracy or

validity of your own opinion.

When you wonder about your own opinion, then you begin to criticize in light of

what others might know about the accuracy, validity, or reliability of your opinion.

When you begin to wonder about what others may know, you wonder what

critiques or judgments others might make of your opinion. [continued below]
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View: Not knowing where someone else may be coming from regarding a

certain topic or issues results in fears about what judgments might be

made of you.

When you wonder about the critiques or judgments that they may make of you,

you become uncertain about your own view and expressing it.

When you become uncertain about your own view and expressing it, you become

afraid to share your opinion.

When you become afraid of sharing your opinion, you are more likely to censor

yourself (not talk at all).

View: When you wonder about what kind of critiques or judgments might

be made about your ideas, you are more likely “to shut down.”

Thus the interviewees suggest that in a smaller classroom environment one is able to interact

with others more and gain a sense of interpersonal comfort.  This diminishes the need to be

concerned with what others may or may not know about a given topic or issue under discussion

which somehow counters one’s fears about being judged (negatively), thus making it more likely

that one will not censor one’s self during various discussions.

Rational Reconstruction 5

Researcher

Andrew

Researcher

Do you think that this kind of content and the processes

used would work in any other class format that is not a small

first-year learning seminar?

As far as the group discussions?

Any aspect, critical thinking in general and the content;

discussion might be one of them.  But, yeah, if you think

about a large lecture hall or a classroom with thirty.
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Andrew

Researcher

Andrew

Researcher

Andrew

Researcher

Andrew

Researcher

Yeah, I don’t think it would work.  I think with critical thinking

you are analyzing yourself a lot, I think.  When you are in

that type of role the teacher becomes kind of like a

psychologist or a therapist in a certain sense.  In the sense

that you want to have a relationship with them or to fully trust

them in order to fully express yourself to them.  I think in a

lecture hall they wouldn’t have that kind of personalization

with the teacher.  I don’t think they would be able to do that.

I think it would just go back to being a lecture too.  People

would only take it; they would learn it only so they could do

good on a test.  I don’t think it would work in a big hall.

So then what are the benefits of a small seminar, first year?

You are able to talk to the teacher.  Not having to raise your

hand and wait for twenty people before you.  The freedom to

yell things out there in discussion.  If you are having an open

discussion, you have don’t have to raise your hand, you can

yell things out.  I guess because you are in closer proximity

to the teacher it makes it feel more personal.

Does it facilitate you talking to your peers versus in another

setting?

Well, I’m saying that we were all sitting at tables so we kind

of had separate groups.  Veronica would make groups daily

or weekly:  switch us up.

Was that good or bad or how did you feel about that?

I don’t know.  I wanted to be with my friends, but at the same

time, I really didn’t mind have to be switched either.

Do you think you met more people as a result of that?
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Andrew

Researcher

Andrew

Yeah.

Was it hard to get to know these people?

Not really.  I mean everyone was pretty much open.  I

wouldn’t have talked to anybody else out of the classroom.

Andrew came from a rather different angle regarding the dynamic between the size of the

classroom, the smaller environment, and the development of critical thinking capacity.  Like three

of the other interviewees, he does make explicit reference to:

• ability to discuss things at a “personal level”

While reasons given by the other interviewees are implied in much of this particular section of his

interview, he spends most of his time linking the classroom environment to how one is able to

relate to one’s teacher, which he describes as a kind of therapist or psychologist.  The following

are reasons he cites about the need to combine an explicit critical thinking curriculum with a

smaller class size:

• more substantive self-analysis

• opportunity to relate to the instructor

• developing trust with the instructor

• increased ability to express yourself

• better opportunities to contribute to discussions

The following is a rational reconstruction of some of his reasons and reasoning:
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When you engage in critical thinking, you are analyzing yourself a lot.

When you analyze yourself a lot, the teacher becomes kind of like a

psychologist or a therapist.

When the teacher serves as a kind of psychologist or therapist, you want to

have a personal relationship with them and develop trust.

If you can personalize the student-teacher interaction and develop trust, you are

better able “fully” express yourself to them.

To more fully express yourself to them, you need a smaller classroom

environment where that is more likely.

View: If you want to engage in critical thinking, you should not use a large

create a course with a large enrollment such as a large lecture hall.

The student then goes on to comment that when it comes to developing critical thinking capacity,

a benefit of the smaller first-year seminar format is the ability to talk to the teacher and not

having to raise your hand as you wait for many others to go before you.  The link to a more free

and open discussion is similar to the viewpoints expressed by Monica, Olivia, and Kara.

Interestingly enough, he even points to physical proximity as an important element in a

discussion-inducing classroom environment.  His thoughts about the need to relate to and

develop a personal relationship with the instructor complements Reynaldo’s view on the de-

personalization that can arise between a student and the instructor in larger classrooms, which

reduces chances to have frequent and meaningful interactions.

Summary of Rational Reconstructions

The following is a comprehensive list of the main reasons interviewees believe

critical thinking capacity should be developed in a small classroom environment such as the LA

302 seminar format, which in the fall 2005 enrolled no more than 22 students in each section:
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• more interaction

• get to know every one in the class

• more “attachments”

• opportunities to relate to peers

• increased sense of comfort

• more willing to listen to peers

• more willing to share one’s own ideas

• less “formality”

• increased sense of intimacy

• reduced sense of intimidation

• increased student involvement

• ability to discuss things at a “personal level”

• reduced fear about (negative) judgments

• more substantive self-analysis

• opportunity to relate to the instructor

• developing trust with the instructor

• increased ability to express yourself

• better opportunities to contribute to discussions

These reasons point to important features that may have impacted their experience in

learning to think critically in the LA 302 critical thinking seminar context. In giving their reasons,

students made (implicit and explicit) connections about the dynamics among cognitive, affective,

and social aspects of him- or herself and the classroom environment.  Of particular interest is how

each interviewee’s viewpoint somehow included reference to “talking,” “conversing,” and

“discussing” to the development of critical thinking capacity.  In making links to talk, conversation,

and discussion, they made reference to the influence of peers, the instructor, and their own frame

of reference and psychological states.   They also linked talking, conversing, and discussing to



214

Personal   
Experiences 
& Frame of 
Reference

Curriclum

PeersInstructor

TALK
What is the nature of talk 

in developing critical 
thinking capacity relevant 
to each of this domains 

of the LA 302 CT 
Environment?

the curriculum, peer attitudes, the instructor’s (perceived) personality and teaching skills, and less

so to the text as reflected in Chapter 4.

What May Have been the Nature and Function of Talk in Developing

Critical Thinking Capacity in the LA 302 Contexts?

While the rational reconstructions of the interviewees’ points of view have helped to

situate the development of their critical thinking capacity, questions remain about the nature and

function of communication, and in particular talk, in the LA 302 classroom context as it relates to

peer attitudes and behaviors and the perceived teaching personality and skills of their respective

instructors.  Now it may help to look at language and communication to think about the nature

and function of talk as it may have dynamically and mutually influenced the classroom

environment and the development of critical thinking capacity as represented in Figure 10 below.

Figure 10.  Talk as the focus of this study’s interpretation as it relates to various

elements of the LA 302 classrooms.
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As mentioned in Chapters 1 and 3, the interpretive approach is both pragmatic and

interdisciplinary in making sense of interviewees’ reports about the experience of learning to think

critically in LA 302.  The two frameworks used to make sense of what students have said about

the nature and function of talking in the LA 302 context include:

• Language & Communication as articulated by Neil Mercer;

• Rhetoric & Philosophy as articulated by Robert Oliver, Henry Johnstone, and

Maurice Natason.

In the next section, the author draws on the framework from language and

communication to make sense of how students and the instructors may have used talk to foster

the development of critical thinking capacity.  In doing so, the author shares more student

perspectives, reflections, and observations about the function of talk as it emerged and

contributed to the LA 302 classroom environment.  The researcher then goes a little deeper into

the dynamic between self, others, public reasoning, and risk-taking as framed by thinkers in

rhetoric and philosophy.  This will help to make sense of why and whether an individual might

have been willing to express his or her views and listen to others while working through the

critical thinking curriculum.  Hence the researcher will link key ideas from language and

communication with those in rhetoric and philosophy as she discusses the relationship of talking

and thinking to classroom discussion and risk-taking. Where relevant, the researcher also applies

some Deweyan concepts to the interpretation.  Dewey will play a more prominent role in Chapter

6 when the researcher draws conclusions in the form of recommendations based on the

respective interpretive frameworks.  The chapter concludes with a short summary and key

questions raised  for pedagogical and research practices focused on the development of critical

thinking of undergraduate college students.
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Communication & Thinking

All human experience is ultimately social: …it involves contact and

communication. (Dewey, 1916, p. 32)

We are essentially social, communicative creatures who gain much of what we

know from others and whose actions are shaped by our need to deal with the

arguments, demands, requests, entreaties, treats and orders that others make to

us and we make to them.  At the practical level of everyday life, individual thinking

and interpersonal communication have to be integrated. (Mercer, p. 8)

The interwoven aspects of individual minds and the societies in which they exist is an

area of inquiry pioneered by the work of Russian social scientist Lev Vygotsky (circa 1896-1934).

He argued that language acquisition gives rise to a child’s ability to control and manipulate his

world just as that very process further develops the child’s cognitive capacities.  As Neil Mercer

eloquently articulates it, early childhood thus entails a fusion of language and thinking which then

shapes the rest of one’s mental development.  More than that, Vygotsky also described language

as a cultural tool in which the young must be socialized to make sense and meaning of the world

and for society to continue to exist. As such, it is not simply that society and its institutions impact

individuals but that a kind of upward spiral is created in which individual minds and social

structures influence one another.  This dissertation has focused on a particular set of minds, that

is, young adult minds, in the socially organized context of a college classroom.  While the focus of

this dissertation may be most relevant to those in higher education, Neil Mercer’s research

suggests that it has implications of concern to anyone who wants to better understand how minds

and society are interwoven, especially when it comes to how we use language to think together,

solve problems, and get things done.

Indeed, Mercer argues that looking at “the living relationships between language, society

and individual” could provide a lot of understanding about the human mind.  In fact, he argues

that situating cognition along its environmental-contextual components “is no less interesting and
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important for understanding the human mind” than what can be offered from a biological or

evolutionary perspective (p. 7). Resonant with some beliefs of Dewey, Rogof, Lave & Wenger,

and Hutchins, he argues that while hard sciences may have something to offer about the physical

aspects of things like brains and human development, a social-cultural approach to

understanding how various thinking capacities come to be can also yield very important insights.

This section in Chapter 5 links student and instructor comments about their experiences in the LA

302 learning environment to the nature and function of how talk and how it may have been used

in ways that fostered the development of critical thinking capacity.

The Function of Language as a Social Medium to Thinking and Doing

… Creative explosions of literature, art, science and technology, which occur in

places at particular times, represent more than coincidental collections of

individual talent: they represent the building of communities of inquiry and

practice which enable their members to achieve something greater than any of

them ever could alone. (Mercer, p. 3)

In Chapter 4 and the first section above, the student comments point to how meeting

others, getting to know peers, having more direct interaction with the instructor, and increased

opportunities or chances to share ideas in group activities and class discussions, may have

stimulated the development of critical thinking capacity. That is, they point to the interactive,

collective, and social aspect of one’s own cognitive development.  As has been suggested and as

will be shown, the function of talking in opening students’ minds, learning to rationally reconstruct

different points of view, and the development of problem-solving skills was very much a process

of “inter-thinking.”  Mercer uses this term (“inter-thinking”) to refer to any situation in which

individuals combine their intellectual resources to make sense of the world.   And as it turned out,

many interviewees reported that using talk to develop critical thinking capacity was not only the
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best way to learn to think critically but they stated that their preferred method of developing critical

thinking capacity was through talk:

Jorge: Like, myself, I have a restriction in spelling and vocabulary: that’s one of

my weakest points.  So I’m restricted when you ask me to write what I think.  I

wont be able to 100% come through, ‘cause I’ll be like, “Well: I can’t spell the

word so how am I gonna put it down?”  I KNOW the vocabulary; I can

PROUNOUNCE it; you know; I can tell you.  So I deliver my message, my point,

better orally.

Lucy: I guess you kind of have to go through the steps first and THEN do the

discussion but I liked the discussion better.  I thought that was easier because

then you’re actually critically thinking rather than sitting there memorizing steps to

critically think.  There was a lot of class discussions where she would have sit in

a big circle and I think they were Socratese seminars—something like that. I think

I like the way she did it because it IS critical thinking.

Researcher

Said

You say you were always doing something.  Do you think

that’s good?

Yeah.  I think that at some point in time I though it was

excessive at some point.  Like some of the activities I thought

were pointless and we could just as well have a discussion of

the stuff and that would be more beneficial.

Researcher So if they were allowed to bring in their own stuff? Where they

have a vested interested?  Say we’re gonna do the elements

but let’s say we have a class where instead of just lecturing on

the elements we say, “OK. Bring in an article and apply the

elements,” and, you know, “then, you can ask questions”?

Would that be more meaningful?
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Natasha

Researcher

Natasha

Researcher

Natasha

Would that be more meaningful?

Yeah. I could see that.  Personally I didn’t like doing that.  Like

taking little paragraphs and saying “what’s the problem, what’s

the question.”  I see that more like you can just talk that out in

class.

So if you were the teacher, how would you do that?

I would talk it out in class: what do you think.  Because

personally the way I see things is the more people that can

talk and put their input into it, because if you are sitting by

yourself, you’re sitting with a couple of people and you’re

doing an exercise and you have your thinking and well this is

how it goes.  But if you can hear all these different points of

view as your thought process is going; instead of doing your

thought process and then going back and saying what did this

group do what did this group do.  Then I can say, OH OK well I

can look at it  that way

Sort of using talk to think through things together?

Definitely.

While many of the interviewees shared similar beliefs about the relationship between

talking, thinking, and carrying on with the LA 302 curriculum, their observations also pointed to

both verbal and nonverbal behavior could hinder the use of talk.  Mercer states that:

Every time we talk with someone, we become involved in a collaborative

endeavor in which meanings are negotiated and some common knowledge is

mobilized.  ...However, there is always the potential risk that a shared

understanding and purpose may not be successfully negotiated.  Different

perspectives many not be reconciled. But in almost every encounter we not only
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gain and give information; the joint experience shapes what a participant thinks

and says, in a dynamic, spiral process of mutually influenced change. (p. 6)

In the remainder of this section on communication and thinking, the researcher will look at how

various student observations align with Mercer’s framework for making sense of how we use

language to think together.  Attention will be given to effective situations in which talking may

have been used to develop critical thinking capacity as well as to those that may have impeded or

hindered it.   Thus the researcher will look at how the use of talk both contributed to the

classroom environment and itself emerged and evolved out the developing classroom

environment. Thus the researcher will be making suggestions about the dynamic among the

cognitive development of individual minds, the use of talk as a tool for thinking, and the classroom

environment.

Context, the Function of Ground Rules, &  the Need for a Shared Frame of Reference

Here are some questions to consider:

Did the participants know and accept the ground rules about their roles as

speakers in group work and Socratic discussion?

Did the students and the instructor establish a shared frame of reference?

Mercer defines the context for talking and thinking together as any “configuration of

available information that people use for making sense of language in particular situations.” The

particular situation under inquiry of course involves three sections of the LA 302 seminar—the

environment of which included the personal frames of reference, attitudes, and experiences of

students as well as the respective instructors.  Other contextual resources included both verbal

and nonverbal forms of communication such as speech, written texts, gesturing, facial

expressions, and intonation. Mercer further comments:

“Context’, in the sense in which I am using the term, is not something that exists

independently of people.  In order to combine their intellectual efforts, people

have to strive to create foundations of common, contextualizing knowledge.
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People do this by drawing on whatever information resources they think are

relevant.  These contextual resources are likely to be found in such things as:

• the physical surrounding,

• the past shared experiences of the speakers,

• the speakers’ shared tasks or goals;

• the speakers’ experience of similar conversation;

Language can also be used to create its own context. (p. 44)

As situated in the LA 302 Critical Thinking seminar then, the contextual resources

available to students and the instructors included:

• Physical surroundings

 the college environment and classroom space itself

 number of students allowed to enroll

• Common experiences

 common experiences in virtue of being a first-semester college student

 common experiences in virtue of being in the Gateway program

together

 common experiences in being in Athletics together

 common experiences in virtue of being in a required course together

 common experiences in virtue of being in the same group together in

the course

 other common experiences have to do with other personal particulars

such as one’s economic, social, cultural, political, and for many, spiritual

up-bringing and present affiliations

• Shared tasks and goals

 shared goal of getting a college degree or making a professional athletic

team
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 the goals shared in virtue of the instructor-directed goals stated in the

syllabus and the tasks in which students had to participate

 the goals shared in virtue of working with a particular set of individuals

(group work) through thinking exercises, activities, and projects

• Experience of similar conversation

 the instructor’s experience in classroom conversation: facilitating group

discussion, making conversation flow during Socratic discussion, and

guiding students through the kind of talk conducive to the development

of critical thinking and proper classroom etiquette

 the students’ experience of classroom conversation: contributing to

group discussion, moving the conversation along by speaking out,

trusting the lead of the instructor, and knowledge of proper classroom

etiquette

The student comments suggest that there were many instances in which the students and the

instructors were able to use and contribute to the LA 302 classroom environment to successfully

work through the curriculum and make sense of the world and their own thinking in a generally

positive manner.   This is pointed out in some sections of Chapter 4.  Insofar as the students

were willing to engage in talk to share ideas and complete group-based thinking exercises and

participate in Socratic discussion, they were contributing to an effective learning environment.

To the extent that the above aspects of the conversational context were realized and combined

effectively, language was used to collectively make sense of the world and further develop

critical thinking capacity in a way that lecture hall, for example, could not—much less by simply

reading a text.

Mercer states that when we lack a common context or fail to create one, language

becomes less effective in thinking together.  A significant aspect of the context for conversing

with each other in meaningful ways includes “conversational ground rules” (p.28):  “the

conventions which language users employ to carry on particular kinds of conversations. … They
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consist of the knowledge, which may not be made explicit by speakers, about how to “do” certain

kinds of talking.”  It is fairly safe to say, for example, that most college classroom instructors do

not ask students to critique how a given course they are teaching is proceeding, much less ask

students for specific suggestions on what should be changed and then actually follow through on

those suggestions.  Roberta (the instructor for Classroom #1) may be one of the exceptions.

She didn’t wait till the end of the semester to get student feedback to use it some time in the

future to teach a different class to a different set of students.  Recall Jorge’s comment:

Jorge: And like what I really APPRECIATE about her is that she’s not one of

those “Oh. I KNOW this; I’m right-You’re wrong” type.  Cause there was a lot of

times in the classroom she asked for feedback like, “What am I doing wrong?”

And we actually gave her advice and she CARRIED through!  She used it with

her teaching skills.  And it felt good that she didn’t see herself at another level:

she actually saw herself as a student as well.  Cause you know she also learned

from us.

This comment suggests she was able to create a shared context by involving students in the

outcomes and evolution of the classroom itself—thus reflecting Vygotsky’s thoughts on a dynamic

spiral of influence between minds and societies (student minds and the classroom environment).

While the researcher was not in the classroom to observe, one can imagine from student

comments that she was adept in making students feel comfortable about volunteering ideas

about how the class was going from their point of view and the changes they would like to see.

To the extent that she was willing to engage students in this kind of talk, she was establishing that

the ground rules for conversation between the instructor and students permitted if not encouraged

the evaluation of her teaching and the perceived value of the curriculum.  This comment also

points to Mercer’s iteration about the relationships among talking, thinking, and doing.

In the following quote, a student links nonverbal and verbal communication by some

students in a way that lets us see how students either didn’t understand the conversational

ground rules or didn’t care about them:
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Ana

Researcher

Ana

And actually there was about 3 or 4 of them [athletes] that

would walk in late and like sit down and make a lot of noise in

class and she’s already presenting her lecture.  And I was

like, “That’s REALLY RUDE!” ….  I just think it really

distracted the rest of the class.  And, like, it got some of the

people to think the same way: just because they were like not

vocal but like sighing, “Ohhh! Ahhh! Uhhh!”  It was VERY

clear.

If they DID put say it in words, what they were doing with their

bodies, what do you think they were telling the teacher?

That “this is a waste of time, and your stupid, and I don’t need

to learn anything from you. “ And a lot of time like you…could

see that she noticed it.  And that’s what got me really mad!

Like that she was able to notice it and they still wouldn’t stop

that crap.

This example is an excellent illustration of how nonverbal communication may have influenced

the classroom environment.  Despite the fact the instructor is already engaged in talk, some

students clearly lacked respect for the focus and attention classroom talk requires.  This kind of

behavior clearly irritated many of the interviewees in each section of LA 302 studied.

 In the next two quotes, students from Veronica’s class talk about self-imposed ground

rules for deciding how and when they will talk:

Amanda: And its funny because I really don’t talk a lot and I guess in a larger

setting I might not do that.  I couldn’t get out my opinion really fast without

hearing everybody else’s.  And really that stems from looking like an idiot,

because the next person who talks may have what he was going to say, totally

contradicts what I was saying or totally proves me wrong. But I want to hear what
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they have to say first so then I can go, “Ok.   Well, if he says this or that, and that

s true, then I need to restructure what I’m going to say.”

Researcher

Hanh

Researcher

Hanh

You know given that you do have to this class [???] how

important do you think talking is to thinking or thinking

critically?  Is there a connection, do you think?

… like you can get angry and like just attack.  But you have to

think about that.  Like your gonna have to stop yourself doing

that.

Be more aware of what’s going on inside your head before you

speak?

Yes.  Mhm.

In the interview sequence, Hanh talks about the need to monitor one’s emotional responses to

what others say in a conversation.  The conversational ground rule she seems to suggest is:

Hahn’s Self-Imposed Conversational Ground Rule

If you are about to contribute to a given conversation, you should check the

emotional basis for it and ensure that you don’t attack your interlocutor on any

acceptable basis such as anger.

Of course, this is completely consistent with what some might say about the ability of good

listeners to monitor and manage their emotions.  In the first quote, Amanda comments how the

physicality of a lecture hall would itself serve as a barrier to making a contribution in class.

However, she also points to psychological elements of whether or not a student talks (related to

the themes listed in the first section).  The conversational ground rules implicit in deciding when

and whether she will make a contribution to a given conversation includes answers to the

following questions:
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Amanda’s Ground Rules Questionairre

1) Will I look like an idiot?

2) Will someone be able to contradict what I am going to say or prove me wrong?

3) Can I first hear what others will say?

4) And if necessary, how should I restructure what I was going to say based on

what they have already said?

Hence, students in LA 302 may have also imposed their conversational ground rules—which may

or may not have been conducive to carry on the kind of conversation appropriate to a college

classroom and thinking critically (more will be said about this later).

The following comment reflects many interviewees’ perceptions of the conversational

ground rules as they were established in Veronica’s section of LA 302 (Classroom #3):

Researcher

Andrew

So, then, what are the benefits of a small seminar, first year?

You are able to talk to the teacher; not having to raise your

hand and wait for twenty people before you; the freedom to yell

things out there in discussion.  If you are having an open

discussion, you don’t have to raise your hand; you can yell

things out.  I guess because you are in closer proximity to the

teacher, it makes it feel more personal.

To what extent students actually participated in yelling is uncertain but as depicted by the

students, it would appear that the conversational ground rules about how to carry on classroom

conversation were fairly relaxed in Veronica’s classroom.  Andrew’s first comment highlights that

unlike many classrooms, the very size of the classroom space itself contributed to the ability to

“yell things out.”  While this is important it is also insightful to point out that students ability to do

so cannot be attributed to the physical environment only.  Veronica had to permit that as an
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acceptable way of participating in critical discussion.  The student actually seems to suggest a

kind of meta-rule:

Andrew’s Conversational Ground Rule

If the classroom has an open environment  (informal and relaxed), then your turn

to talk need not be subject to nonverbal communication such as raising your

hand.  Rather, you can go directly to a form of verbal communication including

“yelling.”

In this sense, the classroom discussion in her class seems to have been very open and free—of

formality including some ground rules others may expect in their classroom.

As will be discussed later in this chapter and Chapter 6, the instructor’s central role in

fostering the right kinds of interactions is critical to student growth and sense of satisfaction with

the classroom experience.  In the next quote, a student offers a comment shared by a few of her

peers about the flip side of Veronica’s laid-back style when it came to facilitating classroom

conversations:

Natasha

Researcher

Natasha

I think challenges were not letting them push her around.  And

they weren’t mean or brutal to her, but just you know…

…they kind of teased at the edges

Yes.  …I guess, if they yelled loud enough and talked loud

enough, they thought they would get their way—not like it was

an attack or anything.  [italics added]
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The same student later goes on to comment:

Researcher

Natasha

Researcher

Natasha

What thing could she work on to promote a better culture?

I guess maybe challenge peoples’ viewpoints or what they

said.  I’m not saying mine was always right.  Maybe: “Why do

you think that?”; “Where did that come from?”

Justifying, being accountable?

Yes because we talked about homosexuals, and that was just

a great topic to talk about.

In the first comment, the student suggests that a lack of conversational ground rules allowed

students “to push her [Veronica ] around.”  She then explains how in addition to using words

they also used volume to influence the results of a given classroom discourse situation.  She

then goes on to recommend that a conversational ground rule Veronica ought to establish for

herself is that of challenging student contributions to discussion.  By this Natasha does not mean

that Veronica should simply play Devil’s Advocate, express how clever she is, or try to perplex

the students.  Rather, she believes Veronica may have facilitated the nature and function of

using talk to collectively make sense of the world by using one of the oldest linguistic devices in

the world: the question.  The particular kinds of questions she offers can be those having to do

with making students justify what they say which can be done with a host of critical thinking

(reasoning and argument) concepts that would result in appeals by the instructor to have

students make clarifying statements, elaborating statements, logical statements, and precision

statements, etc..  In doing so, she would also be using the language of critical thinking (critical

thinkers) to stimulate the development of critical thinking skills.  By doing this, she would then

better foster a dynamic in which talking and thinking are interwoven with the environment which
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then itself influences the use of talk to think together in critical ways.  This theme will be revisited

throughout this chapter.

Mercer also states, “Even when people may agree that they are all engaged in the same

kind of talk activity, such as “dinner conversation”, they may not necessarily have the same

understanding of how it should be carried out” (p. 38).  In Chapter 4 the researcher discussed

the difficulty and challenges to articulating a reliable and comparable student-based

reconstruction of classroom environment #2. In listening to students talk about their perception

of peer attitudes and behaviors, it became apparent that some interviewees had different views

about what was a problematic attitude and what kinds of behaviors might get classified as rude,

disruptive, or unacceptable.  To the extent that this is so, it seems that while all students may

have understood they were or should have been engaged in group-oriented or class-wide

“critical thinking discussion”, not all students shared a common understanding of what

instantiated it.  Nor is it the case that all students shared a common frame of reference for which

ground rules should be applied.    Recall that one student seemed completely unperturbed by

any peers’ verbal and nonverbal behavior; one student seemed to think any disruptive behavior

or clowning around was within reason and not overpowering; a third was extremely irritated by it

but admitted that she too could have been part of the problem at times; and that the fourth

seemed completely disgusted by a core group of her peers and as a result alienated.  The

researcher reminds the reader of comments presented earlier in Chapter 4, Table 6.
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Table 6

Comparison of Two Students’ Polar Views about an Element of Student-Instructor Interaction

Sabina on Kim’s Accent Tess on Kim’s Accent

Kim has an accent so some of her words be
slurred or just different from a person who’s
been staying in America all her life. So they
make fun of how she talk … Or, like, they’ll
try to make fun of… other people like—ME!
Sometimes I didn’t understand what she said
so I asked her to repeat it over and over
again so I can KNOW!  And they’ll use that
as joke to try to talk about the way she talk.
….  It was a lot of immature people in there
basically.

I guess I felt kind of discriminated against
maybe because I’m like I’m part Asian also.
So they would they would say like racial
comments.  And …. like that was not needed.
…or like she would say a word and they were
like, “WHAT did you SAY?” like “say it
AGAIN!?”  And it was perfectly clear what she
had said.  And of course she was an educated
women.  And so like I thought there was no
need for … anything like that.

Clearly, Sabina is critiquing how students disregarded the role of the instructor and ignored

common ground rules associated with the conventions of classroom conversation.   She then

moves on to justify her own repeated appeals to have the instructor repeat herself as that of

clarification and the need to understand.  The second student, Tess, is clearly pointing to peers

just like Sabina.  Drawing on her shared identify with Kim and her own experiences with an

immigrant mother with a similar accent, she critiques students for asking what she perceived to

be meaningless questions—because they weren’t really intended to clarify or further understand

what Kim said but to entertain themselves.  The question emerges, how explicit does one need to

be when it comes to a shared frame of reference and the conversational ground rules required in

a college classroom?  Citing how a formal study on the literacy and reasoning of Liberians was

challenged by the fact that the Liberians and the experimenters treated the (experiment)

conversation differently, Mercer states that:

The experimenter and the subject did not establish a shared frame of reference:

their talk lacked shared contextual foundations and they were not employing the

same ground rules.  This meant that they were not really engaged in the same

kind of collective thinking activity.  This reflected their different past cultural
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experiences of using language to represent and discuss intellectual problems. (p.

41).

While the researcher is stretching this comment a little from the actual case from which it is

drawn, it seems appropriate to comment on some ways in which this description of a two-speaker

conversation, may have accurately described a core group of students and the instructor in

general over time.  It will be useful to start with another comment made by Sabina.  It may be

important at this point in the interpretation to explain that according to Kim, Sabina was a

particularly challenging student who turned around only after she failed a test and realized she

need to rethink her own attitude and behavior about the class:

Researcher

Sabina

I’m gonna be doing the training for the new LA 302 instructors

and saying, “Here’s what you need to know about what the

STUDENTS say.” If I were to ask for your advice, what would

you change, or tweek, or add for future Gateway students?

It has to be disciplinary actions in that course.  Because for

everybody I talk to that wasn’t in Dr. Chen’s class [???]…

football players—or I won’t even say football [???]—the

sports players don’t.. they act differently and act up in class:

so much to where it needs to be a set of regulations even

though we in college you.. People get to college and they’re

still too immature to, you know, to BEHAVE.  And, you know,

in the beginning there should be in the syllabus, somewhere,

that you need to respect each other’s comments, don’t talk

out of turn… Because in MY class people…she’ll be talking:

people be having a side conversation; and this class just too

small to do that! I can see if it was a big auditorium and two

people talking really don’t matter; but when it’s only 15 people

in this class and we all sitting right together and she in front,

talking and you over here laughing loud and playing, we

not….you-you a distraction!
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Clearly, even if Sabina was at any point part of the problem in establishing and maintaining a

context for critical discussion and adhering to conversational ground rules (implicitly or explicitly),

she came to be very critical of their behavior.  She even admits that she is sure she got on Kim’s

nerves by responding to disruptive behavior and comments with laughter.  So, interestingly

enough, what she suggests about the need for the instructor to assert herself more and take a

more pro-active role in making the conversational ground rules explicit and moreover enforcing

them, is from an insider’s perspective.

Entailed in Sabina’s own comments are a number of interesting assumptions about when

a student should adhere to particular conversational ground rule or when it should be enforced.

For example, she says that when it comes to a small seminar, talking while the instructor is

talking is simply unacceptable: here, she seems to be using information about the physical

environment, interpersonal proximity, and sense of decorum.  However, when you are in a large

lecture hall it is not as important.   One may violate this conversational rule.  Most interestingly,

she points to something studied quite often in studies employing conversation analysis: turn

taking.  According to Sabina and Tess, some students were very bad in adhering to this basic

conversational rule.

Tess made a similar appeal about the need for the instructor to be more proactive when

she responded to the prompt about what advice she would give to future LA 302 instructors:

Tess

Researcher

Tess

Um.  I honestly I don’t know what I would… Cause it wasn’t so

much that she was a bad teacher….it was just…

But maybe not an effective…not an effective classroom manager?

Yeah. Maybe.  Probably.  Probably that she should be more firm.

But honestly? Like these guys were bigger than her. You know?

And I mean, like, they ARE intimidating!  Like these HUGE

MUSCLES and you know you’re just like…  So I guess if I were in

her position I would be also intimidated but you kind of also have to

think: “OK. I’m ahead of this class.” But like there’s 8 of them in

there and you so…
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think: “OK. I’m ahead of this class.” But like there’s 8 of them in

there and you so…

While Tess says she understood the possibility of any physical intimidation which may have kept

the instructor from creating and enforcing conversational ground rules, she seems pretty adamant

about the need of the instructor to have asserted her authority.

A review of the classroom reconstructions and other student quotes on how the nature

and function of talk evolved to develop critical thinking capacity suggests that the most-

challenged classroom may have been Kim’s class due to an usually challenging student body and

her particular teaching personality.   In reacting to students’ concerns about rude and disruptive

peers, Kim stated:

Part of it is attributed to my unrealistic expectation of students'  behaviors in the

class. I had never encountered discipline issues until I walked into this class.

Reflecting today, I think I should  have made my expectations very clear and very

explicit at the very beginning. I also caught myself being too much of myself

(relaxed, nice, and too respectful) sometimes probably because of what I do as

 a compassionate administrator with the firm belief that respect  should be

mutually practiced.  Part of it I truly believe is the lack  of a special approach or

strategies for working with student  athletes. When I worked with the Gateway

program, the Gateway  instructors required or demanded that no more than three

student  athletes were placed in each class as it created very challenging and

 negative dynamic. I did not quite understand but I realized the  reason behind

the request when I taught. I hope this is not perceived  as any stereotype or bias

against student athletes but I do believe  that student athletes present some

different needs and issues and  instructors should be prepared to plan some

strategies of working _effectively with them.  (Personal interview, email, 2005).
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As it turns out, Kim had seven student athletes, a number that was higher than that of the other

two courses.  While one does not wish to lump all athletes into the same category, it is clear from

the student observations across each of the three sections that they did tend to have issues

understanding or respecting the context in which they were situated, developing a shared frame

of reference for how both verbal and nonverbal communication could be used in the class, and

following conversational ground rules.  While some students on a given day may have violated a

rule here and there, it is clear that student athletes were consistent enough to stand out as

problematic to 75% of those interviewed.

Kim disputed three of the interviewees’ claims, however, that some students took

advantage of her personality, pushing her around, and not truly respecting her role as facilitator:

I won't say that is the case except with one student. I am not sure if you noticed or

observed from your interviews that I had ONE  student with a very strong

personality who exhibited everything  opposite of the intellectual virtues. I did not

know what to do with  the student at first and I sometimes let the student take

advantage  of my kindness. Yet I was fully aware that I was able to accomplish

 what I planned for each session though I had to spend some time away  from

teaching to work with the student (not an athlete). I wish that  I had invested more

with this student: there was some visible changes  in her CT skills and behaviors

towards the latter part of the class,  esp. when she failed one of the test. It was a

wake up call and she  began to question if she had really applied what she

learned in class  (what she admitted to me at a conversation). I won't want to

change  my demeanor nor my attitude and class approach to the students. I

 believe the situation I had was circumstantial due to the unique student body

formation.

It is fairly obvious how the three classroom environments compared to another in Chapter

4.  The researcher argues that the nature and function of talk in a given classroom was very

much a reflection of the instructor’s personality and of course the student composition.  For these
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very much influenced how various contextual resources mentioned above were configured on any

given day and across the span of the semester.  This in turn influenced how well the instructors

and peers were able to jointly make sense of the world and in that process develop their critical

thinking capacity.

Following appropriate ground rules may have been dependent on how well the instructor

was able to foster a shared frame of reference, and reciprocally, students’ willingness to join in

the creation and adoption of a shared frame of reference—not only in regard to the goals of the

course and what that meant for the development as critical thinkers but in the day to day activities

in which talking could be used to combine the intellectual resources of peers and the instructor.

In making use of Paul and Elder’s framework for development of the intellectual virtues

and reminding students of basic classroom conversational etiquette (e.g., respect each other’s

turn to talk, respect their right to have an opinion, listen with empathy),  questions remain as to

how specific and explicit instructors were in establishing a shared frame of reference and the

requisite ground rules. To the extent that they understood the purpose of the class, identified with

its goals, and understood how talk would be used to share and explore ideas, they had a

common frame of reference, which should have influenced their verbal (and nonverbal)

communication.  It may have been the case that on days when the students and the instructors

were able to achieve new knowledge and insights, instructors and students were able to adopt

and maintain a shared frame of reference that in turn shaped how language was used to combine

their intellectual resources. To get a more accurate and reliable picture, the course would have

had to have been recorded over the duration of the semester and then analyzed through

techniques such as conversation and discourse analysis (this will be included in

recommendations for future research).

Making Conversation Flow: A Note on the Use of Linguistic Techniques and Cohesion Devices

Mercer also talks about how people are able to build on past knowledge or information to

arrive at new knowledge or information through techniques such as referring to past shared
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experiences, looking for contextual clues, having common knowledge, collective remembering,

and making what he calls cohesive ties within a conversation.  These are all connected with

what he refers to as  “conversational flow.”  The student comments do not allow for any

interpretive work regarding how talk may have been used to create conversational flow on any

given day (within groups or class-wide) but it is apparent to the researcher that the implications

are extremely relevant to effective pedagogy and the development of critical thinking capacity.

Actual audio or visual recordings would have to be made and then analyzed.  However, it is

appropriate to highlight two Mercerian points relevant to how and why talk may have developed

critical thinking capacity on a given day.

First, as was reflected above and in a few other quotes, the nature and function of talk in

the LA 302 critical thinking seminar could have been influenced not only by the speakers’

(students’ and instructors’) understanding and respect for conversational ground rules,

classroom etiquette, and shared frame of reference, but also by their ability to respond to various

resources in the classroom context. Mercer states:

Every fluent, continuous and intelligible conversation is a showcase for human

skills in achieving co-ordinated intellectual activity.  The cues speakers use to

achieve joint fluency are verbal (the content of talk and its grammatical structure)

and non-verbal (tone of voice, face and hand gestures etc). They are often

subtle, and we may not be consciously aware that we are reacting to them.  …

When we enter any particular conversation we are involved in and, thus, which

ground rules to apply.  But even once a conversation is underway, the

participants have to monitor each other’s behavior regularly (though they may not

be conscious of doing so), looking for information which will tell them such things

as when another speaker is concluding a conversational turn, expects a

particular kind of response, is trying to enter or end the conversation and so on.

(pp. 56-57)
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In reporting their respective experiences in learning to think critically, a number of students

dramatically performed both verbal comments and paralanguage acts (sighing, puffing, facial

expressions).  Recall the following student quote:

Ana

Researcher

Ana

I just think it really distracted the rest of the class.  And like got

some of the people to think the same way: just because they

were like not vocal but like sighing, “Ohhh! Ahhh! Uhhh!”  It

was VERY clear.

If they DID put say it in words, what they were doing with their

bodies, what do you think they were telling the teacher?

That “this is a waste of time, and your stupid, and I don’t need

to learn anything from you. “ And a lot of time, like, you…could

see that she noticed it.  And that’s what got me really mad!

Like that she was able to notice it and they still wouldn’t stop

that crap.

Clearly, Ana’s comment suggests a link between students’ nonverbal communication, how the

interviewee interpreted it (attitude about class and peers), and the interviewee’s own affective

experiences in the class.  As will be shown later, nonverbal communication may have played a

role in whether or not students chose to contribute to class or group discussion based on

nonverbal signals and interpretations.

Second, the ability of the instructor to use a linguistic device Mercer calls “cohesive ties”

may have also impacted successful uses of talk to combine the intellectual resources of students

in making sense of key topics and issues used to work through the curriculum as well as to help

students understand how each class session was related to the previous one and the goals of the

course as a whole. Recall that some students had commented that they thought the texts and the

activities, while time consuming, seemed like “common sense”.  And a couple of students said

they really didn’t see the point of the readings or the classroom activities.  While the inability of
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the students to see how things are connected may have been due to their own lack of interest or

unfulfilled commitment to engaging with the material, it is clear that when cohesion between the

text, the classroom activities, and the goals of the class are not clearly articulated, students may

feel less engaged and less willing to talk because they are confused about the meaning or

purpose of various activities or don’t see how they tie together.   Mercer states that:

Classrooms and other educational settings provide some good examples of the

techniques speakers can use to make links of meaning between the past,

present, and future.  Teachers habitually rely heavily on certain techniques, such

as recaps and reformulations, to make these links apparent to students.  This

reflects teachers’ special concern with offering a clarified coherent ‘story’ of

classroom experience so that students grasp the overall structure and purpose of

what they are doing. (p. 71).

In addition to other linguistic techniques that can be used to make connected meaning as

written text and conversations unfold, Mercer states that “the analysis of cohesion in conversation

reveal the way in which speakers carry ideas along and develop them together” (p. 71).  This is

particularly important in a seminar focusing on the development of critical thinking capacity and

certainly applicable to LA 302.  First, all three sections included the objective to foster students’

ability to carry on intelligent conversations.  The extent to which the instructor was able to utilize

relevant linguistic techniques to guide and encourage students to tease out and develop a given

idea or point of view, the instructor may have been engaged in fostering a dialogue in which the

classroom discussion reflected cohesive ties.

Second, all three sections included the use of group work to coordinate various thinking

activities, exercises, and projects.  The ability of the students to carry on a cohesive conversation,

one in which they used talk to stay focused on the question or task at hand, could easily be

analyzed by an audio or video recording.  Using conversation analysis, one could see how

students in a given group were able to use talk to “develop a shared understanding of the task,

share problems that they envisage will arise in doing it, and try to solve them” (p. 63).  Mercer
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argues that his kind of analysis coupled with a focus on the linguistic techniques used by

instructors to “link past with future activity” would be especially powerful in seeing “even more

clearly how language is used to make joint, coherent sense of experience over time” (p. 63).  The

scope of this dissertation, however, does not allow for such an analysis given the kind of data

gathered.  However, the researcher will suggest how the student comments and Mercer’s

framework point to needed research projects higher education, educational psychology, and

curriculum and instruction.

Some Ways of Using Talk

So what do we DO with words?  Aren’t they just abstract symbols that refer to reality or

some thought process in our heads?  And what about thoughts?  What kinds of things do we DO

with ideas?  And how do we USE words to make our thoughts known to others?  Does how we

use language have anything to do with how we think and how others think of us?  What things

could humans achieve without a vehicle for expressing or sharing intentions, concerns, interests,

goals, and visions? Mercer states that “in everyday life people often contrast ‘just talking’ with

‘getting things done’; but some of the most crucial things that ever happen to us, or that we make

happen to us, or that we make happen, are achieved by employing the tool of language” (p. 11).

Thus we tend to take the relationship between language and thought for granted despite its

familiarity and significance in our lives: with loved ones, at work, in the classroom, the list goes

on. Yet, he rightly points out that some of the most important historical events have been the

result of how we use language to influence what others think and how they acted.  In addition, he

states:

In order to make some impact on the people around us—to make our views

count—we need to be convincing and persuasive, not just clear and informative,

because we are dealing with people who have views of their own and who aim to

pursue their own interests.  So quite what views we express—and perhaps even

what views we are aware of having—will to some extent depend on whom we are
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in dialogue with at any particular time. …The reason is, of course, that during

…argument…[people] are not only ‘thinking on their feet’, but doing so together.

(p. 101).

Of course, this applies to the everyday working life of college instructors who in teaching some

course related to their field are at any given time using talk to persuade, share a point of view,

advance an intellectual or pragmatic interest, explain how Blackboard is integrated with the

classroom curriculum, give directions for homework, and of course, as far as conversational

ground rules go, exercise control.  This includes written materials such as textbooks, handouts,

syllabi, and course web sites; lecture, discussion groups, and class-wide Socratic discussion; and

various activities and assignments that call upon students to develop and illustrate their

comprehension or mastery of key concepts and theories of a given discipline or field.  Of course,

as has been suggested by the numerous student comments presented, one cannot always

assume that those within official positions of authority or power are the only ones exercising any

control in a given situation.   The students also had a scope of power in controlling the “structure,

content and social consequences of talk” (Mercer, p. 95) within in groups and of course during

lectures and discussions.  Both the instructors and the students were able to exercise power in

controlling the ways in which skills and content-based knowledge were developed, shared, and

considered.

Mercer argues that “if we want to understand how people exert influence in the process

of jointly creating knowledge, the concept of ‘control’ is more useful than that of ‘power.’  ‘Control’

refers to what we can actually hear or see happening in any particular situation” (p. 95).  So while

rhetorical techniques may be intrinsically powerful, it is better to “judge their effectiveness for

exerting control in context.”  So while one may know that instructor or students may have used

various rhetorical techniques to advance an interest, persuade others, share, etc., to really

understand how language and thinking interact to promote critical thinking, one must study how

language is used in actual conversation settings.  While an instructor could on a survey, for

example, state which rhetorical techniques she used, little would be learned about how the very
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use of those techniques contributed to the actual learning situation that was developing as

students chose to react to those techniques or not.  Nor could one understand how the student’s

own rhetoric may have influenced how the instructor used language to establish a shared frame

of reference, maintain conversational ground rules, or encourage students to participate

effectively in Socratic discussion and group work:  “one reason is that language use is…sensitive

to particular situations and the contextual factors which participants treat as relevant,” and adds

Mercer, “because conversations are dynamic affairs, control often shifts even during them…(p.

95).

One way students can both influence whether intellectual resources are combined to

work though some issue, topic, or problem is by purposefully limiting and minimalizing inter-

subjectivity, meaning that they may clearly demarcate their personal space—finding ways to

minimize whether others interact with or learn about them and unwilling to learn about and

interact with others.  As reported by the interviewees, this may have been achieved in a number

of ways.  Consider the following student comment:

Ana

Researcher

Ana

There was this guy and every time he would come in, he

would be like, “Ahhh! Man!”: huffing and puffing!  Every time

she would turn away, he would be like, “Man.  This is

STUPID! We have to do all this CRAP!” I was just like, “Let

me do my work!” or “You’re such a dork!”  And a lot of time…I

would just turn away!

What about, in terms of working in groups, were there

different work ethics reflected?  Like you know pulling your

weight, loafers, engagemen?

Oh! Yeah! Yeah!  That guy that was like, “Oh. My god!  This

class sucks!” was in my group first for some little project that

we had to do and it was really hard to try and get him to meet

with us.  And there was also another girl in our group that was

just like, “Oh! I kind of don’t want to do this.”  But she was like

really quiet.  So it was really kind of hard: like me and this

other guy in our group, we were like “Yeah.  Lets do this!”

You know like being all enthusiastic about it!
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Researcher

Ana

really quiet.  So it was really kind of hard: like me and this

other guy in our group, we were like “Yeah.  Lets do this!”

You know like being all enthusiastic about it!

Was that frustrating for you?

It was ‘cause I was like this would be so CUTE and you know

we’d get our point across! And she was like, “Uh. I don’t want

to do this.”  And I was just like “Jesus!”

In this speech sequence Ana reports how two peers communicated their attitudes about the

course.  In her first comment she recollects a peer’s frequent statements of exasperation such as

“Man! This class is STUPID!”; and  “We have to do all this CRAP!”; and in her second comment

still talking about the same male peer, “This class sucks!”  Ana also recollects how a female peer

in her group was very explicit in demarcating her level of interest and intended engagement with

the project—which of course requires talk to think through the activity, build some consensus

about it, and complete the task.  Like the male peer, this female also made explicit statements

such as “I don’t want to do this.”  In addition to making explicit statements, the two peers also use

other communication modes to influence how inter-subjectivity and hence the amount and quality

of talk that occurred among members of the group.  The techniques included huffing, puffing, and

silence to maintain a limited inter-subjectivity. While Ana and a third peer tried to use language to

get the group motivated and energized about the activity, they were as not as successful as they

would have liked to have been.

It is clear that the peers annoyed and frustrated Ana’s own experiences in learning to

think critically.  In using various verbal and nonverbal techniques, the peers shaped Ana’s view of

that peer—to the point that she physically turns away from one of them.  This is not to be taken

lightly.  Because her peer was unwilling to establish inter-subjectivity but made it a point to

maintain limited inter-subjectivity, she was compelled not just to act physically.  This turning away
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is symbolic of something much more significant—the turning away from the other, his or her mind.

This interpretation seems consistent with many examples cited by a number of interviewees from

each of the sections of LA 302.   The students could be so effective that one student talked about

how “You could see that they (the others) didn’t want to have a conversation with you. You could

just feel it.  And you could also tell the ones that just wanted to do it [activities designed to

combine the intellectual resources of a group of students] themselves” [italics added].  One

interviewee, comparable to some others across all sections, reported how the affective

dimensions of some students’ negative talk impacted them.  The following interview sequence is

lifted from a longer sequence in which a student is comparing and contrasting the positive and

negative attitudes of two peers’ verbal communication and their attitudes (Domain B in the

reconstruction of Classroom #3):

Researcher

Hanh

Researcher

Hanh

Do you think that’s a surprise? That the person with the

open-mind did better then the person with the closed

mind?

That’s definitely not a surprise.  But the closed minded

person is just like SO NEGATIVE.  Its like: “I don’t want

talk to you!” I’m sorry but I mean it turns you off.

Do you think other people too?

I think so.  Cause why does she have to say that… I mean

do you hate us too?

As noted earlier by Ana, silence is also a way in which students control the nature and

function of talk and conversely the development of their own critical thinking capacity as well as

the classroom environment’s discursive practices.  Not-talking can influence how much other

students may feel compelled to talk or the pressure for the instructor to do more of the talking

than is otherwise desired (e.g., in Socratic discussions and debates).  It might be helpful to think
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about how the following two students (the first from Kim’s section and the second from Veronica’s

section) may use what the researcher calls “demarcating silence”:

Researcher

Natasha

Researcher

Natasha

Researcher

Natasha

Researcher

Natasha

How important were those more negative attitudes to the

ability, or the instructor, or the class to engage in talk?

It was EXTREMELY [IMPORTANT] because no one wants to

talk.  You know?

Because they didn’t see a point in talking?

They didn’t care…

Was there a core group of students that did talk?

Yeah.

What is about them? Your best guess.  What is it about

THOSE students that they DID talk?

They either had a point of view on the certain topic or they felt

sorry for the instructor so they wanted to talk to move along.

That’s kind of what I did.  I would just say things just to help

because I usually talked a lot. And its funny because I really

don’t talk a lot and I guess in a larger setting I might not do

that.

Sabina …but to be able to talk about what was going on but … its kind

of, like, it was kind of, like, awkward because, mmmm,

because its like I...I…I talk in class!  I’ll be…   If the teacher

asks something, I’m gonna answer.  I do not like being in

classes where the teachers just be constantly asking stuff and

don’t nobody say nothing!  That kind of irritates me!
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Researcher

Sabina

Researcher

Sabina

don’t nobody say nothing!  That kind of irritates me!

Why do you think that happens?  Why do you think that

students don’t talk?

I don’t know! I don’t know. I think its because they’re… if

they’re in class with their friends, they’re probably intimidated

to say something so they wont seem like the nerdy type

person or [so] their friends not saying nothing.  I think it’s a lot

of peer pressure in it. Even when you don’t know the people in

there, you don’t want to be the one that just speaks out and

everybody’s just, you know, looking at you.

Why?  What does that… How does that make you feel if

people did that? Like..

Honestly?  I wouldn’t know because I don’t care! It’s like when

I am in class, if she asked something and I [don’t] know the

answer, I’m gonna ask or I’m gonna answer; if have a

question, I’m gonna ask. ... So its like I don’t know.  Ummm,

maybe, like…I’ve always wondered but I really don’t know

because like I’m not like that. I answer and I ask.

While some students may not have spoken because they lacked a sense of intellectual courage,

were afraid of being judged or felt intimidated by particular individuals, or lacked an opinion on a

given topic, the two students just cited point to how their peers may have been using silence as

way of establishing and maintaining limited (minimal) inter-subjectivity and to that extent

minimizing inter-thinking by failing to share ideas and joining their peers in sharing and exploring

ideas, issues, and topics.

Another way that that students can exercise a degree of control is through “dumb

insolence” by which Mercer says a student refuses “to respond to requests that their teacher

repeatedly makes” (p. 95).  A typical dictionary definition of the term includes behavior that can be
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interpreted as rude, offensive, or disrespectful; this may include inappropriate playful acts.  To

what extent some students’ own cheekiness and freshness (especially that of some athletes) may

have influenced the nature and function of talk is an interesting question that cannot be

adequately addressed here.   However, there is sufficient student testimony to suggest that such

behavior was somewhat significant part of each LA 302 classroom environment.  While a few

students reported some dumb insolence in Classroom Environment #1 and even less so in

Classroom #3, this seemed to be particularly significant in Classroom Environment #3.  Recall the

following statements from that section’s student-based reconstruction of the classroom

environment:

Tess: And she’d REALLY TRY. It was just really the athletes.  Like she was

trying to be really nice to them.  Like: ‘Please do this assignment” and ‘please do

this’ and like ‘please…listen.’ She’d try never to raise her voice and stuff like that.

So sometimes you need to be firm: I feel like she didn’t want to be firm because

she didn’t want anyone to hate her.  Yet if you’re not firm at the right times you

lose that respect and I think that’s what they were doing. [italics added]

Elena: She tried to be mean, but it really didn’t come out mean.  People would

just start laughing.  She would be like: “What’s so funny?” [italics added]

Sabina: … I think that’s mainly what it was in our class: she was a good teacher

but she had so many people that acted up in class to the point where sometimes

she’d stay after class and try to talk to them and they would still do the same

thing!  They probably thought she was more passive about everything. …  I can’t

see her being mean because she is SO NICE and SWEET! So I think that it’s

more so like if you have people [who] are really disruptive: they need to GO!

Because it’s not like she didn’t have students that were not trying to learn. [italics

added]
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Tess: I felt SO BAD for her.  Like I even said a couple of things sometimes like,

“That’s really not necessary” and some of the other classmates did too.

…. We had a high energy level but not for learning… just distracting the teacher.

… I felt really uncomfortable in that class: like really really uncomfortable. I really

didn’t like the atmosphere.  Like for discussion, when she would try to get people

to explore ideas, everyone would just sit there.  Just cause they had a lack of

respect for the teacher.  I think if we didn’t have those people in our class, I think

the class would have been a lot more…better.  Because there were a lot of

people in there who were like focused and who wanted to learn and were you

know like wanted to give her respect and everything. [italics added]

Each of the examples point to how an individual student’s (not necessarily the interviewees

themselves) own unwillingness to become involved may have resulted in unco-operative uses of

language (and other forms of communication) in the classroom.  Some interviewees reported

doing most of the work for some activities or assignments or getting very little in the way of

feedback from peers.  Were Mercer observing Ana’s group in action, he might have describe the

situation as such: two of the peers used language to establish and maintain limited (minimal)

inter-subjectivity—“a  guarded meeting of minds, in which their respective self-interests are still

being clearly demarcated” (p. 89).

3 Kinds of Talk

Finally, had the researcher observed actual peer interactions and peer-instructor

interactions during various activities, she surely would have observed instances of three kinds of

talk conceptualized by Mercer:

• Disputational talk: in which participants strive for control

• Cumulative talk: in which participants do not strive for control
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• Exploratory talk: in which control is a matter of constant negotiation, as

speakers offer contributions which may, if speakers are persuaded,

determine the subsequent direction of collective thinking

Depending on the situation and the purpose of the speakers in talking to one another, one or a

combination of these kinds of talk may emerge.  As the reader works through the concepts and

the examples, it should be noted that the kinds of talk that people engage in also “represent

different ways in which control is handled in a conversation” (p. 99).

Disputational talk: characterized by an unwillingness to take on the other

person’s point of view, and the consistent reassertion of one’s own.  In its most

archetypal form, it consists of “yes it is – not it isn’t” exchanges, commands, and

parallel assertions.  It makes joint activity into a competition rather than a co-

operative endeavor. (p. 97)

The following comments suggest instances of disputational talk in Veronica’s and Roberta’s

respective classrooms.

Natasha: Yeah, and sometimes … specific guys would just be like, ‘Yeah. I hate

those people-blah, blah, blah’.  “Well WHY do you hate those people? What are

they to you?”; “I just do. I just do.” That’s exactly what they said.  “Well why?

What’s so bad about them? Critically THINK THROUGH this!  What makes you

hate them? And is that justifiable?  Are your reasons OK?” I mean that’s kind of a

hot topic. [italics added]

According to Natasha’s recollection, the following kind of dialogue was common when the class

was involved in some kind of discussion setting:

Student A: Yeah.  I hate those people.

Student B: Well. WHY do you hate those people?  What are they to you?

Student B: I just do. I just do.
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Clearly, this example fits the characterization of disputational talk.  In fact, it is precisely because

students like that of Type A simply asserted their position rather than provided reasons

supporting their position that students of the Type B might get frustrated or annoyed with peers.

The following is also a good example:

Researcher

Jorge

What were you using as your clues? What did you observe

about them?

Their body language!  Their facial expression.  Someone would

say something and they would be like: “Yeah.  Whatever!  I

don’t think so!”  But then again they wouldn’t think back like:

“Well, WHY don’t you think so?” And they would just stay quiet:

so you could tell.  And you could see OTHERS that actually

WANTED to PROVE their point or they also wanted to

collaborate.

The purpose of critical thinking was in part, and still is, to help students learn how to identify,

critique, and construct arguments as well learning how to have intelligent conversations.   The

researcher argues that there is a dynamic relationship between the two.  Clearly, the two student

comments offer empirical evidence that for any given classroom, students are at a different point

of developing these related capacities.  Some peers seem to have been more interested in simply

asserting their position, maintaining and stating their conclusions, and less willing to engage in

public reasoning through the justification of their positions—for which they must use words of

course.  Rather than joining their intellectual resources with their peers to work through their own

position, they come off as defensive and simply respond to reasoned responses with mere

reassertions or unjustified negations of others views.  Their inability to involve themselves in

public reasoning through talk may be described as that of an unco-operative discourse and

thinking encounter.  They are cooperating in the discussion by stating their views yet they are not

cooperating in either the conversational ground rules nor the tenets of thinking critically.  Mercer
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call this position: “co-operative yet un-cooperative”; students may be using talk in a thinking

activity with others, which is part of the class’s collective goal, but they are more interested in

advancing and maintaining their own interests (which may be a conflation between one’s sacred

ideas and one’s untouchable identity).

Both student comments also show how they would have liked to have engaged in the

third kind of talk mentioned above—exploratory talk.   What is also interesting is that, as Mercer

points out in his own example, despite there being contextual foundations for talk, some

interviewees seem to have felt that their requests for legitimate reasoning were ignored (p. 101).

What is particularly interesting from pedagogical and cognitive development points of view is how

in virtue of peers requesting that others provide justification for their views, they are instructing, at

least tacitly, what is expected of critical thinkers.

The second kind of talk cited above is cumulative talk.  Mercer argues that this kind of

talk emerges when “speakers build on each other’s contributions, add information of their own

and in a mutually supportive, uncritical way construct together a body of shared knowledge and

understanding” (p. 97). Due to the scope and focus of this research project reliable accounts of

cumulative talk could not be inferred from student comments.  However, it is very easy to imagine

situations in which this kind of talk may have occurred.  For example, in those sections where

students had to jointly solve a problem of a college student and make Chafffee’s problem-solving

method explicit in doing so, students may have use talk to build on each other’s contributions,

addin their own information in a mutually supportive way with little criticism to produce their

solution and presentation to the class.

The last kind of talk cited above is exploratory talk, which Mercer defines as that:

in which partners engage critically but constructively with each other’s ideas.

Relevant information is offered for ongoing consideration.  Proposals may be

challenged and counter-challenged, but if so, reasons are given and alternatives

are offered.  Agreement is sought as a basis for joint progress.  Knowledge is

made publicly accountable and reasoning is visible in the talk.  (p. 98).
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This is the kind of talk Natasha and Jorge encouraged their peers to engage in.  The following

student points to a possible instance of exploratory talk in Veronica’s classroom:

Theodore

Researcher

Theodore

Researcher

Theodore

Researcher

Theodore

Researcher

Theodore

One thing that stood out in the class was the debates.  We had,

two, I think.  And at that time a lot of people were talking at one

time: you just present and then if you can think of other ways of

trying to solve it; thinking of other ways of why its not good; and

trying to think of the purpose of solving the problem.

So would this be a classroom debate that was open to anyone?

It was a classroom discussion.

So it was like a discussion but it was debate—like, “should

would do it this way or should we do it that way?”

…or what other ways of trying to solve it.

So would people give reasons when they present way to solve

something like would they say why they chose that way or why

they thought it would work?

Kind of, or like why does it exist or other problems.

So what stood out to you most was kind of the sharing of ideas

and discussion, figuring out what would be a best or a good

way to do something or think about something?

Yeah.

Going by Theodore’s example in which talk was used, it is quite easy to see that in making

contributions students were encouraged to give opinions and give reasons to support those

opinions (by addressing “why” questions, for example).  As such, the instructor was encouraging
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them to seek other’s views and use questions to elicit reasons for those views.  To the extent

that students are actively involved in a conversation, debate, discussion, etc., by sharing ideas

and supporting them as well as asking questions, their reasoning is made explicit in that specific

talking-situation.  One can also imagine, for example, that in constructing their problem-solving

plan for the group project, they also had to come to some kind agreement before proposing,

coordinating, and taking joint action.  To the extent that all members were involved in giving, and

accounting for, their views, they were combining their intellectual resources to jointly reach a

joint conclusion.

Summary of Communication and Thinking

The product of conversation is usually the achievement of some new, joint,

common knowledge.  Language is designed for doing something much more

interesting than transmitting information accurately from one brain to another: It

allows the mental resources of individuals to combine in a collective,

communicative intelligence which enables people to make better sense of the

world and to devise practical ways of dealing with it. (Mercer, p. 6)

Knowing how to think critically is not simply a matter of memorizing steps or key passages in a

critical thinking textbook.  To learn to think critically is to learn a skill.  If the point of critical

thinking goes beyond the ability to perform well on standardized tests, logic games, and other

abstract measurements but to also live well and do well by making good choices, conducting

intelligent conversation, and gathering and using information, then it is inevitable that one must

interact with others and one does so through both verbal and nonverbal forms of communication.

Hence, it makes sense that the instruction of critical thinking should consider the relevance of 1)

an interactive perspective and 2) language and interpersonal communication.  To the extent that

critical thinking is optimally developed among others through joint thinking projects, it requires

that students learn to engage with one another as they develop the very language and critical

thinking skills that comprise the goals of the curriculum—learning by doing.
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In learning to reason together or through interaction, students will be engaging and

learning how to argue well (a concept that will be further discussed below).  Mercer states that:

while there are many unproductive arguments, others generate some of the most

creative joint thinking we ever achieve together.  New directions in human

thinking often emerge when opposing viewpoints clash, and new courses of

human joint action emerge when some ideas win out over others.  Persuasion

and argument are natural, and potentially very valuable, aspects of how we

reason together. (p. 74)

The following interview sequence (from Veronica’s student body) reflects a student’s alignment

with this view:

Researcher

Said

Researcher

Said

Researcher

Said

Do you think that its important to talk in a critical thinking

class?

Yeah! Definitely!  Cause you want different ideas, different

perspectives.  The only way you come to some kind of

discourse IS by looking at two different ideas and looking at

how the contrast with each other.

What is the value of learning about other peoples’ ideas?

What does that do for you as a human being?

I think that’s our entire society is based upon.  If everyone

thought the same way, there would be no progress or growth.

Its because people are constantly thinking differently, that’s

the way progression even happens.

Do you think most of your classmates are aware of that?

Sub-consciously, I think, yeah: subconsciously.  They might

not know it at first but I think that if pointed out everyone would

agree with the statement.
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Related to this idea is Mercer’s contention that:

We may be enabled to think about an issue in a fresh, creative way by hearing or

reading what someone else thinks about it.  We may even not know what our

opinion is on a certain issue until we are confronted with someone else’s point of

view.  The ‘call’ they make may elicit responses on our part which are negative

and critical, as well as affirmatory. (p. 76)

Again, two different students, one from Veronica’s class and the other from Roberta’s class,

made statements that lend support to this view:

Researcher

Monica

Researcher

Monica

What makes for pretty good feedback?  What made it pretty

good?  Behaviors, attitudes, dispositions?

Well not everybody agreed.  Not everybody agreeing makes

for good feedback in my opinion.  It lets you listen to all the

sides and form your OWN opinions and thinking about things

that you might not have thought of to begin with.

And somehow doing it in a group setting allows you to do that?

Because you get more input that way.

Researcher

Jorge

What is that important?  So what that you don’t know what

other people think?

I guess, it lets me grow.   Like it allows me to adapt certain

things and just to see the world in other peoples’ eyes.  I also

appreciate it a lot too because where I come from like 99.9%

of my peers are Hispanic.  You don’t see a lot of diversity

down there: we had athletes and I had a friend that was

homosexual.  And I got his opinions too.  And I just saw like

well he’s homosexual but we have a lot of things in common:

what we think about .  And it allowed me not to pre-judge

anymore.
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what we think about .  And it allowed me not to pre-judge

anymore.

Ideally, it would be optimal to create the social, affective, as well as the cognitive conditions

students first said were helpful in getting students to even open up their mouths (see pgs. 157-

173 of this chapter).  While they report that a smaller class format such as the limited enrollment

first-year seminar is the right format for encouraging talk, it is clear that despite instructor’s best

intentions, creativity, and planning, student idiosyncrasies can also play an important role.

Clearly, the optimal condition would be to have small learning seminars wherein

exploratory and cumulative talk were the norm.  Mercer offers the following ways of comparing

and contrasting the various forms of talk:

…in exploratory talk, the instant, uncritical ‘yes’ of cumulative talk and the instant,

self-defensive ‘no’ of disputational talk are both suspended.  Instead, a dialogue

happens in which differences are treated explicitly, as matter for mutual

exploration, reasoned evaluation and resolution.  To engage in exploratory talk,

with its explicit reasons, criticism and evaluations, participants must not be

primarily concerned with protecting the individual or joint identities and interests,

but instead with discovering new and better ways of jointly making sense.  In

exploratory talk, speakers may usefully take the role of ‘devil’s advocate’,

questioning their own assumptions, testing the validity of their own points of view

as well as those of their partners. (p. 102-103)

Interestingly enough, one student comments about the benefits of establishing and maintaining

limited (minimal) inter-subjectivity through talk for one’s self interest:

Researcher

Natasha

So what is the best instructional strategy they can use?  What

do students need to be doing there?

Discussing, talking, reasoning through together.
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Researcher

Natasha

Do you see talking as a central part of CT?

For the fact that I see this class as helping us move forward in

our critical thinking.   Cause obviously we are not going to have

a whole class together when we have a problem.  We can say

“ok, lets go into the problem. What do YOU think?”  So I think

that having everyone’s opinion in just the hour, 3 hours a week

that you are in the class, so then when you have a problem

come up, you’ll maybe see other sides, or remember “so and so

said this about this.”  We always have ourselves.  That’s great.

WE have ourselves.  We can just think, we can use OUR brain:

we can pick our brain.   But like I think its great to pick up other

peoples’ brain and just to take from that class and take what

you remember them saying what their view points were and

then applying them.

This student, however, is a great example of how students come in at various levels of cognitive

development, open-mindedness, and with different levels of competency in his or her reasoning

skills.    She is closer to reaching the “ideal critical thinker” than interviewees otherwise suggest

was the case with many of their peers.  As has been illustrated, in Chapter 4 and above,

interviewees comments shows how students enter the classroom with their social and affective

idiosyncrasies, attitudes about college and various courses, work ethics.  Diverse students come

in at different levels of development when it comes to critical thinking, reasoning, arguing, and

making effective and appropriate use conversational ground rules.

To further address the relationship between language and thinking, it would be helpful to

take a cursory look at what rhetoric and philosophy can tell us about one’s personal identity,

conception of the self, inter-subjectivity, and public reasoning.  As Mercer advocates:

The analysis of rhetoric is very important for understanding how language is used

as a tool for collective thinking.  If we accept that they very nature of human
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dialogue requires us to say things in ways which take account of whom we are

talking to, what we are trying to achieve, and also what we think are the aims and

views of the people with whom we are dealing, we come closer to understanding

one aspect of the power of language as means for minds to work together.  This

means there is nothing intellectually or morally dubious about our persistent

engagement in argument and persuasion: they are part of the essence of effective

human collaboration. (p. 103 - 104).

When someone uses the word “rhetoric” they are usually thinking of how someone may be adept

in using words to persuade others of a particular view, change their opinion on a matter, influence

another’s actions, manipulate a situation or possible situation by influencing someone, or even

control others.  People often associate the terms “clever” or “tricky” and “unethical” or “sly” with

“rhetoric.”  Often when people use the term, they are also making a distinction between

sophisticated, objective driven forms of inquiry, theory, or argument and less substantive or less

formal presentations of what a given person thinks.  The same is true with the term “argument.”

Most people see it primarily in a negative way: to refer to a situation in which at two speakers are

having a dispute about an idea, a theory, point of view, a position, how to solve a problem, a

decision that has to be made, how to evaluate something, what criteria to use in various

evaluations, what courses of action to take (in work, relationships, family, civic organizations,

business plans, etc).   This is most unfortunate.  Not only is the study of rhetoric important for

understanding how language is used, but it is indispensable to argument.

When we argue we are employing rhetorical techniques that say a lot about the person

who uses those techniques.  Not only do we learn about the speaker’s, or arguer, ability to use

language but we also learn about how that person is orienting him or her self to other minds.

Rhetoric is not an intrinsically bad or negative thing: society has come to this narrow view—nor is

argument.  Both rhetoric and argument are important aspects of the relationship between

language and thinking which are in turn important aspects of talking and inter-thinking.  If talking

and inter-thinking have an important relationship in developing critical thinking capacity, it seems
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important to take a closer look at why some students might be more willing to engage in the

curriculum through talk during group-based activities, lectures, and Socratic discussions which

often require students not only to share ideas but also to justify their views through convincing,

persuasive language.

Public Reasoning & Risk-Taking

How can we explain why some people use talk in constructive ways (for self and others)

while others do not? What makes some people more willing to share their views, justify their

opinions, and listen to others from the other’s point of view?  In one sense, to ask these questions

is to ask about what makes some people more likely to establish and foster inter-subjectivity and

what makes others more likely to purposefully establish and maintain limited (minimal) inter-

subjectivity when situated in a context requiring inter-thinking. Rather than looking at empirical

literature on personality and communication, the researcher seeks to address this question from

the perspective of rhetoric and philosophy.  Why?  Because the two may have more explanatory

power when looking for some of the fundamental aspects of being a communicative, thinking,

social being than is possible with other approaches.

In the next section the researcher further develops the concepts: “rhetoric” and

“argument” as articulated by Oliver and Mercer.  Then the researcher looks at two modes of

student engagement that emerged during the course of the semester in the respective LA 302

critical thinking classroom environments: those who may have been more inclined to establish

inter-subjectivity and those who may have been more challenged or unwilling to do so.  Borrowing

from Natason and Johnstone’s respective discussions of the relationship between rhetoric,

argument, personal identity, and risk, the author interprets students’ willingness to engage in

dialogue conducive to and reflective of inter-thinking.  She concludes this section with a short

summary.
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Toward a Better and More Useful Understanding of the Terms “Rhetoric” and “Argument”

In his foreword to the book Philosophy and Rhetoric, Robert Oliver (1965) states that

amongst the truths of significance to philosophy are those having to do with human nature and

the nature language—a relation introduced earlier in this chapter.  Arguing that not even

philosophy cannot exist without a kind of rhetoric, he articulates that “rhetoric” can be:

understood as a mode of thinking that seeks to determine the relationships that

exist between the truth of the matter under consideration, the purpose of

personal goals of the one doing the considering, and the needs or susceptibilities

of those who are to be influenced in their attitude toward the subject. (p. ix to x)

As such one may be rhetorically occupied whether sitting alone in the bathroom or when standing

before a mass of seated listeners.  The following student’s reflection on a question-provoking

thinking exercise is illustrative of a student who reflects this sense of rhetoric-as-thinking:

Researcher

Ana

Researcher

Ana

Researcher

Ana

Had you ever done one of those before: personal mission

statement?

No I hadn’t.  And it actually took me a long time to complete it

because I was like, “What do I look for? What do ‘I’ hold in high

esteem?”

So it really made you step back and think about YOU?

Yeah.  So, I was like “Wow! I really appreciate people who are

nice!” “I hate it when they’re rude.”  Like it really got me to look

into myself and see what I hold as standards.

It sounds like you were asking yourself questions maybe you

hadn’t really asked yourself seriously before?

Yeah! Yeah!
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Oliver further elaborates that rhetoric so conceived “is concerned with factors of analysis, data

gathering, interpretation, and synthesis” and that it  “involves any and all conceivable types of

thinking and feeling” provided one proviso is met: “that they must be directed to the triad of

relationships that bind the subject, the aim of the speaker, and the reactions of the listeners into

one indissoluble unity” (p. x) [italics added] as illustrated by Figure 11 below.

Speaker’s Aims Listener’s Reaction

Subject

                                 (issue, topic, problem, etc)

Figure 11. The unity of rhetoric: the concept of “rhetoric” employed in this study.

The researcher will be using the following precise definition of “rhetoric” as it relates to

the students and instructors of the respective LA 302 sections: those instances wherein a student

or instructor is thinking with an end in mind about what and how one will influence the behavior or

thinking of a particular listener (or set of listeners) concerning a specific idea, viewpoint, topic,

issues, problem, assignment, thinking exercise—anything related to the curriculum (p. ix). Thus,

when the researcher discusses the “rhetoric” of student or instructor, the reader should not be

conflate the term with common conceptions of what it means to be clever or manipulative or tricky

or wishy-washy in presenting ideas to persuade, convince, or otherwise exert control or influence

over a given listener.  While linguistic techniques are clearly important, this section seeks to go a

little deeper. Understood as such, and to paraphrase Oliver, the researcher’s use of the term

“rhetoric” is less concerned with “what comes out of the mouth as it is with what goes on in the

mind.”

RHETORIC



261

In trying to make sense of students’ willingness to talk in the critical thinking seminars,

the researcher will also provide further elaboration on the concept of “argument” and the practice

of arguing.  The interviews frequently used this term during their interviews.  It was also used in

applying Mercer’s framework to some of their comments about the possible nature and function of

talk in the LA 302 classroom environments.  In his own discussion of how one can use talk to

persuade, control, and exert power, Mercer provides the following distinctions:

Conception A: a battle of words which may be aggressive and angry, in which

people’s main concerns may be self defense and inflicting hurt rather than

achieving a new and better joint understanding.

Conception B: a reasoned debate between people, an extended conversation

focusing on a specific theme, which aims to establish ‘the truth’ about some

contentious issues. [can shift into the first form of argument]

Conception C: a special kind of monologue – a rhetorical presentation of

evidence by one speaker or writer in support of a particular theory, explanation or

course of action, which considers the “pros and cons’ and offers a considered

conclusion. (p. 96 - 97)

Mercer points out that the kind of argument one engages in reflects how one orients towards the

other: how one orients one’s own mind to other minds in making sense of the world.  The first

kind is often found in his conception of disputational talk.  The second and third kinds of argument

can be found in his conception of exploratory talk.  As with the term “rhetoric,” “argument” is

usually thought of in its negative sense, that is, the first one.

As it turns out, one can further develop the concept of argument in a way that aligns with

normative views about critical thinking and human flourishing.  Maurice Natanson and Henry

Johnstone (1965) relate argument itself and the practice of argumentation to one’s actual self.

While Natanson and Johnstone each has a distinct perspective on this relation, both agree that

engaging with the other through argument is a defining element of being human.  Johnstone
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states that “argument is a defining feature of the human situation. A being not capable or arguing

or of listening to argument would simply not be a human being” (p. 7).  Natanson states that while

man’s passion may be argument what really makes him what he may become is “his possibility is

to become aware of argument and of argumentation’ (p. 10).

Points of View, Dialogue, & Subjectivity

Researcher

Andreas

Researcher

Andreas

Research

Andreas

Why is it important to see different points of view?

Cause then your just like in this little shadow or you’re just

narrow-minded.  And you’re just real straight and you don’t

want to see.  I mean I want to, I like to see other peoples’ point

of view about everything.

Maybe it [the texts] makes you more of it.

More aware of it. More aware of other peoples’ point of view

and just seeing how to take it.

Process it?

Yeah.

Mercer states that “dialogue stimulates thought in ways that non-interactive experience

cannot.  The veteran interviewer and recorder of oral histories, Studs Terkel, was once told by

one of his informants: ‘You know…until you asked me your questions, I never knew I felt that

way’” (9).  It is clear from the student comments, especially those that talk about their own

development in the class, that social interaction played a key role in their development as critical

thinkers, and the specific form of interaction they primarily point to is that of engaging in dialogue

with peers as well as the instructor.  A dialogue may be crudely defined as a conversation

between two or more people.  This is to be distinguished from “talking” which is not always part of
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dialogue.  While there must be talking to generate a verbal dialogue, talking alone is insufficient.

While a dialogue can certainly be analyzed in terms of arguments, some dialogues will reflect

coherent or structured positions while other dialogues, looked at as a whole, may not.  When a

given idea, opinion, viewpoint, or position is articulated, the speaker may be trying to explain,

predict, persuade, or convince.  When it comes to personal issues, complex problems, or hot

topics, a speaker’s reaction may involve “…rehearsing, reconsidering, and representing the

relevant information” at one’s disposal to take account of what one’s interlocutor had said (p. 78):

“Our attitudes and opinions on issues are not like pre-recorded tapes that we run each time a

topic is raised.  If someone raises a topic, we recast our ideas as a form of attack, or support, for

their point of view.  In this way, our knowledge, opinions and attitudes are shaped by our

engagement in dialogue” (p. 78). For example, Andreas describes his reaction to group projects

as such: “I guess like when we would do like group projects and stuff.  Like we would tell each

other’s lives.  It was like, “Woah! We’re all different!”  Below are some interviewees’ comments

about the development of their critical thinking capacity as it was shaped by related interactive

experiences in LA 302 classroom environment:

Researcher

Jorge

Did you have any preconceptions of what CT is or what the

classroom might be like?

 Yeah.  Like I had no idea about it. I was like, “What is the

class for?  What do I need it for? [laughs] Of course we know

how to think: we got here for a reason!”  I was really skeptical

about it—getting into it.  But then like I said, before I didn’t

really get other peoples’ opinion and it allowed me to

appreciate others—what they have to say.



264

Researcher

Theodore

Researcher

Theodore

What about as it relates to solving problems do you think it

will have or has helped you in terms of problem-solving

whether minor or major?

It has: Just think of what’s happening, like all the good and

all the bad; exactly what to do…and what’s possible…not

just myself but for others to. That’s one thing in critical

thinking: like, I learned now, is like, some things I didn’t go

with their perspective of everybody else’s’.  And now I see

that now, more.

You see that there is such a thing as others’ perspectives?

Well, I mean, like, I noticed it but I didn’t like see how many

there are.  I would think like one or two but then there is like

five some times.

Researcher

Hanh

Researcher

Hanh

Does it help others do you think?  If you share your ideas?

Well, I think so because like it helps them to know other

peoples’ opinions. Not like you know its just all THEIR

opinion…   Its not the same as before…  You know… [like it

might change their mind, agree with you, or agree???]

Did that happen to you?  Did you change any of your

thoughts as a result or augment or shift or anything like

that?

I think that I would agree like with myself AND with other

people.  Like I added to my own opinion from theirs.
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Researcher

Ana

What does it do for you?  In your personal enrichment or your

sense of well-being and human flourishing?  What is it about

KNOWING OTHERS?

It just intrigues me so much to see like how different people

can be and like how like one thing that happened in their life

can like change them like could get them to think certain

things or not.  So I really like that group project that I was

telling you about it: like we had to draw our life map or

whatever.  And the like when we had to present our

autobiography or our personal mission statement: that’s what

it was. Yeah I really like that just knowing what people like to

live by.

…

All the group activities.  I REALLY LIKED the group.  And you

just really got to know everybody. And like I said, I LOVE

knowing about people and what kind of lives they’ve lived.

The question that emerges is: why is it that some students appear more willing to engage in

dialogue with peers and the instructor than others?   What does it mean to engage with one’s

peers through dialogue in a critical thinking seminar?  Given that many of the students just cited

also reported feeling scared, intimidated, shy, afraid, simply unwilling, or fearful of sharing or

listening to others, how is it that they came to value such dialogue?   What does it even mean to

engage in critical discussion with another?  What does it have to do with one’s sense of self?

With how one orients toward other minds?  One’s own attitudes and dispositions?  One’s sacred

ideas?

Some of the individuals above may have entered the classroom as open-minded

individuals who willingly adopted the goals of the required course and felt at ease sharing their

points of view and justifying them when asked to do so by a peer or the instructor—their
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interlocutors.  Hence, they may have been more likely to get something out of the class precisely

because they were willing to engage with both the curriculum and each other through dialogue

and active participation.  However, some of the individuals interviewed may have started off with

closed minds or rather skeptical about the course’s significance for their lives.  Some of these

students may have managed to remain closed-minded and may have been those who were

rather effective establishing and maintaining limited (minimal) inter-subjectivity.  Others, however,

such as Jorge, were slowly “seduced” by the rhetoric of thinking critically and the dialogue that

began to unfold as the semester progressed and interactions continued.  In a sense, the first

category of students were either already convinced that they would get something out of the class

and so were more open to the curriculum or at some point in the semester they were persuaded

by the very nature of dialogue in a critical thinking seminar.  That is, for some students, it wasn’t

simply that the content of someone’s position was argued forcefully, it was in fact the very

process itself, of arguing a case or listening to those of others, that made the expansion of their

critical thinking competency possible.  To make better sense of this, the discussion now turns to

the topic of risk-taking and public reasoning.

What does  Risk have to do with Subjectivity and Reasoning?

What, precisely, is it about the self which encourages risk, and what exactly is it

which is risked? (Natanson, p. 14)

In the first part of this chapter the researcher presented interview sequences in which

students related their perceptions of the learning environment, especially as it was shaped by the

size of the class (very limited enrollment), to the nature and function of talk as it contributed and

evolved out of a dynamic organic to the respective LA 302 classroom contexts.  Drawing from

rational reconstructions of the interviewees’ points of views, she constructed the following list of

reasons/themes supporting the view that the a small learning format, such as a limited enrollment

seminar, was optimal in fostering critical thinking capacity through talk (dialogue, discussion,

conversation):
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• More interaction

• Get to know every one in the class

• More “attachments”

• Opportunities to relate to peers

• Increased sense of comfort

• Increased willingness to listen to peers

• Increased willingness to share one’s own ideas

• Less “formality”

• Increased sense of intimacy

• Reduced sense of intimidation

• Increased student involvement

• Ability to discuss things at a “personal level”

• Reduced fear about (negative) judgments

• More substantive self-analysis

• Opportunity to relate to the instructor

• Developing trust with the instructor

• Increased ability to express yourself

• Better opportunities to contribute to discussions

While instructors may have a role in guiding discussion and fostering the requisite environment,

and while peers obviously play a large part, they do not sufficiently account for the fact that

individuals actually do share opinions, justify them, and listen to others.  Even if the environment

is optimal and students are at their best behavior, it is still necessary to account for why even in

that situation, any one would ever engage in critical dialogue.   Looking at views about rhetoric,

argument, and the pragmatic dimension of philosophical liberation as it relates to dialogue and

the self may help in offering a more sufficient and in-depth interpretation of why some students

may choose to establish inter-subjectivity while others may refrain from doing so or to put it

another way more actively work to establish and maintain (minimal) limited inter-subjectivity.
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One view the researcher will explore is that of Johnstone who may be described as a rationalist

and idealist.  The other is Natanson who may be described as an empiricist and realist.  These

distinctions will be explained below.

Risk & Public Reasoning from a Rationalist’s Ideal Point of View.

To argue is inherently to risk failure, just as to play a game is inherently to risk

defeat. (p. 1)

Argument may include assertions of fact and even commands, but “like threats,”

Johnstone argues, “such assertions are degenerate forms of argument because they are not

conducive to the maintenance of personal relationships” (Johnstone, p. 2).  That is, part of what it

means to respect the individual is to acknowledge and interact with him or her as a rational

creature capable of listening to and engaging in argument.  Argument isn’t simply a set of

premises or conclusions one makes to get to a conclusion.  Argument is constitutive of the self.

We are born arguers—though we do not always come to realize its true “form”.  Another way to

put this is to say that he views human beings as capable of reasoning with others in making

sense of the world, thinking through things together, or taking a given action.  To simply threaten

someone or demand they take on a certain opinion or behave in a particular way is to violate the

metaphysical reality constitutive of your interlocutor.  You fail to interact with him or her in a

socially acceptable way, instead treating him or her like an animal.  Hence, individuals owe it to

each other to use reason as the form of influence via argument and should refrain from using

threats and simple assertions.  Thus, when Johnstone says “when man chooses argument he

chooses himself” he is referring to the idea that man recognizes his human reality in the other and

so engages with him in a socially appropriate manner through the medium of talk.  He argues that

inherent in reasoning with another through argument is the possibility of risk.  What is that he or

she is risking?

Were Johnstone to review some of the interviewees’ comments about the nature and

function of dialogue and inter-thinking in their respective classrooms, he might suggest that some
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students refrained from contributing to various dialogue opportunities because the student had a

difficult time accepting that in sharing one’s thoughts:

• his or her ideas, views, position might be questioned, negatively critiqued, or

harshly judged

• he or she may fail to convince, persuade, explain, or predict

• his or her stance on a given topic or issue might be overthrown by the reasoning

(responses) of his or her interlocutors

A review of the student comments in this chapter confirm that this was indeed the case for many

of the interviewees at some point during the course of the semester.  Take, for example, the

following additional student comments:

Ana: At first I think it was, like, two separate groups and then towards the end

we’d just come to one big group.  I think it helps a lot more to, like, get people to

speak more: a lot of people don’t want to sound RETARDED.  You know.  Or just

fear, like, they might say something silly or something.

Researcher

Researcher

Theodore

But if I were to ask for your advice, knowing that this is going

to b used to help the teachers better understand the student’s

mindset, and knowing that hopefully its going to make a

difference for future GW students, what advice or constructive

feedback would you give to us regarding any aspect of the

course to help make it more meaningful or valuable to the

students.

[Pause]

How would you present it if you were teaching it.  You know

you….

I would probably try to have more group activity like we have

been doing.
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Researcher

Theodore

Researcher

Theodore

Researcher

Theodore

been doing.

Why groups?  How they help make ct?  How does it help you

develop or make it more meaningful?

In groups, …, when you interact with somebody you get to

know them better (and you get to … ); like, when you agree

you feel a lot better saying it--your idea--rather then by

yourself in front 20 other people--not knowing if they agree or

not.  And its kind of scarry to say it.  Some people might think

that;  the way some people are just naturally gonna say—

…what ever is on their mind?

yes, yes…

..they have lots of intellectual courage, maybe too much, right?

…yes, yes.

Johnstone also states that:

Not only the arguer takes a risk; the person to whom the argument is addressed may

or may not elect to run the risk of having his behavior or beliefs altered by the

argument.  By closing his mind to the argument, he can avoid the risk altogether.

Then anyone wishing to control his behavior or beliefs must resort to non-

argumentative modes of control if he is to have control at all (pp. 2-3).

Were Johnstone to observe the way in which some students failed or refused to focus on

what others have to say or to observe that it was difficult for some students to give serious

audience to a peer’s point of view, he might say that some of those students also wished to avoid

certain risks: that his or her “belief or conduct may have to take account of something” that he or
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she “has not had to take account of before” (p. 4).   Some of these individuals might be more

interested or more comfortable with maintaining “the relative simplicity of his or her own position.”

By not listening to others one can evade the need to reconcile the fact that there are other ways

of framing experience and making sense of the world.  One doesn’t have to understand or make

sense of one’s own views in light of what someone else says.  Hence, such a person doesn’t risk

the possibility that he or she may have to change as a result of this process.  One can maintain

one’s “self” as is.

Thus, Johnstone would say that people who engage in argument are risk-takers because

in contributing to dialogue they must be open-minded to the reality that their own beliefs could be

questioned, challenged, or altered.  Conversely, he would say that those who refrain from

engaging in reasoning through argument are basically closing their mind as way of escaping or

avoiding that risk. Furthermore, were he to review some of the interviewees’ comments or to have

observed some of the communicative behavior in any of the respective classrooms, he would

distinguish between open-minded, active individuals and open-minded, passive individuals.  For

example, he might argue that when a person doesn’t choose to actively present his or her view

but simply allow others to decide for him or her or allow them to contribute without his or her

added involvement, then the person is not arguing but withdrawing.  In discussing how a

classroom discussion on sexuality went, Hanh stated: “I felt that some people were, you know,

anti-homosexuality.  Like, it’s cool with me. I was fine with it.  Since I’m fine with it, I don’t have

much to say.  And she’s [the instructor] like “it exists” and you know? “.  According to Hanh, she

doesn’t make her position public.   Johnstone would argue that since she doesn’t make her

position public no argument is provided and hence she stymies her own growth (Johnstone, p. 3-

4):

‘Genuine Argument’ can occur only when the respondent is neither impassive nor

passive to the utterances of the arguer.  It can occur only when the respondent is

himself interested in the outcome of the argument; that is, where the respondent

takes a risk, and thus forces a risk upon the arguer. (p. 4)
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Johnstone iterates that the point of argument is not to provide “effective control” over

other; rather, it is “to introduce the arguer into a situation of risk” (p. 7).  While it is clear from the

student interviews and Johnstone’s own position why one may not want to make one’s reasoning

public, it is less clear why one would willingly place one’s self in a “situation of risk.”  Johnstone

has a very rational view about this.  He argues that when one engages in argument one is

practicing open-mindedness, which in turn generated new possibilities for the self:

In making himself available to arguments, man transcends the horizons of his

own perceptions, emotions, and instincts.  Within these horizons the risks of

argument do not occur; there is no arguing over what I immediately see, feel, or

do.  …. Immediacy makes no claim, and where nothing is claimed nothing could

be submitted to the risks of argument. (Johnstone, p. 3)

Hence, the idea is that by engaging with the other through argument, one makes the possibility of

change possible and hence the consequence of growth.  Such a person is able to experience the

world from other points of view: which in turn add to his or her understanding of the world around

him or her and how he she makes sense of it.  Thus, Johnstone thinks that the proper response

of having one’s ideas, view, or position questioned is that one can learn about weaknesses or

flaws in one’s thought or perspective.  This view is shared by that of Paul and Elder (2003) who

talk about the need to celebrate such discoveries as they allow us to correct or modify them as

we bid “good riddance” to defective ones.  This, however, is the conception of an individual who

has already achieved the disposition of a critical thinker: what Paul and Elder call “critical thinking

in the strong sense.”  Thus, Johnstone’s position is an idealist one that assumes people already

possess the intellectual virtues associate fair-minded thinking required to 1) voice one’s opinions,

2) give due audience to one’s interlocutors, and 3) reason well.

That is, one would need to be able to engage in rationally reconstructing others’ points of

views (intellectual empathy), have faith in reasoning (intellectual faith in reasoning), remain aware

of the limits of one’s knowledge (intellectual humility), have the assertiveness and courage to

voice one’s own opinions (intellectual courage), and to apply the same standards to critiques of
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his reasoning as he would apply to others (intellectual integrity)—to name a few of the intellectual

virtues associated with critical thinkers.  Some of the interviewees, such as Ntasha, Said,

Theodore, Monica, and Ana, certainly seem to have been well on their way toward this ideal at

the beginning of the semester, but most interviewees’ comments suggest students may have

lacked such a hyper-rational disposition.  Ask any professor of any class and he or she will

confirm the reality and challenge of undergraduate students who enter their classes with a range

of various skills and aptitudes.   While Johnstone’s view does help to make sense of some of the

interviewees’ comments, it fails to capture the sense of intimidation, fear, and discomfort felt by

some students.

Risk & Public Reasoning from a Empiricist’s Realistic Point of View.

What is at issue, really, in the risking of the self in genuine argument is the

immediacy of the self’s world of feeling, attitude, and the totally subjective range

of its affective and connotative sensibility.  To be perfectly blunt: when I truly risk

myself in arguing I open myself to the viable possibility that the consequence of

an argument may be to make me SEE something of the structure of my

immediate world.  (Natanson, p. 15) [italics added]

Not only does Johnstone argue that when man chooses to argue he chooses himself, he

also states that to the extent “a person is willing to run the risks involved in listening to the

arguments of others” he or she “is open-minded and, to that extent, human”  (p. 3).  Natanson

takes a different perspective on the function of argument, arguing, and growth.  He counters that

arguments and their mere possibilities in and of themselves do not fully account for the risk that is

involved in reasoning with others.  While a given argument is important, Natanson places more

stress on how individuals feel about 1) the consequences of engaging in public reasoning and 2)

the experience of engaging in the process itself.  Contra Johnstone’s hyper-rational agent, then,

Natanson argues it is paramount that one understand the rhetoric of risk through public reasoning

by looking at all of the following:
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1. at the nature of the selves who argue;

2. the situation underlying their arguments; and

3. the significance of the very activity they engage in by arguing (p. 13).

Only by attending to these elements of public reasoning can one get at what is risked through

argument as well as its benefits.  Thus he argues that to get at what is achieved through the

“liberation” of argument:

it is important to look closely at argumentation, especially at the connection

between the situation of the self an the weight of arguments.  Or to express it

somewhat differently, we must look to the relationship between the subjectivity

which argues and the claims of argument. (p. 14).

What Natanson is getting at is that when a person argues, it is not that one is simply

entertaining a particular set of propositions comprising someone’s particular view, position, or

idea.  Rather, to argue with another is to argue with persons and persons must be understood in

their various situations or contexts, which includes their idiosyncrasies, attitudes, lived

experiences, etc, as well as their rational dimensions.    Furthermore, whether a student chooses

to risk oneself by arguing with a fellow peer is influenced by that person’s awareness that the very

process of argument or thinking critically has its own consequences for one’s sense of self:

I risk myself in a an argument when I know or sense that the very nature of the

activity I’m engaging in has its own rationale within which I am and who I am

must be determined.  When I risk myself in an argument, what I am risking is

acquaintance with the problems and possibilities of theory of argumentation. (p.

14)

Arguments don’t argue themselves.  Persons argue.  And a lot of the time the process of

reasoning publicly is daunting to people for a number of reasons.  One may be intellectually lazy

or intellectually arrogant.  For others, it may be a lack of intellectual courage and ambivalence

about where the process of public reasoning may lead.  If one accepts the lead of reasoned

discourse, one is subject to the chain of reasoning and conclusions that results from that process.
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What results may be something the subject does not wish to acknowledge.  Contra Johnstone’s

hyper-rational, abstracted, transcendental interlocutor then, Natanson iterates that individuals

should not be conceptualized as a rational homunculus processing bits of decontextualized

information.  Persons argue with persons.  Understood as such, it is more helpful to think about

the aims of argument (e.g., persuasion) as a:

primordial mode (with non-cognitive analogues) of brining the self and alter ego

to risk themselves by discovering the theoretic ground that undergirds an

argument, i.e., by coming into awareness of the nature of argumentation.  The

phrase ”genuine argument”…is nothing more that the commitment of the self to

the full implications of a philosophical dialectic, a saying in effect, “if you argue

you choose to open yourself to the risk of discovering that argument has a

fundamental structure that has, in turn, profound implications for your own being.

(p. 15)

Thus from a perspective that fuses those of Mercer and Natanson, one might argue that

using talk to establish and maintaining (minimal) limited inter-subjectivity, some students were

able to evade the process of learning to think critically (by limiting how much they contributed to

group or classroom dialogue) and the consequences such a process might impose upon their

various world views.  To establish and maintain limited (minimal) inter-subjectivity is, furthermore,

a way of maintaining privacy, which Natanson states “is a means of establishing a world, and

what genuine argument to persuade does is publicize that privacy.”  A most powerful metaphor

used by Natanson is the following: when one engages in public reasoning, one is inviting the

other into one’s private world, home, where one dwells:

The metaphor leads us to suggest that risking the self in argument is inviting a

stranger to the interior familiarity of our home, not merely the living room of the

floor plan but the living space of a private sphere, home as it is meant by the one

for whom it is home.  When that interior reached the nature of risk shows itself
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directly, for then the real shape of the argument shines through its disguises.

This is the opening of the self. (p. 16) [italics added]

Resonant with this perspective is Linda’s comment about exposing one’s personal

thoughts and views to others:

Linda: I think the thing that will like POSITIVELY stand out in my mind was when

we had to do the mission statement because it was kind of, like, the first

assignment where everyone’s, like, I guess you could say, superficial guards

were let down and they they let you into their personal lives. I know for me it was,

like, somewhat of a challenge because I felt, like, I was gonna go in front of these

people and talk about my personal beliefs and feelings and stuff.  And I didn’t

even know these people; I was, like, a bit hesitant and intimidated by it.  After I

went up there, I was, like, “OK. Good I’m done.”  But then, like, I saw other

people go up there and like THEY told their own personal stuff too.  And I was,

like, “Wow!” I found that I could relate to a lot of people. I thought that was really

good.

While Linda may not have been thinking about argument itself or the process of

argument, she was clearly concerned with sharing her point of view about various things—making

her beliefs available to the public.  Furthermore, this seems to have been exacerbated by the fact

that she would be sharing something she considered intimate, personal with people she not know

all that well.  While the intent of the exercise may not have been to engage in full-blown dialogue

through argument, it is clear that upon entering her peers “private sphere” through talking and

listening, she found a kind of liberation by recognizing that she could identify with others. As a

result, a kind of inter-subjectivity was fostered.  Other interviewees shared similar views about

this very activity or similar activities designed to help students develop intellectual courage in

public spaces.

Natanson’s strength in helping to make sense of student experiences is that he starts

with a conception of the situated subject (thinker and feeler) who may not be willing to engage in



277

the process that will in turn lead him or her to develop in a manner more consistent with the

perfected, idealist being articulated by Johnestone.  Until one is able to enter into a critical

dialogue with others, engage in “genuine argument”, and make one’s reasoning public, one

maintains privacy and the status quo of one’s personhood.

When I refuse to commit myself to genuine argument involving persuasion, I in

effect make a refusal of philosophy itself; I will not risk myself and I will not risk

my world.  Basically I am refusing to all for a dialectical relationship between

myself and the world.  In Sartrean language, this is one of the modalities of “Bad

Faith,” the intrinsic attempt of consciousness to banish any distance between

itself and the possibilities of self. (Natason, p. 16)

However, when one is willing to enter into dialogue with the other, engage in “genuine argument”,

and make one’s reasoning public, one opens the self to scrutiny, observation, and questioning.

Jorge: …there is one thing I did learn: I learned how to listen and how to actually

analyze SOMEONE ELSE’s perspective on something. Before I could just be,

like I don’t know, I’d just be so stubborn.  I just thought myself THIS WAY.  And I

like realized that they’re lots of other points of views and you could see it in

another way as well. It was like a procedure.

While Jorge may have refused to open himself to the possibilities of “genuine argument” through

dialogue at one point in the semester, it is clear that the very process of dialogue, which entailed

the practice of argumentation by giving and critiquing reasons, somehow facilitated his personal

development and critical thinking capacity.  One question that remains is: just how public does

one’s reasoning have to be for “genuine argument,” personal growth, and “perspectival liberation”

to occur?  The following student observation highlights how a peer was more comfortable sharing

opinions in a  small group but not class-wide in a way that many interviewees were more

comfortable sharing opinions in small seminar but not in a larger learning format:

Hanh: Like a certain student didn’t really talk that much but I guess you know

after all she did have input.  To me she kind of seemed like she wasn’t really
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open yet--like she wasn’t brave enough to talk to voice her opinions.  But then

she DID have her own opinions and she would tell me or like the people around

us something.  Like she trusted me and others that were her friends?

Summary: Public Reasoning and Risk-Taking

In this section of Chapter 5, the researcher sought to think deeply about:

• the nature of selves and personhood that might have influenced some

students’ willingness to establish inter-subjectivity,

• students’ willingness to reason with one another through group work and

Socratic discussion, and

• their willingness to contribute to emergence of inter-thinking.

Clearly, without inter-subjectivity there is no inter-thinking. What is particularly helpful about

Natanson’s view is that he recognizes the importance of “a situation” when it comes to the

possibility of risk-taking, argument, and reasoning (p. 12).  That “situation” is one in which a

person feels and thinks in a particular world with a particular frame of reference given lived

experience and the degree to which that person has reflected on his or her life.  (The need to

think about the situated aspects of being and thinking will be further discussed in the Dewey

section that launches the last chapter). 

While some students may have been open to learning new things or expanding their

cognitive skills, Natanson would argue that the risk here “results not from risking the self in

arguments but through risking the self in an essentially solitary willingness to learn, an openness

to knowledge” (p. 13)   Finally, in line with some of the views about the value and utility of critical

thinking articulated in Chapter 1, he connects ideas about reasoning with realities of liberation

and freedom of the individual.  However, he argues that:

The risking of the self is fundamentally a philosophical achievement in which

traditionally non-cognitive aspects of mind are really constitutive of the self.

…only when the full range and depth of the affective life is shocked into
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openness is a true risk attempted.  Risk, in effect, is a possibility and an

achievement, not a function of willingness to argue or even of ordinary sincerity

and seriousness in listening to others.  The bond between the affective and the

cognitive life is that of argumentation itself, the awareness that arguments and

argument as such as undergirded by a theoretic matrix in terms of which they

can be grasped and essentially explicated.  (Natanson, p. 17)

That Natanson includes both cognitive and non-cognitive domains of being human as well as a

sense of self as informed by one’s experiences in the world, makes him an interesting figure.

While he is clearly talking about philosophical achievements he is also addressing the empirical,

social, interactive dimension of cognition.   Far from being a super rational mind open to

systematic discourse or the exchange of coherent propositions, the self must also affectively

streered into risk-taking and hence public reasoning.  Hence, that a student came to LA 302

ready for public reasoning (classroom discussion, Socratic seminars, group work) would indicate

a philosophical achievement of how one views one’s self, other selves, and dialogue.   Such

students may have been better at using language to establish inter-subjectivity with others and

contributing to the development of critical thinking through inter-thinking. Other students,

however, may still have been in the process of reaching such a philosophical achievement or they

may have come to LA 302 needing “the full range and depth of their affective life shocked.”

Given the LA 302 classroom “situation” one might want to rethink the environment of the LA 302

critical thinking seminar and its role in helping students, who come in to class at various levels of

human development, to further develop critical thinking capacity. 

The Paradox of “Teaching” Critical Thinking to

First-Semester, First-Year College Students, in a First-Year Seminar

The question emerges: How can instructors fostering an environment in which diverse

students are further propelled 1) to reach the intellectual ideals of critical thinking and 2) how to

use language in that very process to do just so?  One conclusion drawn from this interpretation is
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that teaching students to think critically is a paradox.  As Mercer states from a language and

communications perspective and as Oliver, Johnstone, and Natanson state from a rhetoric and

philosophy perspective, many of the conversational ground rules and intellectual dispositions and

skills must be present in a given context for personal development to occur among and with the

other, others.  But it is precisely that many students have yet to more fully develop respective

capacities, dispositions, and skills that drives the Gateway Program to require members to take

the course.  Furthermore, not everyone will begin at the same place and some will end up closer

to the ideal than others.

One way to re-conceptualize the instructor’s role in the critical thinking classroom is that

of a leader as Baker, Roueche, and Gilette-Karam (1990) argue in the their study of effective

community college instructors. Once can be led to further develop one’s capacities through

various opportunities in the classroom environment; one cannot be forced to begin thinking

critically simply because the instructor asks questions, lists steps, or creates fun, interactive

activities and assignments.  And as critical thinking is both a skill and a disposition, it is

impossible to think of the critical thinking instructor as an information machine that can simply

stamp a piece of knowledge on to someone’s brain. In some ways it’s true, “You can lead a

student to college, but you can’t make him think.” As suggested by the student comments and the

discussion based on key concepts in rhetoric and philosophy, there are other social and affective

elements that students also need in a given learning environment: i.e. feeling safe, comfortable,

secure, and that he or she can trust the instructor and one’s peers.

On the rational side, thinking critically is facilitated by knowledge of concepts having to do

with meta-cognition, reasoning, and various intellectual virtues which further a disposition of the

critical thinker, but as with many trades, a course on critical thinking is skill-based knowledge that

makes use of concepts in getting the individual from one level to the next.  Thus, just as one

might speak of the instructor as a leader, one might also think of her as a master-practitioner and

the students as somewhat developed apprentices who must further their cognitive skills.  The
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master practitioner of critical thinking can facilitate an environment in which students thus learn by

doing with the aim of brining participants closer to the center of the skill’s mastery.

Just as a master of a technical area such as welding or carpentry or even an artistic

master such as a musician or a painter cannot reach inside a learner’s head and stamp the

propositional or skill knowledge onto the mind or brain of the apprentice, nor can those who

“teach” critical thinking.  They can only lead by co-participating in the minds-on construction and

development of the related skills by doing.  That is, just as one cannot reach inside any students’

heads and simply stamp the features of the ideal critical thinker in his or her brain, much less the

intellectual virtues required for fair-minded collective thinking, it may be better to think of the

critical thinking instructor not as a teacher nor too narrowly as a leader but as an advanced

practitioner who engages with the various cognitive tools set before them as their own

apprenticeship “into the ways in which language is adapted to serve the needs of such

communities of practice” (Lave & Wenger, p. 3).   As a college instructor cannot simply rewire a

student’s intellectual disposition, conceptual framework, or reasoning capacities, he or she must

employ tools available in the environment.  Through the collaborative development of that

environment, the instructor and the students can engage in situated, minds-on development

whereby simultaneous attention to non-cognitive elements are included in classroom talk.

The Significance of Community In LA 302 Type-Courses

From its Latin origins, “community” can be linked to what people have in common or

coming together.  Mercer states that communities can facilitate collective thinking in the following

ways:

A history: groups which persist over time accumulate a body of shared

experience.  Members …[can] recall that experience together and reflect on it,

and so gain a history.

A collective identity: in sharing a history, knowledge, aims, and the experience of

doing things together, members can find meaning, purpose, and direction for
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their own endeavors and relate these to the special contributions that others in

the community make.  Joining the community may involve some initiation or

admission process.

Reciprocal obligations: members have responsibilities toward each other and so

can expect to have access to each other’s intellectual resources.  There will be

roles and ground rules for specifying appropriate behavior.

A discourse:  the specialized language of a community, (p. 106)

A question that emerges is how a community of inquiry emerged in the respective LA 302

sections.  Clearly, the students didn’t have a shared history in the sense that they could not recall

joint experiences and reflect on them together—at least at the start of the semester.  While they

may have had similar histories or experiences, they did not have shared, joint experiences (social

or cognitive).  As such, they did not have a collective identity save for being in the Gateway

program.  Of course, the athletes were also technically in the program but not part of its

programming as they were supported if not managed by the athletics department.  Even that

those interviewed were in the Gateway program does not entail a community (in the sense just

described) at the beginning of the semester when establishing conversational ground rules to

facilitate a common vision and set of aims is necessary.  Clearly, students did not show up with

an understanding of what it means to have reciprocal obligations in Mercer’s sense—at least not

in the context of a higher education classroom.  If anything, it was the role of the instructor to help

students understand and contribute to realized reciprocal obligations.  Introducing students to the

specialized language of a critical thinking, college-level course as it was contextualized by the LA

302 seminar was also an important role of the instructor.  It is clear from the student reports and

the instructor interviews that instructors did make conscientious efforts to realize a community in

the sense.  However, this was impacted by 1) their ability to lead and develop students’ ability to

engage in the necessary kinds of dialogue and 2) to collaboratively maintain the requisite

environment for doing so.
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Given that the very aims of the Gateway LA 302 course assumes that students may need

guidance in developing the very skills and dispositions discussed by Mercer in maximizing

classroom learning and the personal dispositions and orientations implied by Oliver, Natanson,

and Johnstone, it appears that creating a community of inquiry also had significant implications

for how well the respective sections fostered the development of critical thinking capacity.  Mercer

states that any community will have a discursive genre where “genre” refers to a specialized way

of using language for a particular purpose, following ground rules which reflect the cultural

traditions of a particular group or society” (p. 111).  In a sense, Gateway’s use of the LA 302

seminar is that of inducting apprentices into the discursive community in which they are to

matriculate in virtue of being college students--academia.  While the aims of the class exceed

utility beyond academia, it is especially helpful in students’ academic lives that they practice and

reflect on the academic way of thinking and talking.

Chapter Summary

The researcher attempted to make sense of students’ comments about the development

of their cognitive capacities in the context of a first-year learning opportunity.  Given the nature of

the inquiry, it was decided that not one but two frameworks were needed.  As such, she

• focused on the dynamic between the socially constructed tool of language and

individual/student cognition;

• fleshed out the dynamic between the nature and function of talk and collective

thinking (Mercer’s “inter-thinking”);

• explored how language could be used to establish inter-subjectivity or limited

inter-subjectivity (getting to know others and allowing others to get to know

them);

• probed reasons why a given student would want to establish inter-subjectivity or

limit inter-subjectivity;
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• suggested that the creation of community might hold important implications for

facilitating the discursive community students are expected to transition to in

virtue of being in the LA 302 seminar and college in general;

• pointed to the central role of the instructor in fostering an environment in which

students and the instructor could collaboratively maintain a community of inquiry.

In doing so, the researcher analyzed the dynamic relationships among:

• the nature and function of talk;

• personal frames of reference and psychological idiosyncrasies;

• peer interactions, attitudes, and work ethics; and

• interactions with and observations of the respective instructor’s teaching

effectiveness and perceived personality.

As mentioned before, while a student-based classroom environment reconstruction must include

personal frames of reference, the role of the instructor in fostering conversational ground rules, a

collective frame of reference, and guiding discussion, emerged as one of the most distinguishing

features for each classroom environment.  Interestingly enough, Dewey states:

On one side, it is his [an instructor’s] business to be on the alert to see what

attitudes and habitual tendencies are being created.  In this direction he must, if

he is an educator, be able to judge what attitudes are actually conducive to

continued growth and what are detrimental.  He must, in addition, have that

sympathetic understanding of individuals which gives him an idea of what is

actually going on in the minds of those who are learning.  It is, among other

things, the need for the abilities of the part of the parent and teachers which

makes a system of education based upon living experience a more difficult affair

to conduct successfully than it is to follow the patterns of tradition.  (Dewey,

1938, p. 33)

In the next and final chapter, the researcher recommends specific programmatic and

instructional strategies followed by recommendations for future research as informed by the work
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of Mercer, the concept of a “community of practice,” and Dewey’s view about the central role of

the instructor.
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CHAPTER 6

CONCLUSIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS,  & SUMMARY

What conscious, deliberate teaching can do is at most to free the capacities thus

formed for fuller exercise, to purse them of some of their grossness, and to

furnish objects which make their activity more productive of meaning. (Dewey,

1916, p. 20).

…graduates who possess basic skills but are partially informed, unable to think,

and incapable of making moral choices are downright dangerous.  Before we can

make workers, we must first make people.  But people are not made—they are

conserved and grown. (Habberman, p. 10).

Mercer argues that by “studying the joint creation of knowledge we may gain a better

understanding of the relationship between individuals and the societies in which they live, and of

the relationship between individual and collective forms of knowledge.” This, of course, applies to

knowledge of how to think critically.  However, while developing one’s critical thinking capacity

may entail “propositional knowledge” as well as “factual knowledge,” critical thinking is a skill,

which would make the aim of a critical thinking curriculum that of building and further developing

students’ “skill knowledge” and capacities.  This dissertation study points to a need for studies to

look at how college students and their instructors jointly develop thinking capacity (create skill

knowledge).  Constructed from the field of higher education studies, this dissertation may thusly

contribute to both scholars’ and instructors’ understanding of the relationship between and among

individual students and the classrooms in which they are to further develop critical thinking

capacity, and of the relationship between individual student thinking and collective forms of

thinking.

In this final chapter the researcher integrates key findings, the interpretation of the

findings, and Deweyan principles to draw general conclusions about the respective LA 302

Critical Thinking Seminar environments.  From this Deweyan perspective, the researcher makes
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specific programmatic recommendations to the Gateway administrative staff, followed by specific

instructional recommendations.  Then, the researcher will make specific recommendations for

future research.   The chapter, and hence this dissertation, closes with some final thoughts and a

summary of this project.

Some Deweyan Conclusions on Experience, Thinking, & Education

Lucy

Researcher

Lucy

Researcher

Lucy

I remember a lot of the discussions that we had.  So like topics

that we had like the gun control one: any kind of topic that we a

discussion on, I still remember those.  So I guess so.

You had a THINKING experience?

Yeah.

You valued that experience?  Like the thinking with others

maybe…and learning…to voice your views?

Yeah.  It helps…later on.  I know I’m gonna have to write on a

social issue again so I ll remember all the different points of

view and not necessarily how I see

Dewey took reflection and thinking to be so important to personal growth that he spent

two chapters focusing on the dynamic among experience, thinking, and formal education in his

most celebrated book Democracy and Education (1916).  In addition to offering a psychological

account of one’s reasoning processes and abilities, he spent considerable time discussing how a

given individual’s cognitive development is interwoven with social factors that can hinder, sustain,

or further stimulate one’s rational and reflective capacities in the direction of personal growth.   In

doing so, he articulates his conception of what it means to have an experience and how that in

turn is made intelligent by thinking, all the while iterating that experiences and thinking are

ultimately situated in a particular context  (state of affairs with people, places, and things) (1916,
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p. 173).  Figure 12, below, affords the reader a conception of this domain of his educational

theory and philosophy.

Experience Thinking

-Gives rise to thinking -Makes experience intelligent

-Made intelligent by thinking -Is an itself a kind of experience

-Always situated             -Stimulated by experience

-Directly or indirectly concerned 

 with a situation

                 Situation (context)

    -Gives rise to experience

    -Subject to thinking

Figure 12. Deweyan conception of the relation between thinking, experience,

and context (situations).

One can use this model to think about this dissertation in two ways.  First, one can use it to make

sense of the dissertation itself.  The general situation studied in this dissertation was in fact the

very “experience” of learning to “think” critically as it was “situated” in the context of a first-year

learning seminar.  The experiences the students recollected, reflected on, and interpreted,

included those interactions and opportunities related to the curriculum, the peers, and the

instructor. In making sense of their experiences (using thinking to make their LA 302 experiences

intelligible to the researcher and by implication to themselves through the interview process), their

comments led the researcher to ask questions about the function and nature of talk in developing

critical thinking capacity.

The other way this Deweyan model can be used is to make recommendations for the

practice of teaching critical thinking.  The situation in view is future LA 302 critical thinking

seminars.  As the title of the course suggests, respective classroom environments should be

aimed at learning experiences that stimulate the development of critical thinking capacity.

Whether students engage in critical thinking will be interwoven with the kinds of experiences they
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have, and the kinds of experiences they have will be influenced by the kind of environment that

emerges throughout the semester.  Thus, the first few points a Deweyan analyst might make are:

• We should keep in mind how the concept of experience should be informed

by a proper understanding of what is meant by “freedom” when referring to

the “freedom of the learner”

• We should keep in mind the distinction between an “environment” and mere

“surroundings” and then between “educative” and “mis-educative

environments”

• Given the above, we should recognize the centrality of the instructor in

fostering the growth and hence freedom of their students by actively shaping

and participating in educative environments

In arguing that education theory requires a theory of experience, Dewey stated that not

only should a teacher take time to reflect and think critically about “educative environments” but

he or she should conceptualize him- or herself as a master learner who is a co-participant in the

goings-on of his or her respective classroom.  He argued that when the meaning of experience

and its relation to freedom is properly understood, then:

Basing education upon personal experience may mean more multiplied and

intimate contacts between the mature and the immature than ever existed in the

traditional school, consequently more, rather than less, guidance than others.

The problem, then is: how these contacts can be established without violating the

principle of learning through personal experience. The solution of this problem

requires a well thought-out philosophy of the social factors that operate in the

constitution of individual experience.  (Dewey, 1938, pp. 8-9)

Thus in Experience and Education does Dewey (1938) iterate the centrality of the instructor in

promoting an “educative” environment.  An educative environment differs from mere surroundings

in that it guides and channels the students’ interests in ways that he or she can develop beyond
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current capacities to new levels and kind of skills and knowledge—to help students cross the

threshold of what Russian social psychologist Lev Vygotsky called the Zone of Proximal

Development (ZPD) (1930).

Dewey further argued that unless a full-hearted effort is made to distinguish mere

surroundings from an educative environment, educators may be facilitating an environment that is

mis-educative.  Not only must instructors develop a proper understanding of what it means to

have an educative, meaningful experience, but they must also recognize the need to spend a

considerable amount of energy developing “intelligent activity,” which he argues is “distinguished

from aimless activity by the fact it involves selection of means—analysis—out of the variety of

conditions that are present, and their arrangement—synthesis—to reach an intended aim or

purpose” (p. 105-106). The following student seems to speak to Dewey’s perspective on

educative environments, intelligent activity, and the role of the instructor in helping students

further develop their cognitive capacities:

Kara: I think it is because … when somebody goes into the class they just think,

“Well.  We’re gonna learn the same thing everyday.” So having [different]

activities, you know, just shows them that there’s different levels of critical

thinking and that there is different things you can DO with critical thinking.

Indeed, he iterates the importance of giving “constant attention to development of the

intellectual content of experiences to obtain ever-increasing organization of facts and ideas” (p.

109).   That is, it is vital that instructors not see the curriculum or course set and ready to launch

according to a perfect plan where all is foreseen and known.  Resonant with this Deweyan

thought is the following student’s comment about the instructor’s sense of enthusiasm, level of

co-participation, and dialogue:

Said: Going back to your last question uh we talked about you know how how

important it is for the instructor to be enthusiastic.  Uh.  I was talking about like

when you’re in a class where the students are not enthusiastic so its up to the

instructor to raise them to that certain level where they are actually excited about
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the class.  And the only way that happens is the instructor is really you know

interactive and taking a hands-on approach to the course…especially a course

like this one where it takes a lot of interaction and you know and talking and

discussion.  So that ENTHUSIASM is just a lot more important in this course

rather than any other course.

While one must have a framework for learning with requisite goals and forethought, one

must also include the goal of attending to the interactions unfolding in the classroom environment

as an influential dynamic emerges.  The instructor’s role is to continually foster and structure this

dynamic between the “developing situation” in the classroom and the “thinking experiences” of

the students as they mutually influence each other, the instructor, and the curriculum:

It is then the business of the educator to see what direction an experience is

heading.  There is no point in her being more mature if, instead of using his

greater insight to help organize the conditions of the experience of the immature,

he throws away his insight.  Failure to take the moving force of an experience

into account so as to judge and direct it on the ground of what is moving into the

means disloyalty to the principle of experience itself. (Dewey, 1938, p. ???)

Educative vs. Miss-Educative Environments

The belief that all genuine education comes about through experience does not

mean that all experiences are genuinely educative.  Experience and education

cannot be directly equated to each other.  For some experiences are mis-

educative.  Any experience is mis-educative that has the effect of arresting or

distorting the growth of further experience.   (Dewey, 1938, p. 13)

When a student arrives to college, most instructors assume that they are adept in the

codes and conventions of classroom behavior, conversational ground rules, and discussing ideas

with one’s peers and instructor.  Many instructors also expect that students will accept full

responsibility for knowledge of conversational ground rules and how to engage in a dialogue
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reflective of fair-minded thinking.   Of course, there is a difference between knowledge of

classroom behavior, conversational ground rules, and how to participate in a dialogue.  This

dissertation, however, clearly shows that some students may have the knowledge but lack skills

in one or the other.  Some students may lack knowledge of one or all and hence any related

skills.  To the extant that students in the LA 302 environment were not able to code switch from

every-day life to classroom norms, internalize conversational ground rules, and effectively

participate in dialogue they: 1) constrained their own development as critical thinkers and 2)

constrained the development of their peers.  This was reflected in students’ comments about the

ways in which students may have established inter-subjectivity and hence contributed to inter-

thinking through dialogue and the ways students may have established and maintained  limited

(minimal) inter-subjectivity and hence reduced the power of inter-thinking by using or refusing to

use talk in appropriate ways.  Consider how the following student quote, first cited in Chapter 4,

may be interpreted in light of conversational ground rules, code switching, and the establishment

of inter-subjectivity:

Sabina: I DO act differently in class or in professional settings than I do with my

friends and I think that’s how it should be.  You have a time to play and a time

not to play and class and business and the more structural-formal kind of stuff

unless they ASK you to be that WAY.  Or you have an activity to do that but

other than that I’m different outside of class or work or if I’m volunteering than I

am with my friends and they not like that.

An initial review suggests that Roberta was very effective in iterating and demanding that

students follow certain conversational ground rules during discussion sessions.  She also

appeared quite adept in garnering general respect from the students as both the facilitator of the

class and as co-critical thinker.  This is reflected by the fact there are far less negative comments

about her classroom environment and ambiance.  She was described as a highly structured

instructor who was adept at using relevant information from the environment in directing and

guiding the development not only of the students but of the class as a whole.  This led to her own
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development as a role model who ended up being more sensitive to students’ ideas about their

learning experiences in her class.  Unfortunately, she discovered the function and power of talk

through the Socratic seminar toward the end of the semester.

Veronica stands out as an instructor who was committed to making sure that students got

to interact and know as many peers as possible insofar as she had them change groups through

out the semester.  And  while she was also respected, she was described as a more relaxed and

care-free person who sometimes could have done a better job directing the conversations into

more meaningful dialogues. To her credit, unlike Roberta, she made use of Socratic seminars

early in the semester.  She might have better used dialogue, and leveraged the inter-subjectivity

created by having students get to know everyone else, by taking a more active (but-not-too-

active!) role in guiding the conversation in more meaningful, coherent ways through various

rhetorical techniques, which allow the instructor to guide the conversation without taking it over.

While Kim was respected as a person by many of her students and had some very

creative thinking exercises, it is clear that too many students undermined her authority and hence

a more positive, constructive classroom environment from the subjective experience of at least

four of the interviewees. While Kim, like the other instructors, held high expectations for her

students, she was not able to work with enough students to better establish a shared frame of

reference and behavior reflective of the kinds of conversational ground rules required for using

language to develop critical thinking capacity through talk.  In her interview, she cited how her

respect for the autonomy of the students influenced her decision on how much to manage

students’ communicative behavior.  She wanted, most valiantly, to continue on with her

autonomy-based approach to teaching: she wanted to respect the freedom of the learner.  What

went wrong then?

As mentioned above, in Experience and Education Dewey argues that a coherent theory

of experience must inform an acceptable theory of education.  His impetus for making this case

was that, in the first half of the 20th Century, some education “progressives” had taken his

critiques of “traditional” education’s controlling, coercive, repressive, and oppressive pedagogical



294

practices to an opposite, irrational extreme—what one might call a laissez-faire pedagogy.

Lacking an appropriate understanding of freedom and growth, many education progressives

came close to discarding nearly all pedagogical practices for fear that they might in some way

influence the actions of what should be the authentic, spontaneous development of an individual’s

unique “personality.”  Many educators thought they should simply place the child among other

objects which he or she may or may not wish to investigate.  Whether, how, and in what

sequence that occurred, was considered the prerogative of the student.  As a result, many

“concerned” teachers went out of their way to avoid intruding upon the student’s own interests.

What they had created, instead, argued Dewey, were meaningless “surroundings” that were as

likely to be educative as well as mis-educative, and hence, not all in accord with his views about

personal growth and the significance of freedom.  Without the direction and guidance of the

instructor, the various opportunities to engage with learning objects, peers, and the curriculum in

general lacked intention, direction, and purpose.  While a student might happen to pick a

meaningful set of related and progressive experiences that fostered meaningful, progressive

intellectual development and personal growth, this would be based on chance.

The researcher suggests that while it is clear that Kim did not abandon good teaching

strategies for directed, meaningful growth, she did not come to fully accept that sometimes

liberating students and protecting the freedom of other students to enjoy the classroom

environment, may have required more directive, intrusive measures.  To the extant that a core

group of students were able to undermine her classroom environment, the freedom of other

students and ultimately the offenders’ own liberation was adversely affected.  The latter may have

been asked to consider seriously how their attitude and behavior impacted their own critical

thinking development and their ethical obligation to establish inter-subjectivity and inter-thinking.

What some students clearly needed, however, was more of a confrontation—as Johnstone

states, they needed to experience a shock in their affective life before they could really, rationally,

and appropriately participate in the classroom goal of jointly developing critical thinking capacity.

The researcher would like to suggest that each time Kim restrained herself from using more
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corrective, overt, or intrusive measures, the students perceived themselves as free to have and

create the experience they wanted with little regard for the obligations necessary in a community

of inquiry.

Two Principles Informing an Educative Environment

Dewey states that his theory of experience offers two principles in helping educators think

about what will constitute an educative environment: the Principle of Continuity and the Principle

of Interaction.  The Principle of Continuity requires that instructors create a curriculum that builds

on students’ current experiences and capacities with an eye towards personal, meaningful

growth.  Thus, the instructor must take into consideration the social surroundings of the students,

the prior experiences of the students, and various experiences in the classroom that will influence

student experiences even beyond the classroom. He argues that “the principle of continuity of

experience means that every experience both takes up something from those which have gone

before and modifies in some way the quality of those which come after” (1938, p. 27).  Learning

should be seamless and transparent—the instructor must try to create an environment in which

the curriculum acknowledges the past experiences and current capacities of the student as well

as his or her life beyond her course.

Thus the researcher argues that from a Deweyan point of view, the respective critical

thinking instructors might have been evaluated by their ability to serve as “experience

moderators.”  One who works with this principle in mind sees personal development and the

environment as a developing situation in which he or she keeps an active eye on the student’s

growth as he contributes to and is influenced by various opportunities and interactions in the

classroom environment.  The instructor must then use reflective and critical thinking skills to

appropriately shape the direction of the learning or thinking “situation.” Making effective use of the

Principle of Continuity, based on a sound conception of growth, freedom, and experience,

increases the likelihood that the student is aroused, curious, and self-initiating.  From a higher

education perspective, one might say a Deweyan college instructor may encourage the
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development of emotional, social, and intellectual domains that will help the student to lead a

good life beyond the classroom as he or she develops the  ‘basic sensitivities and ways of

meeting and responding to all the conditions which we meet in living” (p. 27).

The Principle of Interaction calls attention to direct and immediate experience: it has to do

with the active dimension of “genuine experience” (p. 34).  Some interviewees expressed a deep

appreciation for the kinds of interactions that helped them to develop critical thinking capacity;

take, for example, the following student:

Researcher

Andreas

Researcher

Andreas

What did you like best about the course?

The interactions with the group projects that we did and stuff

because they were really neat.  I mean we did an interview,

well actually, a talk show. We did lots of neat stuff that I

haven’t done in a while so it was really nice.

The interactive element of learning?

M-hm.

Designing and facilitating inter-active thinking exercises does not relinquish full control of the

director over the goings-on in and out of the classroom, however.  Their very creation and

coordination requires that teachers observe and process information about the classroom

“situation” as they think about how to utilize “surroundings, physical and social, so as to extract

from them all that they have to contribute to building experiences that are worthwhile” (p. 35).

The following comment praises Kim for the manner in which she consistently interacted with

students as she guided them through collective thinking exercises and problem-solving activities:
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Researcher

Elena

Researcher

Elena

Researcher

Elena

Do you think that critical thinking is the kind of thing a student

can do or develop like in a lecture format, like in a class of 50,

100, 200 people?

Probably not.

How come?

I think the way you all have it set up this past fall, it was really

neat.  Like [Kim] was there and she went to every table and she

went to every person and she would, like, help us get through it.

Even if we didn’t get it and we were embarrassed to ask

questions, she would answer the questions.

So intimate, hands-on, attention?

Right.  Whereas if it was like 500 students she wouldn’t be able

to go to all five hundred within the hour and thirty minutes or

hour that she had.

The goal is to see how, given a concern with the students’ total set of experiences, one can draw

upon various elements in the classroom, in ordering about the right of kind of interactions so that

through the environment internal states of the students are stimulated in meaningful ways (p. 38).

The following quote reveals a student version of this view as she responds to whether the LA 302

critical thinking activities could be carried out in a non-seminar class:

Researcher

Sabina

Do you think that the activities that you did with Ge could be

done in a lecture format, I mean could be done a big class,

like a 100 people?

NO!  Like for one, if you did do those in a big class you

wouldn’t have enough TIME.  It would be time-limiting,

meaning that everybody’s not gonna be able to think

critically on their toes.  Like me, I’m the type of person if you

ask me something, give me a minute and I’m ready to talk:

I’m gone.  But other people need TIME to ANALYZE things

to THINK about this stuff.  So it’s more like if you did it in a

big setting you would have to tell them the class a week
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Researcher

Sabina

wouldn’t have enough TIME.  It would be time-limiting,

meaning that everybody’s not gonna be able to think

critically on their toes.  Like me, I’m the type of person if you

ask me something, give me a minute and I’m ready to talk:

I’m gone.  But other people need TIME to ANALYZE things

to THINK about this stuff.  So it’s more like if you did it in a

big setting you would have to tell them the class a week

before what we gonna talk about.  Get their groups

assigned and let them work outside of class so all they can

do is come back with their feedback.  But that doesn’t do

good because you see don’t’ see the how the groups are

interacting or reacting with each other to come up with this

feedback. [italic emphasis mine]

You don’t see the actual process of what’s going on?

Yeah!

The significance of peer to peer and peer to instructor interactions (i.e., social interactions)

afforded in the LA 302 experiences was suggested by many interviewees in Chapter 4 and

certainly in the speech sequences discussed at the beginning of this chapter.

As praised by a number of the interviewees, and as mandated by a Deweyan approach

to education, the Principle of Interaction requires that instructors think about how students

encounter various dimensions of their college environment.  In the LA 302 context, the researcher

also argues that the principle also requires instructors to take a moment to reflect and think

critically about how best to organize the curriculum in light of what students have to say about

talking and thinking.  In articulating that the student should not be abstracted from the overall

learning environment, Dewey highlights how the concepts of situation and interaction are actually

inseparable from one another: ‘”An experience is always what it is because of a transaction takes

place between an individual and what, at the time, constitutes his environment” which he says
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might include various learning objects, the book he or she is reading, or the materials of an

experiment he or she is performing (p. 41).  Relevant to the discussion of the function and nature

of talk and some of the rhetorical and philosophical dimensions of classroom dialogue, Dewey’s

conception of the environment includes “persons with whom he is talking about some topic or

event, the subject talked about being also a part of the situation” (p. 41).

Thus Dewey’s thoughts about the dialectic between self and society, individual

development and social practices, cognition and interaction, influence his view about individuals

in education (students and teachers) and the organization of that institution (academic

administration, the formal curriculum, norms, etc).   Emergent are questions about the dialectic

between personal growth of individuals and the classroom environment.   Here it may be

worthwhile to end this Deweyan discussion with a note on his concept of a stimulus as interactive,

or better perhaps, “transactive, a term that highlights organic relations between people and their

environment (cf. Dewey & Bentley, 1949).    Stimuli from the environment are highly important

factors in conduct.  But they are not important as causes, as generators of action.  For the

organism is already active, and stimuli themselves arise and are experienced only in the course

of action.  As well summarized by Hansen, for Dewey ‘”the function of a stimuls is…to change the

direction of an action already going on.  Similarly, a response to a stimulus is not the beginning of

activity; it is a change, a shift, or activity in response to the change in conditions indicated by a

stimulus’ (p. 271).

The question emerges, given that students come to the classroom already “activated”

and heading in a certain direction with current capacities, skills, biases, and perspectives, how

can the instructor use what has been articulated thus far to direct the experience of a given

student through stimuli in the classroom environment?
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Implications for Thinking about the Nature and Function of Talk in Shaping Students Experiences

in the  Critical Thinking Classroom Environment

…the organic relationships between stimulus and response underscore why a

teacher is morally obligated to think long and hard about the educational

environment. (Dewey, 1916, p. 271)

Educators of a Deweyan spirit may thus feel compelled to identify and evaluate how they

direct student experiences via the function of talk and discussion implied by student responses

and the researcher’s interpretation of those responses. This dissertation allows the reader a

chance to reflect on and consider theoretical and philosophical principles under-girding their own

pedagogical views and practices.   More importantly, it is hoped that assumptions about what it

means to have an educative experience in a critical thinking seminar have been exposed or

questioned.

Programmatic & Administrative Recommendations

Selling the Class as a Larger, Hip Community

Today’s students are called the Milleneals by Generation Theorists (Coomes & Debard,

2004).  Many of these students in our university may be more adept at using technology,

establishing and maintaining social ties, and gaining community service and leadership

experience.  Furthermore, many of these students have been made to feel “special” and expect

great things by their protective, structuring baby-boomer parents.  As such these students expect

to do well and to be recognized for their work.  Unfortunately, many of today’s Millineal students

can also be bored when they don’t feel they are making an impact or have a say about what is

going on in the classroom (Debard, 2004).  According to Oblinger (2003) and Brown (2000), their

learning preferences include teamwork, experiential activities, structure, and the use of

technology. As first year students, many come to college expecting to achieve at high levels but

often find that the amount and kinds of work they must put in is not in line with academia’s

demands.  This is what Kuh (2004) refers to as the “expectations-experience gap” for they often
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under-estimated the amount of time and effort required for earning the letter grades they were

used to earning in high school.  

The researcher recommends that the Gateway Program staff consider how Generation

Theorists’ findings in conjunction with literature about first-year students and literature about first-

generation, low-income students from diverse backgrounds may be used to prepare students for

college, the program, and the class.  That is, the kind of language (or talk) used in written and

oral communication should be rhetorical in the sense discussed in chapter 5.  The staff should

consider how they can integrate the aims of the required course with the language needed to get

them excited and committed to its demands starting as early as the recruitment process.  The

literature shows that many student affairs and academic affairs staff as well as new faculty are

Generation X’ers.  The communication venues and orientations we have may not be sufficient for

creating the vision of a hip community Millineals may need.  So the question posed by the

researcher is: how can Gateway transform its articulation about the course as a requirement to

that of a rite of passage in virtue of being a Gateway student before the student even gets to

campus in the fall?

During the Recruitment Process

Solicitation Materials.

In addition to being dismayed that the course did not directly apply to his or her major,

many  interviewees claimed they did not know they would have to take the course or how it was

related to doing well in college or life.  The following is just two of many examples:

Sabina: l it was a waste of my time because it didn’t it didn’t count towards my

degree fulfillment.  It counted towards my elective but you still have to have

certain number hours of electives.  So its like it counted for SOMETHING. But its

not like what I thought it was gonna count for.
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Researcher

Hanh

Researcher

Hanh

Researcher

Hanh

When did you find out?

When we were registering.

Were you surprised?

Yeah.  I was like, “Do I have to sign up for this?”  Mann.

What was your immediate response?  Like, “I DON’T need

this?” or “Is it boring?” or “I already know how to do it?”

Is it boring?? [The time?] Yeah. Right. ….I didn’t know

anything about what it was gonna be…what it was about.

When soliciting applicants from the newly admitted freshman pool in the spring, include a flyer

about the course.  It should contain information about the legitimacy of the course as

• bearing college credit;

• being applicable to college life and beyond (supported by intellectual and

practical  testimonials by former students);

• demanding and challenging with room for creative thought;

• highly interactive with a lot of space given to student expression and

exploration; and

• an integral part of the  Gateway Program—a rite of passage members of the

GW tribe embrace.

Also, it needs to be emphasized that the class does not treat every student as if he or she

was part of some big homogenous group.  The flyer should point out that:

• each student is recognized for being able to think critically before they get to

college;
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• the point of the class is to provide each student with a chance to use the

curriculum and interactions to pull themselves to the next their next level of

critical thinking;

• and that they will be encouraged to use personal experiences to shape and

influence the curriculum and the collective learning environment.

The Application

Finally, the application students complete to compete for a space in the program should

contain the following items:

• Q: Have you read the flyer about the Critical Thinking Seminar?

YES or NO

• Short Essay (3 to 5 sentences): Based on your reading of the flyer,

please write a few sentences describing your expectations for the

course, given what you know about yourself as a student and relating

your experiences to what you see in the flyer.   You may wish to include

any personal challenges and strengths you will bring to the critical

thinking classroom environment.

If it seems that the short essay may intimidate students, then consider making it an

activity during summer orientation for newly admitted program students.

During Orientation

If students have not written a short essay in response to the solicitation materials and the

prompt above, consider using the program’s summer orientation hour to write one.  Allow

students at least 10 minutes to complete this exercise. The following recommendations are

various strategies the Gateway may wish to consider using during orientation:

• Q & A Session about LA 302

Drawing from the short essays, completed in advance or in orientation,

Gateway staff can ask students to volunteer some of their responses to
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clarify any questions or ambiguity about the course and how it fits into the

program.

• Group Activity Followed by Staff-Led Discussion

Have students sit in groups and try to recollect what  they read about the

course and what their definition of critical thinking is.  Then, select the group

with the best response to clarify and remind students about the course and

how it fits into the program.

• Student Testimonials

The staff may also consider having former LA 302 students provide two or

three testimonials about the course.  In any case, the course as an exciting,

collective rite of passage should be articulated with enthusiasm.

A Few Weeks Before the Semester Starts

• have the instructors send emails with drafts of the syllabus and course

descriptions;

• encourage the instructors to send emails expressing their enthusiasm for the

course and how they are looking forward to working with students;

• encourage the instructor may also consider sharing some personal dimensions of

them selves (students really seem to appreciate the fact that an instructor is also

willing to establish inter-subjectivity).

The programmatic recommendations above are based on student comments articulated

in Chapters 4 and 5 and of course the interpretation of their reported experiences.  By taking a

lead through purposeful, mindful communication with students about the course, the Gateway

staff can help shape students attitudes and expectations for the course.  Utilizing these

strategies may facilitate the shared frame of reference the instructor will need to build and foster

through out the fall semester.  That is, the tips distribute the responsibility of creating a shared

frame of reference about the utility, format, ends, and means of the course across student and
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academic affairs—from the program staff to the instructor.  The instructor can refer to the

recruitment flyer, the short essay, and the emails during the first week of class when he or she

works to establish conversational ground rules and begins work on establishing inter-subjectivity

for collective thinking.  The following quotes further support the utility of using some or all of the

recommendations listed above:

Researcher

Andreas

Researcher

Andreas

How could we make it more worthwhile and meaningful

experience given that it’s a required course?….

Ummm. Just kind of explain to ‘em.  … she told us to write a

letter at the end telling the students about what its gonna be

like, you know? And that realy was like, “Dang! I wish I would

have had that letter to begin with!” …That’s a really good

idea. ...  To me that was awesome. … ‘Cause then that way

you get what the students are, cause I mean the students

are thinking to begin with. …Like what I said was, “I came

into this class thinking it was gonna be a blow-off, you know,

you’re gonna have fun whatever.  [But, I don’t know] Its

really not. It really gets you to thinking and stuff.” And so..

That’ll help YOU.  ‘cause you don’t want tell the student

that…that its not a blow-off class, or its not a blow-off class

because they KNOW that you’re gonna say that. You know?

So then you know if you hear from someone else: from a

student …

And so its different. More… More BITE to it.

Yeahhh!  And you just, you’re like you kind of relate I guess

because you know you can just kind of tell by how they

TALK and stuff and you just.
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Instructional Recommendations

Learning viewed as a situated activity has its central defining characteristic a

process that we call ‘legitimate peripheral participation’.  By this we mean to draw

attention to the point that learners inevitably participate in the communities of

practitioners and that the mastery of knowledge and skill requires newcomers to

move toward full participation in the sociocultural practices of a community.

(Lave & Wenger, p. 29)

Specific Recommendations for a Classroom of  “Collective” Legitimate Peripheral Participation

So what recommendations follow when a Deweyan thinker weaves together A) a

Mercerian concept of a discourse community; B) Lave and Wenger’s concept of legitimate

peripheral participation; C) a rhetorical understanding of risk and public reasoning with D)

students’ reported experiences in developing critical thinking capacity?  Given Gateways’

conception and approach to teaching critical thinking and the fact that the ideal of the classroom

context necessary to realize that curriculum entails that students simultaneously develop the

respective intellectual virtues that shape how talk is used to think together the researcher

suggests that learning to think critically be re-conceptualized through Lave and Wenger’s

“legitimate peripheral participation”, which according to their conceptualization,

…provides a way to speak about activities, identities, artifacts and communities

of knowledge and practice.  It concerns the process by which newcomers

become part of a community practice.  A person’s intentions to learn are

engaged and the meaning of learning is configured through the process of

becoming a full participant in a social-cultural practice.  This social process

includes, indeed it subsumes, the learning of knowledgeable skills.  (p. 29)

Such an approach helps to dissolve the paradox of “teaching” critical thinking discussed at the

end of Chapter 5 because it recognizes 1) that in further developing one’s cognitive capacities

there is a social-cultural aspect that is organic to the learning situation and 2) that this social
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process requires the simultaneous attention to the processes that encourage the requisite

intellectual orientations required of master critical thinkers.   Thus, using the lens of LPP has

room for acknowledging that students will come in with diverse aptitudes and levels of maturity.

While each may have strength in a given area of critical thinking, each will also have room for

further improvement.  Approaching the development of critical thinking capacity through the

concept of LPP then has strength in that “peripherality, when it is enabled, suggest an opening, a

way of gaining access to sources for understanding through growing involvement” (p. 37).

Finally, the following recommendations are based on the researcher’s judgment that the

Gateway Program’s conception and approach to developing critical thinking capacity entails the

need to think about the social, cognitive, and affective elements of learning to think critically in the

respective LA 302 learning context.  The researcher begins with Mercer’s concept of “community”

in making empirically and theoretically based instructional recommendations.

Establishing and Fostering the LA 302 Community of Practice

Language enables us to set up intellectual networks for making sense of

experience and solving problems.  We use it as a tool for creating knowledge, so

that language and the knowledge we create with it are resources for individuals

and communities.  Language links individual thought with collective resources of

knowledge and procedures for getting things done.  It may be the capacity to

integrate the social with the psychological which most all characterizes human

activity and distinguishes it from that of other animals.  (Mercer, p. 15)

As mentioned at the end of Chapter 5, different communities of practice will have

particular important ways of using language: i.e., a dominant discursive genre.  Mercer cites Lave

and Wenger’s  (1991?) research on an Alcoholic Anonymous groups to show how a given

community of practice may use language to make sense of similar histories, think through

personal problems, and think about the future. According to Mercer, their research illustrates how

the AA community of practice:
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• has a distinctive “way with words” (p. 116)

• depends on more than obvious behaviors, attendance, and learning the

formal rules and aims of the community;

• depends on members’ willingness and ability to learn to “speak the

discourse” (p. 116-117);

• may train apprentices through an “exposure model”: e.g., listening to

narratives of the experts, adopting the narrative example to share their own

thoughts, getting feedback on their efforts (p.117).

As such, AA’s new entrants are offered what Lave and Wenger call “legitimate peripheral

participation” in its activities.  They do so by using language in two ways.  One way is in using

language as a “cultural tool”:

• for gaining the benefit of the experience of others;

• gaining social support;

• attempting to solve their problem with others who have similar interests.

Another way is in using language used as a “psychological tool” for:

• reviewing their own past experience;

• organizing it into a special AA-kind of narrative, and so restructuring their

self-identities as “non-drinking alcoholics.”

The reason the researcher is citing this research is because it provides empirical

evidence regarding Vygotsky’s claims about the cultural and psychological functions of language.

More importantly it provides evidence for the view that as an individual begins to adopt and

internalize social attitudes and behaviors of a given group, the very structure of that person’s

thought and hence his or her ability to make sense of his or her world can be positively and

progressively augmented.  As it turns out, the practices used by the AA group do seem to have

some similarities with what occurred in the LA 302 classrooms.  While individual students may not

have been addicted to any substances, they were being invited to discover weaknesses: e.g.,
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those having to do with how they orient toward other minds; key intellectual dispositions required

of fair-minded and intelligent conversation; and some basic reasoning processes.  The

opportunities presented by the instructor through the environment included: 1) using their own

experiences to solve problems, 2) drawing on their own problems to facilitate thinking, meaning-

making, and decision-making skills, and as illustrated by the diverse kinds of learning and

activities and thinking exercises 3) an invitation toward refined and more developed cognitive

capacities through a kind of “exposure model”.  As such, the instructors, with varying degrees of

success, were using dialogue to expose students to the kind of talk one conducts as a critical

thinker.  The instructor encouraged each student to develop their skills by actually participating,

with whatever skills they had upon entering the class, through group and classroom dialogue (in

addition to written activities of course).  That is, the instructors offered the students what the

researcher calls collective, inter-mental legitimate peripheral participation (CILPP for short).

The effectiveness of the instructor in working with the students to realize the benefits of

the CILPP partly depended on his or her employment of strategies to  “mobilize relevant

individual experience and common knowledge, create shared frames of reference, and help the

community work together to make original and useful analyses of their situation and needs”

(Mercer, p. 118).  In this sense, the instructor does seem to have a leadership role in a way that is

somewhat resonant with Baker, Roueche, & Gillette-Karam’s research and conceptualization of

the “teacher as leader”:

The teacher uses knowledge, motivation and interpersonal skills to guide the

student in the curriculum; students react to those skills by employing their own

abilities an aptitude to enhance their education.  The classroom becomes a

meeting ground between teacher and the goals of the student merge to become

a single goal.  Student and faculty aptitude, ability, performance, motivation, and

reward are as much a part of the classroom as is the curriculum; and from our

view, these elements are co-dependent—good situations mean both.  Each of
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these characteristics contributes to the teaching and learning environment.  (p.

243)

This includes attention to ensuring an “equitable” collective thinking process and joint decision-

making.  This means the instructor is trying to foster a discursively equitable educative

environment: in such an environment, individuals do not try to dominate or unduly take control of

the conversation or dismiss the ability of others to express themselves.  In this sense, the

instructor plays a role as a leader as well as the master-learner.  Mobilizing and aligning

individuals to actively contribute to the organization and goals of this kind of course is very much

in line with key principles of good leadership.

As iterated by Lave and Wenger, Legitimate Peripheral Participation is  “not itself an

education form, much less a pedagogical strategy or a teaching technique” but “an analytical

viewpoint on learning, a way of understanding learning”.  Coupled with Mercer’s concept of the

nature and function of talk in the classroom along with his take on discourse communities, what

results is a provocative and novel way of helping individuals move toward fuller mastery of critical

thinking in the strong sense.  Having offered an alternative to how one might conceptualize the

development of critical thinking capacity in a formal learning environment, the researcher now

uses the two frameworks to offer related, specific pedagogical strategies and techniques that

respect the interwoven aspects of mind and society.

Frame of Reference, Shared Context, & Ground Rules

Researcher

Olivia

How important is [enthusiasm] when you have to teach a

required course? What obstacles are there and how does

enthusiasm help with that?

 …just the attitudes of the students and just having to overcome

that.  This person would need to be willing to be ready for

anything because these students aren’t going in there with the

best attitude and so she needs to be able to overcome that and

juuuusst [short pause] NOT [short pause] GIVE [short pause]

UP.  She has to overcome those negative attitudes.
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juuuusst [short pause] NOT [short pause] GIVE [short pause]

UP.  She has to overcome those negative attitudes.

As reported by the students in Chapter 4 and interpreted in Chapter 5, many students

came to the LA 302 course with skeptical and negative attitudes about 1) having to take a

required course and 2) the need to take a critical thinking course.  Hopefully, use of the

programmatic recommendations can help to get students’ “hearts and minds” ready for active,

positive participation in the course.  However, the researcher argues that the programmatic

interventions are insufficient by themselves.  The instructor will need to work with the students

from the very start of the semester and throughout to maintain a shared frame of reference and

encourage behavior reflective of key conversational ground rules.  It is the researcher’s judgment

that instructors focus first on helping students feel comfortable in the class through various social

opportunities and then work to collectively create a set of conversational ground rules as guided

by the instructor’s ability to facilitate a shared frame of reference.  

Socialization & the Establishment of Inter-subjectivity:

A Note on the Ideational and Interpersonal Functions of Language.

Language can have two functions according to systemic linguist Michael Halliday.  The

ideational function has to do with sharing information and the interpersonal function has to do with

the creation and maintenance of social relationships (Mercer, p. 103).  Hence, Mercer, states:

“the quality of our collective thinking together is crucially dependent on the ways in which we use

language to orientate to each other’s intellects”  (p. 103).  First-year students may be particularly

intimidated or uncomfortable in opening up channels of conversation—especially in their first

college semester course load.  Yet, this must occur if students are to use talk to jointly build their

critical thinking skills.  In addition to the lengthy interview sequences rationally reconstructed at

the beginning of Chapter 5, the following quotes offer further empirical support for Holliday’s view:
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Researcher

Student

Researcher

Student

Researcher

Student

Did she do any other activities? Socializing activities?

Ana [from stands out most]: Yeah!  We did a lot of group

activities like that.

How do you think that influenced the culture and the

environment—that classroom?

Like I still talk to a lot of my classmates from that class and

that’s like really the only class that I actually keep up with the

students in. Like it allowed you to get to know them really

quickly.

Is that important in the learning situation?

I think so.  Especially in that class: just because its so its so

small and most of the stuff you talk about is personal—like you

bring up a lot o personal issues that you believe in or your

don’t.  And so I just think it’s a lot better when you know where

everybody is coming from.   You know a little bit about

them—that might get them to think that way or something.

Researcher

Said

Researcher

Do you  think that CT could be developed in bigger classes?

No! I don’t think so.  Because I think the whole of the critical

thinking class is that it grasps the personal relationships not

only between the student-teacher but student to student.  If it

was a hundred, the time constraint just doesn’t allow for that.

How does time play a factor?  What does time allow you to

DO?
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Said

Researcher

Said

Like, for example, Veronica would go around the room and

ask everyone you know their personal thoughts on this.  In a

room of a hundred that itself would just take the entire time.

Do you think the students valued that?

Yeah.  I think so.  If they ever wanted anything out of a class.

Yes.

Researcher

Theodore

Researcher

Theodore

Researcher

Theodore

How would you characterize peers in terms of their ability to

engage with each other in conversation in classroom or group

level?

Our class: very well. Of course, in the beginning everybody

was kind of quite because they didn’t know anybody, and after

a couple of weeks you can tell that like more people got along

and we started talking more and more about the critical

thinking.

How would you say your class compared from the beginning

middle and end?  Would you say there was a difference?

--yes, yes, there was a difference

Which [virtue] one do you think they developed the most?

The courage, mostly.  That’s with almost every class:  you will

develop a sense of, “Can I talk to the teacher or to other

people?”, but then saying your ideas from yourself and your

experience just sharing that with the class its different.

….
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Researcher

Theodore

Researcher

Theodore

Do you think that was exhibited in class that: “Even though I

might think some way and feel really precious about my

ideas”--they were at least willing to listen?

To respect yes.  A lot of people in the class respected each

other for what they had to say.

So are you saying that there is a connection between talking

and your willingness to talk out loud and knowing people? Like

knowing who is in a room? Knowing each other?

Or like you can express yourself more when you know who is

out there:  I mean, like, when you know your friends.  Like,

when you go up and speak to somebody you don’t know them,

your, like, I don’t know what should I say I might offend them.

Or with family or you know somebody and they say you

offended them you ask why and you can present yourself

better.

Students suggest both advantages and disadvantages to the small seminar format.  An

advantage is that because it is smaller it does allow you to interact more with peers and the

instructor.  However, this also affords the instructor and your peers more opportunities to hear

and possibly critique your ideas, beliefs, and points of view.  Additionally, a number of students

are concerned that they may offend others by what they have to say.

Recommendation: Focus First on Interpersonal Functions of Language.

Given the personal nature of the critical thinking course and the intimate setting afforded

by a seminar, the researcher argues that instructors spend the first week of class or more helping

students to get to know one another better.  The point would not be to have students figure out

how to censor them selves or pre-think their positions.  Rather, it would be to help them get used

to each other.  And as expressed by a number of interviewees, many students are able to see
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that they actually have a number of things in common where they assumed there was little if

anything.  This can certainly help in fostering a larger shared frame of reference and making use

of the classroom context to foster inter-subjectivity and inter-thinking to jointly explore ideas and

develop critical thinking capacity.  Below, the researcher explains why the instructor should also

do her part to establish inter-subjectivity by sharing his or her own beliefs, thoughts, and ideas.

Recommendation: Focus Next On Joint Construction of Conversational Ground Rules

Olivia:  I know our teacher really made it to where it was like a safe place where

you could say whatever you needed to say.  And she always asked, like, respect

from everyone so you’d be comfortable enough to…say what you have to say.

And I know whenever we had to do, like, this particular project: it was our mission

statement.  She knew that a lot of us were gonna go up there and talk about

personal issues and she just, like, you know, demanded that we all … respect

each other: so just everyone just being respectful of each other.  …it was just …

a classroom where you could just speak your mind…

Clearly, many students for the most part understood basic conversational rules for

speaking in class.  However, some students too often found it difficult to code-switch or handle

the freedom afforded by a seminar class that encourages and expects public reasoning.

Working with students to construct conversational ground rules can help students develop a

sense of ownership for the environment of the learning context and better internalize the

importance of the rules to inter-thinking.  The function of co-constructing conversational ground

rules include the following two: 1) students who may feel otherwise intimidated or uncertain

about expressing their views publicly may feel more comfortable and secure knowing that

conversational ground rules govern the way they will be listened and responded to, and 2)

students who may not have adequately developed the kinds of behavior requisite for such a

learning experience can be guided through joint process of discovering and internalizing those
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rules.  The latter is especially important when one considers Mercer’s point that “we often only

realize that ground rules exist when someone breaks them” (p. 39).

There are many creative ways this can be coordinated.  The researcher, for example, has

utilized an approach highly recommended by Marila Svinicki, Professor of Educational

Psychology and Co-Director of the Center for Teaching Effectiveness (research presented

during a faculty development conference January 2005 at the University of Texas at Austin).

First, after students have gotten to know each other on the first day or two, have students sit in

groups and then fill in a table with four quadrants:

• Good examples of classroom behavior (students)

• Good examples of classroom behavior (instructors)

• Bad examples of classroom behavior (students)

• Bad examples of classroom behavior (instructors).

Next, select the team with the most comprehensive list and have a representative present the

list.  Then, ask the class for reasons why various items are on the list to facilitate reflection on

the importance of the rules as they relate to any formal learning experience.  Offer the students

a chance to add any points or examples that are not already on the list along with their reasons.

Finally, the instructor can ask a volunteer to consolidate the student points into one document

which the instructor can then condense into conversational ground rules, which should be

distributed at the very next class.  (It may be helpful to have a volunteer take notes).  The

instructor should use her knowledge of how language can be used to think together and

establish interpersonal relationships to make explicit connections between the ground rules and

the enjoyment of the class.  Very important, also, the instructor should iterate and summarize

how the students have used language to jointly make sense of positive, safe learning

environments for collective thinking.

This activity can be very effective.  Students will come up with plenty of examples and be

able to reason quite well through them collectively.  Any values or needs not mentioned by the
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students can be added by the instructor at the end of this session—after all, the Deweyan

instructor is a co-participant in the classroom context.

Recommendation: Review Conversational Ground Rules Throughout the Semester

Jointly establishing conversational ground rules is insufficient in and of it self.  It is

important to review the rules from time to time—especially as the curriculum gets into personal

and or controversial ideas and topics and as students begin to work on projects together.  Some

strategies that may be considered include the following:

• ask about a conversational ground rule on a daily or weekly quiz and the

reason for its being part of the classroom environment;

• at the end of each class or week, kindly and gently evaluate students’ use of

conversational ground rules—point out strengths and challenges;

• every three to four weeks, ask students to email you with their observations

of how well  the class is doing adhering to conversational ground rules and

what they consider challenges (weaknesses)—respond to comments via

email or in class;

• ask students to email their own challenges in adhering to the ground

rules—respond to comments via email or in class.

Recommendation: When Necessary, Assert Authority

Students may make better progress when they engage with their teacher in

thinking through problems and issues, so that difficulties and misunderstandings

come to the surface and processes and procedures tare talked through.  In this

way, education becomes a guided process of thinking with language, rather than

merely a one-way transmission of information.  But this process is unlikely to

happen if teachers and students have not developed a joint understanding go the

appropriate ground rules for talking together.  (Mercer, p. 43)
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Even when the instructor is kind and enthusiastic and most students are adhering to

conversational ground rules, it is highly likely that one will have a student who just doesn’t seem

to be able to connect to the community of discourse.  Interviewees reflected this reality in their

discussions of peers with negative attitudes, work ethics, and classroom behaviors.  The

challenge of code-switching and adopting rules seemed especially challenging for some of the

athletes in each of the LA 302 sections.  When an instructor fails to adequately address the

situation, the effects can negatively affect the joint effort to maintain a shared frame of reference

as students work through a critical thinking curriculum, which is well exemplified by the following

student quotes:

Tess: I think she was a good teacher in general we just had so much distraction

in class—it really turned me off from learning and I just kind of zoned out

sometimes.

Kara: …I hated it and I hated working with them.  I didn’t feel like they were

pulling their part.  They were just going through it and talking--and just talking

about marriage most of the time.  I was just sitting there typing it out.  I would

type something out and I was like, “How does this look?”  And they were like,

“Oh: that’s good.”  I was like,  “I want you to read it!”  Well, obviously, I think they

are lazy. And I think they were hypocritical.  I would be designing the actual

game board itself, they would not like what I was doing but they would offer no

alternatives--no solutions.  I really disliked that. And they weren’t motivated to do

anything.  I wasn’t trying to go all out on the project but I wanted to make it neat

and presentable.  I don’t think they wanted to do that.  I think they wanted me to

do the workload and they just wanted the grade.

Researcher

Sabina

Does it make it… Does it make it negative

It makes it NEGATIVE. It makes it DIFFICULT to LEARN.  It

makes you not WANT to be there sometimes. Because that

stuff was giving me a HEADACHE: when I’m trying to listen

and conversate with her about the lesson you have people

over here playing.  I’m not saying I was always perfect;

sometimes, stuff was funny; if its funny, I’m gonna laugh.
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Researcher

Sabina

makes you not WANT to be there sometimes. Because that

stuff was giving me a HEADACHE: when I’m trying to listen

and conversate with her about the lesson you have people

over here playing.  I’m not saying I was always perfect;

sometimes, stuff was funny; if its funny, I’m gonna laugh.

It tickles your funny bone.

Yeah! IF its funny I’m gonna laugh [???] but I’m not gonna

sit here, you know, I’m not gonna talk about other people

like I didn’t do anything wrong. I’m not perfect.  I’m sure

there was times I probably got on Kim’s nerves.  But it’s not

the point-to the point that I interrupted her or I was never

interested in what was going ON.  So I don’t know…

Of course, when dealing with challenging students one will first try more pleasant

approaches such as meeting for a heart-to-heart meeting outside of the class to see if something

else is at issue, e.g., a personal, social, or psychological problem. Respecting the autonomy and

rationality of a given student, however, has its limit, especially when that student’s behavior,

attitude, and work ethic negatively impacts other students and the environment overall—i.e., the

freedom of other learners and an autonomy-enhancing learning environment.  When one is

speaking and acting firmly or intrusively on behalf of the interest of the group, then the instructor

is acting in a manner that is ethically aligned with personal freedom as a social commitment: for in

such a case, the instructor’s intrusiveness is a positive use of her authority and not a mere

“exhibition of personal power, which Dewey says, “makes the difference between action which is

arbitrary and that which is just and fair” (1938, p. 59).  Hence, the researcher offers the

autonomy-respecting instructor a Deweyan justification for the occasional need to assert her

authority; in asking about the meaning of “freedom” Dewey states that:

in order to make sense of the “learner’s freedom” we must also ask questions

about how the experience of one’s learning can be structured in a way that
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simultaneously respects the freedom of the student to openly and actively pursue

interests while at the same time recognizing the organic link of freedom to an

environment in which that freedom is meaningfully fostered. (Dewey, 1938, p. ??)

Some possible strategies for dealing with more challenging students may include an appealing to

more controlling and coercive measures such as “offering” to lower all subsequent grades by

10%, writing a letter of concern to the Gateway instructor, requesting a meeting with the student

and the Gateway instructor.  Future instructors should meet with the Gateway Program director to

discuss their preferred methods of dealing with the most challenging students.  The researcher

advises, however, against setting up any explicit, publicized procedure as this will seem

demeaning to students who are for the most part positive and hard workers.

Further Developing Critical Thinking Capacity:

Functions of the Instructor in the Critical Thinking Community of Practice

In conceptualizing their take on the college “teacher as leader,” Baker, Roueche, &

Gillette-Karam (1990) point to how “the teacher has been called the role modeler, the mentor, the

purveyor of knowledge, and the one who takes students to the precipice of their own

understanding” (p. 7).  The authors offer very interesting data and analysis in making a strong

argument for the teacher as leader: recognizing the centrality of the instructor in facilitating a

positive ambiance and the situated, dynamic aspects of teaching.  While the aforementioned

authors make many points that are completely resonant and aligned with key thoughts articulated

by Dewey, Mercer, and Lave and Wenger, the author argues that the term “master practitioner”

more adequately captures the comprehensive role of the critical thinking instructors in the LA 302

context.  Thinking of the Gateway critical thinking instructor as a master practitioner places

emphasis on the participatory, interactive nature of teaching and learning in a way that

simultaneously recognizes the various and sometimes shifting roles played by the teacher.  The

“master practitioner” of the LA 302 critical thinking community of practice, then, recognizes that

he or she will sometimes function as more of a leader, at other times as more of a coach, and at



321

others and perhaps most of the time, as a Socratic guide and conversational participant.  The

following are the roles and recommendations associated with the researcher’s concept of the LA

302 critical thinking master practitioner as it is informed by her concept of CILPP, studies in

communication and thinking, and theory from rhetoric and philosophy.

Leadership Function and Recommendations

Recommendation: Motivate Students to Maintain a Shared Sense of Vision &

Reach Goals.

There is no avoiding the interpersonal function of language.  …all interactions,

however much focused on a joint intellectual task, must involve participants in an

inter-subjectivity, a way of orienting to each other’s minds.  We can not and

should not try to ignore the interpersonal function of language, but we can try to

help participants ensure that interpersonal orientations are compatible with what

they are trying to jointly achieve. (Mercer, p. 148)

Interwoven with the discussion on the interpersonal function of language as it relates to a

shared frame of reference and context, the master practitioner can constantly remind students

about the connection between personal development and joint intellectual activity as it relates to

the interactive, social dimension of the learning situation.  That is, between that ideal realm in

which talk may be used to “get things done” and that of “orienting” towards one another in ways

that respect conversational ground rules, encourage genuine argument and public reasoning, and

refine intellectual virtues.  As such, one way to think about the LA 302 teacher is as a leader who

should herself use language to motivate, influence, and enable students’ capacity to realize the

goals of the critical thinking curriculum.

Hence, the master-practitioner may wish to consider how some key leadership principles

may help them to motivate and influence students’ attitudes about the class, their communicative

behavior, and the joint development of critical thinking capacity. Recognizing the interactive

nature of teaching and learning, Baker, Roueche, & Gillett-Karam argue “that the teacher is
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clearly in the business of motivating students; that influence is an important tool of motivation;

and that student readiness is the all important contingency that must define the teacher’s style of

teaching.”  Thus they define “teaching as a dynamic and interpersonal relationship in which

knowledge and skills are conveyed through mutually held goals and are delivered through the

process of motivation and influence.”

Recommendation: Ask for Feedback at Least Once in the Semester & Respond to It

 in Class.

Researcher

Jorge

Do you think that got more buy-in from the students?  Like

they were more willing to go to class and participate as a

result of that?

Oh! Yeah!  I think so because their feedback wasn’t just

trashed.  It was used and it was processed in the way she

teaches.

Reynaldo

Researcher

Reynaldo

Researcher

Reynaldo

…  And if you wanted to something to change, then just tell

her and she would like try to you know do something about it

and stuff.  So she put a lot of you’re your thoughts into what

she did.

You think that matters to students?

Oh Yeah! I mean if I wanted something to change it was

[changed]:  It was like I have a SAY in it.

And then how does that impact your willingness to engage

with the critical thinking stuff?

… what I really APPRECIATE about her is that she’s not one

of those “Oh I KNOW this; I’m right/You’re wrong” type.

Cause there was a lot of times in the classroom she asked

for feedback like, “What am I doing wrong?” And we actually

gave her advice and she CARRIED through!  She used it with

her teaching skills.  And it felt good that she didn’t see herself

at another level: she actually saw herself as a student as

well.  Cause you know she also learned from us.
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for feedback like, “What am I doing wrong?” And we actually

gave her advice and she CARRIED through!  She used it with

her teaching skills.  And it felt good that she didn’t see herself

at another level: she actually saw herself as a student as

well.  Cause you know she also learned from us.

Jorge and Reynaldo are referring to Roberta of Classroom Environment #1.  She is an example

of someone who modeled and reflected what she expected of her students, and her students in

turn deeply respected and were more willing to pursue the aims of the class because of that.

Integrity and modeling, as it turns out, are key leadership traits.  Baker, Roueche, & Gillett-

Karam’s findings support the thesis that: “effective [college] teachers plan, strategize for success,

analyze the environment and situation, and adapt and accommodate their behaviors because

they can accurate read and assess student and situations.  To do these things well, teachers

must be leaders”  (p. 244).  Their findings also reveal that “the idea of situational or contingency

teaching suggests that teachers can change, modify, alter, or re-assess their teaching style

throughout the entire segment of a single course, and that this accommodation of teaching styles

is dependent on the students’ readiness to learn” (p. 245).  Hence, don’t just ask for feedback,

reflect on it and then be transparent about your reactions to it and what you will do with it.

The Coaching Function and Recommendations

Courage is like a muscle, strengthened by its use.  Ruth Gordon (writer and

actress)

We have defined teaching as leading as an influence process where faculty

members work cooperatively with students to accomplish the goals of the

learning environment—which include the curriculum, the social context, and the

motivation or drive to continue and excel in higher education.  The thesis behind

teacher as leader focuses primarily on the ability of the teacher to influence
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students toward high motivational levels so that they may become more

independent learners. (Baker, Roueche, Gillet-Karam, p. 245).

In many ways, bringing new members into a community of practice is like being coach

when it comes helping students develop critical thinking capacity in a formal learning

environment.    Some students may lack intellectual courage (they may feel too intimidated to

share ideas or too insecure about how listening to others may force them to reconsider their own

viewpoints and ‘sacred beliefs’).  Others may at times lack intellectual perseverance (they feel

overwhelmed by the cognitive demands, work load, turned off by complexity of thinking critically

and intelligently solving problems or they may just be lazy).  Here, the master practitioner can use

language to play the role of cognitive coach who enthusiastically shows them how to use

language in establishing inter-subjectivity, think together, and developing critical thinking capacity.

Having someone who believes in your abilities and cheers you can play a very important role

towards this end.

Recommendation: Offer Opportunities to Practice Talking and Revealing.

Sabina: How will you go about life if you can’t talk to people you don’t know?

And if you think about it, in the beginning, you don’t know people till you start to

talk to THEM.

It would be great if all students came in with this student’s attitude, but many do not.  A

number of interviewees expressed how greatful they were for the opportunity to practice simply

talking in front of even a small audience.  A number of interviewees described a sense of

intimidation, nervousness, and uncertainty.  This was usually connected to revealing one’s own

viewpoints, beliefs, ideas, facts about one’s self and the world to people they really didn’t know.

Olivia describes how her teacher, again Roberta, provided opportunities to simply practice talking

about one’s self in front of others:
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Researcher

Oliva

Researcher

Olivia

It sounds to me like what you are reflecting is she promoted

intellectual courage and… intellectual empathy?

Oh Definitely! Oh yeah.  Definitely

Do you think she kind of helped you with the intellectual virtues:

like rationally reconstructing other points of view, being able to

say what you believe?

Yeeaaaahh! Like before we actually got to present the

personal mission statement, she would make us do these little

random little things where she would make us go up in front of

the class and pick up a piece paper and randomly talk about

whatever was on the paper for 30 seconds.  She was, like, “I’m

trying to prepare you to be comfortable in front of your

classmates.” So I thought that was like a REALLY good idea

because I’m somewhat of a shy person. I don’t like talking in

front of people either.  And so that DID warm me up for the big

day where I had to talk.

Activities that promote talking in front of others provide a kind of social-intellectual scaffold that

slowly allows students to build intellectual courage.  This same student talked about how in fact

the activity showed her how much she could relate to others.  Hence, in providing a technical

chance to practice talking in front of others, inter-subjectivity was also promoted in addition to

the students’ intellectual courage.  This way of scaffolding talk is reflective of Dewey’s Principle

of Simplification (which embodies respect for students’ present capacities and present powers,

albeit with an eye on extending them) and Vygotsky’s ideas about the zone of proximal

development and the role of elders in helping the young to cross over to a new level of

competency.
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How long an instructor decides to employ this tool will depend on their assessment of

their particular classroom situation but it is highly recommended that they do so at the beginning

of the semester.  As the students collectively increase their intellectual courage, the instructor

can thus create more challenging and complex opportunities to reason, discuss, and debate.

Thus, like a coach, the master practitioner of critical thinking can create practice drills by which

students can strengthen and refine their confidence and ability to use requisite social,

interpersonal, and conversational skills.

Recommendation: Motivate, Praise, and Challenge Students.

Fly like a butterfly, stink like a bee.  (Mohammad Ali’s motivator)

Clearly, Mohammed Ali was a great boxer.  He had the ideal physique, a good coach,

and well-developed skills.  He also had a personal motivator.  His physical strengths, in other

words, were not enough to achieve the greatness for which he would come to be recognized.  He

also required a particular orientation to the world that he alone could not maintain.  Receiving

positive and inspirational messages from someone who believed in him was a significant part of

his training.  As coach, the master practitioner may consider how important it is to praise and

inspire students about their abilities, capacities, and achievements through out the semester.

The following student speaks to how importance this can be:

Ana: She would always praise us a lot.  Like when we were doing our Socratic

seminars: she would be like: “Wow! You guys thought of some really good

points!” and “You guys are doing a really good job!” and  “You guys are getting a

hang of this!” She was always smiling.  And she was always telling us not to be

afraid to like say something.  Just really encouraging us to speak and to do well.

The need for the master practitioner to show enthusiasm for getting reluctant students to tune in

was emphasized by many interviewees such as Kara:

Kara: I think it it is important because when everybody goes into the class they’re

thinking, Ok. Well.  Critical thinking.  A whole semester: just critical thinking:
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WHAT can you DO?” And you know if y our instructor wasn’t you know,

enthusiastic about it, then what’s the point in going?  Cause then you’re not

gonna want to go.  You’re not gonna want to learn everything you can about

critical thinking.

Ana: Its like TWICE as important…  Just because the people there already think

that because its required and because its just Gateway it SHOULD be easy: like

they shouldn’t have to care about it.  So just because the people already go in

there thinking that you know that their not gonna care about this class, that its

GONNA be the EASY class.  They have to be like TWICE as enthusiastic and

MAKE SURE like from that first day they GRAB the student.  Just grab’em

because if not they’re lost.

Of course, another function of the coach is to have the player come to terms with his or her

performance and figure out why he or she may not be doing so well.  Sometimes it may the case

that a student finds work beyond his or her scope in terms of intellectual complexity; if this is the

case, the instructor and student should come up with a concrete, specific problem-solving plan

and evaluate the plan for its effectiveness as the student works through it.  Other times it may be

the case that the student is just lazy and does not feel motivated despite the wonderful leadership

and coaching skills of the instructor.  When necessary, an instructor may wish to pull the student

aside and speak frankly but kindly about why this is happening and how this may impact the

student.  Depending on the behavior of the student, the teacher may sometimes feel compelled to

challenge the student out of his or her intellectual laziness.

The Socratic Function and Being a Conversational Participant

One of the results that research has been to highlight certain techniques that

effective orators use to draw their audiences along a particular path of meaning,

and to encourage the audience’s enthusiastic participation and support. (Mercer,

p. 74)
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As discussed in Chapter 5, rhetoric is often construed as something of which to be

suspicious.  It is often associated with show and appearance in using language to get what one

wants with little moral or ethical concern about the audience.  Hopefully, the researcher has

shown that rhetoric can be construed in a much broader sense with a morally and ethically

plausible orientation.  Indeed, being of a Deweyan bent, this researcher argues that the LA 302

critical thinking instructors think rhetorically about their rhetorical roles (the reader may wish to

refer back conceptual diagram in Chapter 5).  Such reflection and analysis might reveal how

important it is to pay simultaneous attention to one’s aim in fostering an environment for the joint

development of critical thinking as it relates to motivating and guiding students through language.

In addition to how the instructor uses talk in her leadership and coaching functions, implications

hold for her role as a Socratic guide and conversational participant who encourages student to

master skills through collective inter-mental legitimate peripheral participation. Hence, the

researcher would encourage the LA 302 master practitioners to further develop their own

development as critical thinkers by considering key points from rhetoric as a philosophy of

thinking and communication and as a set of useful techniques to guide and facilitate meaningful

discussion experiences.

Recommendation: Further Develop Socratic Skills for Guiding Meaningful Dialogue.

Said

Researcher

I think overall her style and demeanor was pretty good. She

liked hearing what students had to say above her most of the

time.  I think she could be a little more stern.  In mediating all

the discussion through out the classroom.   She would just

kind of let it go at some at some point in time and let the

students decide what we were gonna talk about or something

like that. I think she could have directed a little bit better.

What do you see as problematic if you don’t have a good

mediator?
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Said The discussion loses its purpose.  ‘Cause if its not on some

kind of bright line or its not associated with anything specific,

or if everyone not is in tune with that specific idea, then there

is really that a discussion gets to.

As discussed in Chapter 5, two other students made similar comments about the

respective instructor.  The researcher argues that optimizing collective inter-mental legitimate

peripheral participation calls upon the master practitioner to use his or her knowledge of language

and conversation to create and shape the discussion in ways that model and encourage the very

critical thinking skills and dispositions that are part of the curriculum.  Again, this resonates with

Dewey’s Principle of Interaction insofar as the instructor must at once be very attentive to the

dynamic between a set of dynamic selves in a dynamic environment.  When to make a comment,

ask a question, or even intervene in a given discussion session will depend on the instructor’s

knowledge of and capacity to use language to promote inter-thinking through an inter-mental

development zone.  Paul and Elder of the Center for Critical Thinking have a center-based

publication that may assist the instructor with key techniques and concepts.  However, refining

one’s rhetorical skills to promote meaningful, educative dialogue will require practice and the

instructor’s willingness to engage as a participant in the dialogue when conducive to fostering

students’ inter-mental development zone.

Recommendation: Make Use of Talk to Think Together Transparent.

The notion of the three types of talk is also relevant for understanding the relationship

between the ways in which we use language to solve problems and create knowledge and the

kinds of intellectual orientation we adopt to each other as we do so.  Each is way of using

language to create a particular kind of inter-subjectivity.  We can use language to join our

intellects in an uncritical, non-competitive and constructive way, as typified by cumulative talk; or

we may treat the intellectual activities of partners as a threat to our individual interests, as in

disputational talk.  In cumulative talk, language is used to build a joint identity, a shared, inter-
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subjective perspective on the topic of conversation in which individual difference of perception of

judgment are minimized….Talk with disputational features, on the other hand, occurs when the

participants work to keep their identities separate, and to protect their individuality. (Mercer, p.

102)

As Mercer’s empirical studies illustrate, transparency about the function of language in

thinking together can hold significant implications for how well students use talk to think together

though problems, issues, and tasks.  While children may need more basic education, the

researcher argues that it is precisely because students are in college that they should be

challenged to further develop and build their language and thinking skills.  The LA 302 context

offers its students a special meta-cognitive opportunity to become more aware of how talk is and

can be used to harness the intellectual resources of those in their college, professional, and

social spheres to jointly, and sometimes even more effectively, make sense of the world,

creatively solve problems, and make wiser decisions.

Thus the researcher recommends that the LA 302 master practitioners reflect on how

they can also make the connection between talking and thinking together explicit.  At the

beginning of the semester, after some of the inter-personal activities, the instructor should

introduce students to Mercer’s concepts of talk.  The instructor may wish to simply define and

provide examples of the various kinds of talk and then link how the various kinds of talk are

related to their shared vision of jointly further developing critical thinking competency.  For

example, after providing a definition and example of each, instructors could have students work in

groups to create dialogues that reflect one of the kinds of talk.  Then students could act out the

short dialogues and tell the class how it reflects that kind of talk.  The class can then be led by the

instructor to discuss how various kinds of talk may foster or challenge their ability to maintain a

shared frame of reference, vision, and commitment to conversational ground rules and the goals

of the curriculum. 

Drawing on her role as guide, coach, and leader, the instructor can then iterate her

expectations about how talk will be used to help students clarify ideas, change them when
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needed, and help others further develop their own ideas.  In other words, she will need to make

sure that students understand how talking will help them not only establish inter-subjectivity but

inter-thinking that contributes not only to their own enhancement but that of their peers as well.

Resonant with the thought of Natanson and Johnstone, Mercer states:

The opinion that we have about a particular issue may not exist in a clear, fully

fledged form prior to out engaging in some kind of dialogue about it; and even if

we think it does, it is likely to be changed by being put up against a particular point

of view. There are many kinds of dialogue that stimulate our thinking in this

way—a personal conversation, a discussion in a business meeting or a seminar,

or an e-mail exchange are obvious examples, because we respond in words to

what someone has said or written, and all participants may have opportunities to

contribute. (p. 77)

This way of thinking about the connection between personal and collective development

is very much in line with Dewey’s principle of a “balanced” environment in which “student’s

individual interests, as well as their family-centered and community-centered outlooks” are

interwoven with that of others to develop an emerging “horizon” which “takes seriously the

perspectives, knowledge, and activities of others” (Hansen, p. 272).  In doing so, students may

internalize how to use language in ways that allow them to purse their interests while widening

and deepening social sympathies, which is important for an ethical pursuit of wellbeing beyond

college.

Recommendation: Participate as a Model of the Discourse Community.

Lucy:… she would always make sure and mention the vocabulary word.  We’d

start having a discussion and she’d be like, ‘This is!” And she would pull out her

little overhead and would be up on the screen and be like, “This is this!”
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Researcher

Said

Do you think your instructor was doing her best to foster your

critical thinking skills?  Even if you were wrong about the

perception or thought you knew enough, do you think they were

really interested like personally?

Yeah. She would write us emails using the steps of the critical

thinking that we learned.  She would write us emails where she

would divide it up: “this is my problem” and “here is what I could

do about postponing the test” and “in the end this is my solution.”

Use language to show your own integrity as 1) a critical thinker and 2) as a Deweyan

committed to the Principle of Interaction as you 3) make use of contextual clues to foster the

internalization of critical thinking principles, concepts, procedures, and practices.  Model the way

critical thinkers use words in particular ways by using them in the classroom to teach as well as in

other forms of communication such as emails, web-sites, during office hours, and on hand-outs

such as the syllabus and thinking exercises and assignment documents.

Recommendation: Make Sure THEY (the students) Use the Linguistic Tools.

Ana: I think so because every time we would do like a group activity, she would

allow us to ask a question but ONLY if we could fit it into like the categories. You

know.  Like if we tried to ask a question she would be like, “How can you phrase

that better to like fit into like into one these [critical thinking] categories?” ….which

made me REALLY think about what you are trying to ask…which I thought was

REALLY GOOD!

The Gateway LA 302 critical thinking seminar presents students with a good conceptual

framework for refining one’s critical thinking capacities.  Beyond memorization of related terms, it

is also important to make sure that students are encouraged to actually use the concepts by

using the words that represent them: e.g., when asking a question a student may need to make
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clear whether they are asking a question of “clarification,” “relevance,” “elaboration,” “sufficiency,”

“accuracy,” “depth,” or “breadth.”  When offering a comment they can make sure to draw on the

common vocabulary of what it means to express an idea as it relates to the “context” “question at

issue,” “purpose,” “implications,” “consequences,” “assumptions,” “interpretation,” or “point of

view” of some piece of reasoning.  As articulated by the student, getting students to use the

vocabulary can help to structure their thinking in meaningful ways.  The question or comment

they formulate is no longer taken for granted in one’s language context but purposefully

constructed with conceptual clarity.  As Dewey states:

communication may stimulate the other person to realize the question for himself

or to think out a like idea, or it may smother his intellectual interest and suppress

his dawning effort at thought.  But what he directly gets cannot be an idea.  Only

by wrestling with the conditions of the problem at first hand, seeking and finding

his own way out, does he think. (p. 188)

Situating A Discussion-Based Pedagogy for Risk-Taking & Personal Growth

We learn about hammers at the same time as we learn about he human action of

hammering, by observing the tool being used by other people, by being shown

how to hold and wild it, and by trying to use it ourselves to perform similar kinds

of actions.  Our first encounters with tools happen in a social context—as part of

the ‘cultural practices’, and anthropologists call the, of social life—and so our

understanding of the nature and function of those tools will be shaped by that

social context. (Mercer, p. 14)

Mercer goes on to state how in “order to become effective communicators, children have

to learn a particular language and understand how it is used to “get things done” in their home

community.” (p. 7).   For the Gateway students, that home community is in fact the LA 302 critical

seminar and in that community they have had and continue to have the chance to learn about the

relation between language and thinking at the same time that they learn about the human
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behavior of thinking critically.  And somewhat like an apprentice learning to use a tool in a

particular way, they have done so observing the instructor and peers, reading texts, participating

in group and class-room wide discussions to think and communicate in similar ways.  The

researcher is not claiming college students have not sufficiently acquired functional language

skills elsewhere.  Rather, the researcher is suggesting that the LA 302 seminar provides a

dedicated space for Collective Inter-mental Legitimate Peripheral Participation.  What this means

is that each student is offered a chance to enter the LA 302 environment with current aptitudes,

skills, and dispositions and inter-actively and jointly participate in the development of critical

thinking capacities through talk in ways that speak to her his or her particular strengths and

weaknesses.  Through written work and other activities, the instructor is then able to work one on

one with the student to identify, explore, and when necessary challenge their development from

one zone of development to the next.  This in turn can influence how they continue to use talk to

jointly explore ideas through dialogue in the classroom and beyond as they develop their critical

thinking capacity.

As should be clear from the recommendations, the interpretation, and the findings, the

centrality of the instructor requires reflection, expertise, and intelligence.  It requires that he or she

knows something about the function of language, the power of thinking rhetorically and using

related linguistic techniques, has a command of the critical thinking literature, and the ability to

help students develop inter-subjectivity though activities that keep the inter-personal function of

language in mind.  Thus, as Dewey points out, encouraging students to develop individual

thinking skills and orientation “does not mean that the teacher is to stand off and look on; the

alternative to furnishing ready-made subject matter and listening to the accuracy with which it is

reproduced is not quiescence, but participation, sharing, in an activity” (p. 189).  Attention to

student attitudes, work ethics, behaviors, and progress must comprise not only the planning

phase of an educative environment but must continually inform the master-practitioner’s

participation and sharing in a curriculum of CILPP in promoting liberating experiences for
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individuals through collective thinking and contributions to class.  The need, thus, for the

instructor to encourage equitable discussion space in this process is well articulated by Dewey:

The more numerous and more varied points of contact denote a greater diversity

of stimuli to which an individual has to respond; they consequently put a premium

on variation in his action.  They secure a liberation of power which remain

suppressed as long as the inclinations to action are partial, as they must be in a

group which in its exclusiveness shuts out interests.  (1916, p. 101)

Experience, Thinking, and Higher Education Research Recommendations

To understand how persuasion and argument are used to get things done, we

need to study social interaction. (Mercer, p. 73).

Activity, even self-activity, is too easily thought of as something merely mental,

cooped up within the head, or finding expression ony through vocal organs

(Dewey, p. 189).

The organization of schooling as an educational form is predicated on claims that

knowledge can be decontextualized, and yet schools themselves as social

institutions and as places of learning constitute very specific contexts.  Thus,

analysis of school learning as situation requires a multi-layered view of how

knowing and learning are part of social practice—a major project in its own right.

(Lave & Wenger, p. 40).

Quantitative data such as skill or aptitude measurement devices, GPAs, and assignment

or test grades cannot fully explain why or how a college student comes to earn a certain course

grade, “achieve” a score on a particular psychometric instrument, or leave college at the top or

bottom of his or her graduating class.  Quantitative data may indicate that students did not meet an

instructor’s expectations or perform well on a skill-based test according to some national norm, but
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what can scores or grades tell us about how it came to be that a student “performed” a particular

way in any meaningful, substantive sense?  It is the researcher’s judgment that higher education

researchers, faculty, and administrators should devote some time to reflecting more on the

experience of intellectual development.  This entails the need to re-contextualize how those in

higher education assess, measure, and evaluate 1) student ability and potential and 2) the

institution’s own capacity to create conditions where the development of intellectual capacity is

aligned with the learning ends of that institution.

Lave and Wenger, for example, state that social-cultural approaches to understanding

education and learning could very well “afford a better context for determining what students learn

and what they do not, and what it comes to mean for them, than would a study of the curriculum or

of instructional practices” (p. 41), which of course is what most educational psychology and higher

education literature tends to focus on.  Mercer argues that studying cognitive development and

learning in formal education settings should include those which “at least look at the course of

events as they unfolded in talk” (p. 93), which of course is a social-cultural tool.  Research

methodologies that could be used to conduct such studies includes Context Analysis,

Conversation Analysis, Interaction Analysis, and Discourse Analysis, among others.  The following

are some areas of inquiry that may be studied using these methods.

Learning Together

In making sense of students’ experiences in learning to think critically, it might be

especially helpful to study peer to peer interaction in classrooms that feature paired and group-

based learning to see how students actually use talk with another.   How they use talk will directly

influence the effectiveness of those instructor-prompted learning strategies.  Mercer reports, for

example, observational findings resonant with student comments presented in Chapter 4 and

interpreted in Chapter 5, that when it comes to children’s activities in pairs and groups, it is

generally shown that “much of it is unproductive, with more ‘disputational’ than ‘exploratory’ talk
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happening” (p. 145).17  After giving several transcript-based illustrations of actual group work,

Mercer argues that the kind of talk in which the subjects are engaging “gives group work a bad

name.  Classroom research has shown that the educational potential value of collaborative activity

is often squandered because students do not communicate effectively” (p. 146).  While the

instructor may create an ideal collaborative learning opportunity, students may nevertheless

undermine it by engaging in unproductive talk as influenced by non-commitment to common goals.

Thus Mercer argues that any account of intellectual activity that focuses only on guidance

from one’s elders or experts would be inadequate. Just as teachers may have children learn from

each other by interacting with and speaking to one another as they simulate real-world

experiences or have adolescents engage in group work, so college instructors make use of mock-

debates, skits, role-play, and other learning strategies to serve similar educative, cognitive

functions—only higher levels with more complexity and abstraction.  Situating a study in the actual

on-going context of such a critical thinking seminar would make for an interesting study in looking

at how college students actually use language to work together through a critical thinking

curriculum.  The findings could be used to help respective instructors better understand student

interaction to better promote group work.  In doing so, one might want to think about

aforementioned linguist’s Michael Halliday’s distinction between ideational and interpersonal

functions to cast a study as one that looks at the interpersonal function of language in developing

critical thinking capacity.

Educating Students in Collective Thinking

Consonant with some key Deweyan principles about how education should function,

Mercer states that because children are not informed explicitly about how language can be used

to get things done, education should serve that purpose.  As special institutions set up for the

intellectual development of its members, Mercer argues that:

                                               
17 Personal professional experience in teaching the course also confirms this tendency.
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education should help children to gain a greater awareness and appreciation of

the discourse repertoire of wider society and how it is used to create knowledge

and carry out particular activities.  It should give them access to the ways of

using language which their out-of-school experience may not have revealed, help

them extend their repertoire of language generes and so enable them to use

language more effectively as a means for learning, pursuing interests, developing

share understanding and generally getting things done. (p. 149)

Unfortunately, report after report, class after class, higher education administrators and

faculty still see that many students leave the K-12 system lacking skills necessary to do well

in college.  As such, the researcher argues higher education should also serve a similar

function.  Hence, “as well as observing the progress a learner, or a class of learners, makes

with support of a particular teacher through a particular activity, we should also observe how

the teachers and learners use language and other means of communicating to create an IDZ

(inter-development zone) during the activity” (p. 141-142).  Recall that Mercer’s concept of

IDZ is simply a collective version of Vygotsky’s ZPD—zone of proximal development.  Rather

than focusing on the link between an individual student and society, he focuses on the joint

development of students’ capacity and the social unit they can form through language with

guidance from the teacher.

    Mercer cites his own applied, comparative research in helping teachers do just

this.  He discusses how teachers using a talk-based, talking-explicit curriculum resulted in

students being better able to discuss issues more in depth and for longer periods of time than

in classes wherein a talk-based, talking-explicit curriculum was not used.  Second, the study

also revealed that more equity in terms of member participation among experimental groups.

And finally, the study revealed a fuller and more robust discussion session among those in

the experimental group compared to those in the control group (p. 151).  A major conclusion

drawn from the application and analysis of this talk-based curriculum is that, based on
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recordings of the group activities and the use of discourse analysis, is that: “the ability of the

‘target’ children to think together critically and constructively can be related directly to the

structure and content of their talk” (p. 151), which of course can be influenced by the

instructor.

        The question arises as to whether this should also occur, if it has not yet

occurred, at the collegiate level.  That is, one might want to find out what tools and strategies

are being used to help teachers to raise students’ “awareness of how they talk together and

how language can be used as joint activity for reasoning and problem-solving” (p. 149).  One

might, further, want to explore how critical thinking instructors may use or need to use pair-

based and group-based opportunities ‘to practice ways of talking and collaborating.”

Moreover, how these opportunities can then be used to “feed into other whole-class sessions

in which teachers” and how the students “reflect together on what has been learned” would

also make for a potentially insightful study.

       Mercer also cites an experiment in which he wanted to look at another claim made

by Vygotsky: that by engaging in joint activities with others we can develop a new or

augmented understanding that we can internalize as our own individual knowledge and skills.

He reports that his findings lend support to Vygotsky’s claim(p. 155).  Referring to a study in

which he compared a control group to other groups of students, he reports that the control

group did much better in standardized reasoning tests after they had to engage in rational,

group-based problem-solving. Hence he states that his study shows how Vygotsky’s

hypothesis about the link between “inter-mental activity (social) and intra-mental (individual)

development” (p. 156) appears empirically legitimate.  Constructing a similar study in the

college critical thinking classroom would also make for an interesting study.
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Encouraging Exploratory Talk

        As it turns out, the very vision and aims of the respective LA 302 Critical Thinking

seminars entailed a commitment to encouraging Mercer’s concept of exploratory talk.  In

presenting his analysis of a group-work recording, he cites how exploratory talk:

embodies a valuable kind of ‘co-reasoning’, with speakers following ground rules

which help them to share knowledge, evaluate evidence and consider options in

a reasonable and equitable way.  It is an effective way of using language to think

collectively, and the process of education should ensure that every child is aware

of its value and able to it effectively.  However, observational research evidence

suggests that very little of it naturally occurs in classrooms when children work

together in groups.  Most of the talk observed tends to be disputational or

cumulative and only involving some children and amounting to no more than a

brief and superficial consideration of the relevant topics. (p. 153).

The instructors of the Gateway LA 302 critical thinking seminars clearly had certain

expectations of the kind of talk students should engage in when they were asked to discuss a

problem, topic, or issue amongst themselves in paired or group work as it was for class-wide

discussion itself.  They surely would find Mercer’s concept of disputational talk to be

antithetical to the means of fostering critical thinking competency, and while they would surely

value cumulative talk they would want most discussion to be that of exploratory talk.  Citing

his own studies as well others who do classroom research, Mercer states that teachers rarely

make these expectations clear enough or explicit enough.   One wonders how true this was

of the LA 302 seminars.  Clearly, the very aims of the course, including a simple review of the

content themes, is geared toward such expectations and developing students’ abilities to

engage in such talking and hence thinking.  It may be that they while they focused on thinking

aims they could have done more to make clear and explicit connections between thinking and

talking, i.e., the nature and function of talking as it could be and should be used in the course
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to establish inter-subjectivity, dialogue, and hence inter-thinking.  Of course, this is all

speculation.  An interesting study might look at how instructors motivate and influence

students ability to maintain optimal conversational space by directing and educating students

use of exploratory talk during group work and class-wide discussions.

Identifying Exploratory Talk

       Mercer and his colleagues have developed a tool that helps researchers more

efficiently and effectively determine whether students or the instructor are using talk to

effectively think together.  Thus, one analytical recommendation would be to use Mercer’s

“concordance software” to analyze recorded speech for words that are commonly used when

people engage in exploratory talk—i.e., words that account for their opinions, point of view,

positions, etc.  such as “because,” “since,” “if” (154-155).   This research could be presented

to instructors to give them a better understanding of group work and the need to be explicit in

guiding students’ use of exploratory talk.

Instructional Linguistic Devices

       Its possible, at least in theory, that similar software could be used to look for linguistic

devices employed by critical thinking instructors.  In looking at how teachers actually use talk

to help develop students develop critical thinking capacity, one could focus on studying

various linguistic devices discussed by Mercer in his chapter on “The Given in the New.”  In

this chapter, as discussed in Chapter 5, he points to how teachers can use linguistic devices

such as tag questions, explicit requests, elicitations, reformulations, recaps, repetitions,

reformulations, exhortations, and cohesive ties such as cataphoric reference and anaphoric

reference to help students make sense of their learning from one class session to the next

and from source of learning to another in a manner that meaningfully connects the curriculum

to the students experiences with that curriculum.  Audio-visual recordings could help the

respective LA 302 instructors analyze their own use of language as a cultural and
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psychological tool in the critical thinking classroom environment.  A tailored assessment of

their strengths and challenges could then direct them to specific skills they should work on.

Other Recommendations

The recommendations draw on the success of research by Neil Mercer.  However, it

should be clear from Chapter 5 and the programmatic and instructional recommendations that

many other areas of study could make use of conversational analysis, discourse analysis, and

context analysis.  For example, while the recommendations have focused on the nature and

function of talk, one could also look at non-verbal communication by making audio-visual

recordings and then using appropriate analytical strategies, such as those that are used by

scholars who focus on multi-modal communication or non-verbal communication.  This would

include attention to:

• facial expression

• intonation

• sighing, moaning, etc.

• gesture

• body language

The Researcher’s Next Steps?

Were the researcher to be awarded a grant, she would herself like to conduct an

ethnography of learning to think critically.  In such a study she would attend and film each class

day.  In this way she would see how the development of students’ critical thinking unfolded in the

course of interactions in a given social-cultural context as it occurred.  She would take

observational field notes and conduct interviews with various students and instructors before and

after class.  She would learn more about discourse, interaction, and context analysis to then

report and interpret her findings..



343

Final Thoughts

Governments cannot make people have a flourishing autonomous life.  That is up

to each one to see to himself.  But governments [and other people generally] can

help put people in conditions where they are able to have that kind of life by

protecting and promoting the creation of the environment which makes such a life

a possibility. (Raz, 1986, p. 121)

The only way in which adults consciously control the kind of education which the

immature get is by controlling the environment in which they act, hence think and

feel.  We never educated directly, but indirectly by means of the environment.

Whether we permit chance environments to do the work, or whether we design

environments for the purpose makes a great difference.  And any environment is

a chance environment so far as its educative influence is concerned unless it has

been deliberately regulated with reference to its educative effect.  (Dewey, 1916,

p. 22)

There is not, in fact, any such thing as the direct influence of one human being

on another apart from use of the physical environment as an intermediary.

(Dewey, p. 34).

Recall that Dewey argues a theory of experience is required in formulating one’s

educational theory and principles as one’s personality or self doesn’t just appear but emerges for

better or worse through various interactions and institutions.  If we fail to guide and direct through

the environment, we risk that the kinds of experiences pursued or realized will be only immediate

and disconnected instead of long-lasting and coherent.  Hence for Dewey, it seems, a moral

conception of freedom based on the autonomous reality of personality does not warrant a total

abandonment of external direction or guidance—rather it calls for more attention to the educator’s

role in facilitating an environment in which individuality or personality may be fostered in a

meaningful way.   Because experiences may both facilitate and limit a fuller development of
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personality or growth, it is important to keep in mind that learning experiences must be channeled

to some degree through the school (among other social organizations) in classrooms (among

other spaces) as structured via the environment by teachers (among others).  To leave the

student to the whims of his “nature” or that “nature” in general is to leave the student’s

development to chance.  According to Hansen, Dewey’s

environment constitutes the intermediary, the medium, the means of educative

influence.  The environment, not the teacher directly or un-immediately,

generates the stimuli that provoke the human responses and actions that Dewey

characterizes as growth.  The environment supports or hinders the cultivation of

qualities of open-mindedness, responsibility, seriousness of purpose, and others

that he associates with developing ‘the essential moral interest.’ (Hansen, p. 270)

It is precisely because people can change and evolve that Dewey ascribes the attribute

of plasticity to humans and hence the possibility of growth.  Growth requires what he refers to as

“traits of method” or “personal attitudes toward thinking and acting in the world”:

“straightforwardness, open-mindedness, breadth of outlook, integrity of purpose, and

responsibility” (Hansen, p. 269).  Clearly, Dewey’s view of personal traits or personal attitudes is

in line with the conception of a developing self inherent to the LA 302 curriculum: rather than

focusing only on analytic abilities or academic applications, attention to growth through a critical

thinking curriculum is used to cultivate what Dewey would call “the essential moral interest” or

what Hansen calls a personal “posture” (Hansen, p. 269).  Perhaps the central value of the AES

GW version of LA 302 is its Deweyan approach to conceptualizing the development of critical

thinking amongst first-generation, low-income students. The Gateway director and LA 302

instructors continue to design the critical thinking seminar in a manner that encourages students

to cultivate related traits and dispositions not only through content but in how that content is

introduced into the classroom and offered to the student.  The developmental intentions of the

course are moral in the Deweyan sense to the extent that the value, utility, and impact of the
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course “pivtos around ongoing, responsive engagements with other human beings and their

projects, purposes, and hopes.”  The intentions of the course are “essential” in the sense that

developing such a posture is “vital, significant, and decisive for the directions a human life can

take” and “because such interest fuels the possibility of a flourishing life for the individual and

society alike.”

While college students obviously on the whole will be further along in their cognitive

development, each will come in with various attitudes and assumptions about the interpersonal

dimensions of learning together in the college setting.  Rather than seeing this as an obstacle, the

LA 302 master practitioner may recast it as an opportunity to redirect the student’s growth in ways

that prove fruitful in college and beyond.  Ultimately, however, it is up to the student to meet the

teacher halfway—to accept and utilize the offerings in the environment. As argued by Baker,

Roueche, and Gillett-Karam, “while the college teacher does not bear responsibility for the

achievement of learning, he or she can be held accountable for the orchestration of activities

necessary to master the task assigned” (p. 11).  This position is completely in line with Dewey’s

conception of the centrality of instructor in the educative environment:

When the parent or teacher has provided the conditions which stimulate thinking

and has taken a sympathetic attitude toward the activities of the learner by

entering into a common or conjoint experience, all has been done which a

second party can do to instigate learning.  The rest lies with the one directly

concerned. (Dewey, p. 188).
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Appendix A

First-Year Specific Learning Opportunities Focused on Cognitive Development, Learning

Skills, and Academic Performance

TYPE OF FIRST-YEAR
LEARNING
OPPORTUNITY

COMMON
NAMES

COMMON
INSTRUCTORS

COMMON
CONTENT

Directed academic
seminars

Emphasis: higher-
order academic skills,
intellectual identity,
intellectual
development; cognitive
development; fairly
uniform content and
objectives across
seminars

-Critical thinking
-Critical analysis

-Faculty
-Graduate students

-Higher-order
 thinking skills
-Meta-cognition
-Problem-solving
-Decision-making
-Analysis
-Argument
-Expository writing
-Research

Basic study skills
seminars

Emphasis: provide
some degree of
remediation for
students who are
“academically under-
prepared”; may focus
on the most basic study
skills

-Study Skills
-College Skills
-Learning Skills

-Academic
administrators
-Counselors/advisors
-Learning center staff
-Graduate students
-Under-graduate
 students

-Reading
-Note-taking
-Basic writing

Supplemental
instruction

Emphasis: provide
additional or
complimentary
academic support to
enhance cognitive
outcomes in “regular”
courses; may be
iterative with particular
courses

-Strategic Learning
Group

-Faculty/instructors
-Academic
  administrators
-Academic advisors
-Learning/tutorial
 center  staff
-Graduate students
-Undergraduate
  students

-Study skills, learning
 strategies, and
 meta-cognitive
 development
 specific to particular
 course, major, or
 discipline
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Appendix B

First-Year Specific Learning Opportunities (varied foci)

TYPE OF FIRST-YEAR
LEARNING
OPPORTUNITY

COMMON
NAMES

COMMON
INSTRUCTORS

COMMON
CONTENT

Extended orientation
& Student success
courses

Emphasis: retention,
transition, matriculation,
social, emotional,
affective

-Freshman
orientation
-College survival
-College 101
-University 101

-Faculty
-Administrators
-Student affairs
 professionals
-Graduate students
-Undergraduate
students

-Campus resources
-Time management
-Study skills
-Career planning
-Cultural diversity
-Student development
 issues

Open academic
seminars

Emphasis:   create an
intimate learning
experience based on
content of interest to
faculty and students

-First-year seminar
-Freshman seminar

-Faculty/instructors -Sections may cover
a different topic from
different disciplines

Professional or
discipline-linked
seminars/courses

Emphasis: prepare
students for the
demands of a particular
major or profession;
Sections may be found
in academic
department,
professional school, or
pre-professional
program

-Learning
communities
-Freshman interest
groups
-Learning clusters

-Faculty/instructors
-Academic
administrators

-Varies
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Appendix C

Some Approaches to Developing Critical Thinking Skills in Higher Education Course Offerings

CONSTRUCT COMMON
ACADEMIC UNITS

COMMON
COURSE NAMES

COMMON
CONTENT

Formal Logic
Sample text: The Logic Book
(Bermann, M., Moor, J., &
Nelson, J., 1998).

Philosophy -Critical reasoning
-Critical analysis
-Critical thinking

-Abstract, mathematical

Informal Logic
Sample text: Analyzing
Informal Fallacies (Engel, S. M.,
1980)

Philosophy
Psychology

-Critical Reasoning
-Cognitive psychology
-Human reasoning
-Reasoning and
decision making
-Human cognition and
learning

-Faulty reasoning, focus
 on judgment making
 and human error

Rhetoric/Communications
Sample text: An
 Introduction to Reasoning
(Toulmin, S., Rieke, R. &
Janik, A. 1986);Logic and
Contemporary   Rhetoric
(Kahane, H.)

English
Communications

-Advanced or
persuasive
 writing
-Advanced rhetoric
and composition

-Linguistic,
 communication-oriented,
 power of persuasion

Cognitive Psychology &
Cognitive Moral Psychology

Psychology -Varies -Empirically based; built
 on research of what
 has  been observed
 about  human
 cognition; may be virtue
 oriented, human
 morality and ethics,
 individual ends with
 social implications

Pragmatic
Sample text:  Developing
critical thinkers: challenging
adults to explore alternative way
to thinking and acting
(Brookfield, S. D., 1987).

Education -Varies Problem solving,
reflective practice,   social
and individual ends

Critical Theorist Education -Varies Awareness,
consciousness raising,
social and  individual ends;
political

Other
Sample texts: Learning to think
things through: A guide to
critical thinking in the curriculum
(Nosich, R. 2001); Beyond
feelings: A guide to critical
thinking (Ruggiero, 1998)

Student Affairs
Academic Affairs
Special Academic
Programs or
initiatives

-Varies -Varies
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Appendix D

LA 302 – Critical Thinking
Theme: Truth-Seeking

Tuesdays/Thursdays 12:30-2:00
Location: Painter's Hall (PAI) 4.08

Instructor: Aurora Chang-Ross
M.A., Education
Preview (Coordinator)
PHONE:512-232-2913
E-MAIL:changross@mail.utexas.edu

Office Hours: Wednesdays from 3:00-4:00
or by appointment
Office Location: Student Services Building (SSB)
Academic Enrichment Services (4th floor)

Required reading materials:
1. Gerald M. Nosich, «Learning To Think Things Through: A Guide to Critical Thinking in the
Curriculum»
2. John Chaffee, «Thinking Critically: A Concise Guide»
3. Supplemental readings (will be provided for you in-class)

Disclaimer: I reserve the right to alter and/or modify the syllabus at any time. The purpose of the
class is to reflect and think critically. I will use my own critical thinking skills to ensure that each
moment of the class is as valuable as possible. This could result in a change in the proposed
syllabus.

Course Objectives: The purpose of this course is centered on your ability to think critically and
the application of this skill to all aspects of your life. As our basis, we will use the elements of
reasoning, universal intellectual standards and essential intellectual traits to explore texts,
scenarios, behaviors, issues and ideas. By the end of the course, you will have the tools to
engage in the following:
-articulate a coherent definition of critical thinking
-conduct fair-minded and intelligent conversation
-develop and articulate effective arguments
-create a personal mission statement
-develop an appreciation for diverse points of view
-cooperatively and effectively work in groups
-understand the concepts around critical thinking

Course Expectations: The success of this course depends on your participation. This is not a
lecture-based course. You are expected to attend class and participate each Tuesday and
Thursday, enthusiastically and with a critical mind. Innovation, questioning, discussions and
presentations are the cornerstones of this course and will be the foundation for both
understanding the concepts of the course and earning an excellent grade. Each day we will
have a «question of the day» (administered in the first 10 minutes of class) based on your
assigned reading. Your participation grade will predominantly consist of your performance
on these «questions». The remainder of the seminar will consist of brief lecture and lots of
interactive activities and assignments. You are expected to read approximately 50 pages per
week and complete four major assignments, one of which is the final exam. In addition, you can
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expect to be called on randomly and to be asked to lead discussions spontaneously.

A note about cell phones: please turn off or silence cell phones out of courtesy toward others.
You are expected to check e-mail at least once before each class to keep current with any new
or updated information. You may hand-in or e-mail your assignments to
changross@mail.utexas.edu. If you choose to e-mail the assignments, I will send you a
confirmation e-mail within four hours. If you do not receive the confirmation within four hours, you
are required to physically hand in your paper by the due date. I highly recommend that you hand
them in, just to be safe.  You can expect me to be passionate about the subject matter and
available to help you succeed.  You will hold me accountable for: being on time, facilitating open,
engaging dialogue, providing clear and constructive feedback and returning all assignments in a
timely manner.

Attendance policy: You are expected to attend each class session, with materials, reading and
reflecting on assignments prior to class. You will get credit for the “question of the day” only
for the days that you attend, on time. Class will begin promptly at 12:30pm. “Make-ups”
are not allowed.

Grading:
Participation (Daily Questions Plus) 20%
Question Paper 20%
Oral Presentation (Personal Mission Statement) 15%
Group Project (College Life 101) 20%
Final Paper (Your Question At Issue: 8-10 pages) = Final Exam 25%

A=90 points and above
B=80-89 points
C=70-79 points
D=60-69 points
F=59 points or below

Accommodations for students with disabilities: If you have a physical or learning disability
and you wish to have accommodations, please notify me immediately. You must notify services
for students with disabilities before accommodations can be made.

Course Outline:

Week 1
Thursday, August 26, 2004
Theme: Who are we? What is this course about?
Have read: n/a

Week 2
Tuesday, August 31, 2004
Theme: What is Critical Thinking?
Topic: American Identity
Getting to know us: Activity
Defining “Critical Thinking”: Lecture:»Becoming A Critical Reader»
Practice Using «My American Journey», Group definitions
Have Read: Nosich, Chapter 1 (all:pgs. 1-44)
Chapter 14: Becoming an Active Reader («Selections from the Confident Student» in
Chaffee)

Thursday, September 2, 2004
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Theme: How do we ask «good» questions?
Topic: Relationships and Moral Dilemmas
Levels of Questioning – Developing Questions
Class Text: Thinking Activity 5.5(Scenarios)
Have Read: Chaffee, Chapter 5 (all:pgs. 155-184)
Assign: Question Paper (Due Thursday, September 16th)
Introduce: SCORING RUBRIC

Week 3
Tuesday, September 7, 2004
Theme: How do we develop critical thoughts?
Topic: Analyzing Personal Dilemmas
Elements of Thought – Ch. 3 Exercise (Nosich-p.110)
In-Class Reading: Jane Schaffer, «When Students Ask Questions»
Have Read: Nosich, Chapter 2 (all:pgs.45-86)

Thursday, September 9, 2004
Theme: How do we develop critical thoughts?
Topic: Solving Complex Problems
Elements of Thought - Thinking Activity 3.1(Chaffee-p.82)
Have Read: Chaffee, Chapter 3 (all:pgs. 77-105)

Week 4

Tuesday, September 14, 2004
Theme: What standards do we apply to our thinking?
Topic: Personal Values
Universal Intellectual Standards/Personal Mission Statement – Presenting the Standards (Group
Work)
Have Read: Nosich, Chapter 4 (all:pgs.135-170); Complete Free-Write: Personal Values and
BRING two copies TO CLASS ON THURSDAY

Thursday, September 16, 2004
Theme: How do we apply these standards to our writing and to our lives?
Topic: Personal Values – Defining Moments In Our Lives
Universal Intellectual Standards/Personal Mission Statement
Have Read: Chaffee, Chapter 7 (pgs. 258-274)
Due: Question Paper
Assign: Personal Mission Statement – Oral Presentation (Due Thursday, October 7th)
Week 5

Tuesday, September 21, 2004
Theme: How do we use critical thinking to make wise choices?
Topic: Sexual Health - Making Wise Choices
Guest Speakers: Health Services
Intellectual Traits
Have Read: Nosich, Miniature Guide (pgs.12-14) and SR: Don Miguel Ruiz: «The Four
Agreements»

Thursday, September 23, 2004
Theme: How do we make sense of the connection between Elements, Standards and
Traits?
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Create a Visual Image (groups)
Intellectual Traits
Have Read: Chaffee, Chapter 1 (all: pgs. 1-32)

Week 6

Tuesday, September 28, 2004
Theme: How do we use critical thinking to make wise choices?
Topic: Money Management
Guest Speaker: Vincent Carales, Office of Financial Aid
Theme: Connecting Elements, Standards and Traits – Create a Visual Image (groups)
Have Read: Nosich, Chapter 5 (all:pgs. 171-206)

Thursday, September 30, 2004
Theme: How do we publicly communicate our values?
Topic: Understanding Audience (Making An Effective Oral Presentation)
Have Read: Tips to An Effective Oral Presentation
Bring Rough Draft of Personal Mission Statement

Week 7

Tuesday, October 5, 2004
Theme: What does it mean to consider alternate views?
Topic: Considering Different Points of View
Guest (Safir role-play)
Patriotism Discussion, Jigsaw Activity
Have Read: Chaffee, Chapter 4 (pgs. 108-130)

Thursday, October 7, 2004
Theme: What does it mean to consider alternate views?
Topic: Considering Differing Points of View, Thinking Activity 4.2(Chaffee,p.115), Thinking
Activity
4.6 (Chaffee,p.132)
Have Read: Chaffee, Chapter 4 (pgs.131-154)
Due: Personal Mission Statement – Oral Presentations
Assign: Group Project

Week 8

Tuesday, October 12, 2004
Theme: What does it mean to consider alternate views?
Topic: Considering Differing Points of View: GLBT Issues
Student –led Workshop and Discussion
Have Read: SA: GLBT Literature
Oral Presentations

Thursday, October 14, 2004
 Theme: Does objectivity/truth exist in our thinking?
Topic: Body image – Guest speakers : «Love the Body You're With»
Videos:commercial ads, news clips, etc./Comparing Posters
Have Read: SR: Body Image
Oral Presentations
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Week 9

Tuesday, October 19, 2004
Theme: Does objectivity/truth exist in our thinking?
Topic: Media Analysis
Video: «Color Adjustment» (Marlon Briggs) – African American Images In Television
Have Read: Articles: Latinos, Asian-Americans and African-Americans in the Media

Thursday, October 21, 2004
Theme: Does objectivity/truth exist in our thinking?
Topic: Argumentation – Media Analysis Continued
Cue Words,Constructing Arguments, Evaluating Arguments (Scenarios – Different Arguments
using YES/NO/BUT))
Have Read: Chaffee, Chapter 6 (all:pgs. 190-216)

Week 10

Tuesday, October 26, 2004
Theme: Does objectivity/truth exist in our thinking?
Topic: Argumentation - Analyzing a Beliefs from Different Perspectives
Magazine Ads and A Personal Belief
Have Read: Chaffee, Chapter 2 (pgs. 36-56)

Thursday, October 28, 2004
Theme: Does objectivity/truth exist in our thinking?
Theme: Argumentation
Have Read: Chaffee, Chapter 2 (pgs. 57-72)

Week 11

Tuesday, November 2, 2004
Theme: How do we critically think about our univeristy experience and beyond?
Have Read: Chapter 2 – Motivating Yourself to Learn («Selections from the Confident
Student» in
Chaffee)
Due: Group Project Presentations

Thursday, November 4, 2004
Theme: How do we critically think about our univeristy experience and beyond?
SOAPStone,
Cornell Notes, Dialectical Notebook
Have Read:  Chapter 5 – Sharpening Your Classroom Skills («Selections from the
Confident
Student» in Chaffee)
Assign: Final Paper

Week 12

Tuesday, November 9, 2004
Theme: What are fallacies/obstacles to Critical Thinking?
Topic: Obedience to Authority
Have Read: Chaffee, Chapter 7 (pgs.226-257)
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Thursday, November 11, 2004
Theme: What are fallacies/obstacles to Critical Thinking?
Topic: Obedience to Authority
Have Read: TBD

Week 13

Tuesday, November 16, 2004
Theme: How do we critically think about our university experience and beyond?
Topic: Active listening-Active learning-Active living (Identifying Creative Blocks)
Have Read: Chaffee, Chapter 8 (pgs. 275-302)

Thursday, November 18, 2004
Theme: How do we trust our critical thinking so that we can pursue our goals?
Topic: Active listening-Active learning-Active living
Student Panel (Majors/Fields of Study)
Have Read:Nosich, Chapter 3 (all: pgs. 87-134)

Week 14

Tuesday, November 23, 2004
Theme: How do we trust our critical thinking so that we can pursue our goals?
Panel: Graduate Students
Have Read: Chapters 6 and 12 («Selections from the Confident Student» in Chaffee)
Thursday, November 25, 2004
Thanksgiving Holiday

Week 15
Tuesday, November 30, 2004
Theme: How do we live out our Personal Truths?
Reflections on Critical Thinking
Student-led Discussions
Have Read: TBD

Thursday, December 2, 2004
Theme: How do we live out our Personal Truths?
Student-Led Discussions
Evaluations
Have Read: TBD

Week 16

Tuesday, December 7, 2004
No class

Thursday, December 9, 2004
No class

Saturday, December 11, 2004
Final Exam 10am-12pm (Attendance Required)
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Appendix E

L.A. 302-Critical Thinking Seminar
11a.m.-12:30 p.m. Tuesdays and Thursdays

Room: PAINTER (PAI) 408
Fall 2004

Instructor: Ge Chen, Ed.D.
Assistant Dean of Students
Academic Enrichment Services
Office of the Dean of Students
Student Services Building, 4. 416
Phone: 471-1205
E-mail: gechen@mail.utexas.edu
Office Hours: by appointment

Required reading:
Chaffee, John (2004): Thinking Critically-A Concise Guide., Boston, New York:
Houghton Mifflin Company.
Nosich, Gerald M.(2005: Learning to Think Things Through- A Guide to Critical
Thinking Across the Curriculum. 2nd Edition., Upper Saddle River, New Jersey: Pearson
Prentice Hall.

Course Description:
The course is designed to introduce you to the fundamental concepts and standards of
critical thinking. By exploring and examining issues, ideas, and real life experiences in
and out of the class, you will improve your thinking abilities and practice critical thinking
in your academic pursuit and personal development. By the end of the course, you will
be able to:
• Identify and verbalize concepts of critical thinking
• Reflect and apply critical thinking in reading, writing and conversation
• Develop an appreciation for diverse points of view
• Use critical thinking to examine and solve issues and challenges in both your
intellectual and social life.

Course Expectations:
This is not a lecture-based course. You are expected to participate daily, enthusiastically
and with a critical mind. Your participation grade will consist of your class attendance,
your performance on the “question of the day” based on your reading, and your
involvement in the interactive activities and assignments of the course.

Grading Policy:
Participation including attendance and your work on the “question of the day” 20%
4-6 page reflective paper 15%
Mid-term examination 20%
Newspaper journal portfolio 20%
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8-10 page final paper 25%
A=90% and above
B=80%-89%
C=70%-79%
D=60%-69%
F=59% or below

Disclaimer:
The instructor reserves the right to alter and/or modify the syllabus at any time.

Accommodations for students with disabilities: If you are a person with a physical or
learning disability and you wish to have accommodations, please notify me immediately.
You must notify the Services for Student Disabilities (471-6259) before accommodations
can be made.

Course Schedule:

Week Date Reading Topic

1 8/26 Introduction
Who am I?
Overview of syllabus
Overview of textbooks
Rules of Game

2 8/31 Chaffee: pgs.1-35 Thinking
Why this class?
Goals and decisions
Activities: 1.2 and 1.3
Prepare Mock Trial on Mary Barnett

2 9/2 Chaffee: pgs. 1-35 Thinking
Analyzing Issues
Activity: Mock Trial

3 9/7 Nosich: pgs. 1-44 What is Critical Thinking?
Impediments to Critical Thinking
Mapping activity: standards of thoughts
Group activity: 1.7

3 9/9 Chaffee: pgs. 36-76 What is Critical Thinking continued
Questioning and analyzing
Activity: 2.5 and 2.8

4 9/14 Chaffee: pgs. 36-76 What is Critical Thinking continued
Listening and dialoguing
Activity: 2.9
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4 9/16 Chaffee: pgs. 77-107 Problem Solving
Identify problems
Steps to approach the problem
Activity: 3.1 and 3.2
Assignment: article search on diversity

5 9/21 Chaffee: pgs. 77-107 Problem Solving continued
Analyzing issues on Diversity
Activity: 3.4
Assignment: Nosich 45-84

5 9/23 Nosich: pgs. 45-84 Elements of Reasoning
Group presentation on elements

6 9/28 Elements of Reasoning continued.

6 9/30 Readings on Elements

7 10/05 Paul and Elder Intellectual Virtues
Supplemental reading

7 10/7 “12 Angry Men”
Intellectual Virtues and standards

8 10/12 Chaffee: Constructing Arguments
pgs.190-226 Understand and evaluate arguments

Activity: 6.2 “Human Cloning”
Newspaper Journal Assignment Out

8 10/14 Constructing Arguments continued

9 10/19 Chaffee: Reasoning Critically
pgs.226-274 Inductive reasoning

Fallacies
Activity: 7.5
Assignment: “Critical Thinking and
Obedience to Authority”
Study Guide out

9 10/21 Chaffee: Reasoning Critically continued
pgs. 226-274 Point of view

Activity: 7.6

10 10/26 Chaffee: Perceiving, Believing, and
pgs. 108-15 Knowing

Shaping perceptions
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World of different perceptions
Activity: 4.2

10 10/28 Chaffee: Perceiving, Believing, and
pgs. 108-150 Knowing continued

Your experience, your perception
Activity: 4.3

11 11/2 Chaffee: Reporting, Referring, and Judging
pgs. 155-184 Factual information

Inferring
Activity: 5.3

11 11/4 Mid-term Exams

12 11/9 Chaffee: Reporting, Referring, and Judging
pgs.155-184 Continued

Judging: difference and analysis
Class discussion: “Disparity between
Intellect and Character”

12 11/11 Chaffee: Thinking Critically, Living
pg.s275-310 Creatively

13 11/16 Student Panel: College Life
Newspaper Journal Assignment Due

13 11/18 “Confident Student” Motivating Yourself to Learn
pgs. 332-346

13 11/16 “Confident Student” Sharpening Your Classroom Skills
pgs. 348-364

14 11/23 Preparation on the final paper

14 11/25 No Class: Thanksgiving

15 11/30 Reflections on Critical Thinking

15 12/2 Course Survey

*Final paper due to my office by 5:00 p.m. December 11, 2004
Revised Oct. 12, 2004
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REVISED SYLLABUS, SEPT. 22, 2004
LA 302: Critical Thinking

Theme: Thinking about Your Thinking!
MWF 10 - 11

Location: PAI 4.18

“Critical thinking is thinking about your thinking, while you're thinking, in order to
make your thinking better.“
-Richard Paul

Instructor:

Michelle M. Monk, M.Ed.
B.A., Sociology
M.Ed., Educational Psychology
Gateway Program Coordinator
PHONE: 512-471-1205
E-MAIL: m.monk@mail.utexas.edu

Office Hours: Wednesdays from 3:00-4:00 or by appointment
Office Location: Student Services Building (SSB), Academic Enrichment
Services (4th floor)

Required reading materials:

1. Gerald M. Nosich, “Learning To Think Things Through: A Guide to Critical Thinking
in the Curriculum“
2. John Chaffee, “Thinking Critically: A Concise Guide“
3. Supplemental readings (will be provided for you in-class)

Disclaimer:   

I reserve the right to alter and/or modify the syllabus at any time!

Course Objectives:

The purpose of this course is centered on your ability to think critically and the
application of this skill to all aspects of your life.  As our basis, we will use the
elements of reasoning, universal intellectual standards and essential intellectual
traits to explore texts, scenarios, behaviors, issues and ideas.

By the end of the course, you will have the tools to:

Appendix F
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• articulate a coherent definition of critical thinking
• conduct fair-minded and intelligent conversation
• develop and articulate effective arguments
• create a personal mission statement
• develop an appreciation for diverse points of view
• cooperatively and effectively work in groups

Course Expectations:

The success of this course depends on your participation.  This is not a lecture-
based  course.  You are expected to participate daily, enthusiastically and
with a critical mind.  You will need to be awake and alert in this class every
time the class meets.

Each day we will have a “question of the day“ (administered in the first 10
minutes of class) based on your assigned reading.  Your participation
grade will predominantly consist of your performance on these “questions“
and on your participation in class discussion.  The remainder of the seminar
will consist of brief lecture and lots of interactive activities and assignments.

A note about cell phones: please turn off or silence cell phones out of courtesy toward
others.
Attendance policy:

You are expected to attend each class session, and to have read and reflected
on all assignments prior to class.  You will get credit for the “question of the
day” only for the days that you attend, on time.  “Make-ups” are not
allowed.

Grading:

Participation (Daily Questions Plus + ) 20%
Paper (4 – 6 pp) 20%
Exam 15%
Group Presentation 20%
Final Paper (replaces final exam) (8 – 10 pp) 25%

Notes:
•  I will often be evaulating the quality of your thinking and reasoning processes

rather than looking for the «correct answers».  I will be assessing your ability to
apply, analyze, relate, synthesize, and evaluate information.

• The use of proper grammar and punctuation will be expected in all of your
writing and will affect your grade for each writing assignment.

A=90 points and above
B=80-89 points
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F=59 points or below

Accommodations for students with disabilities:

If you have a physical, learning or psychological disability and you wish to have
accommodations, please notify me immediately.  You  must notify services for
students with disabilities before accommodations can be made.

Course Outline:

Class 1: Aug. 25
Icebreaker and introductions
Discussion about the purpose of this course
Overview of syllabus

Class 2: Aug. 27
Development of classroom expectations
What is critical thinking?
Have Read: Nosich, pp. XV-XVII and pp. 1- 19

Class 3: Aug. 30
What is critical thinking? (cont'd)
Have Read: Nosich 19-35

Class 4: Sept. 1
Living an Examined Life and Working Toward Goals
Have Read: Chaffee 1-20

Class 5: Sept. 3
Analyzing Issues
Have Read: Chaffee, 20-35

Class 6: Sept. 8
Thinking Critically
Have Read: Chaffee 36-62

Class 7: Sept. 10
Discussing Issues in an Organized Way
Have Read: Chaffee 62-76

Class 8: Sept. 13
Solving Problems
Have Read: Chaffee 77-107
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Class 9: Sept. 15
Solving Problems, cont‘d

Class 10: Sept. 17
Perceiving, Believing, Knowing
Have Read: Chaffee 108-132

Class 11: Sept. 20
Time Management!

Class 12: Sept. 22
Perceiving, Believing, Knowing (cont'd)
Have Read: Chaffee 133-154

Class 13: Sept. 24
Reporting and Inferring
Have Read: Chaffee 155-168

Class 14: Sept. 27
Judging
Have Read:Chaffee 169-189

Class 15: Sept. 29
Constructing Arguments
Have Read:Chaffee 190-209

Class 16: Oct. 1
Construcing Arguments (cont'd)
Have Read: Chaffee 209-225

Class 17: Oct. 4
Reasoning Critically
Have Read: Chaffee 226-247

Class 18: Oct. 6
Reasoning Critically (cont'd)
Have Read: Chaffee 247-274

Class 19: Oct. 8
Topic: TBA

Class 20: Oct. 11
Review of Chaffee and Nosich:  Exam review
Have Read:  Review table of contents and format of each book
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Class 21: Oct. 13
Exam!
The exam will cover everything that we have read in Nosich and Chaffee until this
point.

Class 22: Oct. 15
Elements
Nosich 45-64

Class 23: Oct. 18
Elements
Nosich 64-84

Class 24: Oct. 20
Elements
Reading TBA

Class 25: Oct. 22
Elements
Reading TBA

Class 26: Oct. 25
Standards
Nosich 135-155

Class 27: Oct. 27
1st Paper Due!

Class 28: Oct. 29
Standards
Nosich 156-169

Class 29: Nov. 1
Standards
Reading to be assigned

Class 30: Nov. 3
Standards
Reading to be assigned

Class 31: Nov. 5
Analyzing Issues
Reading to be assigned
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Class 32: Nov. 8
Solving Problems
Reading to be assigned

Class 33: Nov. 10
Perceiving, Believing, Knowing
Reading to be assigned

Class 34: Nov. 12
Reporting and Inferring
Reading to be assigned

Class 35: Nov. 15
Judging
Reading to be assigned

Class 36: Nov. 17
Group Presentations

Class 37: Nov. 19
Group Presentations

Class 38: Nov. 22
Constructing Arguments
Reading to be assigned

Class 39: Nov. 24
Constructing Arguments
Reading to be assigned

Class 40: Nov. 29
Reasoning Critically
Reading to be assigned

Class 41: Dec. 1
Reasoning Critically
Reading to be assigned

Class 42: Dec.3
Reading to be assigned

Thursday, December 9, 2004
DUE: FINAL PAPER (cont’d on reverse!)
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Appendix H

College Classroom Environment Scales
Roger B. Winston, Jr., Mary E. Vahala, Marianne Edwards, Edward C. Nichols

Form 8.89
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