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Please note: the handout is mostly for later reference.
I will let you know when to refer to it.
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Please take the quiz.
You have 5 minutes.
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Some Conclusions from the California Study
• 89% of faculty claimed critical thinking was a primary
objective in their teaching
• 77 % had little or no idea of how to reconcile critical thinking
instruction with coverage of course content
• 20% said their department had a shared conception of how to
teach critical thinking
• 19% could give a clear explanation of what critical thinking is
• 9% were clearly teaching for critical thinking on a typical day
in class
• 8% gave a clear statement of what critical thinking skills were
most important for their students to develop
3

The California Study and Bethel College
If I collected test results today, we might have similar results:
• Most faculty value critical thinking
• Most faculty believe they teach it
• But may have difficulty describing how they do so
So our goal is to be more conscious of methods and how those
affect student outcomes.
We can’t assume that exposure to content alone will do the job:
test results (next slide) tell us students need more systematic
help with critical thinking
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Critical Thinking is Bethel’s QEP
So what is a QEP?
It’s required for reaffirmation of accreditation.
“The Quality Enhancement Plan (QEP) is a document
developed by the institution that describes a course of action
for institutional improvement crucial to enhancing
educational quality that is directly related to student learning.
The QEP is based upon a comprehensive analysis of the
effectiveness of the institution in supporting student learning
and accomplishing the mission of the institution.”
Handbook for Reaffirmation of Accreditation,
Southern Association of Colleges and Schools, p. 5
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Timeline
2006‐2007

Orientation of leadership teams, June 2006

2007‐2008

Off‐Sight Review conducted

2008‐2009

On‐Sight Review conducted, early 2008
CT in COE 101

2009‐2010

CT in Common Core

2010‐2011

CT in Program Core and Major courses

2011‐2012

Graduating seniors took CAT in Fall, 2008: first pre‐post
comparisons possible
Implementation continues . . .
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Bethel College Definition of Critical Thinking
We have defined critical thinking as a process of successfully
analyzing, assessing, and reconstructing information in an
objective manner. It will involve the ability to view new
concepts and ideas with an open mind, and the ability to
recognize external and internal biases, discerning both
strengths and weaknesses of the information. Ultimately, the
critical thinker will use information in an effective and ethical
manner on a consistent basis.
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Assessment
Driven by:
• SACS (regional accreditor)
• Desire to review and improve programs
Achieved by:
• Tests
¾ Standardized, often normed (MAPP, CAT)
– Internal (to school, department, course)

• Surveys
– Faculty
– Students (course evaluations, alumni, engagement)
– Employers
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Bethel’s Use of Standardized Tests
MAPP
 Used for about a decade, so we have fairly good* longitudinal data
 Multiple‐choice, machine‐gradable test
 Subscores in: reading/critical thinking, writing, mathematics;
humanities, social sciences, natural sciences

CAT





New to Bethel in Fall 2008, developed at Tennessee Tech
Mostly short‐answer
Scored by faculty here on campus
Valid, reliable
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How to Define Critical Thinking
Critical thinking is a skill – actually a bundle of skills.
Let’s call it a bundle of “subskills” for convenience.
Different people understand the concept CRITICAL THINKING
differently, and they analyze it into subskills differently as
well.
It is through analysis that critical thinking can be operationalized.
Assessment is not possible without operationalizing critical
thinking.
–

Well, “objective” assessment isn’t possible: survey could still be
done, but it would be hard to interpret them
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Thus by analyzing critical thinking into subskills, which it needs
to do to operationalize the concept, each test provides an
implicit definition of CRITICAL THINKING.
To see the subskills as identified by each test, and a provisional
comparison of them:

Please refer to your handout,
pp. 3‐4
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Operationalizing a Definition
Inasmuch as you want students to improve on the standardized
tests, you must think in terms of the subskills acc. to the
three analyses (Bethel, MAPP, CAT) we are using
Even if critical thinking is a transferable skill, it (in addition) has a
different meaning in each discipline
–
–
–

You need to teach the skills that are important in your discipline,
even if they are not measured on the tests
The College needs to ensure that all the subskills that we recognize
are being taught in the curriculum as a whole
Implementing the QEP entails both curriculum at the course level
and curricular planning at the College level
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Designing Writing Assignments
Open‐ended term‐paper assignments are common.
Problems include:
–
–
–

Encourages students to write about what they know
Encourages plagiarism and reuse of assignments
Hard to reconcile with clear instructional goals

Essay questions are hard to write well.
–
–

Vague prompts give inadequate guidance.
Overly precise prompts discourage critical thinking.

In both cases you want some kind of middle ground.
Thus, most good college assignments are well‐structured: they
give just enough structure and guidance.
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Ill‐Structured Problems
Are common in real life
Thus are hard to prepare students for
Case studies and service learning provide partial solutions
Consider the following example
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WSJ, 8‐7‐08, p. B1
Topic: GM is seeking 20% cut in fees paid to ad agencies
Ford’s ad spending droped 37% in first five months, Chrysler’s
dropped 31%
Local TV stations get about 28% of their ad revenue, and local
newspapers about 18%, from the automotive sector
These stats yield a problem more ill‐structured than most cases,
since there is no specification of the decision to be made
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More stats are given in the handout, p. 11.
This article comes from the “Marketplace” section of the WSJ,
and would be of practical use to us if we worked in advertising.
Most of us don’t.
It illustrates the kind of ill‐structured problem that we encounter
in daily life: we are given facts without a clear context in which
to interpret them (unless we work in advertising).
We must decide what to make of the data presented to us, and
most people who find the facts interesting will interpret them –
somehow.
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Many of our decisions as citizens are based on our recall of
haphazardly collected data, and we can expect well‐educated
citizens to do this well. That should be one of the benefits of a
good education.
This presents a pedagogical challenge: how do we prepare
students to be this kind of citizen?
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That’s the moral argument. There’s also a pragmatic argument.
“One of the criticisms of universities is that students will leave,
say, a business program, and the business really has to retrain
them about how information is used in the real world.”
Adam Honea, Provost, University of Phoenix
Chronicle of Higher Education, 8‐8‐08, p. A10

Summary: I’ve argued, that ill‐structured assignments make for
bad assignments, in the classroom context. Yet we need to
prepare students for when they encounter them in the “real
world.” That’s a challenge that can’t be solved in the individual
classroom: it can only be solved by looking at the curriculum as
a unit. The QEP provides us with an opportunity to do just this.
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Conclusions
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Two Views of Critical Thinking
Narrow sense: reading skills, understanding relationship
between evidence and arguments, being able to understand
and generate arguments, recognizing bias
–
–

Easy to target with instruction
Easy to test

Broad sense: having critical spirit, bringing questions to
evidence, being self‐reflective about one’s own reasoning
–
–

Taught through (somewhat) ill‐structured problems
Hard to teach, we may have to settle for encouraging such thought

Both are encompassed by Bethel definition. We need to address
both, even though the latter is harder to do.
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Reconciling CT with Content Coverage
The methods of teaching critical thinking are encompassed by
any good understanding of pedagogy
–
–
–
–

Do not require any special knowledge
Most good teaching by active learning will target critical thinking
Teaching with active learning is a skill
See handout, p. 5, at your leisure

Good pedagogy helps students learn content
Teaching critical thinking need not come at expense of content
Courses that focus just on breadth of coverage must be trimmed
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Summary
Quiz
Introduction
QEP
Bethel definition
Tests (MAPP and CAT)
Importance of testing for assessment
Introduce individual tests
Group work
Importance of operationalization of definitions
Examples
Two from my course
Other people’s courses
Well‐ and ill‐structured problems
Importance of last part of definition
Conclusions
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Workshops schedules, handouts, and slideshows
are available online at:
http://seaquist.us/ct/handouts.htm
This address is given at the bottom of the second
page of the handout.
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