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Making the case

The 215t century has witnessed significant cultural, social and
technological advances. The ongoing coronavirus has provided the
education sector with many lessons and an opportunity to review and
evaluate what and how we teach. Questions must be raised about the
appropriateness of curricula to meet current day needs and prepare
students for this brave new world. It has highlighted the importance of
acquiring the necessary skills to participate in an everchanging and
increasingly complex world (Lucas, 2019)- skills of critical thinking (CT),
creativity, metacognition, problem solving and collaboration (Lamb et
al., 2017). Developing the cognitive skills and thinking dispositions to
better comprehend the world must become higher education’s new
Imperative.

What do we mean by critical thinking?

CT is associated with reasoned thinking that provides evidence to
justify decisions made. Facione’s definition is particularly clear as,
"ourposeful, self-requlatory judgment which results in
interpretation, analysis, evaluation, and inference, as well as
explanation of the evidential, conceptual, methodological,
criteriological, or contextual considerations upon which that
judgment is based" (Facione, 1990, p. 2). It is a set of skills and
strategies for thinking. It also involves attitudes referred to in the
literature as ‘dispositions’ (Perkins, 1995). Both elements are
needed and both together combine to create the essence of a
critical thinker.

Four simple questions defining CT:
J Why should | trust this claim?
- Why does the person making this claim believe it — or want me to
believe it?
J What else has been said, written or reported about this?
Do | know enough to answer all of the above questions?

Critical thinking in the context of higher education

Critical thinking is regarded as a “core outcome in higher
education” (Lederer, 2007,p. 525). The role of universities has
always been to develop independent and critical thinkers and
must remain so. The ability of students to think critically is very
relevant today. Young people need to be able to discriminate
facts from opinions, evaluate and judge the credibility of
evidence from all sources such as social media and the
phenomenon of “fake news”. Thinking critically is considered a
desirable outcome of an undergraduate education (Facione et
al., 2000). In Europe, reforms in science education made the
teaching of critical thinking a main aim of undergraduate
teaching programmes (Eurydice, 2011). By developing
graduates with critical thinking skills, universities enhance
innovation in the workplace and society.
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Curriculum design and critical thinking

Bigg’s model of constructive alighment provides an effective
starting point to embed CT in curriculum programmes (Biggs,
2003). The model requires alignment between the three key
areas of the curriculum: intended learning outcomes, teaching
and learning activities and assessment (Figure 1 below).
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Authenticity is key when planning pedagogical approaches.
Active learning and real life scenarios. These should include
reflective writing activities, cooperative learning tasks, guided
guestions, problem-based and project-based learning.
Methodologies relating to oral and written communication as
well as to reading and text analysis, reflection and
argumentation, analysis and synthesis should be used. In
addition, questioning, evaluation, interpretation, and
justification, research, flipped classroom and role playing are
also effective (Bezanilla, 2019).

An example of constructive alighment to embed CT in a PGCE
Level 7 module in teacher education
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To conclude

The ability to think critically is a desirable outcome for higher
education. The pandemic has provided an opportunity to review
curricula and to prioritise skills and is a time for curriculum
rebalancing. By embedding CT in programmes and combined
with innovative blended approaches to teaching and learning,
we can be assured that our graduates enter the global
marketplace more prepared, and our curricular are fit for
purpose to serve students, universities and the world of work.
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