
Quote of the Week:

Critical Thinking & Writing
--Kurfiss, Joanne Gainen. “Critical Thinking by Design,” a publication of the Professional & Organizational Development Network in Higher Education.  http://www.podweb.org

 “Critical thinking is often thought to be a general ability that students either possess or lack, but much of what critical thinking entails is specific to particular fields and can be learned.  However, learning to think rarely enters the educational scene when ‘covering’ a fixed quantity of ‘content’ occupies center stage in teaching.  Must acquisition of knowledge precede thinking as many educators seem to believe? . . . 

If we believe students cannot think until they ‘know’ a lot, and if teaching for information crowds out learning to think, how and when will critical thinking abilities develop?  To escape this impasse, let’s explore an alternative proposition:  students’ ability and willingness to think critically are most likely to develop when knowledge acquisition and thinking about content are intertwined rather than sequential.” 

Incorporating more writing in our courses encounters a similar impasse.  If I include more writing, I won’t be able to cover as much content.  We’ve all felt this.  While this might be true in a writing instruction course—where teaching the writing process itself takes precedence and does indeed require much time—it’s not the same for a writing intensive course.  Moreover, writing is inextricably linked to critical thinking.  
So, let me propose a corollary:

Students’ ability and willingness to write are most likely to develop when thinking critically about acquired knowledge is intertwined with the teaching of content through writing.

Whether we’re teaching an officially designated writing intensive course or not, our students will benefit from having more writing assignments that ask them to think critically about the material. 
If you’re interested in working with colleagues in a small workshop atmosphere on assignment design of this type, come to a DEWA (Designing Effective Writing Assignments) workshop!  DEWA workshops will be held on the following dates: 
· Thursday, October 20, 11:30-12:30pm, Bliss 131

· Friday, October 21, 11:30-12:30pm, Bliss 114

Email me at goldschm@tcnj.edu to reserve a spot.  These time slots are during the open hour, but we can stay longer if needed.  We can also stay in contact over email, share additional assignments, and give each other feedback.

I hope to offer workshops on a more regular basis, and I am also interested in hearing from faculty about what formats and other development activities might be useful.  Please don’t hesitate to contact me with questions, ideas, and suggestions.

Finally in this week’s bulletin, I’m including an excerpt from “Critical Thinking Requires Critical Questioning” another article from the Professional Development Network’s collection on critical thinking.  

Here, Karen Thomas summarizes categories of questions based on the Socratic questioning method.  These categories are extremely helpful in thinking about how to frame assignments, both informal and formal.  Sometimes, just reviewing this list can spark a new assignment question, a new in-class activity, or a new format for presenting information:
· Questions of clarification—asking for verification, additional information, or clarification of one point or main idea, with students expounding on an opinion, rephrasing the content, or explaining a particular point.

· Questions that probe assumptions—asking for clarification, verification, explanation, or reliability.
· Questions that probe reasons and evidence—requesting additional examples, evidence, reasons for making statements, adequacy for reasons, process which lead to this belief, and/or anything which might change the student’s mind.

· Questions about viewpoints or perspectives—searching for alternatives to a particular viewpoint, how others might respond to questions, or a comparison of similarities and differences between and among viewpoints.

· Questions that probe implications and consequences—describing and discussing the implications of what is said, results, alternatives, or cause-and-effect of an action.

· Questions about the question—breaking the question into mini-questions and single concepts or determining whether an evaluation is necessary.

As Thomas points out, using this type of questioning is neither easy nor without controversy.  But it is an effective method for promoting critical thinking in our students.  

Thomas also cites Richard Paul’s definition of critical thinking (Critical Thinking:  What Every Person Needs to Survive in a Rapidly Changing World, 1990), a practical take on a slippery term that can often mean too much and not enough:
“a critical thinker is someone who is able to think well and fair mindedly about his or her own beliefs and viewpoints as well as those which are diametrically opposed. The critical thinker does not just think about these beliefs and viewpoints, but explores and appreciates their adequacy, cohesion, and reasonableness.  . . . To become a critical thinker is not to be the same person you are now, but only with better abilities;  it is to become a different person.”
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