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ABSTRACT: Research has identified critical thinking to be important for short and long term student achievement, but there appears to be 
inconsistent theoretical understanding and pedagogical approaches to its transfer (Abrami et al., 2015). Even with a perceived value of critical 
thinking embedded in the minds of educators, and its prominence among the objectives of school curriculums across sectors, there is a gap of 
research that specifically focuses on how it is perceived and developed in Secondary School classrooms (Davies & Meissel, 2015). 

1. This presentation will share emerging mixed methods research findings of how 28 New Zealand secondary teachers across the 
subject areas of English, Science and Social Science perceive and develop critical thinking as part of their instructional 
practice. 

2. It will also explore the initial outcomes of what a professional development focus on critical thinking has in supporting or 
shifting their views and practices. 

3. It is through these outcomes that this presentation hopes to empower educators to explore and develop their models of best 
practice, as well as help ensure secondary students receive purposeful critical thinking instruction.



Presentation Overview:

• The values and ideas behind this research

• How the methodology and data collection has been conducted

• What early outcomes have come from this study

• Notes and comments on limitations & rationale



Purpose and Mission which underpin this study

What responsibility do we have as a educator to my students in a rapidly changing society?

Do we want a society of individuals who are engaged, democratic, caring and 
innovative?
 

Does education act as a progressive agent in our society? 

Do we teach our students to think critically and can there be a ‘right’ way of teaching 
it? 

Where is all the evidence-based practice of critical thinking in secondary schools? 



Rationale for this research project

❖ The proposed benefits of this research include:

➢ Students: 
By supporting teacher practice which can increase opportunities for students to become citizens who are adaptable, 
engaged, represented and empowered to succeed against the challenges of our rapidly changing world. 

➢ Teachers: 
By supporting teachers in exploring how critical thinking can be contextualised for different subject purposes, offering 
evidence-based recommendations on how teachers can develop and apply critical thinking consistently. 

➢ Schools: 
By offering schools and educational policy makers an applicable model of theory and practice that can be 
appropriated and applied across diverse cultural and educational contexts in an increasingly globalised society. 



What is critical thinking?

Yes, surely we have all heard business executives, policy makers, civic leaders, and educators talking about 
critical thinking. 

So how would you propose we go about defining "critical thinking." You do not really want a definition 
plopped on the page for you to memorize, do you? That would be silly, almost counterproductive. The goal 
here is to help you sharpen your critical thinking skills and cultivate your critical thinking spirit. 

(Facione, 2015)





Literature Review: An initial framework

Creswell’s (2014) Philosophical Worldviews

Pragmatic

Constructivist

Post positivist
Transformativist



Literature Review - Navigating the mess of critical thinking



Literature Review: 

A working framework for classroom 
observation

Dispositional

Transformational
Pragmatic

Working towards a broadened model of 
critical thinking instruction







“Who are we to decide exactly how students should be critical thinkers beyond the context of the subject we teach them?”



With a focus on Critical Thinking…
Research questions:

1. In what ways do teachers deliver critical thinking instruction in their secondary school subject? 

2. How do teacher perceptions about their teaching of critical thinking in secondary schools reflect their 

practice? 

3. To what extent do teacher perceptions and practices about their teaching of critical thinking in 

secondary schools shift following intervention through professional development?



Data Collection: Who was included

❖ Five Auckland Secondary Schools

❖ 27* participant teachers

❖ Three subject areas (Science – English – Social Studies)

❖ Year 10 classroom focus over the school year



What happened?

As part of this research, participants:

❖ Were interviewed at their school during a time of their choosing during the First and Fourth Terms of the 2017 
academic year.

❖ Were observed, at different times of the year, teaching normal classroom lessons during a time of their 
choosing.

❖ Participated in a mid-year professional development day at the University of Auckland with teachers across a 
range of local secondary schools. 



Study 1: Teacher perceptions of critical thinking and their practice

Method:

❖ Each participant were involved in an initial semi-structured interview exploring questions like: 

❖ How do you define critical thinking?

❖ What does critical thinking looking in your practice?

❖ What value does critical thinking have beyond your subject?

Coding:

❖ Each interview was transcribed and responses around Critical Thinking were coded based on the theoretical 
groupings of:

❖ Pragmatic 

❖ Dispositional

❖ Transformational



Critical thinking: teacher beliefs

How do you define critical thinking?

What does critical thinking looking in your practice?

What value does critical thinking have beyond your subject?



Visualised: What does critical thinking looking in your practice?

English Social Studies Science 

❖ Pragmatic 
❖ Dispositional
❖ Transformational



Study 2: Teacher instructional practice of critical thinking, linked back to perceptions

Method:

❖ Each participant was observed by the researcher on two occasions, for an approx. total of 50 minutes. 

Coding:

❖ Participant instructional prompts during observation were coded based on the theoretical groupings of:

❖ Pragmatic 
❖ Dispositional
❖ Transformational

❖ General

❖ They were also paired with teaching style, to see if certain styles led to higher distribution of instructional 
themes:

❖ Anchored (Transmissive)
❖ Dialogue (Co-constructive)
❖ Individual (Coaching)



Critical thinking: teacher practices



Critical thinking: what teachers taught [Baseline]



What does critical thinking look like in the classroom?

Perceptions vs. Practice 



Critical thinking: how teachers taught [Baseline]



Baseline: All Participants’ instructional style to thematic coding



Baseline: All Participants’ instructional coding by teaching style



Intervention: Professional Development towards critical thinking

9:30

Segment 1: 
Meet and greet + Group discussion

10:10

Segment 2: 
What is critical thinking? A big picture review with activities

11:00

Morning Tea  
11:15

Segment 3: 
Sharing of best practice

12:00

Segment 4: 
Data presentation & reflection 

12:30

Segment 5:
Strategies around fostering CT in both the classroom and beyond.

1:00

Lunch 
1:30

Segment 6: 
Co-construction & Final Reflections

2:30

Finish 



Study 3: Intervention & shifts in teacher instructional practice of critical thinking

Method:

❖ Each participant were observed by the researcher for a full lesson in Term 3, approx. total of 50 minutes. 

❖ 9 participant teachers were observed again to explore retention late Term 4. 

Coding:

❖ Participant instructional prompts during observation were coded based on the prior thematic groupings.

❖ They were also paired again with instructional style, to see if certain styles shift and/or led to higher 
distribution of instructional themes.

❖ An outcome of the professional development day was that participants received an individualised data 
report, and used it to help frame an CT goal for the next phase of the study.



Initial Findings 

Shifts in teaching focus following Professional Development



• An average 20% shift away from General instruction, towards critical thinking. 

• Distribution of critical themes carried on from some baseline trends, though English saw the greatest growth in 
Transformational themes.
 

• Where there were significant increases in participant teachers’ critical thinking instruction, it often matched an 
increase of teachers’ instructional use of dialogue. 

Initial Findings



Sample Teacher Profile 1: 
- Crystal St Cyr, HoD English



Sample Teacher Profile 1: 
- Crystal St Cyr, HoD English



Sample Teacher Profile 2: 
- Sharon West, Social Studies B.T.



Sample Teacher Profile 2: 
- Sharon West, Social Studies B.T.



Sample Teacher Profile 3: 
- Peter Andrews, Science



Sample Teacher Profile 3: 
- Peter Andrews, Science



Summary

• Providing professionals with an opportunity to come together and explore 
theories and pedagogical practices can help to better engage teachers with 
their craft and how they value CT in their subject area. 

• Quantitative data collection does suggest shifts in how teachers engage in CT 
across each of the subject areas of English, Social Studies and Science. 

• Conceiving CT across curriculum lines may help to better transfer it to students 
as both teacher and students make links beyond the context of one individual, 
or learning problem, or system(s) of knowledge…



Limitations

Data collection:

• Participant teachers were self-selected and wanted to develop their practice. 
• Data collection was restricted to what the teachers were doing, rather than what the students were demonstrating as part of their 

learning. 
• Results may impacted by a range of variables, including: time of year, researcher presence and interpretation, 

On impact & retention:

• Most teachers were not confident that their students could explain how their teachers might be facilitating critical thinking, and saw 
it as a focus moving forward. 

• An overall increase in teacher employing Dialogue as part of instructional practice, which produced strongest links to critical themes. 


