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ABSTRACT 

Although there is substantial evidence showing the benefits of critical-thinking as 

well as recommendations for the implementation of critical-thinking in education, 

researchers are still searching for evidence that critical-thinking is being used in the 

classrooms.  Proposed over 2,500 years ago by Socrates, critical-thinking was viewed as 

a way to emphasized clarity of thought, intellectual veracity, and living a scrutinized life.   

The purpose of this study was to explore teachers’ perceptions of critical thinking 

and any barriers they perceive to teaching critical thinking within the classroom.  This 

study looked at a) differences of perceptions of teachers between subject areas; b) 

educational backgrounds of the teachers; c) gender; d) differences between high school 

and middle school teachers; e) teachers’ perceptions on critical thinking; and f) insight on 

perceived barriers to teaching critical thinking.    

There were fifty-four participants who responded to the survey, working in eight 

school districts across two states, resulting in a 17% participation rate, which allows us to 

extrapolate the data.  The focus question of this study explore the opinions of teachers on 

perceived barriers to the teaching of critical thinking skills in the classroom.  To answer 

these questions, the researcher utilized a forty-nine-question survey, that was emailed and 

completed on a voluntary basis to teachers from the school districts. A prevalent theme 

that did arise was the feeling that time was a major factor in all areas, that of external, 

teacher, student, and curriculum barriers.  Further, participants perceived the necessity to 

teach content over teaching critical thinking, even though they were aware of the 

importance of teaching critical thinking in the classroom.  Future studies with more 

participants may be useful in revealing other conclusions. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Context of the Researcher 

While working for the United States Air Force and the Department of Defense, 

one thing emphasized was the importance of thinking about a problem critically.  Eight 

years ago, as an alternative licensure student, I listened intently as the premise of No 

Child Left Behind was explained to myself and other future educators.  The very idea of 

teaching students to think critically, backed by a national directive to teach critical 

thinking, was inspiring.  Teaching social studies in an alternative high school, I felt I had 

a perfect venue for inspiring students to think critically about the world in which they 

live.  

Reality Sets In 

Working in a rural school district, and completely naïve to the classroom realities 

of rural schools, I quickly abandoned any ideas to foster critical thinking within the 

classroom.  I faced students who were reading at lower levels than average high school 

students within the district, numerous students who were English language learners, 

students who, because of their familial responsibilities were missing school to assist with 

the financial needs of their family, and a significant number of students with a variety of 
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special needs.  These aforementioned challenges are realities faced by many teachers 

working with students in rural school districts.   

The realities of teaching in an economically challenged rural setting suddenly 

took precedence over the idea of teaching critical thinking in any way, shape, or form.  

There were challenges like a lack of current textbooks, emphasis on preparation for high-

stakes testing, and the requirements to teach the mandated curriculum, which quickly 

took precedence over everything else.  I found myself in survival mode, struggling to 

provide the “free and appropriate public education” (FAPE) required by law, while 

ensuring that each student was prepared for the requisite high-stakes testing at the end of 

the year.  Further compounding this was the necessity of meeting the Individuals with 

Disabilities Act requirements and the Individual Education Plan (IEP) goals and 

objectives for those students with special needs. 

Further compounding my teaching challenges was the fact that I am teaching 

students in an alternative high school, most who struggle with contemporary teaching 

methods.  Because the school is a “credit recovery” program, I teach one year in one 

semester.  This advanced pace requires me to make decisions regarding what to teach so 

the students are prepared for the high-stakes tests.  The concept of teaching critical 

thinking skills at the secondary level is not a reality in this environment. 

The realities of life for these students overrode my desire to teach critical 

thinking, and national directives in accountability to do so.  While it was possible to meet 

with interested and motivated students before and after school, and provide special 
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handouts in the classroom, I quickly realized that few students had the time necessary to 

take advantage of these pre and post school opportunities. 

Background to the Study 

For over two centuries, experts have argued the importance of critical thinking in 

all areas of human life (Bloom, 1996; Dewey, 1910; Mann, 1838; Newman, 1996; Paul, 

1984, 1985; Scheible, 2006).  Individuals with improved critical thinking skills can 

benefit a country’s ability to survive, both economically and politically in the global 

environment of today.  For students to be successful in this global scene, they must go 

beyond the knowledge level of thinking.  It is essential that students have more than just a 

basic knowledge of material; they need the ability to comprehend, apply, analyze, 

synthesize, evaluate, assess, and reconstruct knowledge so to apply it to everyday tasks.  

Piaget (1980) posits that educational experiences occur around the learners’ cognitive 

structure, that is, the students’ ability to reason links to the experiences they have gained 

through their environment.  It is through these challenges that intellectual learning occurs.  

According to Piaget (1980), the primary goal of education is to create individuals 

capable of expanding on previous knowledge, not just simply repeating the status quo.  

As a secondary goal, Piaget (1980) suggested it is necessary to form minds that critically 

evaluate and verify all information provided, not simply accept the information they are 

provided.  It is through this intellectual exercise that students learn to raise questions, 

think critically, interpret creatively, and think outside of subject-field discipline 

boundaries in the examination of ideas.  
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Emerson, Boes, and Mosteller (2002) suggest that critical thinking is significantly 

more important than just finding answers, and far more difficult.  One must understand 

that our thought processes are biased, distorted, partial, uninformed, or downright 

prejudiced (Elder, 2007).  All of these difficulties need to be accounted for prior to using 

critical thinking to solve a problem.   

Education is much more than students simply finding a preconceived answer or 

teachers teaching the same, it involves individuals utilizing everything within their 

background and experience to create a solution to a problem.  Dewey (1933) warns that if 

individuals simply teach for a means, they fail to provide students the opportunity to 

learn how to think critically about the subject at hand (p. 118).  Thought is what separates 

humans from the animal kingdom, and as such, it is necessary for teachers to provide 

students with the tools necessary to think critically.  “Thought affords the sole method of 

escape from purely impulsive or purely routine action” (Dewey, 1910, p. 14).  An 

individual without critical thoughts is driven strictly by needs, that is, the primitive 

desires for survival, and by wants, the desire for something without it supporting the 

necessity of survival.  Thought of this manner is not education; it is simply reaction to 

stimulus.  

Dewey (1910) posits that an individual who thinks critically is capable of 

rationalizing beyond the present and considers the future.  The individual who thinks 

critically is capable of rationalizing cause and effect, consequences, planning, and 

organizing.  A thinking individual is capable of evaluating prior problems and learning 
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from history.  In simple terms, an individual who can think is capable of learning, at 

whatever level they are capable.  I believe all students can think critically. 

Thus, critical thinking and education go hand in hand and allow students to take 

more connections into account (Dewey, 1933, p. 119).  It is through these connections 

that the students truly learn.  Without these connections, intelligence is fixed and rigid; it 

is not a stimulus to learning but simply an externally dictated order to do a specific task 

(Dewey, 1933, p. 119).   

Only through the teaching of critical thinking are students made aware of 

distractions to their thinking, learn to work through them, and learn the capability of 

thinking critically about a situation.  Dewey (1910) states: 

While it is not the business of education to prove every statement made, any more 

than to teach every possible item of information, it is its business to cultivate 

deep-seated and effective habits of discriminating tested beliefs from mere 

assertions, guesses, and opinions; to develop a lively, sincere, and open-minded 

preference for conclusions that are properly grounded, and to ingrain into the 

individual’s working habits methods of inquiry and reasoning appropriate to the 

various problems that present themselves.  No matter how much an individual 

knows as a matter of hearsay and information, if he has not the attitudes and 

habits of this sort, he is not intellectually educated. (p. 27-28) 
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The responsibility of a formal education is to prepare individuals to think 

rationally and critically about the world around them, and to question ideas.  Dewey 

(1910) states:  

Education has accordingly not only to safeguard an individual against the 

besetting erroneous tendencies on his own mind—its rashness, presumption, and 

preference of what chimes with self-interest to objective evidence—but also to 

undermine and destroy the accumulated and self-perpetuating prejudices of long 

ages. (Dewey, 1910, p. 25)   

Therefore, to teach critical thinking is a truly essential educational goal. 

Background to the Problem 

Shapiro & Varian (1999) state that not only the United States economy, but the 

world economies are shifting from tangible goods to intangible or information goods.  

This economic shift is often referred to as a “Knowledge Economy,”  and has accounted 

for an increase between 40%  to 45% of all workers employed in the United States as of 

2004 (Brinkley, 2006, pp. 18,19).  That is, 40%  to 45% of all workers employed now 

work with information goods in lieu of manufactured goods.  Changes in the economy 

are creating an “‘hour-glass economy’ with lots of good relatively well paid ‘knowledge 

economy’ jobs at the top and bad poorly paid jobs at the bottom, with the disappearance 

of middle income jobs associated with the collapse of manufacturing employment” 

(Brinkley, 2006, p. 18).   
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Individuals without the ability to think critically are at a severe disadvantage in 

this economy as they are handicapped by the inability to apply, analyze, synthesize, 

evaluate, assess, and reconstruct available information.  The requirement to analyze goes 

beyond the simple ability to restate the facts, it requires critically thinking about the 

information without bias.  Further, critical thinking allows for the focus on practices of 

deliberate instruction which develop “conscious social reproduction” shaping the political 

values, attitudes, and modes of behavior of future citizens (Gutmann, 1999). 

People who think critically make good citizens because they strive to uphold 

democratic ideals (Dewey,1933).   The U.S. political system depends on educated 

citizens and leaders who can think rationally.  The ancient Greeks, who enjoyed a 

prototypical democracy, quickly found that an educated populace is necessary to prevent 

democracy from degenerating into mob rule (Dewey,1933).  This was echoed in Thomas 

Jefferson’s stringent support of public education: “If a nation expects to be ignorant and 

free, in a state of civilization, it expects what never was and never will be.” (Thomas 

Jefferson as cited in Bergstedt, n.d., p. 2) 

“The term ‘critical thinking’ (CT) has become a catchphrase in education in this 

climate of high-stakes testing and accountability.  While the key word in the real estate 

market is location, location, location; in education the key word is assessment, 

assessment, assessment” (Cole, Hulley, & Quarles, 2009, p. 1).  Most standardized tests 

only test factual knowledge, rather than higher level thinking.  Standardized tests are set 

up to be quickly scored via electronic means, thus there is only one correct answer.  This 

eliminates the ability of the individual to evaluate, analyze, synthesize, and actually 
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utilize critical thinking.  However, with emphasis on Bloom’s Taxonomy the recollection 

of facts are placed at the lower end of the spectrum of critical thinking skills while 

synthesis, analysis, evaluation and creativity reside at the top.  Application is in the 

middle.  The mandated requirements of testing therefore often eliminates the teaching of 

critical thinking within the classrooom. 

Many rural students are from low socioeconomic households, causing challenges 

not only with the annual yearly progress (AYP) goals of No Child Left Behind [Act] (No 

Child, 2001), but causing a compromise with the education of the student due to 

requirements for test preparation (Tieken, 2013).  Jensen (2009) states that some of the 

indigenous problems students of poverty face are emotional and social challenges, acute 

and chronic stressors, cognitive lags, and health and safety issues.  All of these combine 

to work against the higher level learning of students from low socioeconomic households.  

Thus, to prepare students for mandated testing, teachers focus on providing the necessary 

facts rather than teaching students to think critically about the material. 

Poverty is a leading indicator of deficiencies in mental functioning among 

children.  “Data from the Infant Health and Development Program show that 40 percent 

of children living in chronic poverty had deficiencies in at least two areas of functioning 

(such as language and emotional responsiveness) at age 3” (Bradley, Whiteside-Mansell, 

Mundform, Casey, Kelleher, & Pope, 1994, p. 348).  Additionally, many of these 

students come from single parent families, which strains resources and correlate directly 

with poor school attendance, lower grades, and lower chances of attending college 

(Jensen, 2009, p. 8).  These recurring problems include depression, chemical dependence, 
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and hectic work schedules that “kick off a downward spiral of unhappy life events 

including poor academic performance, behavioral problems, dropping out of school, and 

drug abuse” (Jensen, 2009, p. 9). 

With one-quarter of all US students attending rural public schools, AYP results 

are compromised because of the low numbers of students.  There are often less than the 

150 students required to minimize the unpredictability in the test scores of rural public 

schools (Haney, 2002).  Further, neoliberalist thoughts on capitalist production often 

perpetuate and exacerbate the socioeconomic inequality prevalent in society today.  The 

use of standardized testing was mandated by No Child Left Behind [Act] (No Child, 

2001) to hold schools accountable for the education of their students.  Through the 

regulation of federal funding, the U.S. government mandated the requirement that student 

scores increase each year in a process called Annual Yearly Progress (AYP), which 

penalize the school districts that do not meet the requirements (No Child, 2001).  While 

the professed purpose of accountability systems is to raise student achievement and 

improve the quality of schooling, the use of standardized testing fails to provide this 

insight.  They particularly fail to provide the critical thinking mandated by No Child Left 

Behind [Act] (No Child, 2001). 

Evans (2013) states that schools in Texas are spending between 29 and 45 days a 

year taking tests, while Tennessee spends six weeks, and California spends four weeks.  

While in the classroom this year (2014), New Mexico students spent from March to May 

testing or preparing for testing required by the state.   
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With teacher evaluations being so closely tied to the test results, teachers are now 

resorting to ensuring their students know the materials required to meet the standardized 

testing criteria; in other words, they are teaching the materials necessary to answer the 

selected areas of the exam (Evans, 2013).   This severely limits the exposure to materials 

that would allow students to critically think and criticize materials presented, thus 

enabling them to compete in the “knowledge economy” of today.  Yet the mandate of No 

Child Left Behind is to require that schools teach critical thinking (No Child, 2001).  “The 

trouble with the No Child Left Behind [Act] and assessment is that it is ‘narrowing 

everything to a single score, to a test on a particular day” (Scheible, 2006, p. 2).   

Even with the increasing emphasis on critical thinking skills in educational 

legislation, these mandated goals do not translate into the classroom.  The educational 

responsibility of teaching critical thinking skills, while being cited numerous times in 

educational legislation, has never been assigned to one specific educational sector (No 

Child, 2001; ESEA, 2015; Obama, 2014; Siskin, 2003).  As such, there is a severe 

disconnect in the expectations of educational legislation, and the realities of the 

educational system itself.  There is a definite disconnect between the ability to read, and 

the ability to comprehend what has been read (Hirsch, 2011, p. 8).  Without 

comprehension, an individual will never be capable of critically thinking about a subject, 

as this requires a great deal of knowledge.  The ability to comprehend, apply, analyze, 

synthesize, evaluate, assess, and reconstruct the material to apply it to everyday tasks 

requires one to first have the ability to comprehend the material they are evaluating.   
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Problem Statement 

While one of the stated goals of education is to improve critical thinking skills in 

the student (Obama, 2014), there appear to be many obstacles to achieving this.  (Paul, 

2007; Paul & Elder, 2009; Tileston, 2000).   

Paul and Elder (2009) suggest that a major factor in the inability of our students to 

think critically is how they are taught.  There is a prevalence of lecture in many 

secondary classrooms because of the necessity  to provide a vast amount of information 

included on standardized tests.  While this method of delivery is on the decline, the focus 

still remains on providing the multitude of facts required for completion, or preparing 

students to take standardized tests (Luhtala, 2011, p. 24).   

Paul (1995) states that the perceptions, attitudes, and behaviors of teachers 

sometimes constrain the teaching of critical thinking skills.  Some teachers feel that 

students lack the necessary background to think critically, have learning disabilities that 

prohibit critical thinking, or feel that it is too time consuming because of the necessity of 

providing material for mandated standardized tests.  Through the recognition of the 

importance of critical thinking skills and the perception of the lack thereof of those skills 

in students, there is a need to increase the teaching and learning of those skills. 

There has been minimal recent research on the extent to which teachers actually 

engage in teaching critical thinking skills in the classroom.  In fact, while there is an 

inordinate amount of research on critical thinking in higher education, there has been 

minimal research since the 1980’s on critical thinking in secondary schools in the United 
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States.  In particular, little has been done to research the perception of specifically rural 

teachers towards the teaching of critical thinking skills or what inhibits that instruction.   

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to explore teachers’ perceptions of critical thinking 

and any barriers they perceive to teaching critical thinking within the classroom.  This 

study looked at a) differences of perceptions of teachers between subject areas; b) 

educational backgrounds of the teachers; c) gender; d) differences between high school 

and middle school teachers; e) teachers’ perceptions on critical thinking; and f) insight on 

perceived barriers to teaching critical thinking.  The schools selected for this study met 

the defined requirements as rural schools in accordance with the Office of Management 

and Budget (Henderson & Weiler, 2004, p. 2).  Rural education has received little 

attention in research throughout the years (Barley & Beesley, 2007; Coladarci, 2007).   

To understand the reasons behind the teachers’ perceptions of teaching critical 

thinking skills within the classroom, it is important to investigate the perceptions of the 

teachers themselves.  The classroom is the domain of the teacher, so who is better to 

reveal the thinking behind what they perceive as inhibiting the teaching of critical 

thinking skills than the teachers themselves?  Through this study, the researcher will 

identify specific impediments to the teaching of critical thinking skills within the 

classroom, and offer some suggestions to improve classroom practice.   
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Research Questions 

Specific research questions include the following: 

1. What teacher-related, student-related, curriculum-related, and external factors 

do participating teachers perceive as barriers to improving critical thinking 

skills and the improvement of critical thinking? 

2. What are the perceptions of participating teachers on the priority of teaching 

critical thinking in rural school districts? 

Significance of the Study 

The study will allow educators, administrators, and specifically, college 

educators, insights into the pre-service and in-service professional development 

preparation necessary for teachers, allowing them to enter the rural classroom ready to 

meet the critical thinking needs of their students.  This study may also provide insight for 

policy makers regarding the barriers to teaching critical thinking within the classroom, 

possibly changing the assessment system and the teacher evaluation system.  Students 

will receive a benefit from teacher’s being able to identify perceived difficulties in 

teaching critical thinking within the classroom. 

Theoretical Framework 

Rural Education 

There are significant challenges facing education in all sectors; urban, suburban, 

and rural.  Among these are high rates of child poverty (Huang & Howley, 1991; Jensen, 

2009; Johnson & Strange, 2007); limited financial and educational resources for 
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professional development (Chance & Segura, 2009; Hickey & Harris, 2005; Howley & 

Howley, 2005); and an inability to retain highly qualified teachers (Arnold, Newman, 

Gaddy, & Dean, 2005).  Additionally, rural teachers often teach multiple content areas, 

for which they are not qualified (Barley & Brigham, 2008).  Rural districts also struggle 

to meet the mandate for “highly qualified teachers” as access to educational facilities are 

often not available in a rural setting (Barley & Brigham, 2008).  Teachers often sponsor 

multiple organizations, with limited resources for those extra-curricular activities, 

reducing the amount of time available to develop a curriculum conducive to teaching 

critical thinking.  Further, rural educators find that “teaching material and curriculum are 

not written to support a rural community” (Tieken, 2013, p. 13). 

Coladarci, (2007) and Barley and Beesley (2007) have shown that there is a very 

limited availability of research on rural school districts today.  This leads to a notion that 

educational research has forgotten about rural schools.  Arnold, Newmann, Gaddy, and 

Dean (2005) also note that there are no existing studies concerning rural teachers’ beliefs 

and practices within the classroom, however, they conceded that such studies could likely 

have different coding or subject titles.  Yet, with all the problems facing rural schools, 

Carr and Kefalas (2014) and Tieken (2013), indicates that the school’s relationship with 

the surrounding community is advantageous to developing a collaborative process for 

school improvement and student learning.  

Critical Thinking 

Browne and Keeley (2001), Henderson (2001), O’Tuel and Bullard (1993), 

Perkins, Jay, and Tishman  (1993), Pogrow (1990, 1996), and Torff, (2003) all conducted 
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research on how to assist students in gaining critical thinking skills.  This body of work 

distinguishes between high-critical thinking activities such as debate and discovery 

learning, and low-critical thinking activities such as lecture and drill.  Browne and Keeley 

(2001) favored questioning as a method of developing critical thinking skills.  Utilizing 

questions motivates students to critically analyze material presented and apply, analyze, 

synthesize, evaluate, assess, and reconstuct  knowledge.  Others, such as Henderson 

(2001), Torff (2003),  Pogrow (1990 , 1996), O’Tuel and Bullard (1993), and Perkins et 

al.(1993) addressed the assistance of students in gaining critical thinking skills through 

the use of high-critical thinking skills such as debate and discovery learning.  

Another method of providing critical thinking in the classroom is the Paulian 

framework for critical thinking, proposed by Linda Elder (2014).  This method provides 

students with tools necessary to analyze and assess critical thought.  Emphasizing 

intellectual skills and abilities, as well as traits, it attends to the intrinsic workings of the 

mind that function as barriers to the development of thought.  Paulian thinking integrates 

the creative with the critical, and accentuates the ethical dimension of thought.  This is a 

system, which is comprehensive, and provides intellectual tools for reasoning within 

every subject and discipline.  Further, it is open to continual development. 

Though there is a mandated requirement to teach critical thinking within the 

classroom, and a consensus that critical thinking is essential to society and the economy, 

this is not being translated into the classroom.  Therefore, it is important that studies such 

as this be conducted to identify impediments that teachers perceive to teaching critical 

thinking within the classroom.  Perhaps, through the study of teachers perceptions there 
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can be some rectification of the disconnect between intentions of the mandate and the 

reality of the classroom.   

Definition of Terms 

Critical Thinking:  The application, analysis, synthesis, evaluation, assessment, 

and reconstuction of knowledge (based on Bloom’s taxonomy of educational objectives). 

Critical Thinking Skills: “Critical thinking is that mode of thinking – about any 

subject, content, or problem – in which the thinker improves the quality of his or her 

thinking by skillfully [applying,] analyzing, [synthesizing, evaluating], assessing, and 

reconstructing it … Critical thinking is self-directed, self-disciplined, self-monitored, and 

self-corrective thinking” (Paul & Elder, 2006, p. xxiii). 

Rural:  Based on the definition of the Office of Management and Budget as 

described by Henderson & Weiler (2004), anything less than 50,000 or more inhabitants  

is considered nonmetro, and is thus synonymous with rural. 

Teachers’ perceptions:  Beliefs, attitudes, values, or opinions held by teachers on 

certain issues. 

Chapter Summary 

Chapter 1 introduced the study and the topic of rural educator’s perceptions on the 

barriers to teaching critical thinking in the classroom to the reader.  This chapter provided 

a brief background of the historical significance of critical thinking, along with a brief 

history of educational reform and problems facing rural education today.  The purpose of 
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this study is to explore rural teachers’ perceptions of critical thinking and any barriers 

involved with implementing critical thinking within the classroom.   

There were three research questions formulated in this study.  This study will 

provide the insight necessary for administrators, educators, policy makers, in-service 

teachers, and college educators.  Finally, the author addressed the definition of terms for 

the study. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

To gain a greater understanding of the perceived barriers to critical thinking 

among rural teachers, a thorough review of literature was conducted.  This review of 

literature will establish the historical and theoretic framework necessary to assess the 

current issues that rural teachers perceive as challenging their ability to teaching critical 

thinking skills.  The topics discussed in this review of literature are as follows: definition 

of rural, problems in rural education, a brief history of critical thinking, concepts of 

critical thinking and improving critical thinking, the necessity of teaching critical 

thinking, research on barriers to teaching critical thinking, instructional pedagogy on 

teaching critical thinking, research on teaching critical thinking to students, and teaching 

practices.  

Definition of the Term “Rural” 

While there are various definitions of what constitutes a “rural” community, the 

Office of Management and Budget has stated that metropolitan areas are those areas of 

the country with “a core urban area of 50,000 or more inhabitants” (Henderson & Weiler, 

2004, p. 2).  All other areas are considered nonmetro, and are thus synonymous with 

rural.  “Rural” encompasses all population, housing, and territory not included within an 

urban area (Bureau, 2015, p. 2).  For the purpose of this study, we will rely upon this 

definition. 
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Rural Education and the Community 

There is a very limited research on rural school districts today, leading to a 

conclusion that educational research has forgotten about rural schools (Barley & Beesley, 

2007; Coladarci, 2007).  Arnold, Newmann, Gaddy, & Dean (2005) suggest that most 

researchers have clearly focused on urban districts because they have higher enrollments.  

There is some existing research on rural education and teachers.   

Tieken (2013) cites the social importance of the rural school to the culture and the 

rural community well-being.  The relationships between teachers, students, alumni persist 

across generations due simply to the ties to the community.  The school is tied to the 

economy, bringing business to the community.  In many of the rural communities, the 

stronger the school, the stronger the economy.  That is, when a community has a strong 

school, they are able to support the goals of the local community, strengthening the local 

economy by providing the education necessary to perpetuate the local businesses while 

continuing to prepare students that desire to attend college.  It is through the school that 

rural communities develop and perpetuate their identity.  “Rural schools help develop a 

sense of community pride and provide consistency in a fast-moving world” (Tieken, 

2013, p. 17).  During the 1940’s, teachers, physicians, and business owners were evenly 

distributed throughout the American small towns and cities evenly (Carr & Kefalas, 

2010).  Today, it is a struggle to find teachers, doctors, and business owners to replace 

those retiring in rural areas (Carr & Kefalas, 2010).  Tieken suggests that the “school is 

more than a job or institution; it’s an identity” (65).  This identity is strengthened through 
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the shared symbols and traditions, which perpetuate a set of common values, and 

establishes clear boundaries.  

“Rural” then, is a matter of the commonplace interactions and events that 

constitute the rural “lifeworld,” a value mostly overlooked by the media and academia, 

and a significance impossible to quantify (Tieken, 2013, p. 13).  These interactions 

constitute the identity of the individual while it shapes their perspective and 

understanding of the world around them.  With the rural school focusing on the 

individual students within the classroom, “the bond between teacher, student, school, and 

community becomes strong, providing the interaction necessary for school improvement, 

community involvement, and student learning” (Tieken, 2013, p. 13). 

Unfortunately, community interaction often fails to translate to the necessities 

faced by rural teachers to provide a stable environment for learning.  Among the 

problems of rural schools identified by Rogers and Mirra (2014) were hunger, unstable 

housing, caring for family members, family issues, and immigration issues. In addition, 

several chronic conditions were identified by rural educators as impacting learning time 

in schools,  such as insufficient qualified substitutes, noisy classrooms , dirty classrooms, 

insufficient access to a school library, and an insufficient number of computers. 

Additional duties also impacted the amount of time rural teachers have to assist students 

such as doing lunch/yard supervision, taking care of janitorial tasks, taking care of 

clerical tasks, and covering classes for absent colleagues. 

Further, rural educators find that teaching material and curriculum are not written 

to support a rural community (Tieken, 2013, p. 16).  Students fail exams simply because 
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they are unaware ofterminology indicative of a more urban lifestyle. .  Students are tied 

to the community through their familial roles, traditions, and economics.  It is this sense 

of community that is defined through athletic competitions, local drive-in, local hang-

outs, etc. that form the students world.  “It is this very sense of community that makes the 

rural school important to society today” (Tieken, 2013, p. 13). 

Compounding the ability of rural educators to educate students to the level 

mandated by both state and federal law is time.  Among the many disruptions cited are 

teacher absences, special days, disrupted days,and testing.  Teacher absences in rural 

schools account for approximately four more days than their urban counterpart (Rogers & 

Mirra, 2014).  Much of this lost time occurs because of a lack of access to quality 

substitutes inherent to  high-poverty schools in a rural setting.  Additionally, the lack of 

medical services accounts for much of these absences as teachers have to travel to larger 

areas for medical services.  The limited number of teachers and substitutes in rural areas 

contribute to this loss of instructional days as the additional responsibilities of the 

teachers are manifested. 

A Brief History of Critical Thinking 

The concept of critical thinking is not a new one; it has been around for over 

2,500 years.  It is first acknowledged to Socrates when he “discovered a method of 

probing questioning that people could not rationally justify their confident claims to 

knowledge,” (Paul, Elder, & Bartell, 1997, p. 4).  Socrates emphasized clarity of thought, 

intellectual veracity, and living a scrutinized life.  Utilizing the Socratic Method of 

questioning, Socrates allowed people to see the inconsistencies that often led them to 
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compromise ethical and righteous values.  He was credited with the first attempt to utilize 

critical thinking as a cross-disciplinary educational tradition. 

Middle Age Period 

During the Middle Ages, the embodiment of critical thinking occurred in the 

writings and teachings of Thomas Aquinas.  To ensure his thinking met the test of critical 

thought, always systematically stated, evaluated, and answered criticisms of his ideas as a 

necessity in their development.  Aquinas strengthened our awareness of not only the 

potential power of reasoning, but also the necessity of reasoning to be “systematically 

cultivated and ‘cross-examined’” (Paul, 1985). 

Renaissance Period 

During the Renaissance, scholars such as Colet, Erasmus, and Moore followed up 

on the insights of Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, and Aquinas.  Each of these scholars 

proceeded with the assumption that the domains of human life were in need of searching 

analysis and critique. 

Another ancestor to the critical thinking camp was Sir Francis Bacon.  He insisted 

that people must question their assumptions in thinking.  Bacon articulated four 

psychological barriers, which he called idols that were barriers to thinking well 

[critically].  These idols were temptations to error; error of intercourse or language; errors 

due to personal beliefs; and finally, errors that have their sources in society (Fieser & 

Dowden, 2007). Speaking to Bacon’s barriers, Dewey (1910) suggests that these divide 

into two categories, two are intrinsic, and two are extrinsic in nature:   



Texas Tech University, Stephen Wray Reynolds August 2016 

23 

 

“Of the intrinsic, one is common to all men alike (such as the universal tendency 

to notice instances that corroborate a favorite belief more readily than those that 

contradict it), while the other resides in the specific temperament and habits of the 

given individual.  Of the extrinsic, one proceeds from generic social conditions—

like the tendency to suppose that there is a fact wherever there is a word, and no 

fact where there is no linguistic term—while the other proceeds from local and 

temporary social currents” (p. 22). 

Dewey states that our preconceived ideas, both intrinsic and extrinsic, affect the 

way we as individuals think.  It is these ideas that inhibit one’s ability to think critically. 

(Dewey,1910).  John Locke provided his insight into critical thinking when he introduced 

four classes of men and why they think the way they do.  The first are those who seldom 

reason at all, but think according to the example of others, thus saving themselves the 

pains and troubles of thinking and examining for themselves; Secondly is the individual 

who thinks with passion instead of reason, resorting to whatever suits his/her humor, 

interest, or party; Third are those who readily and sincerely follow reason, but only the 

type of reason inherent to their interests in people, reading, and limited knowledge; 

Finally, there are those who reason because of authority, that is, they refuse to reason 

outside the comfort of their friends, neighborhood, or country (Locke as cited in Dewey, 

1910, p. 23).  Each of these four distorts thinking and, even today, place barriers on the 

critical thinking process. 
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1800’s 

John Henry Newman (1996) articulated the idea of an educated mind in his 

lecture series entitled The Idea of a University.  In this lecture, Newman details, 

exemplifies, and illustrates the important ideas of critical thought [thinking].  Newman’s 

work provided the language necessary to understand the concept of critical thinking.  He 

writes “When the intellect has once been properly trained and formed to have a connected 

view or grasp of things…it will be a faculty of entering with comparative ease into any 

subject of thought, and of taking up with aptitude any science or profession” (Newman, 

1996, pp. 8-9).  Newman believed that the cultivation of the intellect is a life-long process 

whereby one “brings the mind into form”; a form that is disciplined, active, and open-

minded and capable of generalizing important insights where appropriate (Newman, 

1996, p. 7). 

1900 - Present – Refining and Defining Critical Thinking 

Edward Glaser (1941) is considered the father of the modern critical thinking 

movement.  He provided a definition for critical thinking as follows: “The ability to think 

critically…involves three things: (1) an attitude of being disposed to consider in a 

thoughtful way the problems and subjects that come within the range of one’s 

experiences, (2) knowledge of the methods of logical inquiry and reasoning, and (3) some 

skill in applying those methods” (Glaser, 1941, p. 5).  Glaser emphasizes the need to 

think with well-founded reasons rather than thinking directed by bias, subjective opinion, 

and/or social conformity. 
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Glaser’s point of view was similar to that of John Dewey (1952).  Dewey’s 

publications relevant to education span over sixty years.  However, there is only a small 

selection of principles that speak to Dewey’s impact on the intellectual tradition of 

critical thinking, that is, the interconnection between important dispositions and learner 

centered education.  Mosely, Baumfield, Elliott, Gregson, Higgins, Miller, and Newton 

(2005) wrote that, “In Dewey’s view the development of reflective thought [critical 

thinking] is the most important goal of education and enables the individual to take 

control of and responsibility for their own thinking in order to participate as a member of 

a democratic society” (p. 12).  The work of Dewey is dedicated to the ideals of human 

capability whereby disciplined reflective thinking can and will yield autonomous and 

socially responsible citizens.  While the context of his writing has its limitations and 

specific applications, his concern with problematics in human thinking and his desire to 

find theoretical and practical methods to help people think more autonomously and 

responsibly cannot be denied.   

In Democracy and Education (1997) Dewey writes “We can and do supply ready-

made ‘ideas’ by the thousands; we do not usually take much pains to see that the one 

learning engages in significant situations where his own activities generate, support, and 

clinch ideas…This does not mean that the teacher is to stand off and look on,” but to 

participate, guide, and share in the learning activities.  “In such shared activity, the 

teacher is a learner, and the learner is, without knowing it, a teacher” (Dewey,1933, p. 

160).  Therefore, students and teacher are joined in a learning community where content 

is created and discovered by thinking and not passively received. 
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Dewey further uses the term impulse of the young which refers to his awareness of 

those innate obstacles to thinking critically.  In his discussion of human will, Dewey 

points out that humans have a tendency to be obstinate and stubborn.  He argues, 

“Obstinacy may be mere animal inertia and insensitiveness.  A man keeps on doing a 

thing just because he has got it started, not because of any clearly thought-out purpose” 

(Dewey, 1933, p. 128).  Further, he refers to undisciplined, intellectually stubborn people 

as “always deceiving themselves as to the consequences of their acts” (p. 128).  These 

attitudes and intellectual rigidity are major attitudes of reflective thought [critical 

thinking], intellectual work, and responsible action.  Dewey’s identification and 

discussion of these obstacles are significant in that he contrasts them with active learning 

and critical habits of mind. 

Further, Dewey’s continuous emphasis on the cultivation of intellectual 

dispositions through student-centered instruction is a significant contribution in the 

tradition on which the critical thinking discourses are predicated.  Dewey (1933) states 

“skill obtained apart from thinking is not connected with any sense of the purpose for 

which it is to be used.  It consequently leaves a man at the mercy of his routine habits and 

of the authoritative control of others” (p. 152).  Instruction that fails to engage the student 

as a thinker perpetuates what Dewey refers to as those routine or “fixed habits” of mind. 

In the late 1900’s, many individuals attempted to define what critical thinking 

entails.  Their contributions to the field of critical thinking bring it into the realm of what 

it is today, and deserve mention in the history of critical thinking.  Some key contributors 

are as follows: 
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Carrol Tama (1989) recognized the innate tendency of the human mind to make 

decisions as to what to believe and do based on one’s need for self-validation, social 

conformity, and ideological/belief system attachments.  Tama (1989) states, “However 

defined, critical thinking refers to a way of reasoning that demands adequate support for 

one’s beliefs and an unwillingness to be persuaded unless the support is forthcoming” (p. 

1). 

Harvey Siegel (1990) proposed a concise summary noting that all theorists agree 

that the essence of critical thinking (1) involves important dispositions or attitudes and 

(2) is a process of making reasoned judgments and living by, or acting on, those 

judgments.  He further writes, that theorists fundamentally agree that “critical thinking 

centrally involves reason assessment and the disposition to engage in it” (p. 30). 

Matthew Lipman (1991) defined critical thinking as “skillful and responsible 

thinking that (1) facilitates judgment because it (2) relies on criteria, (3) is self-correcting, 

and (4) is sensitive to context” (p. 116).  It is important to note that Lipman not only 

emphasizes a need to evaluate criteria in reasoning, but also points out that one who 

thinks well is sensitive to context. 

Perhaps the most cited definition of critical thinking comes from Robert Ennis.  

Robert Ennis (1996) wrote, “Critical thinking is a process, the goal of which is to make 

reasonable decisions about what to believe and what to do” (p. xvii).  Ennis believed that 

critical thinking is not a thing or goal in and of itself; rather a process of making informed 

decisions which affects the way one lives his/her life, with the ultimate goal being to live 
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reasonably in the strong or ethical sense of the term.  The basis of this is on a practical 

examination of one’s beliefs and actions as a guide for living an examined life. 

Expanding upon the work of Ennis, Paul, Elder, and Bartell (1997) write that 

critical thinking is “the intellectually disciplined process of actively and skillfully 

conceptualizing, applying, synthesizing, and evaluating information gathered from or 

generated by observation, reflection, reasoning, or communication, as a guide to belief 

and action” (p. 4).  Paul, Elder, and Bartell emphasize the conceptual nature of thinking, 

that is, all thinking relies on ideas and the extent that one’s thinking is of the highest 

quality.  Paul, et al. (1997) are quick to argue “Given the complexity of critical 

thinking—its rootedness in 2500 years of intellectual history as well as the wide range of 

its application—it is unwise to put too much weight on any one ‘definition’ of critical 

thinking.  Any brief formulation of critical thinking is bound to have important 

limitations” (p. 4). 

In this vein, William Hare (1998) argues, “We should be wary of succinct 

definitions, especially when dealing with a rich and fertile notion…It is tempting, of 

course, to try and find one comprehensive formula which captures the essence of critical 

thinking, but the chances of success are slim; critical thinking comes into so many 

contexts and takes such different forms that it is enormously difficult for any summary 

account to do justice to the ramifications of the idea” (p. 40).  One must be continually 

reminded of a robust conception of critical thinking with both its pedagogical and social 

implications, while being able to work within the more narrow conceptions relevant to 

specific contexts and problems. 
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Bailin, Case, Coombs, and Daniels (1999) identified the role of standards and 

criteria in critical thinking stating that critical thinking was “a normative enterprise 

which, to a greater or lesser degree, we apply appropriate criteria and standards to what 

we or others say, do, or write” (p. 285).  Their definition emphasizes contextually 

relevant criteria and standards as a necessity to thinking critically.  The quality of one’s 

thinking cannot be evaluated fairly without the standards of clarity, accuracy, relevance, 

validity, organization and/or significance. 

 In his definition, Daniel Fasko (2003) highlighted the skill involved in critical 

thinking.  He writes “Critical thinking is the propensity and skills to engage in activity 

and ‘mental activity’ with reflective skepticism focused on deciding what to believe or 

do, ‘and that can be justified’” (Fasko, 2003, p. 8).  Fasko (2003) additionally recognized 

that “critical thinkers” do not blindly accept conclusions, rather, they question when 

appropriate and seek the best or most reasonable answer, solution, or resolution adhering 

to accepted standards or analysis and evaluation. 

Irene Yuen Yee Fung (2005) synthesized a definition that emphasizes and 

elaborates on context as an important dimension for a base-line conception of critical 

thinking.  Fung elaborates on the aspect of Matthew Lipman’s conception of critical 

thinking that emphasized context as a necessary condition for critical thinking.  Fung 

believes that all thinking exists within a context and must be fully understood when 

entering into a problem, issue, or point of view.  Thus, critical thinking is not limited to 

abstractions, but is based on the practicality of daily life.  Fung (2005) writes, “By 

including the requirement of ‘sensitive to context’ into critical thinking, the tension 
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between the post-modern concern on particularity and the foundationalist concern of 

requirement of objectively defensible critical standpoints can be addressed” (p. 25).  Her 

definition emphasizes thinking skills and abilities as part of her synthesis instead of 

simply focusing on intellectual resources. 

Nosich (2005) focused on the essence of critical thinking which he states involves 

reflection, authenticity, the act of being reasonable, and relies on evaluative criteria. 

Nosich thought that reflection should be critical, but reflection alone is not desirable.  

Therefore, to be reasonable, one must have the ability to make reasoned judgments as to 

what to believe and do through critical reflection and an “authentic” disposition where 

one checks his/her biases and prejudices to fairly analyze and evaluate the the question or 

problem. 

Finally, Paul (2007) cites a need for meta-cognition in the act of critically 

thinking stating, “Critical thinking is thinking about your thinking, while you’re thinking, 

in order to make your thinking better” (p. 1).  This succinctly summarizes the general 

goal of thinking critically: to raise thinking to a higher, more sophisticated level.  That is, 

to become aware of, and to the extent that it is possible, in control of one’s decisions and 

beliefs with sensitivity to relevant ethical implications.  It is the quality of thought that 

bears import, not quantity. 

Concepts of Critical Thinking and Improving Critical Thinking 

Since 1960, critical thinking has been the focus of considerable discussion and 

debate.  A multitude of articles, books, and instructional materials have been written on 

the topic, From the 1990’s there has been focus on increasing critical thinking in the 
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classroom.  Goals 2000 (Siskin, 2003), under President George Bush, targeted critical 

thinking as a national educational goal.  The Department of Education mandated 

competence in critical thinking for all college graduates by the end of the century 

(Education, 2004).   

On March 10, 2009,  

“President Obama said ‘The solution to low test scores is not lower standards; it’s 

tougher, clearer standards,’ …He urged states to develop standards ‘that don’t 

simply measure whether students can fill in a bubble on a test but whether they 

possess 21st century skills like problem-solving and critical thinking, 

entrepreneurship and creativity” (Elder, 2012, p. 6).  

Elder (2012) states that though we naturally reason, we do not always reason well. 

She suggests that human thought is prejudiced, biased, self-deceived, and self-deluded, 

while individuals are often intellectually arrogant, selfish, narrow-minded, petty, 

vindictive, spiteful and malicious. Human thought is often unreasonable and irrational, 

thus, the need for critical and logical thinking.  While humans inherently have the ability 

to infer, analyze, synthesize, compare, contrast, plan, and evaluate, it is important that we 

understand that “these processes can be done well or poorly, critically or uncritically” ( p. 

11).  

 Paul et al. (1997); Esterle and Clurman (1993); Mosely et al. (2005); and Hale 

(2008) state that there are similar beliefs in the conception of critical thinking.  Teachers 
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need to foster education that distinguishes between intrinsic cognitive processes that form 

the foundations for critical thinking. 

 “The low productivity of our schools is chiefly caused by bad theory rather than 

by teacher incompetence” (Hirsch, 2011, p. 84).  It is the lack of preparation, both in pre-

service and in-service trainings, that cause many of the problems in teaching critical 

thinking within the classroom.  Thomas (1999) found that “teachers need to be educated 

in the standards, intellectual traits, skills, and processes of critical thinking in their 

preservice education” (p. 132).  Without teachers having the required pre-requisite 

knowledge of teaching critical thinking within the classroom, it is impossible to translate 

into the classroom.  Despite the perceived consensus for increased critical thinking skills, 

Choy & Cheah (2009) found little evidence that it occurs, and the growth displayed by 

students remains low. 

Everything we do requires us to think critically about the world around us.  But 

much of that thinking, “is biased, distorted, partial, uninformed or down-right prejudiced” 

(Scriven & Paul, 2013, p. 2).  Yet the quality of our thinking determines how well we live 

our lives, what we produce, make, or build.  Therefore, it is important that individuals 

learn to think critically.  Scriven and Paul (2013) suggest that “critical thinking is a skill 

that requires cultivation to allow an individual the opportunity to raise vital questions and 

problems; gather and assess relevant information; use abstract ideas to interpret the 

information leading to well-reasoned conclusions and solutions; think open-mindedly 

within alternative areas; and communicate effectively with others” (p. 2). 
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One of the most important skills an individual can learn is that of becoming a 

critic of their own thinking.  This skill allows an individual the ability to “improve 

themselves and practice the art of skilled thinking and lifelong learning” (Paul & Elder, 

2006, p. xxv).  Scriven and Paul (2013) talk about the ability to apply, analyze, 

synthesize, integrate, and/or evaluate information “gathered from, or generated by, 

observation, experience, reflection, reasoning, or communication, as a guide to belief and 

action” (p. 2).  Bloom (1956) states that complex understanding occurs only with the 

accumulation of basic knowledge.  The ability to recall facts does not constitute learning 

as “recall is not knowledge” (Bloom, 1956, p. 421).   

Max Wertheimer (1945) suggests that rote memorization allows the learner to 

learn facts or rules without truly understanding them.  That knowledge is easily forgotten 

and can only be applied in limited circumstances.  Critical thinking allows the student to 

“cognitively arrange and rearrange the components of the problem until a solution based 

on understanding is reached” (Olson & Hergenhahn, 2009, p. 269).  Paul (1990) 

confirmed this when he stated that learning through rote memorization, association, and 

drill is lower-order thinking.  Higher order thinking occurs when students move up 

through the higher level of Bloom’s taxonomy (Sousa, 2001, p. 262).    Many of the 

barriers they cite are “pressures to cover an ever-expanding curriculum and the tyranny of 

quick-answer testing of all types” (p. 262). 

Sousa (2001) states that schools today rely upon little more than convergent 

thinking, that is, content acquisition and rote rehearsal rather than thinking for analysis 

and synthesis.  This requires learning at nothing more than the lowest levels of 



Texas Tech University, Stephen Wray Reynolds August 2016 

34 

 

complexity.  Many teachers today attempt to teach their students “how to think” which 

perpetuates the teaching-learning scheme that treats students as “vessels to be filled” (p. 

249).  Other teachers are attempting, through methods such as the Literacy Design 

Collaborative, to move from the “sage on the stage” to the “guide on the side” (p. 249).   

All evidence seems to suggest that the human brain is designed for thinking 

(Sousa, 2001, p. 248).  As such, a major question is “Can we teach people to think?”.  

Sousa (2001) indicates that some critics and/or educators believe that young human 

beings “do not think and need to be taught” (p. 248).  Sousa believes that this premise is 

wrong as we begin thinking from birth (if not before). What can be taught are skills to 

organize content such as critical attributes and mnemonics, and how to apply skills that 

promote more efficient thinking. 

Bloom’s taxonomy incorporates six levels of cognitive development: knowledge, 

comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis, and evaluation, the category labels are 

familiar educational terms that cause little confusion (Bloom B. S., 1956, p. 15).   

Bloom’s taxonomy has several advantages over other models, as most teachers 

are familiar with the concepts of the taxonomy.  It allows the teacher to proceed through 

the six levels as a hierarchy or in random order; emphasizes critical thinking skills, and is 

easily adaptable to criterion-referenced examples. It can easily merge with other models 

and taxonomies.  Bloom’s is also easily adaptable for students with identified 

exceptionalities such as learning disabilities or those English Language Learners (Bray & 

Rogers, 1995, p. 1; Mabrouk, 2015; Pappas, 2010).  
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The benefits provided to students, teachers, and societies are irrefutable and 

recognized by both employers and educators today.  In two separate studies, researchers 

have found an overwhelming number of educators (89% and 90%) claim that critical 

thinking is necessary for daily problem solving (Ozkan-Akan, 2003, p. 45; Paul et al., 

1997, p. 2).   

In a Phi Delta Kappa/Gallup Poll on attitudes toward public education conducted        

May 7 – 31, 2013, 80% of the public thought that schools should teach critical thinking 

skills (Kappa/Gallup, 2013).  These results support earlier findings by Goodlad (1984)  

where teachers and the public indicated the development of the ability to think creatively, 

objectively, and analytically was placed first by teachers and at the top of the public 

ratings, with the goal of the intellectual development of students as the most important 

goal of education.  One of the objectives of the Goals 2000: Educate America Act, passed 

by the United States Congress, was the improvement of college students’ thinking skills 

(Elam, 2001).  These acts were passed with no money available for implementation, and 

no enforcement mechanism in place to ensure their improvement.   

Necessity of Improving Critical Thinking Skills 

Educational psychologists and teacher educators regard critical thinking activities 

as essential to optimal educational practice (Browne & Keeley, 2001; Ennis, 1987; 

Esterle & Clurman, 1993; Halpern, 2003; Henderson, 2001; Kuhn, 1999; Raths, 

Wasserman, Jonas, & Rothstein, 1986; Resnick, 1987; Torff, 2003).  Dewey (1924) 

suggests that a student who cannot think receives an education that “falls short of being 

an education in any worthy sense of the word” (p. 275).  Dewey (1938) suggests that 
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learning information just to pass an examination did little to prepare a student for the 

analysis and resolution of problems in life, a greater goal of education. 

Simpson and Jackson (1997) state that subject matter predicated strictly on 

standards based curriculum serves to fix the teacher as the sole knower and purveyor of 

knowledge, preventing students from thinking critically about a subject as they are 

seeking simply the correct answer (p. 244).  While math and reading skills are important 

in society today, the world requires people with the ability to think critically about issues 

and policies, which requires actively engaging students in inquiry.  Basic education 

should provide a set of knowledge, skills, values, and attitudes required for all students to 

live active, productive lives.  While schools attempt this today, many students fail to have 

the necessary background in mathematical, and communication skills necessary to 

function in a critical thinking society.  As far back as 1838, Horace Mann identified the 

limitations 92% of all students had comprehending materials they read (Mann, 1838).  In 

1934, the U.S. military substantiated this finding when they discovered that the 

intellectual level of most adults was at the thirteen to fourteen years old (Paul R., 1985, 

pp. 5,6).    “It is absurd to argue that we should define basic education as the severely 

limited study of traditional fields of knowledge, taught and tested only in a certain old-

fashioned way” (Sirotnik, 2002, p. 664).  Critical thinking requires active involvement in 

the reflective act and goes beyond the traditional recitation of information imparted by 

teacher and textbook.  “Diversity of stimulation means novelty, and novelty means 

challenge of thought” (Dewey, 1933, p. 92). 
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Dewey (1933) further stated that the primary aim of the school is to develop 

students’ ability to think (p. 165).  Piaget’s (1977) ideas concurred with Dewey, stating 

the student must be an active agent that selects and organizes aspects of that world for 

cognition.  Learning is an active, not a static, process.  The more active we are in an 

activity, the more learning that occurs.  We make mistakes, seek advice, modify actions, 

and gain understanding in a real situation.   

Traditional schooling emphasizes rote memory, achieving high scores on tests 

over material and amassing information.  This method of schooling fails to connect with 

students, and does not allow critical thinking (Gunn, 2011, p. 1).  The National 

Commission on Excellence in Education (1980); Hillocks (1999, 2010) as cited by 

Yanklowitz (2013) cited a growing appreciation of the need to improve critical thinking 

in students, particularly in academic domains, with an increased interest in more 

challenging and effective teaching environments. 

More recently, Linda Elder (2012), states that critical thinking “is required for 

intelligent decision-making and higher order thinking in every domain of human thought 

and action” (p. 1).  Elder (2012) intimates that teachers need to go beyond simply 

teaching students how to think critically, they also need to provide students the “ethical 

sensitivities” necessary to provide the ethical use of that thought.   

Even with the increasing emphasis on critical thinking skills, there is minimal 

translation of these goals into the classroom.  This educational responsibility, while being 

cited numerous times in educational doctrine, gives responsibility to no specific sector.  

As such, there is a severe disconnect in the perceived requirements for critical thinking 
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within education.  There is a definite disconnect between the ability to read, and the 

ability to comprehend the material read (Hirsch, 2011, p. 8).  Without comprehension, an 

individual will never be capable of critically thinking about a subject, as this requires a 

great deal of knowledge.  Hirsch (2011) states that the how-to knowledge, the skills that 

are universally applicable to all circumstances of life, are the most important things to 

learn.  With the evolving economic shift to a knowledge economy, this becomes even 

more pertinent today.   

How to Assist Students in Gaining Critical Thinking Skills 

Over the past three decades, there has been much research on how to assist 

students in gaining critical thinking skills (Brown & Campione, 1990; Browne & Keeley, 

2001; Bullard, 1993; Ennis, 1987; Henderson, 2001; Mabrouk, 2015; Nobori, 2011; 

O’Tuel & Bullard., 1993; Pappas, 2010; Pogrow, 1990, 1994; Raths et al., 1986; Resnick, 

1987; Torff, 2003).  This body of work typically distinguishes between high-critical 

thinking activities such as debate and discovery learning, and low-critical thinking (rote 

memorization) activities such as lecture and drill.  These individuals stressed the 

necessity of utilizing debate and discovery learning to enhance critical thinking skills of 

students rather than the prescribed use of low-critical thinking skills, such as rote 

memorization, to provide the basic information necessary to take a standardized test. 

Specifically, Raths, Wasserman, Jonas, and Rothstein (1986) stated that thinking 

is a way of learning (p. 2-3).  Advocating the use of questioning to provide this learning, 

Raths et al. (1986) provided some guidelines for teachers so they can alleviate stress for 

students who are not initially comfortable with questions challenging them to think (p. 
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185).  Raths et al.’s (1986) research indicated that some students engaged in ‘thoughtless’ 

and ‘unwise’ behaviours as their primary behavioural patterns.  They argued that such 

individual patterns of behaviour can and should be changed, substituting mor thoughtful 

and wise thinking and behaviours for the maladaptive patterns.  Raths et al. (1986) 

provided a range of teaching techniques which bring about changes in students’ thinking.  

One key idea was having the students consciously reflect on their core ideas.  That is, 

students should reflect on and analyze those core ideas in the face of additional input 

from others.  To this end, Raths et al. (1986) stated that teachers needed to develop the 

ability to “compare, interpret, observe, summarize, classify, make decisions, suggest 

hypothesese, imagine and create, criticize, and evaluate in their students” (Wasserman, 

1987, p. 463). 

Resnick (1987) identified three key features to identify how learning and thinking 

skills are acquired.  The first of these were that each involve socially shared intellectual 

work organized around the joint accomplishment of tasks, so that elements of the skill 

take on meaning in the context of the whole.  Secondly, these skills encourage student 

observation and commentary, allowing participation for all by providing the eventual 

progression of the skill piece by piece.  Finally, the most successful programs were 

organized around specific subject matters rather than general abilities.  The subject matter 

is tailored to engage students in processes of meaning construction and interpretation that 

can block the symbol-detached-from-referent thinking.  Through the application of these 

features, students developed and strengthened their critical thinking skills within the 

classroom. 
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Expanding on the ideas of Resnick (1987), Ennis (1987) emphasized the 

importance of individuals being capable of focussing on a question, analyzing the 

argument(s), clarifying and/or challenging question(s), judging the credibility of a source, 

and finally, observing and commenting on the criteria of the argument(s).  Through the 

application of these methods, the ideal critical thinker is disposed to “get it right,” to 

present a position honestly and clearly. 

Brown and Campione (1990) studied classrooms as a communities of learning 

where critical thinking was practiced in the process of learning the content (p. 120).  

While the primary focus of their study was reading, many of the steps they identified for 

developing those skills perpetuate critical thinking within the classroom.  Identifying the 

primary use of texts as a major source of information within the classroom, Brown and 

Campione (1990) identified the necessity of students to decode, understand, critically 

evaluate, remember, and apply  the new-found knowledge flexibly and creatively (p. 

121).  Further, Brown and Campione (1990) equated reading in the later grades as 

“undistinguishable from critical thinking” (p. 121). 

Stanley Pogrow (1990, 1994) notably disagreed with Raths et al. (1986), Resnick 

(1987), Ennis (1987), and Brown and Campione (1990), by stating that it was necessary 

to avoid wherever possible attempts at tying concepts to real life (p. 62).  Pogrow (1990, 

1994) voiced the opinion that so much of a students real life experiences were difficult 

and school was a haven away from the problems (p. 62).  Pogrow (1990, 1994) did 

concur with his contemporaries about the necessity for the skills of understanding and 

comprehension (p. 63).  Pogrow (1990, 1994) emphasizes the necessity of the use of 
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comprehensive strategies in the understanding of materials within the classroom, that is, 

decoding, understanding, evaluating, and applying the new-found knowledge flexibly and 

creatively within the classroom (p. 63). 

The works of O’Tuel and Bullard (1993) identified and distinguished the 

differences between high-CT skills (eg. debate, discovery learning) and low-CT skills 

(eg. lecture, drill).  The skills of debate and discovery learning require students to focus 

on a question, analyze the argument(s), clarify and/or challenge question(s), judge the 

credibility of a source, and finally, observe and comment on the criteria of the 

argument(s). 

Perkins, Jay and Tishman (1993) propose the theory of thinking based on 

dispositions, rather than ability.  This is developed cognitively through the “role of 

evolving conceptual frameworks in cognitive change” (pp. 14-15). This conceptual 

framework allows the learner to develop the “conceptual developmental capacity to 

conceive of the mind as actively interacting with information (p. 15).  “This move toward 

an active understanding of mind is crucial to the development of virtually all the thinking 

dispositions” (p. 15).  This argument for an enculturative approach to teaching critical 

thinking within the classroom encapsulates the necessity of focussing on a question, 

analyzing the argument(s), clarifying and/or challenging question(s), judging the 

credibility of a source, and finally, observing and commenting on the criteria of the 

argument(s). 

Henderson (2001) emphasizes that teachers should encourage self-learning, social 

learning, and subject matter when instructing their students.  Henderson (2001) looks 
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upon reflective practice as an inquiry approach that emphasizes ethics of caring, 

constructivist, and creative problem solving.  Through this approach, individual learners 

develop the concepts of critical thinking within the classroom. 

The approach taken by Browne and Keeley (2001) bridges the gap between 

simple memorization of facts or blindly accepting information, and the greater challenge 

of teaching critical analysis and synthesis.  Browne and Keeley (2001) advocated for a 

response to alternative points of view, and the development of a solid foundation for 

making personal choices about what to accept and what to reject.  Through questioning, 

the determination of issues and conclusions, evaluations of reasons, interpretation of 

ambiguous words or phrases, the evaluation of conflicts and assumptions, and the 

identification of fallacies in reasoning, students learn to think critically within the 

classroom. 

Torff (2003) espouses a two-concept approach to teaching critical thinking within 

the classroom.  His first advocates for classroom processes such as discovery learning, 

reasoning, organizing, and argumentation to teach critical thinking within the classroom 

(p. 563).  In the second, Torff (2003) stresses the necessity for content knowledge—the 

flow of information about the subject at hand into the learning environment. While these 

skills are provided to teachers throughout their careers, the study showed that “Teachers’ 

classroom practices can be resistant to change, even ones (such as use of HOTS) that are 

frequently emphasized in preservice and in-service training (Patrick & Pintrich, 2001) 

and school-based professional-development initiatives (Osterman & Kottkamp, 1992)” 

(p. 568). 
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Reflective experience was the subject of Pappas (2010).  Pappas writes “…to 

reflectively experience is to make connections within the details of the work of the 

problem, to see it through the lens of abstraction or theory, to generate one’s own 

questions about it, to take more active and conscious control over understanding. —From 

Teaching With Your Mouth Shut” (Pappas, 2010, p. 1).  Pappas (2010) found that student 

reflection is extremely challenging, as the skill is not fostered in school.  While students 

are capable of summarizing what they have done, they have difficulty thinking abstractly 

about their learning—patterns, connections, and progress.  “Specifically, students and 

teachers are asked to remember what they did; understand what was important about it; 

applying the knowledge where it can be used again; analyzing the knowledge to 

determine any patterns in what they did; evaluating how well they did; and creating what 

they should do next” (p. 2). 

Nobori (2011) provides ten tips to teach critical thinking, beginning with 

questioning.  She suggests that the teacher start with a prompt, then help the students 

analyze the prompt.  As the student develops the skill, eventually this process becomes 

second nature.  Naturally, the instructor has provided initial guidance to assist the success 

of the student.  Some of this initial guidance includes providing tools to enter the 

conversation, such as “I agree/disagree because,” “I can connect to your statement 

because,” and “Can you clarify what you mean by” (p. 1).  These skills require modeling 

by the teacher, providing students with demonstrations on proper methods for entering 

conversations, differences between an analytical point and a summary, and appropriate 

methods of disagreeing with an individual (Nobori, 2011; Underwood & Wald, 1995). 
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Teachers should encourage constructive controversy, providing topics through 

rich sources (including texts, photos, art, even a single word) about pressing, relevant 

content to help fuel the discussions (Nobori, 2011).  Strohm and Baukus (1995) concur in 

this thought citing the necessity of providing as much ambiguity in the classroom as 

possible, providing conflicting information that they must think their way through.  This 

will assist the instructor in setting up Socratic discussions geared towards the student 

asking one another questions that test logic with the goal of gaining a greater 

understanding or clarity (Cooper, 1995; King, 1995; Nobori, 2011; Robertson & Rane-

Szostak, 1995; Underwood & Wald, 1995). 

Assessment is critical to determining the success of the critical thinking process 

(Angelo, 1995; Nobori, 2011; Wade, 1995).  This may be accomplished through writings, 

assessing dialogues and utilizing closure procedures.  Further, instructors can utilize peer 

reviews where the instructor creates a fishbowl with insiders (participants) and outsiders 

(evaluators).  The instructor provides the outsiders a clear rubric, which has criteria for 

the evaluation of the insiders critical thinking.  An important aspect of this peer review is 

the willingness of the instructor to step back and allow the student the freedom to develop 

their critical thinking skills through the interaction in the classroom.  This interaction 

with peers allows students to think outside the box, and develop the thought processes 

necessary for critical thinking free of outside interference from the teacher.  Often, this is 

the most difficult aspect of providing critical thinking skills in a lesson, giving up the 

responsibility for learning to the students (Nobori, 2011). 
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Suzanne Mabrouk (2015) states that critical thinkers will develop a natural 

curiosity, which will lead to independence in their learning. Citing the fact that incoming 

college students lack both knowledge and experience with critical thinking skills, 

Mabrouk (2015) notes that this ability does not improve in college, as courses neither 

teach nor promote such skills. She emphasizes the necessity of exemplification—where 

teachers constantly demonstrate the use of critical thinking skills throughout the course. 

Mabrouk (2015)  cites four methods of promoting critical thinking skills within the 

classroom. First, students are asked to supply reasonable solutions and to indicate any 

similarities or differences between the assigned problem and examples in their notes.  

Second, prior to each test, students are assigned a problem from an old test for which they 

must post a reasonable solution and indicate the highest skill level addressed by the 

question. This allows the student to develop their ability to analyze information.  Third, 

to promote synthesis and evaluation, students are asked to solve more synthetic problems.  

Finally, students are provided synthetic problems with incorrect solutions, where they are 

asked to evaluate the solution, to determine the error, and to devise an appropriate 

synthesis (Mabrouk, 2015). These four methods promote critical thinking within the 

classroom.  It promotes questioning, which is the sole purpose of critical thinking, so it is 

necessary to provide an environment where students are free to question the world around 

them. 

One method available for the development of critical thinking skills was proposed 

by Lynch, Wolcott, and Huber (2001).  Called, “Steps for Better Thinking,” Lynch, 

Wolcott, and Huber provided a roadmap for the development of critical thinking skills in 
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the classroom.  Allowing students the ability to solve open-ended problems with 

“significant and enduring uncertainties about such issues as the scope of the problem, 

interpretations of relevant information, range of solution options, and potential outcomes 

of various options,” ( p. 2). This four-step process provides the blueprint an instructor 

may use to develop the critical thinking skills of their students, complete with a rubric for 

evaluating their patterns of thinking skills.   

Pedagogy to Improve Critical Thinking 

For well over a century, educators have debated various methods of providing 

education to students.  Theorists, such as Dewey, Bobbitt, Mann, Freire, and others have 

addressed educational reform from various different perspectives with varying levels of 

success.   

Carlson (2013) conducted a study involving instructional methods and their 

influence on critical thinking.  This study showed that 92% of the instructors preferred 

Socratic lecture/discussion as the primary mode of instruction with a strong correlation to 

student perceptions of critical thinking. The use of videos appeared to have mixed 

reviews as to the relevance of critical thinking with juniors and seniors recognizing the 

relationship, and freshman and sophomores regarding the critical thinking skills as low 

(p. 30).   This is supportive of the findings of Torff and Warburton (2005) regarding the 

selection of curriculum and the perception of high- and low-functioning students.  While 

Torff and Warburton would view these methods as important to the development of 

critical thinking skills within the classroom at a high-functioning level, the students 

perceive this as a low-functioning level of learning. 
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A moderate correlation to critical thinking was instructor lead discussion, 

followed closely by brainstorming (52.3% compared to 47.4%) (Carlson, 2013, p. 30).  

Carlson (2013) showed the strongest correlation to critical thinking within the classroom 

involved the use of individual projects and presentations (62.3%) (p. 31).  Team projects 

rated extremely low in this study, coming in with a -62.5% correlation (p. 31). 

Maiorana (1992) suggests that the active involvement of the student leads to 

learning, not lecture. Dewey (1933) would support this assertion as he felt that experience 

was extremely important to the education of the student for life-long learning.  Maiorana 

(1992) also suggests that this approach needs to be multidisciplinary and emphasize, 

“What is common in subject matter” (p. 39).  “The ability to use the thinking skills 

learned inside of the classroom outside of the classroom makes the goals of lifelong 

learning and workplace competency a reality” (p. 41).  However, failure to provide the 

thinking skills necessary to function within society reduces the student to simply an 

automaton, susceptible to the whims of society.  Dewey (1933) states “Only by wrestling 

with the conditions of the problem at first hand, seeking and finding his own way out, 

does he think” (p. 173).  An individual incapable of thinking becomes, as Foucault (1995) 

states, a subject to the disciplines of society in “his body, his gestures, his behavior, his 

aptitudes, [and] his achievements” (p. 304). 

Research on Barriers to Improving Critical Thinking 

Many studies have investigated teachers’ perceptions of critical thinking and their 

perceptions of the learners’ advantage levels—i.e., learners’ academic track, achievement 

level, or socio-economic standard advantages (or disadvantages) (Aliakbari & 
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Sadeghdaghighi, 2013; Ozkan-Akan, 2003).  These studies have focused on the assertion 

that teacher’s judge high critical thinking activities to be ineffective for low-advantaged 

learners, whom are seen as ill prepared to handle high-critical thinking activities and are 

in need of a remedial regimen of low-level critical thinking activities (Pogrow, 1990, 

1996; Raudenbush, Rowan, & Cheong, 1993; Zohar, Degani, & Vaakin., 2001).  

Teachers, perceiving students to be low-functioning, limit the exposure to critical 

thinking skills instead focussing on the teaching of facts.  This research has shown that a 

self-fulfilling prophecy may result in which the low-advantaged learners receive few 

high-critical thinking activities, which restricts their academic growth, leading to fewer 

high-critical thinking activities being used.  Contrarily, high-advantage learners receive 

many opportunities to receive high-critical thinking activities, which enhance their 

academic growth, thus making more high-critical thinking activities likely (Zohar, 

Degani, & Vaakin, 2001).  Students with educational advantages, outside those provided 

to rural areas, have a greater opportunity to take advantage of the critical thinking skills 

made available to them. 

Torff  (2006) addressed expert teachers’ beliefs about the use of critical-thinking 

activities with high- and low-advantage learners.  While primarily concerned about 

addressing the level of academic rigor in schools, he provided some significant input on 

the barriers of teaching critical thinking within the classroom.  “Studies investigating 

differences in CT-related beliefs for high-advantage and low-advantage learners, whom 

are purportedly seen as ill-prepared to handle high-CT activities and in need of a remedial 

regimen of low-CT ones (Pogrow, 1990, 1996; Raudenbush et al., 1993; Zohar et al., 
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2001)” (p. 38).  Torff states that this creates a self-fulfilling prophecy in which “low-

advantage learners receive few high-CT activities, which restrict their academic growth, 

which in turn makes high-CT activities less likely to be used” (p. 38).  Torff (2006) 

studied a comparison of expert and inservice teachers to ascertain whether their was a 

problem indicative of necessary response in teacher education practices (p. 40).  Torff’s 

(2006) study revealed that “experts produced lower ratings than inservice teachers in low-

CT activities for both learner populations” (p. 47). 

  Following up on this study, in the Fall, Torff and Sessions (2006) addressed the 

barriers of only certain students being capable of critical thinking, and teachers’ 

perceptions on why they are unable to teach critical thinking within the classroom.  Torff 

and Session (2006) state that teachers’ beliefs on critical thinking are associated with 

their perceptions of learners:  

The hypothesis is that teachers judge activities with a high level of  

CT (e.g., debate, discovery learning) more suitable for high-advantage 

 learners, whereas activities with a low level of CT (e.g., lecture, drill, 

 and practice) are deemed more appropriate for low-advantage learners 

 (Pogrow, 1990, 1994; Raudenbush et al., 1993; Torff, 2006; 

 Torff & Warburton, 2005; Warburton & Torff, 2005; Zohar, Degani, & 

 Vaakin, 2001; Zohar & Dori, 2003),” ( p. 78).  
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 Torff  & Sessions (2006)  primary focus was on the use of high-critical thinking 

activities in classrooms regardless of the student learning capabilities (high- or low-

functioning).  The findings of their study revealed eleven specific issues, ranging from 

classroom management, ease of assessment, high-stakes tests, influence of 

administrators, influence of colleagues, influence of parents, learners’ level of ability, 

learners’ level of motivation, learners’ level of prior knowledge, the nature of the subject, 

and time constraints (p. 81). 

The results for Torff and Sessions (2006) showed that there were no significant 

differences found between the high-CT and low-CT activities for classroom 

mangagement and ease of assessment (p. 84).  “The remaining nine issues were divided 

between (a) issues associated with a pedagogical-preference effect favoring high-CT 

activities and (b) issues associated with pedagogical-preference effect favoring low-CT 

activities” (p. 84).  They cited three issues associated with a pedagogical-preference 

effect favoring high-CT activities over low-CT ones for low-advantage learners.  These 

were high-stakes tests, influence of administrators, and nature of the subject. The other 

six issues were associated with a pedagogical-preference effect in which teachers favored 

low-CT activities over high-CT ones for low-advantaged learners.  These issues included 

learners’ level of prior knowledge, time constraints, influence of parents, influence of 

colleagues, learners’ level of motivation, and learners’ level of ability (pp. 84-85).  The 

results reported by Torff and Sessions (2006) showed the effect sizes were small, though 

significant statistically. This shows that “no single issue or small cluster of issues 

dominated teachers’ thinking concerning appropriate use of high-CT and low-CT 
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activities for low-advantage learners” (p. 85).  Thus, there is a complex interaction 

between multiple issues that underlie teachers’ beliefs. 

Maiorana (1992) attempted to address these barriers through the use of 

questioning and debate.  Maiorana believed that through the use of Socratic questioning 

and debate, students would utilize previous knowledge and experiences to think critically 

about a subject.  Thus, the “work” is transferred to the student, allowing teachers the time 

required to prepare for critical thinking in the classroom. 

Kowalczyk, Hackworth, and Case-Smith (2012) addressed the importance of 

critical thinking skills within the classroom and teachers’ confidence in applying those 

skills.  Kowalczyk et al. also looked at the use of problem-based learning (PBL) to 

improve students’ critical thinking scores within the classroom.  While their study 

focussed on nursing and radiology, their research is directly related to the development of 

critical thinking skills within the secondary classroom. 

Kowalczyk, et al. (2012) identified four obstacles when implementing critical 

thinking skills within the classroom. “The most frequently reported obstacles were: (1) 

the need to deliver a large amount of information to cover content; (2) student concerns 

of getting a good grade vs actually learning the content; (3) insufficient time for 

instructors to learn new teaching methods; and (4) lack of student motivation to become 

critical thinkers” (p. 231).  The necessity to deliver a large amount of content coupled 

with the respondents concern regarding their ability to  assess the students’ critical 

thinking skills supported previous research showing that lecture was the primary method 

of instruction. 
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  Kowalczyk et al. (2012) recommend that total coverage of content is the purpose 

of textbooks, thus, teachers should provide students with guidelines to help develop 

problem-solving or decision-making skills. “Teachers should review the content material 

and, more importantly manipulate it to focus on critical thinking strategies” (p. 234).  

Kowalczyk et al. (2012) further suggest that all other barriers can be overcome through 

“positive influences such as faculty development opportunities, administrative support, 

freedom to experiment with new ideas, and mentorship” (p. 234). 

Ozkan-Akan (2003) conducted a study involving 522 teachers in four different 

regions of Turkey.  Utilizing a 43-question survey, she covered demographics, general 

perceptions on critical thinking, teacher barriers, student barriers, curriculum barriers, and 

external factors.  Her findings showed teachers’ perceived major problems with the need 

to cover content (82.1%), the need to use lecture (75.5%), and insufficient time to use 

critical thinking in classrooms (70.7%).  While teachers were divided on whether 

standardized tests stress critical thinking skills (55.1% to 41.6%), 58.4% perceive that 

teachers are uncomfortable with questions that have no obvious answers, and 50.9% 

believe that only certain students can perform higher order thinking (pp. 46 – 47).  This 

study is the basis for my interest in critical thinking within the classroom, so this provides 

a background for comparison between teacher perceptions in Turkey, and those from 

rural areas within eastern New Mexico and Southwest Texas. 

 Regarding teacher preparation for teaching critical thinking skills, Ozkan-Akan 

(2013) showed that neither teacher preparation classes, nor in-service training programs 

provided training in teaching critical thinking skills in the classroom (80% and 68% 
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respectively) (pp. 46 – 47).  While this is a perception of the teachers participating, there 

was no information regarding the amount of critical thinking skills provided.   

Researchers such as Blumenfeld, Krajcik, Marx, and Soloway (1994), Carter (1990), 

Richardson and Placier (2002), Russell (1995), Smylie (1988), Wilson (1996), and 

Woolfolk, Hoy, and Murphy (2001) show there is a severe lack of preparation for 

teaching critical thinking skills throughout higher educational institutions. In the Ozkan-

Akan (2003) study many teachers’ also felt that they did not have enough resources to 

teach critical thinking skills and most felt that they did not have enough time in the 

classroom to teach or utilize critical thinking skills. 

The student barriers as perceived by the teachers showed that over 92.9% agreed 

with the statement that students expect each question should have a definite correct 

answer (Ozkan-Akan, 2003, p. 46).  Only 80.3% of these respondents felt that students 

were afraid of being incorrect in their response, while 89.4% believed that students prefer 

activities and assignments with simple, factual questions and answers (p. 47).  

Approximately three-fourths (74.2%) of the teachers felt that students were not motivated 

to participate in critical thinking activities while 78% felt that students lacked the 

appropriate background knowledge or world knowledge necessary to think critically (p. 

47).  With a mean value of 3.04, this was one of the largest identified perceived 

impediments to thinking critically in the classroom in Turkey (p. 47).  

Verification of these findings occurred in a more recent study conducted by 

Akbari and Sadeghdaghighi on a smaller scale (only 100 educators) from Iran in 2013.  

While the researchers utilized a different survey, the Survey of Perceived Barriers to 
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Teaching Critical Thinking by Shell (2001), they had similar results.  The survey broke 

down the data to demographics and eight sub-scales consisting of teachers’ beliefs of 

student-characteristics, self-efficacy, lack of knowledge, faculty resistance, content 

coverage, importance, and relevance of critical thinking, institutional barriers, and time 

constraints.  More than 50% of the teachers agreed that they were unprepared by pre-

service training or professional development training to provide adequate classroom 

instruction on critical thinking (Aliakbari & Sadeghdaghighi, 2013, p. 4).   

Aliakbari and Sadeghdaghighi (2013) revealed that 64% of teachers reported they 

utilized lecture as the primary mode of curriculum delivery due to the necessity of the 

curriculum (p. 4).  However, the results of additional questions showed that this was not 

supported in Iran.  The researchers contributed this to a lack of knowledge of what 

critical thinking is, and the attendance of continuing education classes on critical thinking 

strategies in the classroom (p. 4). 

Regarding the improvement of critical thinking skills in the classroom, 78% of the 

teachers perceived that this was not a priority in the school (p. 4).  Many (81%) felt that 

they had no support from administrators for teaching critical thinking skills (p. 4).  The 

majority did not feel that they were constrained by time in teaching critical thinking 

skills, and more than 70% of the educators perceived that the emphasis of students’ 

evaluations, the large number of students per class, and the lack of materials for critical 

thinking did not provide a barrier in teaching critical thinking skills (p. 4).  Finally, more 

than 60% of the teachers involved agreed that critical thinking is not a primary objective 
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of teaching and that teaching strategies fail to promote critical thinking in the classroom 

(p. 4).  

Interestingly, student characteristics were also one of the largest perceived 

barriers to students learning critical thinking skills in this study as perceived by teachers.  

More than 60% of the participants agreed that student motivation; concerns with getting a 

good grade; and resistance to active learning were major barriers.  The mean for this area 

of the study was 2.67, by far the largest of the eight subscales (p. 4).  This is statistically 

close to the 3.04 mean in the perceptions from the Turkey study.  

Further expanding these two studies was a Saudi Arabian study conducted by 

Alwadai (2014) utilizing 138 male Islamic teachers.  This mixed-methods study 

evaluated teachers’ thoughts on improving critical thinking skills in the classroom.  

Alwadai (2014) identified several areas as impediments to the development of critical 

thinking skills within the classroom including society and school community, student 

ability, student lack of knowledge, teaching methodology, classroom structure, and time 

to develop materials (p. 38). These findings supported those found by Ozkan-Akan 

(2003) and Aliakbari et al. (2013).  These studies provided insight into two major barriers 

that are common to each area, teacher related and student related. 

Teacher related barriers include a need to cover content; insufficient time to think 

critically; assessments not testing critical thinking skills; and teachers’ discomfort asking     

open-ended questions.  Additional barriers identified include: the belief that only certain 

students are capable of critical thinking; pre-service teacher training is inadequate; 

professional learning communities are inadequate in training teachers in the teaching of 
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critical thinking; there are not enough resources; and inadequate time to prepare for 

activities such as discussion involving critical thinking (Aliakbari & Sadeghdaghighi, 

2013; Alwadai, 2014; Carlson, 2013; Kowalczyk et al., 2012; Maiorana, 1992; Ozkan-

Akan, 2003; Torff, 2006;). 

Student related barriers involve the students expecting the right answer; being 

afraid of being incorrect; preferring activities with factual questions and answers; the 

teacher as being the authority; and others see the textbook as being the authority.  

Further, student attributed barriers are a lack of interest in the subject; a lack of interest in 

thinking critically; students lacking necessary background knowledge; a lack of 

experience in improving critical thinking skills; and students being impatient with having 

to think critically (Aliakbari & Sadeghdaghighi, 2013; Alwadai, 2014; Carlson, 2013; 

Kowalczyk et al., 2012; Maiorana, 1992; Ozkan-Akan, 2003; Torff, 2006). 

Teaching Practices 

“Content areas (and sub areas within those content areas) that are assessed for a         

high-stakes accountability receive emphasis while those that are left out languish” (Linn, 

2000, p. 3).  The excusal of students from classes such as Social Studies, Art, and Music 

to receive additional assistance in English, math, and science reduces the exposure of the 

student to a liberal education (Kohn, 2001, p. 1).  While this might increase the scores in 

the areas of focus, it impedes the education of the student as a whole person (Kohn, 2001, 

p. 1).  Giroux (2014) states that “teaching to the test, undercutting the power of the 

teachers, and removing subjects such as art, literature, music, and critical thinking from 

the school curriculum are at the core for the conservative vision of reform” (p. 33).  If the 
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focus of the curriculum is to prepare the student to pass a test, then the teaching of critical 

thinking becomes secondary to this goal (Torff B., 2003).  

Through the application of this program, not only can the goals of the theorists be 

met, but teachers and engaged citizens can exercise the power necessary to address the 

contemporary educational imbalances in the classroom curricula, standardized testing, the 

closing of schools, and society in general.  Finally, Dewey’s concept of a truly 

democratic education may be achieved, while the power concepts espoused by Foucault 

(1988) and Freire (2011) may be mitigated. 

The Paulian Framework for Critical Thinking 

The Paulian framework for critical thinking, proposed by Elder (2012) provides 

students with tools necessary to analyze and assess critical thought.  Emphasizing 

intellectual skills and abilities, as well as traits, it attends to the intrinsic workings of the 

mind that function as barriers to the development of thought.  Paulian thinking integrates 

the creative with the critical, and accentuates the ethical dimension of thought.  This is a 

system, which is comprehensive and provides intellectual tools for reasoning within 

every subject and discipline.  Further, it is open to continual development. 

There are ten ideas that are core to the Paulian framework.  The first is that the 

human mind has three functions—thinking, feeling and wanting.  Through an emphasis 

on both cognition and affect, the individual learns to gain an understanding of how these 

interact and how they influence each other (Elder, 2012, p. 9).  We have an understanding 

that humans naturally think, but not always reasonably, logically, or critically due to 

emotions that do not always lead to sound reasoning.  Therefore, it is important that 
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teachers take emotions into account and allow students the opportunity to see the 

importance of learning content. Beyond that, they must perceive the relationship between 

learning and life.  This will provide them with the desire to “want” to learn (p. 9).  For a 

student to have the ability to understand the world around them, they need to be able to 

think critically about the material presented and how it directly affects the world around 

them. 

It is important that we emphasize analyzing thought, which is, deconstructing 

reasoning into each of its component parts to assess those parts for quality (Elder, 2012, 

p. 10).  This allows the student to make sense of the world around them and to adapt 

thought process into life circumstances.  “Whenever we think (or reason), we think for a 

purpose within a point of view based on assumptions leading to implications and 

consequences.  We use concepts, ideas and theories to interpret data, facts, and 

experiences in order to answer questions, solve problems, and resolve issues” (Elder & 

Paul, 2009, p. 5).  Whenever a student reasons anything, all parts of this process are 

present.  Thus, we can use this process to analyze any reasoning in any area of academia.  

This analysis of thought reveals the core of all subject matter, allowing individuals to ask 

questions and pursue answers to those questions using disciplined reasoning.  Without 

this process, we deny students access to the most fundamental logic of the discipline. 

Once the analysis of thought has occurred, it is necessary to evaluate it.  This is 

accomplished through the consistent attempt at meeting relevant intellectual standards.  

This allows the student an opportunity to decide what ideas to accept, and reject.  

Thinking should be clear, accurate, relevant, deep, broad, significant, logical, fair, 
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precise, relevant, sufficient and reasonable (Elder, 2012, p. 11).  When teachers make 

these standards clear and apparent, students thinking within the subject is enhanced, and 

“students are better able to reason through issues within the field and appreciate the 

thinking of the best thinkers in the field” (Elder & Paul, 2008, p. 4).  In The Latter Works 

of John Dewey (1925-1953), John Dewey states “the thoughtful person…scrutinizes, 

inspects, examines…probes…reckons, calculates, casts up an account…searches” (Vol. 

8, p. 175). 

The ability to infer, analyze, synthesize, compare, contrast, plan, and evaluate are 

cognitive processes in which students inherently engage.  Each of these processes can be 

performed either well or poorly, critically or uncritically.  Therefore, it is important  that 

we meet intellectual standards when we engage in cognitive processes.  It is important 

that teachers “foster intellectual skills and abilities such as these, which require 

distinguishing between intrinsic cognitive processes and cultivated intellectual abilities” 

(Elder, 2012, p. 12). 

Elder (2012) posits: “When we foster the development of critical thinking skills 

without also cultivating intellectual character, which is too often the case in present 

instruction, we run the risk of inadvertantly promoting sophistic or narrowminded, selfish 

thinking” (p. 12).  While this train of thought is prevalent in society today, it is only 

through instruction that we can correct these misconceptions, thus allowing “intellectual 

humility, intellectual courage, intellectual perseverance, intellectual integrity, 

fairmindedness, sense of justice, intellectual empathy, and intellectual autonomy” (Paul 

& Elder, 2009). 
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Paul and Elder (2007) identify two sets of barriers intrinsic to human thought, that 

of ‘egocentric’ and ‘sociocentric’ thought.  As previously discussed, egocentricity is the 

tendency to think of things in relationship to oneself, to be self-centered, or to consider 

only oneself and one’s own interests.  It allows one to distort reality to maintain a 

particular viewpoint or perception (Elder, 2012, p. 13).  This egocentricity allows 

students to utilize one’s desires, values, and beliefs to be used as norms for judging 

situations and forming the experience necessary to make a decision. 

Sociocentricity is the belief that ones group or culture is superior.  This involves 

judging another group through the perspective of ones own group.  Children learn to 

think early within a group mindset.  This is required for their acceptance into the group.  

Through the socialization process, they absorb group ideologies and consider their views 

superior to those of other groups.  Simpson and Jackson (1997) suggest that each 

individual wants to be fully justified and rational, yet this is not sufficient to bring about 

critical thinking or critical societies.  “To choose to become or remain in an unthinking 

state or ecucational ghetto where reflection, social action and growth are minimally 

pursued is personally wasteful, socially destructive and morally irresponsible” (p. 327).  

Creativity and criticality are inherently integrated and inseparable.  The idea of being 

critical and creative is both achievements of thought.  When engaged in high-quality 

thought, the mind must simultaneously produce and assess, both generate and judge the 

products it fabricates (Elder, 2012, p. 15).  Thinking soundly requires both creativity and 

criticality, both of which require imagination and intellectual standards. 
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Finally, critical thinking may potentially come from any discipline, subject, or 

domain of human thought (Elder, 2012).  The concept of critical thinking is well 

established and accepted among critical thinking scholars.  While there are many 

different approaches to the cultivation of critical thinking, each is based on certain 

understandings of the mind, how it works, and what is necessary for its development.  

Each of these approaches offer many manifestations or examples of critical thinking, and 

come in both narrow forms, restricted to highly specialized fields, and broad forms, open 

to general subjects.  Critical thinking requires individuals to apply thinking somewhere 

within each of these forms.  It is this trait that we need to inculcate into our students 

allowing them to become the true members of a critical society (Elder & Paul, 2009). 

While there are numerous scholars, politicians, and educator calling for an 

increase in critical thinking skills, today there is no consensus as to what comprises 

critical thinking.  Although Elder (2012) is a strong proponent of the Paulian framework, 

and Adler (1984) rigorously supports the Paideia program, there are numerous other 

pedagogies which purport to teach critical thinking.  While not all of them have been 

covered, the key idea that needs consideration is that critical thinking should be relevant 

to thinking across all fields of study.  To create an environment in which critical thinking 

can be taught involves the removal of the political or economic stakes.  There can be no 

link between critical and a specific academic field, but must be open to all areas of study, 

thus requiring a unique definition independent of academic tradition.  Only then, can one 

integrate critical thinking into all areas of academic endeavor. 



Texas Tech University, Stephen Wray Reynolds August 2016 

62 

 

Summary 

This chapter was a review of literature relevant to the perceived barriers to critical 

thinking among rural teachers.  The literature provided a background for the importance 

of critical thinking in the classroom today, and the necessity of critical thinking in 

society.  The three foreign studies each show similarities in teachers’ perceptions to the 

teaching of critical thinking within the classroom in their specific areas, Turkey, Iran, and 

Saudi Arabia. 
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CHAPTER III 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

Purpose of Study 

This quantitative study analyzed the responses of rural teachers regarding the 

barriers to teaching critical thinking within the classroom.  The purpose of this study was 

to explore rural teachers’ perceptions of critical thinking and any barriers they perceive 

with teaching critical thinking within the classroom.  This study looked at a) differences 

of perceptions of teachers between subject areas; b) educational backgrounds of the 

teachers; c) gender; d) differences between high school and middle school teachers; e) 

rural teachers’ perceptions on critical thinking; and f) insight on perceived barriers to 

teaching critical thinking in a rural setting.  This chapter will explain the research design, 

discuss the source of data, describe the instrument for gathering data, demonstrate the 

method for collecting data, describe the method of data analysis that was in this study, 

and a chapter summary. 

Research Design 

A quantitative research design was selected for this study to explore teachers’ 

perceptions of critical thinking and any barriers they perceive while teaching critical 

thinking within the classroom in rural eastern New Mexico and the rural western 

panhandle of Texas. Data was collected from thirteen high school and middle schools in 

these two locations in an attempt to identify barriers perceived in the teaching of critical 

thinking in rural schools.  The thirteen participating schools were selected because of 

demographic similarities, convenience, and geographic accessibility to the researcher.   
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This research design was chosen because a quantitative study was better designed 

to evaluate the research questions.  Quantitative research is the evaluation of phenomena 

utilizing statistical, numerical, or computational data (Best & Kahn, 2006, p. 24).  This 

methodology provides the fundamental connection between observation and 

mathematical expression of quantitative relationships.  “The basis behind this method of 

research is that the researcher asks a narrow question which is answered by the 

participant and collects a sample of numerical data.  The analysis and evaluation of this 

data through statistics reveals numbers that can be evaluated and generalized to some 

larger population” (Hendricks, 2009, p. 2).   

“Quantitative research has existed since people first began to record events or 

objects requiring documentation” (Best & Kahn, 2006, p. 12).  Positivism emphasizes the 

use of the scientific method through observation to test hypothesis explaining and 

predicting what, where, how, why and when phenomena occur.  One method of 

collecting data is the opinion survey.  Respondents reply to a set of structured questions 

and their responses documented.  The quantification and evaluation of the data in this 

study utilized a statistics program called Statistical Package for the Social Sciences 

(SPSS). 

Creswell (2003) provides a convincing rationale for the use of quantitative 

research methods.  He maintains that quantitative research allows a researcher to identify 

variables and assess their relationships in ways that are measurable and reliable.  

Quantitative research also enables an investigator to formulate unbiased and viable causal 

explanations for a given phenomenon.  Utilizing a formal instrument that reduces the data 



Texas Tech University, Stephen Wray Reynolds August 2016 

65 

 

to statistical indices allows a researcher to gather the necessary data.  Merriam and 

Simpson and Jackson (1995) maintained that surveying is among the most common of 

data-gathering techniques.  Accomplished through oral interviews, or via the use of 

written instruments, surveying is an effective tool for eliciting useful information from a 

study’s participants.  For this study, the researcher used a written survey to examine the 

opinions of educators about the perceived barriers to teaching critical thinking in the 

classroom.  

Merriam and Simpson (1995) discuss the two types of written surveys, closed and 

open, both of which have certain advantages as well as limitations as effective survey 

tools.  A closed survey helps the researcher to guide the participants throughout the 

survey.  Typically, a closed survey will have related lines of thought associated with the 

research topic.  A closed survey forces participants to pick between a limited number of 

choices on the survey instrument.  The challenge of using this type of survey is that it 

forces the researcher to develop a system to code the responses and categorize the data in 

order to be able to interpret the variety of responses.  This researcher has chosen to use a 

closed survey in this study (see Appendix E) to allow the researcher a means of having 

related lines of thought associated with the research questions.  

Weisberg (2008) states that there are some important advantages for using 

surveys including the fact that (1) the instructions are consistent for all participants, (2) 

they are useful in pretesting, and (3) are able to maintain the confidentiality of 

respondents. The survey used provided consistent instructions for all participants, while 

providing the ability to maintain the confidentiality of respondents. 
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For this study, the researcher administered an online survey to the participants, 

which consisted of two parts.  The first part consisted of demographic information, while 

the second portion of the survey involved answering some closed questions relating to 

their opinions on the classroom in the arena of barriers to critical thinking. Quantitative 

research is the evaluation of phenomena utilizing statistical, numerical, or computational 

data (Best & Kahn, 2006, p. 24).  This methodology provides the fundamental connection 

between observation and mathematical expression of quantitative relationships.  The 

basis behind this method of research is that the researcher asks a narrow question which 

is answered by the participant and collects a sample of numerical data.  

 Fricker and Schonlau (2002) discussed advantages and disadvantages of the 

online survey.  Their research showed that the advantages were low cost, faster 

distribution and response, and in comparison with other methods of distribution, higher 

response rates.  Some potential disadvantages to online surveys are security, length of 

survey, and getting lost in the amount of messages sent to individuals.  The issue of 

security is a concern.  Unless security protocols are in place, there is no way for the 

researcher to ensure that each respondent completes the survey only once or that the 

intended population or sample is the only group with access to the survey.  The 

researcher contacted the individual superintendent in each school district involved to 

ensure that only those individuals intended for the population have access to the online 

survey.   

Fricker and Schonlau (2002) assumed that individuals that may be targeted for 

online surveys may have shorter attention spans prohibiting the completion of longer 
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surveys.  Finally, people receive multiple emails messages daily, and may be 

unresponsive to unsolicited messages.  By having the superintendent making the 

individual disbursement of the survey links, the researcher eliminated the concern with an 

unsolicited message.   

Kiesler and Sproull (1986) reported that electronic surveys result in similar 

response rates as mail surveys, if the intended population is “relatively well-educated, 

urban, white-collar, and technologically sophisticated” (p. 411). By focusing the audience 

for respondents to teachers at the middle-school and high-school level, the researcher met 

the requirement that the individuals involved were well-educated and technologically 

sophisticated, or at least familiar with technology. 

Research Questions 

1. What teacher-related, student-related, curriculum-related, and external 

factors do participating teachers perceive as barriers to improving critical 

thinking skills and the improvement of critical thinking? 

2. What are the perceptions of participating teachers on the priority of 

teaching critical thinking in rural school districts? 

Setting and Participants 

Randomness is essential to scientific observation and research.  Randomness is 

“based on the assumption that while individual events cannot be predicted with accuracy, 

aggregate events can” (Best & Kahn, 2006, p. 14).  Randomization has two important 

applications in research: 
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1. Selecting a group of individuals for observation who are representative of 

the population about which the researcher wishes to generalize, or 

2. Equating experimental and control groups in an experiment.  Assigning 

individuals by random assignment (each individual in the sample has an 

equal and independent chance of being assigned to each of the groups) is 

the best method of providing for their equivalence (Best & Kahn, 2006, p. 

14). 

“It is important to note that a random sample is not necessarily an identical 

representation of the population” (Best & Kahn, 2006, p. 14).  It is possible to estimate 

the variation from the population characteristics from each other, this is called sampling 

error.  Sampling error “refers to the chance variations that occur in sampling; with 

randomization these variations are predictable and taken into account in data-analysis 

techniques” (Best & Kahn, 2006, p. 14).  

To get a diverse view of teachers’ perceptions of barriers to teaching critical 

thinking in the classroom, email contact was made with administrators/superintendents 

from schools with similar demographics, located within the targeted area, and 

geographically accessibile to the researcher. A total of thirteen school districts from 

eastern New Mexico (4), and the southwestern panhandle of Texas (9) were emailed the 

information.  The email explained the purpose of the survey, and requested that, if they 

were willing to allow their teachers to participate, that the links to the survey be provided 

to the applicable participants.  Of those school districts contacted, the pool of respondents 

consisted of 150 from southwestern panhandle area of Texas, and 191 from eastern New 
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Mexico.  The superintendents then sent the links to the applicable survey via email to 

their teachers.  Individuals who voluntarily replied to the survey request were from either  

middle- or high-schools in the corresponding school districts.   

Of the districts contacted, three from Eastern New Mexico, and five from 

Southwestern Texas complied and released the information to their staff.  This provided 

access to 150 respondents from southwestern Texas and 191 from eastern New Mexico.  

Of the 341 total participants, fifty-four chose to participate and completed the survey.  

This provided a sample size of approximately seventeen percent.  PeoplePulse (2015) 

states that the average response rate for an external survey is between ten to fifteen 

percent, compared to an average of 30% to 40% for an internal survey.  In fact, 

individuals from the researcher’s school district actually responded at a 27% rate.  

Samples are not selected haphazardly.  They are chosen in a “systematically random way 

so that chance or the operation of probability is utilized” (Best & Kahn, 2006, p. 13). The 

criteria for selection of the population to be examined was the same for each school 

district contacted.  Participation was voluntary and anonymous.  The only requirement 

was that the individual must be a current teacher at either a middle or high school from 

the district being surveyed.  Voluntary demographic information was collected from the 

participants to determine the level of degree, number of years of teaching experience, 

gender, school level (middle or high), school name, district name, and subject taught.  

The demographic data collected in the survey were used to disaggregate the responses.  

There were fifty-four participants who responded to the survey, working in eight 

school districts across two states, resulting in a 17% participation rate, which allows us to 
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extrapolate the data.  The focus question of this study explore the opinions of teachers on 

perceived barriers to the teaching of critical thinking skills in the classroom.  To answer 

these questions, the researcher has requested permission to utilize a forty-eight-question 

survey, to which he will add one question (Appendix E), that were emailed and 

completed on a voluntary basis to teachers from the school districts.  This survey was 

originally used in a study by Ozkan-Akan in 2003, and permission was granted to use the 

survey on November 22, 2013 (see Appendix D). 

Instrumentation 

There was a forty-nine-question survey (Appendix E) provided to educators 

online, through Qualtrics links, one for each of the school districts involved (high-school 

and middle-schools) which the volunteers completed.  Accessible populations are 

“groups that are both convenient for the researchers and representative of the overall 

target population” (Best & Kahn, 2006, p. 13).   

Ozkan-Akan (2003) granted the researcher permission to use the survey questions 

through email correspondence (Appendix D). The theoretical basis for this instrument 

was extrapolated from Ozkan-Akan’s literature review and consists of three distinct 

sections.  The first section looks at the demographics of the participant with the goal of 

gathering information on specialization, educational background, teaching experience, 

gender, and school location.  The second section looks at the teachers’ perception of 

critical thinking skills, and barriers they see in teaching those skills.  Areas looked at 

include barriers to teachers, students, curriculum and materials, and external factors 

(Ozkan-Akan, 2003).   
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Instrumentation Development 

The survey instrument used in this study was created by Sule Ozkan-Akan in 

2003 for her master’s thesis.  Inspiration for the survey document came from the study of 

Oxman and Barell (1983).  Oxman and Barell (1983) used the survey document to 

determine the reflective thinking profiles of classroom teachers.  The study looked at two 

research questions: (a) What are the views of classroom teachers regarding reflective 

thinking attributes?  (b) What are the results of observations of classroom teachers’ 

attributes of reflective thinking?   

The first two sections of the survey used by this researcher use closed-ended 

questions, for which a five-point Likert scale is used.  Uebersax (2006) outlined the 

criteria for the application of Likert scales (para. 9).  For this survey instrument, the 

responses were as follows (1) Strongly Disagree, (2) Disagree, (3) Neither Agree nor 

Disagree, (4) Agree, and (5) Strongly Agree.  This scale is commonly used in research 

and the Likert-type scale is primarily analyzed as an interval scale.  Grace-Martin (2008) 

justified use of the Likert-scale as an interval, if the researcher is certain that the scale of 

measurement used is applied properly and ethically.  Further, if the researcher uses a 

scale of at least five points, the interval can be assumed to be equidistant.  Clason and 

Dormody (1994) states that the Likert-scaling presumes the existence of an underlying or 

continuous variable whose value characterizes the respondents’ attitudes and opinions (p. 

31).  The third section utilizes an open-ended question to provide participants with an 

area to write further comments, ideas, and suggestions on barriers to teaching critical 
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thinking skills within the classroom that may not have been addressed in the survey.  This 

open-ended question was analyzed qualitatively and the data discussed in the findings. 

Each of these sections was placed within Qualtrics on two different sites to allow 

teachers from the middle school and the high schools different access.  This access 

allowed the researcher to disaggregate the data between high school and middle school 

teachers.  The addresses for each of these surveys are as follows: 

High School Teachers      

https://educttu.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_dhbYGFrFfk1cxpz 

Middle School Teachers  

https://educttu.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_4ZXsvGfWmGmNXh3 

 

Data Collection Procedures 

Before the survey was distributed, the research protocol was approved by the 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) at Texas Tech University and authorized procedures 

were followed to ensure proper treatment of human subjects (Appendix A).  First, there is 

a description of the distribution to the school districts.  Second, is a discussion of the 

administration of the survey.  Finally, the limitations of the selected data collection 

methods are addressed. 

Once the IRB approved the survey instrument, the researcher emailed a letter to 

each Superintendent providing a copy of the survey (the links), and pertinent details of 

the study (Appendix B, Appendix C, Appendix E).  The survey was accessible 

electronically through Qualtrics, with the links provided to the principals at each site.  In 

https://educttu.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_dhbYGFrFfk1cxpz
https://educttu.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_4ZXsvGfWmGmNXh3
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an effort to ensure anonymity and designate responses from middle and high schools, two 

identical surveys were created.  The surveys administered to the middle and secondary 

schools are identical except for demographic data question items.  Principals provided the 

link to all the teachers in each building who voluntarily chose to complete the survey, or 

not.  Respondents voluntarily participated in the study through completion of the online 

survey instrument. 

Description of Data Analysis 

Quantitative data analysis is an ongoing, fluid, and cyclical process that happens 

throughout the data collection stage and carries over from the data entry analysis stages.  

Each of these steps does not occur in isolation of each other.  The focus was on the 

study’s purpose, research questions, and the potential of the data. 

Once the initial surveys were complete the researcher waited one week, then 

conducted a follow-up request to each of the participating districts.  This process 

occurred over a two-month period.  The initial return rate was only twenty-one responses, 

and the researcher expanded the request for the survey over the next two-months.  When 

the researcher failed to get any further response after two-months, no further contact was 

made with the participating school districts. After the two-month period, entry of the data 

into a database was completed and evaluation of the data took place.   Assessment, 

evaluation, and compilation of the data were through the Statistical Package for the 

Social Sciences software (SPSS), and the calculations for the frequency, mean, and 

standard deviation for each item was completed.  Finally, a summarization of the open-
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ended data occurred, themes determined, and placed in a table for evaluation and 

interpretation. 

The data analysis consisted of three components.  The first utilized descriptive 

statistics to identify the demographic responses from each participating school district.  

The second phase of analysis was completed to determine if there was a significant 

difference in the responses based upon gender, education, subject taught, or years of 

teaching experience.  After looking at the individual responses (22), these were 

categorized according to which area they applied to, either student-based, faculty-based, 

curriculum-based, external-factors, or time-based.  These were then evaluated by the 

researcher to determine if they supported an existing survey question, or raised a new 

condition not previously considered. 

Rigor and Limitations 

There are three areas of concern when conducting a quantitative study, that of 

validity, reliability, and generalizability (Best & Kahn, 2006, pp. 294 - 329).  Validity 

involves the design attributes of the survey and its use.  The overall purpose of the survey 

is to draw an inference about the perceptions of teachers regarding the barriers to 

teaching critical thinking within the classroom.  There are three broad sources for 

validity: content, relations to other variables, and construct (Best & Kahn, 2006, p. 295). 

Questionnaires have a very limited purpose.  They are often one-time data-

gathering devices with a very short life, administered to a limited population.  By 

utilizing the same questionnaire administered by Ozkan-Akan (2003), the assumption is 

that the right questions have been phrased in the least ambiguous way.  That is, the items 
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sample a significant aspect of the purpose of the investigation.  Utilizing a previous 

questionnaire reinforces the content validity of the survey (Best & Kahn, 2006, p. 324). 

Reinforcement of the reliability of the survey is through inference and comparison 

of the results from those of the first.  Through a comparison of the results from the 

Ozkan-Akan (2003) survey results with those from this survey, verification of reliability 

of the questionnaire occurs.  Reliable questionnaires are stable in whatever they measure 

and yield comparable scores on repeated administration (Best & Kahn, 2006, p. 297). 

There are several limitations the researcher needs to recognize within the study.  

While this study is small in scope, only fifty-four participants, the information can in no 

way provide a generalization used outside the scope of the study itself.  While it may 

provide some additional insight into the world of education and critical thinking 

perceptions in the rural classroom, it in no way presents a full picture of this subject 

outside of eastern New Mexico, and the southwestern Texas panhandle. 

Data entry will be essential during this process, so it is vital that the verification of 

all data entry occur, to ensure the validity of that data.  Failure to do so can invalidate the 

study before publication, and lead the researcher to make erroneous claims based upon 

that invalid data.  As part of that, the next area of concern will be faulty logic that is, 

making invalid assumptions, inappropriate analogies, inversions of cause and effect, 

confusion of a simple relationship with causation among others. While this did not occur 

with this study, the researcher collaborated with an outside statistician to evaluate the 

data separately to correlate the findings externally to the researcher. 
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Finally, it is necessary that the researcher maintain objectivity in the face of 

personal bias.  It was the researchers’ responsibility to present all pertinent data collected, 

even that data unfavorable to the questions. To that end, it was crucial that the researcher 

constantly reviewed the collected data and viewed it through the lens of an unbiased 

observer, not an active participant.  While this was difficult, especially with the 

researcher having practical experience in the educational arena, it was imperative that this 

occurred to prevent unintentional bias from invalidating the research project itself.  

Therefore, the researcher endeavored to allow the data to speak to the subject based upon 

what the data shows, and the interpretations that naturally arrived from the evaluation of 

that data.  

Chapter Summary 

This chapter described the research design and methodology to be used for this 

quantitative study.  First, it was determined to conduct a quantitative study using 

descriptive statistics and comparative analysis.  The sample was obtained from rural 

teachers from thirteen schools from eastern New Mexico and the southwestern panhandle 

of Texas.  Data was collected through an online survey instrument through Qualtrics with 

questions that were designed to determine barriers to teaching critical thinking within the 

rural classroom.  Additionally, creation of the questions on the survey was by Ozkan-

Akan (2003) to address barriers to the teaching of critical thinking within the classroom 

in Turkey.  Prior to distribution of the Qualtrics survey instrument, the link to the survey 

was provided to the Superintendants of each participating school district.  Rigor was 

maintained through the use of the questionnaire designed and used by Ozkan-Akan 
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(2003) which enhances the validity and reliability of the study, as well as running a 

Chronbach Alpha.  The data entry was triple-checked upon transfer to SPSS from 

Qualtrics by the researcher.  Additionally, copies of all data was recorded on a flash drive 

prior to data entry and after data entry, allowing for a direct comparison of the data 

between the two platforms. 

  



Texas Tech University, Stephen Wray Reynolds August 2016 

78 

 

CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS 

This chapter will present the results of the analysis from data collected from the 

sample of teachers in urban and rural west Texas and eastern New Mexico. Data was 

collected through an online survey and provided consistent instructions for all 

participants, while providing the ability to maintain the confidentiality of respondents.  

The information collected from the survey, based on the design by Ozkan-Akan in 2003, 

was demographic data and the participants’ responses to questions to determine barriers 

teachers believe they face in teaching critical thinking in the rural classroom.  The topics 

in this chapter include a review of the purpose of the study; a restatement of the research 

questions; the descriptive statistics of participant demographics; survey responses; and a 

chapter summary.   

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to explore teachers’ perceptions of critical thinking 

and any barriers they perceive to teaching critical thinking within the classroom.  This 

study looked at a) differences of perceptions of teachers between subject areas; b) 

educational backgrounds of the teachers; c) gender; d) differences between high school 

and middle school teachers; e) rural teachers’ perceptions on critical thinking; and f) 

insight on perceived barriers to teaching critical thinking.  The schools selected for this 

study met the defined requirements as rural schools in accordance with the Office of 

Management and Budget (Henderson & Weiler, 2004, p. 2).  
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To understand the reasons behind the teachers’ perceptions of teaching critical 

thinking skills within the classroom, it was important to investigate the perceptions of the 

teachers themselves.  The classroom is the domain of the teacher, so who better to reveal 

the thinking behind what they perceive as inhibiting the teaching of critical thinking skills 

than the teachers themselves?  Through this study, the researcher will identify specific 

challenges to the teaching of critical thinking skills within the classroom.   

Research Questions 

Specific research questions include the following: 

1. What teacher-related, student-related, curriculum-related, and external factors 

do participating teachers perceive as barriers to improving critical thinking 

skills and the improvement of critical thinking? 

2. What are the perceptions of participating teachers on the priority of teaching 

critical thinking in school districts? 

Setting and Participants 

Participants were recruited from 13 different schools in the eastern region of the 

state of New Mexico, and the southwestern panhandle of Texas.  Of these 13 schools, 

thirty participants identified as teachers in rural settings, with the remaining twenty-four 

participants identified as teachers in urban settings.  The researcher created two identical 

surveys to keep the identity of the respondents anonymous while enabling the researcher 

to identify the level of school (junior high or high school) in which the respondents’ 

worked.  The overall teacher population from the schools selected for the study was 
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approximately 341 total.  The responses received were a total of fifty-four educators who 

chose to participate.  This is a little over twenty percent of the teacher population. 

A qualtrics survey link was emailed to a total of thirteen school districts from 

eastern New Mexico (4), and the southwestern panhandle of Texas (9).  The email 

explained the purpose of the survey, and requested that if the administrators were willing 

to allow their teachers to participate, the links to the survey would be provided to the 

applicable participants.  Of those school districts contacted, the pool of respondents 

consisted of 150 from southwestern panhandle area of Texas, and 191 from eastern New 

Mexico. 

The first six questions of the survey instrument provided demographic 

information from the participants.  The demographic questions represented information 

on their gender, educational background, number of years teaching experience, type of 

school they taught at (high school or middle school), location of the school (rural or 

urban), and subject taught.   
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Respondents 

 

Figure 4.1 Gender Breakdown 

Females, with 36 comprised 66.7%, while males had 18 respondents or 33.3% of 

the survey.  This is approximately a 2:1 ratio. Gender breakdown information collected 

from the participants was actually lower than the overall demographics seen in teaching 

today.  According to the Profile of Teachers in the United States (2011), females 

outnumber male teachers approximately 5.3 to 1.   
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Figure 4.2 Educational Breakdown 

Of the 54 respondents, 70.4% (n = 38) held a master’s degree or above, with 16 

holding a bachelor’s degree (29.6%). 

 
Figure 4.3 Teaching Areas 

Respondents represented a varied background in terms of teaching content areas.  

Though there were more social studies instructors (n = 11) that responded (20.4%), all 
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core subjects, English and Science had 9 respondents each (16.7%), with Math having 6 

respondents (11.1%), Special Education (SPED) had 7 respondents (13%), as well as 

elective courses, with Theater and Physical Education each having 2 respondents (3.7%), 

and Foreign Language, Reading, Health, Family Consumer Sciences, Art, Music, Choir, 

and Speech each providing 1 respondent (1.9%).  

 
Figure 4.4 Mean Teaching Years 

The number of years teaching ranged from one year to forty-five years of teaching 

experience. Teachers with a Bachelor’s degree had a mean of 12.6 years of teaching 

experience, with males having a mean of 12.83 years and females having a mean of 12.36 

years.  Teachers with a Masters and above had a mean of 12.77 years of experience, with 

males having a mean of 15.36 years and females having a mean of 11.71 years.  The 

breakdown provided an overall yearly average mean of 12.6 years of teaching experience, 

with males averaging a mean of 14.1 years of experience, and females averaging a mean 
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of 12.04 years of experience.  This pool of participants provided the survey with a well-

rounded sampling of experience from which to draw information.  

 
Figure 4.5 School Breakdown 

School information showed that of the fifty-four respondents, forty (74%) worked 

in high schools, while the remaining 14 respondents (26%) worked in middle-schools.  

Thirty-one high school respondents identified as teaching in a rural (77.5%), and 9 

considered their district an urban district (22.5%).  The middle-school respondents 

identified as rural, 9 (64.3%) and 5 urban (35.7%). 

Survey Data 

The survey has five distinct categories identified perceived barriers to teaching 

critical thinking in the classroom: general perceptions, teacher barriers, student barriers, 

curriculum barriers, and external barriers.  An optional area for the respondents to 

provide additional input, if they so desired, was available.  Each of these categories were 
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designed to identify problems voiced by educators as being distinct challenges in 

implementing critical thinking within the classroom.  These categories were initially 

designed by Ozkan-Akan (2003), who conducted an extensive literature review to 

identify common areas which educators identify as barriers to teaching critical-thinking 

in classrooms. 

The Cronbach’s Alpha is the most common measure of scale reliability.  This 

measurement calculates two things, the variance within the item, and the covariance 

between a particular item and any other item on the scale.  The closer the number is to 

one, the more reliable the scale.  The overall reliability of the online study conducted in 

eastern New Mexico and the southwestern panhandle of Texas revealed a Cronbach’s 

Alpha of .826 for 43 items. 

The online survey was examined in terms of the subscales of general perceptions, 

teacher constraints, student constraints, curriculum constraints, and external factors.  Any 

value equal to a 79 or higher in Cronbach’s Alpha suggests a moderately high value.  

Breaking down each individual shows the Cronbach Alpha for each as being high.  

General Perceptions as Barriers had a Cronbach’s Alpha of .716.  Teacher Constraints as 

Barriers had a Cronbach’s Alpha of .593.  Student Constraints as Barriers had a 

Cronbach’s Alpha of .687.  Curriculum Constraints as Barriers had a Cronbach’s Alpha 

of .629.  Finally, External Factor Constraints as Barriers had a Cronbach’s Alpha of .795. 
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Research Questions 

1. What teacher-related, student-related, curriculum-related, and external 

factors do participating teachers perceive as barriers to improving critical 

thinking skills and the improvement of critical thinking? 

Teacher-Related Barriers 

On average, participants did not differ in perception on teacher-related barriers 

whether they were from an urban (M = 3.57, SD = .374) or a rural (M = 3.42, SD = .520) 

background, t (50) = 1.01, p > .05, r = .02).  There were also no differences of opinion 

between high school (M = 3.41, SD = .496) or middle school (M = 3.57, SD = .467) 

participants, t (50) = -1.05, p < .05, r = .02). 

Perceived Barriers 

 

Figure 4.6 Need to Teach Content 
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The majority (94.4%) of respondents felt a need to cover content (M =.61, SD = 

19.73) rather than covering critical thinking skills.  The majority (68.5%) of respondents 

agreed that teachers are not given information on improving critical thinking skills when 

they first start teaching (M = -0.02, SD = 19.62).  Fifty-three point seven percent cited the 

fact that pre-service programs did not stress the importance of critical-thinking skills (M 

= -4.06, SD = 27.12), with fifty-seven point four percent of the teachers believed that in-

service programs did not stress improving critical-thinking skills (M = -2.22, SD = 

23.71). 

  

Figure 4.7 Pre-Service Programs Do Not Stress the Importance 

The majority of the teachers responding, 55.5%, agreed that teachers did not 

provide sufficient time for critical-thinking in class (M = -.37, SD = 19.55).  Fifty-one 

point nine percent agreed that standardized testing did not stress critical-thinking skills 

(M = -4.11, SE = 27.12), while 46.3% of the respondents agreed that all students can 
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perform higher order thinking (M = -2.78, SD = 23.58).   The majority (51.9%) agreed 

that teachers do not have enough resources to teach critical-thinking skills (M = -2.35, SD 

= 23.70).  Finally, the majority (72.2%) felt teachers do not have enough time to get 

prepared for developing activities toward teaching critical thinking skills (M = .13, SD = 

19.66).  

 

Figure 4.8 Did Not Provide Sufficient Time 

 

Figure 4.9 Not Enough Resources 

Student-Related Barriers   

On average, participants did not differ in opinion on student-related barriers 

whether they were from an urban (M = 4.04, SD = .412) or a rural (M = 3.91, SD = .567) 
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background, t (50) = .784, p > .05, r = .02).  There were also no differences of opinion 

between high school (M = 3.92, SD = .536) or middle school (M = 3.99, SE = .535) 

participants, t (50) = .407, p > .05, r = .01). 

Perceived Barriers 

 

Figure 4.10 Afraid of Being Incorrect 

The majority of teachers responding (77.7%) agreed that students are afraid of 

being incorrect (M = .15, SD = 19.66).  Further, respondents overwhelmingly (85%) 

agreed students expect that each question has a right answer (M = .41, SD = 19.70), while 

61.1% agreed students perceive the teacher as being the authority (M = -.35, SD = 19.55). 

Further, 85.1% of respondents agreed students prefer activities and assignments with 

simple factual questions and answers (M = .37, SD = 19.69). 
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Figure 4.11 Each Question has a Right Answer 

A majority of respondents, 79.6%, agreed that students lack needed background 

knowledge for improving critical thinking skills (M = .37, SD = 19.69).  Sixty-six point 

six percent of all participants agreed that students lack interest in critical thinking 

activities (M = .09, SD = 19.65).  Additionally, 75.9% of respondents agreed students 

lack experience in improving critical thinking skills in school (M = .17, SD = 19.65).  

Finally, the majority (92.6%) agreed students are impatient with the difficulty of critical 

thinking (M = .54, SD = 19.72).  
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Figure 4.12 Lack Needed Background 

 
 

Figure 4.13 Lack Interest in Critical Thinking 
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Figure 4.14 Lack Experience in Improving 

Curriculum-Related Barriers 

On average, participants did not differ in opinion on student-related barriers 

whether they were from an urban (M = 3.11, SD = .559) or a rural (M = 3.17, SD = .626) 

background, t (50) = -.306, p < .05, r = .01).  There were also no differences of opinion 

between high school (M = 3.12, SD = .607) or middle school (M = 3.25, SD = .614) 

participants, t (50) = .407, p > .05, r = .01). 
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Perceived Barriers 

Figure 4.15 Stresses the Acquisition of Facts, Ideas, and Concepts  

 

Figure 4.16 Curriculum Did Not Give Importance 
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Figure 4.17 Curriculum Leads to Memorization 

Over 59% (59.3%) of the respondents agreed that curriculum stresses only the 

acquisition of facts, ideas, and concepts (M = -3.91, SD = 27.17).  Respondents (57.4%) 

agreed that the curriculum did not give importance to improving critical thinking skills 

(M = -.33, SD = 19.56), while respondents stated that course content is highly structured 

by a 74.1% margin (M = .15, SD = 19.65).  Sixty-three percent of the respondents agreed 

that curriculum leads to memorization of knowledge (M = -.17, SD = 19.59). 
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Figure 4.18 Course Not Appropriate to Develop 

 
Figure 4.19 Teaching is Textbook Dependent 

A majority (74.1%) disagreed that their course was not appropriate to develop 

critical thinking skills (M = -1.81, SD = 19.27).  Finishing the questions on curricular 
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factors, 61.1% of the respondents disagreed that teaching is very much textbook 

dependent (M = -1.35, SD = 19.37). 

 External Factors 

On average, participants did not differ in opinion on external factors whether they 

were from an urban (M = 2.92, SD = .778) or a rural (M = 3.12, SD = .808) background, t 

(50) = -.775, p < .05, r = .02).  There were also no differences of opinion between high 

school (M = 3.14, SD = .782) or middle school (M = 2.90, SD = .845) participants, t (50) 

= .933, p > .05, r = .02). 

Perceived Barriers 

 

Figure 4.20 Fear Administrative Disapproval 
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Figure 4.21 Fear Parental Disapproval 

 

Figure 4.22 No Time Allocated Outside of School 

The majority (64.8%) of the respondents agreed that teachers fear administrative 

disapproval (M = -.15, SD = 19.61), while 55.6% disagree that they fear parental 

disapproval for teaching critical thinking skills (M = -1.26, SD = 19.38). Additionally, 

0

5

10

15

20

25

Responses

Teachers Fear Parental Disapproval

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neither Agree Strongly Agree

0

5

10

15

20

25

Responses

No Time Allocated Outside of School

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neither Agree Strongly Agree



Texas Tech University, Stephen Wray Reynolds August 2016 

98 

 

72.2% agreed that there was no time allocated for critical thinking skills outside of school 

(M = -1.74, SD = 23.83). Finally, 77.8% of the respondents agreed that the anxiety of the 

standards based assessment does not lead itself to the improvement of student critical 

thinking skills (M = .37, SD = 19.70). 

 

Figure 4.23 Assessment Does Not Improve Critical Thinking Skills 

 

2. What are the perceptions of participating teachers on the priority of 

teaching critical thinking in school districts? 

General Perceptions 

On average, participants did not differ in opinion on the perceptions on the 

priority of teaching critical thinking whether they identified from an urban (M = 3.42, SD 

= .681) or a rural (M = 3.48, SD = .632) background, t (50) = -.323, p < .05, r = .01).  
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There were also no differences of opinion between high school (M = 3.42, SD = .721) or 

middle school (M = 3.57, SD = .322) participants, t (50) = -.724, p < .05, r = .01). 

Perceived Barriers 

Perceived Barriers 

 
Figure 4.24 Needed for Daily Problem Solving 

 

Figure 4 25 Needed for Course to be Learned Better 

A majority (92.6%) of participants agreed critical thinking skills are needed for 

daily problem solving (M = 2.59, SD = 14.12).  A majority of the respondents (90.8%) 

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

Responses

Needed for Daily Problem Solving

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neither Agree Strongly Agree

0

10

20

30

40

Responses

Needed for Course to be Learned Better

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neither Agree Strongly Agree



Texas Tech University, Stephen Wray Reynolds August 2016 

100 

 

agreed that critical thinking skills are needed for the course to be learned better (M = 

2.52, SD = 14.11), while 88.9% agreed that critical-thinking skill are necessary to transfer 

knowledge between courses (M = 2.54, SD = 14.12).  The majority of the responding 

teachers (57.4%) disagreed that learning the content is more important than critical 

thinking skills (M = -.1.35, SD = 19.35).  A vast majority of the teachers (90.7%) 

recognized the necessity of spending time on critical-thinking as it is not developed 

naturally here is no need to spend time on critical thinking skills as they are learned 

naturally (M = -.28, SD = 13.70).   

 
Figure 4.26 Necessary to Transfer Knowledge 
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Figure 4.27 Learning the Content Is More Important 

 

Figure 4.28 Critical Thinking Learned Naturally 

Open-Ended Response Question 
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to add regarding barriers to critical thinking within the classroom.  This resulted in forty-

one percent of the educators responding to this open-ended question.  Comments from the 

twenty-two participants who answered showed concerns in the areas of the curriculum, 

testing, the students, and a miscellaneous category, with two simply explaining their 

answers. 

These teacher concerns led the researcher to identify four major themes voiced by 

educators as barriers to teaching critical thinking within the classroom: 1) Teachers do 

not have enough time or training to prepare activities; 2) Teachers feel the need to cover 

content to prepare students for standardized testing; 3) The anxiety of the standards-based 

assessments does not lend itself to the improvement of student thinking; and 4) Students 

have a lack of necessary skills to use/learn critical thinking.  These barriers mirrored 

questions that were included in the survey itself. 

1) The anxiety of the standards-based assessments does not lend itself to the 

improvement of student thinking. 

Seven educators (31.8%) cited content as driving many of the curricular decisions 

made within the classroom today as the necessity of preparing students for high-stakes 

tests continue to dominate the horizon of education.  One teacher stated “Standardized 

tests interfere and limit opportunities to add interesting happenings to class time.” (51).  

Another states “Right now, education is not about critical thinking skills, but simply if 

students can pass standardized tests (34).”  Another teacher stated “It seems from my 

experience, that many teachers focus on getting students to pass a standardized test that 

requires a minimum understanding of the material rather than being able to apply 
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knowledge to form their own coherent thoughts (41)Yet another teacher responded “As it 

stands now, educating our youth is not the goal, making money for outside sources is the 

goal for most politicians who are directing education ” (40)  A similar idea was espoused 

by another teacher who stated “I believe that the constant “testing” has changed 

education to be more about “improving scores” and not about “education” (42). 

Following on that idea, teacher 53 stated “There is a severe disconnect between the 

national mandate for teaching critical thinking, and the practical realities of teaching 

critical thinking within the classroom” (53).  Teacher 46 stated that “It is not going to 

improve student growth by having teachers undergo the current evaluation process [based 

on pass rate on end of course exams (EOC)] they are being subjected to” (46). 

2) Students have a lack of necessary skills to use/learn critical thinking. 

Seven educators (31.8%) responded that the students or the teachers lacked the 

necessary skills to utilize critical thinking in the classroom. One participant stated, 

“Critical thinking skills need to be taught from Kindergarten through grade 12.  Too 

many students reach high school without these” (37). Another respondent replied 

“Students do not appear to reach high school with the academic background and critical 

thinking skills needed to do well at the high school level” (52). Participant 33 said “The 

biggest problem is the lack of want to go beyond the simple answers by some of the 

students”, (33). Yet another cited “My main barriers are students’ refusal to cooperate in 

activities involving higher order thinking skill” (49). One teacher responded that the “Use 

of technology is NOT helping the problem with students’ ability to be critical thinkers.  

The answers are at their fingertips” (54). Teacher 49 stated “My brief experience here 
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suggests that many students are doing very little critical thinking in our schools, as they 

seem very uncomfortable with it” (49).  One final teacher stated “I would love in-depth 

professional development on how to implement effective practices to foster critical 

thinking” (43). 

3) Teachers do not have enough time or training to prepare activities.  

Time was cited as a major problem by 3 teachers (13.6%).  One teacher stated “In 

my mind the greatest barrier to improving critical thinking is time.  We have so much 

content to cover, and critical thinking requires looking at small chunks in detail” (44). 

Another educator stated “In today’s educational system, educators must walk a fine line 

of insuring the implementation of required educational curriculums and being an 

advocate for students and their learning” (45). Teacher 50 stated “Teachers are generally 

so tied up with meetings and tangential demands, they lack the time and energy to 

examine curriculum content and present it in ways which foster growth of critical 

thinking skills” (50).  

4) Teachers feel the need to cover content to prepare students for standardized 

testing. 

Curriculum was a major concern of three educators (13.6%) of the 22 who 

responded to the open ended question, with many citing the necessity to cover the 

standards at the expense of critical thinking skills.  One stated, “Due to the amount of 

content we have to cover, students’ laziness, and bad home lives, we are typically unable 

to develop critical thinking skills.  There are simply too many barriers to cross, and 

though I may try, critical thinking skills are underdeveloped in most students” (38).  Yet 
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another teacher stated “Due to the great number of standards that must be covered and the 

large number of students who are far below grade level, very little or no time is available 

to teach and nurture critical thinking skills” (39).  One teacher replied that “Content 

standards are generally too broad and too shallow” (36). 

Summary 

Chapter four provided the results as well as a description of the three significant 

themes that emerged from the analysis of the optional statements collected through the 

Qualtrics survey.  The topics in this chapter included: a review of the purpose of the 

study; a restatement of the research questions; the descriptive statistics of participant 

demographics; the statistics of the barriers teachers perceive towards the teaching of 

critical thinking within the classroom; and a chapter summary.  The final chapter will 

synthesize the findings of the research study in discussion and conclusions will be drawn 

from the data collected and analyzed. 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Chapter five of this study provides a summary of the data and draws conclusions 

from the collected and analyzed data.  In addition, this chapter will make 

recommendations to stakeholders that may increase opportunities for teaching critical-

thinking skills within classrooms.  The data showed that there were four major areas 

identified by participants as impeding the teaching of critical-thinking within the 

classroom.  These areas were: 1) Teachers do not have enough time or training to prepare 

activities; 2) Teachers feel the need to cover content to prepare students for standardized 

testing; 3) The anxiety of the standards-based assessments does not lend itself to the 

improvement of student thinking; and 4) Students have a lack of necessary skills to 

use/learn critical thinking.  There were no significant differences between gender, 

educational level, where they taught, or the level they taught at.  Further, 22 respondents 

provided some insight into the thinking behind the responses. 

Discussion 

This study analyzed the responses of teachers regarding the barriers to teaching 

critical-thinking within the classroom.  By exploring teacher, student, curriculum, and 

external factors perceived as barriers to teaching critical-thinking, the study attempted to 

reveal the perceptions of the participants on the priority of teaching critical-thinking in 

school districts.  The differences in views between high school and middle school 

teachers on perceived barriers to teaching critical-thinking reveal the state of education in 

these areas today.  Finally, the differences that teaching experience, gender, and 
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education level had on these perceptions show the state of ongoing pedagogy within the 

geographical context of the study.   

The online survey was strictly voluntary, therefore of the 341 possible 

respondents, 54 participated.  The limited sample size greatly increased the chance for 

error and should be taken into consideration when comparing perceptions to other 

possible studies in other variable contexts. 

It is important to note that the framework of the administered survey came 

directly from educational studies conducted in Iran and Turkey (Ozkan-Akan, 2003; 

Aliakbari & Sadeghdaghighi, 2013).  While educational systems are very dissimilar to 

those in the United States, the basic research questions were still applicable.  Education is 

mandatory in both Iran and Turkey, with students receiving a free education for the first 

12 years.  The questions asked in the survey were pertinent to other educational settings, 

specifically those in the United States.  The United States, provides a free and appropriate 

education to all students throughout high school (Education, 2010).  The study conducted 

in eastern New Mexico and southwestern Texas was strictly voluntary. 

The teachers in the school districts surveyed were in eastern New Mexico, and the 

southwest panhandle of Texas.  While each state takes different forms of high-stakes 

tests, under different conditions, their success/failure rates are similar.  These differences 

might result in a misleading interpretation of the results applied to a broader population 

of schools and students.  The generalizability of the results of this study should be limited 

to the teachers in eastern New Mexico and southwest Texas panhandle area. 
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Results 

The data collected in this study via the online survey provided information 

necessary to address the research questions.  The methodological design used in this 

study was a single study approach to gain a deeper understanding of the perceptions of 

teachers on critical-thinking in the classroom.  Information obtained from the survey 

provided material that is unarguably quantifiable as indicated by the Cronbach’s Alpha of 

.826.   The optional qualitative response question, answered by only 22 of the 54 

respondents, provided an opportunity to explore and explain some of the results from the 

survey. 

Quantitative Results 

Teacher-related barriers, student-related barriers, curriculum-related barriers, and 

external factors were the subscales measured by the online survey.  There were no 

significant differences noted in the perceptions of teachers toward the barriers to teaching 

critical-thinking within the classroom.  While one specific area was not statistically 

significant in the online survey, agreement was found between the majority of the 

respondents regarding three areas of the survey, that of teacher-related, curriculum-

related, and external factors. 

There were no significant differences between gender, school type (middle school 

or high school), education level of the teachers, or number of years’ experience of the 

teachers in any of the four identified areas.  The majority of the respondents cited time as 

a constraint for providing critical-thinking skills within the classroom.  The respondents 

also cited a need to cover the content as a barrier to providing critical-thinking skills 
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within the classroom.  Finally, the majority perceived the anxiety of standards-based 

assessment did not lend itself to the development of critical-thinking skills within the 

classroom. 

Qualitative Results 

Interpretations of the 22 teachers who responded to the optional open-ended 

question revealed four major themes as barriers to teaching critical thinking within the 

classroom. The first of these themes indicated that the teachers do not have enough time 

or training to prepare activities.  The teachers voiced their inability to take the additional 

time necessary to develop critical-thinking activities when teaching mandated curriculum 

and fulfilling additional duties to which they are assigned.  The second theme that 

emerged was that teachers felt the need to cover content to prepare students for 

standardized testing rather than expending time and energy increasing critical thinking 

skills.  Respondents stated that they felt the responsibility of teaching the content to the 

students so that the students were successful on the standardized exam. 

The third theme identified was that the anxiety of passing the standardized tests 

does not lend itself to the improvement of student critical thinking.  The respondents 

stated that the emphasis placed on standardized tests requires a focus on the correct 

answer, not that of providing the student with the ability to discriminate between different 

aspects of knowledge. The fourth theme that emerged was that students lack necessary 

skills to use/learn critical thinking.  Respondents stated that students did not show the 

necessary skills or background necessary to thinking critically within the classroom.  

Each of these barriers are similar to the questions that were included in the survey itself. 



Texas Tech University, Stephen Wray Reynolds August 2016 

110 

 

Interpretation of the Findings 

Specific research questions included the following: 

1. What teacher-related, student-related, curriculum-related, and external 

factors do participating teachers perceive as barriers to improving critical-

thinking skills and the improvement of critical-thinking? 

2. What are the perceptions of participating teachers on the priority of 

teaching critical-thinking in school districts? 

The data is indicative of several areas previously identified by other studies 

involving the barriers of teaching critical-thinking within the classroom from both Iran 

and Turkey (Aliakbari & Sadeghdaghighi, 2013; Ozkan-Akan, 2003).   

The data showed that 92.6% of respondents believed that critical-thinking skills 

are necessary for daily problem solving.  This verifies the studies conducted by Paul et.al. 

(1997), and Ozkhan-Akan (2003).  This also further verifies the findings in the Phi Delta 

Kappa/Gallup Poll in 2013 which showed the public supporting the teaching of critical-

thinking in the schools. 

The data unfortunately showed that many teachers believe they were ill prepared 

for teaching critical-thinking skills prior to taking their first teaching job.  The majority, 

68.5%, thought that educational institutions failed to provide information on improving 

critical-thinking skills prior to their first teaching job.  Research by Blumfield et.al. 

(1994); Carter (1990); Smylie (1998); Russell (1995); Wilson (1996); Woolfolk, Hoy, & 

Murphy (2001); and Richardson & Placier (2002) show that there is a severe lack in 
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teacher preparation programs at the college level for teaching critical-thinking skills.  The 

acquisition of critical-thinking skills does not occur naturally, it requires guided 

instruction (Sousa, 2001).  Until the necessary tools for teaching critical-thinking are 

provided in preservice teacher education programs it is unlikely that students will acquire 

these skills naturally. 

If teacher certification programs are not providing pre-service teachers with the 

necessary skills to elicit higher level thinking skills in students through teaching 

strategies, and professional development does not provide access to materials or 

strategies to teaching critical-thinking strategies, one would hope that these skills would 

be provided through in-service programs.  The data revealed that 53.7% of the 

respondents indicated that they failed to receive critical-thinking strategies, and the high 

and middle-schools failed to stress, critical-thinking in the classroom during their pre-

service program.  If critical-thinking is not emphasized in teacher education classes or 

professional development pre-service classes as a standard pedagogical strategy, it 

removes the focus for teaching deeper thinking within the classroom Placier (2002).  This 

leaves one avenue for the emphasis on critical-thinking, which is within in-service 

training. 

Respondents showed that 57.4% believed that in-service programs failed to stress 

critical-thinking skills and the importance of developing them.  While these are usually 

offered through the educational service centers in eastern New Mexico and southwestern 

Texas, it becomes an individual choice to actually participate in them.  Most teachers are 

involved in department professional development classes, especially in eastern New 
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Mexico, and unless they specifically deal with critical-thinking, the in-service programs 

are geared towards the goals of the school itself.  That is, usually it is geared toward the 

improvement of classroom procedures, content teaching, response-to-intervention, and 

common-core competencies, not towards implementing critical-thinking strategies 

(Department, 2016). 

Ninety-four point four percent of respondents specified that they felt a need to 

teach content, therefore, the emphasis on teaching critical-thinking skills was secondary 

to the content required by state assessments.  However, with traditional schooling 

emphasizing rote memory, Gunn (2011) shows that this method of teaching fails to allow 

critical thinking.  Sousa (2001) cites the pressures to cover an ever-expanding curriculum 

as a culprit to the teaching of critical-thinking skills.  Respondents indicated that critical-

thinking skills in students are underdeveloped, difficult for students to acquire, 

strengthen, and further develop the further they progress in education.   Elder (2014) 

states that if higher level thinking skills are not developed over time, the use of those 

skills erodes throughout their academic careers.     

 Many teachers have additional responsibilities requiring time, which might have 

more judiciously been spent developing higher level thinking activities for their 

classrooms.  This verifies the findings of Rogers & Mirra (2014), who cited the 

overabundance of extra-curricular activities that involve teachers.  Seventy-three point 

two percent of teachers responded that they were unable to prepare activities to teach 

critical-thinking within their classrooms due to these extra-curricular commitments.  

Teachers have additional duties such as mentoring new teachers, attending meetings for 
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additional programs, developing additional skills on their own time, just to name a few.  

Combine these with the everyday responsibilities of the classroom -- contacting parents, 

grading, and developing lesson plans; the teachers believe there is little time for the 

development of activities for critical-thinking (Rogers & Mirra, 2014).   

Respondents to the survey provided insight into several additional areas that they 

perceived as barriers to the ability to teaching critical-thinking.  Among those were 

teacher-related, student-related, curriculum-related, and external factors they perceive as 

barriers to improving critical-thinking skills within the classroom.  Several factors 

emerged as consistent barriers to teaching critical-thinking within the classroom. 

Research Question 1 

The first research question looked at barriers that teachers felt prevented them 

from teaching critical-thinking within the classroom.  Specifically, the researcher was 

interested in discovering if there was one, or a combination of, factors that prevented the 

teaching of critical-thinking within the classroom from the four factors identified by 

Ozkan-Akan (2003). 

Based on the quantitative findings of this study, respondents indicated teacher 

related, student related, curriculum related and external factors inhibiting the teaching of 

critical-thinking skills in the classroom, but none of these were statistically significant. 

Teacher related factors on perceived barriers to teaching critical-thinking found 

participants did not differ in perception on teacher-related barriers whether they identified 

from an urban or a rural background.  The results of differences of opinion between high 
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school and middle school participants was significant (p < .05, r = .02).  Respondent 44 

reinforced this stated “In my mind the greatest barrier to improving critical thinking in 

classrooms is a lack of time.  We have so much content to cover, and critical thinking 

requires looking at small chunks very deeply.  Also, students want to just get the right 

answer and move on.  It’s incredibly difficult to motivate them to look beyond the 

obvious.” (44).  Respondent 50 stated that schools were in transition from rote facts based 

instruction to integrated conceptual teaching and that many teachers lacked the training 

and experience to make the transition.  As such, they lack the time and energy to examine 

curriculum content and present it in ways which foster growth of critical thinking skills. 

(50). 

Student related factors on perceived barriers to teaching critical-thinking skills 

found participants did not differ in opinion on student-related barriers whether they were 

from an urban or a rural background, or were from a high school or middle school. 

Curriculum related factors on perceived barriers to teaching critical-thinking skills 

found participants did differ in opinion on student-related barriers whether they identified 

from an urban or a rural background, (p < .05, r = .01).  This was supported by 

respondent 36, who stated that content standards were too broad and too shallow. (36)  

Respondent 38 stated that “Due to the amount of content we have to cover, students’ 

laziness, and bad home lives, we are typically unable to develop critical thinking skills.  

There are simply too many barriers to cross, and though I may try, critical thinking skills 

are underdeveloped in most students.” (38).  There were no significant differences of 

opinion between high school or middle school participants. 
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External factors on perceived barriers to teaching critical-thinking skills found 

participants did not differ in opinion on external factors whether they were from an urban 

or a rural background, or were from a high school or middle school background. 

The recurring theme on all four of the factors was time.  Repeatedly, respondents 

came back to a lack of time to develop appropriate lessons to prepare students to think 

critically about the subject matter.  Respondent 45 summed it up succinctly stating “In 

today’s educational system, educators must walk a fine line of ensuring the 

implementation of required educational curriculums and being an advocate for students 

and their learning.  Teachers are under such a fine microscope that they must monitor 

every step they make, whether it be for the best interest of the educational system or the 

child.  Teachers have a difficult time of implementing those teachable moments when 

they arise due to such tight schedules meeting the requirements of curriculum 

implementation and state testing.” (45). 

Research Question 2 

The second research question assessed the priority of teaching critical-thinking 

skills in the classroom.  Quantitative results from data obtained from the online survey 

indicated a lack of direct support for this hypothesis.  Results showed no significant 

difference in general perceptions on the priority of teaching critical-thinking skills in the 

classroom. 

On average, participants had a significant difference in opinion on the perceptions 

on the priority of teaching critical thinking whether they identified from an urban or a 

rural background (p < .05, r = .01).  There were also was a significant difference of 
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opinion between high school and middle school participants (p < .05, r = .01).  The vast 

majority of the participants agreed that critical-thinking was not only important to learn 

the course, but was also needed for daily problem solving.  The respondents also 

recognized that learning the content is not more important than learning critical-thinking 

skills and that critical-thinking skills required training to acquire and maintain those 

skills.  While the respondents to the online survey indicated the importance of critical-

thinking to the education of their students, they also recognized that they failed to 

implement those skills within their classrooms.  Respondent 33 stated “All students have 

the ability to use critical-thinking skills.  The biggest problem is the lack of want to go 

beyond the simple answer by some of the students.  Many are somewhat lazy and will not 

make a choice to use critical-thinking skills.” (33).  Another respondent stated “Critical 

thinking skills should be taught from Kindergarten through grade 12.  Too many students 

reach high school without these skills.  Critical thinking assignments should be included 

within the textbook lessons.” (37). 

Qualitative information gathered from the 22 respondents to the optional question 

supported the information provided within the survey data.  The qualitative themes 

revealed the same areas of concern indicated by the quantitative results.  Those were 

teacher related, student related, curriculum related, and external factors. 

Implications 

Due to the complex nature of critical-thinking, the finding from this study should 

be considered in conjunction with the context of the study. These findings represent the 

perceptions of educators from eastern New Mexico and the southwestern panhandle of 
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Texas regarding the barriers to teaching critical-thinking within the classroom in light of 

the current pedagogical environment in each of these areas.  Based on the findings of this 

study, conclusions can be made regarding the teaching of critical-thinking within the 

classroom for this contextually situated participant pool.  From this study, the following 

implications emerged: administrator and principal implications, instructor implications, 

and policy maker implications. 

Administrators and Principals  

This study is significant to administrators and principals who are attempting to 

provide students who are capable of fully functioning in society today.  It provides the 

insight into the thinking and perceptions of teachers involving the teaching, or the lack 

thereof, critical-thinking within the classroom.  Tieken (2013) states that in the wake of 

standardized testing and with the constant threat of school and district consolidation, 

providing an education that prepares individuals to function in society and the local 

economy is extremely important.  Tieken (2014) also showed that school districts face the 

lowest funding and a limitation in educational technology availability.  Further, 

absenteeism, poverty, single-parent families, and migrancy are on an increase in districts.  

As such, it would be incumbent upon school districts to focus on development of critical-

thinking skills throughout the school system to enhance the ability of their students to 

function within the local and global economy today.  This is incumbent upon the 

administrators and principals to review the data and observe where the over-dependence 

upon teaching curriculum is minimizing the teaching of critical-thinking skills. 
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By looking beyond the numbers to what the teachers are actually saying about the 

state of education today in the eastern New Mexico and southwestern Texas panhandle, 

administrators and principals can look at what the over-emphasis on curriculum is 

creating in their schools.  While only using a limited study of fifty-four individuals from 

various schools, the frustration is apparent.  The human capacity to gain insight and 

knowledge from another makes this study relevant for administrators and supervisors to 

understand the thinking and frustrations of their teachers, and could reduce the burnout 

rate currently seen in education today. 

Instructor Implications 

The teachers who participated in this study provided some interesting insights into 

their thinking regarding the teaching of critical-thinking in the classroom today.  While 

they all admit the necessity of teaching critical-thinking, acknowledge that their classes 

are useful for developing critical-thinking, they still do not provide the teaching of 

critical-thinking in the classroom.  Teachers should take it upon themselves to provide 

lessons which will enhance the teaching of critical-thinking skills within their lesson 

plans.  These teachers can also take the incentive to pursue the training they require to 

teach critical-thinking skills within their classrooms while still providing the content 

required to pass the standardized exams. The insight provided can assist other instructors 

in providing the necessary training, both pre-service and in-service, required to allow 

instructors the skills necessary to teach critical-thinking in the classroom. 

Further, the participants provided significant insight into the frustrations in 

education today, within the covered region, regarding the current testing environment 
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faced on a daily basis.  The insights provided by the participants of the online survey give 

other teachers the opportunity to see the frustrations faced by all instructors today in the 

current educational environment from the eastern New Mexico and southwestern Texas 

panhandle.  The frustrations revealed should allow other instructors the opportunity to see 

the prevalence of thought of their colleagues, thus possibly reducing the burnout rate 

currently seen in education today within these regions. 

Policy Maker Implications 

Finally, policy makers can use this study as a starting point to expand the 

understanding of the fallacy of reliance on the current testing environment within the 

eastern New Mexico and southwestern Texas.  Policy makers can see the importance of 

teaching critical-thinking within the classroom.  With the reliance today on the global 

economy, and the importance of being able to think outside of the box, providing the 

ability of students within their area to compete in this arena is a big plus to their 

constituents. 

Suggestions for Future Research 

Critical-thinking is imperative in today’s global economy, and its value to society 

is also well-documented (Elder & Paul, 2008, 2009; Elder L., 2014).  Despite the 

recognition of this fact, educators in this study continue to focus on teaching the content 

over critical-thinking skills due to multiple variables.   

Future research should include a wider sample of participants across a larger 

geographical area.   By getting a larger sample size, the ability would exist to compare 

the perceptions of barriers based on a substantial sample for the United States as a whole. 
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This would allow policy makers the opportunity to see what teachers in the classroom 

perceive as major barriers to the teaching of critical-thinking within the classroom. 

Future research needs to focus on methods available to foster the teaching of 

critical-thinking skills within the classroom while still providing the necessary content for 

high-stakes testing.  The survey needs to be expanded to include questions regarding the 

current testing environment.  Questions should be modified to provide a deeper source of 

information.  Instead of using strictly a likert scale, perhaps the questions could include 

an open response question so individuals can truly explain their thinking on the subject.  

It would also be of interest to conduct face-to-face interviews with a battery of questions 

available to further expand the insights into the subject of critical-thinking within the 

classroom.  Specific areas to focus on would be the standardized testing environment, the 

interaction between the curriculum and testing, and the interactions between principals 

and teachers.  Further, it would be advantageous to observe teachers in the classroom to 

reveal the barriers that inhibit the teaching of critical-thinking within the classroom.  

Conclusion 

Shapiro & Varian (1999) state that not only the United States economy, but the 

world economies are shifting from tangible goods to intangible or information goods.  

This economic shift is often referred to as a “Knowledge Economy,” and has accounted 

for an increase between 40% to 45% of all workers employed in the United States as of 

2004 (Brinkley, 2006, pp. 18,19). 

Individuals without the ability to think critically are at a severe disadvantage in 

this type of economy as they are handicapped by the inability to apply, analyze, 
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synthesize, evaluate, assess, and reconstruct available information.  The requirement to 

analyze goes beyond the simple ability to restate the facts; it requires critically thinking 

about the information without bias as Paul (1990) states.  Further, critical thinking allows 

for the focus on practices of deliberate instruction which develop “conscious social 

reproduction” shaping the political values, attitudes, and modes of behavior of future 

citizens (Gutmann, 1999, p. 17). 

People who think critically make good citizens because they strive to uphold 

democratic ideals (Dewey J. , 1933).  The U.S. political system depends on educated 

citizens and leaders who can think rationally.  The ancient Greeks, who enjoyed a 

prototypical democracy, quickly found that an educated populace is necessary to prevent 

democracy from degenerating into mob rule (Dewey J. , 1933).  This was echoed in 

Thomas Jefferson’s stringent support of public education: “If a nation expects to be 

ignorant and free, in a state of civilization, it expects what never was and never will be.” 

(Thomas Jefferson as cited in Bergstedt, n.d., p. 3) 

The purpose of this study was to explore teachers’ perceptions of critical thinking 

and any barriers they perceive to teaching critical thinking within the classroom.  These 

teachers have provided an insight into their perceptions of why critical-thinking is not 

being taught in classrooms today in eastern New Mexico and the southwest panhandle of 

Texas.  Though this was a limited study of only 54 participants, a small picture of the 

educational system in these two regions of the country is presented.  Through this study, 

and possible future studies, insight may be gained to allow the development of a 
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pedagogy providing students with the capabilities they require to participate in the society 

of the future successfully. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A 

IRB Approval Letter 

TEXAS TECH UNIVERSITY 
Vice Presidaatfoy Resarch 

February 19, 2014 

 

Dr. Mary Agnello 

Curriculum & Instruction 

Mail stop: 1071 

Regarding: 504302 Teachers Perceptions on Barriers to Teaching Critical 

Thinking in the 

Classroom 

Dr. Mary Agnello: 

The Texas Tech University Protection of Human Subjects Committee approved your 

claim for an exemption for the protocol referenced above on February 19, 2014. 

Exempt research is not subject to continuing review. However, any modifications that 
(a) change the research in a substantial way, (b) might change the basis for exemption, 
or (c) might introduce any additional risk to subjects must be reported to the Human 
Research Protection Program (HRPP) before they are implemented. 

To report such changes, you must send a new claim for exemption or a proposal for 

expedited or full board review to the HRPP. Extension of exempt status for exempt 

protocols that have not changed is automatic. 

The HRPP staff will send annual reminders that ask you to update the status of 

your research protocol. Once you have completed your research, you must inform 

the HRPP office by responding to the annual reminder so that the protocol file can 

be closed. 

Sincerely, 
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Rosemary Cogan, Ph.D., ABPP 

Protection of Human Subjects Committee 

Box 41075 | Lubbock, Texas 79409-1075 | T 806.742.3905 | F 806.742.3947 | 

www.vpr.ttu.edu An EEO/Affirmative Action Institution 
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Appendix B 

Superintendent Letter 

 
 

Dear Superintendent: 

  

We are currently conducting a study on teachers’ perceptions on barriers to 

critical thinking in the classroom and would like permission to invite secondary teachers 

in your district to participate.  

 

The study is looking at the perceptions of barriers that teachers perceive to 

teaching critical thinking within the classroom.  We will ask your secondary teachers to 

voluntarily complete a 49-question survey on line.  These results will then be compared 

to data previously collected in Turkey in 2003, and Iran in 2012.  We are interested in 

discovering any similarities or differences between the perceptions of secondary teachers 

in Turkey and Iran with those in New Mexico and Texas, at the secondary level. 

 

Participation will be voluntary, and the Superintendents will be provided a 

summary of the findings upon completion of the dissertation.  

 

Please call 806-834-0793 next week if you willing to allow your school district to 

participate in this study.  You can also email us at maryfrances.agnello@ttu.edu.  

 

We hope that you can help us understand more about the perceived problems 

teachers have teaching critical thinking skills to students.  We look forward to working 

with you and your secondary teachers.  

 

Sincerely,  

 

Mary Frances Agnello    Stephen W. Reynolds 

Associate Professor     Doctoral Candidate 

College of Education     Curriculum & Instruction 

Texas Tech University    Texas Tech University 

maryfrances.agnello@ttu.edu    stephen.reynolds@ttu.edu 

(806) 834-0793     (575) 791-1951 

  

mailto:maryfrances.agnello@ttu.edu
mailto:stephen.reynolds@ttu.edu
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Appendix C 

Information Sheet 

Please share your thoughts in our research project.  

 

What is this project studying?  

 

The study is called “Teachers’ Perceptions on Barriers to Teaching Critical Thinking in the 

Classroom.”  This study will help us learn teachers’ perceived barriers to teaching critical 

thinking in the classroom.  What we learn may be educationally valuable, and we hope to publish 

this study widely to make it as beneficial as possible.  

 

What would I do if I participate?  

 

In this study, you will be asked to complete a 49-question survey on line.  Some questions will be 

about you.  Some questions will be about your thoughts.  Some will be about how you feel and 

what you do.  Qualtrics does not allow you to return to items once you go past the screens on 

which they are located.  In addition, you may skip items or stop doing the survey at any time. 

 

Can I quit if I become uncomfortable? 

  

Yes, absolutely.  Dr. Agnello and the Protection Board have reviewed the questions and think you 

can answer them comfortably.  However, you can stop answering the questions at any time.  You 

can stop taking the survey at any time you wish.  Participating is your choice.  

 

How long will participation take? 

  

We are asking for 15 minutes of your time.  

 

How are you protecting privacy? 

  

The questionnaires will not request any personal information to protect your privacy.  

 

I have some questions about this study.  Whom can I ask?  

 

• The study is being run by Dr. Agnello from the College of Education at Texas Tech University.  

If you have questions, you can call her at 806-834-0793.  

 

• TTU also has a Board that protects the rights of people who participate in research. You can ask 

those questions at 806-742-2064.  You can also mail your questions to the Human Research 

Protection Program, Office of the Vice President for Research, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, 

Texas 79409.  

 

If you would like to participate in this study, please click on this link: 

 

High School Teachers      https://educttu.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_dhbYGFrFfk1cxpz 

Middle School Teachers   https://educttu.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_4ZXsvGfWmGmNXh3 

https://educttu.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_dhbYGFrFfk1cxpz
https://educttu.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_4ZXsvGfWmGmNXh3
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Appendix D 

Permission to Use Survey 

To: 
 Reynolds, Stephen; aliy@metu.edu.tr  

Cc: 

 golge.seferoglu@gmail.com; Michael.Shaughnessy@enmu.edu; bsurucu@metu.edu.tr  

Friday, November 22, 2013 12:46 AM 
Dr. Reynolds, 

 

You sure can make use of the study. 

 

I would like to be informed about the results. 

 

I wish you a successful study. 

 

With my best regards, 

 

Sule Ozkan-Akan 
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Appendix E 

Survey 

Please share your thoughts in our research project.  

What is this project studying?  

The study is called “Teachers’ Perceptions on Barriers to Teaching Critical Thinking in 

the Classroom.”  This study will help us learn teachers’ perceived barriers to teaching 

critical thinking in the classroom.  What we learn may be educationally valuable, and we 

hope to publish this study widely to make it as beneficial as possible.  

What would I do if I participate?  

In this study, you will be asked to complete a 49-question survey on line.  Some 

questions will be about you.  Some questions will be about your thoughts.  Some will be 

about how you feel and what you do.  Qualtrics does not allow you to return to items 

once you go past the screens on which they are located.  In addition, you may skip items 

or stop doing the survey at any time. 

Can I quit if I become uncomfortable? 

Yes, absolutely.  Dr. Agnello and the Protection Board have reviewed the questions and 

think you can answer them comfortably.  However, you can stop answering the questions 

at any time.  You can stop taking the survey at any time you wish.  Participating is your 

choice.  

How long will participation take? 

We are asking for 15 minutes of your time.  

How are you protecting privacy? 

The questionnaires will not request any personal information to protect your privacy.  

I have some questions about this study.  Whom can I ask?  

• The study is being run by Dr. Agnello from the College of Education at Texas Tech 

University.  If you have questions, you can call her at 806-834-0793.  

• TTU also has a Board that protects the rights of people who participate in research. You 

can ask those questions at 806-742-2064.  You can also mail your questions to the 
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Human Research Protection Program, Office of the Vice President for Research, Texas 

Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 79409.  

 

 

 

Do you wish to participate? 

 Yes 

 No 

Q1        The study is called “Teachers’ Perceptions on Barriers to Teaching Critical 

Thinking in the Classroom.”  This study will help us learn about teachers’ perceived 

barriers to teaching critical thinking in the classroom.  What we learn may help people, 

and we hope to publish this study widely to make it as beneficial as possible.         In this 

study, you will be asked to complete a 49-question survey.  Some questions will be about 

you.  Some questions will be about your thoughts.  Some will be about how you feel and 

what you do.         Dr. Agnello and Texas Tech University’s Institutional Review Board 

have reviewed the questions, and think you can answer them comfortably in about 15 

minutes.  However, you can stop answering the questions at any time.  You can stop 

taking the survey any time you wish.  Participating is your choice. 

 

Q2 What is your area of specialization? 

 Social Studies: American History, World History, State History, Government, 

Economics, World Geography (1) 

 Science: Physical, Biology, Chemistry, Physics (2) 

 Mathematics: Math 6, 7 or 8, Consumer Math, Algebra, Geometry, Calculus (3) 

 English/Literature: English I, II, III, IV (4) 

 Foreign languages (5) 

 Other (6) ____________________ 
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Q4 What is your educational background? 

 Associates Degree (1) 

 Bachelors Degree (2) 

 Masters Degree (3) 

 Doctoral Degree (4) 

 Other (5) ____________________ 

 

Q5 How many years have you taught? 

 

Q6 What is your gender? 

 Male (1) 

 Female (2) 

 

Q7 What is the location of your school? 

 Urban (1) 

 Rural (2) 

 

Q8 What is the name of your school? 

 

Q9 Section 2: Below are the statements which refer to the significance of improving 

student critical thinking skills and the barriers to it.  Please read, and respond to each 

statement on the five–point Likert scale by indicating the strength of your agreement or 

disagreement with each one.      General perception 
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Q10 Critical thinking skills are needed for daily problem solving. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 

 

Q11 Critical thinking skills are needed for the courses to be learned better. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 

 

Q12 Critical thinking skills are needed to transfer knowledge between courses. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 
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Q13 Learning the content is more important than critical thinking skills. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 

 

Q14 There is no need to spend time on critical thinking skills as they are learned 

naturally. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 

 

Q15 Teacher-related barriers 

 

Q16 Teachers usually use lecturing strategy. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 
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Q17 Standardized tests do not stress critical thinking skills. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 

 

Q18 Teachers do not provide sufficient time for critical thinking in class. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 

 

Q19 Pre-service programs do not stress improving critical thinking skills. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 
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Q20 Teachers are not given information on improving critical thinking skills when they 

first start teaching. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 

 

Q21 In-service programs do not stress improving critical thinking skills. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 

 

Q22 Teachers believe only certain students can perform higher order thinking. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 
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Q23 Teachers are uncomfortable with questions that have no obvious answer. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 

 

Q24 Teachers feel a need to cover content. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 

 

Q25 Teachers do not have enough resources. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 
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Q26 Teachers do not have enough time to get prepared for developing activities toward 

critical thinking skills. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 

 

Q27    Student-related barriers 

 

Q28 Students are afraid of being incorrect. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 

 

Q29 Students expect that each question has a right answer. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 
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Q30. Students perceive the teacher as authority. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 

 

Q31 Students perceive the textbook as authority 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 

 

Q32 Students prefer activities and assignments with simple factual questions and 

answers. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 
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Q33. Students lack needed background knowledge for improving critical thinking skills. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 

 

Q34 Students lack interest in critical thinking activities. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 

 

Q35 Students lack experience in improving critical thinking skills in school. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 
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Q36 Students are impatient with the difficulty of critical thinking. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 

 

Q37 Curriculum-related barriers 

 

Q38 Curriculum stresses only the acquisition of facts, ideas, and concepts. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 

 

Q39 Curriculum does not give importance to improving critical thinking skills. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 
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Q40 Curriculum is not conducive to critical thinking skills. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 

 

Q41 Course content is highly structured. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 

 

Q42 Curriculum leads to memorization of knowledge. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 
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Q43 My course is not appropriate to develop critical thinking skills. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 

 

Q44 Course content is too loaded. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 

 

Q45 Textbooks do not provide activities for improving critical thinking skills 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 
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Q46 Teaching is very much textbook dependent. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 

 

 

 

 

Q47 External factors as barriers 

 

Q48 Teachers fear administrative disapproval. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 

 

Q49 No time is allocated for critical thinking activities outside of school. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 
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Q50 Improving critical thinking skills is not included in supervisors’ observations. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 

 

Q51 Supervisors force teachers to cover content. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 

 

Q52 Improving critical thinking skills has not been established as one of the school 

priorities. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 
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Q53 Administrators and supervisors do not provide support for improving critical 

thinking skills. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 

 

Q54 Society does not value critical thinking skills. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 

 

Q55 Teachers fear parental disapproval for teaching critical thinking skills. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 
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Q56 The anxiety of the standards based assessment does not lend itself to the 

improvement of student critical thinking skills. 

 Strongly Disagree (1) 

 Disagree (2) 

 Neither Agree nor Disagree (3) 

 Agree (4) 

 Strongly Agree (5) 

 

Q57 Section 3: If you have any other comments about barriers on improving student 

critical thinking skills, please write them down. (Optional) 

 

Q58 Thank you again for your time and participation. 
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Appendix F 

Comments for Optional Question 

 

33. All students have the ability to use critical thinking skills.  The biggest problem 

is the lack of want to go beyond the simple answer by some of the students.  

Many are somewhat lazy and will not make a choice to use critical thinking 

skills. 

 

34. As long as the emphasis and evaluations are geared towards standardized tests, 

this dictates teacher's methods.  Right now, education is not about critical 

thinking skills, but simply if students can pass standardized tests.  The priorities 

of education are messed up right now.  This is not a school issue, but a state 

issue.  There has to be a balance in methods, assessment and the evaluation 

process. 

 

 

35. Being a physical education teacher my class is different from other core classes. 

 

36. Content standards are generally too broad and too shallow. 

 

 

37. Critical thinking skills need to be taught from Kindergarten through grade 12.  

Too many students reach high school without these skills.  Critical thinking 

assignments should be included within textbook lessons. 
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38. Due to the amount of content we have to cover, students' laziness, and bad home 

lives, we are typically unable to develop critical thinking skills.  There are 

simply too many barriers to cross, and though I may try, critical thinking skills 

are underdeveloped in most students. 

 

 

39. Due to the great number of standards that must be covered and the large number 

of students who are far below grade level, very little or no time is available to 

teach and nurture critical thinking skills.  Common Core was promised as fewer 

standards so that critical thinking skills could be taught, but this is not the truth.  

We have more standards that we had before, so there is very little time to focus 

on critical thinking when one must cover the standards that will be on the tests. 

 

40. Every class is different, every teacher is different, every student is different.  

Making generalized statements about learning is akin to racial statements.  When 

politicians get out of education and educators who have been trained in the area 

are in control, we will go back to educating our young people.  As it stands now, 

educating our youth is not the goal, making money for outside sources is the goal 

for most politicians who are directing education.  It is my belief that you do not 

become a teacher for the money, you become a teacher because you are 

passionate about your subject and have a burning desire to share that with the 

youth of your community.  When that passion or desire are no longer there you 

need to find another career. 
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41. From my own six years of experience, many students do not know how to think 

critically because they have not been trained in previous education how to do so.  

It seems from my experience, that many teachers focus on getting students to 

pass a standardized test that requires a minimum understanding of the material 

rather than being able to apply knowledge to form their own coherent thoughts.  

The same teachers often replicate minimum expectations for student work and 

behavior.  It creates a significant amount more work for teachers who want their 

students to be able to think critically in their classrooms.  It is sad, but its true 

(Reference to a Metallica song). 

 

 

42. I believe that the constant "testing" has changed education to be more about 

"improving scores" and not about "education."  I have seen a downward spiral in 

students' abilities to think and problem solve on their own.  Students do not take 

the tests seriously, therefore, the data collected is invalid to begin with. 

 

43. I would love in-depth professional development on how to implement effective 

practices to foster critical thinking.  Barrier - lack of professional development. 

 

 

44. In my mind the greatest barrier to improving critical thinking in classrooms is a 

lack of time. We have so much content to cover, and critical thinking requires 

looking at small chunks very deeply. Also, students want to just get the right 
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answer and move on. It's incredibly difficult to motivate them to look beyond the 

obvious. 

 

45. In today's educational system, educators must walk a fine line of ensuring the 

implementation of required educational curriculums and being an advocate for 

students and their learning.  Teachers are under such a fine microscope that they 

must monitor every step they make, whether it be for the best interest of the 

educational system or the child.  Teachers have a difficult time of implementing 

those teachable moments when they arise due to such tight schedules meeting the 

requirements of curriculum implementation and state testing. 

 

 

46. It is not going to improve student growth by having teachers undergo the current 

evaluation process they are being subjected to.  This will not help students gain 

critical thinking skills either. 

 

47. Many of my answers were "Neither Agree or Disagree" since we just went to 

Common Core this year 

 

 

48. My brief experience here suggests that many students are doing very little critical 

thinking in our schools, as they seem very uncomfortable with it.  I am also 

concerned that a lack of knowledge about both current and historical events 

impedes critical thinking application in the classroom. 
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49. My main barriers are students’ refusal to cooperate in activities involving higher 

order thinking skills.  Another problem that I have is for students with learning 

disabilities higher order thinking skills for them is what is considered average for 

a non-disabled student.  The teacher is being required to teach what a student 

cannot obtain. 

 

 

50. Schools are in transition moving from rote facts based instruction to integrated 

conceptual teaching.  Many teachers lack training and experience to make this 

transition and, while admin demands the change, most administrators do not 

know how to deliver such instruction or facilitate it.  Teachers are generally so 

tied up with meetings and tangential demands, they lack the time and energy to 

examine curriculum content and present it in ways which foster growth of critical 

thinking skills. 

 

51. Standardized tests interfere and limit opportunities to add interesting happenings 

to class time. 

 

52. Students do not appear to reach high school with the academic background and 

critical thinking skills needed to do well at the high school level.  Many do not 

care whether they graduate or get a certificate of completion.  They know they 

will pass due to "no child left behind."  They often do not turn in their work, 

don't take advantage of time to retake tests or turn in work late.  They do not 
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respect authority including teachers.  They sit and talk, watch videos, you tube, 

other programs on their cell phones, share with other students, text and won't 

give up their phones when asked.  They argue with the teacher about everything, 

do not believe in homework -- "we have a life after school; we should do all our 

learning during school hours, not at home."  Their language is so far in the gutter 

that they don't even know they are using profanity.  They say it is normal and 

there is nothing wrong with it.  They are extremely disrespectful.  I have never 

experienced such disrespect, and the lack of caring about their own future as I 

have since taking this job.  I will not return next year. 

 

 

53. There is a severe disconnect between the national mandate for teaching critical 

thinking, and the practical realities of teaching critical thinking within the 

classroom.  With the advent of the accountability system attached to the results 

of the standardized testing, the realities of teaching critical thinking disappear 

with the necessity of making AYP each year.  Critical thinking is going to be 

required in the economic future of this country and the world.  Failure to prepare 

students to participate in this modern society is doing a severe disservice to them. 

 

54. Use of technology is NOT helping the problem with students’ ability to be 

critical thinkers.  The answers are at their fingertips. 

 


