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Abstract: Democracy and global education are intrinsically linked in their
shared commitment to debate and the opportunity to evaluate multiple
perspectives and make informed decisions on topics that impact the world
around us. A focus on critical thinking within education offers the opportunity
to teach students the skills necessary to question the status quo, develop
informed opinions and contribute to the preservation and promotion of
democracy in society. This article explores a self-study action research project
which took place across three academic years which aimed to identify effective
approaches for incorporating critical thinking into initial teacher education.
Research was undertaken with students in their second year of study and data
sources included ongoing personal reflections, critical conversations with two
colleagues who acted as critical friends, alongside a variety of data collection
approaches undertaken with students. This research project was undertaken in
response to an identified gap between students perceived levels of criticality
and the skills they would demonstrate during class time or within assessments.
Consequently, this research project focused on identifying strategies to
successfully support students to both demonstrate criticality and to understand
and identify core critical thinking approaches relevant to global education.
Findings indicated that students had the capacity to become critical thinkers
and develop an understanding of the potential impact for their future teaching.
A focus on providing opportunities to practice critical thinking in a supported
setting was key for students’ skill development. The consistent incorporation
of active, engaged opportunities to share ideas and work collaboratively
supported students to develop core critical thinking skills.
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Introduction

This article aims to highlight the impact that a focus on critical thinking can
have on promoting democracy within the context of global education. Through
examination of the relevant literature this article begins by presenting the
argument that fostering criticality within global education is crucial to
nurturing democratic citizens. The article continues on to present the
methodology and findings from a self-study action research project which took
place within initial teacher education (ITE) in Ireland. The study was
undertaken with student teachers in the second year of their degrees, and
explored approaches to support their development of critical thinking skills.
Findings from this study demonstrate the potential for a focus on nurturing
critical thinking skills within ITE to promote democratic values amongst
students. The study found that participative dialogical teaching approaches
worked effectively to provide students with opportunities to practice their
critical thinking in a supportive and structured setting.

Global education and democracy
In the recent Dublin Declaration, the Global Education Network Europe
(GENE) (2022: 2) defined global education as:

“education that enables people to reflect critically on the world and
their place in it; to open their eyes, hearts and minds to the reality of
the world at local and global level. It empowers people to understand,
imagine, hope and act to bring about a world of social and climate
justice, peace, solidarity, equity and equality, planetary sustainability,
and international understanding. It involves respect for human rights
and diversity, inclusion, and a decent life for all, now and into the
future”.

One of the key challenges global education has faced as an
educational approach grounded in its commitment to social justice, human
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rights and equity, is the rising support internationally for political parties and
perspectives with narrow nationalist agendas (GENE, 2020: 6) and the increase
in xenophobic populism and hate speech in societies (Council of Europe,
2018). Westheimer (2019) cites the election of Donald Trump and the Brexit
votes in 2016 as two examples with significant global consequences in which
the winning parties employed right-wing nationalism to rally supporters
against the common enemy of ‘foreigners’, promoting racism and bigotry in
politics. McCartney (2019) cautions that populism, such as these examples,
enables the erosion of democracy and democratic values.

Democracy is commonly thought of as ‘power of the people’ due to
the Greek origin of the word. While there are varied approaches to democratic
governing around the world, the Council of Europe (no date) states that:

“properly understood, democracy should not even be ‘rule of the
majority’, if that means that minorities' interests are ignored
completely. A democracy, at least in theory, is government on behalf
of all the people, according to their ‘will’”.

Consequently, democracy, by definition, should value multiple perspectives
and afford genuine opportunities for opposing sides to be heard, to share
knowledge based in lived-experiences and factual balanced research,
ultimately enabling citizens to make informed choices and navigate
compromises.

McCartney (2019) maintains that democracy is being lost through the
rising support for narrow nationalist politics and that education must answer
the call of John Dewey (1910) in ensuring that democracy is born new and
fostered in every generation to counteract and challenge passivity in society.
Where democratic values are under threat in society, so too can global
education be pushed to the margins in favour of more passive approaches to
education focused on compliance rather than debate and dialogue. Westheimer
(2019: 9) declares that the waning trust in democratic values and the ‘toxic mix
of ideological polarisation’ currently seen in countries across the world makes
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it critical that education should ask learners to imagine more just societies,
should provide learners with multiple perspectives on controversial issues, and
should actively teach them to be critical. He believes that centring education
on democratic values and promoting critical thinking is crucial to counteract
rising xenophobic populism (Ibid.).

Through education which is focused on the ideals of democracy and
committed to social justice, students learn to question and become critical
thinkers. Like Dewey, hooks (2010: 14) proposes that democracy must be
reborn in every generation so that freedoms can be maintained, or where
necessary, fought for. This article proposes that where criticality, curiosity,
and creativity are not fostered in education, it is not possible to nurture active
democratic citizens committed to challenging injustice and acting to change
society. In this way, the promotion of democratic values in society and the
teaching of critical thinking in schools are inextricably linked.

What is critical thinking?

Dewey (1910: 6), seen by many as the father of critical thinking in education,
defines reflective thinking, widely accepted to be synonymous with critical
thinking, as ‘active, persistent, and careful consideration of any belief or
supposed form of knowledge in the light of the grounds that support it, and the
further conclusions to which it tends’. Critical thinking theorists have often
mirrored Dewey’s contention that critical thinkers must employ persistent
effort and knowledge, skills, and attitudes that ensure they are disposed to
examining beliefs and ideas.

However, critical thinking is not inherently concerned with social
change. Indeed, Linskens (2010) asserts that while critical thinking focuses on
identifying and examining falsehoods in ideas, it is not innately concerned with
rectifying the consequences of these falsehoods. It is in its connection to
critical pedagogy that critical thinking offers an opportunity to contribute to
the transformation of society and a focus on democratic values. Freire (1970)
positioned critical thinking as a fundamental component of critical pedagogy,
asserting that we must not simply critically reflect upon existence but critically
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act upon it. Commenting on Pedagogy of the Oppressed (lbid.), Giroux (2010:
16) proposes that for Freire, critical thinking was ‘a tool for self-determination
and civic engagement’ in presenting a way of breaking the cycles of history by
‘entering into a critical dialogue with history and imagining a future that would
not merely reproduce the present’. Critical pedagogy is, by definition,
attentive to social change and justice through theoretical, political, social, and
cultural framings (Giroux, 2011). Critical thinking was the core skill
advocated by Freire (1970) to enable learners to challenge orthodoxies and
imagine and work towards alternative futures.

Critical thinking and global education

Critical thinking and global education share a commitment to unravelling and
analysing varied perspectives and experiences and in doing so encourage
learners to challenge orthodoxies and imagine alternative futures. A focus on
critical thinking within global education provides a counter approach to the
educational direction seen in many countries around the world tending towards
high stakes testing which usually rewards recall over criticality. This passive
approach to education runs counter to the aims of democracy and the dialogical
approach which is fundamental to democratic education.

Furthermore, the promotion and development of critical thinking
within the context of global education is central to supporting learners to
navigate the challenging nature of global education topics. It is commonly
cited (Andreotti, 2006; Shah and Brown, 2010) that many of the issues that
global education is concerned with are contested and necessitate engagement
in discussion and exploration of multiple perspectives to support a broader
awareness of issues and challenge dominant discourses. MacCallum (2014:
39) contends that global learning is a process of ‘realized critical thinking’
which allows for consideration of social, cultural, economic, political and
environmental issues from multiple perspectives. Global education learners
should come to understand that knowledge is not a fixed state but needs
constant critical evaluation as they engage with new perspectives and
experiences.
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The research study which this article explores identified a set of core
critical thinking skills relevant to the context of global education. These skills
were identified through an extensive literature review and finalised in
conjunction with empirical research findings. The identified skills include
developing and using a global learning knowledge base, learning to question
orthodoxies, engaging in self-reflection, and using a values-based lens when
exploring global justice issues.

The centrality of Initial Teacher Education

While education has the potential to uphold and reignite democratic values
within society, this will not happen without a focus on teacher preparation. To
pass on critical thinking skills within their future classrooms, teachers must
first learn to become critical thinkers themselves (Maphalala and Mpofu, 2017;
Pithers and Soden, 2000; Taskaya and Cavusoglu, 2017; Williams, 2005;
Sezer, 2008). ITE is a crucial space for ensuring that teachers are prepared for
and committed to doing this work in their future classrooms. Indeed, Williams
(2005) highlights that it is unlikely that classroom teachers will become skilled
critical thinkers if critical thinking is not emphasised and fostered in ITE.

While critical thinking is often positioned as a core outcome of higher
education (Lederer, 2007; Stupple et al., 2017), students often arrive with
limited experience of critical thinking from their primary and secondary school
educational experiences (Ghanizadeh, 2017). This can be correlated with the
strong, and in some countries increasing, focus on standardised, high-stakes
testing internationally and the consequent rote learning which permeates much
formal education. Furthermore, limited exposure to criticality prior to entering
higher education can mean that stereotypes and orthodoxies have become
strongly engrained. ITE is an important space to challenge these pervasive,
and often incorrect or dangerous, viewpoints prior to teachers entering
classrooms through a focus on open discussion of competing viewpoints
guided by a values-based lens (Williams, 2005).
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Methodology

This article explores the outcomes of a self-study action research project which
took place across three academic years within ITE in Ireland. As a teacher
educator focused on the field of global education, | was motivated to inquire
into my own practice and identify strategies to best support learners to develop
their critical thinking skills. Prior to beginning the research project, | had
found that students often self-identified as critical thinkers but I rarely saw the
evidence of this in their class work or assessments. | undertook this research
to explore this gap between their perceived and demonstrated skill levels and
to ascertain what elements of my own teaching could either support or hinder
them in developing and demonstrating the critical thinking skills I was looking
for.

I undertook a three-cycle self-study action research process across
three academic years. The main participants in this study were B.Ed. students
in the second year of their degrees. | collected data during one of their core
modules, social studies, which included global education as one-third of the
module. Due to large cohort sizes on the B.Ed., students were taught in groups
of roughly sixty on this module, with the same session being repeated seven
times with different groups. During cycle one, just one of the seven groups
took part in the study, during cycles two and three there were two groups who
participated. Students were invited to participate and data was collected only
from those who had given both written and verbal consent to participate. Table
1 details the structure of each cycle along with participant numbers and
relevant module related details.
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Table 1: Details of Action Research Cycles

Cycle 1 Cycle 2 Cycle 3
Autumn semester 2018
\When? Spring Semester 2018 fand Spring semester  |[Autumn semester 2019
(half academic year) 2019 (full academic  |(half academic year)
year)
12 weeks in Autumn
Duration (12 weeks plus 10 weeks in 12 weeks
Spring
No. of 1 module 2 modules 1 module
modules
Frequency 2 lectures/week 1 lecture/week 1 lecture/week
of lectures

Participants

1 group (47 students in
group A)

2 groups (51 students
in group B, 59 students
in group C)

(same groups across
both semesters and
modules)

2 groups (44 students
in group D, 45 students
in group E)

Module
focus

Joint focus on
exploring global justice
topics and learning
how to teach GE in the
primary school
classroom (taught
simultaneously).

Joint focus on
exploring global justice
topics (Autumn
semester) and learning
how to teach GE in the
primary school
classroom (Spring
semester).

Exploring global
justice topics.

The focus of the study was on examining my own teaching practices
and the impact they had on students’ learning outcomes. During the first cycle
I taught as | had done prior to the research project and reflected on what was
and was not working. Using emerging findings from cycle one alongside the
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critical thinking skills identified through literature, | designed teaching
interventions and made changes for cycle two, and then tweaked these again
for cycle three in response to findings from cycle two. Changes included
altering elements of my questioning style, including additional displays and
adopting a new seating arrangement within the physical learning environment,
introduction of new interactive teaching approaches alongside larger changes
to my overall approach to teaching. Larger scale changes focused on the
student experience and addressing the balance between content delivery and
active, engaged learning opportunities. Just as the literature review shaped and
informed my teaching and the interventions designed, so too did the emerging
findings shape the structure of the skillset identified.

I adopted a self-study action research methodological approach which
is commonly utilised by practitioners interested in studying and improving
their practice and sharing the outcomes. Self-study research places the
researcher at the centre of the inquiry they are exploring rather than
investigating a topic in the abstract (Samaras, 2011). Although the motivation
for the study related to my students’ learning outcomes, the research focus
remained on my practice as an educator and its impact on their learning. As
outlined by Roche (2016: 29):

“my pupils could be the mirror in which I saw my practise reflected,
but I needed to see that I was researching ‘me’: my thoughts, my
ideas, my solutions to problems, my actions, decisions and plans”.

While the research design suited the enquiry, there are recognised limitations
to the self-study approach, particularly the generalisability of results. The
nature of self-study research means that it is small-scale and findings are
therefore context bound and cannot be generalised or applied beyond the
context from which they emerged. | was conscious of this challenge
throughout and worked to mitigate against it by offering my findings as an
example for other educators to consider in light of their own contexts.
Critically, the findings from this research respond to the need identified by
Bourn (2020: 5) for ’research and evidence to demonstrate its [global
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education and learning] effectiveness, importance, and impact’ as this study
demonstrates that it was possible for students to develop their critical thinking
skills within the context of global education.

Although by its very nature self-study entails examining the self, it is
not a purely introspective practice, but necessitates collaboration and drawing
on sources of knowledge beyond the self (Samaras, 2011). Self-study
legitimises the knowledge that educators can generate based on their own
practices, however, this knowledge is the result of consultation and critical
conversations with other relevant parties (Russell, 2008). The inquiry process
I undertook in this project included support and engagement from my students,
critical friends, and colleagues. Consequently, a variety of data collection
approaches were employed across all three cycles. This included multiple
means of data collection with students (see Table 1 below) alongside ongoing
personal reflections and critical conversations with two colleagues who acted
as critical friends.

I engaged in reflection in a number of ways throughout the three
cycles of data collection. At the outset, | developed a set of simple questions
to guide my reflections and narrow the focus of what I recorded to ensure it
was relevant to the overall project. However, as time went on, | became more
comfortable with the process and was better able to identify the moments or
ideas of value without the aid of the guiding questions. | captured both written
and audio reflections throughout the research process. When engaging with
critical friends, data was gathered through recorded critical conversations,
written feedback after observation sessions, and written reflections offered by
the critical friends after our conversations or in response to particular problems
or scenarios.
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Table 2: Data Sources

Cycle 1
(group A)

Cycle 2
(groups B and C)

Cycle 3
(groups D and E)

Focus group

3

n

6

group responses.
Session 2: 10 group

group, 7-14 group
responses each.

interviews [FG1: 6 participants |Group B Group D
FG2: 5 participants  [FG1: 4 participants [FG1: 3 participants
FG3: 3 participants [FG2: 4 participants [FG2: 4 participants
Group C FG3: 2 participants
FGL1: 4 participants [FG4: 1 participant
FG2: 4 participants |Group E
FG1: 11 participants
FG2: 3 participants
End of 20 Group B Sem 1: 46 (Group D: 47
semester Group B Sem 2: 14 (Group E: 51
surveys Group C Sem 1: 53
Group C Sem 2: 15
Most 13 Group B Sem 1: 46 (Group D: 47
significant Group B Sem 2: 14 (Group E: 51
change Group C Sem 1: 53
stories Group C Sem 2: 15
Evidence  [Exit slips: 2 sessions, [Exit slips: 3 sessions [Exit slips: 3 sessions
from 32 responses from  |per group, 30-59 per group, 14-51
students’  jeach. responses each. responses each.
work Task: Session 1: 8  [Tasks: 7 sessions per [Tasks: 7 sessions per

group, 4-14 group
responses each.

responses. Assessments: Assessments:
Assessments: 47 Group B: 51 each  (Group D: 44
semester. Group E: 45
Group C: 59 each
semester.
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The numbers of students involved in individual data collection
methods varied based on students’ individual circumstances. While some data
collection methods, such as surveys, Most Significant Change Stories
(MSCSs), and evidence from class work were collected during class time, not
all students within each group chose to contribute their class work as data, or
chose to complete the surveys. Additionally, as focus group interviews took
place outside of class time, participation from students was dependent on their
interest in the research project and availability at the interview times. There
was an effort made in all cycles to provide opportunities for participation at
times which were suitable for students interested in taking part. Although there
was variety in terms of participant numbers in different methods, all students
in each group took part in at least one method. The variety of data collection
methods helped to capture not only what was happening in the classroom but
also included layers of interpretation through the multiple lenses of students
sharing their own experiences and perspectives, my own reflections, and the
considerations of critical friends who both observed me teaching and engaged
in teaching the same materials themselves.

Following each cycle, interviews were transcribed and analysed and
the emergent findings were used to inform and shape ongoing data collection.
Quantitative data from surveys and MSCSs was minimal and was organised
using excel which was then used to compare data and generate graphs which
represented quantitative findings from each cycle. The purpose of the
quantitative data was to offer side-by-side comparison (Creswell and Plano
Clark, 2007) with the qualitative data findings and reveal where one set of data
supported or contradicted the other. The qualitative data analysis employed
within this study followed the steps for reflexive thematic analysis outlined by
Braun and Clarke (2020). There was a significant quantity of qualitative data
to be analysed across all data sources and so the programme Nvivo was used
to organise data and facilitate the process of analysis. Reflexive thematic
analysis involved systematic data coding, both deductive and inductive.
Themes were then developed and refined from the codes. All data sources
were revisited at the conclusion of the three cycles and codes and themes were
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revised where relevant in light of new information from other cycles.
Thematic maps were then created and used to structure the findings.

Both ethical approval and institutional approval were sought and
granted at the outset of this research project. This ensured that the
methodology was in line with best practice ethically, and that the institution
where the research took place had approved the approach taken. Participants
in the study were identified through purposive sampling. | had access to
students through my post as a teacher educator and selected groups for
inclusion in the project based on group composition in terms of student
diversity to ensure a variety of student experiences and perspectives would be
included. Written consent was gathered at the outset of each module and
verbal consent was negotiated on an ongoing basis with students. Critical
friends were identified and invited as a result of their professional relationship
with me and connection to the relevant modules. Other ethical considerations
which shaped the project included the potential impact of practitioner bias and
the dependent relationship between my students and me as their lecturer.
These considerations are typical in practitioner self-study research. The
potential impact of bias was mitigated through open and ongoing discussions
with participants and colleagues within academia. | addressed the dependent
relationship by consistently reassuring students both verbally and through my
actions that involvement in the study would not impact on the student-lecturer
relationship. Additionally, | adopted a flexible and responsive approach to
data collection which aimed at all times to be mindful of student wellbeing.

When sharing excerpts from the data, the source for each quote has

been labelled following the structure outlined in Figure 1 below. This key has
been used for focus group interviews (FG), surveys and MSCSs.
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Figure 1: Key for identifying data sources

Group

@@

Data source:
FG (focus group),
survey or MSCS

Findings

Although the findings from self-study research are not generalisable, they do
present observations which have significance for others working within similar
contexts (Sullivan et al., 2016). The findings presented here are the result of
three cycles of data collection within modules that were shaped and modified
in response to analysis and emerging findings from previous cycles.
Throughout cycle one, | taught the module as | had done previously and
focused the analysis of data on what was working well and where there were
areas for improvement in relation to supporting students to develop their
critical thinking skills. Based on analysis of data from cycle one the following
changes were made within cycle two:

e Division of content across two modules allowing for focus on
personal development prior to focus on teaching approaches;

o New assignment created that allowed for focus on understanding
concepts, making connections between different concepts, and self-
reflection;

e Re-envisaged specific sessions to include more interactive
methodologies;
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e Provide ongoing opportunities for feedback and questions;

e Introduced a baseline measure to gauge understanding of
development and prior critical thinking experiences;

e Ensured that each topic had a variety of support materials in
different formats online;

e Focus on asking questions of students — many of the first semester
sessions were previously delivered to large groups so when used
with smaller groups in cycle two, an effort to include more
questioning was made.

While changes were made to teaching between the two cycles,
findings from both cycles remained similar. Despite the changes, findings
from both cycles show that while some students demonstrate an increased
commitment to and engagement with criticality, many did not. Many students
expressed a perception that they were being critical, but in practice | was still
seeing many examples of uncritical work such as lack of reflection or an
absence of questioning stereotypical interpretations of justice issues.

Following analysis of data from cycle two, and acknowledging the
limited progression between the first two cycles | developed a two-part
conceptual framework which was implemented in cycle three. The first part of
the framework took the form of a model for teaching critical global learning,
which was grounded in literature and informed by findings from cycles one
and two. The model included a framework of core skills to be developed in
the classroom alongside pedagogical considerations within the context of ITE.
The second part of the conceptual framework was a planning tool which aimed
to mitigate against challenges faced in the first two cycles. The planning tool
included four lesson elements to be included in all sessions to ensure a
consistent focus on the development of critical thinking skills. The elements
included: a focus on presenting challenging content through indirect and direct
teaching; opportunities to honour all voices through group work; ensuring that
issues were personalised through individual work; and a sustained focus on
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collective responsibility through whole-class work. The combination of these
lesson elements, which would range in time from just a few minutes to a more
sustained focus depending on the session, led to the development of what one
student described as a ‘discussion culture’ in the classroom.

The following findings focus on data from cycle three as this cycle
was the culmination of the project and reflects all changes implemented as a
result of analysis of data from cycles one and two. Consequently, the findings
from cycle three offer the most significant learning from the research project
in terms of factors which contributed to students’ acquisition of critical
thinking skills. The findings showed that it was possible for these students to
develop critical thinking skills within the context of global education and that
a focus on dialogical approaches had a significant impact on their acquisition
and demonstration of those skills. By the conclusion of the project, | saw a
marked improvement in the gap between students perceived and demonstrated
skill levels. Not only were students demonstrating critical thinking skills, but
they were more aware of what critical thinking looks like in the context of
global education. Although there was also an acknowledgement from students
that the process of developing critical thinking skills was challenging due to
their prior experiences. Describing the transition from post-primary to higher
education, one student stated that ‘I know when I first went to university, when
I left secondary school, I hadn't a clue about how to be able to think critically’
(C3GDFG1). This feeling was mirrored by other students who described
having to adapt to ‘a totally different mindset’ and the struggle to adjust to a
new way of thinking and learning. Students recalled the process of learning
about critical thinking on entering higher education. One student described the
experience as follows:

“everyone was talking about critical thinking and it’s so important but
we never knew what it was or like ... we never came across it before,
but it’s kind of like we're developing it now, we're developing the
skill” (C3GDFQG2).
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This was mirrored in other conversations at the end of each cycle
where students shared that they were starting to find it easier to think critically
now that they had the opportunity to practice the skills in class. The absence
of critical thinking within student’s post-primary education was exacerbated
by conservative family backgrounds for some, and by exposure to narratives
within the media which do not encourage criticality or exposure to diverging
perspectives. It was helpful to me to reflect on the transition that students were
going through in their learning styles and to be mindful of this when
considering my expectations for them.

Findings highlighted that one of the most transformational
approaches utilised during the modules was affording students regular
opportunities to practice critical thinking in a scaffolded way. As a result of
the structure of the planning tool, students were provided with multiple
opportunities during all sessions to share their ideas, experiences, to hear from
classmates, and to work together to interpret and analyse information and
external perspectives shared with them. Students felt that the opportunity to
contribute during classes in multiple and diverse ways was very important to
their learning and skill development, as captured by one student:

“I think we get to do so much interactive and group work and it's not
all just sit there and put up your hand with an answer or ... I feel like
a lot of people are given opportunities if they didn't want to talk in
front of the whole class, they still have an opportunity to get their
opinion across. The different methodologies have already made it
open to a lot of different learners and styles” (C3GDFG3).

Students also shared that the sustained focus on opportunities to practice
sharing their perspectives across multiple classes in different ways helped them
to develop and build their confidence and skill levels over time. One student
highlighted this by stating that ‘If you keep doing it like, you get more
comfortable with it” (C3GEFG1). Group work opportunities were strongly
highlighted by students across all three cycles as critical to building confidence
in stating personal opinions or perspectives. Students indicated that when they
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had the opportunity to discuss topics in small groups of familiar peers first, this
supported them to have the confidence to then offer opinions in front of the
whole class.

When students engaged in group work, whole class work or
individual work it always took place following a focus on knowledge
development which was approached in a variety of ways from direct teaching
using a PowerPoint presentation to student-guided learning using prompts,
videos or readings. At the conclusion of each module students were asked to
identify what the most significant change they experienced in relation to their
criticality was, many students cited their increased knowledge-base, naming
‘being informed/educated in the module’, ‘the content from lectures’, and ‘my
awareness on the topic’ (C3GDMSCSs) as catalysts for changes to their levels
of criticality.

The final focus within the identified critical thinking skills and the
lesson elements which were set up to facilitate learning those skills is self-
reflection and personalising issues. Data analysis revealed that students
appreciated opportunities to reflect during each session. Indeed, seventy-six
per cent of students in cycle three reported that the most significant change
they had experienced as a result of the module was that they were now more
aware of their own opinions and values. Furthermore, not only were students
indicating that the module supported them to become more aware of their own
opinions, but that they appreciated that being given opportunities to engage in
reflection also taught them that their perspectives were authentically valued in
the classroom as they were given time and space. The following excerpt from
a focus group interview highlights the importance of ensuring students feel that
their perspectives are valued in the classroom:

Student 3: “To know that it's a safe environment where you can have
your own opinion and not that you're going to be judged’.

Bighid: ‘And how do you know it’s a safe environment?’.

Student 3: ‘Because the lecturers are willing to hear what you say’
(C3GDFG2).
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Opportunities to contribute and engage in activities through the lesson
elements were accompanied by a focus on classroom atmosphere and a
commitment to the ground rules within the approach ‘Open Space for Dialogue
and Enquiry’ (Andreotti et al., 2006). This enabled me to ensure that | valued
all contributions given, but that students knew | was also committed to
questioning them. | regularly challenged students’ contributions and
encouraged them to think about issues in different ways. In adopting this
approach, | endeavoured to model the approach to critical thinking that |
wanted students to engage in themselves. This approach appeared to deepen
their self-reflection, and from my observations, did not hamper engagement as
students continued to contribute diverse views.

Not only was there evidence of students demonstrating critical
thinking, but students also showed an understanding of the significance of this
new skill for them. Students were consistently conscious of their future roles
in the classroom and the impact that their teaching could have. When
discussing how they would integrate critical thinking into their own teaching
practices during a focus group, one student stated that “you’re not forcing your
own opinion then on other people and especially on children like, because they
need to form their own opinion and thinking as well’ (C3GDFG2). Students
showed an appreciation for different perspectives and a commitment to
honouring multiple voices in their own classrooms.

Conclusions

Amongst the many lessons learned from this project was the importance of
explicitly teaching critical thinking. This includes setting clear expectations
for students in terms of what critical thinking looks like alongside providing
opportunities for them to practice their criticality in a scaffolded manner in the
classroom. The research project identified teaching strategies to counteract the
passivity and tendency towards compliance evident amongst many students
during this study and perpetuated by the media. The findings from this
research highlight the potential transformative impact of dialogical approaches
in the classroom in raising students' critical consciousness.
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This article explored the impact that a focus on critical thinking can
have in promoting democratic values in education. Critical thinking offers
opportunities to counteract passivity and promote engagement in debate,
encouraging citizens to make informed decisions, thus honouring the
democratic focus on dialogue.
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