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ABSTRACT 

This t.hesis examines methods of evaluating critical 

thinklng and finds that key  aspect.^ of crltlcal thinklny 

not addressed hy current assessment pract ices can he 

evaluated using authentic assessment tasks. Initially, 

several conceptions of critical thinking are discussed. 

The notion of critical thinking "skills" is examined and 

found misleading, but other central aspects of critical 

thinking are identified. Critical thinking a) is 

rational, b> meets both general and subject- or 

dlscipllne-speclflc standards, c) contalns both evaluatlve 

and generative components, and d) implies the existence of 

certain dispositional factors. 

Three methods of evaluating thinking -- mu1 tiple choice, 

essay, and short answer -- are analyzed, but each falls to 

address vltal aspects of the conceptlon. Multlple cholce 

tests give little direct information about the reasons 

behind students' thinking, fail to take the generative 

nature of critical thinklng into account, and give no 

information regarding critical thinking dispositions. 

Neither the short answer nor the essay test measures 

Judgments-in-act ion" nor do they adequate1 y address the 

dispositional aspect of critical thinklng. 

Authentic assessment is defined as any measure designed to 



be less artificial and more connected to and patterned 

after the challenges people face outslde the schc~ol 

context. It. is found to fall lnto three categories: a> 

naturalistic assessment, where the teacher collects 

information about student thinking during the regular 

routine of the classroom; b) performance assessment, where 

the student is expected to complete a set of complex tasks 

through performing a feat or creatlng an obJect.: and c:, 

portfolio assessment., where a collection of the student's 

work is used to demonstrate her abilities in a certain 

area. Authentic assessment is characterized as requiring 

judgment, tending toward "real-world" tasks, is likely to 

be hol lstic ln nature, and attempts to hlt at the core of 

particular fields of study. 

The thesls concludes by examining authentic assessment in 

light of the demands of critical thinking. It finds that 

while authentic assessment should not be expected to 

replace all existing forms of assessment, It is ideally 

sulted to evaluate those aspects of crltlcal thlnklng not 

addressed by current tests, namely, the reasons behind 

students' judgments, as we1 1 as the generative and 

dispositional components of critical thinking. 
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Evaluat lon is an lnteyral part c~ f  1nstruct.lon. Ef fectlve 

evaluation 1s essentlal to determlnlng whlch elements of a 

subject have been learned, which remain to be taught, and 

which need reinforcing. Evaluation tells us whether or 

not lnstruction is having an effect on learning and helps 

determine which programs and methods are the most 

effective in bringing about our educatlonal alms. In this 

thesis, I examlne current practices in the evaluation of 

students' critical thinking, and make recommendations for 

the use of a range of assessment devices which capture 

more completely the essential features of such thinking. 

While there are many important questions about large-scale 

crltlcal thlnking assessments t.o be ralsed, I have chosen 

to focus my attention on critical thinking evaluation of 

individual students in a classroom setting. A1 though 

large-scale assessments and program appraisals have an 

important place in critical thinking instruction, 

day-to-day decisions about student progress depend on more 

immediate assessments, and it is these which are the 

subject of this thesis. If teachers are to tailor their 

instruction to the needs of particular students, a 

systematic, ongoing program of assessment will have to be 

put in place. This thesis makes recommendations regarding 

the components of such an assessment plan. 



An essential lngredient In examining a.nd revising any 

evaluation 1s a clear conception of that which is to be 

evaluated. For this reason, the first major questlon to 

be answered is, "What is critical thinking?" This thesis 

establishes a context for evaluating crltlcal thlnking by 

flrst. analyzing the concept itself. The answer to this 

question quite clearly has vast imp1 ications for both the 

teaching and evaluatlon of critical thlnking. Various 

answers to this questlon have been offered and there are 

claims that up to 35 definitions have been identified 

tRomanish, 1986). Numerous conceptions emphasize the 

processtes> of thlnklng tReyer, 1985h; Norris, 1986; 

Norrls & Ennis, 1989; Raths, Wassermann, Jonas, & 

Rothstein, 1986), thereby characterizing critical thinking 

as a particular mode of thlnklng or thlnklng done 

according to certain procedures. The conception adopted 

in this thesis characterizes crltlcal thlnking not as a 

descriptive concept but as a normative one. Crltical 

thinking is not determined by the steps which are followed 

but by the purpose and quality of the result; it 

thinking which meets certain standards accordlng 

particular criteria, and it is the products of thlnki 

which are to be evaluated. 

A second characterlstlc of critical thlnking identlfl 

here is its generative nature. While the word "critical" 

implies fault-finding and evaluation, the bringing about 
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of products which are critical involves a generative 

ccmpc~nen t (Pau 1 , 19323. Phrases 1 1 k e  creat i ng an 

argument" or t+producing a defense" betray the close 

association between the critical and the creative, and 

critical thinking assessment instruments should be 

sensitive to this quality. Flnally, critical thinking as 

conceptualized here goes beyond the ability to think well, 

and includes a dispositional element made up of character 

traits, attitudes, and tendencies whlch drive the 

indlvidual to be crltical when the circumstances warrant. 

A critical thinker is a particular type of person, that 

is, someone who has acquired a critical spirit (Siegel, 

1980). While it couldbe argued that this is not a 

quality of crltical thinking per se, but rather a quality 

found in critical thinkers, it is adopted here as being 

essential to the instruction and evaluatlon of critical 

thinking. We are not particularly interested in people 

who can think critically but choose not to, in the same 

way that we are not particularly interested in firemen who 

have the sklll and strength necessary to save 1 lves, but 

don't have the courage to do so. Crltlcal thlnklng 1s a 

vital part of what It means to be an educated person 

(Chipman, Segal & Glaser, 1985; Hirst & Peters, 1970; 

Paul, 1987; Romanish, 1986), and the actual practice of 

thinking critical 1 y demands the inclusion of each of the 

elements mentioned. 



Once a defensible conception is adopted, the challenge 

becomes one of finding assessment instruments which 

capture the full range of features characterizing critical 

thinking. This is not an easy task, and Wiggins (1989a) 

speaks for many when he deplores the state of assessment 

in education generally. Criticizing the current emphasis 

on statistical accuracy and economy at the expense of true 

testlng of human abilities, he calls for tests which 

assess intellectual ability by requiring the performance 

of exemplary tasks (p. 703). It is a call for reform in 

assessment, and has been Joined by many others (Johnson, 

1992; Martinez b Lipson, 1989; Redding, 19%). Currently, 

the evaluation of critical thinking takes several forms, 

and three popular methods loosely characterized as the 

multiple choice test, the essay, and the short answer 

exercise, are examined in Chapter 3 of this thesis. While 

each method is found to have a place In critical thinking 

assessment, none meets the complex demands of the rich 

conception of critical thinking adopted here. 

In response to calls for assessment change, Wiggins 

(1989b, 1992) outlines criteria for what he calls 

'I authent ic" assessments. Designed to rep1 icate the 

chal lenges and standards of performance of experts in 

glven fields, authentlc assessments become an essential 

part of instruction. Authentic assessments reflect more 

closely the varied situations that are presented to 
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students In the normal course of lnstructlon or real 1 lfe 

(Bateson, 1992) .  Three categories of authentlc assessment 

-- naturallstlc, portfolio, and performance -- are 

discussed In Chapter 4. 

In the final chapter of this thesis; I examine authentic 

assessment more closely and hold it up to the concept of 

crltlcal thlnklng. While authentlc assessments show a 

great deal of promlse for provldlng a more thorough 

evaluation of crltlcal thlnklng, they are not golng to be 

the miracle cure some may. hope for. They do, however, 

broaden the scope of assessment instruments available to 

those who wlsh to assess critical thinking more fully. 

The fit between critical thlnking and authentic assessment 

1s not a perfect one, but authentlc assessment does 

capture features of crltlcal thlnklng not addressed by 

traditional methods of evaluation. 



Thls chapter is devoted to an examination of the concept 

of critical thinking. A number of different conceptions 

are reviewed and contrasted In order to out1 ine the 

territory claimed for critical tHinking by different 

theorists. This overview of current conceptions is 

followed by a closer look at the notion of critical 

thinking "skills", a notion common to many conceptions of 

critical thinking. I argue that though many attempts at 

identifying such skills have been made, the thinking 

skills idea itself is seriously flawed and leads to 

unwarranted conclusions about the teaching and evaluation 

of critical thinking. 

Based upon a number of concept ions reviewed in the early 

part of the chapter, I adopt a conception ~f critical 

thinking which includes several vital elements. I argue 

that critical thinking is a rational enterprise judged 

ucritlcal" not on the basis of the types of steps 

followed, but by the degree to which certain standards are 

met. Critical thinking is thus not simply the application 

of a series of moves, but is a normative enterprise 

subject to standards which characteristical ly identify 

good thinking within a particular domain. 

I palnt out, however, that it is not enough that educators 

develop individuals who have the ablllty to meet such 



7 

standards. Critical thinkers must actually have the 

tendency and determlnat Ion to think critical 1 y when the 

si tuat ion warrants. Thus, I argue that cri t lcal t.hinking 

dispositions are an lntegr-a1 part of what It means to be a 

critical thinker, and that this dispositional element must 

also be addressed in critical thinking evaluation. 

Finally, I show that incidences of critical thought are 

not characterlzed exclusively by evaluative Judgments, but 

frequently include a generative component. The answers to 

many of life's problems are not readily apparent, and the 

array of possible solutions are not often listed for 

critical appraisal. The critical thinker thus frequently 

generates her own answers and for this reason, the tasks 

used to evaluate critical thinking must require this 

productive aspect of the student. 

2.1 A SURVEY OF CURRENT CONCEPTIONS 

Since Robert Ennis published his influential discussion of 

critical thinking in 1962, numerous conceptions have been 

posited in the educational literature. Ennls has expanded 

his orlglnal deflnitlon, "the correct assessing of 

statements" (1962, p. 81) to include any thinking which is 

"reflective and reasonable" and "focused on deciding what 

to believe or do" (1985, p .  45).  His "mu1 ti-aspect" 
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approach identlfles abilltles and dlspizsitlons he clalms 

are vltal to the critical thinker (1985, p .  4 6 ) .  

John McPeck's epistemologically based account deflnes 

critical thinklng as "the appropriate use of reflective 

skepticism within the problem area'under consideration" 

(McPeck 1981, p. 7). The purpose of this reflective 

skepticism or suspension of assent is to allow the thinker 

to construct alternatives which might resolve the problem 

at hand (McPeck 1981, p. 9). Unlike Ennis, McPeck argues 

that whi le there may be a 1 imi ted set of general thinking 

skills, their usefulness decreases the more general they 

are, and the most useful thinklng skills are largely 

limited to specific domains or narrow areas of application 

(1990, p. 12). 

Paul and Noslch (1991) define critical thinklng as "the 

intellectually disciplined process of actively and 

skillfully conceptualizlng, applying, analyzing, 

synthesizing or evaluating informatlon gathered from, or 

generated by, observation, experience, reflection, 

reasoning, or communication, as a guide to be1 ief and 

actionn (p. 4 ) .  This definition focuses on the process or 

activities associated with thinking. Subsequently, Paul, 

Fisher, and Noslch (1993) redefine critical thinklng as 

"that mode of thinking - about any subject, content, or 

problem - in which the thlnker lmproves the quality of his 
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or her thinking by skillfully taking charge of the 

structures inherent in thinking arid Imposing st.andatYds 

upon them". This latter definition introduces standards 

of thlnklng and centers on the products of thlnking. 

Paul (1984, 1987) has strongly argukd in defence of two 

senses of critical thlnking, differentiated partially by 

the use to which one's critical thinking is put. Critical 

thinklng in the "weak" sense is a self-serving type of 

thlnking in which critical thinking 1s used primarily to 

defend previously held beliefs and to defeat any ideas 

which may threaten one's egocentric views. This sense of 

critical thinking is not sufficient to create the ldeal 

thinker, yet it is a precursor to what Paul calls "strongw 

sense critical thinking. 

In the "strong" sense, critical thinking 1s regulated by 

what Paul earlier called the "rational passions" (1987>, 

also referred to as the affective dimension of critical 

thlnking (Paul & Nosich, 1991). The drive for clarity, 

accuracy, fair-mindedness, independence of thought, as 

we11 as dispositions such as intellectual courage, 

perseverance and intellectual curiosity all lead the 

thinker to examine her own prejudices, biases, and 

misconceptions in her "search for a ful ler grasp of what 

is so" (Paul 1987, pp. 140-142). 
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Siege1 (1980) views critical thinking as the embodiment of 

the ideal of rationality. This, in turn, is understood as 

being "coextensive with the relevance of reasons" (p. 8). 

Critical thinking is therefore rational, or reasoned 

thinking and involves knowledge of, and a commitment to 

principles governing such an activity: for example, 

impartiality, nonarbitrariness, and objectivity tp. 8 ) .  

Siege1 believes that two conditions must obtain before an 

individual can be considered a critical thinker. First, 

she must have the abi 1 ity to assess claims and make 

judgments on the basis of reasons while conforming to 

standards and principles governing the evaluation of those 

reasons. Second, she must have certain attitudes, 

dispositions, habits, and character traits which Siege1 

labels the "critical spirit" (p. 9). The critical thinker 

must be disposed to think critically, have a willingness 

to conform judgment to principle, and have a character 

inclined to seek reasons. She rejects partiallty and 

arbitrariness and is committed to obJective evaluation of 

relevant evidence tp. 9 ) .  

Other conceptions of critical thinking have led to the 

process approach (Raths, Wassermann, Jonas, and Rothsteln, 

1986) and the logic ski1 1s approach. In the former, 

crit.lca1 thinking primarily involves the application of a 

series of general abilities. Used as a basis for some 
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school thinking programs, it is grounded in the assumption 

that there is a series of processes, learned through 

extensive practice which can then be applled to any number 

of contexts. These processes, frequently called skills or 

operations, vary depending on the program, but might 

include such things as "compar i ng" , observing" , "decision 

making", or "classifying" (Raths et al., 1986, pp. 6-20). 

Elements of formal and informal logic have also found 

their way into many critical thinking programs. Ennis 

(1985) lists Judging inductive and deductive inferences 

among other critical thinking abilities, while Paul and 

Nosich (1991) include "discrimination of necessary from 

probable and improbable consequences" and "evaluating 

inferences" In their list of critical thinking skills tp. 

18). Moore and Parker's text (1986) is an example of a 

popular program based primarily on the rules of formal and 

informal logic. While arguing for a fuller conception of 

critical thinking,l their program deals primarily with the 

evaluation of arguments and the relationships among 

reasons and claims. 

Whlle these conceptions are not mutually exclusive, maJor 

differences in emphasis place some of them poles apart in 

practice. McPeck's views in particular place him in 

conflict with many other critical thinking theorists. His 

argument that it makes no sense to talk about teaching 



critical thinklng /simpliciter' (1985, pp. 296-297) slnce 

one cannot think without thinklng about something, places 

him in direct conflict with those, for example, who 

advocate a "direct approach" to teaching thinking (Beyer, 

1984a, 1984b, 1985c; De Bono, 1984). 

McPeck < 1985) opposes the not. ion that crl t ical thinking is 
elther a general ablllty2 or a set of specific skills 

which, once learned, can be appl led to a number of 

different areas (1985, pp. 296-302). This places him in 

opposition to Ennis (1962, 1985), Paul and Nosich (1991), 

Beyer (1985b>, and numerous others (Raths, Wassermann, 

Jonas, & Rothsteln, 1986) who have devised 1 ists of such 

skills and also contradicts those who have devised tests 

whlch ostensibly measure those same skills (Watson & 

Glaser, 1980; Ennis & Millman, 1985, for example). 

In spite of these and other differences among the 

conceptions, many of them highlight important aspects of 

crltlcal thinklng, and it 1s possible to gather key 

inslghts into the concept from them. 

2.2 CRITICAL THINKING SKILLS 

Critical thlnking, from most people's perspective, implies 

thinking which conforms to hlgh standards and ut.11 lzes 

sound reasoning. Critical thinkers are considered to be 

more able thinkers than those who are non-critical. 
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Crltlcal thlnkers are ldentlfled by thelr ablllty to draw 

more Val ld lnferences and solve more dlf f lcul t. problems 

than those not consldered so. Crltlcal thlnklng Is, In a 

sense, expert thlnklng, and crltlcal thlnkers, some 

conclude, must therefore be In possesslon of a set of 
9 

abilities or skllls which can be taught to those who are 

not such capable thinkers (Beyer, 1985b; Young, 1992 ) .  

Others (Barrow, 1990; McPeck, 1981) debate the existence 

of a general set of crltlcal thlnklng skllls, questioning 

both the validity and usefulness of the many lists of 

skills put forward by skills proponents. 

The answer to the debate clearly has signiflcant 

imp1 icat ions for the teaching and assessment of cr 1 t lcal 

thlnklng. If such general skllls exlst, and If they are 

as dlscrete and as generalizable and transferable as 

advocates claim, then it would be imperative that students 

are introduced to skills-based critical thinking programs, 

or at the very least that such ski 11s be infused dlrectl y 

into content-based programs. It would follow that 

individual student assessment would include substantial 

skill-testing components. If, however, these "skills" are 

not generalizable and thus not transferable, then other 

approaches to instruction and subsequent evaluation must 

be taken. 
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Barrow (1990) points to undiscipl ined use of the term 

'skill' as a culprit in allowing skills talk to enter 

critical thinking discussions, and claims that this 

results in an approach to teaching critical thinking which 

borders on nonsense (p. 89). He points out that if 

critical thinking abilities are indeed to be called 

skills, they operate in a manner quite different from what. 

we normally call skills since the latter can be divorced 

from context while the former are context-sensitive. 

Barrow (1990) argues that the word 'skill' normally 

denotes a discrete, physical abi I i ty improved through 

practice and that understandlng is neither necessary nor 

sufficient for its use (p. 88). In his view, 

conceptuallzing critical thinking as a skill-based 

enterprise Is not only incorrect, but it results In 

instruction which fails to appreciate the vital place that 

understanding has in such an enterprlse. Drlbbllng a ball 

or standing on one's head are skills, thinking 1s not. 

Griffiths (1987) argues for a broader conception of skill, 

pointing out that ordinary usage dictates this more 

diverse use of the term. She rejects Barrow's contention 

that the word singles out physical abil ities and claims 

for it the broader territory encompassed by Ryle's concept 

of 'knowledge how' (Griffiths, 1987, pp. 209-210). 
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In response to Barrow's discussion of skill, it might be 

po1nt.ed out that those we conslder t.o Ge t.he most. ski 1 led 

do have a considerable amount of understanding of t.heir 

craft . Even In actlvltles which clearly involve a 

substantial physical component such as painting or 

carpentry, the 

understanding. 

The skllled pa1 

ski 1 1  shown is not divorced from 

nter is not simply one who has cultivated 

the ability to draw perfect llnes, and the skllled 

carpenter is not one whose ski11 is limited to purely 

physical abilities such as hammering nails without denting 

the wood. Their skills are demonstrated in the 

appropriate application of those abilities - a knowledge 

of when to exercise caution or when to proceed wl th 

abandon; how to use a certain brush to achieve the deslred 

effect or how to go about constructing a unlque piece of 

work; and whether to continue with a project or whether to 

abandon It. 

While the narrow conception of 'ski1 1' focuses on the 

physical dimension, it would appear that the ultlmate 

exercise of a skill is actually contingent on the degree 

of understanding of the user. There are in all likelihood 

ski 11s which are so simple that understanding in no way 

enhances their application, but Barrow's (1987) example of 
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dribbling a ball (pp. 190-191) does not provide us with 

such a case. 

In the controlled atmosphere of the practice field, the 

skill of dribbling a soccer ball may possibly be reduced 

to a physical activlty absent of any understanding, yet 

during an actual game an understanding of the implications 

brought on by such factors as field conditions, score, 

opponent, proximity to the sideline or penalty area, 

fatlgue, and many others a1 1 have a direct bearing on the 

exercise of the physical dimension of that skill. 

Regardless of the speed, dexter 1 ty, quickness of feet , or 

any other physical characteristic contributing to the 

player's dribbling skill, if he should lose control of the 

ball due to a lack of understanding of other factors 

involved in the game such as field condl tions, opponent's 

ski 11, proximity to other players, or team strategy, his 

ski11 would be called into question. Thus, to omit the 

element of understanding from a conception of 'skill' 

would appear to be unnecessarily restrictive and to call 

critical thinking abilities 'skill' is, from that 

perspective at least, not an illegitimate use of the term. 

Whi le understanding may not be necessary to the exercise 

or practice of certain ski1 Is, the need for underst.anding 

does not of itself disqualify something as a skill. 
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Despite the previous discussion, however, the notion of 

critical thinking 'skillsi is st111 not particularly 

satisfying. Barrow ( i 9 3 0 >  shows concern t.hat the 

discrete, uncompl icat.ed nature of some of 1 lfeis less 

complex skills (standing on one's head, perhaps> wlll lull 
I 

educators into thinking that the skills of critical 

thinking are equally discrete and uncomplicated. His 

concern is not without foundation since Griffiths (1987). 

for one, does in fact suggest that thinklng can be 

improved through practice in much the same way that 

physical skills are. This ralses a number of questions 

including "Exactly what 1s being practiced?" and "What 

will the result of such practice be?" 

When a basketball player is asked by her coach to "go 

practlce your drlbbllng", it is quite clear what she has 

to do. If she is physically capable of playing the game, 

and understands the concepts "pract ice" and "dr ibbl lng" , 

she wlll be able to repeat actions which will help her 

learn this skill for application outside of the practlce 

context. When a student is told by his teacher to "go 

work on 'distinguishing relevant from irrelevant 

~nformation/~", what is it that the student is to do? 

Under the assumpt ion that such thinking ski 1 1 s are 

general izable, a teacher might give the student a series 

of exercises containing data both relevant and irrelevant 

to certain questions or problems, and have the student 



actually make such distinctions. Questlons arise. 

however, about whether the student is rehears1 ng the 

general skill mentioned, or whether she is doing no more 

than improving his abil ity to answer questions identical 

to the ones on which he is practicing. In other words, 

will she be able to apply his newly-refined ski11 to 

questions and problems in other contexts? 

To use Beyer's ski 1 1  as an example, a microbiologist may 

spend a lifetime distinguishing relevant from irrelevant 

information in his search for a disease cure, but it 1s 

unlikely that thls will in any way help hlm to distinguish 

relevant from irrelevant informat lon were he sudden1 y to 

start devising a game plan for a basketball team. His 

failure on the basketball sidelines would likely not be 

blamed on his failure to have mastered that particular 

ski1 1 ,  but on his failure to have accumulated enough 

knowledge about the finer points of basketball. 

The question of the generallzabillty of crltlcal thlnking 

has been debated at length (Ennis 1989, 1990; McPeck 1981, 

1990>, and it is unlikely that this thesis will shed a 

great deal more llght on the subject. It 1s an important 

quest ion, however, and a stand wi 1 1 here be taken on the 

i ssue . 

Flrst of all, as Barrow (1990, p. 89) and McPeck (1981, p. 

7, 1990, p. 10) point out, it is impossible to apply 
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critical thinking to different subjects without 

substant.la1 knowledge of t.he f ield in quest Ion. Barrc~w 

( 1 9 9 0 )  observes that critlcal thinking "is not an ablllty 

that can be divorced from any context; it has to be 

instantiated In, and takes a different form in relation 
I 

to, various subject matters" (p. 89). In other words, 

"recognizing unstated  assumption^'^ in physics involves not 

only substantial knowledge of physlcs, the assumptions 

themselves are of a different kind and the ski 1 1  of 

finding them significantly different than in, for example, 

the moral domain. 

Second, it is unclear what the notion of "skill" adds to 

one's understanding of critical thinking. If a student 

wants to distinguish relevant from irrelevant information 

while deciding which prime ministerial candidate to vote 

for, chances are that she will collect as much information 

as possible about the candidates and then decide which 

information is relevant based on criteria which are 

peculiar to that speclfic task. She will note, for 

example that candldate A is male and that candidate B 1s 

female. Now, 1s there a skill lnvolved In determlnlng the 

relevancy of gender or does she simply consider the Job 

which a prime minister is expected to do and determine on 

the basis of those criteria that gender is largely 

irrelevant in this case? 
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She may also note that candidate A has filed for personal 

bankruptcy on two occasions whi le candidate B has managed 

to keep a large corporation afloat through difficult times 

and make a determination on those grounds. One should 

notice, however, that in each case reference is made not 

to a general skill, but to specific criteria by which to 

judge the activity. Her ability to make a reasonable 

judgment in this case would not help her in making 

judgments about relevant or irrelevant information in 

determining the cause of a space shuttle failure, for 

example, unless she had a substantial amount of knowledge 

about space shuttles. 

The notion of critical thinking skills is therefore 

misleading in that it suggests that such skills, practiced 

in isolation, or at least in a narrow range of contexts, 

can lead students to become critical thinkers in a variety 

of areas. This is simply not the case. This is not to 

conclude, however that the 1 ists of 'ski1 Is' have no 

utllity whatever, for these 'skills' pick out tasks which 

critical thinkers regularly perform and strategies whlch 

they frequently use. It is the case that microbiologists 

and basketball coaches distinguish relevant from 

irrelevant information on a regular basis and that it does 

make sense to use the same phrase to descrlbe what each of 

them is doing. It does not follow, however, that the task 

is independent enough of context to allow educators to 



21 

assume that success in one con text imp 1 i es success 1 n 

another. 

Good crlt.Ical t.hlnk.ers do, as a matt.er c ~ f  fact., make 

judgments about relevant and irrelevant information; they 

do determine the credibility of a 'speaker; and they do 

evaluate observation data. When students are working on 

tasks in the classroom and are failing to think critically 

about what they are dolng, it 1s useful for the teacher to 

instruct the student to "make sure you keep the sltuation 

in mind", or "clarify your maln point", or "go back and 

select the criteria against which your solution will be 

judged4" . The lists of 'skills' thus become useful 

checklists by which teachers can begin to direct students' 

thinking. 

Skilled writers make appropriate and sometlmes even 

creative use of punctuation, yet it would be odd to refer 

to one as having the ski 1 1  of 'punctuation use', or even 

the skill of 'comma placement'. The comma 1s a vital part 

of a writer's arsenal in the same way that fallacy 

identification is vltal to a critical thinker, yet the 

appropriate use of nelther one needs to be explalned In 

terms of a particular skill. 

Each of these critical thinking tasks and strategies 

should be introduced to the student in a variety of 

contexts and should be infused into the material as a 
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regular part of instruction. The names of these tasks and 

strategies should therefore become as familiar to the 

students as are the comma and period, but they should 

always remain subject to the criteria, standards, and 

concepts of each part!cular context. 

McPeck (1985) claims that what is needed is a return to 

the fundamental principles inherent in a liberal education 

(pp. 305-3061 -- an interesting comment considering that 

the reason educators are grasping at critical thinking 

programs is their observations which indicate that such 

teaching was simply not doing the job. McPeck's claims 

may be correct by definition, that is, when one includes 

critical thinking as part of what it means to have a 

1 iberal education, then a 1 iberal education wi 1 1  indeed 

suffice. In that case, students have not been receiving a 

1 iberal education and we stil I need to determine which 

missing elements will provide students with appropriate 

types of instruction. 

While the notion of thinking /skills/ carries with it too 

many misleading ideas of how critical thinking can be 

taught in classrooms, the tasks and strategies 1 isted as 

'skills' are useful in directing students as they take 

their investigations in new and more critical directions. 

Both a substant la1 understandlng of the field In quest ion 
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and a knowledge of the criteria and concepts employed by 

good thinkers are necessary elements of critical thlnking. 

2.3 CRITICAL THINKING CRITERIA AND STANDARDS 

One shortcoming of the flawed ltsKills" conception of 

critical thinking is that it ignores the extent to which 

critical thlnking is a normative enterprise (Selman, 

1989). The Judgments made by critical thinkers are not 

evaluated simply in terms of the steps which are fol lowed 

or the moves that are made, but by how we1 1 those steps 

are taken and how those moves meet relevant criteria. The 

previous section of this thesis has acknowledged that 

there are certain tasks which critical thinkers 

characteristically engage In, yet the simple completion of 

such tasks 1s not enough. The crltlcal thlnker 1s not 

just someone who does certain things, but is someone who 

does certain things well (Selman, 1989, p. 36). For this 

reason, the evaluation of critical thlnking involves not 

on1 y a search for particular behaviours which the thinker 

may perform, but involves comparing the products of his 

thinking with relevant standards. 

Much has been written about the "processes" of critical 

thinking (for example, Beyer, 1985b; Norris & Ennis, 1989, 

p. 5; Norris, 1986, p. 136; Raths, Wassermann, Jonas, h 

Rothstein. 1986). The problem with this notion 1s that it 



seems to imply that simply engaging in certain types of 

mental activities is sufficient; that the most important 

question to be answered in critical thinking is "How does 

such thinking take place?" rather than quest ions 1 ike 
. * 

"What kinds of standards will be used as bench-marks of 

good thinking?" 

As was stated in the previous section, there are certain 

tasks which critical thinkers characteristically engage 

in, but simply being involved in such a "process" is not 

sufficient. It is not enough, for example, that one 

engages in the activity of "judging the credibi 1 ity of a 

source" (Norris & Ennis, 1989, p. 10); one must, in 

addition, correctly establish credibility according to 

relevant standards. It is not enough that one engages in 

assumption identification, one must, in addition, 

accurately identify the relevant ones. 

The normative nature of crltlcal thlnklng is going to be 

discussed here with reference to two notions: criterla and 

standards. In this discussion, 'criteria' refers to the 

types of things by which Judgments are made, and 

'standards' refers to the extent or degree to which these 

criteria need to be present. For example, the criteria 

for entrance to most universities would include high 

school grade point average while the standard mlght be set 

at a G.P.A of 3.0. The criteria for employment as a 
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firefighter might include strength, endurance, and 

knowledge of first aid, and the standards might be set. 

respectively at a dead-1 Ift of 200 pounds, a 60-pound 

carry over 40 metres in 25 seconds, and successful 

completion of a first aid course. 

It is frequently easier to establish the criteria for a 

particular judgment than to establish the standards. For 

example, in selecting a marriage partner, the criteria 

might include physical attractiveness, sense of humour, 

and wide range of interests, but it is difficult to set 

clear standards within those criteria. Physical 

attractiveness is highly subjective; a sense of humour can 

possibly be measured by how easily the person laughs, but 

at some 1 1 1 -def 1 ned poi nt 1 aughter becomes annoy 1 ng; and 

establlshlng when someone's interests are wlde-ranglng is 

unclear. In spite of this, people do make judgments about 

prospective partners -- a1 though wi th varying degrees of 

success. 

Critical thinking, as a normatlve enterprise, is 

determined on the basis of criteria and standards, but due 

to its complexity and the number of contexts within which 

it is exercised, the criteria and standards are difficult 

to establish. It is possible to state that someone is not 

thinking critically enough, and it is also possible to 

judge someone as being sufficiently critical, yet where 
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that critical point between insufficient and sufficient 

is, 1s not easy to determine. 

Numerous criteria for judging critical thinking have been 

suggested. Paul and Nosich (1991) list what they call 

'intellectual standards' which they argue apply to 

thinking in every subject (P. 16). They include clarity, 

precision, specificity, accuracy, relevance, plausibility, 

depth, and breadth in their 1 ist and claim that both 

abilities and traits of mind can be evaluated by these 

criteria. What is important about a list such as this is 

that while critical thinkers do indeed strive to be clear, 

precise, accurate, etc. in their thinking, the degree of 

clarity, precision, and accuracy depends upon the context. 

If the writer of a letter to the editor were to point out 

that the paper was inaccurate in reporting that violent 

crimes had increased by 12 % over the previous year and 

that the number was actually 12.3%, one would not judge 

her as being a highly developed critical thinker, but as a 

person with too much time on her hands. Conversely, when 

calculating the degree of re-entry for a returning space 

shuttle, rounding off to the nearest whole number is 

probably not good enough. In each of these cases the 

standards are not static or absolute since the purpose and 

context of the enterprise determine the grounds for 

judgment. 
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Paul and Nosich's crlterla would seem to be universal In 

that some amount. of clarity, precision, et.c:. needs tt:~ be 

present in every thinking actlvlty. The actual meaning of 

the terms varies from context to context, however, and the 

means by which they are achieved and establ lshed are 

highly subject-specific. Accuracy in mathematics, for 

example, is achieved by appropriately applying certain 

prescribed algori thms wi th precision, and is measured by 

comparing the result against a particular answer. 

Accuracy in medical diagnosis is achieved by weighing and 

utilizing a complicated and extensive number of factors 

including patient reports, past experience, accepted 

medical practice, and medical tests, and is measured by 

the degree to which accepted procedures for promoting 

recovery are successful. While It makes sense to use 

"accuracy" In both of those contexts, the similarity 

between the two uses is almost completely at a f lguratlve 

level. Substituting the term "hitting the mark" might 

just 

even 

real 

What 

crit 

as effectively be used instead of the word "accuracy" 

though in most cases there is no mark and nothing is 

y being hit. 

the preceding discussion points out is that a> 

cal thinking is not determined solely by what 

thinkers do but also by how they do it; and that b) the 

criteria and standards judged relevant and sufficient vary 

from context to context. For this reason, without 
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substantial contextual detail the criteria and standards 

by which the thinking is to be measured are unclear. The 

implications this has on the evaluation of critical 

thinking is discussed in Chapter 5. 

2.4 CRITICAL THINKING DISPOSITIONS 

Critical thinking is an activity different from some other 

activities such as television viewing or reading in that 

one's participation requires a fair degree of commitment. 

It is often difficult to think critically and involves a 

certain amount of risk, discouraging to some individuals 

who might otherwise be quite capable of engaging in 

critical thought. To be a critical thinker, it is not 

enough to have the requisite knowledge, strategies, or 

ability. One must also have the tendency and inclination 

to actually use this ability. 

Ennis's earliest account of critical thinking (1962) made 

no mention of any critical thinking dispositions, but 

increasingly, accounts of critical thinking acknowledge 

their existence. The dispositional aspect of critical 

thinking is characterized in many different ways and has 

acquired a variety of labels. Moore and Parker (1986) 

make vague reference to a "desireu1 to bring information to 

bear on decisions, but focus primarily on the 'skills' 

aspect of critical thinking. McPeck (19811, who divides 
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the teaching of critical thinking into cases of 'teaching 

how' (procedures or skills), and 'teaching to' 

(dispositions, propensities, or tendencies), sees it 

primarily as t.he will t.o use one's cr1t.lcal t.hlnklng 

capacity (p. 18). Thus we have his deflnitlon of 
, 

critical thinking as "the propensity and skill to engage 

in an activity with reflective skepticism" ( p .  8). 

While McPeck (1981) rejects the notion of generalizable 

critical thinking skills, he acknowledges that a person 

might have the disposition to be critical in all 

disciplines. Such a person would still not be a crltical 

thinker unless he had the requislte knowledge and 

understanding of the area in question (1981, p. 155). 

Hawes (1990) calls the disposltional element of crltical 

thlnking the crltical attitude and sees lt not only as a 

wl1 lingness to engage in critical thinking, but as a 

regulative device which determines the appropriateness of 

undertaking such thinking (p. 59). The critical thinker 

displays an attitude of intellectual humility: an 

acknowledgement that what she presently believes may not 

be the final word and that those beliefs are open to 

reasonable revision (p. 59). Unlike McPeck, Hawes does 

not perceive the critical attitude as being generalizable, 

since to become critical in a new area requires a certain 

amount of skill and confidence (1990, p .  60). His 



30 

difference with McPeck is a conceptual one since the 

inclusion of the normative term "appropriate" in his 

conceptualization of the critical attitude would rule out 

instances where an individual might feel compelled to be 

"critical", but know nothing of the subject at hand. 

Siege1 (1988) refers to the dispositional component as the 

critical spirit and characterizes it as a willingness, 

desire, or disposition to base one's actions and beliefs 

on reasons (pp. 23-24). He sees this component of 

critical thinking as a general, global disposition to pay 

attention to reasons and to regard them as important, or 

to be "appropriately moved" by them (p. 8). The danger 

in ignoring thls key element of critical thinking lies in 

the possibility that educators might regard their efforts 

at promoting critical thinking as successful if students 

passed critical thinking "ski1 1s" tests but didn't think 

critically outside of the testing context. 

While some (Ennls, 1985; Paul 8 Nosich, 1991) have 

attempted to identify specific tasks and achievements as 

exemplifying the dispositional component of critical 

thinking, Siegel's (1988) critical spirit is a composite 

of attitudes, dispositions, hablts of mind, and character 

traits. 

A critical thinker must have a willingness to 
conform judgment and action to principle, not 
simply an abil ity to so conform. One who has 



the critical attitude has a certain character as 
we11 as certain skills: a character which is 
incl ined to seek, and to base judgment and 
action upon reasons; which rejects partiality 
and arbitrariness; which is committed to the 
obJective evaluation of relevant evidence; and 
which values such aspects of critical thinking 
as intellectual honesty, justice to evidence, 
sympathetic and impartial consideration of 
interests, objectivity, and irhpartiality. (p. 
39 > 

Despite Siegel's rational approach to critical thinking, 

he rejects the notion that the dispositional element of 

critical thinking is an emotionless tendency. I t  involves 

a love of reason -- a set of "rational passionsH which 

become part of the character of the individual and lead 

her to seek good reasons even when this runs counter to 

pure self-interest (p. 39). These rational passions 

include a drive for clarity, accuracy, and 

fair-mindedness, sympathy for opposing views, a drive to 

seek out evidence, an aversion to contradiction, sloppy 

thinking, and inconsistency, and a devotion to truth. The 

critical thinker is therefore not simply a person who acts 

rationally, but is a certain sort of person (pp. 40-41). 

Paul (l987), an advocate of the ski! 1s not ion of teaching 

critical thinking cautions that these skills can be taught 

for the wrong purpose. Borrowing from C.W. Mi 1 ls, Paul 

classifies individuals into three groups according to how 

they relate to their acquired belief systems (1987, p. 

138). 'Vulgar' be1 ievers are those who operate with 

slogans and sterectypes to support a point of view they 
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identify with. 'Sophisticated' thinkers are interested in 

learning about other points of view, but only for the 

purpose of refuting their arguments. Critical thinkers 

are willing to enter sympathetically into opposing points 

of view recognizing the weaknesses in their own. They 

don't shy from criticism, but learn from it, understanding 

that a point of view is something to be continually 

refined and developed as new evidence and better reasoning 

are considered. 

It  is the character of the person which will determine 

whether her ability as a critical thinker will be used in 

the weak or the strong sense, whether It will be used to 

protect and rationalize existing perspectives or whether 

her ability will be used to carefully consider alternative 

points of view. Paul (1984) contends that strong sense 

critical thinking is typified by the disposition of 

open-mindedness which begins with the willingness to 

consider the validity of contending points of view and the 

recognition that it is the "principles of comprehenslve 

reason and evidence, not eternal authority, 

ego-Identification, or technical expertise" which are the 

ultimate court of appeal (p. 12). 

Paul (1985) also accepts a disposition of mind which 

parallels McPeck's sense of reflectlve skept.icism. He 

reJects the notion of knowledge as a commodity 
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pre-packaged by experts and acquired in its complete form 

by the learner, but sees it. more as an achlevenient of a 

mind which is slow rather than quick to believe <p. 3 8 ) .  

Knowledge 1s a distinctive construction by the learner who 

weighs evidence critically before advancing to belief. 

The importance placed on the learner being able to test as 

well as actually testing propositions before assimilating 

them as knowledge5 has clear implications for evaluation. 

The repetition of memorized information on a test does not 

assess whether this reflection has actually taken place. 

Paul's strong sense of critical thinking captures 

essential characteristics of critical thinking missed in 

some narrower approaches. He construes critical thinking 

as relevant to the practice of everyday 1 iving, and thus 

characterizes it as being substantially more than a set of 

ski1 Is, techniques or other 'bag of tricks' of relevance 

only when applied formula-fashion to textbook questions in 

the classroom. 

Critical thinking should bring the individual closer to 

the truth, or nearer to the solution of a specific 

question, and this is why Siegel/s and Paul's concept of 

the critical spirit is so vital. It is clear that ability 

is an integral part of critical thinking, but without a 

critical spirit, critical thinking becomes little more 

than an effective defense of previously acquired beliefs. 
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Without open-mindedness, and the commitment to values such 

as clarity, accuracy, precision, consistency, relevance, 

sound evidence, good reasons, depth, breadth and fairness, 

one becomes entrapped by prior commitments to intellectual 

positions, and any kind of movement toward truth or 

resolution is clearly made more difficult. 

This position neither ignores nor denies the importance of 

skillfulness in critical thinking. I t  would seem, 

however, that the critical spirit must In some sense 

develop in concert with such an ability. The critical 

spirit not only sets the direction in which one's thinking 

is to be focused, It gives the purpose for such thlnklng. 

Intellectual integrity must be a part of any program in 

education and thus should not only guide the actions of 

the teacher, but also be a part of the content. 

There is a danger inherent In programs such as Moore and 

Parker's (1986) that the formulas for critical thinking 

promoted in such courses are accepted without question. 

Where emphasis is placed on acquiring the critical spirit, 

one is more 1 ikely to avoid the irony where critical 

thinking programs are taught in the absence of any 

critical thought. Once again, this aspect of critical 

thinking will have an impact on how students are to be 

evaluated. 



2.5 THE GENERATIVE COMPONENT OF CRITICAL THINKING 

Even before Ennis (1962) flrst defined critical thinking 

as the correct assesslng of statements, educators had 

recognized the evaluative nature of the concept. Black 

(1952) characterizes critical thinki'ng as an exercise in 

reasoned judgment. Critics are individuals who voice 

approval or disapproval based on relevant reasons and 

therefore a critical thinker is one who reasons for the 

purpose of passing favorable or adverse Judgments (pp. 

6-7). 

Moore and Parker's (1986) definition of crltical thinking 

as "the careful and deliberate determination of whether to 

accept reject, or suspend judgment about a claim" (p. 4 )  

characterizes crltical thinking as a reactive, 

second-order type of enterprise. From this perspective, 

the critical thinker is engaged solely in reacting to 

previously formulated statements, be1 iefs, or cal 1s to 

action generated largely by others. Critical thinking is 

thus thinking focused on evaluating claims and is vital 

"since the way we conduct our llves depends on what claims 

we belleve -- on what clalms we acceptn (P. 4 ) .  

Increasingly, however, theorists are broadening their 

conception of critical thinking to include a generative 

component. While oversimplifying the relationship between 

the generative and evaluative aspects to critical thinking 
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(Bailin, 1993>, McPeck (1981) observes that critical 

thinking takes place in two contexts: a context of 

justification and a context of discovery (p. 15). Hawes 

(1990) also questions whether critical thinking denotes 

solely those particular phases of thinking that are 
I 

specifically evaluative, or whether 'lcritical thinking" 

denotes more complex activities which have important 

phases of reasoned or reasonable evaluation or judgment 

within them (p. 48). He concludes that it is used in the 

second way, and that activities such as probl em-sol ving, 

decision-making, reading, writing, and Interpretation, 

require the exercise of creative acts such as the 

formation of problems and purposes, the invention of 

possibilities and tests, and the making of new connections 

(p. 48). Critical thinking comprises not only the 

evaluation of ideas, sentences, arguments, alternatives, 

reasons and actions, but their production as well. 

Ennis (1985), whose earlier evaluative conception has 

already been referred to, has subsequently broadened his 

account to Include an element of creativity. His more 

recent definition -- reflective and reasonable thinking 

focused on deciding what to be1 ieve or do -- makes room 

for creative activities such as the formulation of 

hypotheses, questions, alternatives and plans. 
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A s  he notes, this broadening of the conception makes 

critical thinking a much more practical undertaking. 

Circumstances in real life which demand crltlcal thought 

characteristic all^ r.eqult-e a healthy dose of 

inventiveness. Parenting, for example, is an enterprise 
I 

which constantly requires decisions about what to believe 

or do, and despite the availability of countless books on 

child-rearing, parents continue to struggle with questions 

concerning which actions to take with their children. 

Slmply assessing self-help manuals as inadequate is itself 

not adequate. It is not enough, for example, to recognize 

that advice concerning what to do when your son has a 

tantrum in the supermarket does not apply to tantrums at 

funerals. A solution must be generated, and that end will 

be achieved only by means of thinking which is both 

evaluative and creative in nature. 

Paul (1992) acknowledges the existence of a close, natural 

relationship between creative and critical thinking. He 

observes that excel lence in thinking is achieved when we 

succeed in designing and producing results and outcomes 

appropriate to our ends, and that this involves both the 

creation of intellectual products and the judicious 

application of intellectual standards -- or critical and 

creative thinking (p. 1).  
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While critical thinking is still intimately involved in 

making judgments, even the making of a judgment itself is 

a creative enterprise. Thus the artificial dichotomy 

drawn between creative and critical thinking has provided 

us with an inaccurate conception of thinking in general 

and contributed to the acceptance of logic programs like 

Black's (1952) and Moore and Parker's (1986) as complete 

critical thinking programs. 

The conception of critical thinking as an exc1uslvely 

evaluative enterprise has also influenced the types of 

instruments accepted as being adequate for measuring 

student critlcal thinking competence. This lssue will be 

addressed In Chapter 5. 

2.6 SUMMARY 

Critical thinking is an educational ideal of great 

interest to educators. While most conceptlons provlde 

inslght Into critlcal thinking, none of them on their own 

captures completely the rlchness of the concept. A 

combination of features from each gives a fuller account 

of the term. 

Critical thinking is rational thinking concerned wlth a 

deliberate examlnation of the reasons supporting our 

beliefs and actions. It is good thinking and is often 

thought of as ski1 led thinking. While the notion of 
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skills in thinking was rejected as misleading, the 1 ists 

of ski1 1s offered by many t.heorists were f~und t . ~  Re 

useful in describing the kinds of tasks which critical 

thlnkers perform, or the strat.egies whlch they use. While 

the tasks and strategies cross subject boundaries, a 

substantial amount of subject knowledge is necessary for 

critical thinking to take place. 

Critical thinking is a normative enterprise and thus is 

judged according to a set of standards or relevant 

criteria. Critical thinking is more than the detached 

application of a series of prescribed steps, but involves 

the use of judgment, particularly in cases where there are 

questions about what is to be counted as evidence or what 

degree of precision is required for a particular case. 

Critical thinking is both reasoned -- that is, its methods 

are such that good reasons come into play -- and it is 

reasonable -- that is, the result stands up to evaluation 

against relevant standards. The criteria and standards 

used can be either subject-specif ic or general, but must 

be referred to when evaluations take place. 

Critical thinkers are not only capable of such thinking, 

they have a propensity to actually think critically and do 

so at appropriate times to appropriate degrees. This 

propensity to be critical is variously known as a 

tendency, disposition, attitude, trait, habit of mind, or 
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spirit, but generally refers to an individual's 

willingness to base her actions and beliefs on good 

reasons. Critical thinkers are inclined toward clarity 

and accuracy in their own arguments, and are open-minded 

about opposing views. 

Finally, critical thinking is generative as well as 

evaluative in nature. It has a strong creative element 

which manifests itself in activities such as the creation 

of hypotheses and solutions as we1 1 as the formulation of 

judgments. The complex, multi-faceted problems 

characteristic of life outside the classroom are not 

solved in a context of justification alone, but must be 

addressed in a context where evaluation and generation 

each has a significant role. This account of critical 

thinking has implications for evaluation, but first the 

notion of evaluation itself will be examined. 



Numerous issues need to be addressed when exaniining t .he 

evaluation of critical thinking. The first and most 

obvious question Is "What is critical thinking?" The 

effectiveness of any tool used for the purpose of 

evaluation depends on i ts being based upon a clear, 

complete and defensible conception of the term. Such a 

conception of critical thinking has been proposed in the 

opening pages of this thesis and will be used to Judge 

existing methods of critical thinking assessment. 

It is equally important to be clear about the types of 

evaluation referred to. This thesis focuses primarily on 

classroom assessment of individual students' critical 

thinking, although some issues concerning large scale 

assessments are addressed. Different methods of 

evaluation are appraised by comparing them with aspects of 

the concept itself. 

I begin by discussing the object of thinking evaluations. 

I point out that inferences about students' thinking are 

made by observing and assessing the products of thinking, 

including such products as arguments, justifications, and 

discussions of our thoughts. The adequacy of a cri t ical 

thinking evaluation is determined by the degree to which 

its inferences about a student's thinking are justified. 
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In the second section of this chapter, I examine three 

current methods of evaluation, the multiple-cholce test, 

the essay, and the short answer question. The multiple 

choice format is the most popular form of objective test 

and is represented in the discussion by two of the most 
I 

widely-used tests, the Watson-Glaser Critical Thinking 

Appraisal (Watson Glaser, 1980; hereafter cited as the 

Watson-Glaser) and the Cornell Critical Thinking Test 

(Ennis & Millman, 1971; hereafter cited as the Cornell). 

These tests are found to have several advantages over 

other methods of evaluation, yet inadequately account for 

differences in background assumptions among test-takers, 

fail to provide opportunities for test-takers to give 

reasons for their conclusions, and fail to address the 

generative and dispositional elements of critical 

thinking. Both the Cornell and the Watson-Glaser, each 

based on the skills notion of critical thinking, assume 

that to demonstrate proficiency in a particular area of 

the test a1 lows inferences to be made about the exercise 

of similar proficiencies in other subject areas and 

contexts, an assumption found invalid earlier in this 

thesis. I also find problematic the notion that the 

quality of students' thinking is adequately measured by 

their success in matching the test-designers' answers and 

point out that this dilemma is unavoidable In multiple 

choice tests. Lack of complexity and cohesiveness are 
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two other inadequacies of the Cornell and Watson-Glaser 

respectively and result from attempts at neutralizing the 

problem of the varied background beliefs of students. 

In my examination of the essay format, I find that it 

affords several advantages over the'multiple choice test 

in evaluating critical thinking. It allows students to 

explicitly state reasons for the judgments they make, and 

it allows the test-taker to Justify and receive credit for 

answers not anticipated by test designers. It is 

difficult, however, to separate poor thinking from poor 

writing, and this penal izes students who may think 

critically, but are not able to express their thoughts in 

written form. The essay is found to accommodate the 

examination of more complex issues than multiple choice 

tests, but fails to assess students' ability to make 

critical "Judgments-in-action" and group deliberations. 

Finally, I examine the use of short answer critical 

thinking activities and find that while some of the 

activities purporting to demand critical thought require 

nothing more than recall of textual information, several 

of the other assignments are quite useful. The better 

activities are critically challenging and open-ended, with 

the demand for reasons implicit in the task. I find, 

however, that they lack the complexity and untidyness of 
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challenges found outside the classroom, and I move on t.o 

an examination of authenticity and authentic assessment. 

3.1 EVALUATING PRODUCTS 

We care about thinking because good thinking increases the 

probabil ity of producing something of value. As a matter 

of fact, good thinking and good products would seem 

necessarily to be linked since it would be odd to refer to 

thinking as good if it resulted in products which were not 

good. Good thinking is synonymous with thinking which 

generates good products. While advocates of the process 

approach to critical thinklng tRaths, Wassermann, Jonas, 

and Rothstein, 1986) imply that it 1s the "process" itself 

which is the key, any process is considered valuable on1 y 

to the extent that it consistently produces useful, 

desirable products. A food processing plant, for example, 

is set up in such a way that the fruit arrives at the 

consumer's table in the best condition possible. 

Procedures are set up which have been proven likely to 

achieve that end, but adherence to those procedures is 

rigid only so long as the process produces the desired 

result. The criteria for determining a good process in 

this case are determined by what constitutes a good 

product. The value of the process is strlctly 

instrumental to the product, and the primary concern is 
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the qua1 ity, not the process, moves, or steps of the 

thinking. 

/' , We regard crit.lcal t.hinking as an end or product. In 
i 
I education due to its continued effectiveness in producing 
! 

ideas we find useful. With this established, we can look 
\ 

to certain strategies, procedures, activities or tasks 

1 ikely to produce critical thinking, but the adherence to 
r , k 

these strategies, procedures, etc. is no guarantee that 

I critical thinking has taken place. Thinking can be 

referred to as "critical" when the product of such 

thinking meets the standards referred to in section 2.3. 

It should be noted that the word "product" here does not 

just refer to those products we might normally think of in 

reference to completed assignments. Arguments are also 

products of thinking as are discussions of our thoughts 

and reasons for taking certain actions. When we ask, 

therefore, for a student to tell us to justify a 

particular belief, that justification is a product of her 

thinking. A critical thinking evaluation is adequate, 

therefore, to the extent that it makes Justified 

inferences about a student's thinking based on the 

products of that thinking. 

When assessing a student's thinking, various kinds of 

products can be evaluated. One can, for example, pose 

questions and assume that if the student produces the 
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correct answer, his thlnklng is good. While this may be 

adequate under conditions where there is agreement over 

what the correct answer is, there are many types of 

questions where the correct answer 1s under debate, or 

where slightly different conditions or contexts change 

what constitutes a correct answer. It  might also be the 

case that the student arrives at the correct answer using 

methods which are unlikely to produce acceptable 

conclusions to future questions. A student might have 

achieved the correct answer by looking at his friend's 

paper, but the conditions which allowed him to do this are 

unlikely to be duplicated in very many avenues of life 

where he is required to think well. 

In the next section of this chapter, three different 

approaches to evaluating the products of student thinklng 

are examined. While the mu1 tiple choice test, the essay, 

and the short answer exercise are not exhaustive of a1 1 

methods of crltlcal thinking assessment currently in use 

in the classroom, they are the most common. The strengths 

and failings of each approach will be examined, beginnlng 

with the multiple choice test. 

3.2 THE MULTIPLE CHOICE TEST 

Frequently, critical thinking evaluation is done by means 

of obJective which commonly follow a multiple-choice 



format. Students who are taught the rules of formal or 

informal logic, for example, are normally evaluated in 

this manner.l Different fallacies and rules of logic are 

emphasized using samples from a number of contexts and 

subject areas. The student is then required to evaluate 

the form and structure of the argument by identifying 

assumptions or fallacies, making deductive or inductive 

inferences, and demonstrating an understanding of related 

vocabulary. In each case the correct answer must be 

selected from the choices given. 

The Watson-Glaser and the Cornell are two of the most 

widely-used tests, and both use the multiple-choice 

format. The Watson-Glaser is made up of five sub-tests: 

1. Inference 

2. Recognition of Assumptions 

3. Deduction 

4. Interpretation 

5. Evaluation of Arguments. 

The sub-tests are named after and based upon f ive ski 11s 

which the authors believe are central to crltlcal 

thinking. 

The Cornel 1 test is based on a concept ion of the cr i t i cal 

thinker as someone who has proficiency in making judgments 

about whether: 

1. a statement follows from the premises 



something is an assumption 

a reliable observation is being made 

an alleged authority is reliable 

a simple generalization is warranted 

a hypothesis is warranted 
! 

a theory is warranted 

an argument depends on an ambiguity 

a statement is overly vague or specific 

10. a reason is relevant. 

The Cornel 1 test has two  level^,^ and not a1 1 the above 

proficiencies are covered in each, but they do give fairly 

comprehensive coverage to tasks widely accepted as 

demanding critical thought. While these tests will be 

examined in the following pages, the purpose is not to 

draw conclusions about any particular test, but rather to 

point out advantages and shortcomings of the mu1 tiple 

choice format in general. 

3.21 Characteristics of Multiple Choice Tests 

There are definite advantages to using multiple-choice 

questions in critical thinking tests. The most obvious 

one is ease of marking, since multiple-choice exams can be 

scored by machine or by individuals unfamiliar with 

critical thinking skllls, thus produclng results which are 

more re1 iable than those gained from more subjective 

evaluations (Norrls 8 Ennis, 1989, p. 28). This format 1s 
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attractive from a financial perspective since reduced time 

and training result directly in reduced administrative 

costs while maintalnins a high degree of rellabillty. 

Multiple-cholce questlons also require less time to 

complete, therefore allowing a largeb number of questions 

to be asked, enabling the evaluator to be more specific in 

his questioning and increasing the statistical reliability 

of the results. Multiple-choice tests are effective in 

singling out specific elements to be tested in critical 

thinking -- elements which might become lost or confounded 

in more complex types of measurement. Knowledge of 

concepts such as "fact" and "value", or "cause and effect" 

can most easily be tested in the multiple-choice format. 

['AS such, multiple choice tests are valuable as a 

\ first-line method of evaluation in that knowledge of basic 

1 concepts and an understanding of the appropriate use of 

simple strategies is often a vital first step to thinking 

critically about an issue. 
L 

Despite the utility and popularity of these tests, there 

are numerous problems associated with their use -- many of 

those difficulties stemming from their being based on 

limited conceptions of critical thinking. The next 

section looks at some of the limitations characteristic of 

multiple choice critical thinking tests. 



3.22 Problems With Multiple Choice Tests 

As has been pointed out, the concept "critical thinking" 

implies that certain qualities or characteristics of 

thinking are present, and these need to be addressed in 

the instruments used to evaluate thelcritical thinking of 

students. If there are certain qualities which the 

products of critical thinking should reflect, then 

assessment devices should be designed to pick up on those 

qualities. As will be indicated in this section, there 

are limitations inherent in multiple choice tests which 

make them inadequate for doing such evaluating. 

The notion that critical thinking can be reduced to a 

series of general skills has been shown to be seriously 

flawed. A substantial amount of subject knowledge is 

required for someone to be able to think critically in any 

context, and success in thinking critically in one subject 

area is not indicative of success in any other. It is 

doubtful that one can test critical thinklng without also 

testing the students' knowledge of the particular content 

used in the actual question. 

Recognizing the importance of subject knowledge in 

answering any questions requiring critical thought, test 

designers stick to topics a.nd structure questions which in 

most cases do not require specialized background 

know1 edge. Thus, incorrect select ions can be ascribed to 



51 

poor thinking rather than lack of requisite prior 

knowledge. Level X of the Cornel 1 test, for example, 

places questions in the context of a party of explorers 

searching a new1 Y-discovered pl anet for a previous group 

of adventurers. In the first of three sections, 

test-takers are asked to make judgments about whether 

certain facts support, deny, or fail to support or deny 

the hypothesis that the first group is dead. Different 

background assumptions, based on students' prior 

knowledge, however, can legitimately result in varying 

judgments about the direction of weight of evidence. 

The first sample question on Level X of the Cornell states 

that everything in the first hut of the community is 

covered by a layer of dust. According to the keyed 

answer, this is to be taken as evidence in support of the 

hypothesis that the first group has died. A student, 

living in an environment where dust removal is part of 

family life, might think critically, and conclude that the 

presence of dust does indeed provide evidence of the 

absence of human activity. He would thus see the dust as 

evidence supporting the hypothesis that the first team had 

died, and be rewarded for his answer. 

It is conceivable, however, that a student who lives near 

a construction site views the accumulation of dust as a 

sign of activity rather than inactivity and thus concludes 



that the dust provides evidence against the hypothesis 

that the first group is dead. Her conclusion would not be 

the result of poor thinking, but would be based on the 

legitimate contention that under certain circumstances -- 

new construction, for example -- active people stir up a 
1 

great deal of dust. She might even recognize that dusting 

and keeping a clean house is an activity which pales In 

comparison with matters more closely associated with 

exploring a new planet, and conclude that the explorers 

were doing far more important things away from the house. 

A third student, thinking critically, might recognize that 

dust accumulation can be a sign either of activity or the 

lack of it, and decide that the accumulation of dust 

therefore could provide evidence both supporting and 

opposing the hypothesis. This option is not available 

among the three choices given, leaving the student in the 

difficult position of having to decide which of the three 

avai lable choices most closely approximates her own. She 

might choose the option I1neitherf1 since the evidence gives 

neither clear support for nor clear denial of the 

hypothesis. 

These students, each of them thinking critically, might 

therefore come to three different conclusions about what 

the evldence indicates. The failure of two of the 

students to select the keyed answer in this case would be 
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due not to their lack of critical thinking, but to 

differing prior experiences related to dust, and to 

differing views about the tasks whlch explcxers are iikely 

to perform. Despite thinking crit.ical l y ,  these students 

are penal ized for going beyond what the test-designer had 

in mind. 

Unfortunately, in a multiple-choice format, there is no 

room for individuals to indicate the reasons for their 

selections -- information vital to anyone attemptlng to 

make inferences about the students' critical thinking 

ability. McPeck (1981) argues that in critical thinking 

tests good answers should not be predicated on their being 

right, but on the quality of the justification given for 

the response. There is no room for such justification to 

be given on standard multiple choice exams. 

Norris (1989) suggests incorporating requests for 

justification into multiple choice exams as one method of 

controlling for extra-critical-thinking empirical beliefs 

and the Cornell Level WJX (Ennis & Millman, 1993) does 

just that. Test-takers are given two lines after each 

question on whlch to give the reason for their selection. 

The justification gives the test-designer direct 

information about the test-taker's thinking, but in doing 

so, removes the advantages of using multiple choice tests 

in the first place. According to the manual (Ennis, 
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1992), points awarded for each item range from a high of 5 

for "an answer at the level that a good critical thinking 

teacher would give, when trying to make fully explicit the 

justification of an answer" to a low of 1 for "no answer 

or a badly justified unkeyed answer" (p. 2) .  

Sample Justifications are provided for each of the four 

sections, but the advantages which multiple choice tests 

have over other types of tests -- namely: (a) speed of 

marking and (b) no reliance on the expertise of the marker 

-- are lessened in this format. Instructing markers to 

give full marks for answers like those given by good 

thinkers 1s question-begging and useful only to good 

critical thinkers. In effect, what Ennis and Millman have 

done is traded the efficiency of the multiple choice exam 

for some of the effect lveness of an essay -- a1 though the 

two lines provided to justify test-takers' choices allow 

only limited opportunity for reasons to be discussed. The 

Cornel 1 Level WJX does glve information about student 

thinking, but has neither the eff lciency of true mu1 t lple 

choice tests nor the extensive room for justification that 

essay tests have. 

The virtual impossibility of testlng critical thinking 

without at the same time testing student knowledge of a 

particular subject -- whether that subject is considered 

common sense, general knowledge, or anything else -- has 
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already been noted. As McPeck (1981, 19851 has pointed 

out, one must always be thinklng ak~out. something, and It 

1s lmposslble to isolate the thlnking from that something. 

A further assumption, also based on the flawed skills 

notion of critical thinking, is that an individual's 

ability to apply these skills in the testing context means 

that she will be able to apply them to other subjects in 

other, less artificial contexts. This is to some extent 

an empirical question, yet the earlier discussion on 

skills has questioned whether, for example, identifying 

assumptions in literature even means the same thing as 

identifying assumptions in mathematics. Once again the 

utility of multiple choice tests is called into question 

since the subject around which the test question is formed 

is likely to be quite different from the subJects about 

which the students will be thinking critically once they 

leave the examination room. 

The hypothetical nature of the content on the Cornell 

test, for example, means that unless there is a 

significant level of transfer, the test may tell us that 

the student has acquired the abil ity to make correct 

(match the test-makers) judgments about what the presence 

or absence of dust means in a space colony , but 1 i t t 1 e 

else. Ironical ly, the hypothesis that the colonists have 

died is ultimately found to be incorrect. A later section 
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of the test finds that the f irst group of explorers have 

simply left the original community. 

Norris and Ennis (1989) find similar problems with the 

Watson-Gl aser. They point out that the subtest designed 

to judge the student's ability' to make justified 

inferences might in fact penalize individuals who have 

more knowledge, creativity and interest and who are 

willing to spend more time reflecting on the item (p. 5 9 ) .  

These problems are not unique to the Watson-Glaser and 

Cornell tests. They are problems inherent in multiple 

choice tests in general. The qua1 ity of the lndividual/s 

thinking is measured by his success in coming to the same 

conclusions as the test designer, yet the very nature of 

the activity of drawing inferences demands that different 

prior knowledge and varying background assumptions will 

1 ead to different conclusions regardless of the person's 

ability to make justified inferences. 

Of note is the fact that in many contexts outside the 

classroom, inferences which go beyond the norm are not 

penalized, but rewarded. Investigative reporters and 

police detectives earn a living by piecing together 

evidence and making inferences not immediately recognized 

by others. What sets them apart 1s not their abll ity to 

come to the same conclusions as everyone else, but their 
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ability to construct possible resolutions which others may 

have missed. 

It, is t.his generative component. which ohJect.lve measures 

such as multiple choice tests fail to address. One 

creates an argument, makes an inference, and produces 

reasons, yet multiple choice tests focus completely on the 

evaluative rather than the productive aspects of critical 

thinking. A critical thinker should be judged not only on 

her ability to select the best answer from a series, but 

on her ability to create solutions to real-life, complex 

questions. By providing choices for the student, 

test-makers have done a1 1 of the creative work, and have 

left the examinee the much narrower task of attempting to 

recognize the merits in each of the choices already 

conceived. The tests effectively discourage test-takers 

from generating any kinds of unique responses to these 

thinking chal lenges. 

Novelty is also discouraged by the simpl istlc nature of 

the questions used on multiple choice tests. Petrie 

(1985) argues that the technical requirements of standard 

object ive tests render them virtual 1 y unusabl e as tests 

for critical thinking since they require an unambiguous 

right answer. In order to do this, he contends, test 

constructors have to hold constant all but one of the ways 

in which adaptive thought can occur. What this does, he 
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states, is force test-designers to: (a> limit the test to 

recall items; (b) make the accepted answer a matter of 

well-accepted deductive techniques; (c) provide enough 

information so that simple comprehension rules out the 

unwanted alternatives; or (dl put trick qualifiers on the 

wrong choices (P. 11). One can see that in taking such 

measures, the conception of critical thinking has been 

narrowed significantly. 

Multiple choice exams are characterized by a lack of 

complexity which is far removed from what Paul (1987) 

refers to as the multilogical problems people face outside 

the classroom. The need to design questions with a single 

answer eliminates the possibility of assessing the 

student's abi 1 ity to cope with the complex and open-ended 

challenges which confront most people in their every-day 

lives. Sternberg (1985) contrasts the problems found in 

critical thinking programs with those which people 

actually face. Among observations about the 

ill-structured nature of everyday problems, he finds that 

recognition that a problem exists and identifying exactly 

what the problem is are often more difficult than actually 

figuring out how to solve the problem (pp. 195-196). Such 

demands are not placed on students writing objective tests 

where the problems are clearly identified and the options 

simply spelled out. 



59 

Sternberg also contends that everyday problems are 

complicated, messy and stubbornly persistent, and their 

solutions have consequences that actually matter in 

contrast to t.he simple, neat. textbook problems encountered 

In critical thinking programs. Students taking the 

Watson-Glaser are confronted with questions like the 

following: 

Rice and celery must have a good deal of 
moisture in order to grow well, but rye and 
cotton grow best where it Is relatively dry. 
Rice and cotton grow only where it is hot, and 
celery and rye only where it is cool. In 
Timbuktu, it is very hot and damp. Therefore -- 

44. Neither the temperature nor the moisture 
conditions in Timbuktu are favorable for 
growing a celery crop. 

45. The temperature and moisture conditions in 
Timbuktu are more favorable for growing rice 
than for growing a celery, cotton, or rye. 

46. Conditions in Timbuktu are not altogether 
favorable for growing a cotton or a rye 
crop. 

One is immediately struck with the question's lack of 

re1 evance not on 1 y to the 1 ives of most peop 1 e answer1 ng 

the question, but also its lack of connection to the 

previous question, which is about symphony orchestras, and 

the following question, whlch concerns people's smoking 

habits. 

Such tests are not without any use at a1 1 (they do after 

all test individuals' ability at making warranted 

deductions within severely limited contexts), but they are 
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clearly quite inadequate in determining an individual's 

abillty to think critical ly about complex issues where 

judgments actually matter. They are also incapable of 

determining whether an individual is actually disposed to 

think critically about issues outside of the testing 

context. Critical thinking is hard work. To think 

critical ly when the situation warrants it does not 

naturally follow simply from being able to do so. There 

is little in the structure of multiple choice tests to 

indicate that an individual who has shown that she has 

sufficient understanding of what it means to make a valid 

deductive inference about rice and celery on a two hour 

exam wi 1 1  use that understanding at appropriate times in 

her everyday 1 ife. There is also no indication that the 

test-taker will turn her critical thinking on her own 

ideas, nor that she will act in a manner consistent with 

the results of her critical thinking. 

Norris (1986) points out that if evaluation is to give an 

indication of critical thinking in use, then critical 

thinking tests are not adequate. It is reasonable to 

assume, given the substantial difference between the types 

of questions posed in objective critical thinking tests 

and the problems facing people outside the classroom, that 

a large number of people who do quite well on lnformal and 

formal logic exams as well as on tests such as the Cornell 
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and the Watson-Glaser could in fact be poor critical 

thinkers in their everyday lives. 

Multiple cholce crltlcal thlnklng tests such as t.he 

Watson-Glaser and the Cornel 1 do not suffer from poor 

design. It is the fundamental str'ucture of such tests 

which makes them inadequate for the purposes of critical 

thinking evaluation. The one-answer format, their heavy 

reliance on the flawed skills notion of critical thinking 

and its assumption of the generalizability of such skills, 

the simplistic structure and irrelevant content resulting 

from attempts to neutralize problems of background 

be1 iefs, and their inabi 1 ity to assess critlcal thinking 

in dispositions all contribute to their limited utility 

assessing the critical thinking of students. 

3.3 THE ESSAY 

The essay remains a vlab le alternative to multiple cho ice 

tests in evaluating critical thinking. It provides a more 

comprehensive examination of critical thinking than the 

multiple cholce test, but it loses some of the advantages. 

Since responses are not limited as in multiple choice 

tests, essays are more difficult to mark and therefore 

require a sign i f i cant amount of expert i se on the part of 

the marker. 



Commercial essay tests require the development of a 

comprehensive, detailed scoring rubric. One commercial 

product is the Ennis-Weir Critical Thinking Essay Test 

(Ennis 8 Weir, 1985; hereafter cited as Ennis-Weir). I t  

is geared toward high school or college level students and 

uses a fictitious letter to the editor of a newspaper as 

the basis for the test. The eight-paragraph letter argues 

that overnight parking on city streets should be 

eliminated. Test-takers are asked to evaluate the 

thinking in each of the eight paragraphs and then evaluate 

the letter as a whole. Norris and Ennis (1989) report 

that raters of responses to the Ennis-Weir were relatively 

successful in ranking examinees in similar order, but 

varied significantly in the level of score they assigned 

to the responses. 

Essays are also far more time-consuming to mark. 

Referring to the Ennis-Weir (1985>, Norrls and Ennis 

(1989) report that each of the paragraph responses to the 

questions can be marked in under 10 minutes and in as 

quickly as six minutes, or 10 per hour. As they point 

out, a machine that scores multiple-choice tests at ten 

thousand per hour operates one thousand times as fast, a 

considerable saving in time and money. In essay exams, 

problems which examinees may have in expressing their 

thoughts in written form are difficult to separate from 

poor thlnking per se, and therefore conclusions about the 
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individual's abi 1 ity to think become entangled with 

writing abilities. Students who do poorly on such tests 

may not be poor thinkers, but poor writers. 

Despite these difficulties, essay tests do offer 

advantages over multiple choice tests. Perhaps the most 

significant is that graders are given more direct 

information about the thinking students do while answering 

the questions. The reasons students provide for coming to 

certain conclusions give the marker a much clearer 

indication about the qua1 i ty of the individual's thinking 

than does the selection of the correct answer on a 

multiple-choice test. 

Essay tests also give graders a greater degree of 

flexibility in giving credit for good thinking. 

Unforeseen answers based on different background beliefs 

will not hide good thinking as they do in multiple-choice 

tests, and graders have the ability to give credit for 

novel answers based on sound thinking. 

Essay tests a1 low for a greater degree of complexity in 

the questions they raise. While multiple-choice tests 

must el iminate a1 1 but a single variable in order to 

support the single-answer format, essay tests can include 

a number of relevant factors and require the test-taker to 

take each of them into consideration. The Ennis-Weir, for 

examp 1 e, asks exami nees to make reasoned judgments about 
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the strength of the arguments made by a writer in a 

fictitious letter to the editor. The letter makes 

empirical as well as meaning claims, is guilty of numerous 

fallacies, yet also makes some sound claims. While the 

test stresses the evaluative side of critical thinking, 

students are asked to generate sound arguments in defense 

of their claims about the letter. The complexity of this 

type of question approximates more closely the complexity 

of many of the issues individuals face outside the 

classroom. 

A1 though essay exams have a broader ut i 1 i ty than mu1 t iple 

choice tests, they are still limited in the types of 

challenges they can present. Bailin, Case, Coombs, and 

Daniels (1993) point out, for example, that 

judgments-in-action -- challenges which occur while 

producing an object or performing a feat -- and group 

del iberat ions are not adequate1 y measured by this type of 

format. Most performances require this type of 

on-the-spot critical thought, and it Is impossible for 

essay tests to demand this of students unless the actual 

performance is one of writing an essay. Simply put, there 

is a big difference between writing an essay explaining 

how you would stop a fight in the playground, and actually 

going out and doing it. 



3.4 SHORT ANSWER APPROACHES 

In thls section two textbook serles which clalm to teach 

and evaluate critical thinking will be revlewed to find 

whether methods used in these programs evaluate students' 

thinking more fully than the method9 just examined. The 

two series, Pat terns of Civilization (Beers, 1984; 

hereafter cited as Patterns) and Towards Tomorrow -- 

(Bartlett, Craig, & Sass, 1989; 

Dunlop, 1987; Morton, 1988; hereafter cited as Towar& 

Tomorrow with a designation indicating whether the text 

focuses on history, geography, or government where 

appl i cab1 e) are prescribed for grades 8 & 9 and grade 11 

respectively. The Patterns series includes two history 

textbooks common1 y used in junior high school Humanities 

classrooms while the Towards series is made up of 

three texts focusing on Canadian twentieth century 

history, Canadian government, and world geography. These 

series have been chosen because they are in common use 

throughout British Columbia and because they claim that a 

significant number of their activities require critical 

thought . 

To characterize the short answer critical thinking 

activities found in these and other textbooks as an 

'approach' is actually misleading since there is a wide 

range of activities represented in current texts. 
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Patterns, for example, uses both multiple choice questlons 

and the short answer format to assess students' critical 

thinking about historical events. Towards Tomorrow avoids 

the multiple choice format, but provides the classroom 

teacher with a variety of critical thinking activities 

ranging from short answer questions, to essay topics, to 

activities requiring an oral defence of a student's 

posit ion. 

The two Patterns texts each includes two full sets of 

chapter tests in the teacher's manual. The majority of 

the questions in these tests are multiple choice, but 

several short answer quest ions are i nc 1 uded as we 1 1 . A 

majority of these tests include a multiple choice section 

labeled "Critical Thinking" but a closer examination of 

the questions indicates that very little critical thinking 

is actually required in order for students to select the 

keyed answer on the test. Far from requiring critical 

thought, the questions demand 1 ittle more than the recall 

of information explicitly laid out in the student text. A 

question for the chapter entitled " A  New Age of 

Exploration", for example, asks the following critical 

thinking question: 

The growth of museums since 1945 has been largely due 
to 

a> computer technology. 
b >  reduced literacy rates. 
c> the population explosion. 
d> greater interest in the past. (p. 190)  
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inking is involved since the student text states: 

People are also taking a new interest. in the past. 
Many records of the past have been stored In museums. 
(Beers, 1984, p. 181) 

The answer to every question listed as requirlng critical 

thinking actual ly demanded no such 'thing as long as the 

student had read the text and could recall what was 

written in it. While the failings of this one series is 

not enough to condemn textbook critical thinking In 

general, it does illustrate that generally accepted and 

widely used commercial series cannot necessarily be relied 

on to provide classroom teachers with adequate critical 

thinking materials. 

As it happens, the section- and chapter-ending questions 

in the student text provide much better activities for 

assessing critical thinking than the tests do. Students 

are frequently expected to analyse and interpret 

quotations, charts, cartoons, and graphs and to formulate 

and justify opinions about a number of historical events. 

Activities ask students to identify qualities which would 

have helped a ruler get along with Parliament ( p .  21); 

explain how the success of the American Revolution might 

still affect people in the world today (p. 21); evaluate 

Robespierre's claims that the Reign of Terror was 

necessary to save the revolution (p. 4 1 ) ;  and study a map 
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to determine reasons why Austria's influence was greatest 

over southern German states ( p .  81) .  

There are several reasons why these tasks can effectively 

be used to evaluate the critical thinking of students. 

One is that the tasks are actual l y 'critical 1 y demanding. 

The answers are not readily apparent nor wi 1 1  

application of a particular strategy 

satisfactory answer. Answers are not expllcit 

the text and thus the questions demand more 

the simple 

provide a 

y stated in 

than recal 1 

from students who normally rely solely on their memory to 

produce responses. The quest i ons assume that students 

have acquired substantial knowledge of subJect content, 

but they require the student to make critical judgments 

about the material. 

Another characteristic of these activities is that demands 

for reasons are imp1 icit in the tasks. The nature and 

wording of many of the questions imply that what is sought 

is a justification of the student's conc1usions rather 

than any particular answer. The de-emphasis on correct 

answers is not only imp1 ied in the student text, but is 

acknowledged in the teacher's guide where answers to 

questions like those listed above generally begin with the 

reminder that "Answers will vary". The open-ended nature 

of the questions means that a number of answers can 

legitimately be Justified in most cases. 



The B ~ards Tomorrow series does not pro wide any tests as 

such. but the teacher's guides provlde numerous act.lvities 

identifled as developlng "Critical Thinklng Skillsi'. They 

have been divided into three groups: (a) interpretive 

skills which include analyzing maps,lcartoons, graphs, and 

statistics; (b) reasoning skills which include 

summarizing, determining cause and effect, predicting, 

creating questions and problem solving; and (c) evaluative 

ski 1 Is which i nc 1 ude role playing, test ing 

generalizations, making comparisons and values 

clarification. A broad spectrum of challenges is offered 

ranging from interpreting cartoons (Craig €i Perry, 1989, 

p. 541, or developing procedures for sett 1 ing labour 

disputes (1989, p. 97). to creating support for a position 

on the national izat ion of a forest company (Cresswe1 1 , 

1989b, p. 224). 

Although some activities 1 isted as requiring critical 

thinking actually demand little more than recall since the 

answers once again are wrltten in the student text, the 

majority of the tasks represent true critical challenges 

for the reasons .given in the previous discussion of the 

Patterns series. The tasks are demanding, open-ended, and 

focus on justification rather than on producing the 

"right1' answer. Several are also useful in assessing 

dispositional factors in critical thinking. For example, 

one activity (Cresswell, 1989b, pp. 123-125) centers on 
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the issue of Third World debt and asks students to propose 

plans for debt management on behalf of a debtor nation. 

It then asks students to devise a course of action on 

behalf of a Canadian bank owed money by a developing 

country. The activity assesses students' commitment to 

open-mindedness and wi 1 1 i ngness to 1 ook at a probl em from 

contending points of view. 

What distinguishes the two programs is that the Towards 

Tomorrow series appears to have placed more emphasis on 

having students represent their ideas using a variety of 

media. The activities in the Patternsatterns series are centered 

almost exclusively on the traditional "pen-and-paper" 

mode, while the Towards Tomorrow program has students 

present their ideas in essays, paragraphs, editorials and 

charts as well as speeches, debates, mock interviews, 

bumper stickers, and role play. This latter approach not 

only gives poor writers an opportunity to produce ideas in 

another format, it more closely imitates the types of 

challenges students will face outside the classroom. 

The goal of education is not to produce individuals who 

think well in contexts peculiar to the schoolroom, but to 

think well in their every-day activities. To this end, 

the Towards Tomorrow series has made some headway. 

Increased emphasis an generation and Justification rather 

than on right-answer inculcation is an important step. 



The fact that the activities in many cases presuppose 

substantial subject knowledge acknowledges that critical 

thinking is done in particular contexts and that the goal 

of teaching thinking isolated from any particular context 

1s a hollow one. Some improvements, however, still remaln 

to be made. 

First, the activities in virtually all cases can be 

"wrapped upN in a relatively short period of time. 

Written actlvltles are broken down into "mini-lssuesu so 

that a paragraph or two will be enough to resolve the 

quest ion. If the room provided on worksheets is an 

indication, an evaluation of a New York Times comment on 

the battle at Vimy Ridge is to be completed in eight lines 

(Cresswell, 1989b. pp. 126). The previously mentioned 

questions on Third World debt are to be completed in nine 

1 ines each, and a question regarding automat ion and its 

effects on third world labour is given four 1 ines 

(Cresswell, 1989a, p. 151-152>, 

The obvious solution of providing students with extra 

paper won't solve the problem, though, since the questions 

are constructed in such a way that In most cases a few 

lines will actually resolve the issue. Complex problems 

are broken down into simpler components so that students 

only have to deal with small parts of the whole issue. 

The history text of the Towards Tomorrow serles, for 
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example, introduces the issue of foreign investment in 

Canada and an accompanying worksheet traces the history of 

foreign investment in this country (pp. 144-145). 

Fol lowing a series of questions requiring the student to 

interpret the graph comes the question: "Why, in your 

opinion, does large-scale investment in Canada by 

Americans make some Canadians uneasy?" The question, to 

be answered in six lines, is part of the more complex 

issue of the benefits and drawbacks of living next door to 

a large, wealthy, influential neighbour, but the larger 

question is never addressed. It is true that there are 

reasons why Canadians are legitimately uneasy about 

American investment, and to identify these drawbacks 

requires critical thought, but it would seem that the 

larger, more important and also more complex question 

might be, "Are the drawbacks to being so closely tied to 

such a wealthy neighbour compensated by the advantages?" 

Breaking larger issues into smaller parts causes students 

to focus more directly on key aspects of major questions, 

but it certainly doesn't mirror complex, multi-faceted 

issues faced outside of school. If textbook tasks are to 

be used to evaluate students/ critical thinking, the 

chal lenges wi 1 l have to be less neat1 y packaged and 

contain a greater degree of ccmplexity than Towards 

Tomorrow currently exhibits. The questions will have to 

deal with issues which cross tradltlonal subject 
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boundaries and deal more with the "big picture" than with 

isolated parts of the whole. 

A second short-coming of both programs 1s that the 

overwhelming emphasis is on critical thinking about 

be1 iefs rather than critical thinking about "doingM or 

" judgments-in-act ion". As was mentioned, there is a big 

difference between writing about "What you would do i f  ..." 
and actually going about doing it. For example, several 

assignments in Towards Tomorrow have students writing 

editorials or letters to the editor of fictional 

newspapers. While these are valuabie crjtical thinking 

activities since generating a reasoned viewpoint on an 

issue is implicit in the assignment, there are aspects to 

actually writing a letter which are missing from such an 

assignment. Were students to write real letters about 

related issues to the editor of a local paper, it would 

bring in dynamics not present in the "mock" letter. A 

goal of the assignment might be to actually get the letter 

published, so students would need to consider their 

arguments in a different 1 ight than if they were writing 

solely for their teacher. This would brlng with it the 

added responsibility of convincing an editor of the 

importance of the issue in the first place -- a real-life 

problem not duplicated when the assignment is being 

completed for the person giving the assignment. 



74 

Realizing that they are possibly writing for a real 

audience of thousands rather than an audience of one 

brings additional considerations not present when the 

letter is only an assignment. Willingness to lay one/s 

opinions on the line in front of people you might know 
I 

assesses a student's commitment and willingness to take 

risks much more clearly than when there is less at stake. 

The possibility of having other readers respond to the 

same issue and possibly to the students' letters puts the 

debate in an entirely different light than when the issue 

is discussed only among classmates. While the debates, 

role play, and mock interviews are excellent activities 

demanding critical thought, they lack significant 

contextual richness due to their artificial nature and 

therefore fa1 1 short of having students meet the demands 

of true judgments-in-action. 

The critical thinking activities represented in the two 

programs are too varied to be characterized in any single 

way, but they help highlight certain qualities which need 

to be present in critical thinking assessments. The 

activities in the Towards Tomorrow series, although not 

without shortcomings, resemble more closely the kinds of 

tasks people face outside the classroom. These tasks 

appear to be more realistic or more authentic -- a term 

which has been coined to refer to assessment activities 

designed to imitate contexts found in real-life 
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si tuat ions. The activities from the Towards Tomorrow 

series highlighted above begin to move toward authenticity 

-- a notion examined in detail in the next chapter. 

3.5 SUMMARY 

This chapter began by re-emphasizing the normative nature 

of critical thinking. Critical thinking is good thinking, 

and therefore to have made the right moves or followed the 

right 'lprocessl' is not enough. To evaluate critical 

thinking, the products of thinking, including such things 

as arguments, reasons, and discussions of thoughts need to 

be evaluated against good thinking standards. 

The focus then turned to three common methods of assessing 

students' critical thinking. The multiple choice test was 

found to be useful due to ease of marking, reliability, 

and effectiveness in singling out specific critical 

thinking terms and concepts. It doesn't, however, pick up 

on the generative and dispositional elements, nor does it 

account for differences in background beliefs, since 

reasons for choices can not be stated directly on most 

tests. The content of the questions is also simplistic to 

the point where the validity of the test has to be 

questioned. 

The essay is useful since it allows students to justify 

their beliefs and thereby gives the marker direct 
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information about the student's reasoning. Teachers are 

able to give credit for good thinking even when the 

students' answers are novel and unforeseen. Essays are 

difficult to mark, however, and writing problems are 

difficult to distinguish from poor thinking. While essays 
, 

allow for greater complexity than multiple choice tests, 

they do not test Judgments-in-action nor do they allow for 

group deliberations. 

An evaluation of short answer critical assignments 

produced mixed resul ts. Whi 1 e some act ivi t ies were found 

to be critical 1 y chal lenging others required nothing more 

of the student than recall. The two textbook series 

evaluated have a wide range of critical activities, and 

their variety and open-endedness capture both the 

productive and dispositional elements of critical thinking 

in different tasks. The straightforward, uncomplicated 

nature of the activities, however, fail to reproduce the 

complexity of the real-life tasks faced outside of school, 

and students are not required to think critically in 

act ion. 



4. ALTERNATIVE AND AUTHENTIC ASSESSMENT 

The previous chapter looked at crl t ical thinklng 

assessment from a var lety of perspect lves beglnning wl th 

the mu1 tiple choice test and the essay and ending with a 

collection of tasks more effective than the first two, but 

also more difficult to characterize. While the multiple 

choice question and the essay each have a place in 

critical thinklng assessment, a number of the activities 

found in the Tnwards Tomorrou series were found to imitate 

more closely the kinds of tasks performed by individuals 

in situations outside the classroom. Individuals seldom 

(if ever) are asked to take part in activities resembling 

a multiple choice exam, and while the essay is extremely 

useful in Judging students' reasoning, it too is 1 imited 

in imitating the contexts in which students will find 

themselves outside of school. The activities highlighted 

in the final section of the previous chapter are varied 

and difficult to characterize, yet it is this variety 

which is the first step toward imitating the kinds of 

critical challenges we face in our lives. 

This chapter looks at the characteristics of these more 

authentic tasks and assesses their usefulness in 

evaluating student critical thinking in the classroom. In 

the first section of the chapter, I define authentic 

assessment as a collection of measures designed to be less 



artificial and more connected to the challenges students 

face once they leave school. Standards for performance 

are known in advance and the students generally have 

Increased control over assessment data. The context often 

determines the authenticity of an assignment and giving 
I 

students control over contextual factors often increases 

the authenticity of the activity. I flnd no clear line 

between authentic and inauthentic tasks, but conclude that 

evaluation instruments range along a continuum from those 

which are hlghly authentic to those which are completely 

artificial. 

Section 2 identifies four princlples under which authentic 

assessment proponents operate. The first is that 

evaluations will be more accurate if they mirror 

real-world tasks, the second states that the effectiveness 

of an assessment will increase in direct relation to the 

meaningfulness the task has for the student, the third 

principles underscores the relatlonshlp between 

curriculum, assessment, and instruction, and the fourth 

principle stresses that assessment should be diagnostic, 

formative, and summative. Based on these principles, I 

then propose a set of criteria by which the authenticlty 

of assessments can be evaluated. 

Authentic assessments generally fall into one of three 

categories: naturalistic assessment, performance 
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assessment, and portfolio assessment. These are defined 

and compared in the fourth sect ion. Each approach holds 

dist inct advantages over others, but these strengths are 

somet.lmes balanced by certain disadvantages, both of whlch 

are discussed. Several cautions need to be expressed with , 

regard to authent ic assessments, and these are mentioned 

in the concluding sections of the chapter. 

4.1 DEFINING AUTHENTIC ASSESSMENT 

Dissatisfaction with traditional methods of evaluation is 

not peculiar to critical thinking advocates. Writers from 

a number of fields within education are calling for 

alternative methods of evaluating student performance 

(Hebert, 1992; Herman, 1992; Reithaug, 1992; Wiggins, 

1989a, 1989b). Solutions to the assessment problem are 

varied and include methods such as "natural ist ic 

assessment" (Reithaug, 1992), "portfolio assessment" 

(Wolf, 1989>, "performance assessment" (Nuttall, 1992>, 

"authentic assessment" (Mitchell, 1989), or simply 

"a1 ternat ive assessment1' (Maerof f , 1991). Whi le each of 

these 1s unique in certain respects, they do share common 

elements: one of these elements is the common purpose of 

creating evaluative measures which more closely follow the 

real-world contexts for which schools are attempting to 

prepare students. 



The term "authentic assessment" is generally applied to 

any measures designed to be less artificial and more 

connected to and patterned after the challenges students 

wi 1 1  face once they leave school. Wiggins (1989b) 

contrasts typical tests with authentic tasks in the 

following manner: (a) whereas typical tests require recall 

or plugging in of algorithms, authentic tasks require 

judgment, heuristics and style; (b> whereas typical tests 

tend to be disconnected and abstract, authentic tasks are 

"real-world; (c) whereas typical test items tend to 

include atomistic "bits", authentic test tasks focus on a 

complex "whole"; and (d) whereas typical test items are 

tangential and trivial, authentic tasks are "essential" -- 

that is, they strive to hit the core challenges of a 

particular field of study (p. 2).  

An authentic test is thus any one the purpose of which is 

to match the conditions under which students will 

eventually have to make decisions about what to believe or 

which actions to take. Ideally, we might wish to have 

students produce products and performances which match, as 

closely as possible, those of recognized experts in 

certain fields, but decisions about beliefs and actions 

frequently are made by individuals who are not experts, 

but are simp1 y consumers of know1 edge. Dec 1 si ons about 

issues ranging from the environment to child-rearing are 

made after considering t.he statements of experts, and the 



individual must think critically about the degree of 

expertise of the speaker or vested interests she might 

have. Authentic tasks thus must account for crlt.lca1 

thinking in contexts which match those under which experts 

might work as we11 as contexts where the thinking is 
I 

directed toward assessing the veracity of contending 

claims of experts. 

Authenticity often refers to the context in which a task 

is completed. Thus, restrictions placed on a student in 

terms of the time a1 lotted for completion of a task, the 

number of resources he is a1 lowed to refer to while 

writing, and the actual topic of his piece could all 

detract from the authenticity of the assignment. In 

authentic assessment, the 1 ocus of control regarding the 

topic, tlme, pacing, and conditions under whlch the 

assignment is completed remain as much as possible with 

the student and with constraints normally associated with 

that type of task. There are no clear 1 ines separating 

authentic from non-authentic assessments; authenticity is 

spread along a continuum ranging from those tasks which 

are highly authentic to those which are completely 

contrived and artificial. 

Numerous educators have wrestled with the notion of 

authenticity in assessment in hopes of both crystalizing 

the concept and justifying its importance. Foremost among 
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these is Grant Wiggins t1989a) who argues that a true test 

of intellectual ability requires "the performance of 

exemplary tasksn tp. 7 0 3 ) .  When he goes on to state that 

"authentic assessments replicate the challenges and 

standards of performance that typically face writers, 

business-people, scientists, community leaders, designers, 

or historians" (p. 703), he doesn't offer this simply as a 

definition of authentic assessment, but as an indication 

what all assessments should do. This focus on of 

rea 

the 

4 . 2  

1-world activities is one of four princip 

development of authentic assessment tasks. 

PRINCIPLES GOVERNING AUTHENTIC ASSESSMENT 

les guiding 

As Bateson (1992) points out, the purpose of educational 

measurement is not to trick, fool, or trip up students, 

but to provide the most accurate estimates and 

descriptions possible of the students' abilities (p. 5). 

Whether we are interested in critical thinking abil lty or 

running speed, the more artificial the conditions under 

which the measurements are made, the more tenuous are the 

conclusions drawn from the results. A basic principle 

underl-ying authentic assessment, therefore, is that a more 

accurate evaluation of students' competence will be 

achieved i f  the assessments mirror the real -wor 1 d tasks 

they are being prepared for. 
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A second principle under which proponents operate is that 

the effectiveness of the assessment will increase in 

direct relation to the interest and meaning of the tasks 

students are expected to perform. Wiggins (1992) states 

that students should be so engaged in mastering the , 

challenge that they lose sight of the extrinsic factors 

and motives at stake -- namely that evaluation is taking 

place (p. 28). Putting out a school newspaper for a 

journalism course may, from the teacher's perspective, be 

a valuable means of assessing student writing ability, but 

for the students it is a real task with challenges and 

rewards beyond its evaluative utility. 

Wiggins (1992) cautions that the desire to engage 

students' interest should not overshadow the fact that 

matters of importance are still to be evaluated -- that 

evaluators are to "avoid turning important theoretical 

problems into crude utilitarian ones" ( p .  28). He 

continues: "Many genuine problems do not have obvious 

practical value, but they nonetheless evoke interest and 

provide insight into student abilities." 

A third principle of authentic assessment concerns the 

relationship between curriculum, assessment and 

instruction. It is a stated goal of authentic assessment 

that assessment reflect instruction as closely as possible 

(Baron, 1990; Cooper & Brown 1992, p. 41; Mitchel 1 1989, 



P. 18; Wiggins, 1989a) and several writers emphasize that 

assessment plays an integral part in determining 

curriculum and setting instruction. Baron (1990) argues 

that due to increased accountability of teachers for their 

students' progress, tests have shaped the kind of 

instruction given to students. The effects of using 

multiple-choice tests, she observes, have been 

devastating. 

Where multiple-choice tests are used, they 
foster instruction that is broad rather than 
deep in scope, fragmented rather than holistic 
in form, and convergent rather than divergent in 
nature. Students are encouraged to memorize 
information, generally in the form in which they 
are exposed to it. They are not encouraged to 
take risks in their thinking. There is only one 
right answer to multiple-choice questions and 
the machines that score them are not equipped to 
read any comments that students might want to 
write about alternative interpretations, 
ambiguous items, or subtle or unusual ways to 
approach the questions. (p. 129) 

Wiggins (1989a) stresses the importance that examinations 

have not just in monitoring student performance according 

to standards, but in actually setting those standards. He 

observes that tests are "central to instruction" and that 

tests and final exams "inevitably cast their shadows on 

all prior work" (P. 704).  It is unavoidable that, given 

the importance placed on test results, they will influence 

curriculum and instruction. It is essential that 

curriculum, instruct.ion, and evaluation each serve our 

aims in education. There must be complete harmony among 
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these three elements and, as Wiggins (1989a) asserts, 

assessments should be so closely tied to educational aims 

that teachers can comfortably "teach t.o t.he test." ip. 

7C14 > . Evaluat.ions should assess all the essential 

elements of the content and not simply that which is 

easily counted or observed (Wiggins 1992, p. 27). 

Assessment tasks should be an accurate reflection of 

curriculum and instruction not only because it is fairer 

to the students and presents a more accurate picture of 

their abilities, but because assessment inevitably shapes 

instruction and sways curriculum due to the high stakes 

involved. 

A fourth principle undergirding authentic assessment 

relates to the purposes of evaluation. It often seems as 

if exams have become a static end-point of instruction, 

but central to the notion of authentic assessment is the 

idea that the results of such an evaluation are to be used 

to assist the teacher and student in mapping out a plan 

for continued achievement. This principle reinforces the 

strong connection between instruction and assessment 

previously mentioned. 

While examinations have frequently been used simply to 

rank students, authenticity demands that assessment 

support learning with diagnostic, formative, and surnrnative 

components. While comparisons among students may still be 



undertaken, the examination is not only the end-point of a 

segment in a student's education, but a bench-mark in his 

continuing educational life. The test then not only 

discloses student capabilities to the assessor, but 

reinforces the actual chal 1 enges and standards of the 

subject matter for the student. 

4.3 AUTHENTIC ASSESSMENT CRITERIA 

Based on these principles, a number of criteria have been 

suggested which guide and determine the authenticity of 

assessment tools. While writers differ in subtle ways on 

the criteria for authenticity, the following seem to be 

represented in most conceptions. 

An authentic assessment is one where the evaluation 

task is rooted in real-life contexts. The task is 

active rather than passive in nature and the conditions 

surrounding the assessment are as close to those 

normally found in the classroom as possible. Ideally, 

classroom conditions are themselves modeled after those 

found in real life situations. Duplicating problems 

found outside the classroom, tasks are open-ended and 

loosely structured, requiring the test-takers to define 

the problem and construct solutions rather than simply 

selecting them from packaged alternatives. Optimally, 

the tasks allow for dlverse solutions and a variety of 
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strategies as students construct responses rather than 

make selections from among sets of possible answers. 

2. An authentic assessment is one where the process or the 

reasons for taking certain actions are valued at least 

as much as the product of the stodents' efforts. The 

teacher's role is to watch the student identify, 

wrestle with, gather evidence for, find possible 

solutions to, and test the solutions to the problems 

given in the assessment. This necessitates that the 

teacher work closely with the student, not taking the 

role of final arbiter or judge when the assignment is 

completed, but working alongside the student and making 

observations for the duration of the process. Wiggins 

( 1992 )  writes that "Evaluation is most accurate and 

equitable when it entails human judgment and dialogue, 

so that the person tested can ask for clarification of 

questions and explain his or her answers" ( p .  704) 

thereby a1 lowing the assessor clearer insight into the 

reasons and rationale behind the choices the student 

makes. 

3. An authentic assessment is one which continues over 

time and allows for sustained effort and improvement 

rather than one which simply measures the students' 

capabilities at a specified point. In contrast to most 

testing formats, students should be a1 lowed, and are 



often encouraged, to return to previous work samples 

with new insights they have gathered. The tester's 

role therefore changes from one of technician working 

under the restrictions put in place by the test 

designer, to one of participant, constantly involved in 
3 

the student's work. As Mitchell points out, "the 

entire process depends on the seasoned, generous 

dlscrlmination of teachersv (cited in Wiggins, 1989, 

p. 19). 

4. Authentic assessment is committed to a holistic view of 

evaluation where tasks examine major concepts or "big 

ideas" rather than small bi ts of isolated informat ion. 

Wiggins (1992) points out that missing in many 

evaluation tools is the demand for judgment on the part 

of the student. 

Performance is not just doing simplistic tasks 
that cue us for the desired bi t of knowledge. 
It entails "putting it all together" with good 
judgment; good judgment cannot be tested through 
isolated, pat drills. (Wlggins, 1992, p. 28) 

5. Authentic assessment promotes self-evaluation as 

necessary not only to assist in gaining accurate 

information about the student, but as an integral 

element in the student's learnlng process. The 

evaluation process has traditionally been largely 

removed from the experience of the student. Not on1 y 

do students rarely take part in evaluating their own 



work, they frequently have little idea on what basis 

they have been assessed and therefore are unaware of 

what it is that they have to do in order to impr-ove. 

Wigglns (198Qa) writes: 

The true test of ability 'is to perform 
consistently well tasks whose criteria for 
success are known and valued. By contrast, 
questions on standardized tests are usually kept 
"secure," hidden from students and teachers, and 
they thus contradict the most basic conditions 
required for learning. (p. 706) 

Authentic assessment encourages students to work side-by 

side with the teacher in evaluating their efforts. Not 

only does the assessor take responsibility for making sure 

that the criteria and standards for assessment are clearly 

known ahead of time, she often will include the student in 

setting those same criteria and standards. The goal is to 

make the student an active participant in the evaluation 

process, so students are encouraged to monitor their 

progress and continually make adjustments as their work 

nears completion -- a characteristic of how professionals 

carry out their work. 

6. Authentic tasks are frequently collaborative in nature, 

because so much of what we want people to do requires 

varying degrees of group participation. The student 

and teacher collaborate on identifying criteria and 

standards of achievement, but the tasks themselves are 

marked by collaboration among students. Where 
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traditional assessment devices are marked by students 

working in relative isolation, authentic assessments 

are often characterized by communication and an 

atmosphere of cooperation. Group discussions in which 

the task is viewed from a number of perspectives are 
I 

encouraged and seen as integral parts of both the 

instructional and evaluative process. 

7. Authentic assessment is characterized by the variety of 

devices and tasks used to collect information about 

student achievement, and thus there is no one type of 

activity which can be pointed to as being typically 

authentic. The number of activities available for use 

as assessment tools is limited only by the number of 

real-world tasks associated with the field in question. 

4.4 CATEGORIES OF ALTERNATIVE ASSESSMENT 

Alternative assessment measures considered to be authentic 

vary tremendously, but generally fall into one of three 

categories: naturalistic assessment, performance 

assessment, and portfolio assessment. While such 

alternatlve forms of assessment are often authentic, they 

are not necessarily so, and their authenticity must still 

be judged on the basis of the criteria established earlier 

in this chapter. 



4.41 Naturalistic Assessment 

Naturalistic assessment is an Informal, non-standardized 

approach where information on a social situation 1s 

collected with a minimum of disturbance to the subjects 

(Norris, 1986, p. 141). Thus the teacher acting as 

participant-observer collects information about students 

whi le performing normal classroom duties. 

Information-gathering strategies include anecdotal records 

about actions and interactions of students, 

student-teacher conferences, and more systematic 

observations which might document the incidence of certain 

behaviours (Bailin et al., 1993, p. 33). 

What distinguishes naturalistic assessment from other 

approaches is its nonintrusive format; what distinguishes 

it from the everyday interactions a teacher has with 

students when monitoring their participation and level of 

understanding, is the systematic way in which the 

instructor looks for and records certain qualities and 

characteristics in the student (Case. 1992, p. 17). 

The advantage to this type of assessment is that since the 

student does not have a heightened sense of being 

evaluated, performance is likely to be more representative 

of what it would be in real-life contexts. In other 

words, motivation to perform we1 1 or poorly would be 

determined more by interaction with the task and the other 
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students than by a desire to score we1 1 on any particular 

assessment. This approach, then, is particularly useful 

in assessing the attitudes and dispositions of the student 

toward particular types of tasks. 

A disadvantage of this approach is 'that the teacher has 

reduced control over the direction of the assessment. The 

instructor may be seeking evidence of the student's 

ability to generate reasons to support a particular view, 

but for any number of reasons, the student may not 

actually take the opportunity to do so during the course 

of the class. Increased intervention on the part of the 

teacher may increase the focus of the assessment, but this 

moves it away from the fundamental characteristics of 

naturalistic assessment. 

4.42 Performance Assessment 

Performance assessment is a more structured approach to 

student evaluation where the performance of a feat or the 

creation of a product is the basis of assessment (Bai 1 in 

et al, 1993, p. 32). The tasks are more complex than 

those normally associated with traditional assessment 

instruments, and are rich in contextual detail. The aim 

is to make the assignment as meaningful and as close as 

possible to the types of tasks normally faced in the real 

world. Wiggins (1992) sees rich contextual detail as the 

key and explains: 



A context is rich if it supports multiple 
approaches, styles, and solutions and requires 
good judgments in achieving an effective result. 
One must please a real audience, make a design 
actually work, or achleve an aesthetlc effect 
that causes pride or dismay In the result. 

The test may be a contrivance, but it mustn't 
feel like one. ( p .  27) 

I 

The effectiveness of performance assessment can be 

measured by the degree to which the participants can 

forget that the task is an assessment instrument. It is 

successful to the degree that the participants accept the 

premises, constraints, and " feel of the chal lenge 

(Wiggins, 1992, p. 28) and work to meet the standards 

imposed by the activity itself. 

For this reason, any constraints which exist should be 

necessary to the task at hand rather than tied to the 

demands normally associated with school tests. Typical 

constraints might concern (a) time limitations, (b) access 

to reference materials, (c) access to other people such as 

peers, experts, and test designers or judges, and (d) 

prior knowledge of the tasks and how they wi 1 1  be judged 

(Wiggins, 1992, p. 30). Traditional tests require tighter 

constraints on access to reference material, for example. 

The recall nature of most history exams demands that 

students be denied the use of any documents while writing 

an exam, but this is clearly far from the manner in which 

real historians actually do their work. A performance 
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task in history would place limits on the students similar 

to those imposed on actual historians. 

Examples of performance tasks available to teachers are 

equal in number to the types of tasks people perform in 

their every-day lives. Debates, mbck trials, concerts, 

and athletic events are all activities which can form the 

basis of an authentic performance assessment. The 

product ion of a school newspaper or an art display, and 

the construction of a bookcase or a school museum can each 

be used to assess student performance in a particular 

field. 

What makes performance assessment particularly attractive 

is that it puts students face to face with the kinds of 

chal Ienges they would be expected to meet outside the 

classroom. Some school departments have long recognized 

that students' abilities are not measured best by isolated 

drills, but by performances. Athletic departments, for 

example, measure success by their own type of performance 

-- the game. Music departments ultimately do not measure 

achievement in the classroom, but in the auditorium. 

Drama departments recognlze that acting does not just 

involve the ability to memorize, or create facial 

expressions, or use body language, or project one's voice. 

It also involves a special kind of judgment which, when 
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judicious1 y appl ied, helps an actor ''put it a1 1 together" 

in a performance. 

Th ls approach to assessment recoyn lzes that dent. lsts, 

voters, writers, mothers, and gardeners are also expected 

to put it a11 together and structures assessment 

instruments which require this of students. 

4.43 Portfolio Assessment 

The portfolio approach to assessment Is patterned after 

the types of collections which artists, writers, and 

photographers compile as representative of their best 

work. It  basically involves the assessment of a number of 

samples of student work, col lected over a period of time 

representing as thoroughly as is necessary the full scope 

of work done by the student. 

The portfol io could contain samples of student work, 

teacher's observational notes, student self-evaluations, 

and collaborative (between student and teacher) progress 

notes (Valencia, 1990, p. 339). Items might include 

reading responses and reading logs, selected dai 1 y work, 

pieces of work at various stages of completion, tests, and 

audio or video tapes. 

Fisher (1992) sees portfolio assessment as a complex, 

multi-faceted tool flexible enough to be adapted to a 

variety of factors in the classroom. He has identified 
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three variables which form a framework for portfolio 

assessment: purpose/effect, context, and frame. Among the 

purposes (intended) and effects (unintended) of this type 

of assessment, he includes self-evaluation by the student, 

a focus on formative rather than surnrnative assessment, 

reflection, ease of reporting, and de-centring the 

classroom. 

Considerations such as the age, abilities, previous 

experiences, and attitudes of the students are a1 1 

components of the assessment's context. How and by whom 

the portfol io is to be assessed is another component of 

context, as is the school, the community, and the 

classroom itself. The context affects not only the 

structure or form of the portfol lo, but has to be taken 

into consideration when determining the purpose. 

The frame is essential 1 y the rules governing the creation 

of the portfolio including the extent to which the 

parameters themselves are established by the teacher or 

the student. Quest ions regarding select ion and number of 

included materials, organization of the portfolio, and 

method of assessment are a1 1 part of the frame. Fisher 

says that frame can be viewed as a continuum with a loose 

frame (great degree of student control ) at one end and a 

tight frame (great degree of teacher control > at. the 

other. 



The choices which can be made regarding each of these 

three variables give teachers a wide range of options in 

creatlng a portfol in suitable for their 13.3rt.icular 

c 1 assroom. What makes the portfolio particularly 

effective as an instrument of evaluation is the degree of 

student involvement it a1 lows. It views assessment as an 

integral part of instruction and encourages student 

participation in setting standards, monitoring progress, 

diagnosing strengths and weaknesses, and evaluating 

achievement according to relevant criteria. 

4.5 CAUTIONS REGARDING AUTHENTIC ASSESSMENT 

Despite the enthusiasm with which advocates embrace its 

use, authentic assessment brings with it several 

difficulties. The first is in the name itself. 

"Authentic" is not a neutral or value-free word, but a 

normative concept encompassing a set of assessment tasks 

with common characteristics and goals. There is danger, 

however, that all non-traditional or alternative 

assessment tasks be considered authentic, and that 

performance tasks, for example, automatically be used to 

replace other more traditional forms. "Authentic" implies 

a level of trustworthiness which cannot and should not 

automatically be assumed. As Bateson (1992,) points out: 

being labelled authentic does not carry with it 
immunity from careful examination. A l  1 
measurement techniques, including those labeled 



as authentic, should undergo rigorous 
verif ication and scrutiny for val idity and 
reliability considerations. (p. 5 )  

A second danger associated with the name is that labeling 

certain types of tests authentic implies that the 

remainder of tests are somehow inauthentic and theref ore 

not genuine, trustworthy, or reliable (Bateson, 1992, p. 

6; Peat, 1992, p. 52). This has caused the pendulum to 

swing away from nonauthentic evaluations to the point 

where much that is useful in those types of assessments is 

being discarded'out of hand. As Bateson points out, there 

has to be a melding of the positive elements of authentic 

measurement with proven measurement applications. 

4.6  SUMMARY 

While different authors have treated the notion of 

authentic assessment in slightly different ways, certain 

sal ient features were found to have gained general 

acceptance. Assessments are termed authentic if they are 

designed to be less artificial and more closely patterned 

after the challenges faced in real-life contexts. 

Ideal 1 y, chal lenges are patterned after the tasks experts 

perform in their particular fields. 

Several principles govern authentic assessments, namely 

that tasks should be < a >  embedded In real-world cont.exts, 

(b> meaningful to students, (c> an integral part of 



instruction, and (d> diagnost 

in nature. From these princ 

authenticity are extracted. 

ic, formative, and surnrnative 

iples a set of criteria for 

While there is no definite 

line dividing authentic from inauthentic tasks, 

assessments are authentic to the degree that these 

criteria are followed. 

Three categories of authentic assessments were identified, 

namely, naturalistic assessment, portfolio assessment, and 

performance assessment. The naturalistic approach was 

found to be particularly effective in picking up on 

critical thinking dispositions since through use of this 

method students are not as aware that they are being 

observed and therefore do not feel compelled to act out of 

character. Performance assessments are not new to music 

and physical education departments in schools, and give 

students chal lenges which pattern themselves close1 y af ter 

real-life tasks. Contextually rich, performance 

assessments are successful to the degree that the feel of 

the task a1 lows the student to forget that it is an 

assessment device. Portfolio assessments are patterned 

after the types of collections of artists, writers, and 

photographers. They generally contain various samples of 

student work and evaluations of various types. Portfolios 

were found to vary according to purpose/effect, context, 

and frame giving the teacher numerous options for 

designing a portfolio appropriate to particular students. 
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Despite enthusiasm on the part of authentic assessment 

advocates, cautions about uncritical use of the term were 

expressed. 



101 

5. AUTHENTIC ASSESSMENT AND CRITICAL THINKING 

The assessment of students' thinking is currently being 

undertaken using measures which are inadequate when he1 d 

up against the rich conception of critical thinking 

adopted in this thesis. Whi 1e mC11 tiple-choice tests, 

essay assignments, and the text-book assignments reviewed 

in Chapter 3 have their place in critical thinking 

assessment, they fail, on their own, to take into account 

essential features of the concept. 

Chapter 4 examined an alternative approach to assessment 

which holds much promise in broadening the array of 

assessment tasks at the disposal of the classroom teacher. 

In this final chapter, the potential of authentic 

assessment in evaluating critical thinking is more closely 

examined. In doing this, the three categories of 

assessment tasks outlined in Chapter 4 are evaluated. 

Naturalistic assessment, portfolio assessment, and 

performance assessment are each examined in terms of their 

effectiveness in evaluating student critical thinking. 

Naturalistic assessments are found to be effective in 

assessing critical thinking in unstructured or informal 

classroom settings and are judged useful in evaluating 

critical thinking dispositions. The naturalistic method 

of assessment also provides the teacher with information 

regarding the progress students make over time. 



Portfolio assessments provide valuable information about 

the progress students make in their reasoning, but also 

are the focal point of critical thought in themselves. 

Students can be involved in establishing criteria and 

standards for the portfolio itself and will be active in 

evaluating the items they declde to include. The 

portfolio is useful as a point of discussion for meetings 

with students and parents, once again giving students the 

opportunity of assessing the thinking demonstrated by 

their work. 

Performance assessment refers to student evaluation based 

on the completion of specially set, complex tasks (Case, 

1992). They are patterned after the kinds of tasks 

normal Iy performed by experts in any particular field or 

the kinds of challenges faced by people in their every-day 

1 ives. Performance tasks are unl ike the neat, tidy kinds 

of problems often found in textbooks or standardized tests 

in that they bring together a number of factors from a 

range of subject areas. Students are expected to make 

Judgments about various types of issues in the course of 

resolving the chal lenge. Two authentic performance 

challenges are examined in the chapter and features of 

authenticity are Identlfled in each. A student response 

to the latter challenge is posited and the response is 

analyzed for its critical content. 



5.1 NATURALISTIC ASSESSMENT 

Naturalistic assessment has been characterized as a 

purposeful, systematic, documented evaluation of students 

as they go about the normal activities of the classroom. 

It is far less intrusive than other forms of evaluation 

since the teacher's role primarily becomes one of 

observer/recorder. This type of assessment can take place 

in a broad range of classroom environments, and its 

effectiveness lies largely in the fact that the students' 

behaviour is not unduly altered by the assessment. Under 

these conditions, student responses to the activities of 

the classroom match more closely their responses to 

similar challenges in contexts outside of school. 

The demand for reasons is an integral part of critical 

thinking, and the classroom provides numerous 

opportun i t ies for teachers to assess the reasoning of the 

students. Students working on a group project, for 

example, will undoubtedly generate conflicting views on 

how to proceed. By observing the way in which opinions 

are defended, the teacher can assess the' quality of 

reasoning done by the participants and keep anecdotal 

records for use in student-teacher and parent-teacher 

conferences. Individuals who tend to provide adequate 

justification for their views or actions when working with 

their peers in the classroom are more 1 ikely to do the 



same with peers in other settings. By the same token, 

students who passionately defend irrational views in 

loosely controlled settings at school aren't likely to 

become more rational when they enter their own home or 

place of work. 

Naturalistic observations not only give valuable insight 

into students' ability to formulate sound arguments, they 

provide information about students' willingness to think 

critical 1 y. They are perhaps most effective in assessing 

the dispositional aspect of critical thinking. C 1 ass 

discussions, both formal and informal, are ideal times to 

assess a student's willingness to be open-minded -- to 

entertain opposing points of view and to adjust his views 

when the evidence warrants it. Controversial topics test 

students' tendency to withhold judgment and their 

commitment to bring good reasons to bear on an issue. 

This type of assessment also clearly identifies those 

students who participate in activities only when they 

sense that they are being evaluated. A student may 

construct a sound argument when involved in a formal 

debate, yet unless he also shows a willingness to involve 

himself in the exchange of ideas in the normal operation 

of the classroom, one can question whether his ability to 

reason will be used in his daily activities as a citizen. 
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Dispositional qualities can effectively be recorded by 

using checklists which identify key traits and attributes. 

A teacher might have a record sheet for each student, for 

example, and make notations either durlng the class or 

immediately thereafter. What is key to this method, 

however, is that the assessment take place over time. 

One-shot naturalistic assessments are no more authentic 

than one-shot multiple choice exams, and to judge a 

student's ability to reason based on one class discussion, 

or to assess an individual's willingness to entertain 

opposing viewpoints based on one observation is both 

unfair and unreliable. 

This method of assessment is not only useful in the 

classroom, it is ideally suited for settings beyond the 

schoolgrounds. Student interactions with peers, teachers, 

and professionals on field trips, for example, provide 

sound information about students' critical thinking in a 

variety of contexts. I had the opportunity of traveling 

to California by bus with a high school band and choir 

this year, and gained new respect for a girl whose friend 

had an a1 lergic reaction to something while sight-seeing 

along the San Francisco waterfront. Though relatively 

quiet and unassuming in class, she took charge of the 

situation, got help for her friend, and reasoning 

correctly that the band leader and I were more 1 ikely to 

be eating than shopping, found us holed up in a seafood 
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restaurant. My assessment of her ability and willingness 

to think critically in-action has changed. 

The strength of this form of assessment is also its 

weakness. The fact that students have free reign to 

become as involved in critical ac'tivity as they wish 

improves the validity of the assessment, while at the same 

time reducing its focus. We might all wish to find out 

how students react to a particular crisis, but not 

everyone in the class will be in the right place 2 

right time, and we are unlikely to find someone will 

go into allergic shock in order to help us. 

dispositional qualities and a degree of critical th 

t the 

ng to 

While 

nk i ng 

ability can effectively be evaluated by this method, more 

focused evaluations must be made using other instruments. 

5.2 PORTFOLIO ASSESSMENT 

The portfol lo approach is more structured and often more 

teacher-directed than naturalistic forms of assessment, 

but like naturalistic methods, gives valuable information 

about students' critical thinking. The direction or focus 

of the portfolio is clearly laid out ahead of time. In a 

portfolio where the criteria are set by the teacher (a 

tighter frame), the student could be instructed, for 

example, to include a piece of written work which 

contained a sustained argument about a particular issue. 
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The student might decide to include an essay which could 

then be used to assess the student's ability to justify a 

particular point of view. The student could also be asked 

to include a wrltteri critique of an artlcle shez'd read, an 

evaluation of a political speech or a party platform, a 

chart highlighting key differences between political 

ideologies, an evaluation of a classmate's oral 

presentat ion, and a sel f-evaluat ion of her term project. 

Each of the items would meet criteria which would 

themselves match course objectives. Upon completion, the 

portfolio provides a cross-sectional view of the student's 

quality of thinking in a variety of tasks. Errors in 

judgment on one assignment are balanced by sound reasoning 

in others, giving the teacher a mu1 ti-dimensional view of 

student achievement. Unlike one-shot evaluations, this 

method provides a much fuller account of student thinking 

ability. 

Student weaknesses in areas of reasoning are more easi 1 y 

identified in portfolios than in naturalistic assessments 

since the criteria can be set to make similar requests in 

different contexts. A student who fails to distinguish 

fact from value claims, for example, would make this type 

of error on several assignments and make identification of 

the problem that much easier. This again assists teachers 

in distinguishing between cases of poor thinking which are 
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out of character, and those which are representative of 

the student's everyday performance. 

In addition to providing a broad view of student 

achievement in different types of assignments, portfolios 

can produce an accurate assessment 'of student work over 

time. Essential to monitoring progress toward long-term 

goals, this feature of the portfolio can be util ized in a 

variety of ways. One method would be to give the same 

type of assignment at different times of the year, and 

then to compare the results. Students might be asked at 

three points in a semester to respond to newspaper 

articles exhibiting faulty reasoning and to include each 

of the three in their portfolio. If the articles were 

carefully selected, the assignments could provide an 

excellent assessment of the students' improving ability to 

critique poorly structured arguments. Assignments could 

also increase in difficulty over the course of the term, 

and the resulting portfolio would again provide evidence 

of the student's thinking progress. Used in this way, 

portfolios are seen not as final judgments, but as 

checkpoints on the way to a larger goal. 

Thus far I have examined portfolios and their role in 

providing collections or samples of student products. 

Portfolios have another function, however, in that they 

themselves can become the object of student critlcal 



thought. Portfolios with a loose frame can afford 

students the opportunity of producing the list of items to 

be included in the assessment, for example. Wlthln 

general guidelines outlining the number and variety of 

assignments, (eight assignments, four from each semester, 

not more than four essays) students can be instructed to 

select samples of what they consider to be their best 

work, and include a set of criteria by which they have 

made their selections. The thinking therefore does not 

end once the Individual assignments have been completed, 

but continues as students determine the best criteria to 

use and decide which samples of their work fit those 

criteria. The accompanying list of criteria can also be 

quite revealing in that students will have to justify 

their selections on the basis of their conception of "good 

The portfolio can also be used as a focal point for a 

student/teacher conference. Students can reflect on work 

done at various points of the term and can themselves 

single out areas of progress as we1 1 as those requiring 

improvement. The student in this way retains a sense of 

ownership over her work, and takes responsibility for 

evaluating her own thinking -- an important component of 

Paul's strong sense of critical thinking. 
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The effectiveness of the portfolio as a means of assessing 

student thinking is limited primarily by the quality of 

its contents. It  can be used to assess as wide a range of 

critical thinking competencies as the assignments it 

contains, but it also provides a structure for assessing 

particular strengths and weaknesses, for establishing 

overall reasoning, for monitoring progress over time, and 

for fostering reflection and self evaluation. 

5.3 PERFORMANCE ASSESSMENT 

Designers of critical thinking performance tasks strive to 

create challenges which force students to imitate as 

closely as possible the work and thinking of experts. 

Thus, performance tasks are characterized by their close 

match to the kinds of performances and products produced 

by experts in a particular field. What characterizes 

such tasks is the fact that, unlike the short answer 

textbook assignments reviewed in chapter 3, these tasks 

integrate a range of competencies into one critical 

challenge. They a1 low educators to watch students 

collect evidence, construct arguments, and take action as 

they tackle questions which are ambiguous rather than neat 

and tidy (Wiggins, 1989a). With authentic performance 

tasks, the reasoning element is built into the assignment. 
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A high school history teacher, wishing to assess her 

students' critical thlnking in a history context might, 

for example, wish to reinforce the idea t.hat hIstorica1 

events are always perceived and recorded from a particular 

perspective. She could identify three perspectives1 of 

the War of 1812 -- the Canadian, the British, and the 

American -- and have the class come up with three 

different newspapers representing the three different 

perspectives. To ensure that students view events from 

each of the perspectives, individual students would be 

asked to contribute articles on select events to each of 

the three papers, ensuring that they saw the event from 

each of the points of view. They would be expected to (a> 

locate sources which support each perspective, (b> present 

facts In such a way as to promote particular perspectives, 

and (c> avoid obvious distortions of widely accepted 

facts. 

One factor which makes this activity a critlcal challenge 

is that it places the students in the position of having 

to view events and make judgments from different points of 

view. Students are forced to make Judgments about 

historical claims -- which claims would have come out of 

the British camp, for example, or which ones would have 

been disputed by the Upper Canadians. They will reach 

conclusions about who would have been considered a 

re1 iable witness and whose testimony woula have been 



112 

ignored. They will also have to come to a determination 

about the role of the newspaper in deciding what is "news" 

under certain conditions. Judgments will be made about 

which version of an event should be reported, which 

stories should receive front page coverage, and which ones 

should be buried in the back. Headlines will be written, 

pictures will be produced, and decisions wi1 1 be made 

about article length and type size based on judgments 

about their effectiveness in presenting a particular 

perspective on the event. 

There is no clear 1 ine between tasks which are authentic 

and those which are not, so rather than making a definite 

judgment about the authenticity of a task, it is more 

useful to identify features which are included to increase 

the authenticity of the project. This particular task is 

made more authentic by giving editorial control of the 

papers to the students. They can, for example, decide 

which particular community each paper will represent, and 

can include stories with a local flavour. The additional 

research this requires gives them insight into the values 

of each community, as well as increasing the depth of 

their judgments about how the different communities would 

have perceived events of the war. The teacher is involved 

throughout the project by reinforcing standards, 

maintaining focus, and introducing questions which move 

students into areas they have not yet considered. This 
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involvement also gives the teacher an excellent 

opportunity to make observations of students' thinking in 

a non-threatening, collaborative environment. 

The long-term, multi-faceted nature of such an assignment 

increases its authenticity by fording students to use 

judgment in putting it all together. Unforeseen 

difficulties associated with locating information, working 

with classmates, and organizing the paper itself broaden 

the range of judgments the students make. It gives them 

the opportunity to formulate an idea, evaluate the result, 

and make changes as the project nears completion. They 

evaluate their own work and the work of others; they 

defend their own views and learn to accommodate the views 

of their classmates in an environment where the standards 

of good thinking are chal 1 enged and reinf orced by the1 r 

peers and their teacher. 

Providing a real audience for such tasks increases their 

authenticity. While producing the papers for their 

classmates and the teacher might provide sufficient 

motivation for some students, having the newspapers 

printed in larger quantities and distributed around the 

school, or sold as part of a larger Canadian hlstory 

museum display adds another dimension to the assignment. 

Finished products can also be placed in the regular 

library collection to increase readership and leave 



114 

students with the feel ing that the work they are doing is 

of importance to a wider range of people. 

Authentic tasks begin to blur the boundary between 

instruction and evaluation, and increasing the 

authenticity of the task makes it ah even more effective 

tool for both teaching and evaluating critical thinking. 

While it is possible to have students interpret events 

from different perspectives in an essay assignment, 

placing the assignment in a newspaper context adds 

interest to the task and calls for judgments less 1 ikely 

to be demanded by an essay. Practical details such as 

article length, audience, and page layout muddy the task 

enough that new critical judgments will be required of the 

writer. The task requires students to demonstrate both 

the generative and the evaluative dimensions of critical 

thinking, and also gives the teacher f irst-hand 

information about students' critical thinking dispositions 

-- their willingness to act on the basis of reasons, their 

consideration of differing points of view, and their 

wi 1 1  ingness to take or change positions when reasons or 

evidence demand it. 

As was discussed in Chapter 2, critical thinking is Judged 

according to various relevant standards. Critical 

thinking is not just the lock-step application of a series 

of mental moves, nor is it one's arrival at. a 



reasons which meet the criteria of good thi 

particular context. Attempts to find neutral 

contexts for test questions are not often he 

what counts as good thinking varies from one 
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predetermined correct answer. An individual's thinking is 

critical to the degree that her judgments are supported by 

nking in a 

or general 

lpful since 

context to 

another. For this reason, it is vital that students' 

thinking is assessed in varied contexts which themselves 

are thought to be important. Tasks need to be embedded in 

contexts which are considered to be of educational value. 

Unfortunately , not a1 1 students care about what educators 

care about, and therefore the challenge in creating 

authentic challenges is to design tasks which test 

thinking in educationally valuable areas while including 

contextual elements which capture students' imagination. 

This may not always be possible. It Is, for example, 

quite likely that some students care little about elther 

the War of 1812 or newspapers, and are as difficult to 

motivate on this assignment as they would when asked to 

write an essay. This does not negate the usefulness of 

such a project, but It does point out the importance of 

using a variety of measures when assessing student 

thinking. The student's capacity to think well will not 

be tapped by every assignment, but increasing the variety 

of chal lenges will increase the 1 ikel ihood that each 

individual will at some point be engaged by his work. 



Most high school students are introduced to a variety of 

forms of persuasive writing at some point. While many 

will see the political application of propaganda 

techniques to be of little consequence in their lives, 

most will recognize these tactics' when placed in an 

advertising context. As an assessment of their ability to 

identify and think through persuasive techniques in 

advertising, the class might be given the task of 

comparing the competing claims of four different stereo 

outlets. To add authenticity to the task, students would 

assume that they were in the market for new sound 

equipment and work under the following guidelines: 

a> they would be given a hypothetical budget; 

b) they would be restricted to purchasing sound 

equipment, but could purchase any combinat ion of 

components they wished; 

c> they would be given a reasonable amount of tlme 

within which to make their choice; 

d> they would be required to go to the stores and 

talk to the salespeople as if actually making a 

purchase ; 

e) they would be encouraged to go beyond 

price-comparing in making their selections; 

f )  they would compare their findings with the claims 

of the advertisements; 
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f) their findings would be published in the school 

newspaper. 

The assignment would be evaluated on the basis of the 

depth of the investigation and the soundness of the 

reasoning. Questions which a teacher might ask in 

evaluating such an assignment would include: 

1. Did the student take important factors into 

consideration when evaluating advertising claims 

and making a 'purchase'? 

2. Did she depend on reliable sources when making her 

judgments? 

3. Was she reasonable in determining the relative 

importance of different factors or did she 

uncritically give all factors equal weight? 

4. Were her methods of investigating the advertising 

claims adequate and uniform from store to store, 

or were there inconsistencies in her strategies? 

5. Did her inquiry appear to be balanced and fair, or 

was their evidence that she favored one store from 

the outset? 

Student reactions to such an assignment would vary, but a 

critically thinking student might respond in the following 

manner. An assessment of the response might look at 



evidence of critica 

strategies. 

11 8  

1 del iberations, dispositions, and 

1. The student collects advertisements from various 

newspapers and flyers ensuring that she has 

information on each of 'the stores she is 

investigating. 

(Disposition: Attempts to be well informed.) 

2. She makes initial comparisons between the 

advertisements and begins to organize the claims 

made by the different stores. For example, some 

stores may focus on their low prices whi le others 

may highlight their after-sales service. 

(Critical deliberation: begins systematic analysis of 

different arguments. Strategy: breaks complex 

issue into organized parts.) 

3. She speaks to different school-mates who have 

recently purchased sound equipment. One student 

makes mention of having gone to one of the stores 

to purchase a sale item but having left with a 

more expensive component after finding out that 

the sale item was an older model. She decides to 

speak to the manager to find out if most sale 

items are less desirable models or if her friend's 

experience was unusual. 
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(Disposition: Open-mindedness - withholds judgment. 

Critical deliberation: recognizes that one 

instance provides insufficient evidence on which 

to base conclusion; determines credlblllty on the 

basis of responsibility and expertise.) 
I 

4. She decides to price-shop by phone, but after 

contacting each of the stores, she real izes that 

comparing advertised prices is virtually 

impossible since many advertised products are 

"house" models not sold by the stores' 

competitors. She decides to speak to a friend of 

her father's who is a sound engineer. After their 

meeting, she compiles a list of essential features 

she is going to look for when purchasing a stereo. 

(Disposition: changes a position when evidence 

demands it; focuses on relevant information. 

Critical deliberation: recognizes that independent 

variables must remain constant in order for valid 

comparisons to be made; recognizes that vested 

interests make store employees less reliable about 

certain judgments than an impartial expert) 

5. After speaking to sales people at each of the 

stores, she realizes that differences in price can 

result from factors other than differences In 

equipment. She then compiles a 1 ist of other 



contributing factors, and after thinking over the 

advice offered her at the stores, arranges them in 

order of importance. 

(Disposition: strives to be impartial and 

well-informed. Critical deliberation: recognizes 

that a conclusion based on one factor is not 

enough; recognlzes that judgments need to be based 

on information from a11 concerned parties when 

impartial experts are not available; formulates 

questions which clarify and challenge; makes 

judgments on the basis of sound reasons.) 

6. She takes the notes and 1 ists which she has 

compiled and compares them with the advertisements 

she's collected. She realizes that the 

advertisements focus on factors which make the 

stores look good, but often fail to mention 

mitigating factors like limited quantities, old 

stock, or restrictive warranties which make the 

'specials' less special. She also realizes that 

some of the advertisements imply certain things 

without really making them explicit. 

(Disposition: pays close attention to detail. 

Critical deliberation: analyzes the evidence and 

recognizes contradictory claims; recognizes and 

identifies techniques of persuasion; makes 

critical judgments about actions and intentions) 



7. Using her hierarchy of factors as a guide, she 

types out her report making sure that her 

evaluations and recommendations are well 

supported. Realizing that she failed to get 

information about warranties from one of the 

stores, she qualifies her conclusions and mentions 

the oversight in her report. 

(Disposition: commitment to basing conclusions an 

sufficient evidence; commitment to intellectual 

honesty. Critical deliberation: balancing factors 

of varying kinds against one another while making 

a critical judgment; deciding on a course of 

action based on good reasons.) 

While dlfferent students will react in dlfferent ways to 

such a task, the foregoing analysis provides an indication 

of the kind of critical response such an activity might 

generate. Recognition of persuasive techniques such as 

emphasizing or exaggerating favourable characteristics, 

downplaying or ignoring unfavourable features, using 

persuasi ve 1 anguage , and mak i ng vague promises has 

appl ication in a number of areas, and is of considerable 

educational value. Investigating such techniques in a 

meaningful context, directed at a real audience, within 

nonarbitrary 1 imits is at the root of this assignment's 

authenticity and its relevance to students. Many high 

school students are faced with making decisions about such 
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purchases, and this type of task assesses the students' 

ability to critically evaluate certain written claims 

while weighing the relative values of different types of 

criteria -- price, quality, service, maintenance, 

reputation, etc. -- in a context that is meaningful. 

Assignments such as this one may ultimately be contrived, 

but they needn't feel like it. Students can take a 

number of approaches to completing the task, but the 

assessment of their work is based on the qua1 ity of the 

investigation and the judgments made along the way rather 

than on arriving at a "correct" answer. 

This type of assignment also addresses the generative 

aspect of critical thinking. Having students generate 

criteria by which to judge advertising claims is clearly 

quite a different matter from selecting relevant ones from 

a list, for example, and the act of production mirrors 

more closely what people must do in real life. The 

judgments made in these less well-defined contexts are 

more difficult, but the weighing of various factors is a 

critical challenge which effectively assesses critlcal 

thinking. Authentic tasks provide opportunities for 

students to become vitally involved in important issues, 

but they also allow students to remain on the periphery of 

such activity. It is precisely this flexibility which 

gives authentic assessments their effectiveness in 

measuring the dispositional aspect of students' thinking. 
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Their willingness to take risks, their tendency toward 

involvement, and their drive to bring evidence to bear on 

their own and others' beliefs are assessed effectively in 

the atmosphere characteristic of authentic tasks. 

5.4 SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS: AUTHENTIC ASSESSMENT AND 

CRITICAL THINKING 

While authentic assessment is not a critical thinking 

panacea, it can play an integral part in assessing student 

thinking. Whereas student knowledge and understanding of 

specific aspects, terms, and strategies can effectively be 

tested using objective measures such as multiple choice 

tests, the complex nature of critical thinking demands 

that additional, more comprehensive evaluation measures 

are needed. While student reasoning can adequately be 

assessed using the essay format the types of 

judgments-in-act ion made by individuals on a dai 1 y basis 

are not addressed by that format. And while textbook 

programs which promote critical thinking as an educational 

goal provide tasks within educationally sound contexts, 

many of the activ,ities don't provide an adequate fit to 

the ill-structured and complex issues most people face 

every day. Making assessment tasks more authentic 

addresses these concerns. An assessment array which 

includes a combination of naturalistic, portfolio and 

performance measures will evaluate those features of 
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critical thinking not adequately measured by other 

methods. 

Those who adopt more authentic measures for classroom use 

must, however, use caution. For one thing, both the 

design and ultimate grading of student work in such 

assessments require a substantial amount of expertise and 

judgment on the part of the teacher. The use of authentic 

assessments in the evaluation of student thinking not only 

requires that teachers are knowledgeable about critical 

thinking, it demands intensive staff development to ensure 

that teachers have a good understanding of the principles 

and criteria of authentic assessment. Unllke more 

objective tests, authentic assessments measure the 

critical thinking of the teacher, and judgments about 

student thinking are limited by the judgment of the person 

doing the grading. 

Time constraints will also severely test the resolve of 

teachers wishing to increase the authenticity of 

assessment tasks. Both the planning and the completion of 

such tasks is more time-consuming, threatening those areas 
L 

of the curriculum where breadth rather than depth drives 

instructional practice. Designing a newspaper takes far 

more time than writing an essay, and analysing the 

practices of stereo outlets Isn't done as quickly as 

memorizing a list of persuasive techniques, so the 
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benefits of assessing authentically will have to be 

weighed against the losses in coverage. 

It should also be remembered that authenticity is only one 

of many educational values. A realistic and possibly the 

most efficient approach to purchasing a stereo might be to 

get a knowledgable friend or relative to do it for you, 

yet this method would fail to meet certain important 

educational goals. Having the student work through the 

problems herself and placing constraints on her to ensure 

that educational aims are met will in many cases override 

the benefits of strict authenticity. 

A final comment centres on the nature of authenticity. As 

has been mentioned previously, there is no definite line 

between authentic and inauthentic measures. The 

authenticity of an assessment is a matter of degree, and 

has a great deal to do with the purpose of the evaluation. 

Case (1992) observes that under the right circumstances, 

any form of evaluation can be an authentic assessment. He 

points out that "a timed mu1 tiple-choice test of general 

knowledge may be the most authentic measure of the ability 

to succeed at 'Jeopardy' or at some other quiz show" (p. 

22). Conversely, the most richly conceived, elaborate 

assessment instrument wou 1 d be i nauthent i c i f app 1 i ed to 

the wrong purpose. This thesis, while providing 

justification for the use of authentic assessments in 
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evaluating critical thinking, is not suggesting that other 

methods be discarded out of hand. Authent ic assessments 

need to be added to teachers' repertoires of assessment 

instruments to meet more effectively the demands of 

critical thinking evaluation. The adequate assessment of 

students' ability to reason well ultimately depends not 

upon the use of one particular assessment device, but upon 

the teacher's use of good judgment in selecting from a 

variety of evaluation measures those which best suit her 

educational purposes. 



NOTES 

CHAPTER TWO 

Critical thinking is more than Just the evaluation of 
arguments that happen to come our way; it includes both 
the inclination and the ability to search out 
considerations that are relevant to an issue. The 
ultimate objective in critical thinking is not to grade 
another's argument, but to determine whether to belleve 
or do what that person would have us believe or do. 
This is a task that sometimes begins only after we have 
appraised the argument we've been given. 

2. McPeck claims that as such it is impossible to 
distinguish critical thinking from "intelligen~e~~. 

3. "Distinguishing relevant from Irrelevant information'l 
is one of the critical skills listed in Beyer (1988). 

4. These examples are taken from Ennis/s list of critical 
thinking abilities (1985, p. 46). 

5. Paul (1985) questions whether blindly memorized true 
belief can even be considered knowledge at all (p 

CHAPTER 3 

1. See Moore & Parker (1986>, "Exercises", for examp 

2. Level X is an easier test, primarily designed for use 
in junior and senior high school and first year college 
while Level Z is geared for university level students 
and adults. 

CHAPTER 5 

1. This assignment creates a dilemma which the teacher and 
students would have to resolve. The Native perspective 
is missing, but not out of oversight. Native people 
did not communicate through newspapers and including a 
paper which presented the Native perspective in the 
assignment would detract from the authenticity of the 
task. Simply ignoring that perspective would reinforce 
what many history textbooks have done over the years, 
so the class would have to decide how best to present 
the Native view while keeping the feel of the task 
authentic. 
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