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Learning School Project 5 (LS5) Team 2014 

The lead pair for this project were Lorraine O’Loughlin and Máire O’Brien, supported by Principal, Norma 

O’Brien. 

Coláiste Mhuire, Askeaton - A Brief History 

In 1940 Mrs. Polly O’Mahony and Miss Nora Duggan (later Mrs. Hawkes) established St. Mary’s Secondary 

School, a lay co-educational secondary school. In doing so they were continuing a tradition of education in 

Askeaton that stretched back over two hundred years. In 1994, as part of an amalgamation process, St. 

Mary’s Secondary School came under the patronage of County Limerick VEC and Coláiste Mhuire was 

established.   

School Profile 

Coláiste Mhuire is a co-educational community college which caters for over 500 students. The Board of 

Management is responsible for the overall running which represents the partners in education. Coláiste 

Mhuire provides a broad curriculum offering seventeen examination subjects at Leaving Certificate level 

along with three non examination subjects. At Junior Cycle it offers sixteen examination subjects and three 

non examination subjects. It also offers Transition Year which is optional. 

The school has practiced a culture of reflective practice since the introduction of SDPI in 2000 and in an 

informal manner long before. All departments are involved in self evaluation through subject department 

planning. School management are very supportive of continuing professional development of staff and 

there is an ethos of learning fostered through projects such as Learning Schools. 
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Introduction 

Many teachers appreciate the importance of developing the Critical Thinking skills of their students yet 

they themselves are unfamiliar with the pedagogical approaches for teaching Critical Thinking. Teachers 

rely on instructional support, i.e. In-service Training from the Education Centres or online resources, and 

this can prove to be time consuming for teachers to translate generic teaching strategies into Critical 

Thinking lessons related to their course content. The purpose of this project is to review an under-utilized 

source of discipline specific instructional resources for teaching Critical Thinking. Critical Thinking, as it 

pertains to teaching and learning, can be considered an open-minded process of discovery and 

understanding, analysis and application, synthesis and evaluation. Thinking critically is one thing; however 

being able to teach it can be quite another.  

Critical Thinking is an approach to teaching that allows students to make sense of content. Students learn 

to analyse and evaluate the content and then to apply it to their learning and hopefully their lives outside 

of the classroom. The process requires teachers to ask specific questions in order to elicit Critical Thinking 

responses from students. Since many teachers have no formal training in how to teach critical thinking, we 

felt they would need support in developing effective learning activities to cultivate the Critical Thinking 

skills of their students. Therefore, as part of Coláiste Mhuire’s longitudinal study for the Learning Schools 

Project, it was decided that the LSP5 would focus on the embedding of knowledge gained through the two 

previous LSP projects on “Effective Group Work Strategies” and “Towards Critical Thinking” in the new 

school policy for Teaching & Learning. LSP4 “Towards Critical Thinking” acts as a literature review to the 

study. 

The methodologies used were peer-led CPD and staff mentoring. Through an initial CPD session, teachers 

were introduced to a range of pedagogical practices and methodologies for teacher’s instructional methods 

in the classroom. We developed a ‘Quick Start Guide’ which was supplied to all members of staff at a 

tailored in-service within the school. Subsequently, this was followed with a Pop-Up Workshop to answer 

any outstanding questions and resolve any unforeseen issues. We developed a comprehensive kit of 

resources to assist teachers and we supplied this kit to the teachers directly involved in trialling the project. 

The lessons were effective and teachers reported that students were beginning to transfer these skills 

between their subjects.  
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Rationale  

What characterises an “A” student? Perhaps it is the capacity for thoughtful and critical reflectivity. 

Reflective learning goes beyond active and experiential learning to explore what has been experienced in 

order to extend understanding.  Reflective learning is Meta cognitive because it addresses the important 

“why” and “what if” and it is essential for independent, lifelong learning. If students are to become 

sophisticated learners, they must have the essential basic skills (e.g. thinking, study, research, writing, 

presentation). Our Learning Schools Project 4 focused on introducing students to the skills and knowledge 

required to think critically.  Our Learning Schools Project 5 is a continuation of LSP4 and it was designed to 

further clarify the criteria for thinking critically. Our aim was to embed such criteria deeper so as to enable 

students to cultivate habits of mind which would enable them to make sense of their learning experience. 

We wanted to teach students to ask reflective questions, to check assumptions and to make informed 

choices. This would require students to take responsibility continuously for their own learning by 

continuously re-assessing and adapting their learning.  

Aims 

The immediate aim of our LSP5 study was to provide direct continuity with our LSP3 and LSP4 projects 

‘Effective Group Work Strategies’ and ‘Towards Critical Thinking – A Case Study’ with the primary objective 

of embedding Critical Thinking theory and skills in the delivery of lessons using Group Work methodologies. 

Therefore our first aim was to assist teachers to teach Critical Thinking by providing them with innovative 

teaching ideas, resources, methodologies and strategies in particular group work for delivering lessons at 

all levels but particularly for the new Junior Cycle Student Award. Critical thinking lends itself incredibly well 

to the new Key Skills and statements of learning.  

Secondly, the project was created to assist and inform the development of our Whole School Teaching and 

Learning Policy (WSE Recommendation).  

Thirdly, we hoped that the study would encourage teachers to reflect on their own classroom practice and 

interrogate their methodologies.  

Finally, the project was designed to promote the development of students’ confidence in self-evaluation by 

emphasising the value of their ideas/views and by allowing them the opportunity to form independent 

judgements. We also wanted to help pupils to learn how to describe as objectively as possible with their 

own perceptions and views on particular topics. Resources such as the Critical Thinking Word Mat were 

designed to assist them with this.  



6 
 

Furthermore, to be truly successful, students must learn to reflect. Critical Thinking permits students to 

become accustomed to associating successful learning with reflection on learning.   

Connecting Our Classrooms- ‘The Box’  

‘The Box’ is a simple resource designed by the LSP lead pair (originally as part of LS4) to introduce students 

to the concept of Critical Thinking. It is a practical play on the much hackneyed but nonetheless descriptive 

phrase ‘to think outside the box’.  ‘The Box’ is intended as an interactive teaching tool. It consists of a cube 

template printed on light card. Students cut out the template and assemble the Box. Before constructing 

the Box, the students write phrases on the inside of the box such as, ‘I never question anything’ and the 

outside of the box they write phrases such as ‘I can think for myself.’ We found that this lesson was most 

effective when taught through Group Work. Group Work by its very nature encourages discussion and the 

exchange of ideas and opinions amongst students. ‘The Box’ resource used in conjunction with the Group 

Work teaching methodology provides an effective means of enabling students to grasp the essence of what 

we were endeavoring to convey to them. 

Staff Presentation  

At a staff meeting of we made a presentation to our colleagues where we outlined the aims and objectives 

of this year’s LSP5 project. We did this by means of a detailed presentation to staff using the software Prezi. 

Niamh Hogan, a member of the LSP3 team, also gave a short presentation on Group Work. We then 

provided every member of staff with a selection of resources for their classrooms including a Bloom’s 

Taxonomy Chart and Posters with the main steps in effective Group Work. Prior to the meeting, we asked 

for volunteers to trial the project in their classrooms. Four Subject teachers came on board initially for this 

part of the project and subsequent to the presentation one more department joined. We provided each of 

these with a pack “Connecting Our Classrooms Resource Box” containing all the resources they would 

require and a set of guidelines to assist them along the way. The Principal also supplied each volunteering 

teachers an iPad to help them make the most efficient use of their time. 

Pop-Up Workshop  

Prior to the commencement of the action phase of the project, we gave a commitment to colleagues to 

hold a Pop-Up Workshop. The Pop-Up Workshop was a CPD initiative suggested by our Principal. This was 

held to answer questions, tease out issues, find solutions to unforeseen problems and generally be a 

vehicle of encouragement and support to colleagues. All members of staff were invited and the vast 

majority paid a visit. The Work Shop was designed to be informal and relaxing. Tea, coffee and food items 

were provided. The room was laid out like a domestic sitting room. People came in, sat around a table and 

chatted. There were some very interesting and animated discussions on various aspects of education. The 
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Pop-Up Workshop provided an excellent platform for staff to engage in professional dialogue on the school 

site in a comfortable and relaxing environment.  

Level of Complexity – Bloom’s Taxonomy 

There are clearly various kinds of learning. Bloom’s taxonomy identifies, in ascending order, knowledge, 

comprehension, analysis, evaluation and creation. To master this in a true sense, involves the grasp of 

higher-order concepts which go beyond the lower-order skills of acquisition and retention of facts. This 

must be clearly kept in mind and clarified with students, and lessons should be designed to achieve this. To 

develop higher-order thinking skills in our lessons, also should require critical responses from students at 

this level. Spoon-feeding and setting tasks which demand merely rote-learning, for instance, are unhelpful 

when trying to instil these skills among our students. A Bloom’s Taxonomy Chart was prepared and given to 

every member of staff to use and refer to in their classrooms. The 5 subject teachers would design their 

lessons/ units of work around this order of thinking. 

Participants  

One of the main objectives of the study was to understand and empower teachers to embed and design 

critical thinking processes in their own classroom teaching. There were a number of criteria that 

participants needed to be aware of before committing to the study. Conditions for involvement in the 

project, was circulated, by our Principal, on a Memo via staff email and our virtual register, E-portal. This 

included designing four lessons (minimum) with video footage or photographs. Teachers would also be 

required to complete an evaluation and reflection sheet of their experience and observations of the 

lessons. 60 second recorded interviews were conducted 3 weeks after the participants submitted their 

accomplished criteria. Five teachers registered for the project which included English, Maths, Home 

Economics, Science and Geography.  

Interviews 

The purpose of the interviews was to uncover each participant’s educational experience, factors which 

shape their pedagogical decisions and their perceptions of students needs. The goal of the interviews was 

to discover how each subject leader thought about teaching and learning in general, their experiences with 

Critical thinking resources from the critical thinking box provided and how they had used it in their 

classroom planning. They were encouraged to talk freely and share their opinions. Besides the interviews, 

the researcher also spoke informally with teachers regularly about their lessons and what they had planned 

for upcoming classes.  
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Smart Technology 

Our Principal therefore, played an instrumental role in supporting the overall project. She presented the 

project leaders with an IPad and suggested that all subject department leaders that volunteered to 

participate, would be afforded the use of an IPad, thus, enabling teachers to record lessons and student 

voice easily. It also meant that teachers could supervise students using the IPad to research relevant 

information needed for their proposed lessons. Participants, however, were not made aware of this 

additional benefit until they had fully committed to the study.  

Results 

In order to ensure our resources for staff, the staff presentation and pop up work shop was successful, it 

was imperative to survey staff on their needs and perceptions on Critical thinking pedagogies.  

Findings 

Five teachers, from various subject departments, were asked to critically evaluate their lessons based on 

their observations and reflections using a Critical thinking scaffold evaluation sheet. This was modelled on 

Harvard’s Project Zero, by Professor David Perkins. The evaluation was divided into four sections Focus of 

Content, Engagement of Students, Depth of Work and Presence of Thinking. Two questions were used to 

guide each section and participants then had to rate and explain their experience in this area. A scale was 

used to rate the evaluation criteria. From 1= not very apparent to 5= strongly evident. Teachers were also 

asked to justify and provide evidence to support their rating. Finally, participants had to reflect on how 

their particular lesson, unit, or task might be further enhanced for future developments or year groups. No 

names will be mentioned for anonymity purposes. Participants have been given letters to reveal their 

responses.  

Focus of Content 

Question 1- In this lesson/unit of work/task, the focus is connected to central ideas in the subject area. 

Participant A felt that activating “prior knowledge” was key to logical thinking. They stated that 

“Incorporating Blooms Taxonomy to the lesson did serve to increase student’s awareness of how they 

should be thinking during the lesson – they were more aware of the levels of thought involved in Critical 

Thinking.” Participant B outlined that the lesson objective was made explicit from the beginning “from the 

outset of the lesson students were given two specific Learning Outcomes”.  

Question 2- In this lesson/unit of work/task, the work is focused on developing well articulated 

understanding. It is relatively clear what understandings are to be developed as a result of doing the work. 

Participant C felt that by using higher and lower order questions they “established various levels of 
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understanding and to ensure that differentiation was considered for each activity”. Participant A was 

optimistic by the end of the lesson that students made a real effort to “take this knowledge away and apply 

it to different life situations”. On the other hand, they also affirmed that students were “slow to come up 

with their own ideas” as they were not confident in “this kind of thinking”. Careful planning can combat 

this, however there are barriers such as curriculum and time constraints when endeavouring to achieve 

this. 

Engagement of Students 

Question 3- In this lesson/unit of work/task, students find the work engaging and worthwhile. Students’ 

engagement is intellectual as well as social. Participant D used group work to demonstrate. There were 

some difficulties to meeting this objective “Generally most students were engaged. As would be expected 

in a mixed ability grouping, some students were more intellectually stimulated than others; some found it 

more difficult to contribute in a group situation while others enjoyed the social engagement and still 

produced a worthwhile assignment”. Participant C also used the methodology of effective group work and 

it was “sustained by the means of a research assignment”. According to Participant E, students were 

afforded the opportunity to “build on their own personal skills of understanding and it also allowed them to 

gain confidence in their own opinions and ideas”.  Interestingly, Participant A mentions that the nature of 

their subject lays its foundations on logical and critical thinking. They believe that their students need to 

think critically all the time “yet they make an extra effort when you point it out to them”.  The participant 

reflected that this might be something that they “may need to do more often”. Participant B observed that 

when students were using the Critical thinking box resource they “appeared to enjoy” the task and “were 

actively engaged”. It is also worthy to note the evidence that “students were proud to show something 

concrete at the end of the lesson- the Box”. The same unit of work used the Critical Thinking card sort “they 

enjoyed the card sort, the social side” but they also “took it seriously and worked hard”.  

Question 4- In this lesson/unit of work/task, there is a level of meaningful choice embedded in the work that 

allows students to have real ownership of the work OR helps to personalise it. Participant D used a data 

handling pack, a set off instructions and Blooms taxonomy to guide the research questions for the lesson. 

The group were allowed to choose their own method of researching, presenting their findings and creating 

their own posters.  “As students had choices in their groups and consequently real ownership, this led to 

variations in group dynamics. Some groups engaged well and had interesting discussions that led to well 

articulated presentations and quality display”. This was not met without problems as in “one group 

leadership was an issue and resolution was time consuming and required levels of diplomacy from the 

teacher to be resolved but hopefully will yield dividends. In another group sharing skills and taking 
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responsibility for the task was an issue”. Participant C used a similar research method to allow students to 

take ownership and to personalise their learning “Various stimuli were provided to focus their learning, 

including digital media. Students were encouraged to choose their own presentation method, thus 

ensuring creative independence of the task”.  

 

Depth of Work 

Question 5- In this lesson/unit of work/task the work challenges students in some way, by pushing their 

thinking in new directions or asking them to re-examine ideas or beliefs. Participant B encouraged the use 

of the “why” throughout their lessons to develop students to challenge their thinking “They were 

requested to fully justify the reason for selection of the Food pyramid using prompts for assistance”. 

Participant A felt the module “prompted a deeper understanding of why certain things are the way they are 

in the Universe”. It may not have changed their beliefs in any way in the course of the module, however the 

critical thinking topic allowed students to think “more about their thinking than ever before” and it “re-

examined their ideas and beliefs about what it means to truly understand something”. Participant D 

observed that “the unit of work challenged students to evaluate their strategies in approaching a research 

question”. This, in essence, allowed for students to draw all their understanding from the unit of work and 

display it in a form of their choice. Participant C felt that that by using a stimulus that was outside students 

modern learning environment “it encouraged students to open their minds  to new ideas and change pre-

held prejudices surrounding Shakespeare and his relevance to their daily lives.”  

Question 6- In this lesson/unit of work/task, the work asks students to generate original ideas, 

explanations, solutions, responses, or findings. Following on from Participant C’s response, students could 

freely generate ideas and responses “using the context of Shakespeare as a starting point, students were 

free to focus on specific elements of his life, his works, and his influences on modern literature and to 

compare a number of sources for their information”. Participant A felt that student’s responses and ideas 

based on the physical world around them were “pre- empted ideas”. Participant D justified how the chosen 

topic “required students to generate their own original findings and results”. The success of this was one 

group generated a very original display successfully displaying two sets of data simultaneously on the one 

chart”.  
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Presence of Thinking  

Question 7- In this lesson/unit of work/task students thinking is made visible in the work 

/discussions/reflections/they do, so it can be discussed, shared examined or reflected upon. Reflection was 

hoped to be a major influence on this study. Participant B allowed reflections in their classroom through 

feedback “time was allocated in each class where student’s ideas/concepts/creations were shared and 

reflected upon”. Thinking was made visible in Participant’s A classroom as students “shared ideas- debated 

issues- experimented- tried things out”. This was further enhanced by the teacher as they were asked to go 

home and “analyse their thought process”.   

 

Participant D instructed students to include diagrams, tables and a paragraph discussing their findings. They 

were encouraged to “orally present their question and findings to the class and questions from others were 

encouraged”. A critical analysis question was asked in the plenary session of the lesson on whether if they 

had to carry out the project again, what they would do differently. “This gave students an opportunity to 

show a true understanding on what is required to when carrying out a research question”. Participant C 

used “mind maps” to make learning visible in that subject.  

Question 8- In this class there is adequate time for thinking to prepare responses and express ideas. 

Participant B felt there was adequate time for thinking and expressing ideas however “one must be well 

prepared and allow students the time to formulate new ideas and concepts”. Participant A did not agree to 

the same extent as “more time was needed”. Participant D carried out the unit of work over four lessons 

each of 35 minutes in length. They found that that class timings were too short, “relating the project to 

Blooms and in-depth evaluation suffered due to time constraints”. Interestingly Participant C narrated that 

“an extra 40 minutes was added to give a 1 hour 20 minute session. This allowed students time to engage 

with other students of their year group”. Therefore it can be argued that this pedagogical practice can be 

successful with careful timetabling and planning. This may be something that the Policy makers need to 

envisage with the new Junior Cycle. 
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Teacher Reflection 

Teachers reflected on their experience of teaching through Critical thinking. The majority of participants 

had initial concerns before embarking on the project. Concerns included restrictions on time tabling and 

syllabi, feeling under pressure to get work covered. Teachers felt that they could not afford the time to 

adequately engage students in developing such thinking skills. One participant worried about the particular 

year group that was chosen that they “could prove difficult” and the project could become a “frustrating 

experience”. One reflection stated that their “original concerns were completely unfounded”, because the 

planning and the resources provided “made the whole experience a complete pleasure”. The resources 

worked well as one participant stated that “the LSP5 team provided us with well thought out resources 

which were relevant to the unit of study that I had set out”. Resources were also described as engaging, 

age appropriate and effective”.  

The reflection also sought to encourage teachers to interrogate their own practice in the classroom. One 

teacher explained that “I had to stop and think about my role as a teacher”. They reflected on their choice 

of questioning and that they “frequently pitched to the middle level of questioning without considering 

how I might scaffold the lesson for weaker students”. Another teacher realised that the skills they taught in 

one class could be translated in others, “I am using Critical thinking/ Blooms Taxonomy in most of my 

classes and not just with the group originally selected”. One participant also felt that “this experience has 

impacted on my thoughts on teaching and learning. I, as a teacher, need to spend more time engaging 

students in meaningful thought processes- by teaching them how to think instead of taking it for granted 

that they know how to”.  

The study also promoted collaboration among staff members and the concept of mentoring automatically 

gave birth to reciprocity, “As a veteran of this team-teach duo, I’d like to think that I contributed to the 

success of the project but must acknowledge the great expertise, innovation and infectious enthusiasm of 

my co-teacher”. Collegiality was an additional successful outcome as “Working as a team on this project 

was particularly interesting, we planned how we would organise the project but found that as it progressed 

we made changes depending on how it was going”. Teachers attitudes to learning were also expressed “I 

enjoyed working on the project and realise no matter how long I’m teaching I’m still learning”. 
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Analysis 

This study has been an attempt to explore ways to improve student thinking skills along with empowering 

teacher leadership in the area of Continuing Professional Development.  This section is based on findings of 

the study and some suggestions are offered.  

 

One of the major findings is that teachers agree with the importance of thinking skills and the need to 

improve these skills in their subject areas. Planning and time is needed to be given a priority for this to 

happen successfully.  

 

Another major finding of this study is that teachers reveal chalk and talk teaching is most commonly used in 

classes and this appears to be an impediment to improving student thinking skills. Therefore, in-service 

sessions that educate teachers on more active critical thinking strategies for subject specific areas could be 

provided. In initial teacher education and in-service teacher education, teachers could be afforded the 

opportunity to explore the orientations towards thinking and developing their own conceptions. 

Furthermore, if teachers are given appropriate training on different strategies of teaching, that will 

promote classroom discourse and improve the level of learning, going beyond typical learning methods 

such as rote learning, Critical thinking will be elevated. 

 

Furthermore, neither the teachers nor the students are comfortable with questions or tasks that have no 

obvious answers. This may be due to the teachers’, maybe even the students’, belief that only certain 

students can perform higher order thinking skills. Then, both the teachers and the students need to be 

guided to do research on different topics that are discussed in classes. 

 

In addition a major finding is that most teachers see students’ attitudes toward improving their thinking 

such as lack of interest and preference for structured learning as constraints on improving thinking skills. 

This issue should also be addressed in initial teacher education and in-service programmes in order to 

provide the teachers with strategies to overcome this problem. Teachers need to be better equipped with 

knowledge and strategies to help students become more interested in improving their thinking. 

 

It is crucial that students learn to think for themselves. Students must be encouraged to judge for 

themselves. Instead of providing them with copious notes, we should be teaching them research skills and 

guide them with a reference list to obtain information for themselves. Handouts have their uses, but 

should not be used to perpetuate spoon-feeding. Consequently, summaries/outlines, diagrams, problems, 

questions and reading lists, are pedagogically more justifiable than pages of notes from the lesson or class.  
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Using teaching activities that require students to engage in deeper thinking of what is learnt is something 

teachers need to be aware of when designing and implementing change to their pedagogical practices in 

the classroom. For example, teachers could raise pertinent questions and present problems rather than 

provide all the answers. It would also be useful to set assignments that demand investigation, rather than a 

‘repackaging’ of notes from the textbook. Get students accustomed to seeking explanations for answers 

that are given by others or made by themselves, will hopefully discourage “rote learning”. In a Utopian 

world of education, teachers could allocate more time to interactive group work and self-directed learning. 

This would then lead to encouraging deep processing and understanding. Interestingly, while multiple-

choice questions are effective in checking knowledge of facts, they are less effective than essay-type 

questions in testing for critical thinking and understanding. Again, this can be time consuming from a 

correcting and planning perspective.  

Limitations  

Designing and implementing this approach to teaching effectively in a teacher’s lesson involves much more 

time and thought than what is normally required in a regular planning session for a teacher. There is also 

the risk that Curriculum content may not be fully covered to the extent it normally would. Not being the 

controlling figure may be potentially threatening for the teacher, as now the teacher is seen as the 

facilitator of learning. There may also be resistance from students and possibly other sources such as 

parents to this style of teaching. Being prepared for these possible barriers may hinder caution. The shift 

from teacher-centred to learner-centred teaching is not an easy one, but it seems quite clearly a movement 

in the right direction towards excellence in teaching.  
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Conclusion 

Implementing change is complex within an established school culture. With the support of our Principal, 

Norma O’Brien, and the catalyst for change, the Learning Schools Project, Coláiste Mhuire has seen radical 

transformations in the areas of teaching and learning over the last 4 years. This longitudinal study 

highlights the importance of school leadership, which is imperative in implementing and adopting practices 

such as Critical Thinking along with effective group work Skills. Coláiste Mhuire’s Principal has developed 

the vision to foster an environment, conducive for Critical thinking to take place and has empowered 

teachers to lead learning through action based research. However the job of orchestrating this change was 

shared and owned by everyone in our school community - the school administrators, teachers, students 

and parents. Throughout this process the participants have been empowered as curriculum architects who 

plan their lessons to bring about change and deep thinking. Indeed it is perhaps inherent in teaching that 

professionalism is inextricably linked to curriculum development. It is also important to remember that 

teachers come to the profession on the basis of their subjects and interests. Therefore it must be 

applauded that these teachers dedicated a further commitment by designing and incorporating critical 

thinking skills in their lessons. If the study were to be extended a similar commitment would be required 

for teachers to restrain their impulse from diverging to covering more of the academic content.  The 

challenge for “Connecting Our Classrooms LSP5” is to develop our resources further as critical thinking 

tools, which will hopefully allow teachers to use in their classroom and for designing lessons. Our Junior 

Cert evolves to the newly branded, JCSA in September 2014. As this will include new knowledge and skills 

that students need for the 21st century, professional development for educators becomes critical to equip 

them as architects of exciting learning experiences. Our initial teacher education programmes and 

professional development courses, such as the Learning Schools Project, need continual funding, 

investment from Government and innovation from policy makers to develop a generation of teachers who 

can revolutionise our profession.  

Recommendations for Professional Development. 

While most educational institutions recognise the importance of Critical Thinking, effective instruction for 

Critical Thinking is not occurring on a broad scale. Teaching for critical thinking is not easy, and there are no 

quick fixes or easy approaches that can adequately deal with the complexity of this concept. Effective 

models require time and effort to learn and to implement. Initial Teacher Education Colleges need to 

provide their students with training in critical thinking and instruction in teaching for critical thinking. 

Beyond initial training to teach for critical thinking, teachers need ongoing support as they learn to think 

more critically about the content of their courses and the methods they use to teach them. Changing 

course materials and methods so that students are challenged to think critically requires much time and 
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effort, and teachers will need compensated time, as well as administrative and peer support, to implement 

this model on a broad scale. The challenges are great, but the results will be worthwhile and rewarding 

teachers, students, and society. 

Final Reflection 

The Learning Schools Project empowers teachers as active researchers and agents of change within the 

school site. With the radical reform of new Junior Cert to the Junior Cycle Award in Ireland and indeed 

educational reforms throughout Europe, investment is imperative for the success of ventures such as 

these. Our curriculum, particularly at Leaving Cert level, needs to be examined to see if it is encouraging the 

desired aims and objectives of our Higher Education Institutions. If training of minds has precedence over 

transmission of information, then quality rather than quantity—teaching student to think in terms of “how” 

rather than what—should have a higher priority in curricular decisions. More is not necessarily better; an 

overload may have an adverse effect on pupils learning. 

Teachers are frustrated they are not being listened to in their professional capacity and with the mis-match 

between policy and investment in our Education system. The Government have set in motion their Neo- 

Liberal agenda, setting schools in competition with one another by removing the Junior Cert, with no 

teacher voice to be expressed on its value of implementation. A new educational architecture is needed if 

policy makers want our students to leave post primary level as Critical thinkers; however, they are failing to 

provide critical thinking scaffolds and platforms for teachers to carry this out in their classrooms. 
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 Staff Survey 

1. Please indicate your subject areas? 

 

Arts and Humanities (English, Geography, History, Art, Guidance, etc.) 11 35% 

Science 3 10% 

Modern and Foreign Languages 3 10% 

Business/Accounting 1 3% 

Engineering (Woodwork, Metal Work, Technical Drawing) 1 3% 

ICT 3 10% 

Religious Education 3 10% 

Other 6 19% 

 

2. How often do you use group work in your lessons? 

 

 

 

3. What constraints are there, prohibiting you from carrying out group work in your lessons/subjects? 

 

Time 12 57% 

Heavy subject content 6 29% 

Lack of resources  1 5% 

Not suitable for my subject  0 0% 

Not confident in managing group work effectively  0 0% 

Other 2 10% 

 

Frequently  8 36% 

Sometimes  13 59% 

Never 1 5% 
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4. Thinking skills are needed for daily problem solving.  

 

 

 

5. Thinking skills are needed for subjects to be understood/ enhanced better.  

 

 

 

6. Thinking skills are needed to transfer knowledge between subjects.  

 

 

0 0 0% 

1 0 0% 

2 1 5% 

3 2 9% 

4 19 86% 

   

   

0 0 0% 

1 0 0% 

2 0 0% 

3 2 9% 

4 20 91% 

0 0 0% 

1 0 0% 

2 0 0% 

3 2 9% 

4 20 91% 
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7. Learning the content of the subject is more important than thinking skills.  

 

 

 

8. There is no need to spend time on thinking skills, they are learned naturally.  

 

 

9. In general, teachers use lecturing strategies in their teaching.  

 

 

 

0 0 0% 

1 6 27% 

2 12 55% 

3 3 14% 

4 1 5% 

0 2 9% 

1 10 45% 

2 9 41% 

3 1 5% 

4 0 0% 

0 2 10% 

1 4 19% 

2 8 38% 

3 6 29% 

4 1 5% 
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10. In general, teacher, in-class, tests do not stress thinking skills.  

 

 

 

 

11. Teachers find providing sufficient time for critical thinking in class a challenge.  

 

 

 

12. Teachers are not given information on improving thinking skills when they first begin teaching 

 

 

0 1 5% 

1 3 14% 

2 6 27% 

3 10 45% 

4 2 9% 

0 1 5% 

1 1 5% 

2 2 9% 

3 10 45% 

4 8 36% 

0 5 23% 

1 0 0% 

2 1 5% 

3 7 32% 

4 9 41% 
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13. In-service training courses/programmes do not stress improving thinking skills. 

 

 

 

 

14. Teachers, in general, believe only certain students can perform higher order thinking. 

 

 

 

 

15. Teachers feel a need to cover content rather than Critical thinking skills. 

 

 

0 2 9% 

1 0 0% 

2 6 27% 

3 9 41% 

4 5 23% 

0 1 5% 

1 2 9% 

2 5 23% 

3 13 59% 

4 1 5% 

0 1 5% 

1 0 0% 

2 2 9% 

3 15 68% 

4 4 18% 
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16. Teachers do not have enough resources to teach Critical thinking skills. 

 

 

 

 

 

17. Teachers do not have enough time to get prepared for developing activities toward thinking skills.  

 

 

 

18. Students are afraid of being incorrect in their opinions and class comments. 

 

 

 

0 3 14% 

1 3 14% 

2 5 23% 

3 8 36% 

4 3 14% 

0 0 0% 

1 1 5% 

2 1 5% 

3 10 45% 

4 10 45% 

0 0 0% 

1 1 5% 

2 5 23% 

3 12 55% 

4 4 18% 
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19. Students expect that each question must have a correct answer. 

 

 

 

20. Students perceive the teacher as a lecturer rather than a facilitator of learning. 

 

 

 

21. Students perceive the “textbook” as the only source of information.  

 

 

 

0 0 0% 

1 1 5% 

2 3 14% 

3 13 59% 

4 5 23% 

0 2 9% 

1 0 0% 

2 6 27% 

3 12 55% 

4 2 9% 

0 0 0% 

1 2 9% 

2 10 45% 

3 8 36% 

4 2 9% 
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22. The State Exam in my subject, stresses only the acquisition of specific facts, ideas, and concepts. 

 

 

 

23. The State Exam in my subject, does not give importance to improving thinking skills.  

 

 

24. The current Curriculum in my subject area is not conducive to thinking skills. 

 

 

 

 

0 1 5% 

1 6 27% 

2 7 32% 

3 8 36% 

4 0 0% 

0 0 0% 

1 5 24% 

2 6 29% 

3 8 38% 

4 2 10% 

0 1 5% 

1 5 23% 

2 6 27% 

3 10 45% 

4 0 0% 
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25. Course content, in my subject, is highly structured not allowing for Critical thinking skills.  

 

 

 

 

26. My subject Curriculum generally requires memorisation of knowledge.  

 

 

 

27. My subject/subjects are not appropriate for group work activities. 

 

 

 

0 1 5% 

1 3 14% 

2 9 43% 

3 8 38% 

4 0 0% 

0 0 0% 

1 0 0% 

2 7 33% 

3 10 48% 

4 4 19% 

0 1 5% 

1 13 59% 

2 8 36% 

3 0 0% 

4 0 0% 
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28. My subject/subjects content is too loaded to use Critical thinking skills. 

 

 

 

29. Textbooks do not provide activities for improving thinking skills.  

 

 

 

30. Teaching is very much textbook dependent.  

 

 

 

0 1 5% 

1 3 14% 

2 8 36% 

3 7 32% 

4 3 14% 

0 2 9% 

1 0 0% 

2 6 27% 

3 10 45% 

4 4 18% 

0 0 0% 

1 4 18% 

2 10 45% 

3 6 27% 

4 2 9% 
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31. Teachers fear Department Inspectorate disapproval of their teaching methodologies. 

 

 

32. The State Examination force's teachers to cover syllabus content.  

 

 

 

33. Society does not value thinking skills? 

 

 

 

 

 

0 2 9% 

1 1 5% 

2 7 32% 

3 6 27% 

4 6 27% 

0 0 0% 

1 1 5% 

2 0 0% 

3 11 50% 

4 10 45% 

0 5 23% 

1 5 23% 

2 8 36% 

3 4 18% 

4 0 0% 
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34. What would you need or find useful in order to help you teach critical thinking in your subject area? 

 

Resources 19 23% 

Critical Thinking Games 18 22% 

Lesson Template 13 16% 

In-service training 16 20% 

ICT resources 14 17% 

Other 2 2% 

 

 

35. State one fear you might have, using Group Work or Critical Thinking skills in your classroom? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Teachers Personal Fears Noise Levels Time Student Engagement 
 

Fear of venturing into the 
unknown without sufficient 
support / structures and 
that content might not be 
covered 

group work creates 
noise, which may 
distract other 
classes 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Time -Enough structure 
in the work.  
 

To lose time and 

having to cover a topic 

or section for a second 

time is not feasible. 

Students are easily 
distracted to areas not on 
course 
 
Students don't participate, 
opt out.... 
 

Lack of control lack of 
knowledge about how to 
teach critical thinking 
correctly 

Sidetracking and 
disturbing others.  
 
 
One fear would be 
that students would 
be loud and 
boisterous and 
would be disruptive 
to classes next 
door. 
 

Very little flexibility in 
curriculum and their 
assessment, the whole 
course MUST be 
covered, and curricula 
are too full for the time 
allocated for them 
already.  

Accommodating the less 
able Losing time if using 
these methods become a 
distraction from the 
curriculum to be covered. 
 

Carrying out the lesson 
effectively and ensuring all 
students access the 
learning in the lesson 

Even if I am o.k. 
with the noise level 
of a group work 
class others may 
perceive it to be a 
lack of control. 
 

The current perception 
of a good teacher is 
one that has a silent 
class! 
 
 
Students get restless 
during feedback; also 
feedback time can be 
repetitive.  

Some students not being 
willing to work with the 
activity.  
 
Activities In a large class 
with a number of 
challenging student’s lack 
of co operation from some 
can hinder progress. 
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36. State one hope that you might have for teaching through group work and using critical thinking in your 

classroom? 

Transfer of Skills “Students would be able to transfer the thinking skills acquired in classrooms 

to life outside school and become accustomed to this style of teaching.” 

Variety to teaching 

methodologies 

“I would hope to use group work on a number of occasions for each class 

throughout the year.” 

Develop students 

own thinking 

“To develop their own thinking in a subject area. Own ideas and reasoning. To 

improve the quality of the overall experience that students receive in my 

classes”. 

Improved 

Understanding 

“Improved understanding of the subject matter to allow for better application of 

the subject in reality and other subjects.” 

Enjoyment “That students learn something while enjoying themselves and participate 
more actively.”  

Engagement  “I would be hopeful that it would give another teaching method that would 

allow students to understand the topic being covered.” 

Self Confidence “Developing self-confidence in students' ability” 

Pro –active Thinking “That students might learn to think for themselves and be more proactive in 

their studies and move away from being spoon fed”. 

 

37. What would you need from a CPD session, in order to help you understand how to implement and use 

these methodologies effectively in your teaching? 

Group work strategies and how we might implement them in 
our own classroom. Resources 

Group work to be modelled. 

Time to develop the skills and use these in classes.  

Resources and critical thinking activities that are proven to 
work.  

Easy to follow guidelines  

Lesson Templates appropriate to subject  

Overview of what critical thinking entails and practical 
guidelines on how to use this in my classroom. 

In-service subject specific CPD.  

Exemplar Ideas on how to prepare lessons with the most 
effective use of time and space. 

 


