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Abstract 

Objectives: There are essentially three schools of thought regarding critical thinking—humanistic, cognitive, 

and behavioral. Given the disagreement among them, confusion continues about what critical thinking means, 

and how it can be taught to students.  

Methods: In this qualitative phenomenological study, researchers interviewed students and faculty in a 

distance education master of public health program about their perceptions and experiences of what critical 

thinking means and how it is developed in the online classroom.  

Results: Themes emerging from student interviews included (a) differing thoughts on the meaning of critical 

thinking; (b) learning and meeting course requirements as students’ primary role; (c) technology as useful in 

learning; and (d) confidence in learning linked to engagement, feedback, and course alignment. Themes from 

faculty interviews included (a) how online classrooms promoted critical thinking; (b) critical thinking 

identified when students demonstrate the application of independent thought; (c) facilitating and keeping 

students on track as faculty’s primary role; (d) promotion of critical thinking through questioning and student 

collaboration; (e) assessment of critical thinking through discussion posts; and (f) faculty facilitation and 

focus on application as essential to student learning.  

Conclusions: Students and faculty engaged in the online classroom agree in some ways that critical thinking 

skills are gained through practical applications. But this is where agreement ceases. Students believe they are 

developing critical thinking skills in their online environments, when in fact they are reproducing rote 

information in assignments.  

Implications: Engaging in activities has been shown to develop critical thinking more effectively when it is 
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accompanied by mentoring, dialogue, and authentic instruction. Online educators who want to help students 

develop their critical thinking skills can use mentoring, dialogue, and authentic instruction alongside online 

activities. 
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Introduction 

There are three schools of thought regarding critical thinking. Philosophers view critical thinking as an 

intrinsic aspect of the human thought process (Lai, 2011) and propose certain cognitive skills and dispositions 

as necessary to it (Danczak et al., 2017). This school of thought views critical thinking as “purposeful, self-

regulatory judgment which results in interpretation, analysis, evaluation, and inference, as well as explanation 

for the evidential, conceptual, methodological, criteriological, or contextual considerations upon which that 

judgment is based” (Facione, 1990, p. 2). A good critical thinker is characterized by certain traits, including 

being inquisitive, open-minded, flexible, and fair-minded, as well as having an interest in being informed and 

being able to understand diverse viewpoints, suspend judgment, and consider other perspectives. A critical 

thinker also has the disposition to strive for engagement while promoting critical judgment in others 

(Danczak et al., 2017). Scholars of philosophy discuss other qualities a critical thinker would have, such as a 

quest for adequacy and accuracy (Lai, 2011).  

A second school of thought approaches critical thinking through a cognitive psychological focus 

on how individuals think (Lai, 2011). Through the lens of cognitive psychology, critical thinking involves being 

engaged in problem-solving, formulating hypotheses or judgments, and calculating possible conclusions in 

decision-making (Halpern, 2001; Wang & Zheng, 2016). Critical thinkers are also able to successfully monitor 

how their critical thinking may be affected or skewed by their emotions (Bensley et al., 2016). They assess 

competing arguments about an issue as they assert probability into their thinking, rather than being tied to 

one belief from an emotional connection (Danczak et al., 2017). 

The third school of thought about how to understand critical thinking comes from educational practitioners. 

Through the observation of specific behaviors in students, educators assess critical thinking skills by using the 

time-tested model of Bloom’s taxonomy (Lai, 2011). Specifically, they utilize its last three levels—(4) analysis, 

(5) synthesis, and (6) evaluation—of thought processes (Dressel & Mayhew, 1954, as cited in Danczak et al., 

2017). They believe that critical thinking is developed by applying knowledge in a practical setting (Danczak et 

al., 2017). 

Each school of thought has criticisms of how critical thinking is defined. Philosophers often examine critical 

thinking in terms of people’s ideals rather than their abilities. Cognitive psychologists are often too 

reductionist in their steps to understanding critical thinking, and educational practitioners often fail to 

provide procedures for how to teach and assess critical thinking (Lai, 2011). While these three disciplines 

differ in many ways, they nevertheless agree that critical thinkers: (a) ask clarifying questions, b) are 

interested in defining terms, (c) identify assumptions, (d) interpret and explain, (e) use reason, (f) predict, (g) 

see both sides of an issue, (h) analyze, (i) use inductive and deductive reasoning to make inferences, (j) judge 

or evaluate, (k) make decisions, and (l) solve problems (Lai, 2011). 

https://doi.org/10.18870/hlrc.v14i1.1469
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Student Perceptions and Experiences of Critical Thinking 

Students have historically reported that critical thinking allows them to understand concepts, improve life 

decisions, embrace diverse views, connect to what they are learning, and recognize and question what is valid 

(Sng, 2011). They believe that critical thinking is best developed through real-world scenarios and research-

based activities (Danczak et al., 2017). Students desire clear definitions of critical thinking and want educators 

to be more transparent in their teaching methods (Kressler & Kressler, 2020). Students agree that certain 

classroom activities are effective, but when the novelty wears off, teachers are often left struggling to keep 

their students engaged (Nguyen et al., 2016). Even more problematic in the classroom is that students are 

more concerned with their grades than the actual information presented, due to the fear of failing. Because of 

its competitive nature, the learning culture keeps students focused on their grades, as they compete to make it 

to the next level, rather than on the course material. While students understand the benefits of critical 

thinking, the reward of a good grade is seen as more important (Kressler & Kressler, 2020).  

Culture also plays a part in student perceptions of the value of critical thinking. In Asian cultures, challenging 

elders’ teachings is discouraged, inside or outside of the classroom, and students from communist countries are 

encouraged to recite what is taught rather than synthesize information (Sng, 2011). Students in the West are 

taught to focus primarily on lectures and to memorize facts (Kressler & Kressler, 2020; Stedman & Adams, 

2014), despite memorization being regarded as a lower level of understanding (Athanassiou et al., 2003).  

Though they admit the value of critical thinking, students struggle with wanting to change their current 

learning expectations, due to their comfort levels and familiarity with them (Kressler & Kressler, 2020; 

Stedman & Adams, 2014). In fact, students who are pushed to take more active roles in their learning may 

experience anxiety (Cooper et al., 2018). However, students find value in different teaching styles, such as the 

flipped classroom, to promote deeper learning, even when they perceive this deeper learning style to be more 

work (Nguyen et al., 2016). 

Teacher Perceptions and Experiences of Critical Thinking 

Teachers have a history of unsound knowledge regarding the meaning of critical thinking, making it 

problematic to teach critical thinking to students (Stedman & Adams, 2012). Even more, teachers do not agree 

with students on what they believe is useful in developing critical-thinking skills, because teachers focus on 

evaluation, goal orientation, and use of logic (Danczak et al., 2017). Students yearn for application of their 

learning in developing critical thinking skills, and the literature overwhelming agrees with this notion, 

reporting that employers are seeking graduates with critical thinking skills (Kraus et al., 2013). 

Academicians have argued throughout the years over whether critical thinking skills can be taught and then 

applied to post-graduate situations, thus satisfying the demands of employers (Danczak et al., 2017). While 

utilizing critical thinking skills in the classroom and applying that learning to real-world situations can be 

challenging (Pearl et al., 2019), it is certainly possible. Critical thinking must first be clearly defined for 

educators, for only then can educators effectively teach students how to use critical thinking skills to evaluate 

information and make critical judgments based on facts (Schmaltz et al., 2017).  

Critical thinking skills improve when students recognize those skills as beneficial (Kressler & Kressler, 2020). 

Hence, educators must first clearly outline for students the goals of learning, how to process information, and 

the intended outcomes of critical thinking so that students can see the benefit of learning (Reynders et al., 

2020). Utilizing activities that promote discussion in the classroom, as well as including activities involving 

small groups in the use of real-world situations through which students can role-play, will help educators 

develop critical thinking skills in their students. One example of this kind of real-world learning is problem-

based learning (PBL). PBL educators use case studies and real-world examples that students may face in their 

fields to test their critical thinking skills, through online learning and face-to-face instruction (Goodsett, 
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2020). Another set of tools teachers can use to assist students in mastering critical thinking is specific grading 

rubrics that address critical thinking skills. Rubrics provide educators with a straightforward plan to assess 

and provide feedback on critical thinking skills (Reynders et al., 2020). They also provide students with clear 

and measurable expectations, so that students can participate in practical learning experiences with assurance 

that they are meeting course requirements. 

Studies that emphasize the importance of teaching critical thinking are widespread in education literature, but 

they rarely examine the experiences of educators and students in understanding what critical thinking means 

to them. The purpose of the present study is to examine the experiences of faculty and students in 

understanding what critical thinking means in the context of online learning. The research question that 

drives this qualitative study is: What are the perceptions and experiences of faculty and students in 

understanding what critical thinking means and how it is developed in the online classroom? 

Method 

The present qualitative, phenomenological study was part of a larger study examining student engagement 

and critical thinking in the online classroom. The study was conducted as part of a David A. Wilson Excellence 

in Teaching grant at the authors’ institution. The research was approved by the University of Liverpool 

(Online) International Online Research Ethics Committee, where the primary research was conducted 

(approval #04-24-2015-01). 

Participants 

The principal researcher requested a list of teachers of two master of public health (MPH) online courses: 

Managing Health Systems and Leading and Managing Health Systems. The MPH had been recently revised 

and upgraded, and Leading and Managing Health Systems was the upgraded version of the original course. 

Both courses were modified to reflect state-of-the-art practices in online learning and engagement. Faculty 

participants were recruited from both, as the research team was interested in any faculty who taught in both 

programs and could offer comparisons of the effectiveness of engagement in critical and higher-order 

thinking. To recruit students, the principal researcher requested a list of all students in the MPH program who 

had successfully completed both courses. Of all faculty and students contacted, six faculty and five students 

agreed to be interviewed. 

Procedure 

Participants who agreed to be interviewed were provided written informed consent indicating the general 

purpose of the study, that their participation was voluntary, that they could withdraw participation at any 

time, and that their participation would be confidential. The interview protocols, which focus on online 

classroom experiences, are presented in the Appendix. Two research assistants were trained to conduct the 

interviews using the developed protocols. All interviews were conducted either via telephone conference call 

or Skype; in both cases, interviews were audio recorded. Digital files were uploaded to a transcription service 

(www.Rev.com). Once transcriptions were returned, the person who conducted the interview reviewed the 

transcript and the audio recording to ensure accuracy of transcription.  

Analysis 

The first step was reading the entire transcript of the individual interview in order to get a sense of the entire 

description. After reading the entire transcript, the analyst broke it down into preliminary “meaning units,” 

(Giorgi, 1985, p. 10) focusing on the topic being investigated. A meaning unit is the delineated portion of the 

http://www.rev.com/
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data identified as a revealing characteristic of the phenomenon under investigation. Irrelevant information, 

such as repetitive statements that were not necessary for analyzing the data, was deleted.  

Final meaning units, which were informed by the researcher’s deepened sense of the entire description, were 

then created for each of the interview questions. Rewriting the meaning units in psychological terms was the 

next major step. The term “psychological” is utilized within an existential–phenomenological framework, and 

issues of personal meaning and worth are the focus. A word such as “self-reflection” may not have been used 

by a specific respondent but may be introduced, in order to provide a psychological understanding of the 

description.  

The rewritten meaning units were then synthesized into a description of each participant’s experience as an 

entire thematic description. This situated narrative (Giorgi, 1985) was a retelling of each participant’s story 

where details and events were organized, and the meanings of each participant’s experience were thematically 

highlighted. A general narrative was created from the situated narratives where the accounts of the subjects 

were unified into a general description of the participants’ narratives (Giorgi, 1985). The focus of this step was 

to organize the data collectively from the situated narratives, jointly highlighting the meanings of the 

participants’ experiences.  

As the researcher reflected on the various themes and turned participants’ narratives into units of meaning, 

an essential attitude was adhered to (Wertz, 1985). The five aspects of reflections developed by Wertz and 

employed by the researcher analyzing the data are outlined below and are neither linear in nature nor 

separate from each other. Instead, they overlap and profoundly involve each other. In reflecting on the data, 

the researcher:  

1. Immerses in the descriptive world in an empathic way. That is, the researcher lives through the 

participants’ descriptions as if they were her own. 

2. Slows down and dwells on each narrative. The researcher does not pass over the details of the 

account as if she understands it already but dwells upon the details of each situation described. 

3. Magnifies and amplifies each situation. Each description, even what may be a minute explanation 

for the subject, is of great importance to the researcher. The researcher must transcend the 

mundane nature of each description. 

4. Breaks the initial fusion with the participant (immersion) and takes up an intense interest in the 

origin, interactions, and general structure of the subject’s lived experience. Where is the 

participant? How did he or she get there? What does it mean to be there? 

5. Makes meaning. The facts of the accounts are turned into what those accounts mean for the 

participant and the “particular participation in terms of which such meanings arise” (Wertz, 1985, 

p. 175). 

Results 

Saturation was reached after five students were interviewed for this study. The time that they had been taking 

online classes spanned from 1.5 years to 2.5 years. They responded to several questions and prompts. Some 

examples are: (1) When teachers talk about “critical thinking,” what does this mean to you? (2) Tell me if and 

how you know that you and other students are using critical thinking skills. (3) Describe your experiences with 

the online classroom in terms of how its overall design promotes or does not promote critical thinking. In 

addition, to gain more context about students’ learning attitudes in the online classroom, students were asked 

to respond to the following prompts: (4) What do you consider to be your role and responsibilities in the 

classroom as a student? (5) Please describe your experience during a typical day or week in the online 
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classroom. (6) Please describe your experiences using technology in the online classroom. (7) Please describe 

the things that happen in the classroom that give you confidence that you are learning the information. The 

complete list of questions is in the Appendix. 

Saturation was reached after six faculty were interviewed for this study. The range of time they had been 

teaching spanned from 2 years to 10 years. They responded to several questions and prompts, including: (1) 

What does it mean to demonstrate critical thinking? (2) Please describe the things you do as a teacher to 

promote critical thinking in the classroom. (3) Describe your experiences with the online classroom in terms 

of how its overall design promotes or does not promote learning and critical thinking in students. (4) Please 

describe the things that happen in the classroom that give you confidence students are learning. How do you 

know learning is occurring? In addition, to gain more context about faculty’s experiences with students in the 

online classroom, their knowledge about teaching, and their attitudes, faculty were asked to respond to the 

following prompts: (5) What training have you had to prepare you to teach online? (6) What would the ideal 

online classroom look like in your opinion? (7) Describe the ways you experience students’ differences in the 

classroom. (8) What do you consider to be your role in the classroom as an instructor? The complete list is in 

the Appendix. 

Below, we present the key themes that emerged, with supporting quotations from students and faculty. 

Themes are meaning units that loaded in similar areas and reached full saturation. Following the themes are 

the general summaries for students and for faculty. In these summaries, themes and meaning units were 

compiled to offer a composite representation of both students’ and faculty’s experiences of critical thinking in 

the online classroom. The word “most” represents a saturated theme, “many” represents a meaning unit that 

was half-saturated, and “some” represents a meaning unit that did not saturate but was noteworthy to present 

within the summary.  

Student Themes and Supporting Quotations 

Theme 1: Differing Thoughts on the Meaning of Critical Thinking 

Most student participants differed in terms of their thoughts about what critical thinking means. Many 

thought that providing references to back an argument and critical analysis were both indicative of critical 

thinking. Some thought that application and synthesis were elements of critical thinking. Most student 

participants knew that they and other students were using critical thinking skills when they critically analyzed 

arguments. Many thought that they were using critical thinking skills when they used more references to back 

their arguments or when they demonstrated that they could look at different perspectives on a topic or 

argument. 

Thorough Research 

“You sit down to actually verify all those claims.” 

“The topic, you need to research it thoroughly. Search some more literature other than the suggested reading, 

read, read, read.” 

Synthesis 

“Think what is important and common in all and try to fit the idea learnt from several papers into the topic of 

assignment or topic of discussion.” 

Application 

“I look at various scenarios, and I raise questions or raise ideas. I would situate it in my environment and find 

answers to issues.” 
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Critical Analysis 

“Analyze issues. Analyze ideas. Analyze theories and arriving at reasonable judgments.” 

“Not accepting theories, not accepting opinions, which means you have to criticize such ideas. Criticize even 

your own personal opinion. Criticize even your own personal submission.” 

“It means analyzing something, in-depth analysis.” 

Author Intention 

“When reading something, thinking about what the author is wanting to achieve. What were the underlying 

motives for the author? What in the text supports or doesn’t support the view that’s being put [forth]? Really 

analyzing why something might have been written, whether the information that was given really satisfies the 

need that it was written for.” 

Using References 

“Other students also used lots of references for their arguments. That could indicate critical thinking.” 

“Sometimes you would read something, and it would immediately make you want to go and read something 

else or to look into something supporting that topic or something written around that topic and sort of want to 

make you research it further.” 

Seeing Different Perspectives 

“Looking at that issue from one perspective and another student from the class beginning to look at the same 

issue in a different perspective.”  

“To be able to think more critically and begin to see things in different perspectives.” 

“Look at the various perspectives and make some inferences.” 

Theme 2: Student’s Primary Role to Learn and Meet Course Requirements 

Overall, most student participants believed that their primary role as a student was to learn. They considered 

their responsibilities in the classroom to be attendance and participation, being prepared with required 

readings, and engaging in the discussion forums. Many student participants thought that they were 

responsible for completing course assignments, learning from other students, and being respectful to others 

online within their student roles. 

“Learn new things in each class with the help of tools in the classroom like literature reading.”  

“My role is to be a learner.” 

“Being prepared in terms of any reading that has to be done, any pre-reading.” 

“Do all the work which I am supposed to do.” 

“I have a responsibility to the teacher, clearly, to make sure I submit.”  

Theme 3: Technology as Useful in Learning  

Student participants had a broad range of experiences with technology. Many reported that internet speeds 

often inhibited their use of course technology. Many students found technology in the classroom easy to use, 

but some technologies took students more time to learn than others. Many student participants stated that 

video and audio technology was helpful to their learning. 

“The discussion board and the emails to me have proven more useful. I like to reach my classmates 

through emails.” 
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“In terms of the videos in the class, they have helped in connecting the student with the instructor. 

When you listen to the video, either audio or visual, it connects you more to the instructor … as if your 

instructor is standing before you and is teaching you.” 

“We had a group PowerPoint presentation in few modules and working in a team was very useful. 

Many people are good at many things and we get to learn these all from them.” 

“Getting the references from the [reference online] library was not difficult as working in research 

here. I knew the different sites and ways references could be extracted.”  

Theme 4: Confidence in Learning Linked to Engagement, Feedback, and Course Alignment 

Most student participants stated that they felt confident that they were learning when the discussions with 

their student peers and faculty were stimulating and interesting. Many student participants felt confident in 

their learning when the discussions were linked to the course assignments, while many others stated that 

faculty engagement in the discussions gave them confidence that they were learning. Faculty feedback in 

grading was also something that many student participants noted as important in their learning. 

“When, be it a comment or a submission or an assignment that is posted either to the instructor or the 

group in general, it kind of hits a nerve. Then it raises a lot of interest and a lot of feedback and a lot of 

discussions.” 

“We would be able to push each other and question each other’s thinking around the topic.” 

“I found a lot of the discussion forums led directly into the assignment that week so before the 

discussion, I would feel like I didn't really understand the topic or I wasn’t sure about it, and by the 

end of the units, I was able to complete the assignments.”  

“I would know if I wasn’t performing as they expected because they would kind of prompt me quite 

often within the blackboard, and I found that very useful and very helpful because it was (a) 

encouraging to think more and to read more and direct my reading to something that was relevant 

and useful and (b) it would guide me to whether I was achieving what I was needing to achieve.” 

“Feedback from the instructor with regards to the assignment probably reinforced learning, whether I 

felt I’d learned or whether I had really understood the topic.” 

Faculty Themes and Supporting Quotes 

Theme 1: Critical Thinking Identified When Students Demonstrate Application and 

Independent Thought 

Faculty participants stated that their students demonstrated critical thinking when they were able to apply 

course information to their professional lives or to practical situations. Independent thinking was also 

indicated as a sign to faculty participants that students were developing critical thinking skills.  

“In this professional learning, in a specific reflective part of the program, students are writing and 

thinking and reflecting about the impact of the studies on their personal and on [their] professional 

life.” 

“They’re able to take that information and apply it.” 

“They are able judge what is feasible in real-life settings and can identify and demonstrate how they 

will apply the takeaways in practice.” 

“When they also share on how what they have learned has been useful or practical for work.”  

Theme 2: Faculty Primary Role to Facilitate and Keep Students on Track 

Faculty participants stated that their roles were primarily about facilitation. They stated that it was their 
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responsibility to keep students on task, provide feedback, answer students’ questions, and stimulate critical 

thinking. Many faculty members stated that their role encompassed encouraging student collaboration and 

stimulating discussions among their students.  

“Well, my role as an, I would not call myself an instructor, I would rather call myself a facilitator.” 

“I do not instruct in that narrow sense that I tell people what is wrong and what is right, but rather try 

to facilitate discussions around certain topic areas.” 

“I’m not an instructor, I don’t give answers. I’m a facilitator. I ask questions.” 

“As an instructor, my role is to facilitate students’ learning. These are adult learners.” 

Theme 3: Promotion of Critical Thinking Through Questioning and Student Collaboration 

Most faculty participants stated that they promoted critical thinking in their students by asking them 

questions and encouraging student collaboration. Many faculty participants stated that they felt it was 

important to require their students to provide more evidence or references to back their work. Others 

incorporate the use of real-life scenarios to apply information in a practical way to promote their students’ 

critical thinking. 

“The faculty have a big impact as well, because when you identify students who are using their critical 

skills, you can probe them a little bit more so that they can get a little bit more depth about what they 

are discussing. What I found was that when I put in a question, it’s almost like students [think], ‘Oh, I 

have to respond to this’.” 

“Socratic questioning. I never ask the students a question that will give me a one-word answer.” 

“Just through probing them so that we can encourage a greater depth of analysis. So, it’s not that 

they’re just regurgitating information. We want to know that they’re also developing analytical 

thinking skills that they can actually probe the issue in depth. And that they know what the underlying 

assumptions are.” 

“I identify students that passively adopt common views and reframe questions based on their 

responses in a way that enables them to consider the limitations of their choices and alternate 

viewpoints.” 

“I encourage students to comment on each other’s statements to identify areas of consensus and 

disagreement, to justify their positions and work towards agreement on issues where possible.” 

Theme 4: Assessment of Critical Thinking Through Discussion Posts 

Most faculty discussed their assessments of students’ critical thinking skills via discussion posts. While 

students’ other assignments were graded and reviewed, discussion posts were the main areas where faculty 

made these assessments about their students’ critical thinking skills.  

“Some don’t seem to be using any critical skills, they just write something just to write something, and 

you forget what they said, there is nothing new that they talk about.” 

“You see students search for similar examples when you are discussing a topic, and they try to relate it 

to something that’s been in the past scholarly literature. In the collaboration, you find that some 

students are able to look at somebody’s piece of work and be able to critique it and come up with valid 

questions, and the questions that they are asking are actually contributing by clarifying the discussion 

or enhancing the discussion.” 

“Some students provide detailed and structured postings supported by evidence and like to post 

frequently, while others do not.” 
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“In their style of posts, some are more brief or use a relaxed writing style and go straight to the point, 

while others can be more deep. I had a student once that was very verbose and used a lot of big words 

but was not quite making any point.”  

Theme 5: Faculty Facilitation and Focus on Application Essential to Student Learning 

Most faculty stated that the overall design of their online classrooms focused on faculty facilitation and the 

need for students to apply the information and that both of those were strong factors for promoting the 

learning of critical thinking skills. They noted that the requirement in their course designs for collaboration 

promoted student learning and critical thinking. Most faculty participants also stated that their ideal 

classrooms would be rich in application requirements or material that was interactive, collaborative, and 

structured. 

“[Students are] reflecting on what they’ve learned and talking about how they can apply it within their 

daily lives and things like that.” 

“Through blogging or microblogs, [students] understand how thought leaders connect with their 

audiences and start to apply their knowledge to communicating directly with the public.” 

“Usually what I would try to do when I design the discussion questions is that the first part of the 

question is kind of them summarizing, very briefly, the actual facts. So, ‘Could you tell me what you 

read? Tell me what you perceived to be the most salient facts that you’ve learned.’ Then the second 

part of the question would be to tell me, ‘How does this apply to your work setting?’”  

“Discussion questions are a way that the student shows that they’ve read the material. That’s the basic 

level. The second thing is that they show that they can apply the material, so those two things. I think 

that every discussion question needs to do that.” 

“The assignments should be skill-based. It shouldn’t just be information. They need to be showing a 

skill. So they indicate they know how to do a lit review, or they have to show statistics, or they can 

interview, or they can develop an interview guide, or they know something. Those three or four 

assignments in an eight-week module, they all need to be skill based.” 

Student General Summary 

Most students differed on their thoughts about what critical thinking means. Many think that providing 

references to back an argument and critical analysis are both indicative, while some think that application and 

synthesis are elements of critical thinking. Most students know that they and other students are using critical 

thinking skills when they critically analyze arguments. Many think that they are using critical thinking skills 

when they use more references to back an argument or when they demonstrate that they can look at different 

perspectives of a topic or argument. Most students think that the assignments and discussion questions in the 

overall design of their online courses promote critical thinking. Students range in their descriptions of how 

their courses promote critical thinking. Some think that faculty play a big role, while others think that 

different perspectives built into the assignments provide opportunities for critical thinking. Some think that 

an online course being rich in application promotes critical thinking, while others think that just the 

opportunity to be able to think before posting a response in an online format promotes critical thinking.  

Overall, most students think their primary role is to be a learner and consider their responsibilities in the 

classroom to be attendance and participation, being prepared with required readings, and engaging in the 

discussion forums. Many also feel that they are responsible to complete course assignments, learn from other 

students, and be respectful to others online. During a typical day, most students read and respond to others in 

the discussion forums and many email faculty as needed and incorporate faculty feedback to improve their 

grades. Students have a broad range of experiences with technology; several reported using Skype. Many 

reported that internet speeds often inhibit their use of course technology. Many students find technology in 
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the classroom easy to use, but some technologies take more time to learn than others. Many students think 

that video and audio technologies help them learn. Most students are confident that they are learning when 

the discussion with students and faculty is stimulating and interesting. Many students feel confident in their 

learning when the discussions are linked to the course assignments, while many others think that faculty 

engagement in the discussions gives them confidence that they are learning. Faculty feedback in grading is 

also something that many students feel gives them confidence in their learning.  

Faculty General Summary  

Faculty members think that students demonstrate critical thinking when they can apply course information to 

their professional lives or to practical situations. Independent thinking is also a sign to faculty that students 

are developing critical thinking skills. Many think students demonstrate critical thinking when they integrate 

different perspectives, critique or ask questions about the topic or information presented, are open to 

alternative perspectives, or assess their own learning. Most faculty state that they promote critical thinking in 

their students by asking them questions and by encouraging student collaboration. Some faculty also promote 

critical thinking by providing additional resources to their students, including information from their own 

professional or personal experience. Many faculty think it is important to require their students to provide 

more evidence or references to back their work. Others incorporate the use of real-life scenarios to apply 

information in a practical way to promote students’ critical thinking.  

Faculty think that their students differ primarily in their discussion posting styles. Some students post a lot of 

information or provide a lot of detail, while others do not. They also think students differ in the ways that they 

interact with other students or communicate with faculty. Cultural differences are also noted by many faculty 

members as ways their students differ.  

Most faculty think that the overall design of their online classrooms focuses on faculty facilitation and the 

need for students to apply the information, and both of those are strong factors for promoting learning and 

critical thinking in students. They think that the requirement for collaboration promotes student learning and 

critical thinking in their course designs. Most faculty think that the ideal classroom should be rich in 

application requirements or material and that it is interactive, collaborative, and structured.  

Most faculty members are trained for online instruction by their universities, and they also learned by 

teaching online. Some study as online students, take training outside of the university, and feel that ongoing 

communication with their supervisors helps with their ability to teach online. Faculty members consider their 

primary role to be that of facilitator. They think it is their responsibility to keep students on task, provide 

feedback, answer students’ questions, and stimulate critical thinking. Many think that their role is to 

encourage student collaboration and stimulate student discussions. Some think that shifting and extending 

their students’ perspectives is also important to their role as faculty members.  

During a typical week in the online classroom, faculty check their messages and address student concerns. 

They read students’ discussions in the discussion forums, post their own responses to students, and grade 

student submissions. Many post a summary of each week’s discussion or a wrap-up announcement about the 

week’s lesson at the end of the week that further demonstrates how critical thinking skills can be used to 

address issues raised in the course content. Most faculty also post reminders for students about due dates and 

spend their time providing students with extra resources in the classroom.  

Most online faculty members used some sort of audio or video component in their classrooms to enhance 

their faculty presence or aid in student learning. YouTube is a technology used by many faculty members. 

Some faculty like to engage with students in synchronous discussions, while others use PowerPoint 

presentations to give students additional learning material and guidance. Most of the faculty members’ use of 

technology differs depending on preference, but audio and video technology is broadly used. Online faculty 
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members range in their responses to what they would integrate into the classroom if they could. Some want to 

incorporate more audio and video tools, while others like the idea of using games or role-play technology to 

enhance learning and critical thinking. Some want to use live sessions in their future classes.  

Faculty members are confident that their students are learning when their students can apply the information 

in their professional work or in practical situations. As students incorporate feedback and improve over time, 

faculty also grow confident in their students’ learning. Many faculty members are confident that their students 

are learning by observing their students’ collaborations. 

Discussion 

Many well-defined themes emerged in this qualitative analysis to generate a composite picture of faculty and 

student experiences and understandings of critical thinking in the online classroom, within a useful context of 

teaching and learning in the online environment. It is worth pointing out that the literature suggests students 

and educators differ in their understanding and experiences of critical thinking, and this study supported this 

notion. While the responses varied in terms of pinpointing how students think about and experience critical 

thinking in the online classroom, most students agreed that being able to analyze arguments and cite their 

points defined critical thinking. This definition, of course, does not provide an accurate picture of critical 

thinking.  

Hence, while students reportedly yearn for application of their learning in developing critical thinking skills 

and believe that critical thinking is best developed through real-world scenarios and research-based activities 

(Danczak et al., 2017), online students still seem to be caught up in the banking method of education, where 

the teacher deposits information into the student’s knowledge bank (Freire, 2000). Students engaging in 

online learning tend to see their development of critical thinking in the ability to regurgitate what they read 

and construct an argument from those readings through citations and supportive points in their assignments. 

Students believe their courses promote critical thinking, stating things such as, “Every discussion, 

collaboration, and assignment is used to promote critical thinking,” and, “I think it promotes critical thinking 

quite well.” However, one can see how problematic this is since their understanding of critical thinking is 

flawed. Are students really learning how to think critically if they do not even know what that means? 

Faculty members who teach in the online environment seem to have a good understanding of critical thinking 

when compared to other educators represented in past research; they align with educational practitioners, 

believing that critical thinking is developed by applying knowledge in a practical setting (Danczak et al., 2017). 

Online faculty seem to understand clearly that critical thinking is, in essence, about applying knowledge in the 

real world. They identify critical thinking as the ability to apply knowledge in practical situations, which 

includes skills such as thinking for oneself, integrating different perspectives, criticizing, questioning, and 

being open to different perspectives. Faculty also demonstrate this understanding through the way they 

facilitate student learning: 

“We have collaboration questions now that are almost like a case study, so throughout the module, 

[students] are talking about [the fact that] there’s a new Minister in this country. So all the 

collaborations in that unit are referring back to your case study, which is something that is more 

tangible, and students can think through the situation, and they can apply what they've seen, and 

where they can apply their experiences.”  

“You find that if something is closer to home, it’s not some a superficial, theoretic discussion; it’s 

much more meaningful in a way. It’s real case studies. It looks at current affairs, although how current 

it will remain, is one thing. It’s as good as the modules are updated, but at the same time, it has 

brought in these practical challenges of information.”  
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Given the fact that online faculty members seem to understand what it means to think critically and many 

apply real-world applications in their online classrooms, why, then, are students not understanding? There is 

clearly a disconnect. The answer could be found in the possibility of inconsistent facilitation. Not all faculty 

may be able to teach critical thinking well, despite their understanding of its meaning. Consider this quotation 

from one faculty participant about promoting critical thinking in the online classroom: “It’s about the way you 

facilitate it, how you try to allow and create space. I don’t want to sound a bit arrogant, but sometimes I look 

in other classrooms, and I see how colleagues do discussions I think, ‘Okay, this is not critical. This is just 

asking questions around understanding—elaborate this a little further. How boring is this? This is not 

allowing any student to go deeper in a discussion or to critically reflect’.”  

Students desire clear definitions of critical thinking and want educators to be more transparent in their 

teaching methods (Kressler & Kressler, 2020). It is clear that defining critical thinking and facilitating the 

acquisition of critical thinking skills is still a struggle in the online learning environment. According to the 

information gained in this study, students and faculty engaged in the online classroom agree in some ways 

that critical thinking skills are gained through practical applications. But this is where agreement ceases, as 

facilitation apparently breaks down through various teaching methods and applications of faculty members. 

Students go on believing they are developing critical thinking skills in their online environments, when in fact 

they are regurgitating information in assignments, while faculty continue to provide ineffective practical 

applications in their teaching, which is lost on students. 

Limitations of the Study 

There are several limitations that are important to note. One is the varied ways data was collected. All faculty 

interviews were conducted one on one with researchers, while student interviews consisted of one-on-one 

interviews and completed questionnaires that were submitted in writing. This may have had an impact on the 

number of themes that presented for each prompt. Faculty tended to present more information, whereas 

students presented less. This variance in responses may be due to different experiences with critical thinking, 

placing faculty at a higher experience level than many of the students. Student participants may not 

implement critical thinking skills as much as faculty participants who regularly participate in critical thinking 

activities. Faculty were also asked more questions, as their experiences spanned more topics that were 

important to cover in terms of context. Faculty experiences with teaching in the online environment were 

varied, and it can be assumed that they would be more generalizable of a participant pool. Obtaining data 

from students proved more difficult, and the data collected was more reflective of a convenience sample, since 

all students who participated fell within the range of 1.5 to 2.5 years of experience in online learning, which 

may have limited generalizability. 

Implications for Practice and Considerations for Future Research 

Educators often note that their students gain critical thinking skills in working environments (Biggs, 2012). 

Engaging in activities has been shown to develop critical thinking more effectively when it is accompanied by 

mentoring, dialogue, and authentic instruction. Hence, a strong recommendation for online educators who 

want to help students develop their critical thinking skills is to utilize mentoring, dialogue, and authentic 

instruction alongside online activities (Abrami et al., 2015). 

This analysis was restricted to a specific course in the master of public health program, which is also a 

graduate program. Similar analysis with other types of graduate and undergraduate programs would be 

helpful. To further help educators understand and facilitate the development of critical thinking skills in the 

online environment, research that employs focus groups with students and teachers would be of particular 

importance. Through such a study, online educators and students could bridge the gap of misunderstanding 

and may be able to find a solution to better online facilitation. In addition, the use of rubrics to evaluate 

student work, along with faculty feedback related to critical thinking, would complement the findings of the 
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current study and could allow for a deeper understanding of the ways faculty and students view critical 

thinking. A larger participant pool, particularly of students, could also enhance the focus of this topic. Another 

area of potential research interest lies in examining differences in critical thinking skills development between 

face-to-face and online settings. Finally, providing similar questions to faculty and students at other online 

universities would contribute to more robust findings.  

Conclusion 

As we consider the results of this study, it is important to note that many factors can contribute to the 

differences between educators and students, such as the maturity levels, different experiences, separate 

cultures, and distinct individual circumstances of all participants. More specifically, faculty members in this 

study seemed to have a richer understanding of critical thinking, which could be a result of being engaged in 

the academic environment and receiving specific training that students did not or could not access. The 

results of this study suggest that a shared understanding of critical thinking is incomplete. However, in their 

responses, both students and faculty stated that they believed critical thinking skills were being attained in the 

online classroom. Students depicted their classrooms as settings that applied their knowledge and developed 

their critical thinking skills, while faculty members noted how well their application-based interactions and 

activities worked to increase critical thought in their students. If the online learning environment is to be 

effective in helping students develop critical thinking skills, first and foremost, students and faculty need a 

shared understanding of what actually constitutes critical thinking. Only then can educators take meaningful 

steps toward helping students develop critical thinking skills.  

 

  



  
Peoples et al., 2024  Open    Access 
 

 

Higher Learning Research Communications 117 

References 

Abrami, P. C., Bernard, R. M., Borokhovski, E., Waddington, D. I., Wade, C. A., & Persson, T., (2015). 

Strategies for teaching students to think critically: A meta-analysis. Review of Educational Research, 

85(2), 275–314. https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654314551063 

Athanassiou, N., McNett, J. M., & Harvey, C. (2003). Critical thinking in the management classroom: Bloom’s 

taxonomy as a learning tool. Journal of Management Education, 27(5), 533–555. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1052562903252515 

Bensley, D. A., Rainey, C., Murtagh, M. P., Flinn, J. A., Maschiocchi, C., Bernhardt, P. C., & Kuehne, S. (2016). 

Closing the assessment loop on critical thinking: The challenges of multidimensional testing and low 

test-taking motivation. Thinking Skills and Creativity, 21, 158–168. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tsc.2016.06.006 

Biggs, J., (2012), What the student does: Teaching for enhanced learning. Higher Educational Research 

Development, 31(1), 39–55. https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2012.642839 

Cooper, K. M., Downing, V. R., & Brownell, S. E. (2018). The influence of active learning practices on student 

anxiety in large-enrollment college science classrooms. International Journal of STEM Education, 5, 

Article 23. https://doi.org/10.1186/s40594-018-0123-6 

Danczak, S. M., Thompson, C. D., & Overton, T. L. (2017). “What does the term critical thinking mean to 

you?” A qualitative analysis of chemistry undergraduate, teaching staff and employers’ views of 

critical thinking. Chemistry Education Research and Practice, 18(3), 420–434. 

https://doi.org/10.1039/C6RP00249H 

Facione, P. A. (1990). Critical thinking: A statement of expert consensus for purposes of educational 

assessment and instruction. (ED315423). ERIC. https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED315423 

Freire, P. (2000). Pedagogy of the oppressed (30th anniversary edition). Continuum. 

Goodsett, M. (2020). Best practices for teaching and assessing critical thinking in information literacy online 

learning objects. The Journal of Academic Librarianship, 46(5), Article 102163. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.acalib.2020.102163 

Giorgi, A. (1985). Sketch of a psychological phenomenological method. In A. Giorgi (Ed.), Phenomenology 

and psychological research (pp. 8–22). Duquesne University Press. 

Halpern, D. F. (2001). Assessing the effectiveness of critical thinking instruction. Journal of General 

Education, 50(4), 270–286. https://doi.org/10.1353/jge.2001.0024 

Kraus, S., Sears, S. R., & Burke, B. L. (2013). Is truthiness enough? Classroom activities for encouraging 

evidence-based critical thinking. Journal of Effective Teaching, 13, 2, 83–93.  

Kressler, B., & Kressler, J. (2020). Diverse student perceptions of active learning in a large enrollment STEM 

course. Journal of the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning, 20(1), 40–64. 

https://doi.org/10.14434/josotl.v20i1.24688 

Lai, E. R. (2011). Critical thinking: A literature review [Research report]. Pearson Education. 

Nguyen, B., Yu, X., Japutra, A., & Chen, C.-H. S. (2016). Reverse teaching: Exploring student perceptions of 

“flip teaching.” Active Learning in Higher Education, 17(1), 51–61. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1469787415616727 

Pearl, A. O., Rayner, G. M., Larson, I., & Orlando, L. (2019). Thinking about critical thinking: An industry 

perspective. Industry and Higher Education, 33(2), 116–126. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0950422218796099 

https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654314551063
https://doi.org/10.1177/1052562903252515
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tsc.2016.06.006
https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2012.642839
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40594-018-0123-6
https://doi.org/10.1039/C6RP00249H
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED315423
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.acalib.2020.102163
https://doi.org/10.1353/jge.2001.0024
https://doi.org/10.14434/josotl.v20i1.24688
https://doi.org/10.1177/1469787415616727
https://doi.org/10.1177/0950422218796099


  
Peoples et al., 2024  Open    Access 
 

 

Higher Learning Research Communications 118 

Reynders, G., Lantz, J., Ruder, S. M., Stanford, C. L., & Cole, R. S. (2020). Rubrics to assess critical thinking 

and information processing in undergraduate STEM courses. International Journal of STEM 

Education, 7, Article 9. https://doi.org/10.1186/s40594-020-00208-5 

Schmaltz, R. M., Jansen, E., & Wenckowski, N. (2017). Redefining critical thinking: Teaching students to 

think like scientists. Frontiers in Psychology, 8. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.00459 

Sng, B. (2011). Cultural perceptions of critical thinking skills of Asian Theological College students. Journal of 

Adult Theological Education, 8(2), 153–165. https://doi.org/10.1558/JATE.v8i2.153 

Stedman, N. L. P., & Adams, B. L. (2012). Identifying faculty’s knowledge of critical thinking concepts and 

perceptions of critical thinking instruction in higher education. NACTA Journal, 56(2), 9–14.  

Stedman, N. L. P., & Adams, B. L. (2014). Getting it to click: Students self-perceived critical thinking style and 

perceptions of critical thinking instruction in face-to-face and online course delivery. NACTA 

Journal, 58(3), 236–243.  

Wang, X., & Zheng, H. (2016). Reasoning critical thinking: Is it born or made? Theory & Practice in 

Language Studies, 6(6), 1223–1231. https://doi.org/10.17507/tpls.0606.25 

Wertz, F. J. (1985). Method and findings in a phenomenological psychological study of a complex life event: 

Being criminally victimized. In A. Giorgi (Ed.), Phenomenology and psychological research (pp. 155–

216). Duquesne University Press. 

  

https://doi.org/10.1186/s40594-020-00208-5
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.00459
https://doi.org/10.1558/JATE.v8i2.153
https://doi.org/10.17507/tpls.0606.25


  
Peoples et al., 2024  Open    Access 
 

 

Higher Learning Research Communications 119 

Appendix 

Interview Protocols 

Faculty 

Demographic Questions: 

5. How long have you been teaching online? 

6. How long have you been teaching online for the University of Liverpool? 

7. What training have you had to prepare you to teach online? 

8. On a scale from 1 to 10, with 1 = least knowledge and 10 = most knowledge, how knowledgeable 

are you about technology tools to facilitate engagement in the classroom (such as blogs, podcasts, 

videos, etc.)? 

9. On a scale from 1 to 10, with 1 = never use and 10 = use every time I teach, how often do you use 

some kind of technology tools to interact with students in the classroom (such as blogs, podcasts, 

videos, etc.)? 

10. Do you have a particular framework that guides your philosophy of teaching online? If yes, what 

is it? 

Interview Questions: 

11. Please describe your perceptions of the online classroom. 

12. What do you consider to be your role in the classroom as an instructor? 

13. Please describe your experiences using technology in the online classroom.  

14. Please describe the things that happen in the classroom that give you confidence students are 

learning. 

15. Describe the strategies you use as a teacher to help students to learn. 

16. Describe the ways students are different from each other in the classroom. 

17. Please describe the ways you know that students are connecting with each other in the classroom. 

18. Please describe the things you do as a teacher to promote higher-order thinking in the classroom. 

19. Tell me how you know that students are using and/or developing higher-order, critical thinking 

skills. 

20. Describe your experiences with the online classroom in terms of how its overall design promotes 

or does not promote critical thinking in students.  

21. How do you define “engagement” in the online classroom? 

22. How do you establish teaching presence in the classroom? 

23. Cognitive presence is defined as the “extent to which the participants in any configuration of a 

community of inquiry are able to construct meaning through sustained communication.” How do 

you establish cognitive presence in the classroom? 

24. Social presence is defined as “the ability of learners to project their personal characteristics into 

the community of inquiry, thereby presenting themselves as ‘real people.’” How do you promote 

social presence in your classroom? 

25. Teaching presence is defined as “the design, facilitation, and direction of cognitive and social 

processes for the purpose of realizing personally meaningful and educationally worthwhile 

learning outcomes.” How do you establish teaching presence in the classroom? 

26. Some suggest that emotional presence is an important factor in classroom engagement, and the 

ways faculty and students make an emotional connection with each other are important. How do 

you establish emotional presence in the classroom? 
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Students 

Demographic Questions: 

1. How long have you been taking classes online and how many have you taken?  

2. How long have you been taking classes online at the University of Liverpool? 

3. On a scale from 1 to 10, with 1 = least knowledge and 10 = most knowledge, how knowledgeable 

are you regarding online social networking and communication tools? 

4. On a scale from 1 to 10, with 1 = never use and 10 = use multiple times a day, how often do you 

use online social networking and communication tools? 

Interview Questions 

5. What do you consider to be your role and responsibilities in the classroom as a student?  

6. Please describe your experience during a typical day or week in the online classroom.  

7. Please describe your experiences using technology in the online classroom.  

8. Please describe the things that happen in the classroom that give you confidence that you are 

learning the information.  

9. Please describe the ways you know are connecting with other students and the faculty in the 

classroom. 

10. When teachers talk about “critical thinking” or “higher order thinking,” what does this mean to 

you?  

11. Tell me how you know that you and other students are using higher-order thinking skills.  

12. Describe your experiences with the online classroom in terms of how its overall design promotes 

or does not promote higher-order thinking.  

13. In what ways are your online classes particularly engaging?  

14. In what ways are your online classes not particularly engaging?  

15. What technologies would you like to see integrated into your online classroom learning 

environments?  

16. What would the ideal online classroom look like in your opinion?  
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