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Critical thinking does not develop in a vacuum and 

lasting gains cannot be expected from isolated efforts. 
Nurturing critical thinking requires establishing on-

going practices and structures that reinforce thoughtful re-
flection in our classrooms and schools. As Barbara Rogoff 
suggests, this requires more than “piecemeal incorporation of 
innovative techniques into an otherwise inconsistent fabric” 
of traditional teaching and learning (1994, 214). This chapter 
discusses what it means to support, and what is involved in 
supporting, a community of critical thinkers. 

The nature of Classroom  
as Community
Over the past two decades it has become popular to talk 
about a particular classroom atmosphere in terms of a com-
munity. This is an especially attractive metaphor for the kind 
of atmosphere that is conducive to critical thinking. Various 
writers identify four principles that define a group of indi-
viduals as a community (Lipman 1991; Newmann 1990):

•	 Participants are “committed to a common goal” that 
gives them unity.

•	 Participants do not work in isolation, but “interact in 
collaborative pursuit” of their goal (in other words, com-
munication is key to a community). 

•	 Participants “agree on the general procedures” to follow. 
•	 Participants assume “individual responsibility”—each 

individual is responsible for contributing to the com-
mon goal.

Of course, there are many variations of classrooms as 
communities. These classrooms are variously referred to as 
caring communities, learning communities, communities of 
learners, and communities of inquiry. The underlying com-
monality is the commitment to creating a community atmo-
sphere within the classroom; the qualifier indicates subtle 

differences in the particular common goal and some of the 
general procedures that are followed. A “caring” community, 
for example, would give primacy to creating feelings of trust 
and emotional support, whereas a community of “inquiry” 
would emphasize the shared pursuit of knowledge. These 
differences in emphasis are relatively subtle—the conditions 
that support a community of inquiry overlap extensively with 
those to be found in a caring community—as students can-
not learn from each other under conditions of distrust, lack 
of co-operation, and disrespect.

We must emphasize that our conception of a community 
of critical thinkers has more in common with the other varia-
tions of community than there are differences. For example, a 
critical community presupposes a deep and abiding concern 
for each other’s feelings and ideas, and in this respect must be, 
to a significant extent, a caring community. The common fea-
ture—the notion of a classroom as a community—is central 
to understanding the kind of atmosphere recreated in a criti-
cal community or, for that matter, in other types of classroom 
communities. 

distinguishing “Traditional” and 
“Community” Classrooms
It may be helpful in getting further inside the notion of a 
classroom as community to distinguish it from other kinds 
of classroom atmospheres. In an illuminating article, Rogoff 
(1994) distinguishes a classroom community from teacher-
run and student-run classrooms. She argues that teacher- and 
student-run classrooms exist at opposite ends of a spectrum, 
whereas classrooms as communities are in a different category 
altogether. Studies suggest that traditional teacher-directed 
classes may not create an atmosphere conducive to student 
thoughtfulness (Newmann 1991, 330). Goodlad’s study of 
more than a thousand schools in the United States noted that 
despite the rhetoric of promoting creativity, individual flexi-
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TABLE 8.1 TEAChER- AND sTUDENT-RUN CLAssROOms

TEACHEr-run ClASSrooM STudEnT-run ClASSrooM

decision making
teacher initiates and dictates; students react and 
comply

students initiate and decide for themselves; 
teacher responds and permits

Principles of teaching 
and learning

teacher transmits received knowledge and 
practices; students absorb and adopt

students construct their own understandings and 
ways of doing things; teacher encourages but 
doesn’t “interfere” in student learning

Teaching practices
teacher-directed instruction (for example, show 
and tell, repetition, drill and correction)

student-directed learning (for example, self- 
discovery, unaided exploration, hit and miss)

dominant values compliance and replication permissiveness and individual expression

bility, and independent thinking, the practice in many schools 
was quite different: “From the beginning, students experience 
school and classroom environments that condition them 
in precisely opposite behaviours—seeking ‘right’ answers,  
conforming, and reproducing the known” (2004, 291). 

Many have thought that the alternative to a teacher-run 
classroom is a student-run classroom. Rogoff argues that this 
is not the case. Neither teacher-run nor student-run class-
rooms support thinking as well as a classroom as commu-
nity does. This last comment is potentially confusing because 
a classroom community is often referred to as a student- 
centred classroom. Consequently, it will be useful to dis-
tinguish teacher- and student-run classrooms and then to  
contrast these with the notion of community-based class-
rooms. While doing this, we will explain the key advantages of 
the community approach. Key differences between teacher- 
and student-run classrooms are summarized in Table 8.1.

Rogoff suggests that on the spectrum of teacher- and 
student-run classrooms any diminution of teacher control 
directly increases student control. In the area of decision 
making in the extreme teacher-run class, the teacher makes 
all the rules, determines what is studied, sets the schedule for 
the class, and so on. The student’s role is passive, merely to 
comply with the teacher’s dictates. Conversely, in a student-
run classroom, in order not to inhibit students’ creativity and 
initiative, teachers assume a laissez-faire or “hands-off” ap-
proach. In the most extreme version, individual students are 
left to decide for themselves what to study, when, and how. 
Teaching and learning in a teacher-run classroom is largely 
through direct instruction in the accepted beliefs and ways 
of proceeding. In a student-run classroom, there is no direct 
instruction, no telling, no “right or wrong” answer, and no 
correct way of doing anything (Richardson 2003). Conse-
quently, the teacher’s role is largely to encourage students as 
they individually make their own sense of the material they 
engage with. 

The dominant values of the teacher-run classroom are 
control and student replication of received beliefs and correct 
ways of acting. This point was vividly espoused by promi-
nent nineteenth-century American educator William Torrey  
Harris when he commented that “the first requisite of the 
school is order: each pupil must be taught to conform his 
behaviour to a general standard, just like the running of the 
trains” (cited in Barell 1991, 29). In a student-run classroom, 
the dominant values are a permissive atmosphere to nurture 
the free expression of ideas and actions. Apart from rare no-
table experiments such as the “free” schools movement in the 
1960s and 1970s, student-run classrooms, in any pure form, 
have not operated extensively. However, some proponents of 
such movements as student-centred education, values clarifi-
cation, discovery learning, whole language, and teaching for 
creativity seem to espouse a student-run philosophy within 
certain areas of the curriculum. For example, one elementary 
science teacher who had recently been introduced to “con-
structivist learning” but had developed a misconceived idea 
about it was reported to state, “Constructivism has taught me 
I do not need to know any science in order to teach it. I will 
simply allow my students to figure things out for themselves, 
for I know there is no right answer” (MacKinnon and Scarff-
Seatter 1997, 53). 

Clearly, choosing either a completely teacher-run class 
or a completely student-run class seems extreme. Teacher-
run classes reinforce conformity and discourage individual 
thoughtfulness, whereas student-run classes abandon stan-
dards and preclude developing shared understandings. This 
seems to suggest the need to find a middle ground between 
these extremes. Herein lies the value of Rogoff ’s comparison 
of these two types of classroom structures. The middle ground 
between these poles—a classroom that is partly teacher-run 
and partly student-run—might be seen to imply that some 
of the time the teacher would initiate, direct, and control and 
at other times students would. When it was the teacher’s turn 
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After years of talking about the classroom factors that promote 
student thoughtfulness, i decided to “walk the talk” and try to 
implement them in my methods course for pre-service social 
studies teachers. My typical routine would have been to open 
the first class with a talk about my expectations for the course 
supplemented with a detailed written syllabus outlining the 
topics and required readings for each week, and the precise 
nature of the assignments including their length, format, 
and due day (including, in some cases, the precise hour by 
which they were to be handed in). instead, i said surprisingly 
little beyond welcoming students to the class and almost 
immediately invited them into a set of activities to help design 
the course contents. 

we began by sharing in small groups and then as a class 
our most memorable (both positive and negative) experiences 
as students in elementary and secondary social studies. 
Students then examined two documents—the provincial 
curriculum and a recent Ministry of education report on the 
state of social studies teaching. the students’ task was to 
identify key elements of effective social studies teaching and 
the challenges these presented to prospective teachers. Finally, 
i offered my own critique of the “good, the bad, and the 
ugly” of social studies.

working in groups, students identified the most important 
areas or topics they would need to master if they were to 
teach the prescribed curriculum in a manner that realized 
the successes and avoided the pitfalls they had identified in 
their personal experiences, the published documents, and my 
observations. As well, they were to suggest in general terms 
the kinds of activities, readings, assignments, and resources 
that might help them to achieve these ends. we compiled a 
collective list of these objectives and strategies and i indicated 
that i would return the following week with a proposed outline 
of our course of study that represented my best attempt to 
accommodate their recommendations. i warned that some 
of their suggestions may not be feasible given my limitations, 
realistic given the constraints we faced, or consistent with 
university policy (i did have to assign grades). i indicated that 
i might add a few topics of my own that past experience 
had taught me were valuable for beginning teachers, but 
that i would provide a rationale for these additions. Also, i 

announced that the next few classes would address topics that 
i had prepared in advance since i would need time to make the 
necessary preparations. 

the “extra” preparations that i had to make were quite 
minimal since the kinds of topics and activities the students 
had identified were remarkably similar to those that i would 
have included anyway. the students and i were “on the 
same page” so to speak because, in the past, i had designed 
my course trying to answer the very questions i had put to 
them, and the documents and comments i presented to them 
informed (oriented) their thinking in directions that i thought 
desirable. 

there were various other strategies that i implemented in 
my efforts to create a “critical” community. three of these 
were especially significant:

•	 during the second class, we discussed and affirmed that 
my proposed course outline captured the spirit and many 
of the specifics of their recommendations. i then suggested 
that there were two kinds of questions that students could 
ask of teachers: “tell me what to do and say” and “help 
me advance my thinking and actions.” i announced that 
for the first three weeks of class students were allowed to 
ask either kind of question, but that after that date, i would 
respond only to “help me advance my thinking” questions. 
i offered examples of the first kind of question that 
students might pose if they wanted more information about 
the first assignment for the course (for example, how long 
does it have to be? Must it be typed? Should we offer our 
own opinion? what kind of answer are you looking for? do 
we have to cite our sources?). i then inquired what these 
questions might look like if they were reframed as questions 
that wouldn’t simply dictate what to do but would assist 
students in furthering their own thinking on these issues. 
initially, several students offered what essentially were 
more specific restatements of the first kind of question (for 
example, Can it be less than five pages? is it okay if i don’t 
type it?). the class grew silent as they realized they were 
hard pressed to frame a question that satisfied the new 
requirements. i offered an example:

ROLAND’s ATTEmPT AT A COmmUNITy Of ThINkERs

to decide, students would be expected to comply, and con-
versely when it was the students’ turn to decide, the teacher 
would stand back and permit—so, too, in the teaching and 
learning dimension. In those topics where a right way or a 
correct answer was required, the teacher would transmit the 
received knowledge and students would accept it; in other ar-
eas, where no received answer was expected, students would 
freely discover and individually conclude for themselves. Any 
compromise between these polar philosophies is a matter of 
determining when students are free to decide by themselves 

and when they must do as they are asked, and, by extension, 
when teachers are to assume a laissez-faire role and when they 
are to “call the shots.”

THE THird wAy: ClASSrooM AS CoMMuniTy

Rogoff invites us to see the classroom as community as a 
qualitatively different option to any position on the teacher/ 
student–run continuum. It is not a matter of deciding whether 
the teacher or the student is “in charge.” Rather it requires col-
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“i see the first assignment is worth only 10 per cent 
of the final grade, that it has two parts, and you have 
not asked us to access outside sources. given that 
the assignment is largely a personal reflection and i 
do write in a rather concise manner, i think i could 
do a competent job in about three pages. does this 
seem reasonable to you?”

we practised reframing other questions around the first 
assignment and almost immediately students began (with 
limited success) to attempt “help me advance my thinking” 
questions. My typical response to their partial efforts was 
“well, what do you think?” followed by, “why do you think 
that?” this promoted students to think through the topic 
so they could eventually frame the second kind of question. 
But more often than not, by then students realized that they 
had actually worked out their own thoughtful answer and, 
with a few exceptions, didn’t need me to affirm it.

•	 every class (they were three-hour sessions), we arranged 
our chairs in a circle and spent approximately thirty minutes 
discussing emergent concerns, offering news and updates, 
and listening to students present on an assigned “mini-
topic” that we had wanted to look at but didn’t have time 
to devote a full class to. My role was to moderate the 
conversation and listen. wherever possible, i returned the 
week following with an action that took up one or more 
of the ideas discussed in the previous week. in this way, 
i signalled to students by my actions that their opinions 
mattered.

•	 Students were expected to self- and peer-assess the major 
assignments using detailed rubrics that i had carefully 
developed and which the class had reviewed and, when 
necessary, modified. it was difficult initially to get students 
to use the descriptors as the basis for their assessments. 
either the students hadn’t really internalized these criteria 
or they ignored them, preferring to assign the rating 
they hoped to get. this was especially problematic when 

students were invited to assign marks. things improved 
after much practice and with the addition of a rubric in 
which i evaluated students on their ability to self- and 
peer assess in a criterion-based, fair-minded manner. the 
result, as those who have been able to get their students 
to use a rubric effectively will attest, was a significant shift 
away from the teacher as the sole arbiter of standards to a 
shared responsibility with students. 

the result of my various efforts was the most satisfying 
teaching experience of my career. Students acquired a much 
deeper understanding and competence than i had previously 
seen. Students reported they worked much harder in the 
course and found it very satisfying (this is not the same as 
enjoying the course, as many students agonized over tasks 
that pushed the boundaries of their teaching). Most felt that 
they had not simply acquired ideas and strategies from the 
course, but that it had changed them as teachers.

i can’t close this story without noting that i tried to 
replicate these conditions in the next course i taught with 
much less satisfying results. Although many of these students 
reported similar results, one-third of the students did not. i 
was so dissatisfied with this group’s performance in the course 
that i felt compelled to withhold their grades until they had 
redone the major assignment. i suspect the disappointing 
results with this group were because of things i had neglected 
or done differently and their modest level of commitment 
to the course and to teaching. they likely lacked a defining 
element of a community—namely a genuine commitment 
to a common goal: instead of caring about advancing their 
professional learning, they seemed more interested in getting 
through the course. the moral of this epilogue is not to 
undermine the power of creating a community of thinkers—
in the first course and for the majority of students in the 
second course, the results were superior. however, i offer this 
cautionary note to remind us that, despite the value of this 
approach, there are no quick fixes or universal remedies in 
education.

laborative participation and decision making—a community 
effort—involving differentiated roles and responsibilities. Be-
fore looking at these elements, consider the description in the 
highlighted text of Roland’s efforts at creating a community 
of learners in his own university teaching.

The principles of a classroom as community, which to 
some extent are embodied in this example, can be summa-
rized in Table 8.2.

Decision making in a community is not an “either/or” 
proposition; rather, it is a shared responsibility. Notice that 
Roland and the students negotiated the course contents. 
Similarly, the regular implementation of ideas emerging from 
the weekly circles signalled to the students that their voices 
were being heard. According to some researchers, students’ 

sense of being able to influence their learning, as opposed to 
relying exclusively on someone else—typically a teacher— 
to direct them, is a significant factor in encouraging students 
to think for themselves (Barell 1991, 71; Resnick 1989, 9). In 
a classroom as community, teaching and learning are collab-
orative—the teacher does not tell students what to think, and, 
conversely, students are not free to think whatever they hap-
pen to feel like. The teacher’s role is to frame the tasks, actively 
mentor students, and support students in developing the 
“tools” they need in order to reach thoughtful conclusions. 
For their part, students must work within the negotiated 
structures and shared norms as they engage seriously with the 
subject matter. Norm-guided participation and collaboration 
among all community members are the dominant values.
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TABLE 8.2 CLAssROOm As COmmUNITy

decision making teacher and students negotiate mutually acceptable decisions within established parameters

Principles of teaching and 
learning

teacher orients, mentors, and monitors while students engage rigorously with the subject matter in 
concert with others

Teaching practices
teacher teaches the “tools” to enable students to reach thoughtful responses to structured but 
open-ended tasks

dominant values norm-guided participation and collaboration

The picture of a classroom as a community may sound 
idealistic. So how would one systematically undertake to 
nurture such an environment in an elementary or second-
ary classroom? Before looking at specific strategies to sup-
port a community of critical thinkers, we want to offer a few 
thoughts on the importance of carefully scrutinizing our ex-
isting practices to ensure their consistency with our overarch-
ing goal.

The role of the Hidden Curriculum
The need to look closely at our practices arises not simply 
because we may miss out on opportunities to support criti-
cal thinking. The situation is more disturbing: many class-
room practices actually undermine thinking. A particularly 
important dimension of classroom climate is what is loosely 
called the “hidden curriculum.” The term “hidden” is thought 
by some to be misleading in that it suggests a conscious but 
covert attempt to teach contrary to the formal or official cur-
riculum. Many believe that the so-called hidden curriculum 
is largely unintentional—that many of us do not deliberately 
send mixed messages to our students, but in large part we 
are unaware of the messages that our students draw from 
their classroom experiences. These unintended messages of-
ten have a more significant effect on student learning than 
do our deliberate efforts. This point was affirmed by stud-
ies of various educational programs to promote respect for 
others (Daniels and Case 1992). For the most part, specific 
programs and activities intended to increase respect for oth-
ers had a marginal impact; the determining factor was the 
climate within the classroom. What mattered was whether 
or not teachers provided a safe forum for student dialogue, 
solicited and valued student opinions, and otherwise acted 
in ways that modelled respect for the feelings and ideas of 
others. 

Even a commonplace activity such as teacher talk may 
have an unintended message for students. For example, stud-
ies of the factors that influence students’ willingness to con-
tribute to class discussions suggest that teachers commonly 

monopolize the talk. Not only does this reduce the opportu-
nities for students to contribute, it creates the impression in 
students’ minds that their opinions don’t really matter (Hess 
2004, 152). One study suggested that 80 per cent of students 
would talk less in class if they felt their opinions weren’t valued.

Consider the implications of the hidden curriculum in 
the context of the traditional classroom debate. The objective 
for each team in this activity is to prove that the other side 
is without merit by refuting, belittling, or ignoring opposing 
arguments. There is a tacit prohibition against changing one’s 
mind partway through the debate. Crossing to the other side 
is akin to politicians switching party allegiance—both are 
seen as betrayals. Increasingly, teachers are replacing this ad-
versarial format with more open-ended discussions in which 
students are encouraged to see the merits of all sides and to 
recast binary options as polar positions along a continuum. 
To facilitate this approach, class discussions may be config-
ured in a U-shape. Students with polar views (either strongly 
agreeing or strongly disagreeing with the proposition) seat 
themselves at either tip of the “U”; students with mixed opin-
ions sit at appropriate spots along the rounded part. At vary-
ing stages in the discussion students are encouraged to move 
along the spectrum as their intellectual positions on the issue 
change. In this way, less dogmatic attitudes are encouraged: 
the implicit messages of the traditional debate—black or 
white, fixed opinions with the objective of winning the argu-
ment—are supplanted by different messages of the U-shaped 
discussion, the value of provisionally held positions as one 
tries to figure out the most defensible personal stance from a 
continuum of options.

The lesson to be learned from these examples is that nur-
turing a classroom community of thinkers is an orientation 
that pervades all of our actions. Not only must we be proac-
tive in introducing elements that will support thinking, we 
should be vigilant in identifying and altering habits that may 
undermine our efforts. 
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Strategies for Building Community
Each of us can build and sustain communities of thinkers in 
our classrooms by working on five fronts:

•	 setting appropriate classroom expectations;
•	 implementing appropriate classroom routines and 

activities;
•	 personally modelling the attributes of a good critical 

thinker;
•	 shaping the communicative interactions within the class 

to encourage thinking; and
•	 developing the tools students need to participate in a re-

flective community.

Before exploring specific strategies in each of these areas, 
we offer an account in highlighted text of Philip’s efforts at 
creating a virtual community of learners among his students.

Classroom Expectations
The expectations we set for our students influence the tone 
of our classrooms. One of the significant factors in Roland’s 
attempt to create a community was the kind of questions stu-
dents were expected to ask. Typically, at the outset of each 
year we devote considerable time to establishing behavioural 
expectations (for example, students are expected to be punc-
tual, keep the classroom clean, treat each other respectfully). 
It is worth considering the following kinds of classroom ex-
pectations that support thinking:

•	 Students are expected to make up their own minds—not 
simply take someone’s word for things.

•	 Students and teacher are expected as a matter of course 
to provide reasons or examples in support of their obser-
vations, conclusions, and behaviour.

•	 Students and teacher are expected to seriously consider 
other perspectives on an issue and alternative approaches 
to a problem before reaching a firm conclusion. 

•	 All persons are to be treated respectfully by everyone, 
even if their ideas seem wrong or silly.

take a moment to recall a class situation you have recently 
been part of, either as a student or as a teacher. Make a list 
of all the teaching and learning actions that in some way 
supported thinking and a parallel list of the actions that 
did not support thinking. Consider why each action had 
the effect that you believe it had. identify ways you might 
strengthen the supportive actions and alter or diminish the 
non-supportive actions.

•	 It is not simply permissible but expected that students 
will disagree with one another; however, differences of 
opinions must never be directed personally as attacks on 
the person.

•	 It is not acceptable merely to criticize and complain—the 
pros of a position should always be examined as should 
possible solutions to problems.

•	 The insincere use of critical techniques to show off or 
to be contrary is not tolerated (this does not mean that 
there is no place for well-intentioned devil’s advocacy).

Classroom routines and Activities
A community of thinkers is supported by building into the 
daily classroom operation various routines and activities that 
habituate students to particular frames of mind. The weekly 
discussion in Roland’s class provided an ongoing mechanism 
by which students could air their concerns and influence the 
direction of the course. The following list includes some of 
the routines that support a critical community:

•	 Using the vocabulary of critical thinking as a matter of 
course in classroom discussion (for example, “What can 
you infer from this picture about the individual’s mood 
or feelings?” “What assumptions are you making?”).

•	 Consistently assigning tasks, including those that are for 
marks, that contain a non-trivial commitment to think-
ing critically. 

•	 Involving students in scrutinizing accounts, textbooks, 
news articles and reports, and other “reputable” sources 
of information for bias, stereotyping, overgeneralization, 
and inaccuracy.

•	 Regularly soliciting student ideas and suggestions and 
(when appropriate) using them in setting assignments, 
establishing rules for the class, and establishing criteria 
for evaluation.

•	 Praising thoughtfully supported, insightful, or empa-
thetic responses (even if flawed) over merely correctly 
recalled responses.

•	 Inviting students regularly to explore and defend posi-
tions from particular points of view, especially from per-
spectives that are not personally held by them.

•	 Involving students regularly in identifying and defending 
criteria to evaluate their classroom behaviour and work, 
and then applying these criteria to themselves and their 
peers.

•	 Providing students with adequate time to reflect on their 
learning and to think about their answers before being 
asked to respond.
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For several years i have been using various online technologies 
with pre- and in-service teachers to support the teaching 
of thinking. initially, my approach was to rely on electronic 
technologies as convenient tools to communicate with students 
between class periods. i began with e-mail exchanges to 
monitor concerns and address student questions. later, i used 
a dialogue forum (FirstClass) to post logistical information 
about the course and provide a forum for students to discuss 
the syllabus and other practical matters. Both these approaches 
afforded some benefit; notably all of us (including me) arrived 
to the face-to-face sessions better informed about each other’s 
views and questions. 

Recently, i have begun creating more authentic virtual 
learning communities that do more than act as peripheral 
technical support to the face-to-face sessions. i now use 
Knowledge Forum (KF) software (discussed in Scardamalia 
and Bereiter 1991) to support “knowledge building” where 
my students actively collaborate to develop the content of 
the discussions—the topics and resources we will consider—
and how we will operate and be assessed. this software 
provides the architecture through which forum participants 
structure the discussion and collectively construct emergent 
understandings. it has played a significant role in nurturing 
communities of thinkers. 

i have tried to support these virtual communities by acting 
on the five fronts discussed above:

•	 Setting appropriate expectations. At the outset, all of 
us agree on general expectations. these expectations 
include that participants take seriously the topic being 
discussed, attend to responses made by others, and 
contribute to the building of a positive virtual community. 
in one group, participants began to add their expectations 
as they identified a negative tone in some notes. As a 
consequence, the group developed a code of etiquette 
for our deliberations. these included expectations that we 
would always acknowledge contributions made within 
a note before offering contrary points of view, and that 
we would focus on the ideas while avoiding any personal 
criticism. 

•	 implementing appropriate routines. the most fundamental 
routines involve making frequent contributions to the 
forum: we post regular messages (usually one per week) 
intended to “advance understanding of the topic” and 
respond to several messages (usually two per week). 
Building on the KF framework we routinely provide 
structural clues to help everyone keep up with the 
discussions. these include the following:

 w creating informative and engaging titles for each note 
(for example, Kohn trashes standardized testing: does 
he make sense?);

 w mentioning the question we are addressing (for 
example, what assumptions is Alfie Kohn making? or, 
do cell phones have a constructive role to play in the 
classroom?);

 w identifying “keywords” in our notes (for example, 
inference, bias, conclusion, opinion) to help others 
search and organize the database;

 w making explicit references to other participants’ notes (for 
example, X says “. . . ,” but i think . . . , because . . .);

 w embedding outside sources, including internet links, 
graphics, and video clips.

•	 Personal modelling of critical thinking attributes. i try 
as best i can to model sound thinking and respectful 
discussion in my own notes. to encourage student use of 
the features of the software, i make a point of using various 
“scaffolding” labels (“An Alternative Point of View,” “My 
Conclusion,” or “Flaws in the Argument”) to identify the 
kind of contribution i am making to the discussion. Such 
declarations help participants identify the thinking concepts 
in play.

•	 Communicative interactions. the structure and deliberative 
pace of online communication within a virtual community 
provide rich opportunities to ask probing questions and 
offer thoughtful responses. the KF software is particularly 
effective at helping participants move beyond merely 
offering observations and opinions to the weighing of 
multiple options and the seeking of informed consensus 
on topics. i have found these virtual interactions have 
transferred to more thoughtful face-to-face discussions in 
the classroom. 

•	 Tools for a reflective community. Success is unlikely if a 
majority of participants lack the skills needed to contribute 
to a virtual community. i have found it imperative to 
teach participants both how to use the software to build 
community and the thinking tools needed to contribute.

while i am generally pleased with the results, every group 
has not been entirely successful in building a virtual critical 
community. one explanation for the less successful cases is 
participant unwillingness to use technology to support their 
work together. Another factor is the vulnerability felt by 
some participants over “publishing” their thoughts within the 
virtual environment. this sense of vulnerability requires careful 
attention during face-to-face encounters and assurances, 
supported with actions, that participants will be treated with 
the thoughtful consideration they deserve.

PhILIP’s ATTEmPT AT A VIRTUAL COmmUNITy Of ThINkERs
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Teacher Modelling
Albert Schweitzer is reported to have noted, “Example is not 
the main thing in influencing others, it’s the only thing” (re-
ported in Norman 1989, 27). This principle applies to critical 
thinking. If we want our students to be good critical thinkers 
we must model these attributes ourselves in the kinds of ways 
suggested below: 

•	 Don’t be dogmatic and don’t always have an answer. Live 
with ambiguity—be satisfied with tentative conclusions 
until full review of complex issues can be carried out.

•	 Sincerely attempt to base all comments and decisions on 
careful and fair-minded consideration of all sides.

•	 Be willing (if asked) to provide “good” reasons for your 
decisions and actions (this does not mean that the les-
son must be interrupted every time a student asks for a 
justification).

•	 Be careful to avoid making gross generalizations and 
stereo typical comments about individuals and groups, 
and seek to expose stereotypes in books, pictures, films, 
and other learning resources.

•	 Be willing to change your mind or alter your plans when 
good reasons are presented.

•	 Regularly acknowledge the existence of different positions 
on an issue (for example, looking at events from different 
cultural, gender, and class perspectives).

•	 Don’t be cynical—adopt, instead, a realistic but ques-
tioning attitude towards the world.

Communicative interactions
The “talk” that goes on within a classroom exerts a powerful 
influence on the atmosphere. Classroom communication can 
be divided into three categories:

•	 whole class discussions on a common topic;
•	 teacher interactions with individual students; and
•	 communication among students.

wHolE ClASS diSCuSSionS

Teachers can support a community of thinkers by attending 
to their communicative interactions with the class as a whole. 
Diane Hess (2004, 152) has identified four impediments to 
successful classroom discussions:

•	 a tendency for teachers to talk too much;
•	 “discussion” questions that don’t invite discussion;
•	 lack of focus and depth in student contributions; and
•	 unequal participation by students (some students 

monopolize discussions and others are marginalized).

The obvious solution to teacher dominance of class dis-
cussions is to remind ourselves constantly that most of the 
talk should come from our students. It may also help to avoid 
signalling to students our own opinions on the issue under 
discussion. Instead, we might raise questions or offer state-
ments that invite disagreement, not end it.

Another significant determinant of student participation 
in whole class discussion is the nature of the questions asked. 
If the questions are essentially matters of factual knowledge 
(for example, What was urban life like one hundred years 
ago?) or personal preference (for example, Would you have 
liked to have lived then?), there is little real opportunity for 
students to engage each other in genuine debate. In the case 
of factual questions, either students remember (or can guess) 
the answers or they don’t know the answer and therefore have 
little to offer. Disagreements typically hinge on factual details 
(for example, Did they or did they not have cars?). There is 
relatively little to discuss other than to assert an answer. Pref-
erence questions are difficult to debate since they are largely 
matters of personal inclination (for example, You would 
like to live without electricity and I wouldn’t). The most  
productive kind of questions for classroom discussions 
are ones that we have referred to in chapter 4 as criti-
cal challenges. These are questions that do not have a pre- 
specified right answer. To respond to them, students must 
render their own judgments based on relevant factors (for 
example, Considering social, physical, and mental health, was 
the quality of life for the average young person better now 
or a hundred years ago?). Such questions leave lots of room 
for debate, especially if students are well prepared for the 
discussion.

On the point of student preparedness for class discus-
sions, the following strategies intended to support reluctant 
discussants contain useful advice to increase the likelihood 
that all students are ready for a discussion (Wilen 2004, 53):

•	 Base classroom discussions on a common text that stu-
dents have read or an experience they have shared.

•	 Invite students to think about the topic beforehand and 
to write down a few questions they might have.

•	 Provide students with an opportunity to review informa-
tion or to gather their thoughts prior to discussing the 
topic as a class.

•	 Divide students into pairs to develop questions and to 
prepare and rehearse a few points they might offer.

Teacher questioning is a key aspect of classroom discus-
sion. Although there are no hard and fast rules for the kind 
and order of questions to ask, it does make sense to consider 
a general sequence when trying to engage students in group 
discussion. In the following questioning pattern, a discus-
sion is initiated by asking one student to state and support a 
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position and, if necessary, to clarify the position or the sup-
porting reasons. Other students are invited to offer their posi-
tions and supporting reasons, and then to respond to those 
who disagree with them. Finally, the teacher might draw at-
tention to unrecognized information or add provocative clues 
to stimulate further discussion. The objectives in asking these 
questions are to help students articulate their beliefs, extend 
their thinking, and engage with others. The questions listed 
below illustrate non-intimidating ways of framing each kind 
of prompt:

Invite a judgment and a reason or two
•	 What is your conclusion and what causes you to think 

this?
•	 Can you tell me what you think about the issue and a 

reason why?

Seek greater clarity (only if judgment or reason is unclear)
•	 That’s interesting; can you give me an example?
•	 Can you help me understanding what you’re saying? Is 

your point “this” or “this”?

Solicit other students’ judgments and reasons
•	 Does anyone have a different opinion? Why or why not? 
•	 Who has the same opinion, but for different reasons?

Invite students to respond to each other’s comments
•	 What might you say to those who don’t agree with your 

position?
•	 Some have mentioned [a reason]; does everyone agree 

that this is a convincing reason?

Add new information or provide clues to push students’ 
thinking
•	 No one has mentioned [piece of information]. Would 

this make a difference to your thinking?
•	 Do you think it is important that [new piece of 

information]?

inTErACTionS wiTH individuAl STudEnTS

In addition to whole group communications, a community 
of thinkers is also affected by teacher interactions with indi-
vidual students. There is a delicate trade-off when responding 
to student questions. On one hand, answering their questions 
helps them learn; on the other hand, knowing that the teacher 
will provide the answer may discourage students from think-
ing for themselves. The difficulty that students in Roland’s 
university methods class had in framing a question that ad-
vanced their own thinking illustrates the concern when stu-
dents are freely given the answers. Although there are many 
occasions when student questions should be answered di-

rectly, it is worth considering ways of encouraging students to 
answer their own questions:

•	 Turn the question back on the student or onto others in 
the class (for example, Well, what do you think? What 
is your best guess as to the answer? How would you 
respond?).

•	 Prompt students with clues or hints or present an example 
or new situation that might help them see their response 
as problematic (for example, Have you considered . . . ?). 

•	 Suggest tentative answers, including those that many stu-
dents would see as flawed (for example, Well I’m won-
dering if it could be . . . ? I’m not sure, some people might 
think . . .). 

inTErACTionS AMong STudEnTS

There is much that could be said about helping students learn 
to communicate respectfully and thoughtfully with each 
other. The area we will touch upon is peer feedback, which 
is one of the important occasions for inter-student commu-
nication involving critical thinking. When asked to offer peer 
feedback, students are in effect thinking critically about an-
other’s work—they are offering assessments based on iden-
tifiable criteria (for example, I think your work is interesting 
and well organized). The following suggestions may help to 
guide students during feedback sessions:

•	 Emphasize peer feedback as an invitation to see the posi-
tives, not just the negatives.

•	 Begin by critiquing the work of those not in the class, and 
before asking students to put their work on the line, have 
the class critique something you have done (for example, 
an essay you wrote as a student, a class presentation you 
made). When it is time for peer critique, start with group 
assignments so the responsibility is shared among several 
students.

•	 In the early days of peer critique, do not allow negative 
comments—only allow remarks on positive features. A 
good indication of the time to make the transition to 
concerns/areas to consider is when students voluntarily 
ask each other to identify what is missing from or could 
be improved with their work.

•	 Model and set a few simple guidelines for peer critique: 
perhaps insist that each student start with two (or more) 
positive comments before offering a (single) concern, 
and that negative comments be phrased in the form of a 
query (for example, “I’m unclear why you did it this way. 
Could you explain what you had in mind?”).

•	 Ensure that the early instances of peer feedback are low-
risk, relatively easy to perform, and have an obvious 
benefit.
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Tools for Community Participation
Just as students need instruction in how to function as citizens 
in society, so too do they need to be taught how to be effective 
contributors to a classroom community of thinkers. The clas-
sic image of the isolated thinker is a misleading one; we should 
not expect to be able to think through all of our “problems” 
by ourselves. Rather, we should actively develop, supplement, 
and test our ideas in conjunction with others—put our heads 
together. Many students may be unwilling or unable to con-
tribute to and benefit from collaborative reflection. Perhaps 
they do not listen very well, or they cannot accept any form of 
criticism, or they do not know how to monitor what they say, 
or they have no confidence in their ability to contribute to the 
discussion. Students need these tools if they are to participate 
as effective members in a community of thinkers. Some of the 
key tools1 are suggested below:

Background knowledge
•	 knowledge that individuals may see things in signifi-

cantly different ways;
•	 knowledge of how individuals are likely to react in vari-

ous situations.

Criteria for judgment
•	 consider whether their comments are relevant to the discus-

sion (on topic);
•	 consider whether their comments will be clear to 

everyone.

Critical thinking vocabulary 
•	 unanimous, consensus, minority positions.

Thinking strategies
•	 group-management strategies such as taking turns, as-

signing co-operative roles, active listening, and keeping 
a speaker’s list;

•	 strategies for critiquing in a non-threatening manner in-
cluding putting the comment in the form of a question, 
preceding a comment with a caveat, or preceding a com-
ment with positive remarks;

•	 strategies for presenting information in group settings 
include limiting comments to a few points, speak-
ing from notes, and connecting remarks to a previous  
speaker’s comments.

Habits of mind
•	 independent-minded—willingness to make up one’s 

own mind;
•	 sensitivity to others—attention to the feelings of others;
•	 self-monitoring—attention to how one’s actions are af-

fecting the group.

Review the list of strategies for each of the five fronts:

•	 Setting appropriate classroom expectations.
•	 implementing appropriate classroom routines and 

activities.
•	 Personally modelling the attributes of a good critical 

thinker.
•	 Shaping the communicative interactions within the class 

to encourage reflection.
•	 developing the tools for student participation in a 

reflective community.

Select one or two strategies from the list that you think 
would be realistic and most effective to implement in your 
teaching situation.

Conclusion
In this chapter we have argued how important it is to attend 
to the atmosphere that pervades a classroom, particularly as 
it relates to student thinking. Building on the metaphor of 
classroom as community, we distinguished classrooms in 
which students are partners in the decision-making process 
from those that are typically referred to as teacher- or student-
run classrooms. The core features of a classroom community 
include a commitment to a shared purpose, agreed-on pro-
cedures, and joint responsibility. Using examples from our 
own university-based teaching, we illustrated various ways 
in which teachers might nurture a community of thinkers in 
their own classrooms.

noTE

1. The tools referred to in this list are explained in chapter 8, “Teach-

ing the Tools to Think Critically” by Roland Case and LeRoi  

Daniels.

rEFErEnCES

Barell, J. 1991. Teaching for thoughtfulness: Classroom strategies to en-

hance intellectual development. New York: Longman.

Daniels, L. and R. Case. 1992. Charter literacy and the administration of 

justice in Canada. Ottawa: Department of Justice, June. 

Goodlad, J. 2004. A place called school: Twentieth anniversary edition. 

Whitby, ON: McGraw-Hill.

Hess, D.E. 2004. Discussion in social studies: Is it worth the trouble? 

Social Education 68 (2): 151–155.

Lipman, M. 1991. Thinking in education. Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-

versity Press.



96 the Anthology of Social Studies: issues and Strategies for Secondary teachers

MacKinnon, A. and C. Scarff-Seatter. 1997. Constructivism: Contradic-

tions and confusions in teacher education. In Constructivist teacher 

education: Building new understandings, ed. V. Richardson, 38–56. 

London: Falmer.

Newmann, F.W. 1990. Higher order thinking in teaching social studies: 

A rationale for the assessment of classroom thoughtfulness. Jour-

nal of Curriculum Studies 22 (1): 41–56.

———. 1991. Promoting higher order thinking in social studies: Over-

view of a study of 16 high school departments. Theory and Re-

search in Social Education 19 (4): 324–340.

Norman, P. 1989. The self-directed learning contract: A guide for learn-

ers and teachers. Burnaby, BC: Faculty of Education, Simon Fraser 

University.

Resnick, L.B., ed. 1989. Knowing, learning and instruction: Essays in 

honor of Robert Glaser. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Richardson, V. 2003. Constructivist pedagogy. Teachers College Record 

105 (9): 1623–1640.

Rogoff, B. 1994. Developing understanding of the idea of communities 

of learners. Mind, Culture, and Activity 1 (4): 209–229.

Scardamalia, M. and C. Bereiter. 1991. Higher levels of agency for chil-

dren in knowledge building: A challenge for the design of new 

knowledge media. The Journal of the Learning Sciences 1: 37–68. 

Wilen, W.W. 2004. Encouraging reticent students’ participation in class-

room discussions. Social Education 68 (1): 51–56.


