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ABSTRACT
This study explores the perception of critical thinking (CT) among students in undergraduate
humanities programs. It uncovers a strong alignment between the learning objectives of CT
within the curriculum and students’ perceptions. Students not only recognize CT but also
underscore its importance, affirming their perceived improvement in critical thinking skills
throughout their academic pursuits. However, this preliminary study also shows that there are
reasons to suppose that there is a disparity between how students experience critical thinking
in their academic environment and how they value, define, and experience its importance in
relation to their personal values. They seem to advocate for a conception of CT that stands for
a disposition of criticality, extending beyond the confines of skill acquisition. These findings
provide an important indication that there are strong signs of a significant disparity between
the learning objectives students wish to achieve and how these objectives are currently being
delivered. The proposed shift in focus from skill acquisition to nurturing moral and critical
engagement with the world brings up new inquiries that require further exploration. These
insights contribute to the ongoing discourse on the role and implementation of CT in
humanities education, offering a fresh perspective on the multifaceted nature of CT and its
implications for higher education.
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INTRODUCTION

The development of students’ critical thinking (CT) competencies is a fundamental
educational objective (Billings and Roberts 2014; Facione and Facione 2013; Crenshaw, Hale, and
Harper 2011). Particularly within humanities programs, CT is often perceived as a distinct competency
of graduates (Dumitru 2019; Small 2013). Some even consider it the raison d’étre of humanities
education (Frykholm 2021). Nussbaum (2016) posits that while critical thinking is not exclusive to the
humanities, it is most effective in the sciences and social sciences when they adopt the “spirit of the
humanities” (Nussbaum 2016).

Given the fundamental role of CT in humanities education, this study explores how students
pursuing a humanities education value, define, and experience CT as a learning outcome. Specifically,
we investigate whether students recognize that critical thinking is taught in their program and how
they perceive it. We delve into their views and experiences of critical thinking as a learning goal and
examine how they relate it to their academic and personal ambitions.

Our discipline-specific approach to this question is inspired by previous research which
revealed that the discipline has a profound impact on shaping assumptions around the importance of
critical thinking (Tapper 2004). Further, it has been found that students in the humanities, much more
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than those in the field of science and technology, are encouraged at an earlier stage to cultivate a
critical perspective towards course materials (Clarke and Biddle 1993; Yager 1996).

Despite the considerable amount of research dedicated to defining CT and refining teaching
methods in higher education, there is a noticeable gap in studies investigating students’
understanding and recognition of CT. Students’ perspectives on CT could considerably impact the
effectiveness of CT instruction and/or development. Enhancing our understanding of how students
value, define, and experience CT could pave the way for curriculum advancements by aligning
teaching activities and evaluations with students’ understandings of the expected learning outcomes
(Biggs and Tang 2015). Previous studies have demonstrated that strong alignment fosters favorable
attitudes toward critical thinking instruction, and this alignment is correlated with an elevated level of
critical thinking (Loes, Salisbury, and Pascarella 2015).

This study involved 33 undergraduate students from various humanities disciplines, including
languages and communication, philosophy and religion, history, and media and culture. All students
were from the Faculty of Humanities at Utrecht University, a European research university. The faculty
prioritizes fostering critical thinkers. This is reflected in its strategic plans, which outline the objective
of educating well-rounded, critical, and socially engaged students. Similarly, the learning outcomes of
individual programs emphasize the importance of CT. For instance, communication program
graduates are expected to “critically analyze the media’s societal role,” historians must be able to
“critically reflect on the past” and philosophy students, upon graduation, should be “equipped to
form independent judgments through critical thinking” (Utrecht University 2024).

While these descriptions highlight the importance of CT, they leave significant room for
students to develop their own understanding of the concept and its purpose. This openness regarding
the definition and curricular integration of CT prompted us to design a survey that aims to assess
students’ comprehension of critical thinking, its significance in their academic pursuits, and its
applicability to their personal lives. The survey comprised open-ended questions, providing students
with the opportunity to expand on their perspectives and experiences. We employed a combination of
descriptive statistical analysis and qualitative interpretation of responses to the open-ended
questions for data analysis. This approach enabled us to address the following research questions:
How do students conceptualize critical thinking? Do they identify it as a learning goal in their
education? How do they associate critical thinking with their academic and personal goals?

Critical thinking

The concept of critical thinking has evolved within various academic traditions, including
philosophy and psychology (Lewis and Smith 1993). Since the 1980s, particularly within the United
States, there has been a surge of interest in CT in education due to significant concern about whether
the education system was providing students with the necessary tools to develop their critical
thinking skills (Arum and Roksa 2011). This has resulted in educational research reflecting on our
understanding of critical thinking (Geng 2014; Sanders and Moulenbelt 2011), as well as exploring
methods to teach it (Davies 2015; Hitchcock 2015; Sternberg 1986; ten Dam and Volman 2004).

One of the most influential frameworks for understanding critical thinking in the context of
education, particularly higher education, is Bloom’s Taxonomy. Developed in 1956, this taxonomy
organizes cognitive skills into six levels ranging from lower-order to higher-order thinking. The higher-
order levels, which encompass analysis, synthesis, evaluation, and creation, are considered indicators
of critical thinking (Bloom 1956).

The enduring reference to Bloom’s taxonomy underscores the widely accepted belief that
critical thinking involves a distinct set of skills. Efforts have been made to measure and evaluate



critical thinking by identifying these specific skills (Ennis 1985). By defining skills that determine the
proficiency in CT, it becomes possible to assess the student’s capacity for critical thinking. However, in
the debate about critical thinking as a learning outcome, it is frequently underscored that critical
thinking goes beyond just cognitive skills.

Disposition of criticality

The notion that critical thinking encompasses more than just a set of skills is recurrent in the
debate on critical thinking (Bailin and Battersby 2016; Billings and Roberts 2014; Ennis 1985; Facione
1990; Facione and Facione 2013; Facione, Facione, and Giancarlo 2000; Fisher 2011; Paul 1991;
Popkewitz and Fendler 1999). Robert Ennis (1985) characterized it as an ambition: “We must
transcend Bloom’s taxonomy to consider the specific dispositions and abilities that define critical
thinkers.” He further identified competencies, such as open-mindedness, fairness, a propensity for
rational inquiry, curiosity, a desire for comprehensive knowledge, adaptability, and respect for diverse
perspectives (Ennis 1985).

Therefore, education in critical thinking should not be limited to skills training, but it should
also aim to cultivate critical individuals who not only practice critical reasoning but have also
internalized a disposition of criticality. These dispositions, Ennis suggests, can be nurtured and
enhanced through education and practice. As such, the virtue of critical thinking is not a static or
innate quality, but a dynamic and learnable one. In addition to the question of what CT is, the
question can also be asked what CT can be used for. Informed by a discipline-specific approach, we
adopted Herman Paul’s tripartite model of critical thinking (CT) in the humanities (Paul 2021). Paul
identifies three modes of critical thinking within the discipline: philological criticism, logical criticism,
and ideological criticism. Philological criticism focuses on the evaluation of the relative
trustworthiness of (historical) texts. Logical criticism, in contrast, scrutinizes the soundness of
arguments presented. Finally, ideological criticism delves into the ways that underlying ideologies
shape our thoughts, emotions, and actions, thereby serving to perpetuate social structures and power
dynamics (Paul 2021).

The findings from the research into defining CT are instrumental to answering our question
about the perceptions of humanities students regarding critical thinking as a learning goal in their
education. They provide an explanatory framework for how students define CT, which aspects of CT
they recognize in their education, and the importance they attribute to being competentin CT.

METHOD

To answer questions about how students value, define, and experience what CT is,
whether they recognize it in education, and what role it plays for them academically and personally,
we embarked on the following exploratory study.

Participants and procedure

An invitation was sent through email to over 300 full-time second-year bachelor students
studying within the Faculty of Humanities. Approximately 10 percent of the invited students
responded, ultimately resulting in 33 fully completed questionnaires. The participants, all full-time
students between the ages of 18 and 25, were mostly Dutch-speaking (28 out of 33) and completed the
survey in Dutch. The remaining five completed the survey in English. These students represented a
diverse array of specializations within the faculty, providing a comprehensive sampling of
perspectives. For the purposes of this study, the Dutch responses were translated into English by the
authors of this article. Participation in the study was facilitated through the completion of an online



questionnaire, a process designed to allow students to use a device of their choosing. Furthermore,
participants were given the flexibility to choose between completing the questionnaire in English or
Dutch, with both versions being identical in content. Students were not provided any form of
compensation for completing the survey.

Prior to engaging in the study, students received detailed information outlining the purpose,
procedures, and expectations of participation. This pre-participation phase ensured that students
were well-informed about the study’s scope and nature. Subsequently, students explicitly consented
to be part of the study before filling out the questionnaire.

Itis important to underscore the ethical considerations associated with the study. The
research design and implementation received approval from the ethical review board of the
humanities faculty at Utrecht University. The details of this approval, including specific information,
have been withheld to maintain anonymity during the peer review process.

Materials

The online questionnaire, central to our research, comprised a total of 16 questions designed
to elicit nuanced insights from the participating students. The survey initiation featured an open-
ended query, prompting students to articulate their interpretation of the faculty of humanities’
objective in cultivating critical thinkers. Notably, respondents were instructed to restrict their
response to a concise 50 words to ensure comparability among responses, prevent lengthy essays
that would make analysis unmanageable, and encourage respondents to be concise. This helped
maintain the quality and consistency of the data collected, facilitating a more efficient and effective
analysis.

Subsequently, the questionnaire transitioned to a Likert scale format for the second segment.
Students were presented with statements to which they could respond on a six-point scale, ranging
from strongly disagree to strongly agree. This section encompassed two inquiries addressing critical
thinking as a motivating factor in selecting their enrolled bachelor program. Furthermore, six
statements delved into the manifestation of critical thinking within their bachelor program,
accompanied by two open-ended follow-up questions seeking insights into how critical thinking was
explained and put into practice during lectures and tutorials.

Expanding on the exploration of critical thinking, students were asked to rank three
statements based on what they thought was most important in their program. For this, we used the
previously discussed tripartite model of critical thinking (CT) in the humanities (Paul 2021). The three
ranked statements were:

In my bachelor program, critical thinking is mainly about the ability .. .

e Totest whether the source of information (such as a document, person, or photo)
used to obtain knowledge is valid, reliable, or relevant.

e Totest the logic of the argumentation behind a statement.

e To expose power relations that perpetuate injustices in the world.

Finally, they were asked to rank these same three statements in order of importance for themselves:
In my personal opinion, critical thinking is mainly about the ability ... The questionnaire ended with
several demographic questions.

This structured approach aimed to capture a comprehensive spectrum of perspectives,
encompassing both qualitative and quantitative responses. By blending open-ended inquiries with
Likert scale assessments, the questionnaire sought to extract rich and varied insights into students’



perceptions and experiences related to critical thinking within the academic context of the faculty of
humanities.

Analysis

The primary objective of our analysis was to develop a preliminary understanding of how
students value, define, and experience critical thinking (CT). The formulation of the questionnaire was
guided by this overarching goal. Instead of focusing solely on obtaining statistically significant results,
our aim was to discern emerging trends or patterns within the responses, recognizing the inherent
limitations of working with a relatively small participant pool.

The analysis of the data collected through the questionnaire unfolded through a dual-faceted
approach. The first facet centered on the scrutiny of quantitative data, allowing us to ascertain
whether a particular viewpoint enjoyed unanimous agreement, or garnered majority support. Given
the size of our respondent group, we were able to derive valuable insights into the prevailing
perceptions of CT among students. While these insights cannot be quantitatively validated, the
findings offer a significant overview of the respondents’ attitudes and opinions, thereby enhancing
our understanding of student perspectives on CT.

The second facet of our analytical approach delved into the qualitative interpretation of
responses to open-ended questions. This qualitative aspect proved indispensable in cultivating a
comprehensive understanding of students’ nuanced perceptions of CT. By synthesizing statistical
data with personal insights, we facilitated a more profound exploration of the subtleties inherent in
students’ perspectives. This qualitative analysis underscored how individual viewpoints enhanced our
comprehension of CT, surpassing the confines of what quantitative measures alone can capture.

FINDINGS

Students’ definition of critical thinking

The responses to the open-ended question about defining CT indicated that participants
included a range of skills in their definitions. These skills align with the common notion of the
necessary abilities for critical thinking. They include the ability to “evaluate and value information,”
“distinguish objective knowledge from subjective knowledge,” and “engage with information while
actively seeking to understand its purpose, method, and origin” and “not simply accept information
as truth but pay attention to the source and background of/influences on the information.” A
recurring theme in these descriptions of skills associated with critical thinking is the mention of the
ability to adopt diverse perspectives and, in doing so, recognize the relativity of one’s own truth:
Critical thinkers “always approach matters from multiple points of view,” “are open to different
perspectives,” or “seek different perspectives on the problem in order to form their own picture and
make a decision.”

The ability to adopt different perspectives is not so much described as a skill, but as a
manifestation of courage, as expressed by the willingness to “dare to think beyond what is the norm”;
“dare to go against the current on the basis of good arguments”; “dare to be wrong”; “dare to
question certain dogmas and statements and not always go along with what is the norm”; or to “not
[be] afraid to be wrong, to admit it even if it means accepting unpleasant concepts or ideas.”

Critical thinking in education

When asked if students recognize critical thinking as a learning objective in their education,
the response was unanimously positive, with most citing it as one of the reasons to pursue a university
degree in the humanities. For the majority, the methods for enhancing their critical thinking skills
during their education were evident, and they all indicated that they were assessed on their



proficiency in critical thinking. Additionally, almost all respondents emphasized the necessity of being
proficient in critical thinking to successfully complete their bachelor’s program.

The practice of critical thinking in class

Student responses to the statement “During tutorials and/or lectures it is explained how to
think critically” varied. While a majority agreed or strongly agreed, there were also students who
indicated only slight agreement. A few even disagreed with the statement. Nevertheless, a majority
affirmed their active engagement in critical thinking practices during class sessions. These practices
encompassed a range of activities, including “writing literature reviews,” participating in “discussions
with peers and teachers”—particularly on topics such as “the relevance and reliability of sources and
their relation to the problem”—and “responding to reflective questions posed by the teacher about
the texts.” When asked about the methods employed, students cited exercises such as text analysis,
source interpretation, and comparison of diverse viewpoints.

Ranking statements on the importance of critical thinking

Students were asked to rank three statements about critical thinking in terms of importance
for their bachelor’s program and for themselves. The findings revealed a distinct contrast between the
students’ perception of critical thinking in their academic program and their personal values. In the
context of their bachelor’s program, students experienced critical thinking primarily as a skills-based
concept. They ranked “testing the validity, reliability, or relevance of information sources (such as
documents, people, or photos)” as the most important aspect.

Conversely, they considered “exposing power relations that perpetuate injustices in the
world” as the least important in their program. However, when reflecting on their personal values,
students shifted their focus from skills to the moral implications of knowledge construction. They
deemed “exposing power relations that perpetuate injustices in the world” as the most important
aspect of critical thinking for themselves. Interestingly, they ranked “testing the validity, reliability, or
relevance of information sources” as the least important. These results highlight a clear disparity
between how students experience critical thinking in their academic environment and how they
value, define, and experience its importance for their personal values.

DISCUSSION

Our research sought to explore the multifaceted dimensions of critical thinking (CT)
within the humanities at a higher education institution. Specifically, we aimed to understand how
students conceptualize CT, recognize its presence in their program, and discern the roles it plays both
academically and personally. We are aware that the design of this study, which focuses on better
understanding how critical thinking is understood by students and how it is presented, does not allow
us to make definitive claims. The quantitative portion of the study was limited by the number of
respondents, and the open-ended questions offered little room for elaboration. Furthermore, the
voluntary nature of participant recruitment may have introduced bias, and the options provided in
the ranking were inherently restrictive and certainly not exhaustive due to the nature of this study.
However, for the purpose of this research, the questionnaire was a functional instrument to begin
examining the ways in which students acknowledge critical thinking (CT) as a significant learning
objective within their academic programs, with considerable importance for the successful
completion of their studies and for their future pursuits. Moreover, students express a favorable
perception of their advancement in critical thinking during their educational experiences. This
alignment is evident in students’ acknowledgment of the learning outcome, its instructional methods,



and its significance in shaping their intellectual growth. However, the findings also indicate a disparity
between students’ experiences of critical thinking (CT) in the academic environment and their
perception of its importance in relation to their academic goals and personal values. When asked
about CT teaching methods, students primarily offered examples of skill-based exercises. The
students’ assumption that CT education focuses mainly on skills was further reinforced by their
ranking of different statements. Philological criticism was ranked as the most important for their
program, followed by logical criticism, with ideological criticism ranked last.

This emphasis on skills stands in stark contrast to students’ personal views on what CT should
entail. Based on how students described CT in the survey, they see the exposure of power dynamics
that perpetuate social injustice as CT’s primary objective. Their responses consistently highlighted
competencies that transcend mere skills, emphasizing a moral attitude characterized by open-
mindedness, fairness, courage, and acceptance as core aspects of CT. In other words, beyond skills
such as source criticism and coherent argumentation, students describe CT as encompassing a
specific attitude—one marked by openness to criticism, a willingness to “dare to be wrong,” and an
insistence on “not settling for simple answers.” This nuanced perspective suggests a holistic,
internalized disposition towards criticality that extends beyond the acquisition of skills.

The identified misalignment between the perceived role of CT in the curriculum and students’
expectations raises interesting questions. Should we revise our curriculum and the role of CT in it?
Should we reconsider how we teach CT and integrate it into the curriculum? In response, the
empbhasis could shift, for example, from skill acquisition to the cultivation and enhancement of a
critical attitude through education and practice. However, a shift from an emphasis on imparting skills
to nurturing moral and critical engagement with the world in turn raises new questions on how we
have designed our curriculum. Firstly, is it desirable for a university education to adopt an ideological
position? While science traditionally values objectivity, addressing issues of inequality and injustice
necessitates a moral stance. The core issue underlying this question is the assumed conflict between
normative (moral) statements and objectivity, considered problematic by scholars such as Behari-
Leak (2020). She argues that this distinction, rooted in colonial thinking, hinders diverse knowledge
production and higher education’s role in inclusivity and social justice (Behari-Leak 2020). This
critique extends to another question: can critical thinking be objectively assessed? Felten and
Geertsema raise concerns that prioritizing objectivity might neglect ethical and social impact
considerations (Felten and Geertsema 2023). In other words, should the potentially subjective nature
of measuring criticality prevent utilizing higher education to build a just and equitable society? If the
answer to this question is yes, then the next question may be whether lecturers in humanities
programmes, which aim to foster moral and critical engagement with the world, need to agree on the
specific injustices in the world. While consensus can foster unified teaching, collaboration, and shared
vision, its uncritical acceptance can be detrimental. On the other hand, higher education should be
the place where ideas, opinions, and beliefs can clash in a productive way. It can be argued that the
very diversity of moral insights is a precondition for a curriculum aiming for moral and critical
engagement with the world.

CONCLUSIONS

There are several areas that could be explored in further research. One area is the feasibility
and implications of revising the curriculum to emphasize the cultivation of a critical attitude, rather
than a focus on skill acquisition. This could involve a comparative study of curricula that have
successfully incorporated this approach. Another area is the potential benefits and drawbacks of
adopting an ideological position within university education. This could involve exploring how to



balance the traditional value of objectivity in science with the need, and, according to some necessity,
especially in the humanities, to address societal injustices.

Further research could also develop and validate reliable methods for assessing such a
disposition of criticality. This might involve designing rubrics or other assessment tools that can
measure students’ critical attitudes without unduly influencing their development. Additionally, it
would be beneficial to investigate whether consensus within a humanities program regarding the
injustices to be addressed and the ideological perspectives to adopt enhances or stifles free thinking
and diverse opinions. In other words, how explicit can and may a teacher be in their own ideological
views, and to what extent should there be consensus on this among the faculty?

Lastly, research could explore how the skills associated with CT can be harnessed to combat
societal injustices. This could involve case studies of instances where CT has been effectively used for
this purpose. These ideas for future research may provide valuable insights into the role and teaching
of CT in higher education, particularly within the humanities. They could also inform future curriculum
development and pedagogical practices. Given that this exploratory research has prompted us to
consider whether and how a shift from an emphasis on skills to fostering moral and critical
engagement with the world is necessary, we intend to follow up this study with a series of semi-
structured interviews with students. Through these interviews, we seek to gain a more profound
qualitative understanding of how to interpret the preliminary findings of this research.

Our current study illuminates the complex interplay between critical thinking (CT), moral
considerations, and teaching methods within humanities programs in higher education. It suggests a
mismatch between the intended learning outcomes and the expectations of students, suggesting a
need to reassess the curriculum with a greater emphasis on the ethical aspects of critical thinking.
Nonetheless, this proposed shift in focus brings up new inquiries that require further exploration prior
to making such a significant decision.
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