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Critical Thinking Skills Evidenced in Graduate Students Blogs

Introduction/need for research

	Technology has made an impact on what educators can do and the resources they can use in their classrooms.  Blogs are one example of a pedagogical tool appropriate for stimulating student reflection of course content and experiences (Cannon, Stedman & Gifford, 2010).  However, little research has been conducted identifying the specific benefits of blogs on student cognitive development. Critical thinking is one area of cognitive development necessary for student success (Halpern, 1990).  The objective of this research study was to identify Facione’s six critical thinking skills using graduate students blogs as a reflection tool in the context of leadership. Students often learn from reflecting on their past leadership experiences. Reflection using a social media tool like blogging to look at the impacts of critical thinking. Rudd, baker, and Hoover (2000) defined critical thinking as, “a reasoned, purposive, and introspective approach to solving problems of addressing questions with incomplete evidence and information for which an incontrovertible solution is unlikely” (pg. 5).

Theoretical Framework 

The Delphi Report (1990) by Peter A. Facione on critical thinking skills was used as a framework for this research. Facione (1990) defined critical thinking as, “purposeful, self-regulatory judgment which results in interpretation, analysis, evaluation, and inference, as well as explanation of the evidential, conceptual, methodological, criteriological, or contextual considerations…” (pg. 2). The Delphi panel of experts consensually agreed on descriptions of the following critical thinking cognitive skills: (1) Interpretation, (2) Analysis, (3) Evaluation, (4) Inference, (5) Explanation, and (6) Self-Regulation. 

Gifford (2010) found that when using the “What?, So What? Now What?” model students were more consistent in the quality of reflection in a blog. This study was conducted with undergraduates in a service-learning based course. The goal of the experience was to enhance critical thinking of leadership students through blogs.  He recommended that leadership educators continue to integrate technology into the learning experience of students.  

The purpose of this research was to identify the frequency and depth of skill used among leadership students in a personal blog. As reported by Halpern (1990), instructors are challenged to make students value “good” thinking and the amount of work necessary to make it happen. 

Methodology

	This qualitative study was descriptive in nature utilizing content analysis to capture the demonstration of critical thinking skills in graduate students’ blogs.  According to Lincoln and Guba (1985) this analysis provided researchers an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon of interest.  As part of a graduate leadership theory course at a southern land grant institution students were assigned to blog for part of their course grade. The grades were determined by the content of the reflections; yet were not impacted by their specific reflection guidelines. Students were given one of two different options for their blog. The first was directed using guidelines associated with Bloom’s (1956) Taxonomy of Learning where students had to address the following areas: Cognitive Growth, Affective Response, and Behavioral Application.  The second group was given only the requirement to reflect on different topics throughout the semester.  

Students in the course represented both master and doctoral students from five different specializations within a college of agriculture and life sciences. These were teacher education, leadership education, agricultural communications, extension, and wildlife conservation. A total of 17 students were included in these groups with nine being in the guided reflection group and eight in the open reflection group. Blogs were downloaded from Wordpress.com where students were required to host their blogs. All descriptive information was removed from the blogs prior to be reviewed by two researchers. The researchers were required to review each blog entry for each student evaluating the content for evidence of each of the six critical thinking skills identified by Facione (1990).  In order to establish trustworthiness of the study, an audit trail and acknowledgement of the researchers’ biases were disclosed. Upon completion of the content analysis, researchers shared their results to determine consistency in evidence.  

Results/Findings/Conclusions

Half of the students were given the three learning modes, the other half was not. The students that had the structure, the more conceptual and thorough the blogs were. The top three critical thinking skills used by students were self-regulation, explanation, and interpretation. All blogs were self-regulatory although they were accompanied with another critical thinking skill. In the findings, interpretation and explanation overlapped as well as analysis and evaluation. These pairs were difficult to decipher in the context of the blogs. When analyzing the data, it was often clear if they were using critical thinking skills when reflecting. The unstructured reflections were inconsistent and lacked focus. The structured reflections showed multiple critical thinking skills in one paragraph and elicited deep analogies. Made evident in research, when a student is given specific guidelines, thinking capacity is expounded. The researchers have included samples below. In the following examples it is clear what critical thinking skill is being used:

 “Sometimes our perception of what we think we need to answer can skew our results. I believe that because I have become more aware of my issues that I need to work on, I am self-consciously harder on myself than I would have been had I approached this test with no pre-conceived notions.” -Self-regulation, Student 3

 “One of the hardest tasks for me through my college career has been my inability to focus on the goal itself not the process that I have to complete. Much of the culprit of the problem has been because I become enamored by the process of the project that must be completed that I forget the real reason on why I am completing the task.” –Explanation, Student 17

 “The value of this growth process is that I have learned that strengths and weaknesses can be perceived in different ways, which is why a leader should withhold judgment on others.” -Interpretation, Student 11

Implications/recommendations

Blogging is used in the classroom as an experiential learning technique providing students with the abilities to think intuitively and reflect on the content. Reflection allows students to draw from past experiences and create relationships that increase critical thinking capacity. Leadership education is relying more on social media to provide an avenue for reflection and provides students the opportunity to share their reflections in an open and safe environment.  As Gifford (2010) suggested in his work there needs to be the continued inclusion of these technologies in the classroom. This will enhance student critical thinking especially when students are given specific guidance as to how to reflect.  
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