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ABSTRACT

This study aims to investigate teachers’ perceptions of strategies they
adopt to help their learners develop their critical thinking skills and how
coherent their classroom practices are with their perceptions. The study
was conducted with teachers in secondary schools in Saudi Arabia. Primary
data in the form of questionnaire results, classroom observation notes and
interviews was gathered to attain this goal. A total of three all-male schools
participated in the study with 82 teachers completing the questionnaire,
and 12 teachers (four from each school) being interviewed and observed
during their classroom work. The findings suggest that positing open-ended
questions to the class, focusing on performance tasks, and comparing and
contrasting different perspectives were the most beneficial teaching strategies

Keywords: to foster students’ critical thinking skills. The findings also highlight that
Critical thinking ability, these capabilities are affected not only by the teaching practices, but also by
Teaching practices, other factors related to the broader academic environment, such as school
Students, resources. The results of the present study may help secondary teachers to
Secondary schools. select and implement teaching strategies and consider factors that may lead
to an improvement in students’ critical thinking skills. While this study
focuses exclusively on teachers working in the secondary schools in Saudi
Arabia, some of the findings can be potentially transferable to other similar

educational contexts.
© 2018 IJCRSEE. All rights reserved.
1. INTRODUCTION cept, the existing body of knowledge regarding

the most helpful teaching practices to enable

Critical thinking is believed to be one the development of critical thinking skills is

of the crucial skills that should be taught to
students in academic settings (Hooks, 2010).
This is rationalised by the fact that critical
thinking not only improves the overall degree
of information acquisition - and therefore stu-
dents’ cognitive abilities (Tsankov, 2017) - but
also augments the degree to which students
are able to scrutinise knowledge related to par-
ticular and diverse disciplines, such as English
language, history and biology (Hooks, 2010).
However, despite the importance of this con-
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still comparatively limited when compared to
other aspects related to teaching, such as mo-
tivation or assessment. For instance, the out-
lined problem was partially addressed in the
works of authors such as Brookfield (2012),
Smith et al. (2018) and Larsson (2017). None-
theless, these studies lacked an in-depth exam-
ination of why and how the specific teaching
methods and initiatives affected the critical
thinking capabilities of the students (Brook-
field, 2012). This lack of insight into teachers’
classroom practices and strategies to promote
critical thinking is addressed in the current
study.

Teaching critical thinking presents a sig-
nificant challenge in environments undergoing
radical changes in their academic practices
and policies. Saudi Arabia can be considered
an example of a context going through such
changes. Significant efforts have been made
in Saudi Arabia to bring it in line with other
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countries where there have been changes in
the educational approaches; an example of this
is the introduction of new technologies and
the use of social networks to facilitate teach-
ing and learning. However, the governmental
bodies in Saudi Arabia still hold considerable
administrative control over all aspects of the
national education system and this has some-
times negatively affected the quality and the
development of educational practices in a va-
riety of levels (Algarfi, 2010). The approach to
education in the country is still largely charac-
terised as ‘traditional’ since memorisation of
textbooks remains the most common teaching
and learning practice. According to Algarfi
(2010), this is one of the main reasons behind
the lack of self-criticism in the Saudi society.
Posing ‘why-questions’ is still seen as form of
rebellion and generally considered culturally
inappropriate, negative, and prone to generate
uneasiness among individuals. Al Lily (2018)
argues that in the Saudi society, it is a ‘norm’
or even a ‘value’ not to acknowledge the nega-
tive aspects and the weaknesses of their soci-
ety. In other words, it seems there is a widely
spread belief that it is okay to make a sin, as
long as you do not admit it and do not talk
about it.

Alageel (2013) establishes that help-
ing students think critically and develop their
skills in observation and analysis is one of the
main aims of secondary school education. Al-
though there are studies conducted in Saudi
Arabia that acknowledge the importance of
teaching students critical thinking skills and
training teachers to implement strategies to at-
tain this goal (Alghamdi et al., 2013; Allam-
nakhrah, 2013; Alwadai, 2014), there are still
very few studies that aimed to investigate ef-
fective and useful teaching practices that may
promote the development of learners’ critical
thinking skills. The findings of this study may
help teachers to decide on the most useful
teaching practices to enable the development
of critical thinking skills and positively affect
students’ learning.

According to Aldiab et al. (2017) and
Alothman et al. (2017), there exists a sub-
stantial drive for the implementation of new
teaching technologies and innovative teaching
practices in the Saudi Arabian academic sec-
tor. In addition, the government of Saudi Ara-
bia has recently initiated a large-scale educa-
tional reform project aimed at improving the
school curricula and teaching competencies
(Nazer, 2017). These governmental decisions
and policies have very practical implications
for Saudi Arabian teachers who now face a

wide variety of pressures from the stakehold-
ers involved in the educational process to de-
liver results in terms of student performance.
This may create a conflict in terms of adher-
ing to new curricula, implementing innovative
technologies, and at the same time trying to
foster critical thinking. The findings of this
study may be inapplicable to other countries,
limiting the generalisability of the current re-
search; however, they are certainly significant
in the Saudi context and may be equality rel-
evant in other similar teaching environments.

The main aim of the study is to identify
the most frequently adopted teaching practic-
es for improving the critical thinking skills of
Saudi students in secondary schools. Its main
objectives are:

1. To identify in the literature the most
common teaching practices employed to fos-
ter students’ critical thinking skills.

2. To identify the most effective teach-
ing practices employed by teachers to develop
the critical thinking skills of the secondary
school students in the research setting.

3. To examine the extent to which the
Saudi teachers believe that their students are
able to use critical thinking skills in their stud-
ies.

4. To provide Saudi teachers with rec-
ommendations on how the students’ critical
thinking skills could be improved in the class-
room.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1. Models and Definitions of
Critical Thinking

It is believed that critical thinking main-
ly refers to the cognitive processes related to
information processing and evaluation (Salm-
on, 2013). Through critical thinking, an in-
dividual is able to make inferences based on
the provided data and evaluate the available
knowledge with respect to the dimensions
of wvalidity, reliability and generalisability
(Salmon, 2013). One critical remark against
this definition is that there exist a wide vari-
ety of skills, models and approaches to criti-
cal thinking, such as induction, deduction and
abduction (Black, 2013). However, the overall
goal of these models is to establish valuable
conclusions and implications from the infor-
mation available to the inquirer (Black, 2013).
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Another perspective on critical think-
ing is that this skill serves as a tool for deci-
sion-making (Innabi, 2003). This entails that
critical thinking is generally seen as an es-
sential skills in cases in which an individual
is required to make a choice based on the facts
available in the macro-environment (Innabi,
2003). Overall, it can be stated that critical
thinking is required both in the academic set-
ting, in which this dimension directly affects
learning and comprehension, and in everyday
life due to the need to consume and synthesise
large amounts of information (Hughes and
Lavery, 2015). That said, the success of criti-
cal thinking is largely dependent on the cog-
nitive skills and abilities possessed by a par-
ticular individual (Hughes and Lavery, 2015).
Thus, critical thinking constitutes a mastery,
which is achieved through possessing and de-
veloping mental capabilities related to under-
standing as well as by objectively evaluating
insights from different sources (Hughes and
Lavery, 2015).

Among these competencies, it is possi-
ble to distinguish specific micro-skills: hav-
ing a reflective stance towards all information
available on a certain topic, being capable of
following a pre-determined approach to logi-
cal thinking (be it induction, deduction and
abduction), and implementing the outlined
processes in practice (Glaser, 1941). The im-
portance of critical thinking skills is high in
academic settings in which students are regu-
larly required to reach their own conclusions
from the evidence provided by academic
sources and teachers (Ennis, 1962). On the
other hand, it is admitted that while the afore-
mentioned critical thinking capabilities could
be innate, there is a great degree of emphasis
on teaching the students to display a higher
degree of critical thinking to raise their aca-
demic competency and improve their overall
life skills (Ennis, 1962).

Critical thinking could be conceptual-
ised through distinct frameworks and models,
such as the process-based approach proposed
by Nosich (2012) (Figure 1).

-

Figure 1. Process-Based Approach to
Critical Thinking (Nosich, 2012, p.37)

Nosich (2012) reported on the elements,
the procedures related to general cognition

and on making inferences from the available
data. While these processes form the core of
critical thinking, there are also general and
discipline-specific standards that serve as fil-
ters for the results of the initial critical think-
ing process. For example, the existing body of
knowledge on the subject suggested that the
standards may be related to six characteris-
tics, namely background insight, understand-
ing, implementation, evaluation, integration
and appraisal (Jackson and Newberry, 2011).
The key implication of this result was that in
order to display developed critical thinking
skills, students had to adhere to strict guide-
lines regarding the consumption of informa-
tion (Jackson and Newberry, 2011). In turn,
the degree, to which the inquirers were able
to elicit their own understanding through the
outlined dimensions could be augmented by
the academic professionals by employing spe-
cific teaching practices and initiatives (Jack-
son and Newberry, 2011). Nonetheless, since
the framework of Nosich (2012) was disci-
pline-specific, it is implied that critical think-
ing strategies may go beyond the findings re-
ported by Jackson and Newberry (2011). By
relying on the discussed models, the study is
limited in terms of its explanatory power con-
cerning phenomena related to critical thinking
and academic outcomes.

There also exists an alternative ap-
proach to modeling critical thinking, which
advocates that all inquirers go through six
stages of critical thinking mastery (Paul and
Elder, 2013). More specifically, such a trans-
formation passed through the phases of being
an unreflective, challenged, beginning, prac-
ticing, advanced and master thinker (Paul and
Elder, 2013). Although this conceptualisation
is justified in that it covers the major steps
towards critical thinking development, it is
ambiguous whether the stages are applicable
to all inquirers irrespective of their cognitive
abilities (Moon, 2007). Moreover, the frame-
work of Paul and Elder (2013) posited that ex-
ternal influence was required for students to
begin developing their critical thinking capa-
bilities. While this may be justified, this would
place the motivational focus of learning criti-
cal thinking almost entirely on outside factors,
such as teachers and the academic curriculum
(Moon, 2007). It is unknown whether this is
applicable to all possible educational cases,
which is why the models of Nosich (2012),
and Jackson and Newberry (2011) are adopted
as central to the aims and objectives of the
study.
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2.2. Influence of Teaching Practices
on Students’ Critical Thinking Skills

Researchers and educators have ad-
vocated for some key teaching practices and
strategies aimed at improving students’ crit-
ical thinking. For instance, using mixed ed-
ucational tactics and flipped classroom models
were considered as highly beneficial methods
by Smith et al. (2018). The empirical evidence
gathered by the researchers suggests that in-
tegrating critical thinking strategies into the
curriculum of the disciplines was a reasonable
way of enhancing students’ critical thinking
capacities (Smith et al., 2018). A similar result
was achieved by placing theoretical lectures
outside of regular classroom activities and in-
stead focusing on practical assignments which
would traditionally be considered as home-
work (Smith et al., 2018). Additional support
to the above ideas was given by Petek and Be-
dir (2018) who noted that integrating critical
thinking teaching into the school disciplines
(e.g. teaching English) was a valid tactic to
improve educational outcomes related to criti-
cal thinking. Important as the works of Smith
et al. (2018) and Petek and Bedir (2018) are,
the issue of the applicability of the outlined
practices to the setting of this study (Alamri,
2011). It remains an issue due to the cultural
and educational differences between their re-
search settings and the Saudi Arabia context.

A different approach towards fostering
critical thinking in the academic setting was
suggested by Larsson (2017) who focused
on phenomenography as a teaching method.
Phenomenography was defined as a process
of comparing and contrasting different meth-
ods of understanding a particular piece of in-
formation (Larsson, 2017). Nevertheless, the
caveat of the study of Larsson (2017) was that
this article only focused on one task. Another
unique method of improving students’ criti-
cal thinking skills was posited by Cargas et
al. (2017). The researchers argue that estab-
lishing difficult performance tasks across ac-
ademic disciplines in which the students are
faced with a pre-determined problem and are
asked to develop their own solutions, works
as a positive driver for critical thinking. How-
ever, the authors only provide a small sample
of performance tasks.

It is also believed that frequently ask-
ing evaluative questions in class regarding the
current discipline-specific assignments faced
by the students could provide the learners with
sufficient material and motivation to improve
their critical thinking (Browne and Freeman,

2000). This could be expanded further by rely-
ing on engagement and active pedagogy. Two
possible examples of the teaching practices as-
sociated with these dimensions are mentoring
(one-to-one teaching) and initiating dialogues
with the classroom with the aim of encourag-
ing critical thinking (Gottesman and Hoskins,
2013). The key implication of these arguments
is that in order to develop critical thinking ca-
pabilities the learners have to be put into aca-
demic environments in which individual par-
ticipation and finding their own resolutions to
the classroom tasks are encouraged.

Additional support to the ideas of
Browne and Freeman (2000) was provided in
the empirical investigation conducted by Boa
et al. (2018). It was reported that a dialectic
approach called Socratic Questioning was a
valuable technique for augmenting students’
critical thinking capabilities (Boa et al., 2018)
and intellectual independence (Arsi¢, 2014).
More specifically, this paradigm consists of
establishing a dialectic environment in the
classroom through encouraging student-to-
student and student-to-teacher dialogue and
verbal exchange of ideas (Boa et al., 2018).
Consistent with the results of the above dis-
cussions, there is a substantial body of knowl-
edge confirming that problem-based teaching
is beneficial for critical thinking (Carter et al.,
2016). Nevertheless, it is also stated that the
impact of teaching practices on the skills dis-
played by the students may be inconsistent due
to the influence of mediating factors related to
the overall academic environment (Carter et
al., 2016).

The literature on teaching practices for
critical thinking highlights some practices that
are frequently adopted. For example, maintain-
ing a positive classroom atmosphere is cited
by Anderson (2004) as a significant influence
on the rates of student development, includ-
ing critical thinking. The teachers are encour-
aged to foster positive relationships with the
students and reformulate their feedback from
explicit criticism to positive encouragement
(Anderson, 2004). Similarly, Copeland (2005)
also noted that students’ reaction to verbal
praise was highly positive. Through such di-
alogue between the teacher and the inquirer,
the student became more receptive towards
the concepts and ideas taught by a specific
tutor or within a particular discipline. On the
other hand, the interpersonal generalisability
of the suggestions made by Anderson (2004)
and Copeland (2005) is questionable. For in-
stance, it is possible that some students may
pay less attention on the perceptions of the
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teachers and instead be more focused on their
self-efficacy.

One critical remark that can be made
against the above assertions is that imple-
menting the discussed measures may be chal-
lenging and resource-intensive. An example
of this was made by Urcola-Pardo et al. (2018)
who acknowledged that although activities
related to critical thinking were beneficial in
the classroom, focusing on these tasks effec-
tively inhibited the students’ ability to focus
on the demands posited by the regular cur-
riculum. An analogous argument is made by
Lee (2018) who reveals that complex behav-
ioural changes were expected from students
to increase their critical thinking skills, which
could require time and a substantial amount
of academic effort. Although the relevance of
these shortcomings within the Saudi Arabian
sector still remains unknown, the points made
above may serve as valid explanations for the
findings of this study.

2.3. Framework of the Study and
Research Hypotheses

Adopting Nosich’s (2012) concept of
critical thinking as processbased approach,
critical thinking mainly consists of elements,
standards and discipline-centric factors. These
are conceptualised as a sum of factors related
to more specific factors: background insight,
understanding, implementation, evaluation,
integration and appraisal. In this study, criti-
cal thinking is also seen as influenced by the
teaching practices adopted in the research set-
ting. These methods include, but are not lim-
ited to, encouraging dialogue, establishing a
positive classroom atmosphere, integrating
critical thinking teaching into discipline curri-
cula and providing the students with problem-
solving tasks.

Figure 2 provides a graphical overview
of the framework of the study.

Critical Thinking
Curriculum Integration

| Practical Assignments

Comparing and
Contrasting

Performance Tasks

Students’ Critical
Thinking Skills

Questions

Mentoring

Classroom Dialogues

‘ Evaluative Open-Ended

Cooperative Learning |

Positive Classroom
Environment

Figure 2. Framework of the Study

The following research hypotheses are
formulated on the basis of the above model.
Only the most interesting and relevant units of
analysis are included in these assertions.

H1: Using mixed educational tactics
enhances the students’ critical thinking ca-
pabilities.

H2: Establishing performance-based
tasks enhances the students’ critical thinking
capabilities.

H3: Establishing a positive classroom
atmosphere enhances the students’ critical
thinking capabilities.

H4: Encouraging dialogue within the
classroom enhances the students’ critical
thinking capabilities.

HS: Relying on positive verbal feed-
back enhances the students’ critical thinking
capabilities.

He6: Explicitly comparing and contrast-
ing different points of view enhances the stu-
dents’ critical thinking capabilities.

3. METHODOLOGY

3.1. Data Collection and Sampling

This study adopted the mixed methods
research strategy by distributing a self-admin-
istered questionnaire form to the teachers of
secondary schools in the Alhafouf region of
Saudi Arabia, conducting interviews with se-
lected teachers and observing classroom ac-
tivities in the secondary schools (Creswell and
Creswell, 2017; Bryman and Bell, 2015). In
terms of sampling, three schools participated
in the project. Eighty two teachers from these
schools completed the questionnaire form
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while four teachers from each school out of
these 82 respondents were randomly selected
for the qualitative interviews and classroom
observations. It is admitted that the study fol-
lows the non-probability convenience sam-
pling strategy (Daniel, 2012), which may be
considered one of the shortcomings of this in-
vestigation. Although it is not possible to gen-
eralise findings, it is important to mention that
the way education is structured in Saudi Arabia
has an impact on the general transferability of
samples in educational research. This is due to
the fact in the highly centralised Saudi educa-
tional system; all schools in the country must
follow exactly the same curriculum, adopt the
same teaching approaches and processes, and
employ the same testing instruments and as-
sessment criteria.

In order to increase the reliability of
the data collection instruments, the question-
naire and interview questions were revised
and adjusted according to the input received
by another academic in the field. According to
Cohen et al (2011), such steps can potentially
increase the internal validity of the research
tools. Similarly, a sample of the qualitative
and quantitative data analysed was submitted
to an experienced academic in the field of ed-
ucation for a reliability check. No significant
discrepancy was found in the categorisation or
in the analysis of the findings. External valid-
ity, on the other hand, could be considered and
issue since it is very difficult to generalise the
findings of the present study. Instead, I adopt
here the concept of transferability (Guba and
Lincoln, 2005), which refers to the extent to
which the readers of a piece of research can
apply its findings to understand their own con-
texts. As a result, although the generalisability
of these findings can be considered low, the
potential for transferability to other similar
schools in Saudi Arabia and in countries in
which cultural background and educational
practices are similar may be much higher.

Low levels of reliability, validity and
trustworthiness as well as the researcher’s
bias and lack of rigour (Yin, 2014) have been
frequent used as parameters to criticise re-
search based on case studies. However, the
triangulation of different types of data (Cre-
swell and Creswell, 2017) can help to address
such criticism. In order to reduce unclear in-
terpretations and confirm findings (Punch,
2009), a combination of different quantitative
and qualitative means of collecting data (in-
terviews, questionnaire and classroom obser-
vations) were used in this study provided the
opportunity to compare and confirm the find-

ings from different sources. Trustworthiness,
reliability, and validity can also be increased
by piloting (Newby, 2010) which has aided in
the creation of the final versions of the data
collection tools.

Ethical issues are directly connect to the
integrity of a study and of the disciplines that
are involved (Bryman, 2016). Ethical guide-
lines “are intended to help keep participants
safe from harm, build trust with participants
and ensure trustworthy outcomes from the re-
search which will benefit society” (Busher and
James, 2012, p. 1). In this study, ethical prin-
ciples were taken into consideration regarding
participants’ consent, the right to refuse to par-
ticipate or withdraw at any stage of the study
process, and data anonymity and confidential-

ity.

3.2. Data Analysis and Variable
Definition

Following the mixed methods research
strategy, statistical, graphical and semantic
analysis of the primary data were employed in
the study (Creswell and Creswell, 2017). The
questionnaire responses were converted into
bar chart graphs to visualise the most basic
trends and patterns in the answers given by the
participants. Moreover, the linear regression
model was employed to support these findings
through statistics and establish cause-and-
effect relationships between the established
teaching practices and students’ critical think-
ing skills (Montgomery et al., 2012). Only the
most important units of analysis are presented
from observations and interviews (Saunders
et al., 2015). Although integrating different
sources of data may lead to contradictory out-
comes (Saunders et al., 2015), no significant
discrepancy between the quantitative data col-
lected using the questionnaire and the quali-
tative data from the interviews and classroom
observations. On the contrary, the classroom
observations showed remarkable coherence
between what participants’ views of their own
practices and what they actually did in the
classroom.

The critical thinking teaching strategies
identified in the literature review are regarded
as the relevant variables in this study and are
compiled below in linear regression (Table 1).
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Table 1. Variable Definition

Question Variable Code Variable

Ne Twvpe

3 Open-ended OEQ  Independent
questions

4 Cooperative COL  Independent
learning

5 Mixed meth- MML  Independent
ods leaming

6 Practical tasks PRT Independent
Comparing CAC  Independent
and con-
trasting

] Performance PFT Independent
tasks

9 Classroom CLD Independent
dialogue

10 Positive PLE Independent
learning envi-
ronment

11 Verbal praise VBP Independent

12 Mentoring MES  Independent
students

13 Students’ crit- SCT Dependent
ical thinking

The equation for SCT is defined as fol-
lows.

SCT; = g + By OEQ; + B,COL, + BsMML, +
B4PRT, + BsCAC; + BcPFT, + B,CLD, +
BePLE; + BsVBP; + BioMES, + &

, where SCT denotes the degree, to
which the critical thinking skills of the Saudi
Arabian students are developed, a0 is a con-
stant, B1, 2, 3...10 are the indicators that influ-
ence all dependent variables (i =1, 2, 3...82),
and & marks the residuals.

4. RESULT

Statistical data collected through the
questionnaires shows that only two variables,
namely OEQ and PRT, passed the criterion of
statistical significance of Sig. (their p-values)
being less than or equal to 0.05. However, it
could be stated that under normal circumstanc-
es the p-value benchmark could be expanded
to 0.15, which would mean that the variable in
question is statistically significant in at least

15% of all cases (Hinton et al., 2014). Consid-
ering this, it is also possible to include CAC
into the list of the statistically significant units
of analysis. Nonetheless, it is acknowledged
that the strength of the relationship between
CAC and SCT is lower than for OEQ and PRT.

The table below shows the results in
statistical linear regression analysis (Table 2).

Table 2. The Influence of Teaching Prac-
tices on the Students’ Critical Thinking Skills

Unstandard- Standard-
ised Coeffi- izsed Coeffi-
hdodel cients cients t Sig.
B Std. Beta
Error
(Con- -0.18  0.310 022 0.82
stant) 3 6 2
CEQ 0297 0125 0279 2376 002
0
CoL -0.08 0124 -0.070 -0.71 0.47
8 2 9
hNML -0.01  0.092 -0.014 0.13 0.87
4 3 3
PRT 0308 0113 0.269 2723 000
3
CAC 0244 0129 0219 1895  0.06
2
PFT 0.007 0113 0.006 0065 094
3
CLD 005 0110 -0.049 -0.51 0.60
7 3 9
PLE 0170 0104 0.162 1642 010
3
VEP 0012 0103 0.010 0112 0%
1
MES 0082 0093 0.079 0881 038

1

The above findings are interpreted as
meaning that positing more open-ended ques-
tions in the classroom can improve the critical
thinking skills of the students of the secondary
schools in the Alhafoufregion of Saudi Arabia.
Classroom observations confirmed that teach-
ers use of open-ended questions. For example,
Teacher 2 asked students in his Maths class,
“Why do you think that this principle applies
to questions 2 and 6 but to not apply to the oth-
er questions related to the problem?” (Teacher
2, School 4). Such findings are consistent with
the outcomes mentioned by Browne and Free-
man (2000). While closed-questions require
one restricted alternatives with the right and
wrong answers being determined by a key or
the teacher’s set answer; open-questions in-
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stead require learners to analyse the question,
evaluate how their knowledge can be relevant
to the answer, consider different options and
opinions, and then decide on the best possible
reply. Furthermore, discussing their possible
answer can lead to the reinforcement of the
knowledge acquired in the process or a change
in perspective with new knowledge being cre-
ated.

A similar effect was achieved by relying
on the dimension of phenomenography and
explicitly comparing and contrasting differ-
ent perspectives and pieces of evidence (Lars-
son, 2017). An example of this was observed
in the Library and Research Module when the
teacher asked one student, “What is the best
way to search for information?” (Teacher 4,
School 1). The student replied that the best
way was to search online. The teacher then
asked other students if they agreed with him.
Different views were presented with some stu-
dents saying that information online ‘was not
reliable’ and it was best ‘to use books’. The
teacher asked students to discuss their differ-
ent points of view and then open their text-
book and compare and contrast their opinions
with the views presented in the text.

In this process, students are asked to
examine old and new information, compare
diverse input material, and consider different
perspectives and representations of reality.
Such highly cognitive process can lead to the
development of the ability to evaluate sources
and points of view and then select the best op-
tion and course of action.

Finally, focusing on practical tasks can
also enhance the critical thinking capabilities
of the learners in the academic setting. Prac-
tical tasks typically require students to criti-
cally examine their ideas, knowledge and be-
liefs to achieve the task. For instance, in the
English language class, the teacher gave stu-
dents an exercise on relative clauses and asked
them to choose the best relative pronouns to
complete the sentences and explain why they
have chosen one pronoun over the others. As
homework, the teacher gave a similar task and
asked students to bring their answer for dis-
cussion in the following lesson (Teacher 1,
School 3).

However, such important variables as
establishing a positive classroom environ-
ment or verbal praise were not effective within
the chosen study context. One possible expla-
nation for this result arises from the answers
provided by the questionnaire respondents.
For instance, Figure 2 demonstrates the opin-
ions and perceptions held by the questionnaire

sample with regards to the practice of coop-
erative learning.

20

15

10

5

o]
Disagree N

strongly disagree

Agree

Figure 3. When in the classroom, I en-
courage cooperative learning (%)

either strongly agree

It is observed that 43.9% of the re-
spondents failed to provide a definite answer
towards the implementation of cooperative
learning. Only 14.6% of the participants of
the study agreed with the fact that coopera-
tive learning was encouraged in their class-
rooms. This could be interpreted as meaning
that secondary school teachers in Saudi Arabia
in general are still unaware of the benefits of
cooperative learning as defined by Boa et al.
(2018). On the other hand, this result could
also be indicative of the fact that cooperative
learning is seen as highly challenging to inte-
grate into the regular classroom activities in
the research context. Since the design of the
questionnaire survey did not allow for positing
additional questions, it is ambiguous, which of
the above explanations is valid based purely
on the quantitative data. An analogous state-
ment could be made with regards to graphical
analysis of such variables as mixed methods
learning and one-to-one mentoring.

The qualitative data collected from the
interviewees randomly chosen for the study
suggests that there is often a dichotomy be-
tween participants’ views and their classroom
practices. Many of the interviewed teachers
recognised the importance of critical think-
ing and were highly aware of the benefits of
developing the critical thinking skills of the
students, but also emphasised the challenges
and problems when trying to embed critical
thinking skills into their classroom activities.
For instance, Interviewee 1 stated that “critical
thinking is one of the major life skills, which
is hugely important not only when study-
ing, but also during everyday life and work”.
Moreover, the definitions of critical thinking
provided by the interviewees were frequently
aligned with the frameworks of such authors
as Nosich (2012). For example, Interviewee
5 stated that “critical thinking is how well
you are able to compare and contrast differ-
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ent points of view...critical thinking is also
required to make conclusions and inferences
on the basis of what is available to students”.

In spite of such awareness, the main is-
sues faced by the secondary school academic
professionals may constitute a barrier to the
application of such ideas. Students’ behav-
iour was cited as one of the key challenges for
teaching practice effectiveness. Interviewee 3
argued that “in some cases, students actively
refuse to go beyond the school subjects”. At
the same time, there were highlighted prob-
lems related to school curricula and resources.
Interviewee 9 argued that “there is a conflict
between new methods of teaching, which
are focused on critical thinking, and the tra-
ditional paradigms of learning followed for
a long period of time in Saudi Arabia” while
“limited school resources” were also men-
tioned by Interviewee 5. These assertions
were confirmed by the observations made by
the researcher. The teachers frequently strug-
gled with controlling students during classes,
which hindered their ability to introduce prac-
tices related to critical thinking. In addition,
the teachers were frequently forced to follow
traditional curricula, thus significantly lim-
iting the amount of time allocated to critical
thinking development activities. This resulted
in many teachers (a total of 65.7%) reporting
that the critical thinking skills of their students
were underdeveloped.

5. DISCUSSION

Overall, the findings of this study are
consistent with the work of Larsson (2017)
who exemplified the role of phenomenology
in teaching critical thinking. In addition, the
vital role played by practical tasks and open-
ended questions is in line with the key argu-
ments presented by Browne and Free-man
(2000), and Cargas et al. (2017). The key im-
plication of these outcomes is that more atten-
tion should be devoted to the outlined prac-
tices in the secondary schools of Alhafouf.
However, other techniques (such as maintain-
ing a positive classroom environment) may
also be beneficial. Due to their low popular-
ity in the Alhafouf context, the study was un-
able to establish whether these teaching initia-
tives could have a strong effect on the critical
thinking skills of the students. It is inferred
that secondary school teachers may improve
academic outcomes by referring to the teach-
ing strategies, which were attributed with low
popularity scores in the current study.

One notable finding is that many partici-
pants reported difficulties with the classroom
behaviour of their students. This expands the
findings of this study beyond the previous
works of other researchers such as Smith et al.
(2018), and Petek and Bedir (2018). It is as-
serted that maintaining reasonable classroom
discipline can be beneficial for the critical
thinking skills of the students. Providing a sta-
ble educational environment should give the
teachers more opportunities to implement the
key techniques aimed at improving the critical
thinking skills of their students. Nevertheless,
it is difficult to provide specific suggestions
regarding this aspect based on the available
primary evidence.

The findings of this study also show
that school resources and traditional curricula
were considered as significant barriers for the
implementation of the teaching practices ben-
eficial for critical thinking. This was aligned
with the core framework of Nosich (2012)
who noted that critical thinking was insepara-
ble from the overall educational environment
expressed through the most relevant standards
and discipline-related conditions. This find-
ing puts the emphasis on the all stakehold-
ers involved in the educational process to
aid teachers in fostering the critical thinking
skills of the students instead of positing ad-
ditional challenges and problems. That said, it
remains uncertain and still subject to further
research which specific educational strategies
or reforms could be implemented by the Saudi
Arabian government to achieve such goal.

The overall consensus established in
this study was similar to the discussion pre-
sented by Salmon (2013). More specifically,
it was shown that critical thinking is generally
perceived as a highly important cognitive skill
directly related to information processing and
evaluation. The broader implications of criti-
cal thinking (decision-making capacities) are
also indirectly supported in the study via the
interview transcripts. The participants of this
study are aware of the benefits of critical think-
ing and consciously strive towards developing
the mental abilities of their students. This out-
come exemplifies the overall importance of
critical thinking in the academic setting. On
the other hand, this particular outcome may
have been caused by the sample composition,
which would limit its generalisability.
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6. CONCLUSIONS AND
RECOMMENDATION

6.1. Summary of the Findings

To address the first research objective,
it was stated that the critical thinking skills of
the students in the academic setting could be
developed through particular teaching prac-
tices, such as establishing a positive learning
environment, mentoring, focusing on prac-
tical tasks, positing open-ended questions,
comparing and contrasting different perspec-
tives etc. It was suggested that implementing
these methods could lead directly to students
improving their critical thinking capabili-
ties. Nonetheless, only open-ended questions,
comparing and contrasting, and practical tasks
passed the benchmarks of statistical signifi-
cance (Objective 2). This may be explained by
stating that the educational process in Saudi
Arabia faces significant challenges related to
teacher awareness, school resources, school
curricula and student discipline. As a result,
the critical thinking skills of the students were
only evaluated as medium by the surveyed
teachers (Objective 3). The development of
critical thinking skills goes thus beyond adopt-
ing certain classroom teaching practices and is
also affected by broader factors related to the
academic environment.

6.2. Evaluation of Hypotheses

It is necessary to identify which of the
research hypotheses found support in the
gathered evidence. Only hypotheses 6 and 2
were explicitly justified by the results of the
statistical analysis. All other hypotheses were
rejected on the basis of the cause-and-effect
relationships established via linear regression.
The most probable explanations for this out-
come was either the lack of awareness among
teachers towards the benefits of the teaching
practices mentioned in the rejected hypotheses
or the influence of the barriers and challenges
established previously (e.g. curricula conflict).
One critical remark that can be made against
this discussion is that since the hypotheses
only focused on what was perceived as the
most relevant units of analysis, these propo-
sitions did not reflect the full picture con-
cerning the development of critical thinking in
Alhafouf.

6.3. Recommendations for the
Secondary School Teachers

Addressing the fourth and final objec-
tive of the study, practical recommendations
are provided for the teachers employed in
the secondary schools at Alhafouf. One of
the most important findings of this study was
that teaching critical thinking goes beyond the
considered teaching practices and is depended
on such factors as classroom discipline and
school curriculum. Thus, the Alhafouf second-
ary school teachers should be encouraged to
modify their approach with respect to class-
room management. For instance, strategies
relying on aggressive punishment may be dis-
carded in favour of recognition, understand-
ing and praise, which were considered highly
advantageous by Rahimi and Hosseini (2012).
On the other hand, the ability of teachers to in-
fluence school curricula and resources may be
limited since these factors are typically regu-
lated by other academic stakeholders, such as
the Saudi government.

Since open-ended questions, phenom-
enography and performance tasks were con-
sidered in the study as the most effective
teaching practices, the academic personnel
employed at Alhafouf should be encouraged
keep relying on these methods when attempt-
ing to develop the critical thinking skills of
the students. However, it is asserted that the
efficiency of such techniques may be further
improved by relying on innovative teaching
methods and integrating the outlined tactics
with these platforms. For example, e-learning
can be employed by the Alhafouf teachers in
order to improve educational outcomes relat-
ed to critical thinking (Popovici and Mironov,
2015). That said, the implementation of such
solutions may require investing on school re-
sources. It is unknown whether all secondary
schools in Alhafouf would be able to follow
this recommendation.

6.4. Limitations of the Study

It must be acknowledged that the re-
search sample constitutes the most noteworthy
limitation of this study. Relying on probabil-
ity sampling would have been more beneficial
with regards to the validity and generalis-
ability of the findings (Saunders et al., 2015).
Moreover, this project focused exclusively on
the teachers’ perspectives and practices and
thus lacks a studentcentric perspective with
regards to data collection and analysis. While
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the students may be unaware of the complexi-
ties of the educational process related to criti-
cal thinking, it may be beneficial to gather
their perceptions on the teaching practices that
can be employed to foster their critical think-
ing skills. Furthermore, In order to fill in the
gap in the literature, future studies could be
done in different education stages (elementary
and intermediate schools) and in all-female
schools to allow academics and teachers to
consider possible similarities and differences
among learners’ thinking skills according to
gender.
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