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Orientation 
   ❶To think critically is an important educational outcome 

in the National Curriculum Statement of South Africa 

(Department of Education, 1997:30; Department of 

Education, 2002:11).   

 ❷A very important aspect underlying the development 
of critical thinking is a positive atmosphere or climate in 

the classroom where the individual needs of the learners 

are stimulated (Lyke & Young, 2006:477-490).  

 ❸Research indicates that improving classroom practice 
will increase cognitive development, and that teachers 

need to be more aware of how their roles and 

contextual factors impact on the development of critical 

thinking abilities (Lyke & Young, 2006:477-490).             
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……..orientation 
❹Importance of critical thinking  for life-long learning, 
economic growth and international competitiveness    

(Pithers & Soden, 2000; Barnes, 2005) 

❺Own experience with undergraduate and graduate 
students 

❻In order to determine if the assertion that teachers 
seldom create a climate for thinking holds truth, and 

in the absence of studies conducted in South Africa at 

school level to investigate the role of classroom 

climate in the development of critical thinking, this 

study wishes to make a contribution. 
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……..orientation 
• Research indicates that improving classroom 

climate will increase cognitive development, and 

that teachers need to be more aware of how their 

roles and contextual factors impact on the 

development of critical thinking abilities. 

• Research premise: Teacher education is a key 

factor in enhancing learners’  critical thinking skills: 

 1. be guided on how to infuse critical thinking in     

     their lessons 

2. model good critical thinking practices 

3. create classroom climate that foster critical 

thinking 

4. be critical thinkers themselves  
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Aim of the Research 
 

 The purpose of this study was to determine the 
extent to which Grade 9 and Grade 11 
teachers in South Africa presently create 
classroom climates that nurture the 
development of learners’ critical thinking 
abilities. 

 The purpose statement of the study indicates 
that the study had two main focus points, 
namely critical thinking and classroom climate.  
The theoretical and conceptual frameworks of 
the study are elucidated below. 
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Classroom 
Climate 

Critical 
Thinking 

Conceptual Framework 

Success 



Context of the research 

In-
service 

teachers 

 
•Examine teaching 

practice 

•Strategies + methods 

Classroom 
climate 

•Teaching and learning 
activities  

•Teaching methods and 
strategies 

•Using questioning to 
develop critical thinking 

skills 

•Role of the teacher 

•Role of the learner 

Critical 
thinking 

skills 

•Evaluating 

•Comparing 

•Problem-solving 

•Decision-making 

•Reasoning 

•Analysis 

•Interpretation 
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Classroom 

climate 

 & 

 Critical 

thinking skills 
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Critical Thinking 

The researcher came to a conclusion that a 

combination of cognitive and meta-

cognitive thinking skills as well as attitudes 

and dispositions are necessary for the 

development of critical thinking.  
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  Critical thinking involves the development of dispositions 

such as open-mindedness, fair-mindedness, independent-
mindedness and skepticism (Mc Peck, 1981:8; Bailin et al., 

1999:290-295; Fisher, 2005:59; Halpern, 2007:10; Facione, 20 

09:5).  

 Critical thinking  involves the application of interrelated 

cognitive skills such as   problem-solving, formulating 

inferences,  decision-making,  reasoning,  analysis, 

questioning, interpretation, evaluation and  identifying 
assumptions (Ennis, 2001:5-7; Watson & Glaser, 2002:2.1, 2.2;  

Vandermensbrugghe, 2004:417; Blunt, 2005:1368; Tileston, 

2005:41). 
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 Critical thinking involves the development of 
critical thinking habits. These habits refer, 
inter alia, to identifying alternative 
viewpoints, questioning  how and why  things 
happen and  arguing about what is fair and 
unfair and true and untrue  (Jones & Mules, 
2001:192).  

 

 The development of critical thinking abilities 
involves the development of meta-cognitive 
skills that promote self-regulated learning 
such as planning, monitoring and evaluation 
(Splitter, 1999:93; Ennis, 2001:182; Halpern, 
2007:10). 
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 In the context of teaching critical thinking skills, 

McGonigal (2005) argues for a transformative 

approach to teaching and learning that will 

imply that teachers change their current views 

about teaching and learning 

 

A transformative approach, which links well 

with the constructivist approach to teaching 

and learning, will nurture the critical awareness 

of learners during teaching and learning as this 

approach will enable learners to act upon new 

knowledge and understanding. 
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Classroom Climate 

 

Classroom climate is created by the manner and 

degree to which authority is exercised, warmth and 

support are shown, competitiveness or cooperation 

is encouraged and opportunities are allowed for 

independent judgment and choice (Borich, 

2004:370). 

According to Elder (2007) and Crotty (2002), a safe 

learning environment has to be created by the 

teacher where diversity of opinions, learning styles 

and modes of thinking are accepted and learners 

are encouraged to explore on their own on a 

frequent basis.   
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Classroom Climate 

 

Classroom climates need to give the learners the 

opportunity to think on their own, explain their 

thoughts and compare their thoughts to the 

thoughts of their peers.  

 

According to Elder (2007) and Abdool and 

Drinkwater (2005:363-372) teachers need to create 

classroom climates that invite and support 

intellectual openness by nurturing a climate of trust 

and respect so that the learners will feel 

comfortable, motivated and willing to share their 

ideas with others, challenge the ideas of  others 

and explain  their strategies for problem-solving.  
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Classroom Climate 

 

 

According to Lake (2009:4) and Crotty (2002), 

teachers have to consider a number of factors in 

order to create a classroom climate that will 

support intellectual openness, namely the choice of 

teaching methods and strategies, the choice of 

learner activities, the way in which questions are 

posed to learners, the role that the learner plays in 

the classroom and the role that the teacher plays in 

the classroom.  
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In order to understand the role of classroom climate 

in the development of critical thinking, it is 

necessary to elaborate on the following factors: 

 
Teaching 

and 
learning 
activities 

Teaching 
methods 

and 
strategies 

Using 
questioning 

Role of 
Teachers 

Role of 
learners 



Method: 

Literature study 

Quantitative survey 

Pilot study 

 

Research 
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Aim: To determine the extent to which  

teachers in South Africa presently 

create classroom climates 

that nurture the development of  

Learners' critical thinking abilities 

Data  

Collection: 

 

Questionnaires 

Statistical  

Techniques: 

 

Descriptive  

statistics 

Inferential statistics??? 

 

Population and  

sample:  

Convenience sampling 

Heterogeneous groups 

Teachers (n =241) 

Learners (n= 403) 



Nature of the research 

 

 

1. A pilot study was done to determine whether the 
questionnaire complied with validity and reliability 
criteria 

2. A quantitative research approach was chosen to 
establish and confirm a given situation in the 
classroom 
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Reliability and Validity 

 The Cronbach alpha coefficients were calculated 

for the various constructs in the teacher and learner 

questionnaires for the pilot and actual study.  

 Reliability: ????? 

 Validity: 
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Face: relevant content, falls in the scope of rapport. Operations and 

processes required are relevant to critical thinking. 

Content:  the test measures the capabilities required by the academic 

instructional programme of prospective teachers. 

Criterion-related: has been widely used to predict course grades and 

academic performance. 

Construct: a good measure of the theoretical construct “critical 

thinking” when compared to other critical thinking tests and literature. 



Reliability and Validity 

 The Cronbach alpha coefficient was calculated to 

determine the internal consistency of the various 

questionnaire sections.  

As this study was an exploratory study, and the 

questionnaires for learners and teachers were 

complied with reliability criteria. 

An inter-item correlation was also determined for 

the various items listed in the various sections of the 

questionnaire. An inter-item correlation is used to 

judge the reliability of the instrument by estimating 

how well the items that reflect the same construct 

yield similar results (Trochim, 2006).  
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Questionnaire section   N Mean Std Dev Sig t Cohen’s 

d 

Effect 

size 

Teaching methods and strategies: 

general principles 

Teachers  

Learners 

241 

403 

1.86 

2.14 

0.64 

0.65 
0* 

- 5.23 

- 5.25 

  

0.42 

  

Small 

Learning activities: general 

principles 

Teachers  

Learners 

241 

403 

1.75 

2.16 

0.42 

0.53 
0 * 

- 9.94 

-10.49 

  

0.75 

  

Large 

Questioning techniques:general 

principles 

Teachers  

Learners 

241 

403 

1.97 

2.04 

0.56 

0.60 
0.14 

- 1.46 

- 1.49 

  

- 
  

Role of the teacher Teachers  

Learners 

241 

403 

1.65 

2.02 

0.32 

0.35 
0* 

- 13.21 

- 13.59 

  

1.03 

  

Large 

Role of the learner Teachers  

Learners 

241 

403 

1.79 

2.06 

0.46 

0.47 
0* 

- 7.08 

- 7.10 

  

0.57 

  

Medium 

Teaching methods and strategies: 

practical application 

Teachers  

Learners 

241 

403 

2.16 

2.16 

0.44 

0.58 
0.99 

- 0.00 

- 0.00 

  

- 

  

  

Learning activities:practical 

application 

Teachers  

Learners 

241 

403 

2.14 

2.04 

0.60 

0.62 
0.04* 

2.01 

2.02 

  

0.16 

No 

Effect 

Types of questions:practical 

application 

Teachers  

Learners 

241 

403 

2.02 

2.14 

0.49 

0.55 
0.00 * 

- 2.86 

- 2.95 

  

0.22 

  

Small 

Table 1: Differences between teacher and learner responses 

 

* Significance: p<0.05       According to the Statistical Consultation Services of the NWU (Vaal Triangle), Cohen’s d is only 

calculated and reported when statistically significant differences occur. 

 



Interpretation of results 
The data in Table 1 indicates that statistically 
significant differences were noted between the 
learner and teacher responses for the section: 

 on teaching methods and strategies,  

 learning activities  

 the practical application of these activities,  

 the role of the teacher, 

 the role of learner  

 the types of questions used in class. 

 

?????? 
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Interpretation of results 
   The teachers appeared to be more convinced 
than the learners that their application of the general 
principles for the choice of teaching methods and 
strategies, the general principles for the choice of 
learning activities, the general principles for the 
application of questioning techniques, their own roles 
and the roles of the learners during teaching and 
learning, the types of questions posed during teaching 
were providing opportunities for the nurturing of 
critical thinking skills 

????? 
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Findings 
 The data revealed that teachers make use of different 

teaching methods, and strategies, which are a good 

indication that teachers do not use only one specific method 

of teaching. 

 

 Although teachers do create opportunities through learning 
activities to nurture critical thinking, a more purposeful effort 

should be made to create opportunities for active learning 

that enhance curiosity, challenge the intellect and 

imagination of learners and the use of questioning on a more 

frequent basis 

 

 It was found that the teachers and learners had different 

opinions with regard to the use of problem-solving.  
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Findings 
 These results indicated that there is room for improvement to 

increase the use of divergent questions on a more frequent 

basis during teaching and learning for the development of 

critical thinking skills.  

 What is very interesting from the data obtained, is that the 

majority of the learners and teachers strongly agreed to the 
fact that the teacher still plays a dominant role in the 

classroom 

 Teachers appeared to be more convinced than the learners 

that they frequently support the development of critical 

thinking skills.  Teachers indicated that learners often get the 

opportunity to express their feelings in class, whereas the 

learners indicated that they only sometimes get the 

opportunity to express their feelings in class  
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Limitations 
 Only a quantitative research approach was utilized.  

 The current sample was only bounded to the one education 

district in the Vaal Triangle area and only five ex-Model C 

schools and five Township schools were used for the study 

which limits the generalizability of results. 

 As the researcher used convenient sampling due to time and 

logistical constraints, it is acknowledged that bias might have 

been built into the sample.   

 Did not explore teachers’ understanding of what critical 

thinking implies and how they think these skills should be 

nurtured. It could have provided valuable information with 

which the present teacher responses could have been 

understood. 

 The researcher only focussed on the extent to which the 

interrelated cognitive skills that play a role in critical thinking 

are nurtured.  It is necessary to explore learners’ attitudes and 

dispositions towards being critical also 
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The way forward 

 We suggest that further research should be conducted to 
determine the learners’ attitudes and dispositions to thinking 
critically.  It could be argued that if learners are not 
motivated or willing to engage in activities or tasks that 
demand critical reflection, they will not think critically, 
irrespective of the climate that is created to nurture the 
development of critical thinking skills. 

 

 Teachers should accept the challenge to become 

knowledgeable on what critical thinking entails and how to 

nurture critical thinking. Learners are not capable of thinking 

critically themselves; critical thinking skills have to be nurtured 

on a frequent basis and learners need to get frequent 

opportunities to apply these skills. 
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Conclusion 

 For the development of critical thinking, 

learners have to learn a variety of critical 

thinking skills that can greatly improve 

their classroom performance on a 

frequent basis.  

 Teachers should include skills like an 

understanding of the arguments and the 

beliefs of others, critically evaluating those 

arguments and beliefs and developing 

and defending one’s own well-supported 

arguments and beliefs, reasoning, 

decision-making and problem-solving  
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