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Restructuring Curriculum 
For Critical Thinking

Teachers can teach critical thinking in the context
of traditional content and real-life situations if they

have the necessary support.

Teachers who have taken the time 
to understand critical thinking 
based on their own experience 

and study have turned away from pre 
packaged curriculums in favor of in 
fusing critical thinking into the re 
structured content of their own 
teaching. The results are often excit 
ing, with variants as numerous as indi 
vidual teaching styles. Once teachers 
embark on this road, there is no re 
treating, and critical thinking eventual 
ly permeates teaching as naturally as 
reading and writing and in ways that 
no prepackaged curriculum can dupli 
cate.

Teaching for Critical Thinking
Teachers who have worked to infuse 
critical thinking in their own teaching 
leam that it is neither esoteric, nor 
technically difficult. It tends to bring 
out their best abilities, as well as those 
of their students. Kevin O'Reilly, for 
example, is a high school American 
history teacher from the Hamilton- 
Wenham School system 1 To teach 
about the reliability of sources of in 
formation in history, he stages a scuffle 
in the corridors outside his classroom 
and then asks student witnesses to tell 
what happened. He compares the ac 
counts his students give to the variety 
of accounts that were given about the 
Battle of Lexington in 1775, which 
started the Revolutionary War. As these 
students attempt to determine which 
of the eyewitnesses gave the most 
accurate account and reflect on why 
one historical account is better or 
worse than another, they are armed 
with critical skills that they draw on 
again and again in O'Reilly's class 
room. These skills relate to the reli 

ability and accuracy of eyewitnesses, of 
observation, and of sources of infor 
mation in general skills of great im 
portance in our lives outside of the 
classroom. In the immediate context 
of their study of the Revolutionary 
War, O'Reilly's students use these 
skills to make informed critical judg 
ments about the accuracy of various 
textbook accounts of the Lexington 
incident that students who are simply 
directed to read to "get the facts" 
cannot make.

O'Reilly's approach restructuring 
traditional content to teach for think 
ing is not restricted to American his 
tory or to high school. Cathy Skowron, 
a 1st grade teacher in the Province- 
town Elementary School, uses the 
same technique. She follows the tale 
of Chicken Little with a discussion, 
prompted by her questioning, of 
whether the other animals should 
have trusted Chicken Little, and how 
they could have determined whether 
she was a reliable source of informa 
tion. Many teachers use Chicken Little 
and other stories only to help students 
build their listening skills and perhaps 
their vocabulary. Skowron restruc 
tures her use of the story by integrat 
ing questions keyed to helping stu 
dents consider the reliability of 
sources of information. She bases her 
lesson on the same critical thinking 
concept evaluating sources of infor 
mation but the content and structure 
of her lesson are grade-appropri 
ate. The same skill can be taught, 
reinforced, and elaborated in many 
other contexts, subject areas, and at 
other grade levels.

Skowron also prompts her students 
to think about whether Chicken Little

herself had good evidence that the sky 
was falling. Could something else, oth 
er than the sky, have hit her on the 
head? What could it have been, and 
how can we find out what causes 
something to happen?

Causal explanation and causal infer 
ence involve a duster of critical think 
ing skills different from those involved 
in thinking about the reliability of 
information we get from others or 
through observation.

Skills that use evidence in reasoning 
about cause and effect are also crucial 
ly important in our everyday lives. For 
example, judgments about what 
caused what are essential in assessing 
advertisers' attempts to influence our 
purchase of various products.

Causal explanation also plays a role 
in determining responsibility. A high 
school English teacher in Groton, Mas 
sachusetts, Cathy Peabody, asks her 
students causal questions as they think 
about Romeo and Juliet. Recognizing 
that it is a play in which chance, emo 
tion, misunderstanding, and deliber 
ate intent create a tragic causal web, 
Peabody uses it to help her students 
develop critical thinking skills. What 
led to the tragedy of the two lovers? 
Who. if anyone, was responsible? Start 
ing with these questions, she brings 
her students to the deeper issues of 
causality and responsibility. These 
build on the same inferential skills that 
Skowron introduced. In addition, Pea- 
body helps students see analogies to 
their own experience, as O'Reilly 
does. The use of real-life situations 
complements and can reinforce think 
ing skills infused into traditional con 
tent It is especially important in teach 
ing for the transfer of these skills.
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In Phyilis Cooper's 4th grade class 
room in the Dennis-Yarmouth School 
system, for example, there is a similar 
concern about the accurate appraisal 
of cause and efect. White Cooper, like 
Skowron, does restructure traditional 
material, she also focuses her students' 
attention on specific school problems. 
Concerned about problems in the 
school lunchroom, they asked, "What 
is causing the fact that students are 
increasingly unable to finish their 
meals by the end of the period? Why 
nave students been anxious and agitat 
ed in the lunchroom over the past two 
weeks? What can we do about this?" 
She then helps them to think through 
and research this issue.

The concept of causal inference that 
Cooper helps the students use and the 
standards they develop for good caus 
al judgment are the same as those 
employed by Peabody and Skowron in 
other grade-appropriate ways. The im 
portant thing is consistent use of the 
specific skills, the use of the same

terminology, and helping students see 
the similarities among the various ex 
amples that are used to teach for each 
skill

Supporting Critical Teaching
What OTteiHy, Skowron, Peabody, and 
Cooper have done cannot be achieved 
overnight, but it need not be a lengthy, 
laborious process. We are all familiar 
with critical thinking in our daily lives; 
to teach it we need only to make 
explicit, broaden, and apply to particu 
lar content areas what we already 
know.

The conceptual infusion approach,2 
as I call it, is a powerful way to bring 
critical thinking into the classroom. It 
requires more than committed teach 
ers. It requires a school system willing 
to provide the support and structure 
that enables this enterprise to succeed. 
Teachers need time to evaluate which 
critical thinking skills are most appro 
priate for their particular teaching and 
to develop and try out lessons. They

do this work best in groups. Teachers 
who incorporate critical thinking into 
their own teaching in this way model 
behaviors they would like their stu 
dents to emulate.D

1 Kevin O'Reilly has published four vol 
umes of lessons In American History in 
cluding this one in Critical Thinking in 
American History (Critical Thinking Press, 
Beverly, MA, 1984).

2. See also my paper, 'Teaching For 
Thinking: A Developmental Model for the 
Infusion of Thinking Skills into Mainstream 
Instruction," in Teaching Thinking. Theory 
into Practice, Ed. J. Baron and R. Sternberg 
(W H. Freeman & Co., New York, 1986), 
and the forthcoming series of guides 
Thinking in the dasonom, coedited by 
Robert J Swartz and David Perkins, Sun- 
dance Press, in press.

Robert J. Swartz directs the Critical and 
Creative Thinking Program, University of 
Massachusetts/Boston Harbor Campus, 
Boston, MA 02125-
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New! SO YOU'RE NOT A SPECIAL EDUCATOR: A 
General Handbook for Educating Handicapped Children 
by Les Stemberg, Ronald L. laytor and Jeffrey Sdiffit. This 
handbook is for all those who, despite a lack of background, 
must grapple with the recondite processes of special educa 
tion in their work. The authors explain concepts, terms, pro 
grams and techniques. They also outline the characteristics 
of various handicaps and clarify important issues and con 
troversies. May V6, about $16.75

EFFECTIVE INTERVIEWING edited by Alexander Tblor. Ex 
pert contributors detail proven interviewing techniques for a 
variety of applications. They include methods for behavioral 
and psychotherapeutic interviews, personnel selection in 
terviews, media interviews, and historical and scientific in 
terviews. They also suggest techniques useful in working 
with specific types of clients. '85, $24.50

INTEGRATING MODERATELY AND SEVERELY HANDI 
CAPPED LEARNERS: Strategies That Work edited by Mi 
chael P. Brady and Philip L. Gunter. This manual shows 
how to integrate handicapped citizens into various commu 
nity environments and activities. It directs attention to 
proven techniques of which readers may be unaware. '85, 
$34.75

New! SEX, SCHOOLS AND THE LAW by remand N.
Dutile. The author analyzes the legal implications of sexual 
matters related to the public school curriculum, including 
sex education. Similar coverage is afforded legal ramifica 
tions of sex and the school library, the sexual orientation or 
activity of teachers, the student's personal life, and the stu 
dent press. March '86, about $26.75

BEHAVIOR MANAGEMENT IN THE SCHOOLS: A PRIMER 
FOR PARENTS by Greg H. Frith. I n this book, a teacher 
talks to parents about their common goal of maintaining or 
der in the schools. Other educators will find it to be an ideal 
vehicle for enlisting parents' help. It details the team effort 
required to understand and correct problem behaviors, 
stressing that support in the home in crucial to success. '85, 
JI8.75

METHODS AND TECHNIQUES OF HOLISTIC EDUCA 
TION edited by I sadore L. Sonnier. The importance of the 
individual in mass education, variations in brain later- 
alization, patterns of instruction: these are the elements 
combined in this guide to holistic education. The text shows 
how to balance students' education in a way that elicits and 
enhances societal contribution and individuality. '85, 
$ 79.50
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