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THINK TANK NOTES 
Critical Thinking Break-Out Group 
May 23-24 
University of Georgia 
 
Facilitator:  Mary Stewart 
Recorder: Jodi Kushins 
 
Politics of Critical Thinking in Art: (Advice from Georgia Strange) 

Way for the arts to show how they contribute to the university mission 
What is the specificity of critical thinking that takes place in art education? 

Lobby for the importance of creativity to be in those mission statements 
Asian societies looking to U.S. as innovative culture that seeks innovative solutions – 
How do we do it?  In academia?  In corporate structure?  

 
Defining Critical Thinking 

Critical Thinking Inquiry 
 
Optimistic Skeptics 

 
Understanding the playing field / parts of the puzzle 
 
Teacher assigns a problem – problem solving 
Student seeks a new definition of the problem 
 
Critical thinking is the act of becoming an active learner. 
Student takes ownership of the problem – by redefining the assignment 
 Personal connections to the problem 
 Shift from teaching (passive) to learning (active) 

Critical Theory incorporates emancipation, challenge assumptions, force students 
into a zone of discomfort – dissonance where they have to adapt and change. 
Shifting authority of the teacher (see also Eisner chart below) 
Provide opportunities for choice 

 
Ability to identify questions / issues 
 
Learning to ask WHY? 

Critical Inquiry 
Cyclical thinking – learning (never-ending) vs. teaching  
Student asks her own questions 
A good question leads to more questions 
Dynamic 

 
How you ask questions, not just what questions you ask. 
 
Searching, Making, and Reflecting  
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 Wearing the artist hat, critic’s hat, audience hat… 
 Reflecting – global vs. local 
 
Meta-cognition – developing conscious awareness of one’s thinking process 
 Understanding the purpose for learning 
 Opens door to reasoned intuition and intuitive reasoning 
 Intuition comes from experience 
 Intuition is favored by a well-prepared mind 
 Knowing what you know –  
 Having a hand on your intellectual pulse 
 
Understanding simplicity and complexity 
 
Habits of mind 
 Setting expectations – responsibility for one’s own learning process 
 What are teacher’s/student’s levels of responsibility?   
Ways of getting lost 
 Not trying to get THERE 
 Defamiliarization 
 
Creativity – building connections between previously disparate information 
 
Moving from general to specific 
 
Creative, Analytic, Practical 
 
Habit of mind, habits of thinking 
 
Projects vs. PURPOSES 
 

DEFINING Dimensions of the critical PROCESS 
Clarify / Redefine (Deepen) the question /problem 
Collect and analyze relevant information 

Seeking out additional information - Research 
Ability to recognize available choices 
Ability to justify choice selection 
Assumption finding 
Recognizing your point of view  
Recognizing alternative points of view 
Determining relevancy of alternative views 
Perspective shifting 
Recognizing the complex dimensions of the problem 

Speculate/Imagine (intuited/reason) possible outcomes 
Prioritize and Test Possible outcomes 
Evaluate outcomes related to reframed question 
Repeat process as necessary 
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What critical thinking is not: 
What stops or inhibits critical thinking. 
Heidegger’s three ways of knowing things: 
What it is 
What it is not  
What they gather 
The thing’s thing 
 
Example: a walker is not a runner, runners gather shoes, hats, race numbers, etc. to identify them, 
runners run – self-descriptive 
 
We know what things are.  How do we communicate that to others? 
 
If there’s critical thinking, there’s other kinds of thinking which might be more or less 
valuable…  should critical thinking be at the top of a hierarchy?   
 
Einstein: The world will not evolve past its current state of crisis by using 
The same thinking that created the situation 
Evolution demands different thinking, not different knowledge, but thinking. 
How do I know what I need to know if I don’t even know that I don’t know it? 
 
It’s a process of consciously examining and controlling one’s thinking in order to improve 
thinking –  
Unsound thinking would be: 
Biased, distorted, undisciplined, irrational, uninformed, self-delusional 
These terms disregard the necessity of reshaping and adding to existing knowledge 
 
Move from opinion to position 
 
Uninformed opinion present knowledge (unexamined)  informed position 
Temporal experiences - understanding 
Data (Speculation/ conjecture) – WHAT? 
Information (organization/pattern recognition) – HOW? 
Knowledge (critical thinking) – WHY? 
Wisdom (implications/consequences/application/transferability/transformation) SO WHAT? 
(present) Truth?? Action 
 
The way things are and the way we talk about them are not the same thing 
 
Convergent vs. Divergent thinking 
 Getting lost 

All thinkers are convergent and divergent thinkers (expand/contract) 
 
Visual thinking 
Modes of thinking – conjecture, speculation  
Ways of thinking
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QUESTIONS 
  What do students bring? Realities and opportunities 
 Relationship critical thinking and inquiry 
 How does critical thinking relate to visual thinking? 
 Is critical thinking the same as creative thinking? 
  Visual Inquiry 
 How do you spot critical thinking? 
  Kinds of questions asked? 
   Asking WHY questions, in opposition to what & why 
  Way we ask questions/pose problems 

nouns vs. verbs 
example – designing spaces for living (rather than houses) bedroom 
(noun) vs. place to sleep (verb) 
present examples – not just human, traditional and innovative 
 to get to what’s relevant, go to the ridiculous – that’s FUN 
 going beyond the obvious 

 How do we teach it? 
  Modeling the thinking process 

 It’s not just supplying a body of knowledge, but our own learning process 
 What do students need to become active learners? 
 

What types of critical thinking does the teacher have to engage in while planning an 
assignment? 
 
Critical thinking & EYE, HAND, MIND 

 



 5 

BEST PRACTICES (What are we already doing?) 
How do students acquire these skills? 

 What tasks must they do? 
 How much time does it take? 
 Can these tasks be folded into other courses? 
 Can specific examples of lessons and/or curriculum be articulated? 
 
Providing examples and images for a common introduction to/in relation to a problem 

 Heritage Box – Archive Autobiography 

 Start with the artwork 

“Stickiness” = Gladwell’s Tipping Point1 – making experiences memorable 
Roles of the artist – exploring what art does, what it has always done… 

Teaching about art history and personal making 
 example: monuments to heroes – people worth remembering 

Balancing reflective and intuitive teaching practices 

Give assignments that you don’t have solutions for yet – model risk-taking 
 academic art studio is a place where you can push things to failure 
 Superman would be nothing without kryptonite.  Potential for failure 

makes things interesting/dramatic 

Essential questions – there’s too much to teach today.  So what are you going to teach?  
What are you not going to teach? 
 Come up with a list of questions you’d like to explore in your class? 
 Which would you give up if you had half the time? (those are the essential  
             questions) 
Authentic questions vs. questions that you already know the answer to 

Just say no to the 3-hr demo 
But DO work beside students – how does the act of the demo impact instructor/ student 
perspective 

Pause.  Stop and ask yourself what are you doing, thinking, how are you making 
decisions… 

Conceptually inventive and visually compelling 

Present Bloom’s Taxonomy.  Have faculty place lessons they are already engaged in 
under these categories. 

                                                
1 The Tipping Point: How Little Things Can Make a Big Difference (ISBN 0-316-31696-2) 
Malcolm Gladwell, Little Brown, 2000. 
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Gordon MacKenzieBOOKS/RESOURCES (mentioned): 
Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason – Ch. 1: transcendental aesthetic2 
Orbiting the Giant Hairball - Gordon MacKenzie3 
Eliot Eisner’s model of (direct relationship between) student level of experience  

and need for teacher direction, 
  The more experience they have, the less direction they need 
  Cognitive Apprenticeship 
 
 
     
 
 
 
 
 Creativity and Learning as Skills, Not Talents – George Prince4 
 Creativity and Constraints: The Psychology of Breakthrough: Patricia D. Stokes5 
  remove permission to do the obvious 

Reynolds Price – recognizing the specificity of students’ individual experiences 
Bloom’s Taxonomy - 
            knowledge, comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis, evaluation  
Daniel Pink – A Whole New Mind – six new senses6 
Conceptual Blockbusting – James Adams 

Leading Change – John P. Kotter7 
When Sparks Fly –  

 importance of time for gestation 
Tipping Point – Malcom Gladwell 

Cosmicomics, Italio Calvino8 

                                                
2 Kant, I. (1929). Critique of pure reason  (N. K. Smith, Trans.). New York: St. Martin's Press. (Original 

work published 1781)  
3 MacKenzie, G. (1998). Orbiting the giant hairball : A corporate fool's guide to surviving with grace. 

New York: Viking. 
4 George Prince, “Creativity and Learning as Skills, Not Talents,” Phillips Exeter Bulletin, June-

July and September-October, 1980, p. 8-10 
5 Stokes, P. D. (2006). Creativity from constraints : The psychology of breakthrough. (1st ed.). New 

York: Springer Pub. Co.   
6 Pink, D. H. (2005). A whole new mind : Moving from the information age to the conceptual age. New 

York: Riverhead Books.   
7 Kotter, J. P. (1996). Leading change. Boston, Mass.: Harvard Business School Press.  
8 Calvino, I. (1968). Cosmicomics. ([1st ed.). New York,: Harcourt.   

 

T.D 

S.E. 
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Critical and Creative Thinking  - from Foundation for Critical Thinking 

Scholarship Assessed: Evaluation of the Professoriate (Special Report (Carnegie 
Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching)) 
Clear goals 
Adequate preparation 
Plan for delivery and evaluation 
Demand evidence of significant results –  
     that extends body of knowledge in which they work 
Effective presentation of results (articulate, transfer to someone else) 
Reflective Critique of results 

“Strategy List: 35 Dimensions of Critical Thought” 
http://www.criticalthinking.org/resources/TRK12-strategy-list.shtml 
 
  

P – define problem 
R – do research 
O - objective 
S - strategy 
E – execute and evaluate 
(R – reevaluate problem) 
Skip the first R and you’re just a Poser.
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SPECIFIC EXAMPLES OF SKILLS? TASKS? TIME?  
(relative to dimensions of critical thinking) 
Clarify / Redefine (Deepen) the question /problem 

Shift from doing assignments to creating a body of work 
 
Be clear about what the project is and IS NOT about 
 Design demands constraints 

Students work on individual assignments which aggregate to be part of  
the body of the studio’s collective work 

 
Write a proposal 

 
Collect and analyze relevant information 

Create a collective document that states the problem and related ideas 
 Create an online gallery 

Research a related artist 
 Write a list of questions you have about the topic 
 Research the topic in various contexts – time, place, art… 
 Create, collect, and record __ examples of ______ 
  Example: line – various materials, hand-made, natural, road, stitching, etc. 
       Artist – Andy Goldsworthy, Richard Long 
       Discuss the function and meaning and possibilities of each 
 Require variations on ideas through thumbnail sketching 
 
Speculate/Imagine (intuit/reason) possible outcomes 

Let your mind go as far as you can to imagine possibilities 
Learn to be specific 
Group brainstorm – cumulative – more than aggregate, an improvisation  
How many variations do you have to do to get to the “good stuff”?  
 

 Preliminary sketches 
 Imagine audience reception 
 Prepare and present models 
 
Prioritize and Test Possible outcomes 
 In process-critique – Praise, Question, Propose 
 
Evaluate outcomes related to reframed question 
 Discuss thumbnails 
 
Repeat process as necessary 
 
 
 
Definitions 
Forms & types, manifestations of critical thinking 



 9 

Final Report Draft 
Ideas for Training TAs 
 
(Mary Stewart)  
CRITICAL THINKING: AN INTRODUCTION FOR ARTISTS AND DESIGNERS 
 
Definition: Critical Thinking is the ability to recognize choices and justify a selection.  
Significance: Critical thinking creates a dialogue between "what is" with "what could become."  
It requires students to 
1.    analyze and deeply understand an existing question or condition and  
2.    provides a sound basis on which alternatives can be developed. 
 
Thus, it is a process by which students enhance their comprehension and propose alternatives. 
On an individual level, critical thinking encourages metacognition: the understanding and 
expansion of our own thought process and decision-making ability. In a collaborative context, 
critical thinking helps us move from a solitary viewpoint to ideas that can be shared with others.  
 
A Seven-step  Process: 

1. Active Listening & Observation 
2. Understanding the problem to be solved is the first step in the process. Active 

listening is concentrating on what is heard and what it could possibly mean.  
3. Observation is actively using all the senses to take the current situation in, without 

immediate judgment.  
4. Asking Appropriate Questions (provide examples)  Appropriate questions clarify 

the problem at hand and illuminate problem implications. This is an extension of 
the Socratic Method, asking leading questions to stimulate rational thinking and 
expand ideas. From these questions, one can begin to develop a hypothesis, which 
is a proposition put forward as a basis for reasoning or argument, without any 
assumption of its truth.  

5. Gathering Relevant Information. In its broadest form, Critical Thinking relies on 
three types of research to further expand understanding. Periodical research is 
reviewing what has been published by others; observational research focuses on 
specific behavioral or physical evidence; ethnographic research focuses on larger 
cultural issues that give meaning to behaviors and artifacts.  
 

For the visual artist and designer, Critical Thinking relies an the following forms of 
research: (fill in blank!) 

6. Efficiently and Creatively Sorting Information 
7. Listening, observation, questions and research amasses data that may not be 

immediately relevant or coherent. From research activities, one can clarify 
speculative ideas by comparing original assumptions and compare and contrast 
data to create information that can be clustered together to tell an emerging story. 

 
8 minute micro-lesson plan (Martha) 
 
Faculty present student work (Rusty) 
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Help them see teaching is a (design) project, themselves as action researchers 
teaching a project vs. teaching a concept – project is a vehicle for teaching the concept 
 
Sample lessons 
 
Characteristics of critical thinkers  
(from http://academic.udayton.edu/legaled/CTSkills/CTskills01.htm) 
“Wade (1995) identifies 8 characteristics of critical thinking. Critical thinking involves  
asking questions,  
defining a problem,  
examining evidence,  
analyzing assumptions and biases,  
avoiding emotional reasoning,  
avoiding oversimplification,  
considering other interpretations, and  
tolerating ambiguity.”  
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Teaching for Critical & Creative Thinking (Craig Roland)  
 
Students engage in critical thinking when they: 

a) seek a clear statement of a problem or question 
b) gather, judge and connect relevant information in order to be well-informed 
c) monitor their own thinking and progress 
d) withhold judgment 
e) be open-minded 
f) identify and challenge assumptions 
g) consider other points of view 
h) seek alternatives 
i) detect bias 
j) identify verifiable facts, opinions and reasoned judgments 
k) determine the factual accuracy and strength of an argument or claim 
l) determine the credibility of a source 
m) be honest and sensitive with others 
n) deal with ambiguity 
o) strive for precision, definition, and clarity 
p) remain central to the main point 
q) suspend judgment with sufficient evidence and reasons 
r) change a position when evidence and reasons are sufficient 

 
Students engage in creative thinking when they are: 

a) generate many ideas 
b) seek alternative solutions to a problem situation 
c) come up with unusual or innovative responses 
d) go beyond the ordinary and obvious 
e) expand or elaborate upon an ideas 
f) be different from others 
g) take conceptual risks and expose themselves to failure or criticism 
h) make connections between things 
i) dream, fantasize and visualize mental images 
j) point out gaps in information given 
k) create order out of chaos 
l) be inquisitive 
m) persist with a problem where others may give up 
n) plan and develop an idea before committing it to materials 
o) work at the edge of their potential 
p) rely on their inner-self rather than others to determine the worth of their work 
q) reframe a problem in order to develop new points-of view 
r) get away from an idea in order to put it in perspective 
s) predict possible outcomes without complete information 
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WHAT DO GRADUATE STUDENTS NEED TO KNOW AND BE ABLE TO DO TO TEACH 
CRITICAL THINKING SKILLS? 
 

1. Complete guided observations, analysis, and reflection of proficient/practiced 
teaching that involves critical thinking in action (live, video)  

  Helps students track –  
   classroom management strategies 
    i.e. transitions between activities 
   critique strategies 

 
2. Engage in critical friends/peer/mentor review of developing practice 

(Develop means for continuing this practice beyond TA Training period) 
 

3. Identify strategies and tasks they can ask students to do that support development 
and promote practice of critical thinking 

 
4. Review current practice and revise to promote critical thinking (this requires 

critical thinking on behalf of the GTA) 
 
5. Develop strategies for collecting passive student comments and solicit student 

feedback about form and content to help (re)direct instruction 


