Critical Thinking in the Educational Policy of the Czech Republic, 2010

A probe into the opinion of the representatives of the educational policy and into that of the professional as well as lay public about the importance of critical thinking and about the possibility to develop critical thinking
 through the compulsory education. 
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1  Goal of the project

To contribute to the integration of critical thinking into the Czech educational policy within the educational system of the Czech Republic 

We wanted to reach the goal by this ways

· to find out how the Czech public perceives the importance of critical thinking as a social and cognitive competence which is a key to the life in a democratic society.

· to find out the obstacles of the institutionalization and integration  of critical thinking into the educational policy

· to propose viable measures to influence the state's educational policy towards the integration and support of critical thinking  

2 Preliminary hypothesis, findings and conclusion 

2.1 Preliminary hypothesis of the study 

Critical thinking as a competence is not integrated into the educational policy within the educational system of the Czech Republic. It is distinctively widening by the "grass-roots", i.e. by the teachers, thanks to the longstanding operation of the RWCT.

2.2  Research question

What arguments and what strategies or processes can influence the representatives of the Czech educational policy, the influential public and the decision makers to integrate critical thinking into the educational policy?

2.3 Partial hypotheses set before the project activities 

2.3.1 

Critical thinking as a social and cognitive competence is not penetrating into the educational policy. The probable reasons:

· The conception of education in the Czech Republic is narrow - thinking is not considered as the content of education (the belief prevails that the level of thinking is inborn to the individual).

· The persons responsible for the educational policy do not understand what meaning the ability to think critically has for the citizen of a democratic postmodern society.

· The social request is missing - the public is afraid of critical thinking or does not consider it as something helpful in the present situation; the public does not connect critical thinking and the life in democracy

· The politicians are fearing a situation in which the citizens think critically - the politicians understand criticism as a threat to their position.

2.3.2 

The integration of critical thinking demands time. It cannot be ordered nor implemented from above because it needs a change in one's personality. This is carried out by the RWCT program on the level of individual teachers or in some cases of single schools. By that the program supports a process that gives the Czech society the opportunity and time  necessary for accepting the desirable attitudes and to manage the required skills. Critical thinking is spreading out even without the support of the educational policy.

2.3.3 

Without a systemic and conceptual approach it will not be possible to integrate the skill of critical thinking in the degree that is needed. The grass-roots implementation (from down up) has its limits and must be further supported by the educational policy. 

2.3.4 

The reform elements in the curricular policy of the recent years are a promise that the goal of "integrating critical thinking into the educational policy" can become acceptable for the decision makers. The research should find out how far the decision sphere is prepared to integrate critical thinking into the educational policy. 

2.3 Findings of the study – summary 

The preliminary hypothesis has been proved by our study:  Critical thinking is not integrated into the Czech educational policy. Neither as a vision, nor on the level of a strategic document. This has an influence on the practical realization of the development of critical thinking at school: those teachers who are informed about the possibilities of the development of CT and who have acquired practical instruments for it, have no conditions to employ them so that CT might become one of the achieved educational goals.

2.3.1 

All groups of respondents and each individual without exception, including the decision makers in the state educational policy, agree that critical thinking is a highly important competence, a key competence and skill.

2.3.2 

The study finds a discrepancy between the formal, incidental way how critical thinking is mentioned in the official educational documents that set the state educational policy, and the opinions and beliefs of the respondents, including those who are at the same time in the decision positions. 

The study could not identify any strategic document that might lead to the implementation of critical thinking in the educational system.

2.3.3 

The responses in interviews and the analysis of documents show that the only actor that within a long-time perspective systematically cares and provides for the development of critical thinking in the Czech education is the Reading and Writing for Critical Thinking (RWCT) program. The respondents show that they are conscious of it including those few who felt the need to demarcate their own position as not influenced by the RWCT.

2.3.4  

The statements made by the decision makers or by other influential persons in education are on the one hand positive towards critical thinking, they proclaim its high importance - but on the other hand, at the same time, these respondents show no willingness, no effort to come into contact or cooperation with the field, with schools and with teachers and to plan for improvement or to support and realize the necessary changes.

The study shows the situation of critical thinking in the Czech educational system and in the Czech society as a cultural and social issue of a very wide range, with deep contradictions, with a strong negative influence of the traditional lack of democratic beliefs and experience. 

The perspective of an improvement thus seems rather long-range. The practitioners and supporters of critical thinking in schools as well as in the teacher colleges will have to provide for themselves in most problems, exploiting the few existing forms of non-specific support (grants aiming at near or more general aims, personal contacts amnog edcuators, non-profit sector, resources form abroad).

3  The analysis of the most important strategic documents of the educational policy in the Czech Republic

3.1 The goal of the analysis

To describe if and how the competence of critical thinking is integrated in the most important strategic documents of the educational policy at the level of state administration. 

3.2 The four following key concept documents have been analyzed

· National Strategy of Development in Education; so called White Paper of Czech Education
 

· The Longterm Strategy of the Czech Educational Policy for the years 2010 - 2015 

· The national curricular frameworks:  


The Framework Curriculum for the Basic Education 

The Framework Curriculum for Education in the Gymnasia 

3.3 Conclusion of the document analysis 

The documents chosen are of key importance for the educational policy and for its implementation into practice. There is no other document that would include critical thinking at the level of educational policy.

The analyzed documents mention CT only on the surface, by proclamations or platitudes. None of them defines critical thinking and none tries to specify its meaning for the present day society or for the individual. No document brings a strategy for a systematic development of CT in the Czech pupils.

4 Semi-standardized inquiry of the representatives of relevant groups

4.1  The goal of the inquiry

To find out how the representatives of relevant groups

· understand the importance of critical thinking for the life in democracy

· if they consider the development of CT as a task of the compulsory education

· if and why they consider the present day curricular frameworks as sufficiently inspiring for the development of CT or if not

· what measures they propose for better integration of CT in the educational policy of the state

4.2 The method

· semi-standardized interview, maximum 60 minutes

· recorded review 

· writing down the records 

4.3  Four questions (final formulation):

· Do you consider the skill to think critically important for the present world? Why yes, why not?

· Should school develop goal-directed and systemically the skill to think critically in pupils? Why yes, why not?

· Do you consider the present curricular frameworks for the basic education and for the gymnasia sufficiently stimulative in respect to the development of critical thinking? Why yes, why not?

· What measures do you propose for the integration of CT into the educational policy?

Before each interview the interviewer will clear up the meaning of the term "critical thinking" with the respondent.

4.4  The groups of respondents

In total, we have interviewed 39 respondents (in proposal we counted 22 interviews but during the project we decided increase this number). We gained a variety of approaches and opinions, and possibility to compare responses by various groups 

4.4.1  

6 interviews with high officers of the state administration (specific persons are just our choice, they haven´t been contacted yet, but it is likely they will be willing to spend necessary time to administrate the review)

4.4.2 

4 interviews with influential public personalities

4.4.3 

23 interviews with teachers: 15 RWCT, 7 non-RWCT

4.4.4 

6 interviews with university teachers from Pedagogical faculty of Charles University 

The group 4.4.4 has been added during the study, because the other respondents pointed to the teacher-training faculties as the factor that presents an obstacle to integration of critical thinking to school education. 

4.5  Conclusion – summary of reviews 

The respondents of all groups fully agreed that CT is of the key importance for the individual as well as for the present day society. According to them, it is necessary that all pupils get trained in CT.

The respondents gave various reasons for their answers (see attachment). An evident tendency can be found among the practitioners from schools who consider CT important because it makes the student able to work with information and to resist manipulation. The response from other groups were more varied.

The respondents differ in their opinion as for who should cultivate CT in children. All name the family and the school primarily. For some the family is at the first place, for others the school. All agree that school should make for the possible malfunctions of the family. School cannot give up its responsibility for developing CT.

One of the respondents has the opinion that the ability of CT is in-born but she concedes that it can be developed by appropriate methods, as well in the family and at school.

The respondents find as important instruments for the development of CT reading and investigative approaches in learning scientific knowledge.

As a potential but nowadays not functioning means for the development of CT a number of respondents consider the mass media.

All respondents agree that the school today does not lead students to CT sufficiently. But at least one of the respondents thinks that the school does it better than it is generally considered. Another respondent thinks that the school does it better than in previous times. Nevertheless, these two respondents are also sure that school should develop CT even better.

Many respondents reflected that their answers are based only on their individual experience and impressions because in the Czech Republic there is available no research about the contribution of school for the skill of CT of students.

As the obstacles for the development of CT in schools the respondents named above all these reasons: 

1 Cultural and political climate in the society, lack of tradition in critical thinking and strong tradition in “monological culture” – as the most influential obstacle for recognizing of critical thinking as important factor for sustainability and improvement of democracy

2  School system fails in attracting gifted, creative, thoughtfull and independent young people. Many teachers were educated and started their professional career during totalitarian regime and don´t value freedom, independence, and are not prepare to take responsibility themselves

3 Curricular reform didn´t bring necessary changes due to many factors, especially due to pure leadership and change management. The current conditions in schools do not support improvement of critical thinking in students. 

5 The description of the measures that should be realized in order to integrate and institutionalize CT into the educational policy of the Czech Republic. 

5. 1

As the results of the questionnaire show, the individual actors in the Czech educational policy as well as the practitioners in schools consider critical thinking  and its development at school as very important.  Nevertheless, there was never a mutual discussion between the groups about the meaning of the concepts nor about the meaning of critical thinking  as a whole, neither about the role of school in its development.

For such discussion it is inevitable to gain data and arguments based on a research about the real situation in schools (as many of the respondents remarked).

Therefore we propose as the next step to prepare and realize such research.

5.2  

The results of the research will tell what topics and problems should be focused on in the educational policy and in teacher education. With the results the decision makers will be addressed and invited to a professional and public debate. Out of that, proposals for specific measures would rise that would aim at the integration of critical thinking  in the Czech educational policy.

�	 Note: 


	In this project and in its description we use the term "critical thinking" in the meaning of a "social and cognitive competence", not as a shortening for the pedagogical program of Reading and Writing for Critical Thinking.








