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ABSTRACT
LEVELS OF MORAL DEVELOPMENT,
CRITICAL THINKING AND SELF-CONCEPT
IN COLLEGE STUDENTS
By

Becky Lynn Stewart

Standards of ethics, values and morality have been widely questioned in
government, business, academia and families. The central focus of this study was
on moral development. The purpose was to determine if there were relationships
between a person’s level of moral development, critical thinking skills and self-
concept.

To measure each of the variables, three instruments were used: for moral
development, the Defining Issues Test (DIT); for critical thinking, the Watson-
Glaser Critical Thinking Appraisal (WGCTA); and for self-concept, the Tennessee
Self-Concept Scale (TSCS).

The sample was composed of 290 students from Michigan State University
(MSU), in East Lansing, Michigan and 147 students from Aquinas College (AQ),
in Grand Rapids, Michigan. The data were analyzed utilizing descriptive statistics,
correlations, t-tests, and analysis of variance (ANOVA) tests. Though not ran-
domly drawn, the sample from each institution was quite representative in some
respects of the student population at each institution.

Results of this study found the sample to be lower in levels of moral

development and critical thinking compared to normative populations and to be




similiar to normative populations in self-concept. Although none of the correla-
tions were strong, statistically significant correlations were noted between moral
development and critical thinking. There were also statistically significant correla-
tions between aspects of self-concept and moral development and aspects of self-
concept and aspects of critical thinking. Relationships and/or differences were
also examined between moral development, critical thinking and self-concept and
demographic, contextual and religion variables.

The results of the findings are analyzed and compared to past research
results. Recommendations include teaching and modeling high levels of morality,
critical thinking and self-concept. The assumption is that if people see themselves
as worthy, can think through situations and understand right and wrong, perhaps

they will act morally.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

Statement of the Problem

Scandals and corruption throughout the country have brought the public’s
attention to ethics and morality. Whether in government, business, professions,
academia or families, the list of unethical or immoral practices seems to be
unending. These are forcing virtually all aspects of American society to question
the morality of the American people (Thomas, 1988).

Erosion of trust in government resulting from Watergate still presents a
problem for members of Congress (The Legacy of Watergate, 1982). As the
Reagan years started there was a significant increase in public confidence in
governmental leadership. This confidence was shattered with the news of the
Iran-Contra affair. In 1987 McLoughlin, Sheled, and Witkin reported that polled
Americans indicated that when it came to truth telling they felt that the President
of the United States told the truth only eight percent of the time, and leaders of
congress told the truth only three percent of the time. As President Bush took
over the presidency, bad habits and ethically questionable practices in Congress
"accumulated like barnacles on the underside of the political process" (Benson,
1989), giving people more reasons not to trust the United States government and

politicians. Additional moral questions were raised with the Persian Gulf war,
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people pondered whether this was a "moral, just war" as it was often called. The
loss of confidence and trust in leaders is not confined to government. Americans
also distrust business and business people. A New York Times poll found that 55
percent of the American public felt that American corporate executives are not
honest (Williams, 1985). A poll conducted by U.S. News & World Report
(McLoughlin, Sheled, & Witkin, 1987) indicated that 69 percent of the public
thinks most or many employees take office supplies and small tools home with
them. A Harris survey compared the percentage of professional people in whom

the respondents had a great deal of confidence (Table 1.1).

TABLE 1.1

Percentage Expressing Confidence in the Professions

Profession 1966 1976
Medicine 73 42
Military 62 23
Education 61 31
Major companies 55 16
Organized religion 41 24
Press 29 20
Law firms 24 12
Organized Labor 22 10
Ad Agencies 21 7

Note. Adapted from "More Confidence in Leadership" (1977, April). Current Opinion, 5, p. 37.

Jaksa and Prichard (1988) site the July 1983 Gallup Report (#214) which showed
similar results indicating that the public regarded the moral and ethical behavior
of those in the professions as decreasing rather than increasing. A study by
Etzoni of George Washington University cites that two-thirds of the nations’ 500
largest industrial corporations have been involved in at least one significant illegal

incident in the past decade (Rosenfeld, 1985).
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This mounting evidence and dissatisfaction with the ethical practices of
corporate America has led many critics and supporters of business alike to suggest
that corporate America is facing an ‘ethics crisis’ (Robin & Reidenbach, 1989).

In professional fields biomedical ethics has become a very important issue.
As new situations are being placed in front of the public almost daily, many new
ethical issues regarding prolongation of life, health care and insurance are rising.
These issues are causing people to evaluate their own moral standards on issues
such as: the care of the dying, euthanasia, genetic engineering, surrogate mother-
hood, AIDS, abortions, organ transplants, financing nursing home care and
rationing health care (Bach, 1987; Callahan, 1989; Filippo, 1989; Masterman,
1989; Mayer, 1989; McCue, 1989; Monaco & Mansell, 1989; Porter, 1989).

Academia has also been under close scrutiny in the past years. There has
been talk about hyped and falsified scientific research, with one study accusing 47
scientists at the Harvard and Emory University medical schools of producing
misleading papers (McLoughlin, Sheled, Witkin, 1987). One of the nation’s top
psychiatrists resigned after a student recognized plagiarism in the professor’s
writing (Hunt, 1989; Top psychiatrist resigns, 1988). High school instructors have
been found guilty of giving test answers to students when instructors were under
pressure to bolster their students’ test scores (Putka, 1989).

At this time of moral disarray, many Americans have been trying to decide
who to blame for the moral decay and are seeking to rebuild a structure of values.
Bowen (1987) noted a poll in which:

more than 90% of the respondents agreed that morals have fallen because
parents fail to take responsibility for their children or to imbue them with
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decent moral standards; 76% saw lack of ethics in businessmen as contrib-

uting to tumbling moral standards; and 74% decried failure by political

leaders to set a good example (p. 26).

In recent years, the government has passed laws and regulations setting
standards for congressional workers. Many businesses are trying to set standards
for their employees. Kleiman (1989) reports on a national survey by a magazine
for human resource executives which noted that 72 percent of the firms surveyed
have ethics codes and 53 percent require employees to sign an ethics statement.
However, the same report indicates that 77 percent of the firms surveyed do not
make ethics checks of their employees and only 23 percent would fire employees
who committed an unethical act.

Parents are trying to discover what they can do to help their children
develop moral standards. Educators are conducting research and writing articles
and books to assist parents in this process (Bubolz, 1988; Darnton, 1989; Dworkin,
1987; Karrby, 1973; LaFarge, 1988; Lickona, 1985, 1988; Peterson, Peterson &
Hey, 1980; Remley, 1988; Ruggiero, 1988; Schulman & Mekler, 1985; Segal, 1988;
Thomas & Melvin, 1981).

In the academic area, more courses are being taught, research being done
and papers being published than previously in the area of ethics (Callahan & Bok,
1980; Collins, 1983; Craig, 1983; Gandz & Hayes, 1988; Harmin, 1988; Jensen,
1985; Rosen, & Caplan, 1980; Saterlie, 1988; Solorzano, 1985; Sproule, 1987;
Stone, 1980). There is a trend for teaching ethics across the curriculum, in more
than just philosophy courses (Christians, Rotzolli & Fackler, 1991; Jaksa &

Pritchard, 1988; Johannesen, 1991; Parr, 1980; Peterson & Wilkins, 1991) and for
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teaching ethics at a young age (Paul, Binker & Charbonneau, 1986; Stiggins,

Rubel & Quellmalz, 1988). Many articles are being written to help educators
understand and teach ethics through moral education and teach critical thinking
skills (Benninga, 1988; Berkowitz, 1981; Johnson & Johnson, 1988; Landfried,
1988; McCarthy, 1988; Moral Education, 1988; Sweers, 1988).

Throughout this section it has been shown that the moral standards of
people today have caused great alarm. Beginning steps are being taken to solve
this problem.

Purpose and Research Questions

The central focus of this study is on moral development. The purpose was
to determine if there were relationships between levels of moral development,
critical thinking skills and self-concept. Such a relationship, if found, can be useful
for understanding why different individuals may react differently when confronted
with the same ethical or moral dilemmas. Further, the results of this descriptive
research study could be used as the basis for future work in the development of
tools which persons can use to aid themselves and others in their ethical and
moral development.

The research questions addressed in this study are:

1. What are the levels of moral development, critical thinking and self-concept
in a sample of contemporary American college students?

2. Are there significant relationships between levels of moral development,
critical thinking skills and self-concept?

3. Are there significant relationships and/or differences between the levels of
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moral development, critical thinking, and self-concept and each of the follow-

ing demographic and contextual variables?

a.

b.

j-

k.

age
sex (male or female)

type of undergraduate school attending (large public university versus
small private religious college)

current self-reported grade point average

family structure (e.g., two parent family, single parent family)
community type (e.g., large city, suburban area, farm)

level of education of mother

level of education of father

socio-economic status (parental income or own income)

race/ethnic background

marital status

When controlling for the variables presented, what are the relationships

between the levels of moral development, critical thinking, and self-concept?

Are there significant relationships and/or differences between levels of each

of the following: moral development, critical thinking, and self-concept and

the participant’s religion, perception of the influence his or her religious

beliefs have had on his or her life and how liberal/conservative these beliefs

are?
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Theoretical Background for the Study

The theoretical background for this study is based on a human ecological
perspective. Human ecology emphasizes the relationships of humans with their
relevant context. This perspective is used because it is interdisciplinary and holistic
(Andrews, Bubolz & Paolucci, 1980; Bubolz, Eicher & Sontag, 1979; Herrin &

Wright, 1988; Ray, 1988; Sontag & Bubolz, 1988; Westney, Brabble & Edwards,

1988; Wright, & Herrin, 1988a; Wright & Herrin, 1988b; Wright & Herrin, 1988c).

First, human ecology is interdisciplinary in that it expands upon and has been
influenced by the perspectives of anthropology, arts, biological ecology, communi-
cation, economics, education, humanities, law, management, psychology, and
sociology. Human ecology is not a single discipline, but integrates concepts,
theories, research and methodologies from these various fields.

Second, human ecology utilizes a holistic approach. This means one does not
look only at the individual, or a group, but rather at individuals interacting with
each other and within an environmental context. A holistic view focuses on
humans as part of a system in which the environment and other living species
must be taken into consideration. A person’s moral development, critical thinking
ability and self-concept do not occur in a void or vacuum, rather they are influ-
enced by the context in which a person lives and grows. Though limited, informa-
tion in this study gathered from demographic and contextual variables will give a

more holistic view of the participants.
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Review of the Literature
This section will review related literature and research in the major areas of
the study: moral development, critical thinking, and self-concept.

Moral Development

The idea that moral development progresses thorough stages was first
articulated by Plato. However, there is little agreement among researchers on a
definition of morality. One thing on which they do agree is that morality involves
judgment of right and wrong. Lifton (1985) notes that there are three different
definitions corresponding with three different theoretical perspectives about
morality. The first, a psycho-analytical perspective, views morality as synonymous
with the rules, norms, values, and traditions of a particular society. Freud’s
concept of the superego defines morality in this way (1960, 1961). Standards pass
from society to a child through a child’s parents.

The second, an interactional, socio-analytical and personological perspective,
views morality as synonymous with values, standards, beliefs and principles
developed by an individual for the purpose of effective interaction with others.
Researchers in this area include Haan, Hogan and Lifton (Lifton, 1985). In his
work Lifton found morality was related to the development of identities both
intrapersonally, as shaped by the uniqueness of personality, and interpersonally, as
shaped by the uniqueness of the social interactions.

The third, a cognitive-developmental perspective, views morality with certain
universal and transhistorical principles common to all human kind. In his book

The Moral Judgment of the Child (1965), Piaget proposed three overlapping stages
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of moral development. According to Piaget, justice is the principle underlying
moral judgments. Children base moral judgment at three levels: first with
consideration of self only, then on the standards of other people, usually authority
figures, -and last on their own logical consideration of all moral view points.

Kohlberg continued Piaget’s work on moral development. Kohlberg, like
Piaget, also believed that cognitive development underscores moral development,
with justice as the universal principle. Both men defined moral judgment by how
an individual reasons, rather than by what he/she thinks. Instead of just three
stages as Piaget outlines with the highest reached in adolescence, Kohlberg notes a
three level, six-stage sequence, illustrated by changing views of justice, in which the
highest level is reached during adulthood if ever (Galbraith, & Jones, 1976; Gibbs,
1977; Kohlberg, 1978; Kohlberg & Hersh, 1977; Kohlberg, Levine, Hewer, 1983;
Munsey, 1980) (See Appendix A for further information). Kohlberg’s work has
been criticized for: one, centering too much on justice and being culturally biased
in his definitions; two, being sex biased in his exclusive male sample and defining
his stages in "masculine” themes of rights and justice; and three, leaving out
"feminine" themes of caring responsibility and love (Blum, 1988; Gilligan, 1982;
Kohlberg, Levin, & Hewer, 1983; Nunner-Winkler, 1984).

Gilligan (1982) proposes that in addition to justice, a second universal moral
principle exists, the principle of caring. Caring is defined as a sensitivity to the
needs of persons and as a morality of responsibility and relationships. Gilligan
(1982) views men and women not as being superior or inferior, but preferring

different bases for their moral judgment, men, she notes, typically base their moral
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reasoning on justice, while women base theirs on caring.

Lifton (1985) notes that while Gilligan correctly views the cognitive-
developmental model as favoring justice as opposed to caring as a basis for moral
reasoning, she incorrectly concludes that the model favors males over females
(biological and physiological sex differences). Instead, the model may favor
masculine over feminine persons (psychological and sociological gender
differences).

Rest (1979) developed an objective test, the Defining Issues Test (DIT),
applicable to Kohlberg’s conception of moral judgment. The test is based on
Rest’s finding that persons understand reasoning of stages lower than their own
spontaneous moral level, but less often understand reasoning of higher states.
The DIT presents moral dilemmas and asks the subject to choose how to respond
in the situation. The subject is then given a list of 12 issues that may have
influenced his or her choice and is asked to rate each on how important it was.
Then, the subject chooses the four most important issues and ranks them in order
of importance. For Rest, moral maturity involves gradually increasing use of
principled moral reasoning. Thus, he argues for viewing moral development as
fundamentally a continuous variable, as opposed to discrete states which Kohlberg
upholds in principle.

In a summary of his findings Rest (1986a) mentions that in many studies on
life experiences associated with moral judgment, it appears that specific moral
experiences (ie, moral education programs, moral leaders, or living through moral

dilemmas) do not foster development. Rather, morality develops as a person
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becomes more aware of the social world in general and how one fits into it. Rest
asserts that people who develop in moral judgment are those who love to learn,
seek new challenges, enjoy intellectually stimulating environments, are reflective,
see themselves in the larger social context, and take responsibility for themselves.
He also notes that moral education programs which are designed to stimulate
moral judgment development do produce small but significant results (Rest,
1986a). This has been particularly found in those programs which emphasize peer
discussion of controversial moral dilemmas, and those which foster general
personality development (Johnson & Johnson, 1988; Rest, 1986a; Sweers, 1988).

When reviewing the literature on moral development, Rest (1984) believes
that most of the studies on morality are divided into behavior, affect and cogni-
tion. Within these areas, behaviorists study behavior, cognitive-developmentalists
study cognition and psychoanalysts study affect. Rest proposes that the study of
morality needs to bring these three areas together and view morality from four
major components. These components represent the inner processes regarded as
the necessary constituents to behave morally (Rest, 1984). The component of the
model are described as follows:

Component 1. Interpreting the situation. This involves imagining the courses
of action which are possible in a situation and examining the consequences of
action as they will affect not just the decision maker, but all parties involved.

Component II. Formulating the ideal moral course of action. This involves
determining which course of action best fulfills a moral idea and then identifying

one possible line of action of what a person morally ought to do in the situation.
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Component III. Deciding what ideally to do. This involves deciding what one
actually will intend to do by prioritizing competing values. Research has found that
just because a person decides what is morally best, it is not always the course of
action that is taken. Other values may motivate a person more than moral values.

Component IV. Executing and implementing a course of action. This
involves . figuring out the sequence and having the skills and sufficient perseverance
to overcome difficulties and frustrations to be able to follow through to the
eventual goal.

Rest’s four component model and his beliefs that in the past morality has
been ;/icwed compartmentally concur with the views of Paul. Paul (1987) suggests
that there is an intimate connection between critical thinking and moral integrity,
that ethical persons can only do what is right if they know what that is. They
cannot do what they feel is morally right if it is confused with their self-interest, or
personal desires. This is similar to what is presented in Rest’s Components I and
IL

Paul also believes that verbal agreement on general moral principles will not
accomplish moral ends but rather those principles need to be put into practice;
this requires analysis and insight. These ideas are in agreement with Rest’s
Components III and IV.

To get to the point of having morally responsible persons, Paul believes that
people must be educated rather than indoctrinated. This will enable them to
cultivate skills, insights, knowledge that will help them think beyond biased

representations and perspectives. This can be done by inserting critical thinking
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into the heart of ethical teachings. Using critical thinking will help individuals to

distinguish between principles, which tell us what we should or should not do, and
perspectives, which characterize the world in a way to lead us to an organized way
of interpreting it, and facts, which give the specific information or occasion for a
particular moral judgment (Paul, 1988).

To help individuals get these skills, educators (whether in academia, politics,
business or in the family) need to see how to adapt principles of critical thinking
to the domain of ethical judgment and reasoning. To achieve this Paul has
outlined some moral reasoning skills. These include: moral affective strategies,
cognitive strategies with moral macro-abilities, and cognitive strategies with moral
micro-skills (Appendix A). To cultivate this type of moral independence, Paul
recommends that educators foster moral humility, courage, integrity, perseverance,
empathy and fair-mindedness in students (Appendix A).

In the 1940s there was a move toward "value free" education. Today many
school systems are adding to the three R’s, the three C’s, character, content and
choice (Solorzano, 1985). When the question of whose values will be taught is
raised, much heated debate has emerged (Bahm, 1982; Paul, 1988; Sproule, 1987).
In California, under a 1983 mandate from the State Legislature, the California
school system’s entire curriculum is being overhauled. As part of the plan,
students are reading texts devoted to themes like "courage" and "caring". Science
teachers are being asked to work ethical issues into their class discussions and
moral literature from Aesop’s Fables to the Bible is back on the required reading

lists (Dworkin, 1987). Many school systems are finding that there is a common
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core of values about which few people will disagree are important (Lickona, 1988;

Saterlie, 1988). One school system in Maryland came up with a list of such values.
They include:
compassion, courtesy, critical inquiry, due process, equality of opportunity,
freedom of thought and action, honesty, human worth and dignity, integrity,
justice, knowledge, loyalty, objectivity, order, patriotism, rational consent,
reasoned argument, respect for others’ rights, responsible citizenship, rule
of law, self-respect, tolerance, and truth (Saterlie, 1988, p. 45).

But how are these values taught? Craig (1983) notes that there are at least
three main schools of thought regarding moral education. The first focuses on
training the mind to reason logically on moral issues; it assumes that sophisticated
reasoning will be based on intellectual understanding and acceptance of high
values. Another view is that moral convictions and actions are affectively motivat-
ed. This means that they are products of an individual’s feelings about values and
people and that cultivating caring attitudes or emotional allegiance to the ideals of
justice, integrity, love of one’s neighbor, will result in ethical behavior. The third
view is that self-esteem, acceptance of self, is the psychological foundation for
respect and regard for others, which in turn is the motivating force of social
morality. Hence, educating for self-concept will motivate the behavior of goodwill
toward others.

In 1977, the Hastings Center with the support of the Rockefeller Brothers
Fund and the Carnegie Corporation of New York began a systematic study of the
state of the teaching of ethics in American higher education. This research

project generated conferences, independent studies and various papers. Some of

those papers were compiled by Callahan and Bok (1980). Macklin notes in her
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chapter "Problems in the Teaching of Ethics" (1980) that the teaching of ethics is

a pedagogical activity involving critical skills, analytical tools and techniques of
careful reasoning.

Lickona (1980a) gave implications of moral development for the teaching of
ethics. He indicated that the pedagogical implications of moral development
theory flow from the premise that "the major impetus for movement throughout
the moral stages is the person’s own activity as a problem solver, as called forth by
challenging interactions with the environment" (p. 110). One of the experiences
which stimulates the active problem-solving efforts discussed by Kohlberg includes
engaging in logical thinking, such as reasoned argument and consideration of
alternatives. Kohlberg felt this was important because an individual cannot attain
a given stage of moral reasoning before attaining the supporting Piagetian stage of
logical reasoning (Lickona, 1980a, p. 111).

Lickona notes that you cannot develop a person’s morality or teach ethics just
by lecturing about it. Rather, the students need to be encouraged to see things
from a variety of viewpoints and systematic, logical examination of arguments and
alternatives.

A report by the Hastings Center, The Teaching of Ethics in Higher Education
(1980), lists five major goals for teaching ethics to individuals. They include: (1)
stimulating the moral imagination, (2) recognizing ethical issues‘, (3) developing
analytical skills, (4) eliciting a sense of moral obligation and personal responsibility
and (5) tolerating-and resisting-disagreement and ambiguity (Appendix A). These

are all skills which can be brought about by teaching critical thinking skills from a
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moral perspective.

The study of critical thinking is not a new idea. The early Greek philosophers
Socrates, Plato and Aristotle, were concerned with this problem. Over 2,400 years
ago Socrates was disturbed by what he saw to be the immoral use of critical
thinking by the sophists of his day. By using a probing method of questioning,
Socrates challenged many of the authorities because they could not justify on
rational grounds their confident claims to knowledge (Paul, 1985).

By asking questions like, How do you know that? What is the evidence? and

If this is true, then does it not follow that certain other matters are true? [this

questioning] would lead to a recognition of reason as a basically moral force

promoting the good" (Glaser, 1985, p. 24).

Aristotle was‘also concerned that the purpose of thinking be moral. He

defined activities of living involving wanting, thinking and doing, and felt that

logical reasoning without right wanting would lead to knavery, and that critical

thinking was linked to moral development (Glaser, 1985 p. 24).

Througi;éﬁfchAewcenturies, many other individuals stressed the importance of
critical thinking. These included Voltaire, John Henry Newman, and John Stewart
Mill. St. Augustine, St. Thomas Aquinas, Rene Descartes and Immanual Kant
demonstrated the compatibility of religious belief and critical thinking (Paul, 1985).
During the formative years of the United States people such as Thomas Jefferson
and George Washington were acutely aware that free political institutions would
fail if the state failed to cultivate a degree of social understanding and judgment
necessary to think intelligently about public issues (Glaser, 1985).

John Dewey was one of the first persons noted to use the term "critical" in
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reference to thinking. Dewey was a philosopher, educator and psychologist. In

his book How we think, Dewey related his three disciplines to the concept of

U

—

thinking. Dewey used the term "reflective thinking," defining it as "active, persis-
tent, and careful consideration of a I)e;lef kor sepposed form of knowledge in the
light of the grounds that support it and the further conclusions to which it tends"
(Dewey, 1933, pg. 9). Dewey noted that reflective thinking involves a state of
doubt, comprising the beginning of the thinking process and the search to resolve
the doubt. "Critical" thinking is further discussed by Dewey as he states that
"there may, however, be a state of perplexity and also previous experience out of
which suggestions emerge, and yet thinking need not be reflective. For the person
may not be sufficiently critical about the ideas that occur to him." (1933, p.16).
The role of cfitica] thinking in education ‘f’??_f‘?r_t,h.‘?r,, noted in 1938 when the
Educational Policies Commlssmnofthe National Education Association indicated

that the development of critical judgment was the basic 'febric of the educational

—

process.
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