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Abstract This qualitative study is set in a UK art school where 

participants are adult-learners on a postgraduate course. A ‘critical 

thinking club’ is described at work in a constructivist classroom where 
meaning is built through experiential teaching and learning. Three 

themes of: barriers in education for adult-learners; scaffolded stages to 

develop thinking skills; and how practice-focused research could 

contextualise participants’ art-practice are considered and discussed. 
Adult-learners articulate their thoughts about developing critical thinking 

in a ‘community of inquiry’ and results are visualised in a five-point 

manifesto, leading to a discussion on possible practical ways of 

operationalising and developing critical thinking with students.  

Key words critical thinking; adult-learner; art student; scaffolded-

stages; practice-focused research; manifesto; barriers. 

Introduction                  

In a world of infinite scroll and social media ‘noise’, is there any 

time for thinking deeply, even during a university course? Do we 

have the skills in order to ask the right questions about what we 

receive in images and texts? My interest in critical thinking 

stemmed from a desire to unlock academic writing and thinking 

more deeply for myself as an artist-researcher-educator and for 

my art students. This paper has further developed my reflections 

on critical thinking (CT) in education. My aim is to facilitate the 

development of CT skills by working with my postgraduate 

students.  

 

What is CT? In this context I am drawing on the thinking of 

Paul and Elder (2022) who spent their careers as educators and 

philosophers crystallising ideas around thinking about thinking. 

They point out that critical thinkers are clear as to the purpose at 

hand and the question at issue; they question information and 
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challenge assumptions or superficial points of view. They strive to 

be clear, accurate, precise and relevant. The educator Lipman 

(2010) developed ‘dimensions of thinking’. That is, with critical 

thinking comes creative thinking and caring thinking. All three 

need to be at work so that CT in education might be a meaningful 

and lasting experience for educators and students. 

 

In this literature review, three themes are introduced; barriers 

to learning, scaffolding CT and practice-focused approaches. 

Broadhead and Gregson (2018) consider adult-learners returning 

to education and the barriers they might experience, such as 

anxiety towards the academic writing in their coursework. 

Bernstein (2000) writes about the ‘pedagogic rights’ of 

enhancement, participation and inclusion. That when learners are 

scaffolded with these rights they can develop knowledge, 

understanding and meaning. Practice-focused research, as 

advocated by Richard Sennett (2009) and Barrett and Bolt 

(2020), considers the interplay between both tacit and theoretical 

understanding as being essential for developing thinking skills.  

 

I am a visual-artist and researcher-educator. Visualising 

research is important. In this way a manifesto is a historically, 

and artistically valid way of representing ideas. The students I 

work with are also visualisers. Eco (1981) explains that semiotics 

– meaning the reading or hermeneutic interpretation of 

visual/audio/performative imagery, signs and symbols – is part of 

an art education. Manifestos such as the one Corita Kent created 

for her Californian art room in the 1960s (Pacatte, 2017) are 

visual and graphic, contextualised in their history, politics and 

geography. Somerson and Hermano (2013) understand that for 

art students, academic modules often feel like an adjunct, when 

in their hearts and minds their priority is the doing and making of 

art. The manifesto I offer in the results section is a simple five-

point suggestion of how CT might be facilitated with students. 

 

The method section begins with a constructivist ontology 

(Vygotsky, 2012), heuristically building experiential meaning, 

beginning with my own practice-focused research and making 

wider implications based on my findings. The epistemology is 

interpretive/hermeneutic (Gadamer, 2013), extracting meaning 

from practice-focused teaching and learning contexts.  
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The research design section responds directly to the research 

question – how CT skills might be developed with adult-learners. 

It brings together autoethnography (Bochner and Ellis, 2016) as 

one way of sharing teaching practice; narrative inquiry (Clandinin 

and Connelly, 2004) facilitating participants to tell their story; 

and community of inquiry (Garrison et al., 2000) group research 

developing CT together. I outline in the research design section 

who the participants are and what their demographic is. The co-

creation method is summarised based on ideas from Durrant 

(2015). Ethics are a vital part of any research project that works 

with people (this is detailed in the method section). The ethics of 

coding participants is explained by using letters and numbers in 

the text to anonymise them. 

 

In the same way as Lucia and Swanberg (2018), I designed a 

critical thinking club for postgraduate students, held outside class 

time where participants engaged with creative projects aimed to 

develop CT. The data collection method is discussed, using mobile 

phone group video interviews. Thematic analysis using colour 

coding on transcripts of interviews is utilised and reflected upon.  

 

The results section contains the dataset analysis which is 

initially visualised in a five-point manifesto. Links are then made, 

bridging the manifesto findings and the three case studies. The 

discussion section explains how the manifesto helps focus the 

discussion thinking. It revisits the three themes and suggests how 

findings dissolve barriers for adult-learners, ways in which 

scaffolding might facilitate CT acquisition and how practice-

focused research makes sense to practical art students. The 

summary section links the student experience to the manifesto, 

and the themes of the paper such as the value in practice-focused 

approaches to education. It finishes with a contribution to 

knowledge.  

 

Literature review 

Complexities of critical thinking in education 
The constructivist learning context is one where knowledge is 

built, not passively absorbed. Dewey (2008) reminds us that 

thinking skills are most effective when developed with practical 
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and experiential learning. CT could be operationalised 

collaboratively; Garrison et al., (2000) call this a 'community of 

inquiry’. When investigative thinking happens jointly it can 

potentially offer wider solutions than one person thinking alone. 

Garrison et al., (2000) write that an educational community of 

inquiry is a group of individuals who together to engage in 

purposeful critical discourse and reflection, to construct personal 

meaning and confirm mutual understanding. In a community of 

inquiry using CT, students might collaborate and negotiate, 

demonstrating cooperation and dialogue which draw strongly on 

the pedagogic rights in education (Bernstein, 2000). 

 

Sennett (1998) considers the inherent power imbalance in 

historical student-teacher relationships, within the superstructure 

of national education, and in the power dynamic of the 

architecture of educational buildings. Norton (2022) comments 

that for CT to be uninhibited by these traditional asymmetries of 

power, it may be useful for students and educators to find liminal 

spaces in which to think. Rohr (2021) explains that, in an 

educational context, liminality can indicate significant times, 

events and places that open us up to each other as whole human 

beings. This is important if we want to think freely together.  

 

Narrative inquiry is one method by which to capture student 

stories about how they experience CT in education (Clandinin and 

Connelly, 2004). This involves understanding experience as lived 

and told stories. Habermas (in Lawton and Gordon, 2005) 

describes the elements within narrative inquiry as intellectual 

domains or arenas of discourse. The domains include the material 

world, aesthetics and story. When embarking on the facilitation of 

CT with students, the above concepts demonstrate the kinds of 

complexity I have navigated as an educator. 

 

Barriers  
Barriers to learning CT for adult-learners might include 

imposter syndrome (Broadhead and Gregson, 2018) or being 

unsure of institutional processes. Hurdles may be ethnic or 

gender differences, Baisnée-Keay et al., (2018), or may be 

lecturer time pressures and capitalist neoliberalist educational 

systems Bailey (2013). Barriers will be discussed in more detail in 

the discussion section.  
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What is a manifesto? 
Danchev (2011) notes that, historically, manifestos were royal 

decrees and political declarations. In the context of this paper my 

manifesto is a positioning statement as an arts educator when 

developing higher-order thinking with students. Eco (1981) 

explains that, semiotically, we read the world through signs, 

symbols and signifiers. Through the medium of typography and 

imagery, the manifesto uses both of these tools to simply explain 

a set of ideas. Manifesto artist Bob and Roberta Smith (2014)  

stated in their manifesto that all schools should be art schools. 

Pacatte (2017) tells us that educator-artist Corita Kent, teaching 

in the 1960s, used a manifesto as a way of outlining an inclusive 

classroom. She advises her art students to always be around, to 

be in community and go to any cultural events. The Situationist 

International offered extreme political manifestos, their slogans 

appearing as graffiti during the 1968 Paris riots (Knabb, 2006). I 

consider how the manifesto, as part of an art education context, 

might be one way to concisely gather findings on facilitating the 

development of CT in an educational context. Other authors might 

use diagrams or bar charts; I am using the form of the manifesto 

to visualise and communicate results. 

 

Practice-focused research 
Nelson (2013) believes practice-focused research incorporates 

practice in the methodology and research output. Leavy (2019) 

points out that it is a transdisciplinary approach to knowledge 

building, which can be used during all phases of research. 

Gregson et al., (2020) posit that practice-focused research 

methods can adapt the principles of the creative arts to address 

research questions holistically. This process of inquiry therefore 

involves researchers engaging in practice, be that teaching 

practice or making art as a way of knowing. 

 

Literature review 
A key text for this paper is Lipman (2010) and his ‘dimensions 

of thinking’, which encompass a threefold way: creative thinking, 

caring thinking and critical thinking. Lipman (2010) is committed 

to a student’s right to a de-classed, democratic education system 

through the development of CT skills. Lipman’s accounts of CT is 

thought-provoking, although he has not written specifically about 
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the UK or CT in art education. A critique of Lipman might question 

the business model surrounding his educational theories. His 

ideas and CT strategies are set behind a paywall making their 

access prohibitive to those on a low income.  

 

Using experience, I hope to discover ways in which CT and art 

thinking could become enmeshed with the practical making and 

doing of art. Somerson and Hermano (2013), art educators, 

regard critical-making as part of CT. They believe that students 

activate their experience at art school via using, inventing and 

working with their hands as the primary form of expression. 

Although Somerson and Hermano (2013) are very much writing 

from an American point of view, there is a strong parallel to be 

drawn as they teach at a small specialist art school, as do I.  

 

Method 

Methodology 

A constructivist ontology is employed (Vygotsky, 2012) in 

which I begin to construct meaning heuristically (discovery 

through experiential learning) from the social world and from my 

teaching context, referencing the works of Bernstein (2000) and 

Dewey (2009) in experiential learning. An interpretive, 

hermeneutic (Gadamer, 2013) epistemology is used, where 

multiple developing interpretations of a situation are observed 

and are indicative of phenomena within the texts and the social, 

educational reality. This starts with participants at the art school 

and inductively moves towards potentially generalisable 

understandings of wider educational context and concepts.  

 

Research design 
My teaching practice is used as data, together with lived 

experience accounts from participants. In his defence of adult 

education Coffield (2010) states that the current UK neoliberalist 

agenda would have us believe that the role of education is solely 

to fuel the economy and that adult-learners should be educated in 

preparation for problem-solving for industry. However, he gives 

prominence to, as do Broadhead and Gregson (2018), the 

importance of learning for learning's sake in the pursuit of leading 

a fulfilled life. 
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Community of inquiry, Garrison et al., (2000) is part of the 

design. The aim was that participants would feel they belonged to 

something, that they had a voice in the critical thinking club, 

using decision-making powers and autonomy. I set out initial 

structures and as the weeks passed and they gained confidence, 

enabled them to choose texts to read, art projects to develop as 

part of building their confidence in CT and bonding as a group 

through the research.  

 

Narrative inquiry allowed students to recount their experiences. 

Clandinin and Connelly (2004) state that participants might 

reflect on storied moments (Gregson et al., 2020) of time 

understood in terms of narrative unities and discontinuities in 

order to understand experience. In the case studies presented in 

the results section, participants are able to tell their story.  

 

The research design features my first-person narrative in 

autoethnography (Bochner and Ellis, 2016), where I draw upon 

an accumulation of knowledge and experience derived from over 

20 years of managing and teaching in further education, higher 

education and postgraduate studies. 

 

Participants/demographic 
The participants come from the postgraduate master of arts 

programme. Students are adult-learners aged between 20 and 

70. All participants were student volunteers who took part in the 

critical thinking club held outside class time. One issue with 

working with my students is what Burke (2001) sees as the 

insider/outsider bias in the classroom blurring the boundaries 

between the researcher and the researched. Hanrahan (1998) 

suggests that the insider/outsider issue may only be a problem in 

a positivistic/scientific system because in a qualitative, 

interpretivist paradigm, insider/outsider becomes a less relevant 

term. For participants, pressure during coursework submission 

time may cause them to prioritise and drop out of the research; 

this priority is correct as research comes secondary to education. 

To counter this, I aimed to create CT spaces, areas of research 

for participants that decentred traditional power structures 

usually at play in educational spaces (Foucault, 1988). This is to 

counter the possibility of any privileged point of view (Scott and 

Usher, 1996). The participants had an information sheet with my 
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contact number and email address enabling my accessibility to 

any of their questions. They were informed that they could drop 

out at any time and told how their data would be used. All ethical 

guidelines from BERA (2018) were applied. Participants were from 

a range of social and educational backgrounds and were 

anonymised using letters and numbers; for instance, participant 

21MFAP – referring to their age and artistic practice. This method 

of coding is used in the results section for all the participants 

mentioned in the text. 

 

Critical thinking club  
Here, participants engage in academic reading, debate and 

thinking through making. An aim for this club is for participants to 

make art and feel the connection between thinking and making 

(Somerson and Hermano, 2013). In the club the academic 

reading and speaking work to a culmination of 

objects/writing/images/performances, physical making and doing 

as part of their creative art practice. The club hoped to more 

deeply prepare adult-learners/participants for the rigours of a 

postgraduate course. 

 

The critical thinking club is diverse, using an expanded field of 

art and design, to mirror the diversity of participants who range 

from textile artists, painters and graphic designers to performers. 

My only stipulation was that we moved towards an outward-facing 

exhibition or self-published ‘zine’ by the end of week 27 of the 

club. 

 

The critical thinking club curriculum was varied and included 

academic reading, creative writing, thinking through making and 

collaboration. This timetable was drawn up with participants, so 

they had a stake in the offer. Sessions were iterative, building on 

learning; for example, participants developed a set of art words, 

and responded to the words with visual arts. They then paired up 

and swapped artistic practices; for example, a song writer/film-

maker swapped practice with a painter. The participants develop 

CT through empathy, collaborative working and transferable 

skills. A light-touch teaching style was used allowing the 

participants to feel included and involved (Bernstein, 2000). Lucia 

and Swanberg (2018) believe the success of such clubs depends 

on participants and the facilitators having clear purpose and 
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incentive. They suggest that CT must be integrated into the 

curriculum. Paul and Elder (2022) recommend building student 

confidence with encouragement and cultivation. Students can 

then learn to think for themselves, to form rational viewpoints, 

draw reasonable conclusions, despite possible deep-seated 

obstacles. From the results of the critical thinking club, I 

implemented CT skills development into my postgraduate 

curriculum, applying educational theory to my teaching contexts.  

 

Data collection method and critique 
I used peer-group video interviews to collect data for the 

research, using my mobile phone to record interviews, and 

transcribing them later. Ethically, I pointed out the recording 

device, when it was recording or off. Pirie (1996) writes that 

video recording is a permanent record that can be revisited 

during the data analysis stage. An issue could be that filming 

introduces what has been known as ‘reactivity’. By having the 

phone visible but out of the way once participants began talking, 

students often forgot we were recording and avoided reactivity.  

 

Co-creation as method 
In this process I was a co-participant (Durrant, 2015; Burke, 

2001), facilitating rather than dictating the programme. The aim 

of the critical thinking club was to help participants develop 

higher-order thinking skills. During the club I hoped to collect 

data, to answer the question of whether CT might be developed 

with adult-learners, and with the results develop my curriculum. 

The club aimed also to add value to the student experience, get 

to know the participants better and create a community of inquiry 

so the participants owned the group and had autonomy in the 

group’s direction. These methods allowed participants to tell their 

stories in a safe, non-judgemental space; to be seen, to be heard 

and to be creative.  

 

Durrant (2015) describes how he developed a community of 

inquiry and became co-authors with his students. I hoped to 

emulate this positive experience when I designed the research to 

become a facilitator, not a teacher but a co-creator with the 

participants who in turn become co-researchers.  
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Dataset construction is therefore created from the perceptions 

and lived experiences of social actors. In this research, the actors 

participate with the researcher to co-write the critical thinking 

club programme (Durrant, 2015; Burke, 2001). Care is taken in 

remembering throughout this study the ethical issue of 

insider/outsider in data collection when using my own students. 

Durrant (2015) as a researcher and facilitator describes how he 

asked his participants to voluntarily collaborate with him, just as 

Norton (2019) and Burke (2001) do with their 

student/participants. 

 

Thematic analysis  
This is a flexible way of working with dataset analysis (Nowell 

et al., 2017) providing rich, unexpected insights and detailed 

knowledge. It offers a clear, uncomplicated and straightforward 

qualitative study (Javadi and Zarea, 2016). It uses visual markers 

denoting basic coding, using symbols and colours. My mantra was 

‘let the data speak’. This led me to unearth themes in the 

datasets and bring together experiences to create meaning 

(Robson and McCartan, 2016). One disadvantage of thematic 

analysis is that while it is adaptable, this flexibility could lead to 

inconsistency when developing themes. Robson and McCartan, 

(2016) explain that this can be avoided by making explicit my 

qualitative and interpretivist epistemological position. Here is a 

selection of the most common themes extrapolated from the 

typed transcripts of video interviews; see Figure 1 (below). 
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  Figure 1: Dataset collection methods  
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Reflection on the method 
The critical thinking club aimed to build cultural and social 

capital so participants might be socially mobile, qualify within 

their coursework and progress. The effect of developing CT with 

students is wider than individual progress. By learning to think 

critically participants are making opportunities for their families 

and their future employment.  

 

A critique of the critical thinking club is that in the initial stages 

I treated it like another class; planning each session so that, 

initially, I did not give enough freedom for students to choose 

their own themes. However, participants soon gained confidence 

and ultimately the club was designed so participants could take 

ownership of the group, which they did after a few weeks. 

 

Results 

From the dataset analysis I offer a five-point manifesto (Figure 

2) by which CT in art education could be scaffolded by 

educators/trainers in an open and democratic way, allowing it to 

grow and be practically employed.  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Five-point manifesto for developing CT with students.  

 

The following explains the relevance of the five-point 

manifesto.  

 

Manifesto point one: dialogue is part of the structure of the 

critical thinking club and encourages oral and aural skills or 

thinking aloud together.  

Manifesto for Developing Critical Thinking with Students 

1. Encourage CT dialogue, thinking and speaking. 

2. Create democratic liminal spaces where students can think 

Critically for themselves. 

3. Use Practice-Focused CT to eliminate barriers to education.       

4. Create scaffolded stages of development to develop CT. 

5. Create a CT Community of Inquiry for staff and students. 
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Manifesto point two: building informal, liminal and democratic 

spaces during the critical thinking club. Seek places where 

informal teaching and learning spaces can be, spaces where 

participants can explore ideas, theory, and practice free of 

expectations and qualification-based learning.  

Manifesto point three: aim to eliminate barriers to learning 

through practice-focused CT, developing the ability, courage and 

confidence to be themselves and overcome barriers to accessing 

education, and use practical solutions. This involves being present 

and alive to the educational moment in order to encourage 

positivity and empathy in the critical thinking club.  

Manifesto point four: is scaffolded stages in CT. The critical 

thinking club offers participants a space to think aloud and 

together in order to solve political/personal/arts-based problems.  

Manifesto point five: is building a CT community of inquiry, 

developing knowledge and meaning making together.   

 

Entering arts education can be an intimidating experience for 

new students. Broadhead and Gregson (2018) explain that adult-

learners might be apprehensively entering a new learning 

context. Broadhead and Gregson build upon the work of Bernstein 

(2000). They propose that for students to feel they are part of the 

cohort at university they should be encouraged to access the 

‘pedagogic rights’ in being offered experiences that help them feel 

enhanced, included and able to participate in order to create a 

constructive and reciprocal dialogue. Data from this study suggest 

that spaces such as the critical thinking club offer a sense of 

belonging and community which in turn could give students 

confidence in their courses. 

 

There follows three case studies taken from the critical thinking 

club which illustrate the five-point manifesto for facilitating CT in 

educational contexts and highlights the three themes of barriers 

to learning, scaffolded stages and the use of practice-focused 

contexts.  

 

Case study 1: Overcoming barriers 

In this case study, participant 21MFAP at first sees barriers but 

then becomes an agent of their own story. This links with Point 3 

of the manifesto: using practice-focused CT strategies to 
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eliminate barriers to education. Practical art students need 

practical ways to allay fears and gain confidence. 21MFAP talks 

about being present in the group; community of inquiry has given 

them motivation and reason to participate: 

‘I didn't think I was going to like it as much as I did. When I 

was asked if I’d like to join the group, I said I'm just going to 

pass through sometime. But now I think, oh it's Wednesday, 

it’s critical thinking club. I do actually want to make sure that 

I’m there.’ (Participant 21MFAP). 

They are tentative at first, not being sure what the benefits 

might be. They think they might only attend irregularly, but 

conclude by using CT to question their motives and resolve to 

stay with this new experience (Lipman, 2010). Linking with Point 

1 of the manifesto, to encourage CT dialogue, thinking and 

speaking, during the critical thinking club participants had the 

chance to discuss and debate academic texts, as well as use 

creative writing. This was done in a group format, giving 

participants greater understanding of academic language and the 

ability to feel included in the academic process, a beginning to 

dissolving barriers.  

Case study 2: Building strong scaffolding 

Datasets show that when a student first encounters CT, they 

need direction, some information and a safe environment in which 

to use their new skills (see participant 55FTD comments below). 

This links with Point 4 of the manifesto in creating scaffolded 

stages of development to develop CT, such as reading academic 

texts aloud and unpicking difficult language together. After 

practice, participants develop their CT muscle memory. 55FTD 

reports how there are four stages of developing critical thinking: 

‘... In critical thinking club thought comes first, speaking come 

second, making comes third and writing comes last. Writing is 

not privileged in this instance; writing has a place.’ (Participant 

55FTD). 

The participant particularly enjoyed working within Lipman’s 

‘dimensions of thinking’ (2010); using creative and holistic 

thinking they gained a sense of belonging from the group. This 

links to Point 2 of the manifesto: to create democratic spaces 
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where students can think critically for themselves. When a space 

is allotted for an informal group to meet, the power balance 

within the hierarchy of education shifts and becomes more 

democratic, and gives more freedom to the members of the 

group. They made strong friendships which continued after 

graduation as a working art group.  

 

 

Figure 3: Participant 55FTD’s stages for developing critical thinking 

 

Participant 21MFAP speaks about uncertainty and is observed 

gaining confidence and knowledge of criticality. The critical 

thinking club offers a liminal space where they can be creative, 

giving expression to emotion and thought. It is a place to listen to 

other participants too, using Lipman’s ‘dimensions of thinking’ 

(2010) ‘caring thinking’, of ‘generosity’ and ‘appreciative 

thinking’. In making those stepped moves 55FTD is entering into 

discovery. In this example of scaffolded learning, Lipman’s critical 

‘thinking’, ‘caring thinking’, and ‘creative thinking’ (2010) are 

equally important. 

Case study 3: Practice-focused development 

Adult-learners often choose an art education to immerse 

themselves in the practical application of creativity. This links with 

Point 5 of the manifesto, create a CT community of inquiry: 

working together the group of art students look for practical 

applications of theory on their art practice, discovering thinking 

through making together. Participant 32FFM uses critical thinking 

as a conduit for practice-focused research: 

 

‘Moments of reflection show critical thinking is not about 

perfection but “just do it.’’ I can fail, it is ok, I can learn from 
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my mistakes. Coming from a sports background, I had to be 

the best. Art has taught me just to do my practice and be 

happy, gain confidence in doing my practice.’ (Participant 

32FFM). 

 

32FFM comes to the realisation that they do not need to 

compare themself to others in the class. This links with Point 3 of 

the manifesto: using practice-focused CT to eliminate barriers to 

education. Some barriers may come from feeling they do not fit 

in, and anxiety about comparisons. At work here is Lipman’s 

‘creative thinking’ using ‘inventiveness and independence’. They 

understand that creative expression is uniquely their own. An 

important part of developing CT is having a safe space to fail and 

to learn with no academic consequences. The critical thinking club 

offers such a space. 

Discussion 

My political goal in developing this scholarship is to make my 

classroom a place of democratic learning; a place where I 

introduce students to CT in a scaffolded and community of inquiry 

setting; where the door to academic language is opened and 

adult-learners are helped to feel confident in using the language 

of the academy. The aim is for students to use thinking through 

making, so as to speak and write critically about their own work, 

about visual art culture and more widely about the society they 

inhabit.  

 

Educational barriers for adult-learners  

Art education can often be a daunting place for new adult-

learners as they try to work out where they belong. Broadhead 

and Gregson (2018) write about adult-learners being unsure 

about subject-specific language and the customs of the 

institution. Art education involves creativity and academic course 

work. Learners might see the latter as an obstacle, in contrast to 

their enthusiasm for skill acquisition workshops. If reduced to 

practical skills only, however, art education could be accused of 

limiting human experience and ignoring other ways of knowing.  

 

Bernstein (2000) states that for students to feel they belong 

they need to feel included, confident and able to participate in 

learning. The critical thinking club aims to help students develop a 
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narrative using CT skills, in expressing articulate, tacit (touch-

based) knowledge with learners in a no-pressure environment. 

Bailey (2013) sees barriers in lecturer time pressures generated 

by capitalist neoliberalist educational systems. Systems, he 

believes, should be resisted for the good of students and 

lecturers. Brookfield (2004) contends that a curriculum which 

includes CT is capable of overcoming blockages as it enables 

adult-learners to challenge assumptions and question dominant 

ideology. The critical thinking club aims to offer an alternative 

non-curriculum time with no assessment pressure.  

 

In the UK, an enculturated and normalised class-system may 

be a barrier, Colgan (2002) writes about working-class students 

who feel disenfranchised by middle-class academic models of 

pedagogy. Holding the critical thinking club at lunch times is 

convenient for students since it is outside class time so adult-

learners do not have to pay for extra childcare or return to jobs 

that fund their education. Lavender (2015) posits that barriers for 

adult-learners can also come from feeling out of place among a 

much younger cohort. Broadhead et al., (2019) suggest that 

universities must do more to accommodate non-traditional and 

working-class adult-learners.  

 

Neurodiverse learning differences, such as dyslexia, is 

disproportionately common in art institutions (Royal College of 

Art, 2015). Data from this study suggests that CT can be a way of 

using verbal questioning and oracy to encourage art students to 

interrogate their creativity with academic skills (Westby and 

Coletta, 2016). Baisnée-Keay et al., (2018) write about hurdles 

from societally imposed gendered and ethnic identities; by seeing 

education in inclusive, non-judgemental liminal spaces students 

can resist damaging ways of seeing themselves. Broadhead et al., 

(2019) report that adult-learners have barriers to overcome even 

before entering the classroom and it is a complicated decision to 

continue their education (Norton and Gregson, 2020). Caring 

commitments and employment are also entailed in such a 

decision. In effect, this large decision allows for other smaller 

educational decisions, like joining the critical thinking club.  
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Can scaffolding facilitate critical thinking acquisition?  

Adult-learners are continually interpreting reality in visual, 

written and object-based formats. Constructivist learning theory 

is student-centred (Freire, 2017). The role of the teacher in a 

constructivist classroom is to create a collaborative, problem-

solving environment (Brookfield, 2004) where students become 

active participants in their own learning. Bernstein’s ‘pedagogic 

rights’ (2000) are part of the conditions that create an 

educational democracy. Sennett (2009) writes about scaffolding 

stages, where learning a skill, he notes, needs a repertoire of 

procedures and 10,000 hours of practice to gain mastery of a 

craft. Sennett (2009: p. 50) states that the path to mastery has 

stages, starting with observation, watching, researching, reading, 

looking, absorbing. This is accompanied by imitating, emulating, 

seeking, mirroring and echoing. After that is the practice, 

repetition, rehearse, study and train. Finally, transcendence, 

gaining mastery and innovating. In disseminating the 

development of CT to educators it will be important to stress that 

students need scaffolding to build iterative understanding.  

Practice-focused research and critical thinking 

Within the context of art pedagogy as with other subjects, CT 

is used to consider practice-focused research. Here it is used to 

understand how the practice of making art and its underpinning 

theories might come together. Arendt (2018) believes all peoples 

need to engage in everyday CT, political action or praxis. There 

appears to be a feminist practicality and work ethic about the 

views of Arendt, a willingness to engage in the petit-narrative on 

a domestic level to comprehend the meta-narrative (Lyotard, 

2004) of world politics. 

 

Practice-focused research has the possibility to be a 

transformative (Mezirow and Taylor, 2009) research method. 

Students might use CT to consider social ideas such as feminism, 

identity politics, sustainability or decolonialisation to inform the 

artwork they make. Lourde (2017) describes practice-focused 

research as intersectional, holding the tension between 

discrimination and privilege within the pedagogical context.  
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Broadhead and Gregson (2018) describe Aristotelian practical 

wisdom or ‘phronesis’, stating that understanding cannot be 

taught, only experienced or practiced. Barrett and Bolt (2020) 

state that personally situated knowledge adds authenticity to 

research by including lived experience to narrative inquiry and 

autoethnography of the researchers’ journey, which I employ in 

this paper. 

 

Summary 

The manifesto (see Figure 2) as a visual semiotic reference 

(Eco 1981) and one way of visualising findings, responds to the 

initial question of whether CT can be developed with adult-

learners in an art school, how to overcome barriers such as lack 

of confidence, and looking for a safe space to experiment and try 

new ideas. The points made in the manifesto are offered as 

suggestions. I hope they are presented with enough plausibility to 

render them helpful to other educators and readers who may be 

considering developing CT in their practice. Lucia and Swanberg 

(2018) recommend making CT a mandatory part of the 

curriculum so all might be involved.  

 

Lipman’s (2010) ‘thinking dimensions’ is used as a focusing 

device with thematic analysis. My contribution from the 

perspective of the art school where I teach is that I have been 

able to try out the theories offered by Lipman (2010) in the arena 

of practice-focused research to see first-hand how the thinking 

dimensions operate when developing CT with small groups of my 

students. They found they prefer teaching and learning which 

contains dialogue and experimentation, allowing them agency in 

their own research. When they have agency, this gives them 

confidence to make their own discoveries. This interrelationship 

between pragmatic and practical methods of developing CT with 

students may become a functional piece of information that can 

be put into action by other educators hoping to work with CT in 

their curriculum. Figure 1 (above) shows the kinds of thinking 

students developed during the critical thinking club. 

 

An important finding is to recognise that adult-learners may at 

first be sceptical and resistant to CT. To develop CT with students 
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there needs to be scaffolded stages. The critical thinking club 

offered adult-learners a forum in which they could think, listen 

and get into useful dialogue with each other. This might lead to 

‘communitas’, ‘inclusion’, and ‘enhancement’ while solving joint 

problems or creating fresh writing and forms of art.  

Participant 55FTD pinpoints and actualises the sequence of 

their thought process (Figure 3, above); thought first, speaking 

second, making third and writing last. It seems apparent that 

55FTD’s staged system could be one beginning of the further 

development of the critical thinking club involved in this study. 

This scholarship is informed by experience and literature. 

Datasets from this paper suggest that adult-learners can be more 

motivated and confident in their thinking and writing when they 

use CT. Here in this paper I offer insights into the way that I 

introduced my students to CT and how they responded on an 

individual and group level. I hope that these insights will be 

helpful and of use to other educators. 

 

Contribution to knowledge  
The primary purpose of an art education is to educate artists, 

to help them gain qualifications. CT will only ever be a side issue 

to that overarching purpose. Datasets show that students who 

engaged with CT completed the course, progressed in education, 

went into creative freelance self-employment and the creative 

industries. For instance, 55FTD now works as an art tutor, 

21MFAP and 32FFM have now graduated in film-making and fine 

art. Participants have also come together to create their own 

critical thinking club, to continue their community of inquiry. They 

now make funding bids so they can facilitate art projects to work 

with local groups of people. This data shows the agency adult-

learners developed in the critical thinking club. Adult-learners 

with jobs and families, took their creative community forward in 

the face of life and work barriers that could have impeded their 

progress. Datasets support the view that using CT develops 

transferrable ideas, skills and understanding into new contexts. 

 

The introduction of CT emphasises the democratic rights of 

students to an education. The critical thinking club advocates the 

use of CT leading to students who have a community, who listen 

to and are interested in their story and have views as whole 
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human beings. I would argue that CT in practice-focused 

environments, developed with stages of learning, gives voice to 

those adult-learners who are not always heard in the formal 

teaching context.  

 

My recommendations from this research are that this CT 

manifesto for supporting and developing CT skills with adult-

learners could be explored further by practice-focused 

researchers who are interested in adding philosophical thinking 

approaches to teaching and learning. I have already begun to 

disseminate my findings on developing CT with students in peer-

reviewed publications and international conferences. 

  



Widening Participation and Lifelong Learning 
Volume 25, Number 2, December 2023 ISSN:  1466-6529 

84 
 

 

References 

Arendt, H. (2018) The human condition. 2nd edn. Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press. 

Bailey, G. (2013) The Erosion of Good Education? the impact of liquid 

modernity on trainee teachers' experiences in further education. 

PhD thesis. University of Huddersfield. [Online]. Available at 

https://eprints.hud.ac.uk/id/eprint/19315/1/G_Bailey_final_comp

_PhD.pdf Accessed: (15 December 2023). 

Baisnée-Keay, V., Bigot, C., Alexoae-Zagni, N., Bazin, C. (eds) (2018) 

Women's life writing and the practice of reading; she reads to 

write herself. London: Palgrave McMillan.  

Barrett, E. and Bolt, B. (eds) (2020) Practice as research: approaches to 

creative arts enquiry. 2nd edn. London: I.B. Tauris & Co Ltd. 

Bernstein, B. (2000) Pedagogy, symbolic control and identity theory, 

research critique. Revised ed. Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield 

Publishers Inc. 

Bernstein, B. (2003) ‘Vertical discourse: the role of the teacher in the 

transmission and acquisition of decontextualised language’, in 

Bourne, J. (ed.) European Educational Research Journal. 2, 4: 

496-521. 

Bochner, A. and Ellis, C. (2016) Evocative Autoethnography (Writing 

Lives). New York and London: Routledge. 

Bourdieu, P. (2018) ‘Distinction: a Social Critique of the Judgement of 

Taste’, in Inequality (pp. 287-318). Oxford: Routledge. 

British Educational Research Association (BERA) (2018) ‘Ethical 

guidelines for educational research’. [Online]. Available at: 

https://www.bera.ac.uk/researchers-

resources/publications/ethical-guidelines-for-educational-

research-2018 (Accessed: 8 November 2018). 

Broadhead, S. and Gregson, M. (2018) Practical wisdom and democratic 

education. Phronesis, art and non-traditional students. London: 

Palgrave Macmillan. 

Broadhead, S., Davies, R. and Hudson, A. (2019) Perspectives on Access 

to Higher Education. Bingley: Emerald Publishing Limited. 

Brookfield, S.D. (2004) The power of critical theory: liberating adult 

learning and teaching. Indianapolis: Jossey-Bass, An Imprint of 

Wiley. 

Burke, P. J. (2001) Accessing Education: a feminist post/structuralist 

ethnography of widening educational participation. PhD Thesis. 

Institute of Education, University of London. [Online]. Available 

at: https://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/id/eprint/10006638/ (Accessed15 

December 2023). 

https://eprints.hud.ac.uk/id/eprint/19315/1/G_Bailey_final_comp_PhD.pdf
https://eprints.hud.ac.uk/id/eprint/19315/1/G_Bailey_final_comp_PhD.pdf
https://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/id/eprint/10006638/
https://eprints.hud.ac.uk/id/eprint/19315/1/G_Bailey_final_comp_PhD.pdf
https://eprints.hud.ac.uk/id/eprint/19315/1/G_Bailey_final_comp_PhD.pdf
https://eprints.hud.ac.uk/id/eprint/19315/1/G_Bailey_final_comp_PhD.pdf
http://www.bera.ac.uk/researchers-
https://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/id/eprint/10006638/
https://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/id/eprint/10006638/
https://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/id/eprint/10006638/


Widening Participation and Lifelong Learning 
Volume 25, Number 2, December 2023 ISSN:  1466-6529 

85 
 

Clandinin, J. and Connelly F. M. (2004) Narrative inquiry: experience 

and story in qualitative research. San Francisco: Jossey Bass. 

Coffield F. (2000) ‘The Necessity of Informal Learning’. Bristol. The 
Policy Press. Bristol, UK: Bristol University Press. Available at: 

https://policy.bristoluniversitypress.co.uk/the-necessity-of-

informal-learning (Accessed: 15 December 2023). 

Coffield, F. (2010) Yes, but what has Semmelweis to do with my 
professional development as a tutor. [Online]. Available at: 

https://repository.excellencegateway.org.uk/Semmelweis_public

ation.pdf (Accessed: 17 March 2022). 

Colgan, J. (2002) Book clubs are nothing to do with reading, they are 
just get-togethers for sad middle-class women. [Online]. 

Available at 

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2002/may/03/fiction.televis

ion (Accessed: 11 June 2020). 

Danchev, A. (ed.) (2011) 100 Artists’ Manifestos; from the futurists to 

the Stuckists. London: Penguin Books. 

Dewey, J. (2008) Experience and education, (Kappa Delta Pi Lecture). 

New York: Touchstone, Simon & Schuster. 

Dewey, J. (2009) Art as experience. 4th edn. New York: Pedigree Books, 

Berkley Publishing Group. 

Durrant, K.K. (2015) ‘Exploring learning in practice to support 

construction teachers’ professional development’. PhD Thesis. 

London South Bank University. [Online] Available at: 
https://openresearch.lsbu.ac.uk/download/008b11430b59ac3be2

e255a762945b6db5206c6829383c724ac3cefef18e7ec6/2121427/

Karl%20Kenneth%20Durrant%20EdD%20Thesis2015.pdf 

(Accessed: 15 December 2023). 

Eco, U. (1981) ‘The theory of signs and the role of the reader’, The 

Bulletin of the Midwest Modern Language Association, 14(1), 

pp.35-45. 

Foucault, M. (1988) Power/knowledge, selected interviews and other 

writings, 1972-1977. London: Vintage.  

Freire, P. (2017) Pedagogy of the oppressed (Penguin Modern Classics). 

London: Penguin.  

Gadamer, H.G. (2013) Truth and method. London: A&C Black. 

Garrison, D.R., Anderson, T. and Archer, W. (2000) ‘Critical inquiry in a 
text-based environment’, Computer Conferencing in Higher 

Education. The Internet and Higher Education, 2(2-3): 87–105. 

Gregson, M., Nixon, L., Pollard A. and Spedding T. (2020) Readings for 

reflective teaching in further, adult and vocational education. 2nd 

edn. London: Bloomsbury. 

https://policy.bristoluniversitypress.co.uk/the-necessity-of-informal-learning
https://policy.bristoluniversitypress.co.uk/the-necessity-of-informal-learning
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2002/may/03/fiction.television
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2002/may/03/fiction.television
https://openresearch.lsbu.ac.uk/download/008b11430b59ac3be2e255a762945b6db5206c6829383c724ac3cefef18e7ec6/2121427/Karl%20Kenneth%20Durrant%20EdD%20Thesis2015.pdf
https://openresearch.lsbu.ac.uk/download/008b11430b59ac3be2e255a762945b6db5206c6829383c724ac3cefef18e7ec6/2121427/Karl%20Kenneth%20Durrant%20EdD%20Thesis2015.pdf
https://openresearch.lsbu.ac.uk/download/008b11430b59ac3be2e255a762945b6db5206c6829383c724ac3cefef18e7ec6/2121427/Karl%20Kenneth%20Durrant%20EdD%20Thesis2015.pdf
https://policy.bristoluniversitypress.co.uk/the-necessity-of-informal-learning
https://policy.bristoluniversitypress.co.uk/the-necessity-of-informal-learning
https://policy.bristoluniversitypress.co.uk/the-necessity-of-informal-learning
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2002/may/03/fiction.television
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2002/may/03/fiction.television
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2002/may/03/fiction.television
https://openresearch.lsbu.ac.uk/download/008b11430b59ac3be2e255a762945b6db5206c6829383c724ac3cefef18e7ec6/2121427/Karl%20Kenneth%20Durrant%20EdD%20Thesis2015.pdf
https://openresearch.lsbu.ac.uk/download/008b11430b59ac3be2e255a762945b6db5206c6829383c724ac3cefef18e7ec6/2121427/Karl%20Kenneth%20Durrant%20EdD%20Thesis2015.pdf
https://openresearch.lsbu.ac.uk/download/008b11430b59ac3be2e255a762945b6db5206c6829383c724ac3cefef18e7ec6/2121427/Karl%20Kenneth%20Durrant%20EdD%20Thesis2015.pdf
https://openresearch.lsbu.ac.uk/download/008b11430b59ac3be2e255a762945b6db5206c6829383c724ac3cefef18e7ec6/2121427/Karl%20Kenneth%20Durrant%20EdD%20Thesis2015.pdf


Widening Participation and Lifelong Learning 
Volume 25, Number 2, December 2023 ISSN:  1466-6529 

86 
 

Habermas, J. in Lawton, D. and Gordon, P. (2005), A History of western 

educational ideas. Woburn Education Series. London: Woburn 

Press. 

Hanrahan, M. (1998) ‘Academic growth through action research: a 

doctoral student’s narrative’, in Atweh, B., Kemmis, S. and 

Weeks, P. (eds) Action research in practice: Partnerships for 

social justice in education. London: Routledge. 

Javadi, M. and Zarea, K., (2016) Understanding thematic analysis and 

its pitfall. Journal of client care, 1(1), pp.33-39. 

Knabb, K. (2006) Situationist International anthology. Berkeley, CA: 

Bureau of Public Secrets. 

Lavender, K., (2015) Mature students, resistance, and higher vocational 

education: a multiple case study (Doctoral dissertation, 

University of Huddersfield). 

Leavy, P. (2019) Handbook of arts-based research. New York: Guilford 

Press. 

Lipman, M. (2010) Thinking in education. 2nd edn. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press. 

Lourde, A. (2017) Your silence will not protect you: essays and poems. 

New York: Routledge. 

Lucia, V.C., and Swanberg, S.M. (2018) ‘Utilizing journal club to 

facilitate critical thinking in pre-clinical medical students’, 

International Journal of Medical Education, 9, pp. 7–8. [Online]. 

Available at: https://doi.org/10.5116/ijme.5a46.2214. 

Lyotard, J.F. (2004) The postmodern condition: a report on knowledge 

(Theory and History of Literature) Paper. 11th edn. Manchester: 

Manchester University Press. 

Mezirow, J. and Taylor, E.W. (eds) (2009) Transformative learning in 
practice: insights from community, workplace, and higher 

education. California: Whiley, Jossey Bass. 

Nelson, R. (ed.) (2013) Practice as research in the arts: principles, 

protocols, pedagogies, resistances. London: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Norton, F. (2019) ‘What is the role of critical thinking in vocational 
further education? A practitioner’s point of view’, in 

Transformative higher education: access, inclusion and lifelong 

learning. FACE Publishing. ISBN 9780995492233. 

Norton, F. and Gregson, M., 2020. The thinking skills deficit: what role 
does a poetry group have in developing critical thinking skills for 

adult lifelong learners in a further education art college?. 

Education Sciences, 10(3), p.73. 

Norton, F. (2022) ‘Planning a Pop-Up Exhibition: Reflections on a Critical 
Thinking Club' in Broadhead, S. (ed.) Access and Widening 

Participation in Arts Higher Education. London: Palgrave 

Macmillan. 



Widening Participation and Lifelong Learning 
Volume 25, Number 2, December 2023 ISSN:  1466-6529 

87 
 

Nowell, L.S., Norris, J., White, D.E. and Moules, N.J. (2017) ‘Thematic 

analysis: striving to meet the trustworthiness criteria’, 

International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 16, pp. 1–13. 
Available at: 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/16094069177338

47 (Accessed: 15 December 2023). 

Pacatte, R. (2017) Corita Kent; Gentle Revolutionary of the Heart. 

Collegeville Minnesota: Liturgical Press. 

Paul, R. and Elder, L. (2022) Critical thinking: tools for taking charge of 

your learning and your life. 4th edn. California: The Foundation 

for Critical Thinking Press. 

Pirie, S. (1996) Classroom videorecording: When why and how does it 

offer a valuable data source for qualitative research? Paper 

presented at the Annual Meeting of the North American Chapter 

of the International Group for the Psychology of Mathematics 

Education, Panama City, FL. October 14, 1996. 

Robson, C. and McCartan, K. (2016 Real World Research. 4th edn. 

Chichester, West Sussex: John Wiley and Sons Ltd. 

Rohr, R. (2021) The fullness of time. [Online]. Available at: 

https://cac.org/the-fullness-of-time-2021-03-08/ (Accessed: 08 

March 2021). 

Royal College of Art (2015) Rebalancing dyslexia and creativity at the 

RCA, [Online]. Available at: https://www.rca.ac.uk/news-and-

events/news/rebalancing-dyslexia-and-creativity-rca/ (Accessed: 

23 September 2017). 

Scott, D. and Usher, R. (1996) Understanding educational research. 

London: Routledge. 

Sennett, R. (1998) 1998 Raoul Wallenberg Lecture. The Spaces of 
Democracy, The University of Michigan, College of Architecture + 

Urban Planning. Ann Arbor: Goetzcraft Printers, Inc. 

Sennett, R. (2009) The craftsman. London: Penguin. 

Somerson, R. and Hermano, M.A.L. (2013) The art of critical making: 

Rhode Island School of Design on creative practice. Hoboken: 

Wiley. 

Smith, B. and Smith, R. (2014) ‘Why I’m standing against Michael 

Gove’, The Guardian. [Online]. Available at: 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/dec/08/2015
-vote-creativity-not-austerity-standing-against-gove (Accessed 

10 February 2019). 

Vygotsky, L.S. (2012) Thought and language. Kozulin, A. (ed.). 

Translated by Hanfmann, E. and Vakar, G. London: MIT Press. 

Westby, C. and Culatta, B. (2016) ‘Telling tales: personal event 

narratives and life stories’, Language, speech, and hearing 

services in schools, 47: 260-282. doi:10.1044/2016_LSHSS-15-

0073. 

https://www.rca.ac.uk/news-and-events/news/rebalancing-dyslexia-and-creativity-rca/
https://www.rca.ac.uk/news-and-events/news/rebalancing-dyslexia-and-creativity-rca/
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/dec/08/2015-vote-creativity-not-austerity-standing-against-gove
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/dec/08/2015-vote-creativity-not-austerity-standing-against-gove
https://www.rca.ac.uk/news-and-events/news/rebalancing-dyslexia-and-creativity-rca/
https://www.rca.ac.uk/news-and-events/news/rebalancing-dyslexia-and-creativity-rca/
https://www.rca.ac.uk/news-and-events/news/rebalancing-dyslexia-and-creativity-rca/
https://www.rca.ac.uk/news-and-events/news/rebalancing-dyslexia-and-creativity-rca/
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/dec/08/2015-vote-creativity-not-austerity-standing-against-gove
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/dec/08/2015-vote-creativity-not-austerity-standing-against-gove
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/dec/08/2015-vote-creativity-not-austerity-standing-against-gove
http://dx.doi.org/10.1044/2016_LSHSS

