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Education Policy Studies Series

Education embraces aspirations of individuals and society. It
is a means of strengthening human resources, sustaining
competitiveness of society, enhancing mobility of the
underprivileged, and assimilating newcomers to the mainstream
of society. It is also a means of creating a free, prosperous, and

harmonious environment for the populace.

Education is an endeavor that has far-reaching influences,
for it embodies development and justness. Its development needs
enormous support from society as well as the guidance of policies
that serve the imperatives of economic development and social
justice. Policy-makers in education, as those in other public
sectors, can neither rely on their own visions nor depend on the
simple tabulation of financial cost and benefit to arrive at decisions
that will affect the pursuit of the common good. Democratization
warrants public discourse on vital matters that affect all of us.
Democratization also dictates transparency in the policy-making
process. Administrative orders disguised as policies have a very
small audience indeed. The public expects well-informed policy
decisions, which are based on in-depth analyses and careful
deliberation. Like the policy-makers, the public and professionals
in education require a wealth of easily accessible facts and views

so that they can contribute constructively to the public discourse.

To facilitate rational discourse on important educational
matters, the Hong Kong Institute of Educational Research of
The Chinese University of Hong Kong organizes from time to
time “Education Policy Seminars” to address critical issues in
educational development of Hong Kong and other Chinese

societies. These academic gatherings have been attended by



stakeholders, practitioners, researchers and parents. The bulk of
this series of occasional papers are the fruit of labor of some of
the speakers at the seminars. Others are written specifically as

contributions to the series.

The aim of this Education Policy Studies Series is to present
the views of selected persons who have new ideas to share and
to engage all stakeholders in education in an on-going discussion

on educational matters that will shape the future of our society.



Promoting Critical Thinking:
Discussing the Capacity of
Issue-Inquiry Approach in Liberal Studies

Abstract

The New Senior Secondary Curriculum (NSSC) of Liberal
Studies has been launched since the academic year of 2009. As
a core subject to promote generic skills, Liberal Studies is
regarded as an interdisciplinary subject that nurtures critical
thinking through issue-inquiry learning approach as one of its
learning objectives. In order to explore the capacity of issue-
inquiry approach in Liberal Studies to promote critical thinking,
this paper discusses such an issue in three parts. First, it
introduces the nature of critical thinking and the four habits of
mind for critical thinking. Second, the relationship between
issue-inquiry learning approach and issue-inquiry learning in
Liberal Studies is discussed with the four habits of mind for
critical thinking. Finally, this paper reveals some of the
problems in the NSSC of Liberal Studies and concludes with
recommendations. It is found that although the issue-inquiry
learning approach in the NSSC of Liberal Studies includes all
the four core habits of mind for critical thinking, there are still
rooms for improvement for Liberal Studies to become a more

comprehensive curriculum for critical thinking.

Introduction

Nurturing critical thinking has been one of the educational
objectives in many countries and cities (e.g., the United States,
Canada, Australia, New Zealand, the United Kingdom, China,



and Taiwan). In Hong Kong, it has been treated as a significant
topic in the education as well. Although it has been one of the
learning objectives in various school subjects in Hong Kong
since the 1990s, both of the 1998/99 and 2000/01 annual reports
of the Education Bureau (EDB) revealed that secondary students
lacked appropriate learning activities to develop their critical
thinking skills (EDB, 2007a, 2007b). In order to re-emphasize
the importance of critical thinking in the curriculum, in the
core education reform document of Learning to Learn: The
Way Forward in Curriculum Development, critical thinking
was declared as one of the generic skills that need to be fostered
under the 21st century education reform (Curriculum
Development Council [CDC], 2001, p. vi). In the document, it
was clearly stated that generic skills are one of the components
of the curriculum framework that helps students learn how to

learn.

In line with the education reform, the consultation
document of the New Senior Secondary Curriculum (NSSC)
of Liberal Studies was released in 2004. One year later, Liberal
Studies was announced to be one of the core subjects in the
“3+3+4” education system. Since then, there were a flood of
discussions among educators on the issues like the subject nature,
the administrative arrangement, the professional development
among teachers, the learning approach, the assessment, the
connection with the higher education system, and the recognition
by the employers (e.g., Chiu & Mak, 2006; Deng, 2009; Fok,
2007; Kwok, 2007; Lam & Zhang, 2005; Rong, 2005; Tsang,
2006; Wong & Wong, 2007). Nonetheless, the promotion of
critical thinking in Liberal Studies using the issue-inquiry



learning approach has not been fully explored. To reveal the
feasibility to advance critical thinking in Liberal Studies, this
paper is composed of three parts: the nature of critical thinking
with the list of habits of mind for critical thinking, the issue-
inquiry learning approach of Liberal Studies, and finally the
exploration of the learning approach used in Liberal Studies

with the four habits of mind for critical thinking.

Definition of Critical Thinking

Critical thinking has been a popular study topic in the fields of
philosophy, psychology, and education. Many scholars tried
to make a final definitions of critical thinking by synthesizing
different definitions proposed by significant scholars (Abrami
et al., 2008; Carrithers & Bean, 2008; Mazer, Hunt, &
Kuznekoff, 2007; McGregor, 2007; Renaud & Murray, 2008).
Dewey, one of the most influential educators, first used the
concept of reflective thinking to describe critical thinking in
1910. He considered critical thinking as “active, persistent,
and careful consideration of any belief or supposed form of
knowledge in the light of the grounds that support it, and the
further conclusions to which it tends” (Dewey, 1910, p. 6).
Glaser (1985) expanded on Dewey’s (1910) perspective by
illustrating it as “intelligent judgments on public issues
and thus contribute democratically to the solution of social
problems” (p. 27). Ennis (1985), an authoritative scholar in
critical thinking, echoed with Dewey’s (1910) and Glaser’s
(1985) definitions by delineating critical thinking as “reasonable
reflective thinking focused on deciding what to believe or do”
(p. 14). A few years later, Halpern (2003) captured the essence
of critical thinking as “the use of those cognitive skills or



strategies that increase the probability of a desirable outcome.
It is used to describe thinking that is purposeful, reasoned,
and goal directed — the kind of thinking involved in solving
problems, formulating inferences, calculating likelihoods, and
making decisions, when the thinker is using skills that are
thoughtful and effective for the particular context and type of
thinking task” (p. 6).

Although many scholars regarded critical thinking as the
application of logic or cognitive thinking skills, others had
different points of view about critical thinking. Lipman (2003)
treated critical thinking as reliable thinking which “both
employs criteria and can be assessed by appeal to criteria.” In
one sense, critical thinking “facilitates judgment because it relies
on criteria.” In another sense, critical thinking “is self-correcting
and sensitive to context” (p. 212). Another notable scholar,
Fisher (2005), extended the meaning of critical thinking to
“a readiness to reason, a willingness to challenge and a desire
for truth” (p. 80). Paul, Binker, and Willsen (1993) further
elaborated the meaning of critical thinking as “disciplined and
self-directed thinking which exemplifies the perfections of
thinking appropriate to a particular mode or domain of thinking”
(p. 137). Facione (2006), another important scholar of critical
thinking in recent years, defined critical thinking as “the process
of purposeful, self-regulation judgment. This process reasoned
consideration to evidence, context, conceptualizations, methods,

and criteria” (p. 17).

From the researcher’s viewpoint, critical thinking is a self-
examination process of the gap between the mind and the outside

world. Critical thinkers make judgments and decisions on what



to believe or do by inspecting what is perceived. The author’s
standpoint was supported by Dewey (1910), Ennis (1985), and
Glaser (1985). They claimed that critical conclusions, decisions
or judgments should be based on careful consideration of
supportive reasons. In other words, it is undoubtedly that making
judgments or decisions are core to critical thinking. Critical
thinkers compare the old concept in mind with the newly
received information from the outside world in order to make
a reasonable and believable judgment. However, critical
thinking is much more than such kind of judgment or decision
making. If critical thinkers only rely on the comparison between
old concepts and new concepts in mind, the decision might
be unreliable because one might retain outdated or even

misconceived perception that leads to fault judgments.

To supplement their definitions, a set of criteria for a well-
reasoned and rational judgment should be added into the
examining process. For example, Paul and Nosich (1992)
identified the intellectual standards of critical thinking, namely
clearness, accuracy, precision, relevance, depth, breath, and so
on. Furthermore, logic is a crucial criterion used in the reasoning
process of critical thinking. In other words, one investigates
the correctness of an argument by examining the logic of the
conclusion and hypothesis with its premises and provided
reasons. This kind of thinking process that applies criteria like
the informal logic and monotonic logic in reasoning can also
be labeled as disciplined thinking. As a result, Paul et al.’s
(1993) and Lipman’s (2003) definitions of critical thinking
seem agreeable. Above all, critical thinkers should be fair-

minded when they examine the evidence for a judgment.



Fair-minded critical thinkers not only consider evidence
comprehensively, but also “have knowledge about himself as
well as an understanding of others” (Fisher, 2005, p. 78),
“disciplined to take into account the interests of diverse persons
or groups” (Paul et al., 1993, p. 138), and are “willing to
reconsider an opinion” (Facione, 2006, p. 9). In short, critical
thinking might be defined as an examining process which judges

and reasons with a set of criteria.

When compared with the literature meaning of critical
thinking, the proposed definition seems agreeable as well. The
word critical is derived from two Greek words: the first one is
Kritein, which means “to choose” and “to decide”; and the
second one is Krino, which signifies “to judge” (Parker, 2009).
In addition, the word critical is related to the English word
criterion, which stands for a standard, rule or method. In other
words, critical thinkers do not take truth for granted. They

make reasonable judgment against certain criteria.

Skills, Dispositions, and Habits of Mind
for Critical Thinking

Critical thinking is commonly discussed in three dimensions:
skills, dispositions, and habits of mind. For critical thinking
skills, it has been a long-lasting topic for study in education
since the 1950s. It not only plays a predominant role in the
instruction of critical thinking, but also acts as an important
indicator of critical thinking. Many notable assessment tools
have been developed to measure critical thinking skills, for
example, the Watson-Glaser Critical Thinking Appraisal, the
Cornell Critical Thinking test, and the California Critical



Thinking Skills Test (CCTST). In addition, critical thinking
skills were closely related to the high-order thinking skills in
the cognitive objectives of Bloom’s taxonomy and generic skills
(Ennis, 1962). Although there are different inventories of critical
thinking skills, the three inventories proposed by Ennis (1987),
Facione (1990), and Scheffer and Rubenfeld (2000) are the
most popular. In Appendix 1, the inventories of critical thinking

skills proposed by these three scholars are compared.

It was not until the 1980s that the importance of critical
thinking dispositions has been recognized (e.g., Ennis, 1981;
Nickerson, 1984; Norris, 1985; Siegel, 1980; Sternberg, 1986).
In 1995, Facione, Giancarlo, Facione, and Gainen (1995) posed
an influential argument about critical thinking. They claimed
that people who have good critical thinking skills might not
incline to use critical thinking. Their argument was supported
by research later (e.g., Colucciello, 1997; Profetto-McGrath,
Hesketh, Lang, & Estabrooks, 2003; Ricketts & Rudd, 2004).
For example, Ricketts and Rudd (2004) used the CCTST and
the California Critical Thinking Dispositions Inventory
(CCTDI) to find out the correlation between critical thinking
skills and dispositions. In their studies, positive correlation
between critical thinking dispositions and critical thinking skills
was found. This implied that we could not solely foster “the
ability to think but also the disposition to think, to develop
patterns of thinking and habits of mind students not only can
use but that they do use ... ability alone is insufficient for good
thinking; one also must have the inclination to use that ability
along with the awareness of opportunities for its use” (Ritchhart,

2007, p. 138; italics original). Therefore, in addition to critical



thinking skills, critical thinkers should also possess critical
thinking dispositions to recognize the necessity of critical
thinking skills and apply it. In other words, both critical thinking

skills and dispositions are essential to critical thinkers.

In some occasions, when people talk about critical thinking
dispositions, they relate them with habits of mind for critical
thinking. For instance, Norris (1992) posed that critical thinking
disposition is not only a desire or predilection to thinking
critically, but also a habit to use certain abilities or overtly
think and choose to use the abilities they possess. Facione,
Giancarlo, et al. (1995) described critical thinking dispositions
as a constellation of attitudes, intellectual virtues, character
traits, and habits of mind. They even named the seven critical
thinking dispositions toward critical thinking as habits of mind
for critical thinking (Facione, Facione, & Giancarlo, 1997),
while Scheffer and Rubenfeld (2000) used habits of mind for
critical thinking to represent critical thinking dispositions in
their Nursing Delphi Study. In Appendix 2, the lists of critical
thinking dispositions proposed by Ennis (1987), Facione,
Giancarlo, et al. (1995), and the inventory of habits of mind
for critical thinking by Scheffer and Rubenfeld (2000) are
compared.

One may ask: if habits of mind for critical thinking are
comparable to critical thinking dispositions, does it mean that
they are equivalent or replaceable by each other? Actually,
they are different in meaning. For disposition, it means an
inclination, tendency, or willingness to behave in a particular
way (Longman Online Dictionary, 2009). It is “a tendency to

exhibit frequently, consciously, and voluntarily a pattern of



behavior that is directed to a broad goal” (Katz, 1993), which
is composed of three endurable psychological elements:
sensitivity, inclination, and abilities (Ritchhart & Perkins,
2000). Ennis (1989) regarded critical thinking dispositions as
a tendency to do something in a given condition. Facione,
Giancarlo, et al. (1995) added that “the disposition toward
critical thinking is the consistent internal motivation to engage
problems and make decisions by using thinking” (p. 2). For
habits of mind, they are the intellectual tendencies or dispositions
to act in a particular way (Nciku, 2009). Costa and Kallick
(2008) defined a habit of mind as “having a disposition toward
behaving intelligently when confronted with problems with
dichotomies, dilemmas, enigmas and uncertainties” (p. 30),
which is “a composite of many skills, attitudes, cues, past
experiences, and proclivities” (Costa, 2008, p. 17) (see
Table 1).

Table 1. Dimensions of Habits of Mind

Dimension Description

Value ¢ Choosing to employ a pattern of intellectual behaviors
rather than other, less productive patterns

Inclination * Feeling the tendency to employ a pattern of
intellectual behaviors

Sensitivity e Perceiving opportunities for, and appropriateness of,
employing the pattern of behaviors

Capability * Possessing the basic skills and capacities to carry
through with the behaviors

Commitment ¢ Constantly striving to reflect on and improve
performance of the pattern of intellectual behaviors

Policy e Making it a policy to promote and incorporate the
patterns of intellectual behaviors into actions,
decisions, and resolutions of problematic situations

Source: Costa and Kallick (2008, p. 17).
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Siegel (1999) labeled the composition of critical thinking
as the “critical spirit” consisting of dispositions, attitudes, habits
of mind, and character traits. According to Siegel (1999),
disposition is the tendency to seek reasons and evidence for
judgments; attitudes is a respect for the importance of reasoned
judgment and for truth; habits of mind are the combination of
dispositions and attitudes that engage in the fair-minded and
non-self-interested consideration of reasoned assessment;
character traits include all of the above. Tishman (2000) added
that habits of mind were the intelligence expressed as
characteristic patterns of intellectual behavior in everyday
situations. It is transferable and can be expressed as a disposition
view of intelligence that goes beyond basic cognitive capacity
to include character traits, values, and emotions. Critical
thinking is one of its dimensions only. To justify Tishman’s
(2000) viewpoint, the inventories of habits of mind for critical
thinking proposed by Scheffer and Rubenfeld (2000) and Mid-
continent Research for Education and Learning (McREL)
(2009) are compared with the lists of sixteen habits of mind
proposed by Costa and Kallick (2008) and Sizer (1992,
pp- 73-74) in Table 2. It is found that the result is coherent to
Tishman’s (2000) viewpoint that the two lists of habits of mind
for critical thinking only included some items in the considerably
comprehensive list of habits of mind proposed by Costa and
Kallick (2008).

In conclusion, the viewpoints of Ritchhart and Perkins
(2000), Siegel (1999) and Costa and Kallick (2008) about
critical thinking dispositions and habits of mind for critical

thinking are agreeable. For critical thinking dispositions, it is



comprised of sensitivity, inclination, and abilities. This means
that people with critical thinking dispositions has the tendency
toward critical thinking and are able to sense when it is needed
and to apply it. However, for habits of mind for critical thinking,
it includes four more elements: attitudes, values, commitment,
and policy. This implies that people with habits of mind for
critical thinking has the obligation to behave in such a way
intrinsically and treasure critical thinking in addition. Therefore,
fostering habits of mind for critical thinking is more valuable
and desirable than fostering critical thinking dispositions.
Furthermore, it is also signified by the shift of the study in
critical thinking in the last few decades: from skills (e.g., since
Watson & Glaser, 1952) to dispositions (e.g., since Ennis, 1987),
then to habits of mind (e.g., since Scheffer & Rubenfeld, 2000).
Hence, habits of mind are of most importance in the cultivation
of critical thinking.

Four Habits of Mind for Critical Thinking

Since critical thinking appeared differently in different
occasions like verbal reasoning, argument analysis, hypothesis
thinking, decision making, and problem-solving (Halpern,
1998), scholars tried to advocate the general characteristics of
critical thinking in the last two decades (e.g., Alfaro-LeFevre,
2004; ATEEC, 2003, as cited in Petress, 2004; Beeken, 1997,
Daniel, 2001; Gorman-Gelder, Loder, Pinette, & Gelder, 2004,
as cited in Petress, 2004; Facione, 1990; Ferrett, 1997; Kienzler,
2001; Lacey & Pritchett, 2003; Nickerson, 1987; Petress, 2004;
SNJourney, 2007; Wade, 1995). By investigating these
literature, four core habits of mind for critical thinking

(i.e., fair and open-mindedness, truth-seeking, understanding
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comprehensively, and judging reasonably) were found (see
Appendix 3). In the following sections, the four habits of mind
for critical thinking would be discussed one by one.

Fair and Open-mindedness

One of the common habits of mind for critical thinking
mentioned by many scholars is “fair and open-mindedness.” It
is not only labeled as a habit of mind, commitment, or sensitivity
of critical thinking (Bailin, Case, Coombs, & Daniels, 1999),
but also an approach to apply critical thinking attitudes in
workplace (Jackson, Ignatavicius, & Case, 2006, p. 153), an
element of the Critical Thinking Indicators (Alfaro-LeFevre,
2003, pp. 46—47), a component of the Critical Thinking
Competence Standards (Paul & Elder, 2006), and a characteristic
of critical thinking (Daniel, 2001; Facione, 1990). According
to Jackson et al. (2006, p. 153), being fair and open to others’
viewpoints could help people to reconstruct their own views
and to reason from others’ ideas in a more accurate way. Critical
thinkers with “fair and open-mindedness” welcome and consider
different viewpoints honestly, patiently, and empathetically.
There are two components in the habit of mind of “fair and
open-mindedness”: fair-mindedness and open-mindedness.

According to Paul et al. (1993), fair-mindedness is defined as:

willingness and consciousness of the need to treat all viewpoints
alike, without reference to one’s own feelings or vested interests,
or the feelings or vested inferests of one’s friends, community,
or nation; implies adherence to intellectual standards without
reference to one’s own advantage or the advantage of one’s

group. (p. 326)

17



18

Strong sense or fair-minded critical thinkers not only treat
all viewpoints equally regardless of their personal feelings or
interests, but also question and reflect on their own viewpoints,
and avoid biases or prejudice consciously (Elder & Paul, 1998;
Paul & Elder, 2000).

For open-mindedness, it is the willingness to question the
assumptions, suspend judgment until more information is
gathered, attempt to clarify difficult issues, think in new ways,
and review evidence (Halpern, 1997, p. 11; Paul et al., 1993,
p- 54). In other words, a critical thinker is an open-minded
person, who is flexible in mindset, sensitive to his or her
own bias, and willing to tolerate divergent views (Facione,
Giancarlo, et al., 1995; Halpern, 1997; Scheffer & Rubenfeld,
2000).

In summary, fair and open-minded critical thinkers are
willing to clarify difficult issues, question the assumptions,
review evidence, and suspend judgment until more information
is gathered. They are keen to reflect on their own point of
view in order to avoid biases, prejudice, and being influenced
by personal feelings and self and group interests. They welcome
and consider different viewpoints equally, honestly, and
patiently. They also possess flexible mindsets and are able to

think in new ways (Appendix 3).

Truth-Seeking

Similar to “fair and open-mindedness,” many lists of critical
thinking dispositions include the trait of “truth-seeking” (Dunn,
Halonen, & Smith, 2008, p. 37). For example, Bailin et al.



(1999) regarded it as another habit of mind — commitment or
sensitivity of critical thinking (p. 281). It is also an element of
the CCTDI, which is a popular assessment tool of critical
thinking (Facione & Facione, 1992). Since “truth-seeking” is
the “desire for the best knowledge, even if it does not support
one’s own beliefs” (Jackson et al., 2006, p. 36), an critical
thinker, who is also a truth-seeker, is eager to ask questions;
identify relevant sources; search for evidence, facts or
knowledge (the truth) in a given context; and gather objective,
subjective, historical and current data from all senses (Scheffer
& Rubenfeld, 2000, p. 358).

To sum up, critical thinkers, as truth-seekers, desire for
the best knowledge, even if it does not support their own
beliefs. They are eager to ask questions and search for relevant
evidence, facts or knowledge (e.g., objective, subjective,
historical and current data, etc.) in a given context from all

senses (Appendix 3).

Understanding Comprehensively

Additionally, critical thinkers should develop an in-depth and
comprehensive understanding of the information from multiple
perspectives (McPeck, 1990, p. 28; Miller & Babcock, 1996,
p- 7). Not only could they compare and organize all the
information from diverse sources in a concise, coherent and
meaningful way, but also interpret and consider all the
inferences, relationships, background and environment. From
the reverse perspective, they should identify all the problems,
misconceptions, fallacies, and ambiguity in context. It was

supported by Kuhn’s (1999) research that epistemological

19



20

understanding is essential to critical thinking, especially when
people make judgment with criteria and evidence (p. 23). It is
essential to have a clear picture and in-depth understanding
of the issue to be investigated before making any judgment.
Therefore, “understanding comprehensively” is an essential habit

of mind for critical thinking.

In short, critical thinkers develop an in-depth understanding
of an event by considering multiple sources of information;
comparing and organizing all the information in a concise,
coherent and meaningful way; interpreting and pondering all
the inferences, relationships, background and environment; and
identifying all the problems, misperceptions, fallacies and

ambiguity in context (Appendix 3).

Judging Reasonably

As defined previously, critical thinking is an examining process
which judges and reasons with a set of criteria; it is closely
related to reasoned judgment. For instance, Case (2005) claimed
that it is essential to engage in deliberations with the intention
to make reasoned judgment in critical thinking. Siegel (1980)
denoted that a critical thinker assess claims and make reasoned
judgments (p. 8). He used “critical spirit” to describe the habits
of mind which seek and evaluate reasons and evidence carefully
when making judgments (Siegel, 1991, p. 26). Cassel and
Congleton (1993) even equated reasoned judgment with critical
thinking (p. 21). Therefore, to “judge reasonably” means to
distinguish sheer, unreasonable, and subjective opinions or

preference in reasoning and to conclude based on careful thought



and reflection (Paul & Elder, 2002). A critical thinker who
“judges reasonably” recognizes the necessity of criteria (rules
and procedures) or grounds for judgment (Case, 2005; Jones
& Brown, 1991), and is able to apply reasons logically, fairly,
rationally and with humility. During the process, a critical
thinker finds the logical cause and effect, makes predictions
with evidence, draws independent inferences, views situations
from another person’s perspective, finds logical strategies to
solve problems, and perseveres when facing uncertainty (Davis-
Seaver, 2000, pp. 38, 48).

In sum, by using necessary criteria (rules and procedures)
and logical strategies, critical thinkers make careful and
reflective reasoned judgment by finding the logical cause and
effect; drawing independent inferences; making predictions with
evidence; viewing situations from other perspectives; applying
logical, fair and rational reasons; and distinguishing sheer,
unreasonable, and subjective opinions or preferences in their

reasoning (Appendix 3).

By comparing the above four habits of mind for critical
thinking with four important lists of critical thinking dispositions
and habits of mind for critical thinking in Table 3, it is found
that the list of the author almost includes all the items in
the four lists except creativity and intuition. It was explained
by Scheffer and Rubenfeld (2000, p. 357) that these two
components were unique to nursing and were not included
in others’ inventories of critical thinking such as Facione,
Giancarlo, et al.”s (1995) because the nursing experts believed

that they are vital in the field of nursing.
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Critical Thinking in the NSSC of Liberal Studies

The NSSC of Liberal Studies is an interdisciplinary subject,
which consisted of six modules of study with specific learning
themes related to students’ lives under three study areas (“Self
and Personal Development,” “Society and Culture,” and
“Science, Technology and the Environment”). Since textbooks
are not recommended by the EDB, teachers have more
flexibility in lesson preparation and resources utilization when
they connect the learning content to the contemporary issues
under the guidelines of the “question for inquiry” and

“explanatory notes” in each theme of study (Appendix 4).

In the three years of study, students are required to conduct
an Independent Inquiry Study, which apply and extend what is
learned from the three learning areas to the new issue of their
inquiry study. On the other hand, critical thinking is regarded
as a kind of life-long learning skills, which is embedded in the
aims of Liberal Studies (Curriculum Development Council &
Hong Kong Examinations and Assessment Authority [CDC &
HKEAA], 2007, p. 5). In addition to life-long learning skills,
critical thinking is also a component of the high-order thinking
skills, generic skills, and independent learning skills (CDC &
HKEAA, 2007, pp. 3, 6, 140).

It appears in the Learning to Learn consultation document
that the generic critical thinking skills is concerning with the
judgment of what is believable by questioning and inquiring
about the accuracy of given statements (CDC, 2000a, p. 47). It
aims at helping students to draw meaning from given data or

statements, to generate and evaluate arguments. By comparing



the syllabus of Liberal Studies and the expected achievements
across the school curricula, it is found that all the learning
outcomes of critical thinking skills for senior secondary students
proposed by the CDC (2000a) are embedded in the Liberal
Studies curriculum (Table 4). This reveals that students are
expected to identify the underlying viewpoints, values and
judgments, and to apply critical thinking skills in making
decisions and judgments on personal and social issues and
problems (CDC & HKEAA, 2007, p. 6).

Issue-inquiry Approach in the
NSSC of Liberal Studies

Issue-inquiry approach has been adopted as the learning
approach in the NSSC of Liberal Studies. Although issue-inquiry
was embedded as one of the learning approaches in subjects
like Economics and Public Affairs, Geography, and Science
since the 1970s (EDB, 2007b), it was not until 1992 that
issue-inquiry approach was fully utilized in the Advanced
Supplementary Level (ASL) curriculum of Liberal Studies. In
the syllabus of ASL Liberal Studies, it described the learning
process of issue-inquiry approach in details. With the guiding
questions provided, students are able to search for relevant
solutions of a problem and to argue reasonably for and against
the possible solutions in the learning process of issue-inquiry.
They are encouraged to ask question and conduct research when
they look for possible solutions. Furthermore, students learn
practical skills when they gather, identify, investigate, and
evaluate essential information in the learning process (CDC,
2000b, p. 10). Additionally, students develop the awareness of

and commitment to responsible actions through community
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involvement. Besides, students learn to modify predetermined
positions and to respect reasonable, non-consensual and strongly
held views in the discussions. Eventually, they learn to reflect
and adjust their life situations by making use of collected facts,
acquired skills and hold values. At the end, both the learning
interest and the intrinsic learning motivation would be enhanced
(CDC, 2000b, pp. 10-11).

Promotion of Critical Thinking through Issue-
inquiry Approach in the NSSC of Liberal Studies

In the NSSC of Liberal Studies, it has mentioned that the issue-
inquiry approach not only helps students to develop with
independent learning capacity, but also offers students with
the opportunities to see the connection among different themes
and disciplines, and to appreciate the complexities and
organization of knowledge (CDC & HKEAA, 2007, p. 4). The
purpose of applying issue-inquiry approach in Liberal Studies
is to provide students with learning experience in interpreting
facts and making practical judgments. Additionally, in one of
the introductory seminars of the NSSC of Liberal Studies, it
was informed that knowledge building, issue-inquiry approach,
and critical thinking are the three fundamental building blocks
of Liberal Studies (CDC, 2006). These presage that critical
thinking plays an important role in the learning of Liberal
Studies. Nevertheless, the relationship between issue-inquiry
approach and critical thinking has never been discussed in any
of the curriculum documents. Therefore, in order to reveal
this issue, the issue-inquiry approach in Liberal Studies is
discussed with the four habits of mind for critical thinking in

the following sub-sections.
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Issue-inquiry Approach Promotes “Fair and Open-

mindedness”

The first habit of mind for critical thinking is “fair and open-
mindedness.” In the inquiry process, open-mindedness supports
certain strategic behaviors. With open-mindedness, students
freely display sensitivity to problems, explore ideas and values,
question one’s beliefs, withstand ambiguity, withhold judgment,
detect bias, and act on empirically derived information in the
inquiry learning process (Haas & Van Scotter, 1975, p. 79).
Moreover, it is unavoidable to interact and exchange ideas
among peers in the inquiry community (Lipman, 2003). In an
inquiry community, students focus on questioning, accept
reasonable criticisms, respect and build on the ideas from
different perspectives (Duffy & Kirkley, 2004, p. 146; Lipman,
2003).

In order to guarantee fair treatment to both personal and
others’ viewpoints, students need many perspectives to view
the world (Educational Broadcasting Corporation, 2004). On
the one hand, they reflect on their own viewpoint to avoid
being influenced by personal or group benefits; on the other
hand, they make balance and objective decision on opinions
from multiple perspectives (Haas & Van Scotter, 1975, pp. 76,
80). It was agreed by Paul et al.’s (1993) viewpoint of critical
thinking that everyday issues are “multilogical” (pp. 480—481).
Since there is no single truth in a “multilogical” problem, people
are required to extract themselves from the issue, put side by
side the pros and cons, look at a situation from all angles, and
examine the multiple perspectives from the outside (Moon,

2008, p. 60). In other words, critical thinking means to weigh



against different views about an issue (Moon, 2008, p. 61).
Therefore, the habit of mind for critical thinking — “fair and

open-mindedness” is treasured in the inquiry process.

In Liberal Studies, “fair and open-mindedness” is appreciated
in issue inquiry as well. It was clearly mentioned in the
curriculum of Liberal Studies that “present arguments clearly
and demonstrate respect for evidence” and “open-mindedness
and tolerance towards the views and values held by other people”
are two of the learning outcomes (CDC & HKEAA, 2007,
p. 6). In addition, one of the curriculum aims of Liberal Studies
is to develop students with multiple perspectives on contemporary
issues in different contexts such as cultural, social, economic,
political, and technological contexts (CDC & HKEAA, 2007,
p. 5). It is anticipated that students can see the connection among
different themes and disciplines by means of issue-inquiry
approach (CDC & HKEAA, 2007, p. 4).

In the process of issue inquiry and the development of
multiple perspectives (Table 5), students not only develop a
broad vision of different viewpoints, values and interests related
to an issue, but are also able to appraise and analyze different
claims fairly based on relevant facts and phenomena from
multiple channels using appropriate tools (CDC & HKEAA,
2007, p. 89). Students can “distinguish between fact and opinion
and sense objectivity versus bias” by evaluating information,
phenomena and ideas presented in the media critically (CDC
& HKEAA, 2007, p. 4). They can also distinguish between
“subjective” views and opinions held by different parties and
“objective” information and knowledge (CDC & HKEAA,

29



Table 5. Process of Issue Inquiry and the Development of
30 Multiple Perspectives in the NSSC of Liberal Studies

Processes Relationship with
development of multiple perspectives

[1] ¢ Different sources of information
Mastering the facts, ¢ Different ways of collecting data
understanding the ¢ Different interpretations and explanations
phenomena, ¢ Different associations
clarifying the concepts .
[I] ¢ Different values
Understanding the ¢ Different interests
differences and conflicts e Different convictions
involved .

¢ Considering all sides of the argument

¢ Weighing the pros and cons

[II] ¢ Putting forward reasons and justifications
Reflection, evaluation, ¢ Taking action, evaluating and accepting
judgment, solution, action consequences

¢ Revising judgment

Source: CDC & HKEAA (2007, p. 90).

2007, p. 90). Since objectivity versus subjectivity and facts
versus bias are analyzed from multiple perspectives in the
learning process of Liberal Studies, it is concluded that the
habit of mind of “fair and open-mindedness” for critical thinking

is treasured in the issue-inquiry approach of Liberal Studies.

Issue-inquiry Approach Promotes “Truth-Seeking”

The second habit of mind for critical thinking is “truth-seeking.”
In inquiry learning, the term “inquiry” means seeking for
truth, information or knowledge by questioning (Educational
Broadcasting Corporation, 2004). Davis and Davis (2000)

claimed that “learning through inquiry is by questioning”



(p- 86). Besides, students are required to formulate questions,
detect misconception and underlying assumptions, seek evidence
and reason from multiple perspectives during inquiry process
(Lipman, 2003, pp. 167—171). They need to investigate, explore,
search, quest, pursuit, and study various sources of information
and ideas together in order to increase their understanding of
an issue (Kuhlthau, Maniotes, & Caspari, 2007, p. 90). Thus,
similar to critical thinking, “truth-seeking” is essential to inquiry

learning.

In the curriculum guide of Liberal Studies, it was written
that the acquisition of information skills and habits enable
students to collect, digest, organize and analyze information
independently (CDC & HKEAA, 2007, p. 72). For example,
when they conduct library research, interview and survey, they
can practice how to select useful information from all forms of
sources such as books, magazines, newspapers, reports, statistics,
maps, diagrams, charts, mass media, the Internet and so forth.
By gathering necessary information, student can practice how
to identify, investigate, and evaluate the issues they concern.
Besides, since collected information may not present the whole
truth of an issue, especially those information from the mass
media and the Internet, students might need to question and
examine them carefully. On the other hand, students with
different learning styles and abilities learn to share the research
task and duty in a learning community (CDC & HKEAA, 2007,
p. 108). They have the chance to examine the accuracy of an
argument and question each other’s viewpoints in their
discussion as well (CDC & HKEAA, 2007, p. 103). With such
an interaction, students learn more about the history, background,
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and incidents of an issue. Above all, they are able to discover
the underlying beliefs and assumptions from different
perspectives of different parties. In conclusion, the habit of
mind of “truth-seeking” for critical thinking is essential to the

issue-inquiry approach in Liberal Studies.

Issue-inquiry Approach Promotes “Understanding

Comprehensively”

The third habit of mind for critical thinking is “understanding
comprehensively.” According to Kuhlthau et al. (2007), the
main purpose of inquiry learning is to construct new ideas and
deep understanding by synthesizing and assimilating facts
(p- 22). The Educational Broadcasting Corporation (2004) also
pointed out that the generation and transmission of knowledge
are the two crucial elements in inquiry. For proficient inquirers,
not only can they see patterns and meanings by retrieving their
knowledge and connecting to the new information, but they
can also access, transfer, and apply their in-depth knowledge to a
variety of situations. Horn (2004) added that a critical thinker
reflects critically and understands all the contexts in the process
of inquiry (p. 213). Therefore, “understanding comprehensively”

is vital for inquiry.

In the curriculum guide of Liberal Studies, “understanding
comprehensively” was emphasized. It was one of its rationales
for students to “acquire a broad knowledge base, and be able to
understand contemporary issues that may affect their daily life
at personal, community, national and global levels” (CDC &
HKEAA, 2007, p. 3). It was also suggested that more than half

of the inquiry process should be focused on the acquisition of



the content knowledge so as to provide students with sufficient
understanding of the background, nature, and complexity of
the issues explored (CDC & HKEAA, 2007, p. 4). On the
other hand, it is one of the design principles to expose students
to “perspectives and concepts essential to the understanding of
issues of human concern, while at the same time emphasising
students’ ability to transfer and apply these perspectives and
concepts to the understanding of new issues” (CDC & HKEAA,
2007, p. 9). It was suggested that various learning strategies
should be employed in order to develop “a relatively
comprehensive understanding of the issues, master related facts,
analyse the core of the questions, give balanced considerations
to different views and make reasoned judgments” (CDC &
HKEAA, 2007, p. 4). Students are also expected to construct
their practical knowledge via a dual process of both the
development and testing of their understanding of issue (CDC
& HKEAA, 2007, p. 89).

In Table 5, it was shown that students should master the
facts, understand the phenomena, and clarify the concepts in
the first stage of the issue-inquiry process. Afterwards, they
would understand the differences and conflicts involved in the
second stage of the inquiry process. It was further elaborated

in the document that:

As learners gather more information on an issue, fresh conflicts
and controversies may appear; as they try to sort out the different
conflicts, further information may be needed and new concepts
may emerge; and as they reflect on the learning process and
evaluate the results of the enquiry, new issues and problems

may arise which require the collection and analysis of additional
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information. Therefore, at the end of the enquiry process, a
learner might have more questions than answers, but would

have a richer and deeper understanding of the issues involved.
(CDC & HKEAA, 2007, p. 90)

Since the issue-inquiry approach of Liberal Studies
highlights the importance of comprehensive understanding
as critical thinking does, it is concluded that issue-inquiry
approach also involves the habit of mind of “understanding

comprehensively” for critical thinking.

Issue-inquiry Approach Promotes “Judging
Reasonably”

The final habit of mind for critical thinking is “judging
reasonably.” According to Pappas and Tepe (2002), it is
important to provide practice and experience of critical thinking
by applying knowledge, evaluating various choices, and making
judgments to a problem (pp. 94-95). Lee (2004), in agreement
with Pappas and Tepe, proposed that the process of inquiry is
in line with critical thinking; evidential reasoned judgment is
formed in the inquiry process, particularly in the final stage
(pp. 11-14). By addressing additional questions, considering
alternative points of view, proceeding to logical conclusion,
appropriate reasoned judgment relating to an issue could be

made.

For issue-inquiry approach of Liberal Studies, it is intended
to make practical judgments by taking into account “both the
facts and the different interpretations of their practical
significance and meaning” (CDC & HKEAA, 2007, p. 89). It



was reminded that criticisms from the negative side solely are
not reasoned judgment; a right judgment should be made under
the consideration of different perspectives (CDC & HKEAA,
2007, p. 89). This involves the organization of relevant facts,
opinions or argument of the issue; the detection of conflicts,
values and attitudes; the verification of the completeness and
correctness of information; the reference to collected data; the
validity to generalize the hypothesis; the evaluation of the
limitations and alternatives to different positions; and the
decision on possible solutions (CDC, 2000b, p. 13). Additionally,
as shown in Table 5, students are required to take action,
evaluate and accept consequences and revise judgment after
considering all sides of the argument, weighing the pros and
cons, and putting forward reasons and justifications in stage
III of the issue-inquiry process. In view of the similarities
between inquiry learning and critical thinking on the issue of
reasoned judgment, it arrives at a conclusion that the habit of
mind of “judging reasonably” for critical thinking exists in

issue-inquiry approach in Liberal Studies as well.

Concluding Remarks

In the above discussion, it is found that the four habits of mind
for critical thinking exist in the issue-inquiry approach of the
NSSC of Liberal Studies. Thus, the issue-inquiry approach
seems to be beneficial to the cultivation of critical thinking.
It is also found that the two core elements of issue-inquiry
approach — multiple perspectives and learning communities
— may facilitate students to grow with critical mind. With
multiple perspectives, students may obtain a comparatively

comprehensive understanding about the inquired issue through

35



36

truth-seeking. They may also evaluate the pros and cons of
each perspective in a controversial issue before reaching a
reasonable judgment. Above all, students may develop a fair
and open-minded attitude when dealing with value conflict from
different perspectives. They may learn to reflect on personal
values and be objective to others’ opinions seriously even when

they are against their own views.

On the other hand, students are required to communicate
with their peers in the learning process according to the NSSC
of Liberal Studies. They may not only learn to divide the truth-
seeking work in the issue-inquiry process, but also contribute
their own thought toward the inquired issue. When they share
their digestion of the issue in their learning community, all
the community members may understand the issue more
comprehensively. In addition, they may make use of their life
experience and value judgment to give critical comments on
the issue. They may also learn to examine different perspectives
of an issue together by posing questions and discussing their
own opinions within their learning communities. Debate and
role play are some of the inquiry activities commonly used for
such a purpose. In such a tolerated, fair and open-minded
learning atmosphere, students may be able to make collective

and reasonable judgment under comprehensive consideration.

In conclusion, issue-inquiry approach of Liberal Studies
may promote students’ critical thinking by providing
opportunities for them to identify the underlying viewpoints
and values, and to apply critical thinking skills when making
judgments on personal and social issues (CDC & HKEAA,
2007, p. 6).



Discussion

Although the promotion of critical thinking through issue-
inquiry approach in the NSSC of Liberal Studies has been
discussed with the four habits of mind for critical thinking in
the previous section, it may only appear as one of the possible

perspectives to nurture critical thinking in Liberal Studies.

In the curriculum guide of the NSSC of Liberal Studies,
the term “critical thinking” appears as many as 19 times. For
instance, one of the curriculum aims is “to develop in students
a range of skills for life-long learning, including critical
thinking skills” (CDC & HKEAA, 2007, p. 5); it is also one of
the learning outcomes and assessment objectives to “identify
the values underlying different views and judgments on personal
and social issues, and apply critical thinking skills ... in making
decisions and judgments on issues and problems at both personal
and social levels” (CDC & HKEAA, 2007, p. 6); it is one of
the generic skills to be promoted as well (CDC & HKEAA,
2007, p. 182).

However, the relationship between the curriculum and
critical thinking has never been discussed in details. No clear
instruction has been provided in the curriculum to demonstrate
how critical thinking can be developed and applied in each of
the study areas, which kind of strategies can encourage critical
thinking, what is the role of teachers in the development of
critical thinking, and how the assessment of critical thinking
can successfully evaluate the application of critical thinking in
Liberal Studies. Hence, the appearance of the four habits of
mind for critical thinking in the issue-inquiry learning of Liberal

Studies may only be a coincidence.
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Since critical thinking is one of the generic skills which
are expected to be promoted in the 21st century education
reform in Hong Kong, other New Senior Secondary curricular
that apply issue-inquiry approach to learn may also include the
four habits of mind for critical thinking. For example, the
Personal, Social and Humanities Education curricula such as
Geography, Economics, and History; and the curricula like
“Technology and Living” and “Ethics and Religious Studies”
are curricula that aim at promoting critical thinking and apply
issue-inquiry approach to learn as well. It is predictable that
the core elements of critical thinking (four habits of mind)
may probably emerge in these curricula. In other words, the
four habits of mind for critical thinking may easily be found
among the New Senior Secondary curricula which apply issue-
inquiry approach to learn. Therefore, the four habits of mind
for critical thinking as the evidence may not sufficiently support
that the NSSC of Liberal Studies was designed especially for

the promotion of critical thinking.

On the other hand, when comparing with other curricula,
it seems that not enough guidelines are provided to facilitate
the learning of issue-based inquiry in Liberal Studies. For
example, in the previous curriculum of Geography, an example
of worksheet to demonstrate how issue-based inquiry is adopted
in the teaching and learning of Geography (CDC, 2003,
pp- 51-57); and in the ASL curriculum of Liberal Studies, the
teaching and learning strategies of issue-based inquiry are
demonstrated (CDC, 2000b, pp. 36—46). Nonetheless, in the
NSSC of Liberal Studies, when discussing issue-inquiry

learning, it is solely related to the development of multiple



perspectives. For example, “the processes involved in conducting
an issue-enquiry in Liberal Studies, and how these processes
are relevant to the development of multiple perspectives” (CDC
& HKEAA, 2007, p. 89); and “the development of multiple
perspectives throughout the entire issue-enquiry process” (CDC
& HKEAA, 2007, p. 90) were written. In such case, it seems
that the development of multiple perspectives is more relevant
to the investigation of contemporary issues than the development

of critical thinking in Liberal Studies.

Above all, the development of multiple perspectives may
not intentionally aim at that of critical thinking. It is counted
that the term “multiple perspectives” appear for 15 times
(4 times less than the term “critical thinking”) in the curriculum
of Liberal Studies. It is not only one of its aims “to enable
students to develop multiple perspectives on perennial and
contemporary issues in different contexts” (CDC & HKEAA,
2007, p. 5), but also one of the assessment objectives of Liberal
Studies to “analyse issues ... solve problems, make sound
judgments and conclusions and provide suggestions, using
multiple perspectives, creativity and appropriate thinking skills”
(CDC & HKEAA, 2007, p. 124). It seems reasonable to assess
the application of critical thinking by means of multiple
perspectives since it helps making the assessment of critical
thinking explicit. However, it is doubtful that the development
of critical thinking and multiple perspectives appears as two
different aims in the NSSC of Liberal Studies. From the
researcher’s viewpoint, such inconsistence in the appearance
of multiple perspectives and critical thinking in curriculum

aims and assessment outcomes seems to be the reason that the
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Figure 1. Relation Between the Development of Multiple
Perspectives and Critical Thinking

Development Development

of multiple of critical

perspectives thinking

development of multiple perspectives and critical thinking

intersect each other (Figure 1).

People who are able to view an issue from different
perspectives do not imply that they possess the critical thinking
ability and vice versa. Multiple perspectives help students to
develop a broader view of an issue so that they understand
the issue in a comparably comprehensive way. When people
understand an issue more comprehensively, it seems that they
are comparably abler to arrive at a reasonable judgment.
However, some people who are able to view an issue from
different perspectives may not possess critical thinking ability.
They may make judgment with fallacies. For example, appeal
to authority and appeal to majority are two of the common
fallacies people often commit even they possess information

from multiple perspectives.

Conversely, multiple perspectives may not be the mere

method for reasoned judgment or even critical thinking. Some



scholars even claimed that logic is directly relational to reasoned
judgment which is fundamental to critical thinking (e.g.,
Dewey, 1933; Halpern, 2003; Paul et al., 1993; Walters, 1994).
Logic is reasoning by considering the relationships between
propositions (Paul et al., 1993, p. 476). With logical thinking,
people may probably think critically and make judgment
reasonably by deduction or induction. For instance, Dewey
(1933) emphasized that:

“logical,” as applied to the process of thinking, signifies that
the course of thoughts is carried on reflectively, in the sense
in which reflection was discriminated from other kinds of

thinking. (p. 76; italics original)
Walters (1994) reviewed that:

the explosion of interest in critical thinking that spread across
the academy in the last twenty years, focusing squarely and
almost exclusively as it does on the cannons of logical analysis,
operates from an orientation | earlier characterized as logicistic.
As a consequence, standard textbooks and courses in critical
thinking typically concentrate on exercises and lectures that
drill students in the mechanics of logical argumentation ...
many institutions use the terms “critical thinking” and “informal/
logic” interchangeably in their rosters of course descriptions.
As Joanne Kurfiss correctly notes, “teaching ‘critical thinking,’
at least at the introductory level, has become almost synonymous
with the methods of applied informal logic”. (pp. 4-5)

Halpern (2003) echoed with these scholars and summarized
that:

41



42

many definitions of the term critical thinking identify reasoning
as central to the concept as seen in the definition ... They
agreed that “critical thinking is ... cohesive, logical reasoning

patterns”. (p. 138; italics original)

However, this kind of critical thinking may not involve
multiple perspectives in reasoning. Paul et al. (1993) extended
that “critical thinking can now be understood as a deep interest
in the logic of logic, ... in which we use human reason well or
poorly in attempting to make sense of things and our created
interpretations of them” (p. 111). In addition, he divided critical
thinking into weak sense and strong sense which are monological
and multilogical respectively (Paul et al., 1993, pp. 205-206).
Since then, the development of multiple perspectives is
considered as an important element on top of logic that facilitates

the development of critical thinking in Liberal Studies.

In different curricula that apply issue-based inquiry learning
to develop critical thinking, the purposes are different. For
example, in the previous syllabus of Geography, it emphasized
decision making and problem solving (CDC, 2003, p. 50);
in ASL curriculum of Liberal Studies, it emphasized problem
solving and solution finding (CDC, 2000b, p. 10). It was not
until the Certificate Level (CL) of Integrated Humanities that
judgment became one of the purposes of issue-based inquiry
learning (CDC, 2003, p. 26). For the NSSC of Liberal Studies,
it adopted the idea of the CL of Integrated Humanities and
continued to regard judgment as one of the purposes of issue-
based inquiry (CDC & HKEAA, 2007, p. 4). In fact, judgment
is not necessarily related to inquiry learning. They seldom

related judgment to inquiry learning (Pappas & Tepe, 2002).



The most common purpose of inquiry learning is problem
solving (Jin, 2005, p. 4; Ren, 2005, p. 28). However, decision,
solutions and conclusions (made in problem solving) are closely
related to judgments. Therefore, critical thinking may appear

in different ways when learning via issue-inquiry approaches.

Conclusion and Recommendations

In recent years, the nurturing of critical thinking in liberal
education has been emphasized (Gary, 2007, p. 151). As a
transformed curriculum from liberal education, the NSSC of
Liberal Studies inherits the development of “liberated mind”
as its objective (Tsang, 2006, p. 14). Therefore, it is one of its
missions to nurture reflective, critical, creative, and advanced
“habit of mind.” Like many other liberal education curricula,
it is hoped that conceptual analysis, argument clarification, and
critical evaluation would eventually become habits through the
learning of Liberal Studies. However, the absolutism in
methodology and overemphasis on critical thinking strategies
led to criticism (Walters, 1986, p. 238). It has been criticized
that too much attention was paid to what critical thinking is
(knowing) rather than the demand of critical thinking in living
(willing) (Gary, 2007, p. 151). Therefore, both the training
within the curriculum and the transfer of critical thinking into

practice should be treasured.

For the interdisciplinary curriculum of Liberal Studies, it
provides a good opportunity for students to apply and transfer
critical thinking skills across different contexts and learning
situations. With contemporary issues, students are able to

resemble the true situations and deal with authentic problems
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in personal and social life. After acquiring practical learning
experience, it is anticipated that students are able to apply and
transfer their learning to real-life situations. Previous research
supports that critical thinking skills can be transferred from
school context to various settings or real world context
successfully if it is taught with appropriate instruction (e.g.,
Kosonen & Winne, 1995; Lehman & Nisbett, 1990; Nisbett,
1993; Perkins & Grotzer, 1997). Thus, the integration of issue-
inquiry approach into the interdisciplinary curriculum of Liberal
Studies could probably promote the transfer of critical thinking
skills.

On the other hand, despite knowledge, skills, values and
attitudes were stressed as the core elements in the NSSC of
Liberal Studies, the nurturing of critical thinking is only limited
to the skills dimension. The Liberal Studies syllabus only
concerned with the content knowledge and its transferability
across the three areas of study in the knowledge dimension,
while all values and attitudes mentioned are related to the
content knowledge as well (Appendix 4). Given these, teachers
might easily incline to the teaching of the content knowledge
rather than the fostering of critical thinking. Above all, it is
believed that skills, dispositions, and habits of mind are essential
to critical thinking. Thus, only providing training of critical
thinking skills is not enough; students’ inclination to apply
critical thinking in daily life needs to be enhanced until they

develop the required habits of mind.

The determining factor for success in the cultivation of

critical thinking in Liberal Studies is the implementation of



issue-inquiry learning approach. Nonetheless, there is no clear
guideline on how the learning approach could facilitate the
cultivation of critical thinking. Therefore, in order to fill in
the gap, it is recommended that practical examples on the
teaching and learning strategies of critical thinking and
guidelines in the assessment of critical thinking should be
provided. Besides, the relationship among critical thinking,
issue-inquiry learning, and multiple perspectives should be
demonstrated clearly in the NSSC of Liberal Studies.
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