


Update Questions

Each Update consists of your answers to five required questions:

#1. Describe the past year's accomplishments and the current status of this Action Project

This past year we focused considerable time familiarizing the Western faculty with the Critical Thinking Action Project and providing professional development training in the critical thinking vocabulary, processes and instructional methods which improve student critical thinking learning outcomes.  Eighteen critical thinking action items were identified for AY 2007/08.  Fifteen of these items were either completed or achieved significant progress.  A number of faculty has begun implementing critical thinking teaching strategies and improved evaluation of student critical thinking learning outcomes. The Western Curriculum Committee approved two courses for first-year students with significant critical thinking components. It is anticipated that 700 first-year students will enroll in these courses in Fall 2008.  A Western Critical Thinking Website has been developed which describes the Action Project, includes minutes of the Critical Thinking Steering Committee, and electronic Poster Presentations of faculty integration of critical thinking into teaching methods and curriculum. http://www.missouriwestern.edu/CriticalThinking/ 
Critical thinking, and the action items related to this Action Project, was the main agenda item for a number of meetings this year:  three major faculty development colloquia, five meetings of the Critical Thinking Steering Committee and numerous email conversations between committee members.  There were five meetings of the Western Strategic Planning Committee which heard and discussed reports of Action Project progress. The Action Project was discussed in the annual meetings of the academic colleges and in a number of sessions of the Western Curriculum Committee.  
The Strategic Planning Implementation Fund (SPIF) provided $100, 000 this year to the Critical Thinking Action Project with the intention an additional $200, 000 in the next years and then to provide funding in the base to continue the Project after it becomes officially retired as an Action Project but remains an institutional priority.

#2. Describe how the institution involved people in work on this Action Project.

We involved a large number of individuals in a variety of activities. Over 320 faculty and academic administrators attended one or more of three faculty development colloquia (June, August, and November).  Each was led by Dr. Gerald Nosich, representing the Foundation for Critical Thinking, who is a national figure in the critical thinking improvement effort.  Throughout the academic year we held five meetings of the Critical Thinking Steering Committee (20 members representing all academic departments) to discuss the action project and curricular issues.  There are representatives from all academic departments on this committee.  There were five meetings of the Western Strategic Planning Committee which heard and discussed reports of Action Project progress.

The annual academic college meetings (attended by approximately 220 faculty and staff) discussed critical thinking as did a number of College Department Chairperson Meetings.  Faculty and departments discussed issues of interest and concern regarding the Western Critical Thinking Initiative.
There was significant and ongoing communication to focus on critical thinking in the curriculum and teaching methodology. We saw significant progress in a number of areas; however, continuing efforts are necessary to maintain momentum and the continued expansion of this effort. 
#3. Describe your planned next steps for this Action Project.

The next critical steps (action items) include the following:

1. Create student learning benchmarks and goals for critical thinking relative to national standards.

2. Create a critical thinking assessment plan to evaluate the process of improving student critical thinking.

3. Continue the development of the Western Critical Thinking Web Site and on-line journal.

4. Create and staff a Center for the Advancement of Learning and Teaching. Personnel searches ongoing.

5. Continue the refinement of critical thinking courses for first-year students.

6. Work with departments to continue to incorporate a common critical thinking model into Western’s curriculum.

7. Maintain efforts to publicize the critical thinking effort and recognize and reward accomplishments.
8. Implement assessment activities and use these data to inform continued improvement in the teaching and learning of critical thinking. 
#4. Describe any "effective practice(s)" that resulted from your work on this Action Project.

This Spring we held two activities that were very effective in bringing critical thinking to the attention of students and highlighted faculty involvement in critical thinking.  In March we announced a Student Critical Thinking Essay Contest and invited students to send responses to a set of newspaper opinion pieces.  We received 60 student responses to this invitation. Twenty award winners selected and given $250 in bookstore credit.  
Faculty were requested to submit descriptions of current or planned efforts to improve student critical thinking (including student outcomes data if available).  Faculty and departments identified as showing excellence were to receive a plaque and a faculty development award of $2,000 (one award), $1,000 (ten awards), or one departmental award ($3,000).  Nineteen individual faculty and one department submitted materials for consideration.  The number and quality of these submissions exceeded our expectations.  In addition to the 12 awards previously listed, we gave eight honorable mention awards of $250.  
In April the two academic deans invited all faculty to a Deans Colloquium to recognize critical thinking award winning students and faculty.  Approximately 100 people attended. Faculty gave poster presentations of their work and at dinner discussed how to improve teaching methods.  After dinner students and faculty were given their awards.  
#5. What challenges, if any, are you still facing in regards to this Action Project?

1. Create and staff a Center for the Advancement of Learning and Teaching.  This Center is to take responsibility for coordinating and giving leadership to the critical thinking effort at the retirement of the LAS Dean who retired 6/30/2008 and who had taken a major responsibility for this effort.  Efforts to select a qualified Director are continuing.
2. Continual development of faculty understanding and commitment to a coordinated plan in accomplishing improvements in student critical thinking learning outcomes.  
3. An orientation to college course has been modified to focus on critical thinking.  The curriculum (the common vocabulary and processes of critical thinking) in this course needs to be applied broadly in the curriculum.  Current progress in doing this must be maintained and increased.
4. The institution must refine the assessment of student critical thinking assessment.  We currently use recognized national assessment measures of critical thinking.  Additional measures applicable to individual majors need development.  Increased numbers of students tested and promoting greater student motivation to do well on these assessment measures are of vital importance to improved assessment and confidence in the data collected. 
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