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Abstract 

Of all the animals, the boy is the most unmanageable - Plato 

The overt teaching of critical thinking skills to boys in a Grade 9 mixed-ability English class 

enhanced a sense of agency in their social environment, developed their argumentative skills 

during essay writing, and gave some boys the metacognitive language to discuss their own 

academic journey. Using an action research approach, we taught critical thinking through 

evocative and current practical examples and exercises, and traditional teaching methods. 

While puzzles and practical “real-life” examples kept boys at this age engaged and excited, the 

more theoretical, or “static,” parts of our lessons were lost on most boys. In the variety of modes 

given to boys to reflect on their experiences, we found that in creating a space for boys to reflect 

on their place in the world, one of the most important aims of being adaptable in a changing 

world was developed through giving boys a voice within their complex negotiation of finding 

an authentic sense of self. 

Glossary 

To adapt is to fit or adjust, to make (something) suitable for a new use or purpose; to alter or 

modify, but also to become adjusted to new conditions (The Concise Oxford Dictionary, 1991).  

This includes actions such as to change, customize, improve, informally to tweak. 

To integrate is the act of bringing (people or groups with particular characteristics or needs) 

into equal participation in or membership of a social group or institution (Oxford Dictionary, 

2017). 

Introduction 

Teaching the “born-free” boys (born post 1994) in South Africa has become particularly 

complex. They are struggling with identity with regards to their race, ideals, and values which 
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may conflict with those of their parents, and also with the notion of masculinity in 21st Century 

South Africa and the world (Norgaard, 2015). Norgaard explains: 

 

With a range of lived experience, civic attitudes, and a fraught sense of identity and 

agency, I found that the born-frees may have to define themselves before they can define 

the future of South Africa. This generation is so central to South Africa’s future, but is in 

so many other ways so powerless. I found persistent racial stratification and alienation 

penetrating nearly every aspect of South African life, both among older generations and 

among the born-frees. If South Africa truly stands at a rainbow junction, it is because this 

generation, while so central, has yet to differentiate itself (p. ix). 

Within our school, boys who thrive academically, socially, and extramurally tend to find it 

easier to adapt to our school environment. Boys on the opposite side of the spectrum - the 

strugglers - also benefit from the current academic system: they are recognised early on and 

their needs are often catered for by tutors, extra lessons, and psychologists. Then there is the 

“missing middle.” These are the boys who cruise under the radar; their names never come up in 

meetings or assembly, they are seldom in trouble, and seldom excel academically or 

extramurally. These are the boys we wanted to “upskill” with the tools that will enable them to 

feel in control; to choose how to respond to the unpredictable landscape of self and their 

relationship to others and the greater world. 

In this study, we focussed on the deliberate teaching of critical thinking skills, which, according 

to Marin and Halpern (2010), “is often listed as the most important reason for formal education 

because ... to think critically is essential for success in the contemporary world where the rate at 

which new knowledge is created is rapidly accelerating” (p. 1). Moreover, we are aware of the 

fact that we are teaching boys who can be notoriously difficult to please. Boys love puzzles and 

they love competing, so our approach was inclusive and diverse. By using provocative, real life, 

and current examples within a “game-like” environment we believe that we piqued the boys’ 

interest and held their attention for the duration of the action research. 

The ability to participate in, and facilitate, the teaching of the critical thinking process through 

action research was appropriate as it allows the facilitators to intervene and guide as an 

educator would normally do (Stringer, 2007). A passive researcher would have no influence on 
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the outcome and so the subjects would not necessarily reach their potential as we hoped they 

would in this case. Moreover, the boys themselves were involved in shaping the development 

of this program and therefore became stakeholders in their own learning and development, and 

the learning of those who will benefit from the program in the future.  Stringer (2007) explains, 

“participants ... are therefore consciously engaged in the process of describing the nature of the 

problem and gathering information” (p. 65). This had an in-built benefit towards our research 

area in itself, since agency and autonomy were the ultimate aims of our intervention.  

Our project was guided by the research question, “How might participation in the Critical 

Thinking Skills section of the Adapt Program deepen Grade 9 boys’ ability to integrate more 

effectively into their school environment?” The Adapt Program is a new endeavour aimed at 

equipping boys with what are often referred to as “soft skills.” We wanted to develop their 

ability to position themselves within, and integrate themselves into, society in order to be active 

participants in our changing world. Adaptability not only spoke to the actions required from 

the boys who participated in the program, but also to the process involved in doing action 

research, where we had the freedom to modify and adjust our practice as the program rolled 

out. 

The “soft skills” of interest were those that enhance personal autonomy as well as social 

manoeuvrability within the microcosm of our school. Our ultimate hope was to include 

effective communication, collaboration, critical thinking, and creativity skills, which, in turn, 

will equip boys with more options in their skill-sets when faced with personal difficulties (be it 

academic or in their search for a coherent “self”). We also hoped to assist the boys to negotiate 

the position of their social selves in a hierarchical system and within a world that operates 

within value systems they may not agree with or are unaware of. 

According to The Foundation of Critical Thinking (n.d.), critical thinking is “that mode of 

thinking in which the thinker improves the quality of his or her thinking by skilfully analysing, 

assessing, and reconstructing it. Critical thinking is self-directed, self-disciplined, self-

monitored, and self-corrective thinking” (para. 2). In our minds, these are some of the 

cornerstones of the habits needed to be adaptable. Critical thinking may have an impact if boys 

can show improved clarity, precision, accuracy, relevance, consistency, and fairness in their 

response to questions around themselves, within their academic environment as well as 

experience more perspective in their social environment. 
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Literature Review 

Adaptability and critical thinking  

Adaptability goes hand in hand with critical thinking - one of the cornerstones of the “Four 

C’s.” According to Martin, Nejad, Colmar, and Liem (2013) adaptability is the capacity to adjust 

one’s thoughts and behaviours in order to effectively respond to uncertainty, new information, 

or changed circumstances (p. 728). Moreover, adaptability encompasses cognitive, behavioural, 

and emotional adjustments (Martin, Nejad, Colmar, Liem, & Collie, 2015). As a disposition and 

skill, adaptability is essential to an individual’s psychological health, social success, and 

academic and workplace achievement. Individuals who are adaptable exhibit key behaviours, 

such as thinking and acting effectively under pressure, and adjusting timelines, results, and 

expectations appropriately when needs change (National Institutes for Health, 2015). 

“Boys must ultimately answer the existential question, “What am I good for?” (Dixon, 2013, p.  

97). This is particularly important when talking about critical thinking skills leading boys to 

become more adaptable—they need to feel like they fit in; they want to feel like they have 

purpose and control. Sax (2007) references Nietzsche's “will to power” where boys, to at least 

some degree, want to be masters of their own fates. 

During a forum discussion around transformation and diversity at St Andrew’s College (6 

September, 2017) amongst a group of boys ranging from Grades 9 to 12, the facilitator asked 

each of the boys to state what they wished for regarding their readiness to have the difficult 

discussions around our school’s institutional culture. Nearly all of them mentioned that they 

wished they were taught some critical thinking skills much earlier on in their education.  

The explicit teaching of critical thinking skills to the “missing middle”  

At St Andrew’s College, we offer the option of Critical Thinking Skills in Grade 11 and, more 

often than not, it is the higher-achieving boys who do this course.  

Marin and Halpern (2010) argue that, “given the fact that adolescence and young adulthood are 

recognized by brain researchers as optimal for the development of higher order cognitive 

processes” (p. 1), there is a need to focus on critical thinking instruction designed for high 

school students. This can be done in either of two ways: embedded instruction with critical 

thinking skills woven into the content matter, or explicit instruction with lessons designed 
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specifically to provide guidance in specific critical thinking skills. While Marin and Halpin 

found that, “traditionally, practitioners have endorsed the former” (p. 1), these skills are often 

not recognized as transferable between disciplines and “exposure to instruction designed to 

enhance critical thinking is usually limited to those students enrolled in higher level 

coursework” (p. 2). 

According to Marin and Halpern (2010), “to learn critical thinking, both high and low 

achieving students benefit from explicit instruction and repeated practice” (p. 4) and 

furthermore, “critical thinking is not … exclusive to “smart people” (see also Dweck, 2002; 

Halpern, 2003; Kuhn, 2000). Research that supports explicit instruction shows that when 

key critical thinking skills, such as metacognition, are overtly taught using guided 

instruction in which the student is central and active in the learning experience, those skills 

are advanced (Kuhn, 2000; Moseley, Baumfield, Elliott, Gregson, Higgins, Miller & 

Newton, 2005). 

Classroom environment and critical thinking 

Dixon (2013) refers to the importance of encouraging boys to move in class, using humour as a 

connecting tool and presenting them with positive challenges which relate to their personal 

goals and interests. This is linked to Dixon’s notion of providing meaning to learning. Deci 

(1995) also poses a convincing argument in Why We Do What We Do–a book on human 

motivation—that, unless we behave from a place of autonomy, we are being controlled, either 

through compliance or out of defiance. It is, therefore, critical that boys need to have buy-in —

both in the classroom environment we create, as well as in handing over the power of discovery 

and control to the boys themselves, in order for them to take ownership of their growth. 

Swartz (2003) summarizes three key principles of critical thinking instruction, reflecting the 

need for both embedded and explicit instruction: 

(a) the more explicit the teaching of thinking is the greater impact it will have on 

students. (b) The more classroom instruction incorporates an atmosphere of 

thoughtfulness the more open students will be to valuing good thinking. (c) The more 

the teaching of thinking is integrated into content instruction, the more students will 

think about what they are learning. (p. 208) 
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Sax (2007) explores the concepts of “wissenschaft” and “kenntnis”, wherein “kenntnis” is the 

practical knowledge acquired through experience and “wissenschaft” is the knowledge 

acquired from an external source (textbooks, internet, traditional teaching practices). We 

introduced the idea of “kenntnis” to the participants to enable them to grapple with some of 

the real world issues which they face as teenage boys in 21st century South Africa. 

Our action research project used a mixed method of explicitly teaching critical thinking 

skills which was then consciously embedded in the teaching of the Grade 9 English Home 

Language syllabus.  

Research Context 

St Andrew’s College (SAC) is an independent Anglican, predominantly boarding, school for 

boys from Grades 8 to 12. The school is situated in Grahamstown in the Eastern Cape Province 

of South Africa and was established in 1855 in order to provide instruction to the sons of the 

white farming community that developed out of the British Settlers who arrived in 1820. The 

Eastern Cape is largely rural and the poorest of the nine provinces. The school has no entrance 

examination and is considered as one of the elite traditional boys’ schools in South Africa. The 

disparity between the infrastructure and the wealth of the school stands in stark contrast to its 

immediate environment. Although a small town, Grahamstown is also the home to Rhodes 

University and the town has a long tradition of being an educational centre. 

The school caters for 485 pupils from across the globe. The school motto is “Nec Aspera 

Terrent” (Difficulties do not dismay us). This ideal of fearless acceptance of challenge sums up 

what the school aims to instil in its pupils in preparation for future life. 

SAC forms part of a family of schools along with St Andrew’s Preparatory School and the 

Diocesan School for Girls. The boys from SAC and the girls from the DSG attend classes 

together from Grade 10 - 12 in a unique co-instructional model. 

In this action research project, the 23 Grade 9 boys from David Molony’s English class were 

chosen as he had daily contact with them. Maretha Potgieter was able to join four of these 

lessons per two-week cycle as co-teacher. As a mixed academic ability class, they represented 

the entire spectrum of boys at SAC. 
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All the boys who participated in the action research did so with written permission from their 

parents or guardians as well as from themselves. Anonymity was maintained throughout and 

no reference was made to individuals by name. 

The Action 

The main objective of the intervention was to see if we could observe any changes in the way 

the boys were able to adjust their attitudes and responses to the various situations they 

encounter as students; i.e. to make them more adaptable to their school environment. The 

intervention was structured as an academic course where the language and concepts of critical 

thinking were made available to the boys through practical examples, exercises, and traditional 

teaching methods.  

We spent 3 to 4 out of 10 lessons per two-week cycle specifically on the research action. While 

some language teaching techniques were still employed, we focussed on introducing critical 

thinking skills aimed at the understanding of self, others, and developing empathy. We exposed 

the boys to stereotypically-held views and deep-seated cultural norms, and the concept of social 

justice.  

The course consisted of stimuli in the form of short video clips, newspaper articles, or visual 

texts. Short skills-teaching sessions then led into activities: small group discussions, debates, 

role-plays or writing tasks. A take-home task was given in the form of specific questions to 

guide the boys’ journal entries in the form of a blog. The process diverged from traditional 

language teaching in that the focus shifted from textual analysis per se, to explicit critical 

thinking skills instruction. Therefore, the desired outcome moved towards metacognitive 

growth rather than the achievement of purely content-driven outcomes.  

The outcomes of our action were rather hard to measure, since human nature is not predictable. 

We operated within open-ended discussions in a safe environment as we wanted the boys to 

develop their own position—i.e. there was no “right” answer, but there was a considered and 

morally justifiable response (whichever moral code you choose to abide by). Authenticity and 

honesty were markers of success within the classroom environment. 

 

Data Collection 
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Qualitative data included responses to a survey on the boys’ sense of belonging and purpose 

before the intervention (Appendix A). The boys also completed four tasks with responses to 

specific questions: An online blog (Appendix B), where they wrote more extensively on their 

sense of belonging and purpose (entitled “I am the guy…”); a reflection on their perceptions 

around critical thinking regarding their academics, social positioning and decision making 

(Appendix C), where they had to create a logical and sound argument around a question to 

which they would have an emotional response (namely: “Matrics deserve special privileges” - 

Appendix D); and a metacognitive video-interview at the end of the process, responding to 

questions (Appendix E) on the process as a whole. The final survey (Appendix F), returned to 

the questions in the original survey, with the exception of the puzzle. Other data were 

generated from observation notes from lessons, individual and group discussions. Our data also 

included the boys’ reflection on their end of year assessments, especially their English literature 

examination, which was an argumentative essay.  

The initial online survey provided baseline data on the boys’ critical thinking skills and their 

positioning at our school and included a question that required critical thinking to solve a 

puzzle. At the end of the intervention the same survey, with a different puzzle (Appendix F), 

was completed in order to ascertain whether they collectively felt more integrated into their 

school environment. The journal entry (in the form of an online blog) provided more personal 

insight into their sense of belonging and purpose at school.  

Some exit-ticket responses were required to check on the boys’ classroom engagement with the 

content, while classroom observations informed our teaching strategies and the boys’ levels of 

engagement with the different types of teaching strategies. The critical reflection gave us further 

insight into their understanding around the value of critical thinking in their academic and 

social interactions and how their critical thinking skills may influence their decision- making in 

the future.  

The structuring of an argument around an emotive topic and the video interviews provided 

insight into whether the boys’ thinking and attitudes changed during the eight weeks of 

research. The video interviews were transcribed and analysed in order to ascertain where boys 

felt they benefited (or not) from the process. We used their English literature examination (an 

argumentative essay) as another indicator in the growth of their argumentative skills.  
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Therefore, it was the experience of the boys that ultimately gave us an indication as to the 

success of the program - whether or not they felt (individually and/or collectively) that their 

engagement with the programme had made a tangible difference in their sense of control, 

agency, and autonomy. 

Discussion of Results 

“I really enjoyed learning about how to handle new things in life.” - Boy D 

The value of personal reflection towards positioning yourself in the world 

The written work (Appendix B) and the construction of an argument on a rather controversial 

topic at school, namely, “Matrics1 deserve special privileges” (Appendix D) showed that even 

though most of the boys didn’t prefer the writing (according to Boy P, “I get annoyed with 

myself when I write,”), it provided many of them with an outlet for more personal reflection.  

Critical thinking in self-reflective writing  

The blogs were completed before any teaching of critical thinking was initiated and there was 

an almost disconcerting honesty in most of the boys’ responses. Boy U, for instance, admitted, 

“I always do what adults tell me to. I am often afraid to express myself and take my own 

advice.” Boy A remarked, “I show interest in things that most people would say are “boring” or 

“a waste of time.” Boy I believes he is smart, “but not enough to be recognised,” while Boy M 

believes he comes across as “a dumbass.” Boy D responded that “I am not comfortable around 

people and become quiet because I’m not sure how to act around them.”  Boy M also felt that, “I 

don’t have a place [at St Andrew’s College] yet – I come across as just some dumb kid who is 

looking for attention ... I am wanting to change, but forget about the pacts I make with myself.”  

On speaking about their comfort zones, Boy D said, “When in trouble (which is a lot) I start to 

get nervous, anxious and shy, because I’m out of my comfort zone.” Boy R said that he will only 

communicate with people he knows well. When asked how they felt when others falsely 

accused them of things, Boy V responded in an offhand way at first, “I don’t care,” but went on 

to say, “deep inside it makes me feel insecure. Even if I know what the truth is, I get really 

scared. I care too much about what other people think of me than what I think of myself.”  

                                                
1 Grade 12 boys (most senior boys at South African schools). 
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The boys didn’t seem overly concerned with their purpose in life at this stage. “I don’t know 

what my purpose in life is just yet; maybe I’m too young to understand what it means. I haven’t 

unlocked my full potential,” said Boy D. Boy S was quite philosophical: “I have no purpose yet. 

It will always change and I might never know what it is and I’m fine with that. “Purpose” is 

overrated and everyone should be free to do and be whatever they choose. All sorts of 

experiences define me.” Boy U did feel like he had some responsibility that awaits him, namely, 

“To be kind and make people happy; to pay back my parents for all the things they’ve done for 

me.” 

It appears, therefore, that even before the boys learnt about critical thinking skills, the mere fact 

that these existential questions were put before them, led them to critically reflect on their place 

in this world. Most of them displayed some self-knowledge and even showed anguish at not 

always living up to their own expectations. Although they often displayed a tough exterior, 

they cared about what others think of them.  

Critical thinking and organising one’s thoughts 

One ability that critical thinkers have is an understanding of what an argument is and how to 

structure it. The argument (see Addendum D) was a written task towards the end of the 

research process and was used to ascertain whether the boys could employ the skills they had 

learned. The concept of Matric privileges is a hot topic and was used to make it more difficult 

for the boys to structure their arguments logically (as they had been taught), since they are all 

emotionally invested in the conclusions they were trying to justify through their arguments. 

One boy (who fell into the trap of an emotional rant), clearly loved the topic, “I’ve never been 

more willing to write an oral [sic] before.” 

While some of the boys relied on stock arguments and trite logic, many of the boys attempted to 

engage with the topic critically; they worked back from logical conclusions justified by valid 

reasoning. Boy S, whose argument vehemently opposed special privileges, wrote in his 

introduction: 

College is a school that believes the older you are, the more privileged you are. This is 

because of tradition. I have three reasons why this tradition is a bad thing: Hate and 

anger, making others feel inferior, and fear. 
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In this introduction the boy showed his ability to move beyond the simple, “I agree” or 

“disagree,” to engage critically with the topic by linking tradition to privilege and headlining 

his reasoning. Boy M explained later in the video interview that he started to “think differently” 

about the world while writing his argument. 

Lessons from the classroom 

It became clear to us that the boys learnt from, and bought into, the concepts explored in the 

practical and role-playing exercises. Like almost every other student, Boy Q said that, “the 

exercises and debates were really fun.” The railway track debate (see Appendix G) sparked 

particular interest. “I loved the railroad track exercise, however, I didn’t think I would be so 

easily persuaded to take a side,” commented Boy P. Boy L remarked, “The railway puzzle was 

the most enjoyable - it showed our sheep mentality.”2  

The boys found the PowerPoint Presentations and traditional teaching boring and unhelpful. 

Boy I felt that he easily lost concentration, while Boy O complained that, “some of the 

theoretical stuff was boring and I didn’t always understand,” an obstacle which could have 

been overcome by Marin and Halpern’s (2010) “repeated practice”  (p. 4) had the research been 

conducted over a longer period of time. Boy F put it quite succinctly, “I just learn better by 

doing.” It appeared as if the concepts became irrelevant if the boys could not relate them to 

their own existence.  

Although fewer boys believed that a year-long course would be valuable (some participants 

were not opposed to such a course as long as it was more practical in nature and didn’t take 

place during their English lessons), the qualitative data appeared to indicate that there is value 

in a social context, and perhaps more research with regards to critical thinking and masculinity 

should be contemplated.  

Perceptions on the value of learning and practicing critical thinking skills 

More than half of the boys referred to two areas where they believed the programme had 

impacted positively on them—their argumentative skills in essay writing and when discussing 

                                                
2 This exercise brought about fascinating body language. Boys who belonged to the perceived Orange 
team (“easier to argue for”) were scattered when having to construct their argument. Boys who belonged 
to the Purple team (“initially perceived as more tricky to argue”) sat in a tight knit group, keeping their 
heads close together. Winning was everything to them. 
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daily issues in a social setting. Some boys also remarked on critical thinking having an impact 

on their decision making and communication skills.  

Argumentative skills in essay writing. Many of the boys showed significant 

improvement in their writing and analysis skills when responding to an argumentative essay 

question on the play, Boesman and Lena (Athol Fugard, 1969). This was particularly evident in 

two aspects: 

1. The structure of the essays showed improved use of paragraphs, strong introductions  

and inclusion of evidence from the text to back up claims. All are significant  

 improvements from previous attempts. 

2. Analysis of the text and understanding the importance of detail and evidence in the 

writing showed general improvement. 

Of course, this was also David Molony’s English class and therefore those skills mentioned 

above were taught during the course and scope of the regular English lessons. The difference is 

perhaps that the English teaching did not change with this class, but the improvement in 

quality of the writing from previous years was noticeable. 

Learners also felt that their argumentative skills had improved. Boy L commented on how, after 

learning about fallacies, he had found while doing a History project that three websites had 

differing and incorrect dates for a historical event. He was visibly proud that no one else in the 

class had noticed the inconsistencies in the sources and was convinced the Adapt Programme was 

the reason he had spotted them. Boy C said that he learnt to “use evidence, rather than 

emotion” when arguing. Boy N responded when asked about his argumentative essay: “I felt 

good about writing, but realise I could have improved the conclusion.” This metacognitive 

insight was another small victory. Although not all, a few boys started using the terminology 

(albeit clumsily at times) when talking about their work. Many of the concepts, and much of the 

terminology taught and used throughout the course also became commonplace in David 

Molony’s English class. For some, it also boosted their confidence. “Yes! It helped me in exams. 

I felt more confident, like I knew more!” said Boy B. 

Discussing daily issues. Many boys commented on how their critical thinking skills 

have been or could potentially be useful in social situations. Boy I felt it is something “different 

to help in real life situations. I think I argue better now. I’m still working on it because I still get 
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too emotional when arguing.” Boy S remarked that it has made a difference in their dormitory, 

“There seems to be less shouting, you can ask people to just think about something.” Boy T also 

felt, “I debate differently to other people because of what we did.” 

Decision making and communication skills. Another outcome the boys identified was 

that critical thinking helped them in better decision making. Boy O felt that he is now better 

equipped at “assessing the consequences of my actions and decisions.” Boy N said, “I now 

think twice before I do things. I also try not to judge people on how popular they are.”   

Question 5 of the surveys conducted in September 2017 and January 2018 respectively, 

indicated a shift in the boys’ perceptions of their own communication skills. When asked in the 

initial survey how well they communicated with their peers, 16 of the 23 boys answered, 

“Well—I feel understood and my opinions are respected most of the time” whereas four boys 

believed their communication skills were only “adequate”. Only five boys regarded their 

communication with peers as, “excellent” (see Appendix H). In the final survey the boys who 

regarded their communication skills as excellent nearly doubled.   

 

Conclusions 

We believe that explicitly teaching critical thinking skills had an impact on the integration of 

boys within our school environment as the boys showed improved clarity, precision, accuracy, 

relevance, consistency, and fairness in their responses to questions around themselves, within 

their academic environment, as well as giving their experiences more perspective in their social 

environment. 

Although we have some doubts regarding our findings around whether boys were sometimes 

partial towards giving us the responses that they thought we may want to hear, we believe that 

teaching critical thinking skills has had an impact in their ability to integrate more effectively in 

their school environment.  

As Grade 9 students in a traditional boys’ school with a strong hierarchical structure, the boys 

often feel disenfranchised when it comes to presenting opinions. Consequently, one of the most 

valuable outcomes that we did not anticipate was how appreciative some boys were that they 

were able to express their thoughts and feelings on some of the topics that were given as 
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writing tasks in particular. Perhaps the belief that your opinion matters is one of the most 

empowering ways in which you can exercise self-actualisation.  

The boys displayed honest self-awareness in their writing and confirmed our hunch that Grade 

9 boys at our school often feel at sea, be it as individuals or as a group. Many boys feel 

particularly vulnerable when out of their comfort zones and when falsely accused. We did 

observe, however, that there was a small increase in positive responses from the initial and final 

surveys (Appendices A and F) with questions such as, “How in control of your world do you 

feel?” (Question 9) and, “Rate how included you feel in your dorm” (Question 3). 

The boys writing, especially in constructing a sound argument, motivated by well thought 

through examples and unbiased views, certainly improved. Moreover, they started to employ 

the metalanguage of critical thinking when talking about their learning. 

In future, we will pay attention to the mode, structure, and presentation of the theoretical 

component of the course by making it more practical and current, and by including more 

repeated practice. Framing the theory within a social context that relates more directly to their 

immediate environment will be well worth exploring.  

We believe that in future, the Adapt Program would be effective when boys can communicate an 

improved sense of agency in their lives and better articulate and critically reflect on who they 

are and who they are becoming. The boys certainly felt that their critical thinking skills are (and 

in the future will be) useful within their social environment, where they recognised that an 

emotional response often clouds one’s vision or strength of one’s argument. They also felt that 

they were better equipped for making informed and sound decisions in the future. Some boys 

also felt a strong sense of academic empowerment; feeling more in control of the stressful 

examination environment and particularly with previously unseen and/or multiple sources. 

  It therefore appears that participation in the Critical Thinking Skills section of the Adapt 

Program deepened some Grade 9 boys’ ability to integrate more effectively into their school 

environment.  

Reflection Statement 

During the course of our research, many lessons were learnt; the most important being 

recognising the strength of action research itself. Where traditional research often forces the 
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researcher to only reflect on that which can be measured quantitatively, learning to listen to the 

voices of the boys brought so many small successes to light. 

Working as a team was another bonus. Where David Molony is a member of a large English 

Home Language department, Maretha Potgieter often feels isolated in being the only one 

teaching her particular subject, namely Afrikaans Home Language. Doing this project together 

provided for many learning opportunities as practitioners in being able to discuss not only the 

content, but also the often strange and crazy dynamics that are at play in this microcosm of 

society, called the classroom. 
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Appendices 

APPENDIX A 

Survey Monkey 1 Questions. 

1. How comfortable are you when your day to day routine changes without warning? 

2. How likely are you to volunteer to go skydiving? 

3. Rate how included you feel in your dormitory (on a scale from 1 - 5). 

4. Rate how valued you feel in your immediate family (on a scale from 1 - 5). 

5. How well do you communicate with your peers 

a) Very poorly - I usually feel I can’t communicate with most people my own age. 

b) Adequately - I can usually get my point across, but I sometimes feel 

misunderstood or ignored. 

c) Well - I feel understood and my opinions are respected most of the time. 

d) Excellent - I never have problems expressing myself clearly, and being 

understood and respected in my peer group. 

6. Consider the following puzzle:   

http://1.bp.blogspot.com/_eiIXBEYthJc/Sqc9XlKhTXI/AAAAAAAAAo0/OuKt0

yYU6Fw/s400/Hat+puzzles.JPG. 

The 4 men are each given a hat. They are told that there are 2 black hats and 2 

white hats. Each man can only see what is in front of him. The men cannot see 

what colour their hat is. The first man to correctly call out the colour of his hat 

wins $1000 000. if any man calls out the wrong colour, he will be killed 

immediately. Who will win the $1 000 000? 

 7. Describe what you understand by the term creativity. 

8. How do you prefer to tackle problems? a) Alone or b) with friends / family? 

9. How in control of your world (academically, socially, extramurally, emotionally) 

   do you feel?  

http://1.bp.blogspot.com/_eiIXBEYthJc/Sqc9XlKhTXI/AAAAAAAAAo0/OuKt0yYU6Fw/s400/Hat+puzzles.JPG
http://1.bp.blogspot.com/_eiIXBEYthJc/Sqc9XlKhTXI/AAAAAAAAAo0/OuKt0yYU6Fw/s400/Hat+puzzles.JPG
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10. Do you have a best friend at St Andrew’s College? 

 

APPENDIX B 

Online Blog “I am the guy who…” 

Journal Entry Notes: 26 September 2017 

Questions we want you to consider when writing this journal entry. 

200 – 350 words with accurate word count at the end of each entry. 

Due date: 29 September 2017 

Title: I am the guy who… 

Consider the following questions: 

(We don’t want you to answer all of these questions individually but rather to respond to all 

of them in a way that suits you.) 

● Who am I? 

● Who am I to others? 

● What is my place at St Andrew’s College? 

● When I feel outside of my comfort zone, how do I usually respond? 

● When others believe things about me that aren’t true or falsely accuse me, how do I 

usually respond? 

● What do I think my purpose in life is? 

 

 

APPENDIX C 

Grade 9 Reflection: Critical Thinking               

● Please take about 5 minutes to first think carefully about your responses to EACH of the 

following THREE questions. Then plan your response before you write it down. 
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● You need to write about 100 words on each. 

● Please hand this in at the end of THIS LESSON! 

1)         HOW will you use your new skills in CRITICAL THINKING in your ACADEMIC  

 work? Be specific. 

2)         HOW will you use CRITICAL THINKING in your SOCIAL environment? Give  

 examples. 

3)         HOW might CRITICAL THINKING be useful in how you make personal decisions in  

 future? 

 

APPENDIX D 

CLAIM: Matrics deserve special privileges. 

  

Write and ARGUMENT stating three (3) VALID reasons why you agree or disagree with the 

CLAIM above. These reasons must JUSTIFY the CONCLUSION you reach. 

Word limit: 300 words                                                   

Please hand this in at the end of this lesson! 

 

APPENDIX E 

Critical Thinking: Interview Questions 20 November 2017 - Video Interview 

1. Have you enjoyed learning about critical thinking? What did you enjoy the most? What 

did you not enjoy? 

2. Has it changed the way you think about the world / yourself / other people? 

3. Do you think it is something we should make part of the syllabus for Gr 9? 

4. Would you like to do more of it in future years? Why? When? 

5. What will you tell your parents about your taste of critical thinking? 
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APPENDIX F 

Survey Monkey 2 Question 6: (all the other questions remained the same) 

Answer the following riddle:  

Stephen was looking at a photo. Someone asked him, "Whose picture are you looking at?" He 

replied: "I don't have any brothers or sisters, but this man's father is my father's son." So, whose 

picture was Stephen looking at? 

 

APPENDIX G 

Railway puzzle 

 

Teachers’ notes: 

● Divide the class randomly in half; one half is referred to as the orange group, the other 

half will be the purple group. 

● Tell both groups they are the man at the lever. The difference is what each group does in 

this particular context. 
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● Tell both groups that the train is hurtling towards the 5 people tied to the tracks. If the 

person at the lever does nothing, the train will continue along that course and result in 

the deaths of those people. 

● If the lever is pulled, however, the train will divert from its current course onto the 

tracks where one person is tied. That person will consequently die. 

● Inform Orange Group that they will pull the lever. 

● Inform Purple Group that they will do nothing. 

● Each group is to choose a spokesperson and then discuss the reasons they will give to 

explain their actions. 

● Both groups need to convince the teachers that their group made the best decision. 

 

REFLECTION 

The Discussion: 

● How did you choose your spokesperson? 

● What did you notice about who was speaking and what they said? 

● Was there immediate consensus or was there lively debate about your reasons? 

● Were there people who refused to accept the action that you were allocated? 

The Reasoning: 

● Who came up with the most popular reasons in your group? 

● Why do you think these reasons were the most popular? 

● Were you, as a group, passionate about your reasoning? 

● If you were given the choice now, in which group would you choose to be? 
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APPENDIX H 

 

Survey conducted on 6 September 2017 

Survey conducted on 30 January 2018 
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