
Two years ago tutors delivering the foundation degree at Mid 

Cheshire College investigated the nature of critical thinking and 

how it could be improved in our learners.   

Literature suggests that although critical thinking  is considered  

an essential skill in Higher Education appearing on most 

assessment rubrics, many university tutors as well as students 

were uncertain as to its precise definition  (Davies, 2011). 

According to Ennis (1987) critical thinking is not one skill but in 

fact a set of skills which can be broken down  into  stages. It 

became apparent from the literature review and student 

feedback that for critical thinking to take place other skills such 

as information literacy, active reading and note taking and 

writing skills needed to be developed. It was also found that 

many theorists believe that critical thinking is not generic and 

transferrable but domain specific  and is better embedded in 

course content (McPeck 1981,1990, 1992 and Moore 2004, 

2011).   

Typically foundation degree learners come from varied non 

traditional academic backgrounds and many are mature 

students  who have had a break from learning.  Many students 

lack study skills and knowledge of academic conventions. They 

also typically  have complex needs such as family and work 

commitments which they must juggle with their studies. 

Although they are studying for full time credits the course is part 

time and they have limited contact hours. Much of their 

academic study must be carried out independently. 

Although the findings from the survey were very positive overall it is important to acknowledge that due to the time 

constraints of the project, respondents of the survey only had a brief demonstration of the resources to understand 

the concept but did not have the opportunity to use them to aid study. The results therefore are limited to first 

impressions. The materials will now be presented to the 2014/15 cohort of first years in September during a two 

day academic literacy workshop/intervention before the beginning of the course when more robust data could be 

collected. Ultimately  the most reliable data may be the quality of student assignments from those learners who 

have used the resource compared with previous cohorts. 

Of the two respondents who were not as positive as others and described the materials as ‘frustrating, ‘long’ and 

also commented that they did not like using IT, both were over 30 years old. It is hoped that the two day workshop 

planned will enable those learners who are not accustomed to using technology to become more comfortable. 

The software is reasonably user friendly with excellent online support and should not require extensive training. 

There are further improvements which can be made to improve the aesthetic appeal of the materials such as using 

more images. This is a matter for further CPD of the tutor and the software would need to be used regularly in 

order to become familiar with all of the available tools. Ultimately any time invested in improving the materials 

should be cost effective as once they are produced they can be reused and adapted. 
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There were 24 respondents to the survey three of which 

were male and 21 female. Twelve were aged below 30 

and the rest 30 or above. There were 14 second year 

students, 2 first year students , 2 third year students and 

six members of academic staff. The first question on the 

survey  required the students  to input one word 

summarising their initial overall reaction to the resource 

creating the Wordle below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The word cloud suggests that the majority of participants 

had a positive first response to the concept although 

there are some negatives such as ‘frustrating’ and ‘long’. 

 

Participants were asked how likely they would be to use 

the material on a scale of 1-5, 1 being the highest with 

the following results. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Again the initial response was predominantly positive 

with 75% ranking 1 or 2, while 16% either didn’t respond 

or  gave a ranking of 5. 

 

50% of respondents most liked the links to useful 

websites with the other tools having a fairly even 

spread. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Again there was a fairly even spread  with many 

participants choosing every category.  Finally the 

respondents were asked to make any comments. Most 

were positive although commented that they did not like 

using technology and preferred printed text. 

Suggestions for improvement included making the 

materials more visually attractive and including more 

audio/video files.  The researcher’s diary shows that the 

software itself was reasonably easy to use and the 

researcher spent approximately 3 hours with an ELC 

over the duration of the project. Online tutorials 

demonstrating how to use the software were easy to 

follow and effective with the ELC being used mostly for 

advice and trouble shooting. 

 

 

References/Bibliography 

This was a piece of action research in which the tutor wanted to develop personal skills 

in producing interactive learning resources which would in turn support  the 

improvement of academic literacy in foundation degree students.  

Academic literacy was defined as a set of skills which function together and in which 

each stage  depends on the previous stage being carried out effectively. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The tutor then in collaboration with the Electronic Learning Coach (ELC) chose a 

software which would enable the organisation and collation of resources in an 

interactive format including hyperlinks to websites, videos, presentations and online 

tutorials. It also included a link to downloadable free software which converts text to 

speech. The software chosen was to produce Interactive PDFs and the resource 

created was an interactive PDF portfolio allowing the resources to be divided into 

chapters, separating the different skills. It also included tasks and activities encouraging 

learners to practice key study skills using core content. The idea was that the material 

should be organised in a way which would scaffold the process  of researching and 

writing an academic assignment from beginning to end. 

The resource was then presented to first, second and third year students and academic 

staff at a celebration event at Manchester Metropolitan University and a simple survey 

was carried out to record learner feedback and reactions to the concept as well as ideas 

for future development. There were 24 respondents who completed an online survey. 

The tutor also kept a diary of the experience of learning to use the software. 
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