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Abstract
American higher education finds itself on the horns of a dilemma. On the one hand, it accepts droves of freshmen who equate learning with rote memorization and who correlate achievement with the ability to pass narrowly focused standardized tests. 


On the other hand, higher education is expected to contribute to the country’s cultural and economic vibrancy by graduating active, engaged citizens and adaptive, creative professionals. The urgency surrounding this conundrum has grown with the number of national policy makers who now believe that higher education is broken, and should be repaired using the same standardized curricular and testing approaches beleaguering the country’s secondary educational system.     



After contextualizing reasons for its need and support for its efficacy, this presentation will discuss how one pedagogical technique — the classroom critique — can add to the many ways in which higher education can resolve the discrepancy between the improperly prepared student and the expected excellence that a college education has assured society in the past. This essay will suggest that a neo-Socratic method can not only help correct previous educational deficiencies but also nurture the civic and creative skills necessary to a democratic society and required by a competitive business community.
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Classroom Critiques: Transforming Conformity into Creativity

Twenty-three years ago in America, the National Commission on Excellence
 issued an alarming report titled A Nation at Risk (1983). As its title implies, the report concluded that the nation’s educational system was in crisis: students were neither studying nor learning what they should; teachers were ill prepared to teach in schools which operated under lax and uneven standards.  


A Nation at Risk was a landmark in the history of American school reform and emblematic of the nation’s ongoing debate with itself over secondary education’s role, mission and goals (Heubert & Hauser, p. 31). It transformed what had been a state and local issue into a national concern and fueled what came to be known as the accountability-and-testing education reform movement. This movement in turn has catalyzed comprehensive education-reform legislation as well as vigorous public debate. Reform has come in the form of class size reduction and increased per-pupil expenditures; rising teacher salaries coupled with stricter licensing requirements; and school systems rewarded or punished based on learning outcomes. Debate surrounds the lynchpin uniting these reforms: accountability tied to standardized high-stakes testing. 


High-stakes or summative testing has been either heralded as secondary education’s savior or vilified for hastening its demise. For many politicians and parents, the tests are seen as a means to encourage effective learning by altering the behavior of all educational stakeholders: students, teachers and schools. Other parents, educators, and organizations,
 however, cite an extensive corpus of quantitative and qualitative research (McNeil, 2000; Orfield & Kornhaber, 2001; Paris, 2000; Sacks, 1999; and Sheldon & Biddle, 1998) that suggests high-stakes testing and its associated ‘skill-and-drill’ teaching methods engender shallow training rather than deep learning, producing students ill equipped to transfer knowledge, think creatively or solve problems. 


Given its national prominence and contested educational merit, high-stakes testing and its purported effects will fuel America’s strident debate over educational reform for years to come. The stakes are too high and the consequences too important for all parties tangled in its interrelated issues. The same holds true for higher education in three significant ways. 
First, American colleges or universities are the last stop in the educational careers for many of the nation’s students. If as many believe these students lack problem solving, creative or other heuristic skills, it falls to America’s colleges and universities to remedy their prior educational deficiencies. 
Second, America has historically relied on higher education’s ability to create literate citizens who can contribute to the nation’s civic vitality and economic competitiveness. 


“For more than two centuries, democracy in the United States has been 


predicated on citizens' informed engagement in civic and political life. 


For much of that time, public schools have been seen as essential to support 


the development of such citizens” (Westheimer & Kahne, 2003, ¶ 1).

Grappling with sharp political divisions while navigating an increasingly factious world, America now more than ever needs its citizenry to exercise their civic skills in often small and sometimes large ways to sustain the nation’s democratic principles at home and abroad. American businesses required similar skills if they are to successfully compete within the global creative economy. According to Venturelli (n.d.), as the economy becomes increasingly centered on innovation and “creative resources ascend the scale of economic importance” (p. 19), new ideas and new forms of expression will become the cultural wealth nations should nurture and upon which they will inevitably draw. 


Third, if higher education wishes to shield itself from the battles being waged over secondary level accountability and testing, it will need to prove it can fulfill — in ways it sees fit — the requirements expected of it by society and commerce. The threat of entanglement is real. In 2006, the U.S. Secretary of Education’s Commission on the Future of Higher Education — a commission specifically convened to study American higher education in ways similar to those used for A Nation at Risk — issued findings that asserted that public higher education should be held more accountable in its educational practices, curricula and testing procedures.

An Educational Response
Faced with educational, social and political challenges, colleges and universities must seek out ways to fill the gap existing between the skills their entering students possess and the ones their graduates will need in order to contribute to America’s future wellbeing. 
This paper proposes one way higher education can build on its past successes and enhance its current efforts. It recommends that disciplines across campus enlist a neo-Socratic pedagogical technique — the classroom critique — where ever and when ever possible to alleviate inadequate academic preparation of its students. This method has been used with great effect in teaching law and is foundational for education in the creative arts and certain humanities. Its effectiveness is self-evident and has been documented if in limited or indirect ways.

For example, in one study investigating the variance in critical thinking dispositions between arts and non-arts undergraduates, Lampert (2006) revealed that arts students exhibited significantly higher mean scores on several subscales4 within the California Critical Thinking Disposition Inventory (CCTDI), a survey instrument measuring discipline-neutral critical thinking skills. Lampert’s results

“suggest that learning in the arts [including classroom critiques] builds strengths 

in several critical thinking dispositions and offers evidence that the arts do indeed 
enhance the disposition to think critically” (Lampert, 2006, p. 215).

Another study by researchers David Kember & Lyn Gow (1994) correlated questionnaire data collected on teaching conceptions to the results from longitudinal surveys on the quality of student learning. The study revealed that interactive teaching methods rather than those focused on knowledge transmission increased deep learning approaches and levels of student keenness and enthusiasm. Moreover, the two researches noted that the design school program within their university, by using these interactive methods, had the second highest mean score for learning facilitation. 

Classroom Critiques: Context and Disciplinary Applicability

Historically, classroom critiques draw on a rich historical and philosophical tradition — the Socratic method or Socratic questioning, elenchus. “Elenctic questioning aims at preparing students not simply to replace passively their exiting knowledge, but to actively pursue a new learning experience” (Paraskevas & Wickens, 2003, p. 6). The method attempts to teach students how to critically evaluate their beliefs and thereby improve their reasoning skills. Thus, 


“Socratic questions rarely evoke factual information because their intent 


is not to challenge the student’s knowledge-base but to bring information


already possessed into the student’s conscious awareness and help him or 


her reason through difficult problems” (Overholser, 1992, p. 15).

Operationally, Socratic methods have three primary components: systematic questioning, inductive reasoning and universal definitions (Overholser, 1998). Systematic questioning is the means whereby Socratic participants solve complex problems by engaging in inductive reasoning in order to arrive at a universal definition or a comprehensive generality (Seiple, 1985).


Skepticism remains, however, as to whether the Socratic teaching technique is transportable to other academic disciplines, especially science. Although limited and largely anecdotal, evidence suggests that the Socratic method and pedagogies based on it can offer educational value to disciplines outside the law, humanities and the arts. 

For instance, the method’s applicability is aptly demonstrated by the chart below comparing the similarities shared by one (neo-)Socratic method and scientific method.

Socratic Method and Scientific Method

	Socratic Method 
	Scientific Method 

	1. Wonder. Pose a question (of the “What is X ?” form). 
	1. Wonder. Pose a question. 

	2. Hypothesis. Suggest a plausible answer (a definition or definiens) from which some conceptually testable hypothetical propositions can be deduced. 
	2. Hypothesis. Suggest a plausible answer (a theory) from which some empirically testable hypothetical propositions can be deduced. 

	3. Elenchus ; “testing,” “refutation,” or “cross-examination.” Perform a thought experiment by imagining a case which conforms to the definiens but clearly fails to exemplify the definiendum, or vice versa. Such cases, if successful, are called counterexamples. If a counterexample is generated, return to step 2, otherwise go to step 4. 
	3. Testing. Construct and perform an experiment which makes it possible to observe whether the consequences specified in one or more of those hypothetical propositions actually follow when the conditions specified in the same proposition(s) pertain. If the experiment fails, return to step 2, otherwise go to step 4. 

	4. Accept the hypothesis as provisionally true. Return to step 3 if you can conceive any other case which may show the answer to be defective. 
	4. Accept the hypothesis as provisionally true. Return to step 3 if there other predictable consequences of the theory which have not been experimentally confirmed. 

	5. Act accordingly. 
	5. Act accordingly. 
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Further, other studies examining the efficacy of neo-Socratic teaching pedagogies have revealed that many of them promote productive learning outcomes in disciplines as diverse as physics (Hake, 1997), political science (Kenski & Kenski, 1975), medicine (Huang, 2005), economics (Benzing & Christ, 1997), and adult vocational training (Paraskevas & Wickens, 2003).                                                                                           
More broadly, classroom critiques — like other active learning or project-based pedagogies — have roots in the constructivist educational model that in turn draws upon the developmental theories of Piaget (1972), Bruner (1961) and Dewey (1910). Thus, while studies specifically examining the efficacy of classroom critiques are limited, research reveals that other pedagogies using techniques similar to classroom critiques’ achieve productive learning outcomes. These pedagogies include: case study (McDade, 1995), cooperative learning (Cooper, 1995; Rau & Heyl, 1990), class discussion (Hollander, 2002), and collaborative peer teaching (Rubin & Hebert, 1998). 
                                             
                                                                                    
And finally, in one study (Giancarlo & Facione, 2001) investigating critical thinking dispositions among undergraduate students over time and across domains, researchers found that students who develop critical thinking skills within one domain are inclined to employ them in others. In ways related, another study (Burton, Horowitz & Abeles, 2000) examining arts learning and its ability to advance general learning (transfer) found that the arts and other subjects share common cognitive ground and that “learning in the arts and in other subjects each contribute in their distinctive ways to a constellation of higher order cognitive capacities.” (Burton et al., 2000, p. 253).                                                                            
These findings suggest that the classroom critique — a problem-based or active learning pedagogy common to law and the arts — can promote critical thinking, analytical rigor and creative problem solving in other domains. Thus, the methodology merits wider application and closer study.
Classroom Critiques: Theory Into Practice
With the critique’s neo-Socratic history, constructivist foundations and pedagogical applications contextualized, this paper now considers the method’s structure, learning outcomes, deficits and implications within and beyond the classroom. It will do so by examining the nature of classroom critiques; the reason many educators employ this teaching tool; common critique types and how they are structured; learning outcomes produced and if these outcomes begin to mediate learning deficiencies. 


What is a classroom critique? Classroom critiques engage students in escalating, structured discourse.  Further, by asking inductive probative questions about artifacts or issues students have created or are concerned with, the classroom critique can lead them to underlying insights or overarching principles. While questions vary their intent remains fixed. Garlikov (n.d.) explains:


“… there are four critical points about the questions: 1) they must be interesting 


or intriguing to the students; they must lead by 2) incremental and 3) logical 


steps (from the students prior knowledge or understanding) in order to be


readily answered and, at some point, seen to be evidence toward a conclusion,


not just individual, isolated points; and 4) they must be designed to get the student


to see particular points. (¶ 15)

To begin to see how this method centralizes the student through dialogic engagement, consider the following brief example in visual arts education. 


An instructor assigns an exercise whose learning outcome for students is a more nuanced understanding of typography’s evocative power: how letterforms can independently connote the essence of the words they form. Each student selects an adjective and enhance their word’s denotative or literal meaning by systematically manipulating the visual qualities of its letters. 



 During a series of classroom critiques, the instructor encourages them to critically examine their work. For example, the instructor queries the students about their letterform choices. What makes one letterform more appropriate than another for connoting a particular word’s meaning? If one student answers that it is because of their letter’s ‘bold’ qualities, the instructor then asks that student to explain why bold or visually heavier letters are a better choice than ones lighter in weight for communicating their particular word’s essence.  


In later stages of the exercise, a student connotes increasing speed or pace by slanting their word’s letters and inserting horizontal lines through the letter’s vertical strokes. During the critique assessing this work stage, the instructor might ask the student why they believe motion can be implied in this way. The student answers that they have often observed moving animated characters who appear to ‘slant forward’ while trailing ‘motion lines’. The instructor might then use this example to engage the student and the class in a broader series of probative questions about typography in relation to culturally informed semiotics: how individuals are conditioned to read or understand symbolic or visual ‘short hand’ in lieu of extended visual/verbal definitions. 


Why do educators use this particular teaching method? Employing critiques achieves three primary goals. First, for project-based learning, “the critique is [often] the primary vehicle through which students get feedback from others on their work” (Cline, 1999, ¶ 4). Second, critiques establish a transparent and often collectively agreed upon criteria for evaluating student work. Cline (1999) calls this process establishing standards and values:


“Standards are solutions to technical, creative or aesthetic problems


commonly accepted by a group of peers working towards similar goals.


Values, on the other hand, are priorities or an order of importance that


the group assigns to individual standards.” (¶ 8-9) 

Third, involving students in critiques teaches them how to rigorously evaluate their own and their peers’ work. Moreover, critiques teach students how to become lifelong learners who can “sustain and nourish critical reflection” (Richmond, 2001, ¶ 4). 


How are critiques structured? Critiques are either instructor or student lead. Instructor-led critiques are ones in which the teacher pre-determines the critique’s questions, outcome, focus, duration, frequency and level of classroom formality. These critiques allow students to efficiently assimilate information while moving the dialogue towards intended learning outcomes. Conversely, critiques run by students allow participants to feel more engaged in the critical analysis, inculcate the method faster and deeper in the student learners, and create classroom environments in which the critique can move in unexpected but illuminating directions. 


After determining who will lead the critique, the instructor then decides the form of group interaction. Teacher-led and student-led critiques can include faculty and individual student dialogue with class observation or faculty and class dialogue. Student driven critiques can include individual student and class dialogue, intra-class dialogue or dialogue among small groups within a class. Further, having students set specific discussion goals (Hollander, 2002) and rotating group or discussion leadership and questions’ focus “helps to prevent the more vocal, aggressive or precocious students from dominating group discussion (Rau & Heyl, 1990, p. 146).


Do classroom critiques present instructors with pedagogic problems or limitations? According to one of the few studies (Percy, 2003) focusing on the subject, changes in student patterns of learning can present problems for those using classroom critiques. Prompted by the observation that his design students were increasingly engaged in remote, autonomous learning, Percy conducted observational research and in-depth interviews to determine how the exodus impacted the design studio tradition and its critique conventions. 



Percy’s research “revealed two inhibitors to the effective function of the crit” (p. 146). First, agreeing with Polyani (1962), Percy believes that design knowledge is gained constructively through practice. Thus, the critique, being [in]deductive, may not be an appropriate vehicle for students to demonstrate their attainment of knowledge through their practice” (p. 147). The second inhibitor was the critiques relationship with assessment and students’ perception that, “irrespective of whether it was at a formative or summative stage of learning, [the critique] was always closely associated with … the conferment of grades”  (p 148). Percy suggested that these two problems could be mediated in large part by replacing what he considered the ostentation and obtuse language of the traditional critique with inclusive communications built on critical argument embedding in daily practice.

Do the learning outcomes produced by classroom critiques mediate prior learning deficiencies? Critics of the educational accountability movement believe that students subjected to curriculums deformed by the weight of high-stakes testing emerge from school disadvantaged by meager critical thinking skills, unwillingness to self learn, exhibiting a mercenary stance towards knowledge, and poorly equipped as innovative problem solvers or creative thinkers. In short, they learn what to think rather than how to think. A review of the classroom critique and its learning outcomes suggests that the method can begin to assuage these learning deficiencies. Among the many ways it does are the following:


First, by placing learners at the center of a critical dialogue rather than at the periphery of a lecture-based monologue, classroom critiques foster relational analysis rather than factual recitation. 



“The aim of the elenchus is not to switch a man from an opinion that 


happens to be false to an opinion that happen to be true … the aim of 


the elenchus is to wake men out of their dogmatic slumbers in genuine 


curiosity” (Robinson, 1971, p. 90-91). 


Second, classroom critiques nurture self-aware and self-directed learning. Students engaged in this neo-Socratic method learn to move beyond their preconceived ideas, personal aesthetics, cultural habituations and unexamined values choices. Moreover, the process, once learned, becomes the roadmap to a lifelong path of discovery nourished by critical thinking and bolstered by analytical rigor.


Third, classroom critiques’ probative Socratic process encourages an understanding of and comfort in knowledge: its connectedness, intrinsic value and interdisciplinary nature. 
“Using the Socratic method … gives the students a chance to experience 


the attendant joy and excitement of discovering (often complex) ideas on 


their own” (Garlikov, n.d., ¶ 19).


Finally, classroom critiques are forums in which students learn that the creative or analytical process is as much iterative as it is inspirational. When interspersed at intervals throughout the course of a project, classroom critiques foster iterative thinking and production. Thus, through critique students learn that creativity and cognitive acuity of all types and at every level is available to all, can be nurtured in small steps and like a muscle repeatedly exercised, grow strong and vital. 


Do classroom critiques instill the skills considered vital to America’s civic and economic health? When classroom critique’s outcomes are compared with the skills called for by many political, social and business leaders, the two align. And, while some within or who draw their authority from a democratic system might prefer respect for authority to informed autonomy, many other public and business leaders in America profess the belief that a critically aware polis and educated workforce is vital to this country’s civic and economic health.


Classroom critiques exemplify the critical rigor underlying the Socratic method. As importantly, by favoring student centered and open-ended inquiry, the method echoes “a pluralist democracy that prizes individual autonomy and reversibility of ends, [thus] the Socratic method becomes a powerful tool of civic education” (Reich, 1998, ¶ 43). Seen in this light, the classroom critique falls within Efland’s (1990) broader reconstructivist rubric. By encouraging self-expression and independent thought, art education via the critique fosters the rediscovery or reinvention of values and builds better citizens (Siegesmund, 1998, p. 202). 


Business leaders too, having to compete in a creative global economy, espouse similar sentiments. Believing that only an educated and informed workforce will enable them to remain competitive, their call is for a new kind of worker — one whose skills include  ‘creative problem solving, leadership, teamwork, adaptability, analytical thinking, and global consciousness.’5
 

Conclusion
For many of the nation’s students, higher education is the last stop. For the country’s civil society and economic sectors, it is the starting point at which America begins to reap the fiscal and social rewards of its long-term investment in the educational lives of its youth. Uniquely positioned at this intersection, colleges and universities must continue to link student success to the country’s civic and economic needs and expectations. 

Challenges abound for higher education, however. The educational experiences of America’s grade-, middle- and high-school students may be inadequate preparation for emerging political challenges and workplace demands. Moreover, higher education may find itself embroiled in the standards and testing educational reform if it cannot resolve the current discrepancy between the improperly prepared student and the expected excellence that a college education has assured society in the past. 
In order to give students from across campus the skills needed for survival in this demanding new culture and retain its own autonomy, higher education should continue to augment its pursuit and transmission of new knowledge with innovations that develop an individual’s ability to think, create and act. 

As this paper has suggested, classroom critiques — a neo-Socratic pedagogy familiar to the law, humanities and the arts — is one way disciplines could meet this challenge by better preparing students to meet America’s civic expectations, economic demands. This vital teaching method effects positive change by instilling critical rigor, energizing innovative thinking, enabling students to structure their own learning experiences and fostering a desire for life-long learning. 

This paper’s position is seminal, however. Most of the evidence supporting classroom critique’s efficacy is anecdotal or subjective. Further, empirical studies into neo-Socratic learning approaches are limited and often examine the pedagogy within more general learning contexts. Nevertheless, the evidence that does exist supports a belief that classroom critiques can successfully travel across domains while producing learning outcomes that remedy past learning deficiencies while preparing students for future challenges. Because of its purported ability to link student success to societal expectations, the classroom critique merits additional discussion and study.
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Endnotes

	� The National Commission on Excellence was a blue ribbon panel of educators and educational administrators appointed by President Ronald Regan’s secretary of Education, T.H. Bell.


	� For example: The National Center for Fair and Open Testing (FairTest), the National Educational Association (NEA), the American Evaluation Association and the American Educational Research Association.


	� To download copies of the commission’s early, more critical drafts or its less controversial final report, see: � HYPERLINK "http://www.ed.gov/about/bdscomm/list/hiedfuture/reports.html" ��http://www.ed.gov/about/bdscomm/list/hiedfuture/reports.html�


	4 The three subscales were truth-seeking, open-mindedness and maturity.


	5 Such lists are typified by one found in a report issued by the Business-Higher Education Forum. According to its website, “The Business-Higher Education Forum … is an independent, non-profit membership organization of Fortune 500 CEOs, leaders of colleges and universities, and foundation executives. The Forum’s mission is to engage and inform its members, policy makers and the public on issues of strategic importance to business and higher education.” Retrieved, September 30, 2006, � HYPERLINK "http://www.bhef.com/" ��http://www.bhef.com/�








