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Abstract 

Context: This study investigates the potential of formative assessments (FA) to develop 21st-
century critical thinking skills in learners. Conducted at an urban school in India, the research 
focused on Grade 12 students transitioning from a national to an international curriculum. The 
context highlighted a pedagogical shift required for fostering learner attributes like autonomy, 
reflective thinking, and intellectual courage, often constrained by traditional teaching methods 
and assessment practices. 

Aims: The inquiry aimed to explore how FA, viewed as "Assessment for Learning," could promote 
critical thinking by embedding it in teaching and feedback practices. The research sought to 
challenge prevailing perceptions of FA as merely evaluative and instead position it as an integral 
process to cultivate autonomy and higher-order thinking skills among students. 

Methods: The research employed a structured lesson using the RSQC2 model (Recall, 
Summarise, Question, Connect, Comment) to engage learners critically with a poem by Maya 
Angelou. Data collection included qualitative analysis of student work samples, a feedback form, 
focus group discussions, and observations. Intellectual traits and reasoning elements from the 
Paul-Elder framework were used as indicators of critical thinking, alongside student self-
assessments and peer feedback. 

Findings: FA embedded within the lesson effectively fostered intellectual traits such as autonomy 
and humility, with structured and unstructured feedback cycles enhancing metacognitive 
awareness. Variations in critical thinking skills were noted across ability levels, and while tasks like 
framing questions and peer evaluations supported deep learning, some students required more 
scaffolding. The study revealed that task design and expectations significantly influenced learner 
engagement and critical thinking development. 

Implications: The findings suggest that integrating FA as part of classroom practice can nurture 
critical thinking skills by shifting focus from product-oriented assessments to process-level 
feedback. Educators may benefit from creating more opportunities for short-cycle feedback and 
fostering collaborative and reflective learning environments. Insights from this study emphasize 
the importance of aligning task design with intellectual traits to promote learner autonomy and 
self-directed inquiry. 
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Context 
This inquiry interrogates the potential of formative assessments (FA) in cultivating specific 21st-

century skills in learners, while debunking certain perceptions about it prevalent among teachers. It 
was conducted at an urban school in India where the core participants were a learner group of 15 
students aged between seventeen and eighteen years and studying an international curriculum in 
Grade 12 (equivalent to A-Levels in UK-education). The school offers both the national curriculum as 
well as international curricula at the secondary and higher secondary levels, whereby students can 
choose to switch to the latter either at the end of Grade 8 or at the end of Grade 10. In Grade 6-8, it 
follows its own in-house, curated curriculum, informed by constructivist and experiential learning 
philosophies. The students opting to study the national curriculum after Grade 8 and Grade 10 
significantly outnumber those opting for the international curricula which therefore constitute much 
smaller cohorts. There is enhanced focus on preparation for exams in Grades 9-12 for the national 
curriculum, making it common for frontal and teacher-driven pedagogies to dominate classroom 
practice.   

My target learner group presented an interesting case in point. They had studied the national 
curriculum in Grade 9-10 leading to a standardised examination equivalent to O-Levels in UK-
education and switched to the international curriculum thereafter. They were required to develop 
certain international learner attributes of being thinkers, inquirers, reflective, caring, risk-takers and 
communicators – attributes that in totality required a significant amount of autonomy and self-
directedness than what traditional pedagogies fostered. This suggested that the pedagogical practices 
should be such that they facilitate a paradigm-shift in the learners vis-a-vis learning and assessment, 
preparing them to develop these qualities organically over time. Their exposure to progressive 
pedagogies during the middle years might have initiated the development of specific learning habits 
and attitudes that could therefore be tapped into and reactivated for this purpose through specific 
methodologies – a factor that contributed to their readiness more than would have been the case 
had they been exposed only to traditional pedagogies all along.   

Likewise, the teaching cohort at the school, which had transacted the national curriculum for a 
relatively longer time, needed a concomitant paradigm-shift with regard to learning and assessment 
to foster the said learner attributes. The core research was therefore backed by pre-research data 
collected from the teaching cohort currently engaged in transacting the international curriculum but 
with a strong background in transacting the national curriculum.   

Motivation and focus 
Traditionally, formative assessments (FA) are often understood as assessments administered 

periodically through the school term, feeding into the performance of the learners in the final 
summative assessment/standardised examination. This illustrates a limited and reductive approach to 
the concept of FA which was originally conceived as the role played by evaluation ‘in the 
improvement of the curriculum’ (Scriven, cited in William, 2011) and later elaborated on as evaluation 
by ‘brief tests used by teachers and students as aids in the learning process’ (Bloom, cited in William, 
2011). Presently, in everyday practice, the emphasis has increasingly been on the words ‘test’ and 
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‘evaluation’, limiting the scope and potential of FA as a means to promote learning. This emphasis has 
over time effaced the phrases ‘learning process’ and ‘improvement of the curriculum’ in the 
definition. I wanted to explore these two aspects of FA in my inquiry to understand how it can shape 
learning. In this, I decided to consider it as synonymous with the term ‘Assessment for Learning’ (AFL) 
which is defined as ‘an approach, integrated into teaching and learning, which creates feedback for 
students and teachers in order to improve learning and guide their next steps’ (CAIE, 2025). The 
definition of AFL as an approach that ‘improves learning’ coincides with the aspects of ‘improvement 
of curriculum’ and ‘aiding the learning process’ in the definition of FA. Furthermore, AFL is conceived 
of as a process comprising the three stages of where the learner is, where they are headed and how 
to get there. Considering FA as AFL takes away its reductive association with preparatory tests and 
makes it a process, inseparable from classroom practice, that facilitates learning.   

This view of FA would enable me to evaluate the extent to which it can become a means for 
honing the attributes that foster learner autonomy and self-directedness in learners who had been 
habituated to traditional pedagogies and a generally grade-based, norm-referenced culture of 
assessments in the immediate past, despite their exposure to more progressive pedagogies in the 
middle years. My contention was that the student responses at various stages of the inquiry would 
provide dependable insights into how effectively FA embedded in the classroom practice honed the 
learner attributes mentioned earlier.  

The immediate challenge that I wanted to address was the dominant belief that FAs are separate 
events that take place in a closely monitored, controlled environment, replicating some component of 
the standardised examination and that feedback was always in the form of grades that anticipated 
future performance. I conducted an online survey for 12 teachers teaching the international curricula 
to gain a more concrete understanding of the general perception of FA. A majority of the responses 
indicated that embedding FA in the teaching-learning process amounted to executing individual 
activities at certain specific stages of the lesson, without necessarily following the cyclical structure of 
AFL. This was validated by a visible bias towards formal, teacher-led and structured feedback, geared 
towards improving performance that did not give any significant indication of building any specific 
skills or developing metacognitive awareness. This made me aware of how the expectations of 
standard examinations shape the dominant perception about feedback and the limited extent to 
which FA is integrated with the learning process, providing me with a concrete premise for 
approaching the existing body of research.  

The initial understanding of the dominant perception of formative assessment conveyed through 
the survey responses was corroborated by the view that the ‘managerial function’ of tests often 
supersedes the ‘learning function’ as ‘teachers are often able to predict pupils' results on external 
tests because their own tests imitate them, but at the same time teachers know too little about their 
pupils' learning needs’ (Black and William, 1998). The responses to the survey indicated the need for a 
paradigm-shift whereby ‘opportunities for pupils to express their understanding’ are ‘designed into 
any piece of teaching, for this will initiate the interaction through which formative assessment aids 
learning’ (Black and William, 1998). The responses on feedback methods had suggested a bias 
towards teacher-driven long-cycle and medium-cycle feedback with few explicit responses on short-
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cycle feedback that results from embedding of formative assessment and feedback methods in the 
lesson (William, 2019). Hattie and Timperley’s (2007) conceptualisation of the feedback model made 
it clear that the questions ‘where am I going’, ‘how am I doing’ and ‘where to next’ can serve as 
checkpoints for embedding formative assessment and feedback methods in the lesson structure. The 
pronoun I puts the onus of learning and reflection upon learners and fosters autonomy and 
metacognitive awareness. The question ‘where to next’ implies progressive tasks relative to a goal 
through which the ‘power of feedback’ can be particularly leveraged. Since this follows the questions 
‘where am I going’ and ‘how am I doing’, I inferred that embedding formative assessment and 
feedback methods can foster higher-order thinking skills by promoting active learning which requires 
the teacher to provide ‘learning environments, opportunities, interactions, tasks and instruction that 
foster deep learning’ (Cambridge Community, 2025).  

Reflecting on the ideas of ‘deep learning’ and ‘higher order thinking skills’, I realised that I 
needed to identify a specific indicator for the same that would also provide a framework for analysing 
the data. The Encyclopaedia Britannica defines critical thinking as encompassing ‘both a set of logical 
skills that can be taught and a disposition towards reflective open inquiry that can be cultivated’. This 
prima facie indicates that critical thinking comes closest among the 21st-century skills to the learner 
attributes of thinkers, inquirers, reflective and risk-takers mentioned earlier. The Western 
philosophical tradition premises the notion of critical thinking ‘on the hypothetical critical thinker, 
enumerating the qualities and characteristics of this person rather than the behaviors or actions the 
critical thinker can perform’ (Lai, 2011) and  the ideal critical thinker is conceived of ‘as someone who 
is inquisitive in nature, open-minded, flexible, fair-minded, has a desire to be well-informed, 
understands diverse viewpoints, and is willing to both suspend judgment and to consider other 
perspectives’ (Facione cited in Lai, 2011). While this evokes several of the learner attributes, it gives 
critical thinking an abstract, essentialist quality that makes the prospect of honing it doubtful. The 
cognitive psychological approach aligns it better with observable behaviours by defining it as ‘seeing 
both sides of an issue, being open to new evidence that disconfirms your ideas, reasoning 
dispassionately, demanding that claims be backed by evidence, deducing and inferring conclusions 
from available facts, solving problems, and so forth’ (Willingham cited in Lai, 2011) which further 
corresponds to the different learner attributes mentioned before. The Paul-Elder framework of 
critical thinking conceptualises it as a process in which ‘intellectual standards’ are applied to 
‘elements of reasoning’ to attain certain ‘intellectual traits’ (Paul and Elder, 2002). The ‘intellectual 
traits’ become the overarching destination of the learning whereas the elements of reasoning 
indicate where the learner is and the application of intellectual standards corresponds to how the 
learner can achieve the intellectual traits, evoking the cycle of FA. Intellectual autonomy, courage and 
empathy are especially relevant as they presuppose collaboration between learners whereby they 
‘work to understand the viewpoints of others’ and ‘change their views when faced with better 
reasoning and ‘work their way through intellectual complexities despite the frustration inherent in the 
task’, being driven by ‘internal motivation based on the idea of thinking for oneself’ (Paul and Elder, 
2002). These intellectual traits specifically correspond to the learner attributes of inquirers and 
thinkers (intellectual autonomy), open-minded and risk-takers (intellectual courage), caring and 
reflective (intellectual humility). 
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Questions, Aims and Expectations 
This inquiry was driven by the question: How can formative assessments and feedback methods 

be embedded in the teaching-learning practice to hone critical thinking skills in learners? Unlike the 
usual learning experiences that I had designed in the past which embedded FA in the form of activities 
interspersed with teacher intervention through scaffolding questions, observations based on 
feedback, and additional content input, I decided to keep teacher intervention to a minimum and 
create a learning experience where the students felt the onus of learning was predominantly on 
them. So, FAs, instead of being intermittent activities in the flow of the lesson, became building blocks 
of the lesson structure itself, together with peer feedback. The inquiry plan, elaborated in the next 
section, clarifies the success criteria involved at each stage.  

Inquiry Plan and Activities 
Keeping the intellectual traits in the Paul-Elder framework as overarching goals underpinning the 

learning outcomes, I designed a lesson to be observed by a senior teacher. I aligned each stage of the 
lesson with a formative assessment outcome with opportunities of structured and unstructured 
short-cycle feedback woven organically into the lesson’s progression. I chose an RSQC2 (Recall, 
Summarise, Question, Connect, Comment)-activity for the students to critically engage with and 
analyse Maya Angelou’s poem Coleridge Jackson. The RSQC2 is typically used for summarising and 
evaluating the learning from an experience like a lecture (MacClure, 2012). However, I used it in a 
modified form by creating a discrete task for each stage, hypothesising that this would foster critical 
thinking by ‘engineering effective classroom discussions, activities and learning tasks that elicit 
evidence of learning’, creating opportunities for collaboration and feedback (William, 2011, 46). I 
aligned each stage with the intellectual standards and elements of reasoning which would eventually 
indicate the achievement of target intellectual traits as markers of critical thinking (Paul and Elder, 
2002). The command terms that comprise the expanded form of the RSQC2 became indicators of the 
explicit success criteria.  

Direct questioning for the ‘recall’-stage activated the learners’ prior knowledge about recurrent 
themes in Maya Angelou’s poetry, coinciding with the first stage in the cycle of formative assessment 
which gives the teacher a clear indication of where the learner is. The summarising stage involved a 
Think-Write-Pair-Share task in which the learners read through the poem on their own and then 
wrote a summary in the worksheet provided. The subsequent pair-share created the opportunity for 
peer feedback and critical reflection based on the latter, evaluating the learners’ comprehension of 
the literal meaning of the poem. In the questioning stage, the success criteria were determined by the 
learners’ framing an analytical question related to the themes they had recalled. The summarising 
and questioning stages together indicated where the learner was going as the question became the 
lens for the analysis of the poem. The fact that the teacher did not provide the question up-front 
made the learner take direct and active ownership of the learning by evaluating the themes listed on 
the board, comparing them with the main idea of the poem encapsulated in the summary and making 
connections between the two to frame the guiding question. These two stages also simultaneously 
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coincided with the planning stage of the metacognitive cycle (Cambridge Community, 2025). The 
success criteria of the following ‘connect stage’ were determined by the learners’  reflecting on the 
question they framed and the poem in relation to it and subsequently undertaking a timed, individual 
task of writing a 5-minute analysis of the authorial choices in the poem to connect the poem to the 
themes in the question they had framed. This stage coincided with the stage in the formative 
assessment cycle that interrogates how to get where the learner is headed. In continuation of the 
previous stage, this stage also coincided with the monitoring phase of the metacognitive cycle 
(Cambridge Community, 2025). The pre-writing task and the 5-minute analysis made visible whether 
and to what extent the learner was able to connect specific elements in a text to some of the 
themes/big ideas pertaining to the poet’s larger body of work contained in the question. In the final 
stage of the RSQC2, the learners evaluated the 5-minute analysis of the poem written by their peers 
using a set of rubrics. Preceding this, the teacher led a whole-class discussion to elicit the rubrics of 
evaluation and feedback from the learners themselves. The feedback was discussed in a whole-class 
interaction with the teacher, whereby the latter shared her inputs. This stage coincided once again 
with the stage in the formative assessment cycle that interrogates where the learner is, now with 
respect to their critical thinking and analytical skills. The learners co-creating the rubrics for evaluation 
triggered metacognitive reflection (Cambridge Community, 2025) which was further reinforced 
through the peer feedback and teacher feedback. The co-creating of the rubrics evidenced the 
learners’ ability to reflect critically on their knowledge of the formal assessment criteria and 
extrapolate specific elements of it to the rubrics for the peer evaluation of the task. The evaluation of 
the peer’s work that required them to add qualitative comments to justify their response to each 
rubric also evidenced the extent of their critical thinking used for analysis and evaluation.  

The quantitative data I later analysed was culled from a feedback form circulated after the lesson 
among the target learner group, comprising 15 students, evaluating the effectiveness of the lesson 
with reference to specific parameters indicating critical thinking. This was supported with qualitative 
data from a recorded discussion with a focus group of 8 learners. I triangulated it with insights 
received from the observation notes of my observer as well as a post-observation discussion 
alongside a critical qualitative analysis of samples of student work from the lesson. The analysis of the 
data from the feedback form enabled me to rationalise the inferences made from the analysis of 
students’ work samples. The focus-group data further enabled me to verify inferences made from the 
quantitative data as well as the work samples. The observation notes and discussion with my observer 
put the findings in a larger perspective and sensitised me to the future course of action.  

Ethical considerations and relationships 
Since the inquiry involved analysing the responses of learners aged below eighteen years, 

protecting the latter’s identity was the biggest ethical concern. That anonymity will be maintained at 
every stage of the research was made clear to all the learners participating in the focus group 
discussion. The questions designed for this precluded any likelihood whatsoever of any participant 
accidentally compromising the anonymity by revealing any aspect of their identity. Similarly, the 
feedback form circulated among the learners ensured complete anonymity by excluding the option of 
collecting personal details in its settings altogether.  
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The focus group discussion also necessitated the creation of a safe environment whereby the 
participants felt comfortable enough to respond honestly to the questions even if the latter required 
them to be critical of the methodologies adopted by the teacher. Keeping this in mind, participation 
was made voluntary after the purpose and objective of the focus group discussion were explained to 
the group. Those who chose to be a part of it were therefore the ones who already had a rapport and 
level of comfort with the teacher which ensured that the power structure inherent in the typical 
teacher-student relationship did not interfere in the sharing of views. Had the participants been 
nominated and the element of volition taken away from them, there would have been a possibility of 
the environment becoming awkward and the learners feeling to be under duress, which could have 
affected the responses.  

Each of these stages was conducted with the explicit permission of the school. It is a common 
practice at the school to conduct student feedback surveys and post-lesson reflection through 
student focus groups as a part of the core teaching-learning to promote reflective practice among 
teachers and student agency in learning – something that parents too are implicitly aware of as a part 
of the school’s progressive ideology. So, parental permission was not separately sought since all the 
activities were within the domain of the expected. However, given this fact, certain specific data such 
as actual student work samples and the transcript of the focus group discussion have not been shared 
in this report as they could potentially compromise the anonymity of the participants. This and the 
way specific details of the context have been generalised in this report make it highly unlikely that any 
of the individual participants can be identified. 

Besides the learners, a number of teachers participated in this inquiry by taking the pre-research 
survey on formative assessments. I ensured that anonymity was maintained in the survey and there 
was at no point any informal discussion with any participant regarding their responses. The whole 
inquiry was undertaken with the permission of the school and its scope, objectives and purpose were 
made clear to all the participants at the very outset.  

Findings 
Reflection played a pivotal role in my data analysis. Brookfield’s four lenses of critical reflection 

(Brookfield, 2017) emphasise it to be a ‘collective enterprise’. In this ‘enterprise’, my lesson observer 
played a crucial role by identifying blind-spots in my lesson transaction as colleagues often ‘help us 
notice things we’ve missed and suggest aspects of our practice that need further scrutiny’ (Brookfield, 
2017). The learners’ observations was the second element in the ‘enterprise’ that made me conscious 
of ‘the different ways students view [my] practice’ and made me critically evaluate assumptions 
’believed to be self-evidently true’ (Brookfield, 2017, 65). The third element in this ‘enterprise’ was 
my own reflection-in-action that helped me navigate ‘the experience of surprise’ whereby one ‘tends 
to focus interactively on the outcomes of action … and the intuitive knowing implicit in the action’ 
(Schon, 1983, 56) as well as my reflection-on-action as I engaged with various data-sets.  

The findings can be classified into analysis of student work samples, the quantitative and 
qualitative data from the student feedback form and qualitative responses from the focus group 
discussion. The intellectual standards (Paul and Elder, 2002) specific to the tasks in the observed 
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lesson are accuracy, clarity, depth, logic and precision. These were applied to the elements of 
reasoning namely, information, questions, purpose, inferences, concepts, assumptions, points of 
view. The target intellectual traits thus developed as indicators of critical thinking were autonomy, 
empathy, and humility and courage (Paul and Elder, 2002) After analysing the work samples, I 
categorised them as per ability, where the latter was based on my observation of the usual verbal and 
written responses of the learners in general. This categorisation was important in terms of 
determining the actual relation between critical thinking and ability if FA is used to hone the same.  

For the opening recalling task, most learners, regardless of ability, showed great clarity, precision 
and accuracy in identifying a range of themes – corresponding to ‘concepts’ as the element of 
reasoning in the Paul-Elder framework – based on their prior knowledge. My observer’s notes 
mentioned how some higher-ability learners reviewed the themes listed on the board to make deeper 
connections between them, evidencing their application of depth and clarity to concepts and 
implications and hence testifying to their intellectual autonomy (Paul and Elder, 2002). 

For the summarising task, there was a visible trend of accuracy, clarity and precision in capturing 
the factual essence of the poem – corresponding to information and implications as elements of 
reasoning (Paul and Elder, 2002). The aspect of depth varied as per the ability-level of the learner. For 
example, Student 6, a lower-ability learner, had summarised the poem in the most rudimentary 
manner with partial accuracy and clarity unlike Student 8, a higher-ability learner, whose summary 
included both factual and inferential details. Vocabulary and writing skills had an impact on the 
outcome of this task as was evident with Student 6 whose work showed difficulty in framing correct 
sentences and using specific vocabulary. Overall, the intellectual traits of autonomy and courage were 
visible in varying degrees across the spectrum of abilities. The focus group corroborated this by 
maintaining that it enabled them to work independently, make decisions and think deeply. This is 
further supported by the significant percentage of learners who found the task useful in fostering 
thinking, according to the feedback form. It might have helped to scaffold this task, through a writing 
frame, to eliminate the impact of differential writing and vocabulary skills.  

The learners evidenced varying degrees of precision, depth and clarity in framing the question 
which involved concepts, points of view, purposes, and inferences as elements of reasoning (Paul and 
Elder, 2002). The opening task of recalling themes served as scaffolding as per my observer’s notes, 
guiding their thinking and by providing the base for constructing the new learning as per the focus 
group. Also, when a few learners offered broad and generic responses, my reflection-in-action 
enabled me to come up with follow-up questions that helped them make the responses more 
specific. This helped lower-ability learners accomplish the task but their responses were structurally 
analogous to one another and overused broad generic concepts like ‘race’ and ‘power’ as exemplified 
by Students 5 and 6. A higher-ability learner (Student 8) as well as average ability learners (Students 1 
and 2) evidenced greater depth by using complex structures and specific concepts. However, 
Students 7 and 9, both higher ability learners, framed questions lacking in depth, suggesting that the 
question-shell probably divested the task of its challenge for them, making them intellectually 
uncreative. In future, I would remove the question shell, urging learners of all abilities to evidence 
their intellectual autonomy and courage in a more independent way. The focus group commented on 
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the ‘unprecedented’ nature of the task and how it helped them step into the teacher’s shoes and 
delve into the text, indicating intellectual autonomy and courage. The bar graph (Fig 1) shows that 
only thirty-three percent of the learners found the task of framing the question moderately useful 
(rating 3), whereas a little less than fifty percent found it extremely useful (rating 5). It is interesting to 
note that the percentage of learners rating the task a 4 (very useful) is significantly lower than those 
rating it a 3 and a 5 respectively, reflecting the learners’ general uncertainty about the task’s 
usefulness as it had put a lot of unexpected demand on their autonomy. (This could also be explained 
to an extent by the fact that the question-shell, having divested the task of its challenge as explained 
above, might have made some higher-ability learners sceptical of its usefulness.) This calls for 
embedding more such ‘unexpected’ strategies in the learning process in future to foster intellectual 
autonomy and courage.  

  

Figure 1 (1=least useful, 2=somewhat useful, 3=moderately useful, 4=very useful, 5=extremely useful) 

 

The 5-minute analysis-responses were inconsistent with the abilities. For example, Student 5, a 
lower-ability learner, evidenced appreciable depth in analysis whereas Student 2, an average-ability 
learner, lapsed into superficial paraphrasing, unlike Student 3 who evidenced accuracy, precision, 
clarity and depth in identifying and explaining the purpose and implications of the authorial choices 
similar to the higher-ability learners. The bar-graph above shows about fifty percent finding it 
extremely useful (rating 5) and thirty percent rating it moderately useful (rating 3), suggesting a 
certain level of uncertainty about the task’s usefulness in fostering thinking. However, the focus group 
emphasised the element of intellectual autonomy fostered by the task which enabled them to 
organise their thinking, make a rough thesis and structure the response without getting distracted by 
parallel thinking while writing. According to my observer, a peer discussion during the prewriting 
stage would have provided process-level feedback to lower-ability learners, facilitating the task-
execution. Following this, I realised, it might help lower-ability learners in future to discuss the 
authorial choices with peers, before writing the analysis individually, by receiving an appreciable 
amount of peer feedback at the process level.  
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The learners’ intellectual humility and empathy were conveyed through their ubiquitous 
acknowledgement of the role played by feedback. Almost the entirety of the learner group 
corroborated the usefulness of the structured peer feedback that followed the 5-minute analysis as 
per the bar graph above, with sixty-six percent rating it as ‘extremely useful’ and thirty-three percent 
rating it as ‘very useful’. Similarly, the pie chart (Fig 2) corroborates that a significant majority of 
learners found the unstructured peer feedback embedded in the lesson after each activity aided their 
learning. The focus group however was sceptical of creating the rubrics for the structured feedback as 
they felt the actual interpretation of the rubrics varied from person to person and would have 
preferred the teacher to provide them upfront, making me reflect critically on my assumptions 
underlying this. This corroborated their intellectual humility in acknowledging the need for support. 
The focus group also emphasised how evaluating a peer’s work sensitised them to alternative 
viewpoints and made them rethink their own approach indicating how intellectual humility/empathy 
promotes intellectual autonomy. My observer noted that the quality of the feedback was high and fed 
into the teacher feedback during each whole-class discussion, bolstering it significantly. The task had 
therefore created the opportunity for the learners to use their critical thinking skills in evaluating the 
peer’s work in a meaningful manner. 

 
Figure 2 

Overall, the findings indicate that critical thinking, conceived in terms of intellectual traits, can be 
fostered through formative tasks embedded in the lesson structure following the cycle of AFL and 
involving intermittent short-cycle feedback. The findings from the question-framing and 5-min 
analysis also indicate that observed abilities are not necessarily a conclusive indicator for a learner’s 
use of critical thinking skills in a given scenario. The learners’ intellectual autonomy and courage are 
to a great extent dependent on the task design and the kind of expectations set by it. The classroom 
practice that the learners are typically habituated with can also interfere with their spontaneous use 
of critical thinking. They therefore need to be habituated with greater learner-centred methodologies 
to make the spontaneous use of critical thinking in diverse learning instances possible.   
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Changes to practice 
The biggest impact the findings had was on my understanding of feedback which has made me 

think of modifying my practice. I have been reflecting closely on feedback in relation to my subject 
domain, namely literature and language arts, and whether it lends itself more to process-level than 
task-level feedback where the former sensitises learners to the difference between the various 
underlying processes of approaching a text and the latter includes feedback about how well a task is 
being accomplished or performed (Hattie and Timperley, 2007). Task-level feedback implicitly evokes 
a sense of completion and finality as suggested by the word ‘accomplished’ in its definition, 
underplaying insights that ongoing ‘unfinished’ student work can provide into their thinking in its 
emergent, exploratory state, just as the student work samples did. I would start leveraging the 
potential of process-level feedback by encouraging multiple drafts of ongoing work, thus closing the 
feedback loop since ‘feedback functions formatively only if the information fed back to the learner is 
used by the learner in improving performance’ (William, 2011, 120). This would facilitate critical 
engagement with feedback criteria, countering the dominant culture of norm-referencing 
performance based on finished products of learning, and cultivate metacognitive regulation 
(Cambridge Community, 2025). I would create opportunities for short-cycle feedback (William, 2019) 
in the classroom that would make the metacognitive knowledge and regulation (Cambridge 
Community, 2025) of the learners immediately visible. 

Using specific intellectual traits as indicators of critical thinking for my analysis has facilitated my 
critical reflection on intellectual autonomy and intellectual humility. I have understood that 
intellectual autonomy can devolve into egocentricity which ‘emerges from our innate human 
tendency to see the world from a narrow self-serving perspective’ and intellectual humility into 
sociocentricity which ‘operates to validate the uncritical thinking of a group’ (Paul and Elder, 2002). As 
per the anonymous qualitative feedback from a learner, they missed the class discussion that could 
have provided thinking cues during the 5-min analysis, implying a form of sociocentrism through 
overdependence on the larger group. This shows that the social nature of learning (Vygotsky, 1978) is 
influenced by factors such as ‘the learner’s framework of viewing the world’, ‘the degree of 
intersubjectivity between the teacher and the learner’ and the common understanding of ‘cultural 
tools’ between the teacher and the learner (Smagorinsky, 2013). In my context, the dominant norm-
referenced culture of assessment can make higher-ability learners egocentric and lacking in 
intellectual humility required for peer collaboration and feedback. Similarly, average and lower-ability 
learners might fail to develop intellectual autonomy and courage due to perceptions of inferiority 
fostered by the norm-referenced paradigm. I will strive to promote a criterion-referenced approach, 
aligning learning objectives and feedback criteria with the intellectual traits that indicate critical 
thinking, and sensitise learners to these traits by involving them in periodic reflection on their learning 
process, fostering metacognitive knowledge and awareness (Cambridge Community, 2025).  

Both the above-mentioned aspects would be especially useful for educators in my context who 
generally work under a norm-referenced paradigm for assessments where, as mentioned in my 
context review, FAs are frequently regarded as separate events mimicking the standardised 
examination.  
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Reflective evaluation on the process 
What worked really well was the way the various stages dovetailed with each other. I was 

pleasantly surprised by the readiness and enthusiasm of the learners not only in participating actively 
in the lesson which had several new, unconventional elements, but also in providing their feedback. 
This itself is suggestive of the 21st-century learners’ potential for autonomy and self-directedness in 
learning which can be leveraged through appropriate methodologies.  

I foresee some challenges in using the findings of the inquiry to guide and shape my future 
practice. As teaching is a collaborative practice, meaningful change can be effected only through 
collaboration between practitioners. Most teaching professionals’ understanding of pedagogy is 
influenced by expectations set by the standardised examinations and the systemic importance given 
to delivering “good” results. This could be at odds with the paradigm-shift that I aim to achieve in day-
to-day lesson transactions where the emphasis rests on learning. 

In future, I will consider focusing a particular lesson on a specific intellectual trait as the indicator 
of critical thinking and thus distribute the different intellectual traits across the lessons constituting a 
unit to gain deeper insights into the development of each trait. My advice to those undertaking this 
inquiry in the future would be to read widely in their chosen area, while reflecting on their current 
practice. They should not shy away from ‘active experimentation’ and must view learning as a 
dynamic, forward-oriented process instead of a static sum-total of past experiences (Kolb, 1984) to 
make their practice more learner-oriented. 

Next steps 
Since fostering critical thinking skills means developing in learners the ability to question, 

analyse, interpret, it implicitly points in the direction of learner autonomy. Reflection on the findings 
of my inquiry made me realise that the intellectual autonomy and intellectual humility of the learners 
pointed in the direction of an emergent metacognitive awareness. As a part of my future professional 
practice, I would consciously embed FAs and feedback methods in my classroom practice to 
simultaneously make it into a metacognitive experience. This will be the new focus of my future 
practice based on the insights gained from this inquiry.  

Supplementary materials / resources 
The following resources are in the appendices: 

• Worksheet on the poem Coleridge Jackson designed along the stages of the RSQC2 (except 
Recall, which was done verbally). 

• Questionnaire for teachers.  
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Appendix 2: Teacher Survey Form 

 

 


