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ABSTRACT

Thedevelopmentanddemonstrationofstudents’criticalthinkingskillsisonehallmarkofeffective
teaching and learning. A promising scholarly literature has emerged in addition to webinars,
conferences,andworkshopstoassistinthisendeavor.Further,publishersoffercleverlymarketed
bundle packages with enhanced supplemental materials and instructors contribute instructional
strategiesandtechniques.Nevertheless,gapsstillexistinthescholarshiprelatedtoeffectivestudent
engagement.Thedevelopmentofhigherorderthinkingskillsinonlineeducationalsettingsisone
sucharearequiringadditional inquiry.Thisarticletransitionsbeyondmeretheoreticalconstructs
regarding best practices and standards for distance education. In doing so, it provides practical
applicationsthroughtheuseofcasestudiesindemonstratinga“howto”studentengagementmodeland
framework,whichfostersthetypeofonlinecourseenvironmentandusefulstrategiesfordeveloping
criticalthinkingskills.
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INTRODUCTION

Asharedgoalineducation,whichexistsacrossalldisciplinesfromelementarythroughcollege,isfor
studentstodevelopcriticalthinkingskills(Willingham,2007).Educatorsdevelopcoursematerials
thatincludereflectivewritingexercises,engagingclassactivities,anddeveloptopicsintendedto
generatevigorousdiscussions.Withtherapidgrowthofdistanceeducationprogramsandonlinecourse
offerings,instructorshavestruggledtoensurethattheirpedagogy,curriculumdesign,anddelivery
areproperlyalignedtocultivatecriticalthinkingskills(Allen&Seaman,2013).Theoverarchinggoal
isforstudentstoengageinhigherorderthinkingskillsthatincludeapplying,analyzing,evaluating,
and creating (Forehand, 2005). Challenges typically include lack of time-on-task opportunities
duetosomeofthelimitsassociatedwithtraditionalface-to-facecourses.Structuralandlogistical
constraintsalsoimpededemocracyintheclassroom,prohibitingparticularstudentsfromhavinga
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voiceandfullparticipationincourseactivities.Suchissuescanbeovercomeinonlinesettings(Yu
&Richardson,2015).

This article explores the growth of distance education programs and examines the defining
featuresofcriticalthinking.TheOnlineStudentEngagementModel,anamalgamationofbestpractice
standards,isprovidedtocontextualizethedevelopmentofcriticalthinkingskillswithinonlinecourse
environments.Further,thedesiredstudentcompetenciesareexploredholistically.Finally,thisentry
concludeswithcasestudiesdemonstratingthedevelopmentanddesign,planning,anddeliverymethods
thathavebeenusedtofostertheacquisitionofcriticalthinkingskillsinonlinecourseenvironments.

The Growth of Distance Education
Highereducationhasexperiencedsignificantgrowthinonlinelearning.Thetermreferstoanarray
ofprogramsusingtheinternettofacilitateinteractionsbetweeninstructorsandstudents,aswellas
amongstudents,viafullyonlinelearningorcombinedformatsknownasblendedlearning(Horn
&Staker,2010).Thisgrowthhasresultedintraditionalbrickandmortarcollegesanduniversities
reimaginingandreengineeringhowtheyconductteachingandlearningineffortstofullyaccommodate
studentswhomaybeseekingonlyaspecificcourse,aswellasthoseendeavoringtocompletean
entirelyweb-basedprogramofstudy.Onlinelearningisnowanintegralpartofhighereducational
systems(Anderson,2014).AccordingtoAllenandSeaman(2017)over6millionstudentshadtaken
atleastoneonlinecourseasofFall2015,anincreaseof3.9%overthepreviousyear.Thereisno
indicationthattherehasbeenadecreaseinstudentdemandandinstitutionalofferings.Morethan
71%ofcollegesanduniversitiesofferedonlinecoursesatthetime(2013).AccordingtoBakia,Shear,
Toyama,andLasseter(2012,p.2),threeperceivedpotentialsforflexibilityinaccesstocontentand
instructionframethepopularityofonlinelearningby:

1. Increasingtheavailabilityoflearningexperiencesforthosewhocannotorchoosenottoattend
traditionalschools;

2. Assemblinganddisseminatinginstructionalcontentmoreefficiently;and
3. Increasingstudent-instructorratioswhileachievinglearningoutcomesequaltothoseoftraditional

classroominstruction.

Yet,therearechallenges.TheReport“ChangingCourse:TenYearsofTrackingOnlineEducation
intheUnitedStates”(Allen&Seaman,2013),surveyedover2,800academicleaders.Thestudyfound
“overthree-quartersofacademicleadersbelieveonlineclassesare‘justasgoodas’orbetterthan
coursesdeliveredface-to-face(p.28).Acontinuingconcernamongacademicleadersatalltypesof
institutionshasbeentheirbeliefthatlowerretentionratesinonlinecoursesareabarriertothegrowth
ofonlineinstruction”(p.30).Issuesofrobustnessarealsometwithconcernsrelatedtoaffordable
courseanddegreeprogramsaccessibletostudentsfromtheassociate’sthroughdoctoraleducational
levels.Moreover, institutionsmustbecommitted toquality teachingand learning,whichcanbe
achievedthroughfacultytraininganddevelopment,aswellascoursedesign(QualityMatters,2014).

Defining Critical Thinking
Developingcriticalthinkingskillshasevolvedandcontinuestobeadesirededucationaloutcome
amongeducatorsacrosseacheducationallevel(Willingham,2007).Initsmostsimplisticform,critical
thinkingisdefinedasthe“artofanalyzingandevaluatingthinkingwiththeviewofimprovingit,”
accordingtoPaulandElder(2009,p.2).Criticalthinking,asespousedbyNorrisandEnnis(1989),
isreasonableandreflectivethinkingandfocusesonwhattobelieve.Definitions,frameworks,and
approacheshaveevolvedovertheyears.Further,educatorshavehorizontallyadjustedtoandfollowed
theevolvingstandardsofhigherorderthinkingskillsasdelineatedinBenjaminBloom’sseminal
workforclassifyingeducationallearninggoals(Bloom&Krathwohl,1956;Forehand,2005).This
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