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Abstract

In Chinese higher education in the visual arts, students often focus on improving
technical skills, while the development of critical thinking receives less attention. This
tendency limits the depth and originality of artistic work, and it can also affect students’
further study and career development. Against this background, this study examines
the role and value of critical thinking in Chinese higher art education and explores how
teachers and students understand and use critical thinking. The study used qualitative
methods, including semi-structured interviews with teachers and students, classroom

observation, and discussion of artworks.

The findings show that critical thinking is seen as an important part of artistic thinking,
and it can support originality and meaningful expression. However, although students
recognise its importance, their opportunities to practise it are constrained by policy
pressures, traditional classroom routines, and assessment systems. Critical thinking in
Chinese visual arts education is also shaped by cultural orientations. It often takes the
form of internal reasoning and negotiated judgement rather than public confrontation,
which contrasts with Western approaches that place more emphasis on open debate
and explicit critique. On this basis, the study proposes a culturally adapted model of
critical thinking for visual arts education. The model keeps the cognitive foundation
of Paul and Elder’s framework, while extending it through collective orientation, the
integration of creativity and emotion, and the reconstruction and generation of
meaning. It conceptualises critical thinking in art learning as a socially negotiated,

emotionally embedded, and generative practice.

The study also offers practical suggestions for teaching, assessment reform, and
teacher development. It provides a context-based framework for supporting critical
thinking in higher visual arts education and offers reference points for future

curriculum reform and teacher training in China.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

In recent years, Chinese higher education has undergone rapid transformation, with
national policies emphasising creativity, innovation, and critical thinking as core
graduate attributes (Ministry of Education, 2019; Compulsory Education Art
Curriculum Standards, 2022). Within the arts, this shift is particularly pressing while
visual arts education has traditionally prioritised technical proficiency, art graduates
today face growing international competition and a rapidly evolving creative industry,
where technical mastery alone is insufficient for professional success. Critical thinking,
recognised as essential for creativity, problem-solving, and adaptability in both
education and professional contexts (Facione, 1990; Halpern, 2014), therefore
becomes a vital capacity, not only for cultivating originality in artistic practice but also
for equipping students to navigate complex cultural, social, and professional

challenges.

The motivation for this research stems from both personal experience and a recognition
of a gap in the literature. My studies in Western art education revealed strong emphasis
on student autonomy, reflective practice, and critical discussion, which stands in
contrast to the more outcome-oriented approaches often observed in Chinese
institutions. These experiences prompted me to explore how critical thinking is
expressed and fostered in Chinese visual arts learning. Addressing this gap contributes
to international debates on creativity, art education, and the cultivation of critical

thinking.

This chapter briefly clarifies the term visual arts to aid the reader’s understanding, with
a fuller discussion provided in Chapter 2. Finally, this chapter introduces the overall
structure of the thesis. The study is organised to move from context and theoretical
framing, through methodology, to the presentation and discussion of findings.
Providing this overview at the outset is intended to guide the reader and to highlight
how each part contributes to a coherent understanding of the role of critical thinking

in visual arts in Chinese higher education.



1.1 Research background and motivation

My undergraduate degree is in visual art design (graphic design). During the
undergraduate stage, especially the final graduation design stage, I felt trapped in the
shackles of technical perfectionism, and most of my time was spent on the accuracy of
character perspective and the carving of brushstrokes and textures. Therefore, when
the examiner asked during the defence: What does your illustration work want to
express? I was silent for a long time, trying to find connotation and meaning for the
audience in the work. In the end, the work was evaluated as a pile of visual techniques,
with beautiful pictures but lacking conceptual depth. This imbalance between
technique and thinking was deconstructed when I entered the UK to study illustration
in 2018. The tutor emphasized the three-dimensional dialogue between the
characteristics of painting materials, cultural symbols and critical reflection, which
forced me to think about the essence of artistic creativity. The metaphors contained in
the works of other British students and the conceptual meanings conveyed to the
audience made me realise that there is a potential disconnect between thinking ability

and technique in the learning of Chinese art undergraduates.

After graduating with my master's degree, I returned to my undergraduate school as a
teaching assistant. The generality of the problem was further verified. Many visual arts
students' preference for works was still in pursuit of painting techniques, for example,
many oil painting students followed the Chinese realistic painter Leng Jun. Although
the syllabus emphasised the development of students' thinking skills, and students tried
their best to make sense of their work, most of their works floated on the surface, with
their meanings being directly understandable, with clearly visible themes that did not
need to be analysed in depth to be recognised. While this was certainly good enough
work for the commercial task of poster campaigning, for students in higher education

there still seemed to be a lack of thinking skills in the creative process.

Although innovation and creativity could be seen in some of the students' work, it
seemed to be mostly in the form of technological innovations, such as the use of mixed

materials. This made me wonder if art education was still mass-producing skilled



visual artisans rather than critical interpreters of culture, especially when it continued
to follow the centuries-old paradigm of technique before thought. I became more and
more aware of the importance of critical thinking and its potential for artistic creation,
and that it was not enough just to learn about artistic skills. This dual identity
experience led me to question how critical thinking could be involved in the study and
creation of art. As a result, I decided to pursue a doctorate in education as a way of

developing my professional practice in these areas.

1.2 Policy Context and Development of the Times

In addition to the impetus of personal experience, the Chinese policy context and
cultural change are also factors driving this study. In the 21st century, where
globalisation and digitalisation are intertwined, art education is facing an
unprecedented paradigm shift. While traditional Chinese visual arts education has long
focused on technique training and aesthetic expression, the demand for innovative
talents in contemporary society is pushing educational goals towards the cultivation of
deep cognitive abilities. Many artists and educators have advocated the importance of
thinking skills, arguing that visual arts are not just material reproductions, but also

reproductions of ideas, human qualities, and expressions of life (Pan, 2010).

The attention to thinking ability in China’s art education policy can be traced back to
the deepening of the basic education curriculum reform at the beginning of the 21st
century, when the Ministry of Education issued the Outline of Basic Education
Curriculum Reform (Trial), which explicitly stated the need to cultivate students’
ability to think independently and to innovate, aiming to “ foster skills in information
processing, problem-solving, and lifelong learning” (Ministry of Education of the
People’s Republic of China [MOE], 2001, para. 3). This shift from imparting skills to
cultivating highly educated talents was later reinforced in the National Outline for
Medium and Long-term Education Reform and Development Plan (2010-2020) (State
Council of the People’s Republic of China, 2010). The refinement of this policy
direction appeared in the Opinions on Comprehensively Strengthening and Improving
Aesthetic Education in Schools in 2015, which described aesthetic education as a weak
link in the overall education system and called for “guiding students to form the ability

to make value judgments and to develop a sense of innovation through art education”



(MOE, 2015). Scholars have noted that traditional art education in China has long been
bound by the principle of prioritising technique, whereas the new policy direction is
oriented towards core literacy, which positions critical thinking as the integrated
expression of artistic perception, cultural understanding, and creative practice (Huang,
2018). This concept is further crystallised in the Opinions on Comprehensively
Strengthening and Improving Aesthetic Education in Schools in the New Era, which
promotes “artistic problem-solving through project-based learning” and encourages
students to ‘“question established paradigms and reconstruct cultural meanings”

through cross-disciplinary artistic practice (MOE, 2020).

The implementation of these policies, however, still faces the challenge of aligning
with China’s specific cultural context. Yu (2022) argues that Chinese art education
needs to balance the dual mission of cultural inheritance and critical innovation. On
the one hand, the policy emphasises drawing critical insight from traditional arts, for
example, the brushwork dialectic in calligraphy and the role deconstruction in opera.
On the other hand, it highlights the need to avoid the simple transplantation of Western
critical theories, to prevent criticality from degenerating into antagonism. In this regard,
Jiang (2013) highlights the integration of critical thinking into China’s general
education reform, arguing that the development of a localised form of critique must
respond to China’s specific cultural and institutional context. Rather than simply
transplanting Western critical paradigms, the reform emphasises cultivating
independent thinking, reflective judgement, and creative problem-solving within a

framework that values cultural inheritance and collective learning.

The Compulsory Education Art Curriculum Standards (2022 Edition) (Ministry of
Education of the People’s Republic of China [MOE], 2022) list dialectical thinking as
a core disciplinary quality, indicating that the cultivation of critical thinking in Chinese
art education has now entered a systematic stage. The interaction between policy texts
and academic research reflects that the logic of its development not only follows global
educational trends but also responds to the Chinese tradition of aesthetic education and
the demands of modernity, creating a unique link between established practice and

innovative possibilities.



In recent years, many art programmes in Chinese universities have actively promoted
curriculum reform by introducing courses in art theory and critical writing, with the
aim of cultivating students’ critical thinking and creative abilities. For instance,
renowned institutions such as the Central Academy of Fine Arts and the Academy of
Arts and Design at Tsinghua University have incorporated courses on art theory and
critical analysis into their curricula to enhance students’ critical engagement with
artistic work. At the policy level, the Ministry of Education and other departments
issued the Opinions on Comprehensively Strengthening and Improving Aesthetic
Education in Schools in the New Era in 2020, emphasising the vital role of aesthetic
education in moral development and proposing to cultivate students’ aesthetic

sensibility, innovative spirit, and practical abilities through artistic learning.

1.3 Terminology

I placed the explanation of visual arts terminology in the introduction because the
purpose of Chapter 1 is to establish the research context, scope, and rationale, and to
clarify the disciplinary focus of the study for readers who may not be familiar with
Chinese higher visual arts education. In contrast, the terminology and
conceptualisation of critical thinking are primarily informed by academic literature
and form the theoretical foundation of the study. Therefore, I introduce and discuss
critical thinking in depth in the literature review chapter to ensure that its definition

and key dimensions are grounded in existing scholarship.
1.3.1 Western definition of visual art

There are many categories of art, such as visual art, performing art, and language art.,
accordingly different researchers provide varying definitions of visual art. These
definitions have also developed and changed in emphasis over time. In this section I

want to explore what the visual arts means from different perspectives.

Based on Gestalt psychology, Arnheim (1954) defined visual art as a symbolic system
that conveys psychological meaning through the organisation of visual forms (e.g.,
balance, tension), emphasising the active nature of visual cognition. Viewers do not
passively receive images but actively construct meaning through the brain’s tendency

to complete forms. From a phenomenological perspective, Merleau-Ponty (1961)



considered visual art to be a field in which the body is intertwined with the visible
world, whose core lies in awakening in the viewer an embodied experience through
colour and line. For example, the movement of Van Gogh's brushstrokes is not merely

a visual phenomenon but also a suggestion of the trajectory of things.

During the rise of modernist art theory, formalist approaches dominated the mid-20th
century. Greenberg (1960) defined visual art as the practice of self-criticism and
formal self-discipline through purely visual media (e.g., the flatness of painting, the
three-dimensionality of sculpture). He argued that the essence of visual art lies in
divesting itself of literary and narrative qualities and returning to the material
characteristics of the medium (e.g., the fluidity of oil paint), a perspective that
profoundly influenced the Abstract Expressionist movement. In contrast to formalist
scholars’ emphasis on material media, some conceptual artists argued that any visual
object named by the artist can be art. From a socio-cultural and critical perspective,
Berger (1972) critiqued traditional art history for sacralising visual art as purely
aesthetic objects, emphasising that it has always been intertwined with structures such
as class, gender, and colonial history. Building on cultural representation theory, Hall
(1997) further defined visual art as the dynamic process by which meaning is produced,
circulated and negotiated through visual symbols in a particular cultural context. This
perspective challenges elitist notions of art by including popular visual culture, such
as street graffiti and advertising images within the category of visual art. In the
postmodern context, Krauss (1999) proposed that visual art is a critical deconstruction
and cross-media reorganisation of traditional media (e.g., painting, sculpture), arguing
that the boundaries of visual art are determined by technologically supported visuality
rather than a fixed medium. Photography and installation art, for instance, exemplify
how visual art can transcend traditional material constraints. In addition, a more
general definition can be found in the Oxford Dictionary of Art and Artists, which
states that the essential characteristic of visual art lies in the translation of thoughts,

feelings, or ideas into a material form that can be viewed (Chilvers, 2009).
1.3.2 Chinese's definition of visual arts

Chinese researchers have also contributed to the definition of visual arts. Zong Baihua

(2010), in Aesthetic Walks, argued that the essence of Chinese visual arts such as



painting and calligraphy lies in presenting the infinite cosmic vitality through finite
visual forms like lines and ink colours. This process follows the Zhouyi model of
observing objects and taking images, where the artist must go beyond superficial
appearances to capture the underlying Tao of the objects. Similarly, Xu Fuguan (1966),
in The Spirit of Chinese Art, suggested that the highest state of Chinese visual art is
the state of mind, which integrates subjective feelings with objective objects, as seen
in the literati painting practice of writing spirit through form. In contemporary official
discourse, visual art is defined as the practice of expressing thoughts and feelings
through modelling methods while also participating in cultural inheritance (Ministry

of Education, 2022).

A fundamental difference exists between Chinese and Western views of visual art. In
China, the creation of visual art is closely tied to cultural inheritance and emphasises
an embodied interaction often described as seeing things with the mind. In contrast,
Western visual art tends to emphasise aesthetic autonomy and an analytical decoding
of artworks. Xu Fuguan (1966) further systematised the idea of Technique in the Way
as the core proposition of Chinese art philosophy. Over time, Chinese visual art
education has incorporated Western ideas. When scholars such as Zhou Xian (2007)
introduced theories of visual culture into China, the conception of visual art began to
change. Earlier, in the 1920s, Lin Fengmian (1927) had already proposed reconciling
Eastern and Western approaches, advocating that Chinese visual art should maintain
the spirit of expressive brushwork while adopting the realistic techniques of Western

modelling to achieve modern transformation through the formalisation of emotion.

In this study, the term visual arts are understood as encompassing painting, drawing
and design, with meaning conveyed primarily through visual and spatial forms. These
three domains also constitute the principal components assessed in the Chinese
national art entrance examination (YIKAO), reflecting a strong emphasis on technical
ability and visual representation (Leng, 2015). This definition is crucial because it
directly mirrors the disciplinary structure of Chinese higher art academies, where these
fields form the core of undergraduate art education. More importantly, it provides a
clear orientation for examining the central issue of critical thinking. The processes of

observation, interpretation and visual problem-solving within studio practice differ



fundamentally from those in the performing or literary arts, and therefore require
distinct and focused investigation. Adopting this definition ensures that the research
remains centred on the most relevant domain, while also allowing for a deeper

exploration of the uniqueness of visual thinking.

This scope also corresponds closely with the study’s data collection. Interviews with
students and teachers consistently revolved around their visual works, while the
classroom practices observed were likewise centred on studio teaching and the visual
presentation of artworks. The pieces created and exhibited by students were all visual
products that could be observed, analysed and interpreted, and the artefacts examined
within the study also fell within this category of visual arts. Furthermore, the research
draws upon examples from Chinese visual art traditions, Western canonical works and
contemporary practices to reflect the diverse influences shaping students’ artistic
learning. In both interviews and classroom observations, students referred not only to
Chinese visual culture but also to renowned Western visual art, vividly illustrating how

different traditions and styles informed their interpretations and critical choices.
1.4 Significance of the study

Theoretically, this study aims to deepen the understanding of critical thinking within
the under-researched context of visual arts in Chinese higher education. Existing
literature in general and Western art education consistently demonstrates that
engagement in artistic practices fosters dispositions of critical thinking, including
interpretation, analysis, and evaluation (Lampert, 2006; James H. Rolling Jr., 2013).
Artistic creation and art criticism are often described as cognitive processes that
integrate reflective judgement and creative problem solving (Studio Thinking 2; Ellen
Winner et al., 2013). However, research specifically examining how critical thinking
is conceptualised, experienced, and enacted in the daily teaching and learning practices
of Chinese visual arts classrooms remains extremely limited. Traditional Chinese art
education has historically prioritised the mastery of techniques and the replication of
established models, a system closely linked to the legacy of YIKAO (Leng, 2015).
Such an approach often constrains intrinsic inquiry, open-ended exploration, and
independent judgement, all of which are central to critical thinking. Scholars have

pointed out that although creativity has gained increasing attention in Chinese art



curricula, critical thinking as an explicit pedagogical objective remains

underdeveloped (Luo, 2024).

To address this gap, this study is explicitly grounded in Richard Paul and Linda Elder’s
critical thinking framework (Paul & Elder, 2006, 2014), using it as an analytical
structure to examine how reasoning is demonstrated in studio learning and art criticism.
In particular, the framework provides a shared language for identifying the
components of thinking embedded in participants’ accounts and classroom interactions,
such as purpose, problems at issue, information, assumptions, interpretation,
implications, and viewpoints, and for evaluating the quality of these reasoning
processes through intellectual standards such as clarity, relevance, depth, breadth,
significance, and fairness. By applying this framework to empirical data in the Chinese
higher arts context, the study contributes not only to the transfer of a global critical
thinking model into a new educational setting, but also to its contextual refinement by
showing how critical judgement is negotiated alongside culturally shaped ways of
meaning-making in art learning. Furthermore, it situates critical thinking alongside
creative intuition as complementary cognitive modes, offering a more integrated
theoretical model to explain how reflective evaluation and imaginative expression

operate in the processes of artistic learning and critique.

Practically, this study targets direct implications for educational reform and curriculum
design in China. National policy documents, including the Compulsory Education Art
Curriculum Standards (2022 Edition), increasingly emphasise the cultivation of higher
order thinking skills to support the goals of aesthetic education and innovation.
However, the translation of these policy visions into classroom practice is still in
progress. By exploring how critical thinking is perceived and manifested, or at times
overlooked, in visual arts pedagogy, this study hopes to provide actionable insights for
teachers, curriculum developers, and policymakers. Importantly, the Paul-Elder
framework also strengthens the practical contribution of the study because it can be
translated into concrete pedagogical tools, such as critique prompts, lesson scaffolds,
and assessment criteria that make “thinking quality” visible and teachable rather than
implicit. For instance, understanding how students engage in reflective dialogue,

interpret meaning, critique their own and others’ works, and transform personal



experiences into creative themes can inform the design of learning environments such
as flipped classrooms that encourage deeper, more active engagement, while also
providing criteria for evaluating whether such engagement demonstrates breadth,

depth, and reasoned judgement.

Moreover, international studies have highlighted that incorporating collaborative
reasoning and structured reflection into art education can simultaneously enhance
critical and creative capacities (Ron Ritchhart & David N. Perkins, 2005). Findings
from this research could inform the development of assessment methods that move
beyond outcome-oriented evaluation to recognise process-based inquiry, encourage
interpretive reasoning, and support students in articulating the conceptual foundations
of their artistic decisions. These evidence-based recommendations can contribute to a
learning ecosystem in which visual expression is meaningfully complemented by
critique, reflection, and cross-cultural dialogue, ultimately supporting the long-term
goal of cultivating innovative and critically engaged graduates in visual arts in Chinese

higher education.
1.5 Research Aim and Research Questions

In this thesis, the context of visual arts is defined not only in terms of disciplines such
as painting and design, but also through three interrelated dimensions: the processes
of artistic creation and critique, and the pedagogical practices of higher education
institutions. This perspective is crucial, as these dimensions together shape how critical
thinking is understood and practised in higher visual arts education. Students’ and
teachers’ educational experiences shape their perceptions of critical thinking; their
artistic creation and critique provide a platform for exploring its significance; and
pedagogical practices reveal how such perceptions are translated into teaching.
Building on this significance, the study aims to examine how critical thinking is
perceived, understood and enacted in Chinese higher visual arts education, and how it
influences students’ artistic learning and teachers’ pedagogical practices. To achieve

this aim, the research is guided by the following questions:

[] How are the perceptions of critical thinking among Chinese higher visual arts

students and teachers shaped by their educational experiences?
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] How do Chinese higher visual arts students and teachers construct their
understanding of the significance of critical thinking in art?
[] How is critical thinking reflected in the pedagogy of higher visual arts

education in China?

These three questions are closely interrelated. The first focuses on participants’
perceptions shaped by their prior and current educational experiences. The second
moves towards how they interpret the value of critical thinking in artistic creation and
critique. The third examines how these perceptions and understandings are enacted in
pedagogical practices within higher visual arts institutions. Together, they provide a
coherent framework that guides the qualitative inquiry presented in the subsequent

chapters of this thesis.
1.6 Structure of the Thesis

This thesis is organised into seven chapters, forming a coherent narrative that
progresses from theoretical foundations to empirical exploration and, finally, to

practical recommendations.

Chapter 1: Introduction outlines the overall background and rationale of the study. It
begins by presenting the current state of visual arts in Chinese higher education and
the growing importance of critical thinking within the global discourse on art education.
The chapter then highlights the theoretical and practical significance of the study,

identifies the research gap, and presents the research aim and questions.

Chapter 2: Literature Review provides an in-depth synthesis of existing scholarship. It
first examines psychological, philosophical, and educational perspectives on critical
thinking, followed by a review of its application in art, including the relationships
between artistic intuition and critical thinking, creative thinking, and art criticism (such
as formalist and interpretative approaches). The chapter then discusses existing
pedagogical practices and the challenges of cultivating critical thinking in the Chinese
context. Finally, it introduces Paul and Elder’s (2014) critical thinking framework,
which serves as the analytical framework for this study. The chapter concludes by

identifying the specific gap in the literature, particularly the lack of qualitative research
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exploring how critical thinking is understood and enacted in Chinese higher visual arts

classrooms.

Chapter 3: Research Methodology elaborates on the philosophical assumptions and
research design underpinning this study. It explains the adoption of a qualitative,
interpretivist approach informed by social constructivism to capture the nuanced
perceptions and practices of teachers and students. The chapter details the selection of
research sites, the recruitment of participants, and the data collection methods,
including semi-structured interviews, classroom observations, and the review of
student portfolios. It also discusses the procedures for data analysis using thematic
analysis, strategies to ensure trustworthiness and ethical compliance, and the

researcher’s reflexive positioning within the study.

Chapter 4: Perceptions of Critical Thinking presents the first set of findings, focusing
on how students and teachers perceive critical thinking in the context of higher visual

arts education.

Chapter 5: Understanding the Significance of Critical Thinking in visual arts builds on
the perceptions presented in Chapter 4, exploring how students and teachers
conceptualise the role of critical thinking in artistic creation, art criticism. It illustrates
how participants link critical thinking to the creative process, aesthetic judgement, and
the development of a personal artistic voice, highlighting both convergences and

divergences between student and teacher perspectives.

Chapter 6: Teaching Practice and the Cultivation of Critical Thinking explores how
critical thinking is reflected in classroom practice, including the limitations and
challenges of traditional teaching strategies. It also explores some examples of
innovative or emerging practices, such as flipped classrooms, which have the potential

to cultivate critical thinking in higher visual arts education in China.

Chapter 7: Conclusions and Recommendations synthesises the research findings,
linking them to the research questions, theoretical framework, and literature reviewed
in Chapter 2. It discusses the theoretical contributions, including a more
comprehensive understanding of the relationship between critical and creative thinking

in visual arts learning, and provides practical recommendations for curriculum
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development, pedagogical reform, and assessment strategies. Finally, it identifies the
limitations of the study and proposes directions for future research on visual arts

education and critical thinking in the Chinese context.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

In this chapter, I aim to provide an overview of key academic themes in the field of
critical thinking in arts education. Initially, I was unsure whether there was a large
body of research with sufficient academic rigour to warrant a comprehensive review.
First, I extracted keywords from existing research, including “critical thinking”,
“visual arts education” and “Chinese higher education”. Then, I collected studies and
articles related to the topic through university libraries and online journal databases.
However, during my search, I found that research on critical thinking in the Chinese
context is still relatively limited, especially in the specific area of visual arts education.
In order to provide theoretical support for understanding the role of critical thinking in
Chinese higher education, this chapter will clarify its conceptual basis by reviewing
the multidisciplinary definitions of critical thinking by first examining the core
definitions and differences in the fields of philosophy, psychology, and education (e.g.,
Ennis, 1985; Facione, 1990; Paul & Elder, 2006); It also distinguishes between
concepts and terminology such as critical thinking, reflection, creativity, critique, and
critical engagement; reviewing how the field of visual arts education speaks of critical
thinking, including its embodiment in creativity, criticism, and artistic judgement
(Barrett, 2018; Eisner, 2002). Special attention is given to pedagogical approaches
(IBL) represented by Problem-Based Learning (PBL), Inquiry-Based Learning, and
others. At the same time, Paul and Elder's (2006, 2014) theoretical framework is
adopted to compensate for the applicability and limitations of critical thinking in art
education from a global perspective, and to construct a framework for teaching and
understanding critical thinking that integrates Western theories and Chinese
educational realities for use in Chinese art higher education. See 2.1 for a detailed mind

map.
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2.1 Different theoretical perspectives on critical thinking

To understand the concept of critical thinking in art and education, it is first essential
to explore the various theories and perspectives on critical thinking. Its definition has
been widely debated. Lai (2011) in a review of critical thinking literature, notes that
research on the subject has primarily emerged from two academic disciplines:
philosophy and psychology. Sternberg (1986) however identifies a third strand within
the field of education. Each of these disciplines has developed its own distinct

approach to defining critical thinking.
2.1.1 Philosophical Perspectives

The philosophical roots of critical thinking are often linked to the Greek tradition,
where figures such as Socrates, Plato and Aristotle framed reasoning as a discipline
grounded in logic and dialogue (Lai, 2011; Ennis, 1993; Lipman, 2003). From this
perspective, critical thinking has typically been described in idealised terms, as a
rational process free from bias and emotion, relying on tools such as deduction and
induction. Scholars such as Sternberg (1986) have pointed out that these accounts often
emphasise how thinking ought to function under perfect conditions rather than how it
is practised in everyday contexts. Paul (1992), and later Paul and Elder (2006), sought
to bridge this gap by treating critical thinking as the active regulation of thought
through elements such as purpose, assumptions, evidence and conclusions. Their
framework is supported by intellectual standards including clarity, accuracy and
fairness, which translate abstract ideals into practical guidance for teaching and
learning. In this way, the philosophical tradition continues to influence contemporary
education, though now with a stronger focus on how critical thinking can be fostered
in real classroom settings. In general, therefore philosophers view critical thinking as
a fundamentally rational faculty centred on logic and involving argumentative analysis,

induction and deductive reasoning (e.g., Ennis, 1987; Siegel, 1985).
2.1.2 Psychological perspective

Psychologists, in contrast to philosophers’ largely normative accounts of good
reasoning, tend to conceptualise critical thinking as a set of cognitive skills and

processes that can be operationalised, assessed, and developed through instruction
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(Ruscio, 2006). This orientation has shaped a long tradition of standardised
measurement, most notably the Watson—Glaser Critical Thinking Appraisal (WGCTA)
and the Halpern Critical Thinking Assessment (HCTA).

The WGCTA, first introduced by Watson and Glaser (1980), assesses core dimensions
of critical thinking including inference, recognition of assumptions, deduction,
interpretation, and evaluation of arguments. It has been widely applied across
educational and organisational settings as an indicator of individuals’ capacity for
logical judgement, and empirical work has reported associations between higher scores
and stronger academic or professional decision-making outcomes (Facione, 1990; Niu
etal., 2013). Nevertheless, critics argue that the instrument privileges formal reasoning
performance and may under-represent metacognitive and contextual features of

thinking that shape how judgement is enacted in practice (Tiruneh et al., 2014).

In response to such concerns, the HCTA (Halpern, 2007) combines open-ended and
multiple-choice tasks to evaluate how critical thinking is applied in everyday situations,
including argument analysis, hypothesis testing, probabilistic reasoning, and decision-
making. Evidence suggests that the HCTA is capable of tracking change over time and
has been validated across diverse populations (Halpern, 2014). Taken together, these
instruments illustrate a distinctly psychological emphasis: critical thinking is treated
not only as an ideal of rationality, but as observable performance that can be

strengthened through targeted teaching and practice.

A further contribution of the psychological perspective lies in explaining why critical
thinking performance is often inconsistent across contexts. West and Toplak (2000)
note that critical thinking measures frequently assess whether individuals can resist
biased reasoning driven by prior beliefs. Related work on confirmation bias
demonstrates that people may scrutinise evidence more rigorously when it challenges
their views, yet relax evaluative standards when findings align with their
preconceptions (Klaczynski, 1997; Klaczynski et al., 1996, 2000, 2005). Importantly,
such bias is not simply a failure of logic; it reflects how belief systems guide attention,
interpretation, and memory. Training in critical thinking, however, has been shown to

help students recognise and attenuate these tendencies (Klaczynski & Robinson, 2000).
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Metacognition provides a central mechanism through which psychology theorises this
regulation of judgement. Broadly, metacognition enables individuals to monitor the
quality of their reasoning, evaluate evidential adequacy, and adjust strategies when
bias or inconsistency is detected (Kuhn, 1999; Efklides, 2006). Flavell’s (1979)
distinction between metacognitive knowledge, experience, and regulation offers a
useful lens for understanding how such monitoring is enacted and revised during
reasoning. In educational settings, these principles have informed practical approaches
including structured questioning and reflective routines that aim to make monitoring
and self-correction more explicit (Paul & Elder, 2006). Empirical evidence supports
the value of metacognitive prompting for improving tasks such as argument evaluation
(Schraw, 1998), although philosophical critiques caution that an assessment-led
emphasis may risk narrowing critical thinking to measurable outputs, rather than

sustained dialogical and reflective engagement (McPeck, 2016).

Despite ongoing debate, a broad convergence can be identified across psychological
and philosophical traditions. Both frame critical thinking as rationally grounded
judgement involving logical analysis, evaluation of evidence, and reasoned decision-
making (Ennis, 1985; Facione, 1990; Paul, 1992). Moreover, both emphasise that
skills alone are insufficient: critical thinking also depends on dispositions such as
open-mindedness and intellectual curiosity, which support the consistent and
purposeful application of cognitive skills in real-world contexts (Bailin et al., 1999;

Ennis, 1985; Facione, 1990, 2000; Halpern, 1998).
2.1.3 Educational Perspectives

Both philosophers and psychologists agree that critical thinking can be cultivated, and
their theoretical contributions have laid the foundations for critical thinking
frameworks that continue to shape and evolve within the field of education. Bloom’s
Taxonomy (1956), a classification of educational objectives, is one of the key theories
in educational psychology. It categorises learning objectives into different cognitive
levels to help teachers design curricula, set learning goals, and develop higher-order
thinking skills in students. The taxonomy places particular emphasis on higher
cognitive skills, such as analysing, evaluating, and synthesising. In 2001, Anderson

and Krathwohl revised Bloom’s Taxonomy, replacing synthesis with creativity as the
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highest cognitive level, highlighting the importance of innovative thinking. Piaget’s
(1972) cognitive development theory suggests that students’ cognitive development
level must be considered when fostering critical thinking. His theory emphasises that
students actively construct knowledge, and that critical thinking evolves through
inquiry-based learning. Similarly, Ennis (1987) advocates for the integration of formal
logic training, including deductive and inductive reasoning, into education to enhance
students’ analytical skills. Research has shown that students who develop general
problem-solving abilities demonstrate improvements on Piagetian-inspired cognitive
development measures. Furthermore, Abrami et al. (2008) examined the impact of
instructional interventions on students’ critical thinking skills and dispositions,

concluding that such interventions positively influence critical thinking development.

Building on these contributions, Paul and Elder (2011) synthesise psychological,
philosophical and pedagogical perspectives to argue that critical thinking is a self-
directed, self-disciplined and self-improving process. It requires a high degree of
clarity, accuracy, relevance, logic, depth and fairness. Their proposed triadic
framework of Intellectual Standards, Elements of Thought, and Intellectual
Traits provides a systematic structure for the development of critical thinking (Paul &
Elder, 2006, p. 6). As this research explores how critical thinking is perceived and
developed in higher arts education in China, a framework that addresses both the
structure and the habit of mind is particularly valuable, and therefore serves as the
theoretical foundation for this study. This will be discussed in detail in Section 2.4.
However, as the framework was developed in a Western educational context, this study
will also later reflect on how its application may require cultural adaptation for Chinese

higher visual-arts education.

2.2 The unique role of critical thinking in visual arts

When discussing the core theme of art and critical thinking, it is important to
distinguish several related concepts: critical thinking, reflection, creativity, critique,
and critical engagement. In arts education, these terms are sometimes used in place of
one another. However, they refer to different, though connected, processes. As noted
in Section 2.1, critical thinking is often defined as purposeful, self-regulatory

judgement. It involves interpretation, analysis, evaluation, and inference (Facione,
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1990). Reflection, in Dewey’s classic account, is the active and careful re-examination
of belief considering its grounds and consequences (Dewey, 1933). In professional
practice, like art creation learning courses, see Section 2.3.5, it includes reflection-on-
action and reflection-in-action (Schon, 1983). From a Paul-Elder perspective,
reflection supports metacognitive monitoring of one’s purposes, assumptions,
evidence, and implications. Creativity is often captured by a standard definition: it
requires both originality and effectiveness or appropriateness (Runco & Jaeger, 2012).
Here, effectiveness means that an idea or outcome works for a purpose or stands up
within a given set of criteria. Such judgements depend on the task, the domain, and the
wider sociocultural context (Amabile, 2012; Csikszentmihalyi, 1996). Creativity is
also often compared with creative thinking. By contrast, creative thinking is more often
treated as an iterative process of generating, testing, and improving ideas (Brandt,
2023). Critique (art criticism) refers to a structured practice of making meaning from
artworks and evaluating them. It commonly includes description, analysis,
interpretation, and judgement (Barrett, 2011; Feldman, 1994). It can be seen as a
domain-specific way of applying critical thinking standards to visual evidence and
aesthetic argument. Finally, critical engagement emphasises the dialogic, ethical, and
socio-political dimensions of critique. It situates critical thinking within participation
and dialogue in specific contexts. Learners are seen as co-constructors of meaning, and
this is pursued through dialogue and praxis (Freire, 1970; Giroux, 1988; hooks, 1994).
In visual culture education, this involves reading images critically within cultural and

ideological contexts (Freedman, 2003).

This section focuses on how critical thinking relates to these terms in different aspects
of art. First, the subsection on critical thinking and creative thinking compares their
complementary roles in visual artmaking. It shows how critical thinking can provide
logical scrutiny for creative work, while creative thinking keeps opening new
possibilities for ideas and critique. Second, the subsection on artistic intuition explains
that intuition is not simply a personal gift. It is shaped by long-term embodied practice
and accumulated knowledge, and it can support reasoning in making artistic
judgements. Finally, the subsection on art criticism, with reference to formalism and

interpretation, shows how critical thinking is used in analysing visual structure and in
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interpreting cultural meanings. It also stresses that critique in art involves dialogue,

and it has social and historical dimensions.

2.2.1 The Relationship with "Creative Thinking": The Complementarity of the
Two

As noted in the previous section, critical thinking has long been framed as rational,
analytical thought, and in arts education it is often overshadowed by the emphasis on
creative thinking. Yet the two are not in conflict; rather, they are dialectically related
and mutually reinforcing. While critical thinking promotes logical analysis and
rational evaluation, creative thinking enables divergent and generative innovation
(Paul & Elder, 2006). Research over the past three decades has shown that their
interaction is a key driver of creativity in artistic practice and arts education. Guilford
(1973) defined creative thinking as the ability to generate novel and useful ideas
through divergent thinking, characterised by brainstorming and breaking from linear
logic to explore multiple possibilities (Runco, 2014). Later studies highlight its non-
deterministic and unpredictable nature, where trial and error and paradigm-breaking
outcomes may emerge (Sawyer, 2012; Danto, 2006). Given its significance, arts
educators argue that structured strategies and tools are needed to cultivate creative
thinking, ensuring that students are prepared for both artistic and intellectual problem-

solving in contemporary creative industries.

This complementarity becomes clearer when artistic creation is examined as a
problem-solving process. Artistic creation involves non-structural problems (Ulger,
2018, para 11). as it is characterised by ambiguity in both the goal and the answer,
which may be dynamically adapted throughout the process (Getzels &
Csikszentmihalyi, 1977). Additionally, there is no single solution in the creative
process, requiring trial and error to explore possible paths (Goldschmidt, 2016), which
are inherently difficult to quantify (Dewey, 1934). To address this complexity,
researchers have proposed various models that conceptualise artistic creation as an
analysable process. Wallas (1926) divided the creative process into four stages, and
later, Sawyer (2012, p. 96), building on key models from psychology, developed an
eight-stage model for the creative process. These stages include: (1) identifying the

problem, (2) gaining domain-specific knowledge, (3) gathering a broad range of
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potentially relevant information, (4) incubation, (5) generating ideas, (6) combining

ideas, (7) selecting the final idea, and (8) externalising the creative product.

Creative thinking turns intuitive insights into concrete possibilities through divergent
associations and the combination of concepts (Guilford, 1973). In this way, it extends
artistic boundaries and opens new directions in art. Critical thinking relies on analysis,
evaluation, and refinement to make sure that ideas are coherent, that the purpose is
clear, and that the concept is well grounded (Facione, 1990). In Sawyer’s (2012) eight-
stage model of creativity, critical analysis plays a convergent role in the preparation
stage. Artists examine the context of their work, gather information, and assess
emerging ideas. They narrow the range of options through reflective judgement and
evidence-based reasoning. They do not only generate ideas. They also question
existing assumptions, assess alternatives, and refine early insights in line with
conceptual intention and communication goals. This reflects key aspects of critical
thinking, including identifying the central issue or question, selecting relevant
information, and making reasoned inferences about meaning and visual impact. These
elements are continuously judged against intellectual standards such as clarity,
relevance, depth, and logical consistency (Paul & Elder, 2006, 2014).is gathered to

narrow down the best solutions and eliminate ineffective options.

Gabora (2002) argued from a cognitive psychological perspective that the creative
process involves two distinct modes of thought: the associative mode and the analytic
mode. The former corresponds to a more diffuse, associative way of thinking that
fosters remote associations and the generation of novel ideas, whereas the latter
represents a more focused and causally oriented mode, used to screen, refine, and
elaborate initial insights. The field of art criticism similarly highlights the problems
that may arise when the balance between these modes is disrupted. Many
contemporary artworks have been criticised as “innovation for innovation’s sake,”
privileging visual impact and conceptual novelty at the expense of depth, meaning,
and social resonance. This concern resonates with Danto’s (1981) claim in The
Transfiguration of the Commonplace that modern and postmodern art often
overemphasises formal breakthroughs, treating innovation as an end rather than a

means, thereby undermining art’s critical and discursive dimensions. As Gabora (2002)
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emphasised, the capacity for variable focus is crucial, the ability to flexibly shift
between associative and analytic thought depending on the stage of problem-solving.
From this cross-disciplinary perspective, educators must strive to balance the two:
entering the critical mode too early may suppress the generation of ideas, whereas
remaining too long in the divergent phase may result in creativity that lacks depth and

practical impact.

2.2.2 Critical Thinking and Artistic Intuition

In the context of art, art is often understood as an activity centred on intuition and
sensory experience. In Art as Experience, Dewey (1934) argues that art is not a purely
formal object separated from life. Instead, it is closely linked to everyday experience
and can be seen as the completion of an experience. Therefore, art making and art
appreciation should be grounded in how personal experience is formed, rather than

being reduced to logical analysis alone.

Philosophical discussions of intuition support this view. Howell (2013, p. 13) defines
intuition as “a direct apprehension of the truth, independent of any physical evidence
or the reasoning processes of the mind”. He also describes it as a non-verbal process
that operates at an unconscious or super-conscious level, rooted in an empathic
connection between the person and certain aspects of reality. In a similar way,
Hardman describes intuition as brief, holistic, and immediate, and sees it as a keyway
in which human creative potential is released. In his account, intuition is treated as a
source of creativity because it grows out of deep personal experience and shapes an
individual response to the world. Croce (2017) places intuition within aesthetics and
proposes “artistic intuition” as a form of creative intuition. In The Essence of Aesthetic,
he distinguishes ordinary intuition from artistic intuition. He argues that art does not
depend on a special capacity that is separate from everyday mental life. Instead, it
relies on a general human capacity for intuition expressed in aesthetic form. For
example, in painting this may appear in the organisation of colour relationships, while
concepts mainly serve general judgement. This kind of artistic intuition does not rely
on logical reasoning but reveals artistic truth now of “expression as creation” (Croce,

2017, p. 14).
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However, the subjectivity and perceptual nature of art does not mean that such
expression cannot be developed or refined. Like creative intuition, subjective feeling
and perceptual expression can become more stable through training. Psychologists
often explain this through the cumulative effects of implicit learning (Lieberman,
2000). Merleau-Ponty (2013) also shows how the body, through experience of space
and movement, forms a pre-reflective and intuitive understanding of the world (pp.
100-147). He argues that long-term physical practice, such as dance training, can bring
together rational knowledge, such as anatomical principles, and sensory experience,
such as muscle memory, to form body schemas. These schemas allow dancers to
perform complex movements in an intuitive way. Classic research by Reber (1967)
also suggests that rational knowledge can become an intuitive resource through
repeated exposure and practice, even when people are not actively using explicit

reasoning.

Kahneman’s (2011) distinction between System 1, which is fast and intuitive, and
System 2, which is slow and rational, further suggests that seemingly automatic
intuitive responses often depend on long-term training and checking by System 2. In
artistic practice, this implies that an artist’s subjective expression is often shaped by
accumulated knowledge and technical mastery. For instance, a painter’s intuitive use
of perspective relies not only on visual experience but also on an understanding of
Euclidean geometry.For these reasons, artistic intuition and critical thinking are not
opposites. They are better understood as two processes that interact throughout

creation.

2.2.3 Art Criticism — From Formalism to Interpretation

The previous discussion has primarily focused on the relationship between critical
thinking and the creative process in art. This section explores the role of critical
thinking in art criticism. Works of art possess intrinsic aesthetic values, which are
shaped by the artist’s philosophical outlook and cognitive style, influencing the
meaning conveyed through artistic expression. Arnheim (1954) highlight the duality
of art appreciation, distinguishing between objective and subjective dimensions. The

objective dimension refers to the logical relationships between formal elements (e.g.,
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balance, contrast), which serve as universal foundations for aesthetic judgement.
Meanwhile, the subjective dimension, encompassing intuition, cultural background,
personal emotions, and memories, plays a crucial role in shaping the interpretation of

art.

Formalism represents the objective perspective in art criticism. Formalists argue that

painting should be self-referential, focusing purely on form and composition rather

than external influences. For example, Bell (1914, p3) introduced the concept of

"Significant Form", suggesting that a work's visual language, such as balance, rhythm,
and contrast, evokes aesthetic emotion independently of its cultural or biographical
context. From this standpoint, art functions as a closed system, where meaning is
determined by internal formal elements rather than the artist’s biography or broader

social influences.

In this approach, art criticism prioritises logical coherence evaluating whether the
rhythm, proportions, and composition follow a discernible pattern and whether colours,
lines, and materials adhere to a particular order. By reasoning based on objective visual
evidence, this method provides a structured framework for criticism. Such analyses
emphasise logical reasoning, evidence evaluation, and sound argumentation, avoiding
subjective bias or external interpretation. The analytical steps align with critical
thinking skills, particularly deductive reasoning as described by Ennis (1987) deriving

specific conclusions from general principles.

The first step in this process is decomposition, where the artwork is broken down into
its fundamental visual components (e.g., colour, line, shape). Critical thinking ensures
the rigour of this analysis by questioning the logical relationships between formal
elements, for instance, whether the composition achieves balance or whether the use
of colour contrast adheres to principles of harmony. The next step involves evaluation,
assessing how these elements contribute to the overall artistic effect, such as
determining whether the work aligns with a particular artistic style (e.g.,
Impressionism, Cubism, or Abstract Art). The third step involves comparing how
composition and colour contrasts in different works affect visual perception and

determining whether there is consistency with the artist’s other works. Finally, the last
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stage of analysis is to summarise and conclude how the formal elements of the artwork
interact to create a specific emotional or visual experience. For example, studies in The
German Quarterly trace how Guernica evolved beyond its formal composition to
become a universal symbol of political protest (Kopper, 2014). Yet, its widespread

2

deployment also suggests the painting functions as “art propaganda,” recirculated

across mediascapes in ways that challenge formalist autonomy (Truett, 2020).

Unlike formalism, semiotics provides a systematic analytical framework for
understanding the diversity of meaning in art. It explains the origins of subjectivity,
particularly the interplay between cultural codes and personal experience. Semiotics
was introduced to the study of art, literature and culture in the mid-20th century.
Panofsky (2009) applied the principles of semiotics to the history of art, proposing a
method of “iconographic analysis” that emphasises the symbolic meanings in works
of art (pp. 26—54). Roland Barthes extends this approach to photography, advertising
and film, arguing that the viewer's interpretation ultimately determines the meaning of
the symbol. This implies that semiotics is a process of meaning making, and that the
visual elements of a work of art are not just aesthetic objects, but also vehicles of
cultural and social discourse (Bal & Bryson, 1991). This is particularly crucial for the
development of critical thinking as it requires students to constantly question the
surface meaning of images and identify the implicit values and ideologies in their

social context.

Artists will use art as a tool of social critique, through aesthetic curation as well as
semiotics, to give marginalised groups a voice in cultural narratives and enable them
to advocate for social justice. The avant-garde movements of the 20th century proved

effective in challenging authoritative structures, forcing viewers to question the natural

logic of power (Biirger, 1984). Bakhtin’s Carnival Theory (1984) offers a key

framework for this: folkloric laughter and parody temporarily dismantle the sanctity
of dominant discourses by inverting hierarchies, exaggerating bodily features, and
mocking authority. This use of visual exaggeration and subversive symbolic strategies
has evolved into a systematic mode of critique in contemporary art. Similarly,
Banksy’s Street art reflects this approach by satirising political figures and using visual

simplification to expose internal contradictions within power structures.
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Bal and Bryson (1991), by introducing semiotics into art history, criticised the
traditional positivist narrative for its naturalised treatment of the ‘author’ and ‘context’
(pp- 181-185). They emphasise that the production of meaning is always embedded in
specific historical contexts and acts of interpretation, and that the so-called “author” is
no longer a fixed figure of genius, but rather a narrative function constructed within

the discourse of art history.

This semiotic approach to analysing artworks encourages a rethinking of how images
operate as points of intersection between social critique, ideological struggle, and
cultural politics. In this process, the audience is forced to activate critical reflection
when deciphering the artwork’s contradictory imagery. Semiotics highlights the
possibility of multiple readings of the same work. Peirce’s theory of the Interpretant
posits that the meaning of a sign does not reside within the sign itself but is instead
constructed by the viewer’s act of interpretation, shaped by personal experience. For
example, in Picasso’s Guernica (Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, n.d.) is
one of the most iconic works of 20th-century art. The original painting is accessible at:
https://www.museoreinasofia.es/en/collection/artwork/guernica, the bull and horse
motifs reference his personal iconography, layering the artwork with broader themes
of suffering and resistance. A viewer who has experienced war trauma may interpret

the distorted human figures in Guernica as symbols of fear and devastation.

The role of critical thinking in semiotic analysis extends beyond simple logical
reasoning (Vincent-Lancrin, 2019). Semiotics requires us to derive meaning from a
work’s visual cues, cultural contexts, and symbolic systems. Metaphor plays a crucial
role in this process, as it enables the understanding of one concept in terms of another
(Stampoulidis et al., 2019). In this way, semiotics helps to explain how language,
visual art, and cultural phenomena communicate complex ideas and emotions through
symbols and metaphorical associations. If formalism aligns with deductive reasoning,
then semiotics corresponds more closely to inductive reasoning a core skill of critical
thinking. By contrast, a semiotic approach frames interpretation as a form of critical
engagement. It involves more than evaluating the artwork itself. It places the work

within wider contexts, and enters dialogue with audiences and culture, as well as
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structures of power, ethical implications, and social histories. It also requires

awareness of one’s own position and responsibility.
2.3 Pedagogical Approaches to Fostering Critical Thinking in Visual

Arts Education from an International Perspective

I conducted a literature review of existing pedagogies related to critical thinking. These
include problem-based learning (PBL), inquiry-based learning (IBL), project-based
learning (PjBL), studio-based inquiry, and reflective practice. The reason for the
study's focus on these pedagogies is that, firstly, they have been widely used in
Western education and have been proven by several empirical studies to be effective
in promoting students' critical thinking, problem solving skills and creative expression,
and secondly, these pedagogies are not separate from each other but form a logical
continuum in the development of students' thinking. Problem-based learning provides
a context and structure for problem solving, inquiry-based teaching emphasises
students' problem solving and independent exploration, and project-based and studio-
based learning methods emphasise personalised expression and collaboration in
authentic creative tasks, integration of knowledge, and a focus on outcome orientation
and practical application. Reflective teaching, on the other hand, helps students deepen
their understanding of the problem and self-adjustment in creation and evaluation. This
process of problem posing, project practice, and reflective reengineering is a key chain
in the formation of critical thinking. Although there is limited research related to art
education, many renowned art colleges and universities (e.g. Goldsmiths, RISD, etc.)
have integrated these pedagogies into their curricula, resulting in a model of cultural-
critical-orientated and socially engaged art teaching and learning, which is worthy of
reference. By analysing these approaches, my study hopes to provide Chinese
universities with a feasible path to introduce critical thinking at the level of curriculum

design and pedagogy.
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2.3.1 Problem-Based Learning Approach

Problem-based learning (PBL) typically begins with ill-structured and uncertain
problems, emphasising students’ active construction of knowledge and self-directed
exploration of learning goals (Savery, 2006; Stefanou et al., 2013). Its central function
lies in fostering critical thinking, problem-solving, and self-regulation skills. Scholars
argue that real-world problems are often complex and unconventional, requiring
higher-order cognitive processes such as analysis, evaluation, and reflective judgement
(Cropley, 2001; Plucker et al., 2004). Empirical studies across disciplines, including
business and medicine, have consistently demonstrated the effectiveness of PBL in
enhancing students’ critical thinking abilities (Ngai, 2007; Tiwari et al., 2006; Yuan et
al., 2008).

Within art education, PBL is particularly relevant due to the inherently complex and
open-ended nature of artistic creation. Artistic practice requires learners to interpret
contexts, generate ideas, evaluate alternatives, and refine conceptual and aesthetic
decisions before presenting work to an audience (Dudek & Cote, 1994). Research
suggests that open-ended and exploratory project-based tasks promote deeper
analytical engagement and stronger critical thinking skills in art learning contexts
(Barrett, 2012; Savage & Fautley, 2013). Through such processes, students are
encouraged not only to experiment creatively but also to justify and reflect upon their

artistic choices.

The pedagogical foundations of PBL are rooted in constructivist learning theory,
which views knowledge as actively constructed through experience and social
interaction (Hein, 1991). In this model, teachers act as facilitators rather than
transmitters of knowledge, while students engage collaboratively in inquiry and
problem-solving (Ferreira & Trudel, 2012). This student-centred orientation aligns
closely with the development of critical thinking, as learners are required to question
assumptions, evaluate evidence, and negotiate meaning within authentic learning

situations.

Ulger (2018) investigated the application of PBL in Turkish art classrooms, where

students engaged in scenario-based tasks and brainstorming sessions. Findings
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indicated that while PBL enhanced creative thinking, its impact on critical thinking
proved limited. As noted in section 2.2.1, critical and creative thinking fulfil distinct
roles within the problem-solving process. Open-ended tasks encouraged the generation
of divergent ideas yet offered fewer opportunities for systematic evaluation. Critical
thinking, while not entirely analytical, necessitates structured reflection and
assessment time. Should PBL implementation prioritise rapid problem-solving over
sufficient critical dialogue, students may miss opportunities to scrutinise their own or
peers' assumptions (Sternberg, 1985). Compared to inquiry-based learning, which
places greater emphasis on sustained questioning and knowledge construction, PBL
excels at stimulating creativity. However, without structured assessment, it risks

developing insufficient critical reasoning capabilities.

2.3.2 inquiry-based learning

Inquiry-based learning (IBL), like PBL, engages students with open-ended and ill-
structured problems that require the reconciliation of multiple perspectives (King,
1990, 2002). However, rather than centring on problem outcomes, IBL places greater
emphasis on the inquiry process itself, particularly through teacher-guided questioning.
By employing heuristic prompts such as “What do you see?”” and “What makes you
think that?”, teachers encourage students to ground interpretations in visual evidence
and engage in reflective reasoning (Housen, 2001). Research suggests that without
such structured questioning, students tend to revert to seeking single correct answers

rather than exploring alternative viewpoints (King, 2002).

To counter this tendency, scholars have proposed dialogical models of critical inquiry
in art education. Geahigan’s (1997) framework emphasises the testing and revision of
preconceived notions through discussion, comparison, and engagement with
controversial works. Similarly, Barrett (2012) and Stewart (1997) highlight evidence-
based questioning strategies that foster interpretative dialogue and critical justification.
Together, these approaches position IBL as a pedagogical means of cultivating

reflective judgement, multiplicity of meaning, and reasoned evaluation.

Lampert (2006) synthesises these processes through three interconnected forms of
inquiry: aesthetic inquiry, which develops perceptual awareness through close

observation of form and composition; critical inquiry, which involves analytical
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reasoning about values, contexts, and interpretations; and creative inquiry, which
integrates reflection with artistic production. Empirical findings further indicate that
students exposed to inquiry-based art instruction demonstrate significantly stronger
critical thinking dispositions than those in traditional instructional settings (Lampert,
2006). This suggests that IBL not only enhances artistic understanding but also

systematically supports the development of reflective and analytical thinking.

2.3.3 Project-Based Learning

Project-based learning (PjBL) organises learning around extended, authentic projects
that require students to investigate complex problems and produce tangible outcomes
(Thomas, 2000). Empirical research consistently demonstrates its effectiveness in
promoting critical thinking, metacognitive regulation and creative problem-solving

across disciplines (Anazifa & Djukri, 2017; Stefanou et al., 2013; Bell, 2010).

In visual arts education, PjBL supports critical thinking by integrating conceptual
analysis, aesthetic judgement and practical experimentation within open-ended
projects (Douglas et al., 2018; Hawari & Mohd Noor, 2020). The project cycle of
planning, testing and reflection closely mirrors core critical thinking processes. During
planning, students identify problems, clarify goals and analyse conceptual directions,
aligning with issue identification and purpose-setting (Facione, 1990). The testing
phase involves iterative experimentation, requiring justification of artistic choices and
continuous evaluation of effectiveness, while reflection consolidates learning through
self-monitoring, critique and reasoned defence of decisions. This integrative structure
enables students to mobilise theoretical knowledge, artistic literacy and personal
experience into coherent creative practice. Through combining art criticism, technical
skill and conceptual reasoning, learners transform fragmented knowledge into
strategic judgement and meaningful artistic outcomes (Hetland et al., 2013; Barrett,
2018). Compared with traditional instruction, PjBL therefore offers a powerful

framework for embedding critical thinking within authentic artistic problem-solving.

However, despite its pedagogical potential, existing research on PjBL in higher visual
arts education remains limited. Much of the literature focuses on K—12 or STEM

contexts, often treating critical thinking in broad terms without specifying cognitive
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mechanisms or instructional scaffolding (Erdogan & Bozeman, 2015). Moreover,
while PjBL has been increasingly adopted in Chinese art and design programmes, its
localisation and impact on critical thinking development have rarely been

systematically examined.
2.3.4 Studio-Based Learning

The design studio has its historical roots in the Renaissance apprenticeship model, later
institutionalised by the Ecole des Beaux-Arts in the 19th century and reshaped in the
20th century by the Bauhaus and Modernist movements, which emphasised
interdisciplinary experimentation and material research (Salama, 2006). This
trajectory laid the foundations for the studio-based framework of contemporary design
education. At its core, studio-based learning is practice-driven: students acquire
knowledge through hands-on creative experience, reflection, observation,
experimentation, and synthesis, rather than relying solely on theoretical instruction
(Kolb, 1984). This aligns with constructivist learning theory, which emphasises that
knowledge is constructed through experience and reflection (Piaget, 1950). For
instance, visual arts students often learn concepts such as colour, composition, and
perspective more effectively through practical exercises, painting, sculpture, or digital
modelling than through text-based explanations (Gray & Malins, 2004; Sullivan,
2010).

Studio-based learning places students in a practical, workshop-style environment
where they can experiment with materials, develop projects, and receive feedback
from tutors and peers. This approach emphasises learning through doing and sustained
engagement with creative tasks. Importantly, it also naturally supports critical thinking:
the cycle of producing work, receiving critique, and revising ideas requires students to
evaluate their own decisions, consider alternative solutions, and justify their artistic
choices. Over time, this iterative critique process cultivates reflective analysis
alongside creative experimentation. Brocato (2009) highlights that the studio context
treats work as always provisional and subject to refinement, reinforcing the habit of
continuous improvement. Through such cycles, students gradually develop both
creative fluency and critical awareness (Brookfield, 2011; Barrett, 2012; Moon, 2004).

Furthermore, collaborative studio projects encourage dialogue and peer critique,
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prompting learners to challenge each other’s perspectives and broaden their

interpretive frames (Boud & Molloy, 2013; Candy & Edmonds, 2018).

2.3.5 Reflective practice

Project-based, problem-based and studio-based pedagogies emphasise student
learning through hands-on practice, collaboration and feedback in authentic contexts.
However, while emphasising doing, these pedagogies often fail to adequately guide
students to systematically reflect on why and how they do what they do. Reflective
pedagogies, as a complementary pathway, emphasise the need for students to question,
reconstruct and evaluate their own thinking and judgements in the creative process,

which is one of the requirements for critical thinking.

Dewey (1933) was among the first to argue that reflective thinking in education is an
active, persistent and purposive inquiry into one’s beliefs and knowledge. His view
provides the theoretical grounding for later work on reflection in art education. In
general, reflective practice is defined as learning from experience to gain new insight
into oneself and one’s work (Boud et al., 1985; Boyd & Fales, 1983; Mezirow, 1981;
Jarvis, 1992). Schon (1987) refined the idea with two key notions: ‘reflection-in-
action’ (thinking while doing) and ‘reflection-on-action’ (thinking after doing) (p26-
29). Hatton and Smith (1995) note that this approach prompts students to revisit the
reasoning behind their creative and aesthetic choices, deepening their grasp of artistic
practice and meaning making. Through reflection, learners examine their intentions
and techniques, identify latent cultural bias, emotional projection or formal limitations,
and then revise their work critically (Zeichner & Liston, 2014). In practical studio
teaching, educators use spoken or written reflection, such as art journals, process
statements and peer critiques to guide students in analysing a piece from several angles,
including its expressive effect and social context. This routine fosters deeper and
broader thinking and improves their evaluative and dialectical reasoning skills

(Thompson, 2008).

Reflective teaching in art can prompt self-inquiry, which in turn strengthens both
critical participation and creative expression. Finlay (2008) calls reflection learning

through experience to gain new insight into self and practice and shows that it moves
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from simple description, through critique, to a reflexive view that asks how social
position shapes action. She agrees with Schon that professional work is rarely a neat
problem—solution chain; it is messy and shifting. Atkins and Murphy (1993) add three
clear moments to this process. First, an uneasy feeling makes the learner aware that
intent and outcome do not match. In the studio this might be frustration with a painting
or a challenge from peers, echoing Paul and Elder’s call for clarity of purpose. Next
comes critical analysis: the student examines ideas, feelings and evidence, weighing
structure, meaning, materials and cultural references as Facione (1990) describes. The
final moment is a new view, where the learner synthesises insights, re-decides and
moves on, matching Ennis’s stress on judgement. True reflection, Finlay argues,
questions hidden assumptions and often arises from cognitive conflict in discussion.
In practice, students first list what they have done, then, after feedback or failure, test
their own beliefs and preferences, and at the highest level ask how identity, status or
discipline norms shape their art. Thus, critical thinking grows not only from how they

make work but also from how they judge the effects of their choices.

While art education emphasises open expression and multiple perspectives, the current
higher art classroom in China still adopts a result-oriented or teacher-evaluation-
centred approach to creation and critique, and students often lack the space to
independently define artistic issues and make reflective judgements. Against this
background, these pedagogies offer a valuable reference framework through which
students can question, reason, reconstruct, and develop more critically aware artistic
judgements in collective dialogue. Among them, studio-based learning appears
particularly compatible with Chinese art education, given its resonance with the long-
standing workshop tradition and its cycle of production, critique, and revision that
naturally fosters reflective practice. Project-based and problem-based learning also
have strong potential to be integrated into design-oriented disciplines, where structured
briefs and problem-solving tasks already exist, and could be reframed to encourage
deeper enquiry and more open-ended outcomes. In this sense, the key question is not
whether these pedagogies can be adopted wholesale, but how they can be selectively
introduced, adapted, and localised to respond to the structural and cultural challenges
of Chinese higher art education. The next section will therefore turn to China’s

educational history, curricular structure, and pedagogical realities to explore in more
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detail the dilemmas and possible pathways for cultivating critical thinking in this

context.

2.4 The Current Status of Critical Thinking in Chinese Art Education

The previous section reviewed several key pedagogical approaches to critical thinking
that can be applied in arts education. However, most existing studies focus on how
critical thinking and the arts are integrated within Western education systems. By
contrast, there is still limited research on how critical thinking is understood,
developed, and used in Chinese higher art education. Given the distinctive features of
Chinese cultural traditions, teaching beliefs, and the organisation of arts education, it
is necessary to examine how critical thinking develops within this context. This
subsection therefore focuses on the design of higher education curricula in China,
associated pedagogical approaches, and their historical evolution, alongside key
differences in the understanding of critical thinking between Western and Chinese

perspectives.

2.4.1 Historical Development of Higher Visual Arts Education in China

Scholarship on Chinese higher visual arts education consistently highlights three
interlocking forces shaping its historical development: modes of skill transmission,
state ideology, and the selective incorporation of foreign pedagogies. First, early
training was dominated by master—apprentice transmission, which prioritised craft
competence and stylistic inheritance while restricting access (Clunas, 1997; Andrews,
1994). The move towards modern academies in the early twentieth century introduced
curricular standardisation and assessment practices associated with Western academic
art, including perspective, anatomy, and systematic drawing instruction (Sullivan,
2010). Second, from the 1950s onwards, art education was strongly aligned with
political imperatives. The Soviet Chistyakov system and later Cultural Revolution
practices reinforced representational realism and curtailed open-ended interpretation
and individual expression, positioning visual production primarily as an ideological
instrument (Andrews, 1994; Hung, 2011; Clark, 2010). Third, post-1978 reforms
gradually reopened conceptual space for experimentation and expanded the repertoire

of legitimate media and genres; by the 1990s, leading academies established
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experimental units that engaged contemporary practices such as installation and

performance (Wu, 2000).

For the purposes of this study, this literature suggests that the contemporary classroom
inherits a dual orientation: on the one hand, technical competence and demonstrable
outcomes remain central to teaching and evaluation; on the other, students are
increasingly expected to explain intentions, defend decisions, and interpret cultural
contexts. This duality provides an important contextual lens for examining how critical
thinking is understood and enacted within studio-based learning in Chinese higher

visual arts education.

2.4.2 Curriculum design and pedagogy in professional and comprehensive higher

education institutions in China

The curricula and pedagogical practices of Chinese higher art education vary
substantially according to institutional orientation. Professional art academies (e.g.,
CAFA and China Academy of Art) typically sustain studio-centred teaching in which
students work under the guidance of established professors, whose aesthetic
preferences and professional authority strongly shape instructional routines (Clark,
2010). Building on the historical formation discussed in Section 2.4.1, this studio
model remains highly practice-oriented and is characterised by demonstration,
copying, individual tutoring, and critique. Its persistence reflects both its effectiveness
in transmitting technical skills and its symbolic role in consolidating disciplinary

norms within the academy (Zhou, 2012).

Compared with Western accounts of Studio-Based Learning that emphasise reflective
exploration and dialogic critique (Schon, 1983; Blair, 2006), the Chinese studio model
is more outcome-oriented and often gives limited attention to explicit reflexive
teaching. Although studio processes can in principle support critical thinking through
technical experimentation, reflection-in-action, and peer critique (Schon, 1983; Blair,
2006), this potential is frequently constrained by tutor dominance, prioritisation of
technical outcomes, and opaque assessment criteria. As a result, systematic
instructional strategies for fostering critical judgement and reflective practice are often

underdeveloped (Bray & Qin, 2001).
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By contrast, art and design units in comprehensive universities (e.g., Tsinghua and
Peking University) have increasingly adopted project-based approaches to connect
artistic practice with interdisciplinary inquiry. Project-based learning can encourage
collaboration, debate, and critical reflection through real or simulated briefs that
engage aesthetics, cultural studies, communication, and industry-facing problem-

solving (Douglas & Jaquith, 2009).

In practice, boundaries between these models are becoming more fluid: professional
academies have expanded interdisciplinary programmes (e.g., interactive design and
digital media), while comprehensive universities continue to maintain studio teaching
in traditional domains such as painting and sculpture. However, despite the growing
diversity of pedagogical forms, Chinese scholarship has seldom examined studio and
project approaches as pedagogical frameworks. Curriculum research remains heavily
concentrated on macro-level policy, with relatively little attention to micro-level
classroom interaction and teacher—student negotiation (Zhong, 2014). Teachers’
limited engagement in practitioner research, shaped by workload, resources, and
professional support further contributes to the scarcity of pedagogical studies in art
education (Zheng & Wang, 2014). This study therefore addresses this gap by analysing
how teachers and students negotiate pedagogical practices in authentic classroom

contexts.
2.4.3 Controversies and Challenges in Teaching Critical Thinking in China

This section discusses the integration of traditional Chinese culture into the teaching
of critical thinking. Influenced by the Confucian educational tradition and its interplay
with traditional Chinese aesthetics. Such conditions complicate the teaching and
practice of critical thinking within Chinese visual arts education, while simultaneously

underscoring the necessity for culturally appropriate pedagogical approaches.

A key controversy concerns how critical is defined and recognised across contexts. In
many Western accounts, critical thinking is associated with explicit questioning, open
disagreement, and argument-based reasoning, shaped by traditions such as Socratic
questioning and Enlightenment rationalism (Vincent-Lancrin, 2019). Within this

framing, critical thinking “analyses thinking; it evaluates thinking; it improves

37



thinking” (Paul & Elder, 2006, p. xiii), and Western classrooms often treat public
debate as a visible sign of criticality. By contrast, Confucian culture values harmony.
Li (2012) argues that harmony is not passive obedience, but a continuing negotiation
of moral values to mediate differences. In classroom interaction, this can reduce
students’ willingness to challenge teachers or peers directly, with indirect
communication or silence more common (Peng & Nisbett, 1999). In Western academic
settings, where debate is taken as a marker of critical thinking, such patterns can be
misread as lack of ability, and staff may express dissatisfaction with Asian students’

critical thinking (Lun et al., 2010; Durkin, 2008).

These are especially salient in visual arts education, where critical thinking is widely
viewed as integral to creative practice. Eisner (2002) argues that “all good work in the
arts requires forms of thinking that are subtle and sophisticated” (p. 37), including
conceptualising goals, reflecting on thought processes, and articulating artistic
judgements. Yet traditional Chinese culture tends to value “a reasonable middle-of-
the-road approach” (Peng & Nisbett, 1999, p. 746), and students may avoid culturally
or politically sensitive topics. Confucian learning traditions also emphasise respect for
and imitation of classical texts, which in visual arts education often supports the
transmission of established techniques. This can create cognitive dissonance for
students exposed to Western-style training, since they may be encouraged to question
aesthetic norms while also being expected to preserve cultural identity (Jiang, 2008).
Related research suggests that East Asian students often integrate conflicting
viewpoints, whereas Western students more often favour dichotomous, logic-based

argumentation (Nisbett et al., 2001).

Teacher authority further shapes how critical thinking can be expressed and assessed.
Western visual art education often stresses teacher—student dialogue, with educators
acting as guides rather than authorities (Freire, 1970). By contrast, Chinese teachers
are traditionally positioned as holders of authoritative knowledge. Bourdieu’s (1993)
concept of cultural capital helps explain how visual arts education in China can
transmit technique while also reproducing cultural symbolic systems through

apprenticeship-style relations (Li, 2003). This may discourage students from
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questioning authority and lead them to seek legitimacy within collective identity

structures.

At the same time, Confucian culture does not necessarily inhibit critical thinking, but
may shape distinct forms of it (Tan, 2017; Li, 2012; Kim, 2003). Tan (2017) identifies
reflection “on knowledge content and on the self, the latter ensuring synthesis and
integration in an open and autonomous manner” (pp. 71-72). Rear (2017) similarly
argues that East Asian reasoning may be more introspective and indirect and may
therefore be misread in Western contexts. Students may demonstrate criticality
through private reflection or group discussion rather than public challenge
(Kirkpatrick & Zang, 2011). Some scholars also treat critical thinking as a universal
capacity, with culture shaping its expression (Halpern, 1998). In this light, Chinese
visual arts traditions may offer resources for critical engagement, such as blank space

and mood, which invite interpretation and co-construction of meaning (Cai, 2002).

Finally, institutional constraints shape the scope of criticality that is feasible in formal
education. O’Sullivan and Guo (2010) distinguish between first-wave critical thinking,
which focuses on reasoning within dominant frameworks, and second-wave critical
thinking, which interrogates underlying ideologies and social structures. In China,
education largely prioritises first-wave critical thinking, while explicit critique of
political and social systems remains institutionally constrained, limiting opportunities

for second-wave criticality in formal education.

2.5 Theoretical framework for this study

Although the literature has explored the ontological concept of critical thinking from
the perspectives of philosophy, psychology and pedagogy, and has highlighted its links
with creativity, artistic intuition and art criticism, there remains a lack of operational
and theoretically robust models for practice. To address this gap, the present study
employs the structured critical thinking framework developed by Paul and Elder (2001,
2006) as an analytical tool. Originating in the critical-thinking reform movement in
the United States during the 1980s, their model combines philosophical reasoning with

insights from educational psychology to produce a systematic structure for rational

39



enquiry. It aims not only to build clarity and rigour in reasoning but also to cultivate

intellectual virtues such as humility, reflection and fairness (Paul & Elder, 2008).

In Figure 2.2, the framework is applied to visual arts. The first layer is the eight
Elements of Thought, which map the internal reasoning path of critique and creation:
purpose clarifies what the work or critique is trying to achieve; question at issue
defines the artistic or interpretive problem; information gathers visual, material,
contextual, and historical evidence; concepts provide the theoretical language, such as
style, form, symbolism, and genre; assumptions surface taken-for-granted aesthetic
beliefs; point of view locates the stance of the maker or critic; inference connects
evidence to judgement; and implications trace the broader artistic, cultural, or social

significance of that judgement.

The second layer is the Intellectual Standards: clarity, accuracy, relevance, logic, depth,
breadth, and fairness. These standards are used to check the quality of thinking
throughout the whole process of artistic creation and critique. In the figure, some
standards are placed near elements to show where they are often used first, but they
are not fixed pairs. In practice, students can apply each standard at every stage to
examine whether their reasoning is clear, accurate, relevant, logical, sufficiently deep,
open to different perspectives, and fair. In visual art, intuition often shapes the first
response, but these standards help test and strengthen the depth of both creative
decisions and critical judgement. In this way, critique moves beyond opinion and

becomes structured critical engagement.
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Figure 2.2 Adapted framework of Paul and Elder’s (2001) Elements of Thought applied to visual arts.
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2.5.1 The potential of Paul-Elder framework in visual art

This thesis conceptualises critical thinking as a quality-control process for reasoning
and understands art criticism as the practice of applying this reasoning within visual
arts learning. In art education, criticism should not be reduced to a simple judgement
of whether a work is good or bad. As noted in Section 2.2.3, it is a structured cognitive
activity that involves analysis, interpretation, and evaluation, and it requires reasoned
judgement rather than casual opinion (Geahigan, 1997). Paul and Elder (2006) define
critical thinking as “the process of self-directed, self-disciplined thinking” (p. 2). They
stress reflective monitoring of purpose, evidence, assumptions, and the quality of
reasoning through intellectual standards such as clarity, relevance, accuracy, and logic.
This concept offers a strong framework for understanding how artistic judgements are
formed, refined, and justified in both criticism and creative practice. Barrett (1994)
distinguishes between internal information, such as form, medium, and subject matter,
and external information, such as historical background, cultural context, and the
artist’s intention. This aligns with the element of information. If criticism is to move
beyond impressionistic reaction, information must be selected and interpreted, and

then tested against standards of accuracy and relevance.

Barrett (1994) argues that artworks invite people to construct meaning, but
interpretation is not arbitrary. It is guided by purpose and constrained by evidence.
This closely links to Paul and Elder’s emphasis on clarifying the purpose of enquiry,
asking guiding questions, making assumptions explicit, and assessing emerging
inferences. At this stage, creativity is essential. Students propose different readings,
explore symbolic links, and imagine multiple possible meanings. However, as Paul
and Elder (2006) stress, this creative exploration needs reflective constraint if it is to
remain academically responsible. When assumptions are tested, concepts are clarified,
and claims are checked for coherence, relevance, and evidential support,
interpretations become stronger. This helps prevent meaning-making from being

driven only by personal bias or established convention.

Critical engagement places interpretation and evaluation within wider social, cultural,
and political contexts, which extends the scope of traditional criticism (Elkins, 2013).

This process relies heavily on conceptual reasoning. Students use concepts such as
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identity, representation, ideology, power, and cultural positioning to analyse how
artworks construct meaning. Importantly, critical thinking also requires these concepts
to become objects of reflection. Students need to define them precisely, distinguish
overlapping meanings, and explain how they illuminate specific visual evidence,

rather than applying them as abstract labels.

From this perspective, Paul and Elder’s framework offers more than a general theory
of reasoning. It provides a coherent way to understand how reflection, creativity, and
conceptual engagement work together in art criticism and creative practice. It explains
how intuitive responses can be developed into reasoned interpretations, how
imagination can generate ideas while still being shaped by rational standards, and how
aesthetic judgement can become a reflective, evidence-based practice. For this reason,
the framework is well suited to analysing critical thinking in visual arts education,

where meaning-making is inherently interpretive, creative, and social.

2.5.2 Theoretical Modelling for Higher Visual Art Pedagogy in China

Paul and Elder’s (2006) critical thinking framework were first developed in a Western
higher education context. This context tends to value dialogic learning, learner
autonomy, and explicit reasoning practices (Brookfield, 2012; Ennis, 2018). However,
the core of the framework is to clarify key cognitive processes that are widely seen as
central to higher-order learning. These include setting clear aims, questioning
assumptions, evaluating evidence, making inferences, and regulating one’s own
thinking. These abilities align closely with the goals of contemporary higher education
reform in China, which increasingly emphasises analytical ability, innovation, and
reflective learning (Facione, 1990; Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of
China, 2019). From this perspective, the framework offers a solid theoretical basis for

strengthening critical thinking in Chinese visual arts education.

At the same time, using the framework requires careful adjustment to fit the realities
of Chinese classrooms. In higher visual arts education, teaching still often prioritises
technical mastery through repetition, imitation, and standardised assessment of formal

accuracy (Chan & Zhao, 2010). While this approach supports the development of basic
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skills, it leaves limited room for explicit reasoning, interpretation, and independent
judgement. In addition, classroom interaction is often shaped by hierarchical teacher—
student relations, which can restrict open dialogue and exploratory critique (L1, 2016;
Tan, 2017). These conditions suggest that the framework cannot simply be transferred
as a discussion-based Western model. Instead, it needs to be embedded within familiar

teaching structures.

One effective way to contextualise the framework is to integrate Paul and Elder’s
elements of thought into art criticism practices that are commonly used in Chinese art
education, especially the stages of description, analysis, interpretation, and evaluation
(Barrett, 1994). Rather than introducing critical thinking as an abstract cognitive
theory, each stage of critique can be used to activate specific reasoning elements.
During description, students clarify purpose and guiding questions. During analysis,
they apply conceptual perspectives and select relevant information. During
interpretation, they generate and test inferences. During evaluation, they make criteria
and standards explicit. With this alignment, critical thinking becomes a structured part
of everyday classroom practice, rather than an added teaching burden. Moreover,
students often engage in critical reflection through internal dialogue, meaning
negotiation, and the gradual refinement of ideas, rather than prioritising public
confrontation or direct debate. The principle of harmony advocates balancing diverse
perspectives rather than dissolving opposing viewpoints, while relational thinking
situates judgements within socio-cultural contexts. Artistic intuition, rooted in
traditional aesthetics, further supplements analytical reasoning by guiding
interpretative and creative decisions through embodied experience and perceptual

acuity.

From this perspective, adopting Paul and Elder’s framework in Chinese higher visual
arts education is a process of pedagogical transformation, not direct transfer. The
framework retains its analytical rigour, while also adapting to a culturally grounded
learning pattern that centres on structured tasks, guided practice, and step-by-step
improvement. Importantly, this approach does not reject technical training. Instead, it
places technical skill within a broader process of reasoning, where skill development

supports conceptual understanding, interpretive depth, and reflective judgement. This
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theoretically grounded integration offers a practical route for advancing critical

thinking within the institutional and cultural realities of Chinese visual arts classrooms.
2.6 Conclusion

This chapter synthesises philosophical, psychological, and educational perspectives on
critical thinking and places them within the context of visual arts learning. It
understands this process as involving critique, reflection, creativity, and critical
engagement. Rather than treating these as separate cognitive skills, the chapter
explains how they relate in artistic practice to creative thinking, artistic intuition, and
art criticism. Reflection enables artists to monitor and refine judgement through
repeated making. Creativity generates and tests possible interpretations and forms of
expression. Critical engagement extends artistic thinking into wider social and cultural

contexts.

The chapter also notes that Western traditions often emphasise critical thinking
through explicit dialogue and argument. In contrast, Chinese educational and cultural
contexts tend to shape reasoning that is more relational, reflective, and internally
regulated. As a result, Chinese art students need to balance multiple knowledge
traditions. They must combine technical mastery and cultural inheritance with growing
expectations for analytical autonomy. This cultural hybridity highlights both the limits
of simply copying Western teaching models and the need for an adaptable theoretical

framework that can capture how critical thinking works in practice.

On this basis, this study adopts Paul and Elder’s (2006) critical thinking framework as
its core analytical structure. The elements of thought and intellectual standards offer a
coherent way to examine how, in critique and creative work, aims are formed,
assumptions are questioned, information is evaluated, inferences are drawn, and
judgements are justified. Importantly, the framework can trace critical thinking not
only in explicit classroom talk, but also in reflective making processes and culturally

shaped patterns of reasoning.

Although critical thinking pedagogies such as problem-based learning, project-based
learning, studio-based learning, and reflective approaches are widely promoted

internationally, empirical research remains limited on how critical thinking is enacted
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in art education, especially in Chinese higher visual arts classrooms. This study brings
Paul and Elder’s model into dialogue with concepts of creativity, reflection, and
critical engagement. It aims to address this gap and to provide a theoretically grounded
lens for exploring students’ reasoning within culturally situated teaching practices, as

well as for supporting the methodological chapter that follows.
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Chapter 3: Methodology

Chapter 3 builds on the literature review to explain the rationale for this study and the
development of its core research questions. The chapter outlines the research design
and methodological perspectives within a social constructivist paradigm. Guided by
this philosophical orientation, I adopted a qualitative approach to explore how visual
arts students and teachers in Chinese higher education perceive, develop, and form
critical thinking. The chapter details the process of data collection, which included
semi-structured interviews, classroom observation, and the appreciation of student
portfolios, followed by thematic analysis. This analysis was structured in dialogue with
Paul and Elder’s (2006) critical thinking framework. Specifically, their eight elements
of thought and intellectual standards were operationalised as coding categories, but
with modifications to capture culturally embedded understandings of creativity,
authority, and studio-based pedagogy. The chapter also discusses the ethical
considerations of conducting research in a familiar setting and highlights the reflective
role of the researcher in the co-construction of meaning. Finally, it explains how Paul
and Elder’s framework was refined and tailored to serve the purposes of this study, a

point which will be elaborated at the end of the chapter.
3.1 Philosophical assumptions and researcher positioning

3.1.1 Research Paradigm: A Social Constructivist Perspective

The beginning of my research required a clear framework and orientation to help me
understand my own position and direction. I acknowledge that philosophical
assumptions provide not only direction but also a stance for conducting research
(Creswell, 2013). These assumptions influence what I choose to study, how I conduct
the research, and how I interpret the findings (Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017). In educational
research, the researcher’s worldview forms the foundation of the entire inquiry. By
articulating my worldview, I aim to offer the reader a clearer understanding of how I
perceive the world and how I interpret and act within it. As Lather (1986) asserts,
research essentially reflects the kind of world in which the researcher lives, and the
kind of world they aspire to live in. This perspective is particularly important in the

context of this study, as my exploration of critical thinking in higher education visual
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art reflects my awareness of the current challenges facing Chinese art classrooms and
my desire to promote a learning environment that encourages reflection and
independent artistic enquiry. Following the framework proposed by Lincoln and Guba
(1985) and Creswell (2013), I understand that my research is shaped by four
interconnected philosophical components: ontology (what I believe about the nature
of reality), epistemology (how I believe knowledge is constructed), methodology (how
I choose to conduct my research), and axiology (what values I bring into the research
process). These dimensions serve as a foundation for the design and interpretation of

this study.

Ontology is central to positioning because it concerns the nature of reality and what
constitutes the known world (Scott & Usher, 1996; Creswell, 2013). From a
constructivist (relativist) perspective, reality is not fixed but socially and culturally
constructed. For example, in an art criticism class, students may interpret the same
painting differently: one may emphasise personal emotion, another its social value,
and a third its cultural or aesthetic significance. Such diversity illustrates that reality is
multiple and shaped by experience and context (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Creswell,
2013). In this study, I do not seek to measure the frequency of critical thinking in
classrooms or its causal impact on pedagogy. Instead, I focus on the perspectives of
teachers and students, asking questions such as: What does critical thinking look like
in the arts? How does it function in pedagogy? These questions highlight individual
understandings rather than universal laws (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Morgan, 2007).
Since experiences and backgrounds differ, interpretations of the same phenomenon
also vary (Gergen, 1985). For instance, student participants came from different
provinces with varied teaching systems, while teachers represented diverse age groups,
some influenced by Western models. This heterogeneity shaped their views of critical
thinking. Recognising this, I designed semi-structured interviews with open-ended
questions to encourage participants to articulate their experiences and interpretations,

allowing such diversity to emerge naturally in the data.

If ontology concerns how the world is constructed, epistemology addresses how we
understand and interrogate it. Epistemology involves assumptions about knowledge

itself (Richards, 2005) and the ways we see and interpret the world (Crotty, 1998),
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shaping methodological choices (Scotland, 2012). If knowledge is viewed as objective
and measurable, the researcher becomes a detached observer, relying on
experimentation or statistical analysis. By contrast, if knowledge is subjective and
socially situated, the researcher must engage directly with participants in their contexts.
From this perspective, knowledge is constructed through lived experience and
interpretation. My study is therefore grounded in the experiences of both me and my
participants, shaped by our backgrounds, social contexts, and interpretive processes. I
acknowledge that findings are not objective truths but are influenced by my values,
positionality, and interpretations. In selecting an epistemological stance, I reflected on
the overlap between interpretivism and social constructivism. Both emphasise the
explanation of meaning (Cohen et al., 2018). Interpretivism recognises that reality is
subjective and that individuals may understand the same phenomenon differently
(Weber, 1978). From this perspective, critical thinking has no fixed definition but is
experienced and interpreted by teachers and students within specific art education
contexts. This allows the study to focus on how students make sense of critical thinking
in learning and how teachers describe and teach it. However, interpretivism alone risks
overlooking the socio-cultural and institutional forces that shape critical thinking.
Constructivism extends this view by highlighting how knowledge and meaning are co-
constructed through social and cultural interaction, making it particularly relevant for

examining critical thinking in Chinese higher arts education.

As Matthews (1998) notes, constructivist thinking comprises two branches: Piaget’s
cognitive constructivism, which stresses that individuals construct knowledge through
their own experiences, and Vygotsky’s socio-cultural constructivism, which
emphasises the role of social interaction and cultural context. Piaget (1977) views
learning as an internal cognitive process, where meaning is built through assimilation
and accommodation to maintain cognitive equilibrium. While highlighting individual
agency, this perspective underplays the influence of social and cultural structures. In
contrast, Vygotsky (2012) argues that knowledge is constructed and internalised
through language, interaction, and social practice. Thought develops from social
interaction, and language functions not only as communication but also as a medium
of cognition. Knowledge formation thus depends on social structures, cultural

resources, and educational contexts. In this study, the understanding and development
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of critical thinking is conceived as a social practice, reflected not only in individual
cognitive strategies but also in teacher—student interactions, classroom discourse, art
criticism, and wider educational systems. I therefore adopt social constructivism as the
philosophical foundation. This stance allows knowledge to be seen as multiple,
dynamic, and contextual, and directs attention to how teachers and students co-
construct critical thinking through dialogue and reflection in specific cultural settings.
It also shaped my methodological choices: I employed a qualitative design, using semi-
structured interviews and classroom observations to capture participants’ diverse
experiences and the social interactions through which their understandings of critical

thinking were formed.

There is also a need to consider the moral issue, i.e. value theory, in the research
process. This considers the philosophical approach to making value decisions or the
right decisions (Edelheim, 2014). This study involves an exploration of critical
thinking in higher arts education in China, constructivism emphasises the interactive
and collaborative nature of the research process, the data collection process is often a
collaborative process where the researcher and the participants work together to
construct knowledge (Charmaz, 2014). During the interactive process, researchers
need to consider how to respect the rights of participants. For example, in this study,
when participants were asked how critical thinking manifests itself in art/practice,
several participants would show their portfolios for explanation. There were several
legal and ethical issues involved, such as the copyright of the participants' work.
Therefore, I needed to obtain the participants' consent to anonymously display their
work in the thesis. I will elaborate on this point in the ethics section to address other

related ethical issues.

The tendency of constructivist researchers to focus on social justice and how research
promotes fair and ethical practices (Kincheloe & McLaren, 2011) is relevant to this
study. Critical thinking has become an essential thinking skill and quality in other
higher education disciplines in China, such as mathematics and law. However, there
has been limited development in areas related to the arts, humanities and social
sciences (Luo, 2024). All students should have equal access to quality education,

including the development of critical thinking. Therefore, this study emphasises
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critical thinking in the arts and its application in teaching and learning. Through
education and research, students will acquire critical thinking skills to actively
participate in social life, challenge injustice, and express themselves through the arts

as positive agents of social change.

3.1.2 Researcher Positionality and Reflexivity

In interpretive research, the researcher’s beliefs and experiences inevitably shape the
research process (Creswell, 2013). From a constructivist perspective, the researcher’s
background and worldview influence not only the collection of data but also the way
meaning is constructed in analysis (Schwandt, 2000). Reflexivity therefore becomes
central: rather than attempting to eliminate my influence, I sought to make it visible

and critically reflect upon it (Finlay, 2002; Pillow, 2003).

My positionality is defined by a dual role: I am both a researcher and a Chinese higher
education art educator, with prior experience as a student within the same system. This
insider positioning gave me shared cultural reference points, a common professional
language, and familiarity with institutional norms and constraints. It enabled rapid
rapport-building and helped me recognise implicit meanings in participants’ accounts,
for example, coded references to the YIKAO system, assessment expectations, and
classroom hierarchies that might be overlooked by an external observer. However, this
insider status could also shape how participants chose to speak. Given the strong
emphasis on relational harmony and respect for authority in many educational settings,
some participants may have responded more cautiously, offered more socially
acceptable accounts, or tailored their narratives to what they assumed I as an educator
would value. Students might have avoided direct criticism of teachers or institutional
arrangements, while teachers might have emphasised officially sanctioned rationales
or policy-aligned explanations, especially when discussing sensitive issues such as

assessment pressure, pedagogical constraints, or the limits of critical engagement.

At the same time, my doctoral training in the UK positioned me as an outsider to the
taken-for-granted assumptions of Chinese art education. Exposure to pedagogical
traditions that prioritise dialogue, questioning, and critical debate encouraged me to
step back from familiar practices and to interrogate classroom interactions from a

comparative perspective. This dual insider—outsider positioning shaped the questions
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I asked and the analytic attention I paid I could appreciate the cultural logic behind
students’ deference to teachers while also examining how such deference might restrict
opportunities for critical engagement. Yet this positioning also carried interpretive
risks. My own experiences of exam-oriented art education heightened my sensitivity
to conformity and constraint, which could lead me to foreground deficit-oriented
interpretations or to read participants’ accounts through the lens of my earlier
frustrations. As Berger (2015) notes, proximity to the research setting can enrich

interpretation while also increasing the possibility of distortion.

These positional dynamics also informed my ethical decision-making. Because I
occupy a professional role within the same educational field, the research relationship
may carry perceived power distance, even when participants were not my own students.
To minimise any sense of obligation or reputational risk, I emphasised voluntary
participation, clarified that there were no consequences for declining or withdrawing,
and prioritised confidentiality and protection. Care was taken when reporting
institutional practices and classroom episodes, where identifiable details could
inadvertently expose individuals or departments. In this sense, ethical practice was not
only procedural but relational: it required ongoing attention to trust, boundaries, and
the protection of participants within a system where “face,” hierarchy, and institutional

sensitivity may shape what can be safely disclosed.

To address these influences, I engaged in continuous reflexivity throughout data
collection and analysis (see 3.3 and 3.4). I maintained a research diary to record
assumptions, emotional responses, and moments of resonance or discomfort, treating
these entries as analytic signals rather than private reflections. During coding, I wrote
reflexive memos alongside emerging codes to mark where my interpretations might
be shaped by prior experiences (e.g., assumptions about assessment pressure or
pedagogical “constraints”), and I repeatedly returned to participants’ wording to test
whether the code captured their meaning or my expectations. Where my initial coding
leaned toward evaluative judgements, I revisited the data to refine codes into more
descriptive, evidence-led categories, allowing the insider—outsider tension to function
not as a limitation to remove, but as a resource for producing richer, more transparent,

and critically reflexive interpretations.
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3.2 Research Design

3.2.1 Rationale for qualitative and exploratory design

This study adopts a qualitative interpretive design grounded in a social constructivist
epistemology. The central aim was to explore how critical thinking is understood,
developed, and enacted within Chinese higher visual arts education. A qualitative
approach was therefore most appropriate, as it allowed for in-depth exploration of
participants’ meanings, experiences, and perspectives, socially co-constructed through
dialogue and shaped by cultural and educational contexts (Schwandt, 2000; Crotty,
1998). Given the limited scholarship on critical thinking in this field, the study was
exploratory, not testing predefined hypotheses but seeking to uncover emerging
patterns, conceptual frameworks, and situated understandings rooted in participants’
narratives and educational practices (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This stance was
particularly important for theorising how critical thinking is locally interpreted and

enacted within specific institutional and disciplinary environments.

Consistent with these philosophical assumptions, the research process was understood
as complex, fluid, and evolving. As Ravitch and Carl (2019) argue, qualitative inquiry
requires flexibility, positioning the researcher within the contextual activity of the
world. Research is thus not a detached or mechanical process but an interpretive and
relational practice. It aims to render lived realities visible through rich description
(Chalmers, Manley, & Wasserman, 2009), privileging depth over measurement. This
involved dialogue, questioning, listening, observing, and interpreting data in ways that
sought to understand, rather than quantify, the phenomenon under investigation.
Accordingly, the study prioritised the subjective experiences, social interactions, and
situated meaning-making of participants (Creswell, 2013), with particular attention to
how critical thinking is constructed in the cultural and institutional context of Chinese
art education. Underpinned by a social constructivist framework, it assumed that
knowledge is not fixed or objective, but jointly constructed through social interactions,

cultural practices, and educational experiences (Vygotsky, 1978).

This epistemological stance called for methods that foreground interaction,

interpretation, and depth, including semi-structured interviews, classroom
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observations, and contextual artefact analysis. Rather than measuring critical thinking
as a discrete cognitive skill, the aim was to capture how it is formed and expressed
through classroom dialogue, teacher—student interaction, and engagement in artistic
critique. Finally, as Silverman (2013) reminds us, qualitative research is not merely
about collecting personal stories, but about producing trustworthy and meaningful
interpretations through systematic and reflexive inquiry. By embracing the interpretive
nature of qualitative research, this study sought to illuminate how individuals within
Chinese visual arts institutions constructed meaning around critical thinking, and how

those meanings were embedded within broader cultural and pedagogical contexts.

3.2.2 Overview of Multi-Method Strategy

In line with a constructivist paradigm, this study adopts a multi-method qualitative
strategy that emphasises the co-construction of meaning and the dynamic nature of
knowledge generation. The primary methods included semi-structured interviews with
educators and students, non-participant classroom observations, and, where applicable,
analysis of student artworks and reflective texts. These methods were not applied in
isolation but operated in a flexible cycle, with each stage informing the next. As
Charmaz (2014) notes, data collection and analysis are not neutral or linear but shaped
by the researcher’s interpretations and positionality. Insights from teacher interviews
informed the design of student interviews, drawing attention to issues such as power
dynamics, language use, and emerging themes. In turn, the perspectives gathered from
both groups guided classroom observations, enabling more contextualised engagement
with pedagogical practices. This iterative approach reflects Maxwell’s (2013) concept
of a flexible research design, where the researcher responds to emergent findings, and
Srivastava and Hopwood’s (2009) view of qualitative research as reflexive iteration,
in which data collection, analysis, and theory development evolve together. Rather
than treating methods as discrete steps, this study employed a recursive model where

different data sources mutually informed and enriched one another (see Figure 3.1).

Triangulating multiple sources provided a fuller understanding of participants’
perspectives. Interviews elicited subjective experiences and attitudes toward critical
thinking, while the comparison between student and teacher accounts highlighted both

convergence and divergence. Subsequent classroom observations revealed how
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pedagogical practices and student engagement unfolded in real time, complementing
or challenging interview narratives. In addition, students who shared artworks offered
visual insights into their thinking processes. This layered strategy enhanced the
trustworthiness of the study (Creswell & Poth, 2018), not by removing subjectivity,
but by making the interpretive process transparent, reflexive, and theoretically

grounded.

The data collection unfolded over Nine key stages: (1) Recruitment of participants; (2)
obtaining informed consent from participants; (3) refining the interview questions
based on the research aims; (4) conducting interviews with teachers to explore how
they define and cultivate critical thinking, often in relation to institutional and cultural
influences; (5) engaging in reflective review of teacher interview data; (6) conducting
interviews with students, incorporating insights from the earlier teacher phase; (7)
collating and thematically organising the interview data; (8) observing classroom
teaching and student interaction to witness how practices discussed in interviews
manifested in the real classroom; (9) transcribing and annotating the interview data in

Chinese, and translation of quoted data into English.
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Figure 3. 1 Mind map created by the researcher to visualise the data collection process.

3.3 Data Collection-A Reflexive Process

The aim of the study was not to generalise or summarise, but to attempt to gain a
deeper understanding of the role of critical thinking in higher education pedagogy.
Participants were required to be able to provide a wealth of information to understand
the phenomenon under study. Purposive sampling, also known as non-probability
sampling (Kothari, 2004), facilitates engagement with the rich context and provide
detailed descriptions of specific populations and locations (Ravitch & Carl, 2019).
This includes the fact that they have a certain amount of experience, are knowledgeable
about a particular phenomenon, live in a particular place, or some other reason.
Random sampling was not appropriate for this study because it might include
individuals with little experience or insight into the phenomenon, which would limit
the depth of understanding required in qualitative research. Purposive sampling
allowed me to consciously select individuals and/or research settings to help gain the

information needed to answer the research question to achieve a complex, multi-
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perspective understanding. In accordance with the principles of purposive sampling,
the study site and participants were carefully selected to reflect characteristics relevant
to the focus of the study (Ritchie, Lewis, & Elam, 2013). Therefore, this section

discusses in detail the selection of the study sites, and participants.

3.3.1 Site Information

This research was conducted in a comprehensive university in central China, referred
to as Northern University (a pseudonym) or “the research site” to ensure anonymity.
All identifying details have been removed. The institution was selected as the sole site
for both practical and methodological reasons. My prior academic and professional
experience there provided deep familiarity with its curriculum, departmental
operations, and institutional culture, which facilitated timely access to participants and
classes (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). For example, I already knew which modules were
most suitable for classroom observation and was able to identify relevant teachers and
students quickly. Existing relationships also supported smoother participant
recruitment, rapport-building, and informed consent, contributing to the depth and
richness of data (Creswell, 2013). In interpretive research, such proximity is often an
asset, enabling context-sensitive engagement with participants’ experiences. My
position as an “insider—outsider” familiar with the site but no longer embedded in its
daily operations created a distinctive epistemic stance (Berger, 2015). As Mercer
(2007) notes, occupying both perspectives allows the researcher to draw on trust and
contextual knowledge while maintaining critical distance. This positionality required
continual reflexivity to balance empathy with analytical rigour and to remain alert to
power dynamics, particularly within teacher—student interactions and classroom

discourse.

The geographical and cultural context of the university also shaped its selection.
Situated in the Central Plains region often regarded as China’s cultural and political
heartland the university represents a mainstream model of higher education in non-
metropolitan settings. In contrast with eastern coastal institutions, it retains more
traditional pedagogical practices, such as teacher-led, lecture-based classes that
prioritise technical skill training over open discussion. These features provide insights

into nationally typical patterns of visual arts education. The regional culture also
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influences students’ and teachers’ conceptions of learning, authority, and critique, all

of which are integral to critical thinking (Zhang & Watkins, 2007).

As a comprehensive university, the institution embeds art education within a broader
academic structure, unlike specialist art colleges. Its emphasis on general education,
cross-disciplinary exposure, and aesthetic development offers fertile ground for
examining how critical thinking is interpreted and enacted across diverse curricular
contexts. Although the art school may not have the disciplinary specialisation of elite
academies, its integration into a wider educational ecosystem presents distinct
advantages: students engage with a range of subjects beyond art, potentially fostering
broader intellectual engagement and flexibility, key attributes of critical thinking.
Moreover, the university’s stated philosophy highlights aesthetic sensitivity, critical

awareness, and creative individuality, aligning directly with the aims of this research.

3.3.2 Sampling Strategy and Participant Recruitment
Teacher participants

Prior to data collection, I consulted the Head of Department at the university, who
expressed support and agreed to facilitate the study. Having previously studied and
worked at this institution, I was already familiar with the faculty structure and aware
that the art department focuses on two main areas within the visual arts: graphic design
and fine art. Participants were therefore purposively sampled from these two
disciplines. Following Patton’s (2015) purposive sampling strategy, priority was given
to teachers with substantial experience in art education to ensure meaningful insights
into how critical thinking is understood and practised in teaching. To enhance diversity,
I also sought participants of different genders, age groups, teaching experience, and

disciplinary backgrounds (Robinson, 2014).

Email invitations were sent to eight undergraduate teachers, four from graphic design
and four from fine art outlining the purpose of the study, the interview format, and
proposed scheduling. Six responded positively and agreed to participate; two fine art
teachers declined due to illness related to COVID-19. A reminder email was sent one

week later to non-respondents, but no further attempts were made.
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In total, six teachers participated and signed informed consent forms (see Appendix
3,4). Before signing, I explained the purpose of the study, the voluntary nature of
participation, and their right to withdraw at any time. Of these, four were from graphic
design and two from fine art. Although this created some imbalance in disciplinary
representation, proportional sampling was not the aim. Instead, the emphasis was on
developing an in-depth understanding of how critical thinking is conceptualised and
practised across different teaching contexts. Table 3.1 presents an overview of the
participating teachers’ characteristics, including gender, age, years of teaching
experience, primary teaching focus, and their contributions to the research as reflected
in the interviews. For confidentiality, Teachers are referred to using codes (GD =
Graphic Design; FA = Fine Art) followed by a number. For example, GDI refers to
the first Graphic Design teacher participant, and bear no relation to participants’ real

identities.
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Table 3.1 Visual Art Teacher Participant Information

Name Gender Age Group | Teaching Teaching Focus or Specialties | Contribution to the Study
Experience
Code
GD1 Female 4049 20 years Graphic design history; | Offers insights on the transition of Chinese
curriculum reform; Associate | graphic design education
Professor
GD2 Female 40-49 15 years Illustration; encourages student | Highlights  student-centered  classroom
autonomy and participation approaches
GD3 Male 30-39 No more than | Information design; promotes | Brings a unique and innovative teaching
10 years creative thinking approach
GD3 Male 20-29 No more than | Final-year project supervision | MA from Manchester School of Art, UK,
10 years Provides a cross-cultural perspective on
critical thinking
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The four teachers in the Graphic Design programme all had extensive teaching
experience, though they differed in age and cultural background. The first, GD1
(female, 40—49), an associate professor with 20 years of experience, had witnessed the
reform of graphic arts education in China from decorative design to graphic design
marking a shift from decorative painting to the communication of information and
concepts through visual elements (Li, 2008). Her perspective therefore incorporated
valuable insights into educational reform. The second, GD2 (female, 40-49), with 10
years of teaching experience, specialised in illustration and encouraged student
autonomy, placing strong emphasis on active classroom participation. The third
teacher, GD3 (male, 30-39), has won several national university art teacher
competitions and is regarded as one of the most promising young faculty members.
His teaching in information design adopts a highly personal approach: rather than
assigning directive tasks, he requires students to conduct their own field research to
identify problems and develop design propositions. For example, in a unit on urban
visualisation systems, he asked students to investigate information confusion in city
spaces and propose visual improvements based on their findings. He stresses that
design is not merely a combination of forms but a critical transmission of information,
encouraging students to question established image norms and cultural symbols. This
practice helps students build skills in expressing opinions, evaluating design logic, and
reframing problems, offering this study a critical perspective on design learning. The
fourth participant, GD4 (male, 20-29), completed a master’s degree at Manchester
School of Art in the UK, as I did. In guiding students’ final projects, he explicitly
promoted the use of critical thinking in discussing subject matter, thereby contributing

a culturally diverse perspective to the study.

There were far more graphic design teachers than fine art teachers at this university,
so recruitment of fine art teachers was limited, and only two teachers volunteered to
participate in the interviews. (See table 3. 2). Both teachers had rich teaching
experience. The first male teacher FA1 (40-49 years old) mainly taught oil painting
courses and had participated in many art competitions. He was well known for his
fantasy-techno-wasteland style. He encouraged a close relationship with the students
on the course, and valued student autonomy. The other younger female teacher FA2

(20-29 years old) had a rich work history, having been a high school art teacher before
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entering university teaching. Her experience could provide a different perspective for

this study.

Table 3.2 Fine Art Teacher Participant Information

Name Gender | Age Teaching | Teaching | Contribution to
Group Experience | Focus or | the Study
Code
Specialties
FAl Male 40-49 15 years 0Oil Encourage
painting, students to express
mixed themselves
media critically
FA2 Female 20-29 No more | Sketching | High school
than 10 teaching
years experience
Student Participants

The selection of student participants followed the same purposive sampling strategy
used for teachers; prioritising individuals able to provide rich insights into the research

questions (Patton, 2015). The criteria included:
7J enrolment in art and design programmes.

71 prior experience in courses such as art criticism, design theory, or creative

research.
71 strong verbal communication skills to articulate experiences and perspectives.

71 voluntary participation with signed informed consent.
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Students who met these criteria were generally in their third or fourth year. In Chinese
higher education, first-year students undertake general education, and second-year
students are still beginning their specialist training, limiting their disciplinary
experience. Although I initially worried that final-year students would be too focused
on graduation, applications, or employment, art department staff encouraged me to
recruit them, stressing that the research could provide insights into critical thinking at
a decisive stage of their academic development. Based on this advice, I selected fourth-
year students as the main interview cohort. To minimise disruption, I confirmed their
schedules with staff and arranged interviews around their academic commitments.
Recruitment was conducted through the department’s internal mailing system and peer
recommendations, with attention to diversity in gender, disciplinary focus, and course
type. Several challenges arose during recruitment. Of the 20 students contacted via
email, six declined for reasons such as being off-campus, reluctance to be recorded, or
uncertainty about the study. Two students who initially agreed later withdrew after
contracting COVID-19. In mid-October 2022, the university entered lockdown until
early December, suspending physical access to the campus and limiting recruitment
opportunities. These circumstances reduced willingness to participate and necessitated

a revision of strategy.

Consequently, I adopted a snowball sampling approach, whereby initial participants
referred peers for potential inclusion (Noy, 2008). Snowball sampling is particularly
effective for populations that are hard to access or hesitant to engage with formal
research processes, as it relies on trust between researcher and participant. Such trust
not only encourages openness during interviews but also motivates participants to
recommend others, thereby expanding the sample while maintaining contextual
coherence (Goodman, 1961; Atkinson & Flint, 2001). In this study, snowball sampling
proved effective in overcoming access barriers during the pandemic and enabled the

collection of relevant and rich qualitative data.

This study interviewed 12 fourth-year undergraduate students in visual arts in Chinese
higher education, aged between 20 and 25. Participants are referred to using codes
(GD-S = Graphic Design Student; FA-S = Fine Art Student) followed by a number
(e.g., GD-S1 refers to the first Graphic Design student). The cohort comprised six Fine
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Art majors and six Graphic Design majors. All had undergone the YIKAO stage,
which exposed them to systematic art training and marked their transition from an
early interest in painting to formal study. All participants were fully informed about
the interview process and signed consent forms (see Appendix 1, 2). Some had
engaged with painting, illustration, or colour expression from an early age through
competitions or extracurricular work, while others attributed their artistic direction to
family influences, shaping opportunities for personalised development. Creative
interests varied across disciplines. Fine Art students often drew on personal emotions,
cultural memories, or social issues, producing works such as traditional Chinese
painting, illustrations, or socially themed pieces. By contrast, Graphic Design students
focused more on visual communication and practicality, with interests ranging from
cultural and creative product design to packaging. Some preferred darker, more
reflective visual styles, while others drew inspiration from reading and broader cultural
sources. This distribution of interests enabled comparative insights into how

disciplinary paths shape students’ thinking styles.

Regarding critical thinking, most students reported only a vague or superficial
understanding prior to the interviews, typically drawn from incidental classroom
references or course materials. A minority recognised links between critical thinking
and creative reflection, communication, or peer interaction. Overall, students viewed
critical thinking as complementary to creative thinking, both enhancing their work
through self-reflection and stimulating new ideas through dialogue with teachers and
peers. These varied backgrounds and perspectives provide a diverse sample for
examining how critical thinking is embodied in art criticism and creative work, and
how different educational experiences and disciplinary orientations shape its

development (see Tables 3.3 and 3.4).

64



Table 3.3 Fine art student Participant Information

FA-S1

Male

20-25

Year4

Childhood art interest; YIKAO-trained;
likes illustration, Had heard of critical
thinking but not familiar

FA-S2

Female

20-25

Year4

Childhood art interest; YIKAO-trained;
family limited individual artistic pursuit; no

prior critical thinking awareness

FA-S3

Female

20-25

Year 4

YIKAO-trained; family limited artistic
individuality; no prior critical thinking

awarencss

FA-S4

Female

20-25

Year4

YIKAO-trained; enjoys exhibitions; offers
critical thinking perspective in art criticism

FA-S5

Female

20-25

Year 4

Childhood art interest; YIKAO-trained; sees
gap between casual drawing and
training; Familiar with the term, not the

concept

FA-S6

Female

20-25

Year 4

Childhood art awards-built confidence;
YIKAO-trained; observes social issues and

discussions to enhance thinking
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Table 3.4 Graphic design student Participant Information

GD-S1

Female

20-25

Year 4

YIKAO-trained; prior critical
thinking awareness; views
creative and critical thinking

as complementary

GD-S2

Female

20-25

Year 4

YIKAO-trained; prefers dark
creative themes; reading
diverse  views  inspires

reflection

GD-S3

Male

20-25

Year 4

YIKAO-trained; enjoys
cultural packaging design;
views critical thinking as
communication and self-

reflection

GD-S4

Female

20-25

Year 4

YIKAO-trained,; enjoys
cultural design competitions;
no prior critical thinking

awareness

GD-S5

Female

20-25

Year 4

YIKAO-trained; developed
interest in colour studies;
heard of critical thinking in
class but no in-depth
understanding

GD-S6

Female

20-25

Year 4

Family engaged in arts;
enjoys modern design; prior
critical thinking awareness
from teacher-recommended

literature
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3.3.3 Semi-structured Interviews

As noted in the previous subsection, this study examines how teachers and students
understand, experience, and practise critical thinking in Chinese higher visual arts
education. While I also have personal experience of art education, participants’ life
experiences were likely to differ from mine, making it necessary to enter their
subjective worlds to understand their feelings, thoughts, and beliefs, as well as the
meanings behind their behaviours (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018). Such in-depth
enquiry cannot be adequately captured through quantitative methods. Interviews
therefore offered an open and inclusive channel, enabling participants to describe their
educational experiences in their own words and providing the rich, thick descriptions
needed for this study (Patton, 2015). Grounded in a social constructivist stance, the
study assumes that knowledge and meaning are not fixed but dynamically constructed
through interaction, language, and cultural context (Vygotsky, 1978; Charmaz, 2014;
Creswell & Poth, 2018). During interviews, I was therefore not merely a questioner
but a co-participant in dialogue. Meaning was co-constructed with interviewees rather
than simply extracted, making it essential to create an environment that encouraged

self-expression, reflection, and shared meaning-making.

Structured interviews, though consistent, are often too rigid for exploring complex
experiences: all participants are asked identical questions, leaving little room to
capture contextual nuance, and closed-ended formats limit expression (Charmaz, 2014;
Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). In contrast, unstructured interviews allow greater
exploration of subjectivity but can lack focus, straying from central themes (Kvale &
Brinkmann, 2015). Semi-structured interviews offer a balance, combining a pre-
determined framework of core questions with the flexibility to probe emerging issues.
This format ensured interviews remained centred on the research aims while retaining

the openness of dialogue (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018).

All interviews in this study were conducted one-to-one and in Mandarin Chinese to
ensure that participants could express their views more naturally within a familiar
linguistic and cultural context. Interviews with teachers were held in school staff
offices and lasted approximately 45 to 60 minutes. Scheduling was based on

participants’ availability and preferences. Due to the impact of the pandemic, five out
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of six teachers were interviewed before the lockdown, while one interview was
conducted online due to restrictions. In contrast, students were confined to their
dormitories and unable to meet in person because of COVID-19 regulations. As a
result, all student interviews were conducted via telephone. These were scheduled at
mutually agreed times and lasted approximately 30 to 45 minutes, similar in duration
to the teacher interviews. Prior to the interviews, I emailed both teachers and students
a digital copy of the participant information sheet and informed consent form (see
Appendix1,2,3,4), confirming permission for audio recording and explaining how the

data would be used.

Although telephone interviews limited access to non-verbal cues, I paid close attention
to changes in tone and pauses to interpret emotional shifts, using follow-up or
clarifying questions when necessary. In addition, several students submitted images of
their creative works via email prior to the interviews, which were used as visual
prompts during the discussions. Written permission for the use of these materials was
obtained in all cases. Ethical considerations related to this process are discussed in
Section 3.4.5. The use of telephone interviews did not significantly affect the quality
of the data collected. On the contrary, telephone interviews contributed positively
by protecting participants’ identity and avoiding the exposure of their appearance,
while also providing a more comfortable space for expression and increasing response

rates (Cachia & Millward, 2011; Novick, 2008).

Before each interview, I began with a brief informal conversation to build rapport and
ease potential anxiety, particularly among student participants who tended to appear
more reserved during recording. I asked light questions such as “What’s your favourite
subject?” “How do you feel about your college life?”, before gradually transitioning
to the core topics of critical thinking in art education. This conversational opening
helped to create a relaxed atmosphere and encouraged more open engagement
throughout the interview. The interview questions were designed based on the three
core research questions of this study and were systematically structured to explore how
teachers and students within the context of higher visual arts education understand,
practise, and construct critical thinking. The interview content was organised into three

thematic sections, each focusing on: (1) how teachers and students define critical
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thinking and perceive how it is acquired; (2) how critical thinking is reflected in artistic
creation and art criticism; and (3) how critical thinking is manifested in pedagogy and
what strategies exist for its enhancement. This structure was intended to ensure that
the data collected could directly address the research questions. In addition to this, the
interview questions were formulated according to the research objectives and the
literature review, using a flexible and adaptable approach to explore the interviewees'
perspectives in depth (Mason, 2002). For example, in section 2.4.3, several studies
mentioned the influence of Chinese culture on critical thinking, so I set up similar

culture-related questions, such as:

'] Have you experienced a foreign classroom?

[J What do you think is the difference between Chinese and Western classrooms
in terms of their attitudes towards ‘asking questions’ or ‘criticising ideas’?

TJ In your classroom, are students free to express views different from those of

the teacher? What are your views on this
(See Appendices 5,6 for complete student and teacher interview questions.)

Qualitative research is inherently reflexive and iterative (Srivastava & Hopwood,
2009). This study therefore adopted a recursive design in which data sources informed
and enriched one another over time rather than being treated as discrete steps.
Interviews were conducted in two stages to reflect this process. The first stage focused
on teachers’ understandings of critical thinking and how they aimed to cultivate it in
their classrooms, including whether their approaches were shaped by cultural,
institutional, or systemic influences. These conversations provided an initial
framework for understanding the instructional context of critical thinking. The second
stage explored students’ experiences and perceptions: how they interpreted critical
thinking, whether they viewed it as important in their art education, and which teaching
styles they believed best supported its development. Students were also asked whether

perceptions of critical thinking differed across artistic disciplines.

The second-stage interviews were informed by insights from the teacher interviews,
enabling a dynamic and responsive approach. For instance, when teachers mentioned

using flipped classrooms to foster critical thinking, this was incorporated as a prompt
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in student interviews: “Some teachers mentioned using flipped classrooms to help
students develop critical thinking. Have you had similar experiences? What are your
thoughts on this approach?” This dialogical relationship between the two sets of
interviews generated a more layered understanding of how critical thinking was
understood, promoted, and experienced within the university’s art education context.
By weaving together perspectives from both educators and students, the interview
process supported the study’s interpretivist and constructivist aim of capturing

multiple, co-constructed realities.

During the interviews, I did not rigidly adhere to a predefined question list. Instead, I
responded to participants’ answers and allowed the conversation to develop
organically. When participants struggled to articulate their thoughts, I occasionally
rephrased questions or offered tentative interpretations, which they were free to accept,
reject, or revise. While interviews with both teachers and students followed the same
overall thematic structure, slight adjustments were made to reflect their respective
roles. For example, teachers were asked: “What teaching techniques or strategies do
you think would enhance critical thinking?” In contrast, students who might not be
familiar with specific pedagogical terminology were presented with a more accessible
version: “Do you think current art education encourages or discourages critical
thinking, and in what ways?” Additionally, when participants gave vague or
generalised responses, I followed up with probing questions or paraphrased their
statements to prompt clarification or elaboration. For instance, when one student said,
“I like Mucha’s style,” I asked, “Are you referring to the themes he explores or the
way he expresses them visually?” This flexible and responsive approach reflects the
advantages of semi-structured interviewing, particularly in fostering authentic

dialogue and co-construction of meaning.

During the interview process, I became aware that my questioning style and feedback
at times influenced the direction of responses. For example, when I highlighted
distinctions such as creative style versus mode of expression, students tended to
elaborate more on those aspects while overlooking others. Similarly, in paraphrasing
for clarification, I may have unintentionally led participants to frame their views of

critical thinking in more rational or theoretical terms rather than in their everyday
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language. For instance, when a student said, “online, we sometimes question whether
certain information is true,” I replied, “So you mean critical thinking is, to you, about
questioning?” Although intended as a reflective prompt, this may have encouraged the
student to adopt questioning as a defining feature, potentially sidelining other
dimensions such as evaluating evidence or identifying reasoning. Such steering
through summarising language is a common dynamic in qualitative interviews, where
the researcher’s presence inevitably shapes the data (Mason, 2002; Kvale &
Brinkmann, 2009). To mitigate this, I progressively reduced the use of directive
keywords, shifting instead to open-ended follow-ups such as, “Could you give an
example?” or “How do you usually make that judgement?” This encouraged freer
elaboration. During transcription and coding, I also made a conscious effort to note
my own prompts and flagged them in the data to avoid mistaking guided responses for

independently constructed views.

To deepen understanding of how critical thinking was reflected in students’ creative
practices, I invited them in advance to bring a piece of work they felt represented their
thought process. This was voluntary and clearly explained as a supportive medium for
discussion. The prompt was: “Would you be willing to show one of your works that
reflects how you think about or express a particular idea?” When students brought
work, discussions focused on their creative process with questions such as, “How did
you choose this theme?”, “Did you ever change your original idea?”, or “What kind of
thinking does this work represent?”” These conversations provided additional insight
into students’ meaning making and served as a means of triangulating their

understandings of critical thinking through both explanation and artistic expression.

All interviews were conducted in Mandarin Chinese, the participants’ native language,
to ensure comfort and allow for nuanced, contextually appropriate expression. This
was particularly important given the culturally embedded nature of critical thinking
and the subtle ways participants articulated their views. Conducting research in
participants’ own language enables more authentic meaning-making and reduces
distortion caused by premature translation (Temple & Young, 2004). Squires (2009)
also stresses that interview language significantly shapes the quality and depth of data,

especially in culturally sensitive areas such as identity, cognition, and values. Using
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Mandarin thus aligned with the constructivist epistemology underpinning this study,
which emphasises the role of language and context in shaping understanding (Crotty,
1998; Vygotsky, 1978). All interviews were audio-recorded with informed consent
and transcribed verbatim in Chinese. Features of spoken discourse, such as hesitations,
repetitions, fillers, and tone shifts were preserved, as they conveyed pragmatic and
emotional cues relevant to interpretation (Oliver, Serovich, & Mason, 2005). Since
meaning is deeply embedded in language, analysis was first conducted in the original
transcripts before translation (van Nes et al., 2010). To ensure accuracy, participants
were sent their transcripts for confirmation. Once themes were generated, key quotes
were translated into English while retaining the Chinese originals for traceability (see
Figure 3.2). In translation, I prioritised meaning over stylistic fluency, aiming to
preserve participants’ tone and intent. To strengthen validity, I invited bilingual
colleagues to review selected translations and conducted sentence-by-sentence

comparisons with the Chinese text to minimise misinterpretation.
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BRBUEMBEFTZHNRMNEIFHN— IR, HRN2E—IHRA. #HAMR
HERETHNERBE—INENEAEME—LEBE. KB, #tH, REEF—E
KERFHOMR, EARLEE—/ s, (I think creative thinking is more of a process

of creating something from nothing, and it is about coming up with something new.
Critical thinking is more of a process of digging, reflecting, critiquing, and then
achieving a spiral upward effect based on an existing thing, which is essentially a
transformation.) |

®:
HH, FH, BESHRIISRYT, BRESIMBHMAMBERSHNR2ELAHFKRSEHN? |

v

F4

BEALB% BRESXMBAERISE, AMESMBELEER EZHNRAET
BIRAiRE, WECEBERE, NECHTHRKREMIALECRANEGR, tba
RAALEHANME HESXERBEMNHIALBCERMNIER, XMBERRKSHE
EAEIRE). R, RARESELRER—F—PKBE. (People will understand

from the written, more daily subconscious questions, questions about their own
thoughts, questions about their own phehayioural decisions, questions about other
people's input to their own information, such as what is now often rymeurs on the
Internet these things to other people's information to their questions, this thinking |
think it is in the non-stop questioning, questioning, and then step by step to get inside
the reshaping in the.)) |

Figure 3.2 Examples of Quoted Content Translation

3.3.4 Classroom Observation

To enhance data diversity and strengthen analytic credibility, classroom observations
were conducted after the teacher and student interviews, providing first-hand insight
into teaching practices and interactions (Patton, 2015). Observation offered advantages
beyond interviews by capturing non-verbal behaviours, interaction patterns, and
instructional strategies that are otherwise difficult to record (Merriam, 2016). It
enabled me to witness how knowledge was enacted and negotiated in real contexts,
particularly across multimodal dimensions such as language, spatial arrangements, and
teacher—student interactions. The aim was to assess whether teachers stated

pedagogical intentions were reflected in practice, and whether students’ behaviours
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demonstrated forms of critical thinking described in interviews. In this sense,

observation served as a tool for triangulation (Creswell & Poth, 2018).

Two courses were observed: one practice-based course (final project supervision) and
one theory-based course (art criticism). These were chosen as representative of the two
majors. In Fine Art, the final project supervision session is the core practical platform
for developing and refining creative works, while in Graphic Design, similar sessions
focus on problem-solving and project outcomes. The art criticism course, attended by
both majors, emphasises articulation and reflection, offering a shared theoretical
context. Together, these courses represent the two domains where critical thinking is
most evident: the problem-solving processes of creative practice and the reflective

reasoning fostered in art criticism (Brookfield, 2012).

The practice-based course was observed in person across two sessions. Attention was
paid to how the teacher guided students in analysing problems, developing design
concepts, and evaluating reasoning, as well as how students engaged in reflection,
questioning, and evaluative judgement. For instance, in a graphic design session on a
community brochure for an urban village, the teacher asked whether the colour palette
provided sufficient contrast and whether the audience would clearly understand the
design. The student reflected on visual hierarchy, recognised that low contrast could
reduce readability for older residents, and proposed adjusting the background tone and
font size. This demonstrated evaluative judgement and responsiveness to audience-
oriented feedback. The art criticism course, delivered online due to pandemic
restrictions, was attended by both graphic design and fine art students with shared
content across disciplines. Only one session was observed. With the teacher’s
invitation, I joined the live-streamed lecture and follow-up Q&A. Although online
observation limited access to non-verbal communication, classroom atmosphere, and
group interaction (Gobo, 2016; Cohen et al., 2018), it still provided valuable insights
into teaching strategies, modes of student expression, and the language used in
evaluating artworks. The observations focused on five dimensions: teacher behaviour,

student behaviour, curriculum content, nature of interactions, and non-verbal cues.
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To guide this process, I designed semi-structured observation templates for both
teachers and students (see Appendices 7). These templates ensured observations were
systematic and comparable across sessions, reducing the risk of overlooking key
behaviours, while their flexibility allowed unanticipated dynamics to be captured, an

essential feature of qualitative, exploratory studies (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).

For teachers, I observed whether they posed open-ended questions, encouraged
differing opinions, challenged or supported students’ ideas, and used “why”-type
prompts. I also noted whether feedback was guiding, critical, or encouraging, since
such practices reflect intentional efforts to foster critical thinking (Brookfield, 2012;
Paul & Elder, 2014). For students, I recorded whether they asked questions or
challenged ideas, articulated understandings of artworks, or evaluated peers’ and
teachers’ views. Instances of reasoning, providing examples, comparisons, evaluative
comments, and autonomous decision-making were treated as indicators of critical
engagement. In terms of curriculum content, I examined whether tasks were open-
ended or inquiry-based, whether students were required to justify views or engage in
self-expression, and whether assignments encouraged exploration of social issues or
comparative critiques. The presence or absence of critical demands embedded in tasks
was a central concern. The nature of teacher—student interaction was a key focus. I
observed whether exchanges were one-directional, dialogic, or collaborative, and how
group discussions unfolded, particularly students’ responses to divergent opinions.
Engagement was assessed through behaviours such as hand-raising, active
participation, silence, or passivity. Attention was also given to non-verbal elements,
including teachers’ body language and its potential to encourage or inhibit expression,
as well as the overall classroom atmosphere. For example, in one session the teacher
gave detailed critical feedback on a student’s artwork while the rest of the class

remained silent, creating a serious and slightly tense environment.

While semi-structured observation templates provided structure, the process remained
flexible, allowing for the recording of unanticipated yet significant behaviours in line
with the study’s interpretivist orientation (Angrosino, 2007; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
In practice, I did not confine my field notes strictly to the template categories; instead,

I supplemented them with additional space for capturing contextual detail and
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emergent behaviours that would otherwise have been lost. Observational data were
recorded through detailed field notes in Chinese to capture nuances of discourse,
gesture, and atmosphere in the original cultural context. Relevant excerpts were later
translated into English for analysis and presentation. Figure 3.3, 3.4 illustrates an
excerpt from my handwritten notes, showing how teacher prompts and student
responses were documented in real time. Identifying information was removed, and
the notes were cross analysed with interview data for triangulation (Denzin, 1978). To
minimise researcher bias, observations were conducted in a non-participant manner,
with me acting as a passive observer and avoiding interference in classroom activities
(Cohen et al., 2018). Nonetheless, the act of observation itself influenced dynamics:
students, aware of being observed, sometimes appeared more prepared or eager to
display desirable behaviours (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). In small classes, my presence
was occasionally acknowledged through eye contact or subtle shifts in behaviour. As
Hammersley and Atkinson (2019) note, an observer’s presence is inherently part of
the social setting and never fully neutral. When such moments occurred, I maintained
a neutral posture and refrained from interaction, while documenting and reflecting on

the potential influence of the observer effect in my field notes.
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Figure 3.3 An excerpt (part) taken from my handwritten observation notes.

77



Questioning attitude

What issues arise when renting accommodation, whilst gaining insight into people's daily

Whether or not a choice can be
made

Why the choice was made
What is the rational for such a
choice

Have questions about the lives and attitudes towards food.
topic/theoretical
knowledge/artwork/be able to
ask questions?
Inquiry of questions The student undertook the following actions: literature review, questionnaire survey, and
Understanding the different voting. The objective was to better refine the issues.
perspectives of the issue She is open to considering different perspectives:
Giving support to arguments * Geographical location
from different perspectives * Related supporting industries
« Cost of living
* Rental procedures
* Public sentiment
* Surrounding residential environment
Ability to make decisions » The teacher believes the selected information has not yet been summarised (rental

listings, viewing arrangements, etc.)
« The student has produced two poster designs and feels unable to choose between them,
requesting the teacher's assistance in determining which to select.

Critical view of others'
opinions

Are confident in expressing
their views on the teacher's
feedbacks

How to respond to other
students' suggestions and
opinions

Teacher: Why did you use fluorescent colours? They strain the eyes!

Student: Teacher, have you ever observed neon lights at night? They appear far more eye-
catching. I want my poster to stand out in the evening too. (Student speaks confidently and
loudly)

Teacher: Are your design guides distributed free of charge? Have you considered the
costs? Or do you intend to charge for them?

Student: I'd prefer it to be paid, as I believe it would yield significant benefits for them.
Teacher: Have you considered whether urban village residents would be willing to pay?
Student: Precisely because they're working-class, they need to budget carefully. My
handbook will help them reduce costs and avoid unnecessary detours.

Teacher: Have you considered whether residents in urban villages would be willing to

pay?

Further development

Is clear about one's goals
Understand one's problems
Able to reflect on the current

stage

» The poster's fluorescent colours are excessively vivid
» Add a touch of everyday life
« The slide projector apparatus

creative revisions.

Other notes (differences between the graphic major and the painting major)

Students were able to select topics based on their personal experiences, identify a series of issues within those experiences,
and attempt to change the status quo through design. They conducted comprehensive data research, including literature
reviews, questionnaire surveys, written records, and interviews. However, much of the collected data was not synthesised
or summarised. The teacher mentioned in class that it was necessary to synthesise the information before proceeding with

Figure 3.4 Translation of my handwritten observation notes (excerpts).
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3.3.5 Ethical Considerations

Explicit ethical considerations are essential when embarking on a research programme.
The study followed the Code of Ethics for Educational Research developed by the
British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2018) to ensure research
compliance in terms of respect for participants, informed consent, avoidance of harm
and research transparency. In addition, the researcher adopted a non-interventionist
stance during classroom observations and obtained permission from the lecturer and
the institution prior to teaching to ensure that there was no disruption to the teaching
and learning process. During observations, the researcher sat at the back of the
classroom, refrained from interacting with students or the teacher, and took notes
discreetly to remain unobtrusive. Particularly given that the researcher had a working
background in the institution observed, this study also adopted the Scottish
Educational Research Association (SERA) recommendations relating to the ethics of
the research relationship, with ongoing reflection on the potential impact of the
researcher's role on the process of generating and analysing data. It was not until
ethical approval was sought by the Ethics Committee of the School of Education at the
University of Strathclyde and consent was sought from my potential participants that

I began to collect data.

Permission for this study was first obtained from the research site’s Teaching and
Learning Office in the Faculty and the Head of Department prior to entering the field
to collect data, before contacting specific course teachers and obtaining their written
consent for interviews and classroom observations respectively. The courses and
interviewees involved in this study were from an undergraduate arts college where I
worked (the term ‘Northern University’ or ‘the research site’ is used in the dissertation
to protect participant identities), and the choice of a familiar research site brought with
it several ethical considerations. Whilst familiarity facilitates access and builds trust,
it also introduces complex power dynamics that require constant reflexive attention.
As Glesne (2011) points out, researchers conducting research at organisations known
to them may inadvertently affect participants' willingness to participate or their
openness during interviews, particularly if previous roles involved authority or

assessment. One concern related to unequal power relationships between researchers
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and participants, especially when researchers were perceived to have institutional
knowledge, insider status, or previous influence over the environment. This can create
a sense of obligation amongst participants that may undermine the voluntary nature of

consent (Merriam et al., 2001).

To mitigate this, I explicitly informed all participants that their participation was
entirely voluntary and would have no impact on their academic status or institutional
relationships, and that they could withdraw at any stage of the study without giving a
reason. Teachers and students signed an informed consent form in both English and
Chinese (Chinese above, English below). To ensure anonymity, the real names of all
participants were removed. Instead, teachers and students were represented in the text
using codes (e.g., GD-T1 = Graphic Design Teacher 1; FA-S1 = Fine Art Student 1).
This avoided the use of identifiable personal characteristics (e.g., unique awards or
very small groups of traits) and minimised the risk of participants being recognised

(BERA, 2018).

At the beginning of each interview, I restated the purpose, duration, and scope, and
reconfirmed participants’ willingness to take part. Key points included that the
interview would be audio-recorded, data processed anonymously, and that they could
withdraw at any time. The research aim was explained in plain language: “I am
researching critical thinking in art education and would like to understand your view
of this concept, and whether you have had any related experiences in your classes or
creative practice.” While most participants readily agreed, a few, including one teacher,
expressed concern about being recorded. I explained that recordings were solely for
research purposes, securely stored on encrypted devices after transcription, and never
shared with third parties. I also assured them that all transcripts would be anonymised

with identifying details removed.

To analyse how students expressed critical thinking in their artmaking, artworks
mentioned during interviews were systematically coded and linked to transcripts. Each
participant was given a code (e.g., FA-S1) and artworks were numbered (e.g., FA-S1-
W1 = Student FA-S1’s first work). This enabled integration of verbal and visual data.
During the consent process, participants were informed that audio recordings and

anonymised transcripts would be used. However, as interviews increasingly focused
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on artworks, the initial consent form did not explicitly cover visual data. I therefore re-
contacted participants individually, explained the intention to include artworks, and
sought additional consent via email. Participants could agree, anonymise, or withdraw
their visual work, and only pieces with explicit permission were included in the thesis.
The use of visual artworks raises complex ethical considerations. Such works often
reveal personal identity, emotions, and stylistic traits, heightening the risk of visual
identifiability (Wiles et al., 2012). Moreover, researcher interpretation can
recontextualise artworks, potentially diverging from or even distorting the artist’s

intended meaning (Prosser, 2005).

To address these issues, this study did not adopt a blanket anonymisation policy.
Instead, participants were given the choice of whether their visual work could be
identifiable. This acknowledged that some students, proud of their artwork, wished it
to be linked to their identity (Banks, 2015; Pink, 2021). When participants chose
attribution, a degree of partial de-anonymisation occurred because the artwork and
related interview excerpts were analysed together. They were fully informed that this
could allow readers to connect their creative output with their interview reflections
once the thesis became public. Informed consent was obtained based on this visibility.
For those preferring anonymity, visual anonymisation strategies were applied:
signatures, distinctive titles, or unique motifs were removed; cropped sections or non-
distinctive details were reproduced; and in some cases, descriptive written accounts
replaced the full image. These measures aimed to illustrate the creative process while
protecting privacy (Pink, 2007). In my interpretive commentary, I followed ethical
principles of visual research stressing clarity and respect for artistic expression
(MacRae, 2008; Pink, 2007), avoiding reductive meanings and recognising the

ambiguity and richness of art.

The courses observed were specialised modules within the university’s Design and
Fine Arts departments. Data collection took place partly during the COVID-19
prevention and control phase, when some theoretical courses (e.g., Art Criticism)
shifted online. Consequently, observations of this course were conducted virtually.
Although online observation limited the capture of non-verbal behaviours and

classroom climate (Cohen et al., 2018), I documented teaching interactions, teacher
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questioning, and student responses in detail to preserve evidence of critical thinking.
Throughout the process, I adhered to ethical principles for remote research in
educational settings during a pandemic, ensuring no disruption to teaching and

learning and that all data collection was conducted transparently and without coercion.

3.4 Data analysis

To analyse the data collected from semi-structured interviews, classroom observations,
and student portfolios, I employed thematic analysis as the primary strategy. As Patton
(2015) notes, qualitative research values explanatory power, theoretical insight, and
analytical depth rather than statistical significance. Thematic analysis, widely
recognised as one of the most used qualitative methods (Guest et al., 2012), is
particularly effective for exploring multi-source data while preserving contextual
detail and abstracting meaningful themes. This approach was well suited to examining
how art students and educators interpret and reflect on critical thinking in their own
words. Participants’ diverse educational backgrounds meant they articulated multiple
constructed realities shaped by personal experiences, artistic practices, and teaching

contexts.

Aligned with a constructivist epistemology, 1 treated thematic analysis as an
interpretive and interactive process in which meaning was co-constructed with
participants (Braun & Clarke, 2006). From this perspective, themes were not
discovered but shaped through the dialogue between participants’ narratives and my
conceptual lens. Thus, my understanding of critical thinking in art education emerged
from recurring patterns that reflected both individual perspectives and shared concerns.
Within a social constructivist framework, thematic analysis offers a way to explore
how language, social interaction, and cultural context shape educational concepts
(Clarke & Braun, 2017). Thematic analysis also provides a systematic yet flexible
method for identifying and interpreting recurring patterns (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
This flexibility, compared with other approaches such as grounded theory, narrative
analysis, or discourse analysis, allows movement between inductive and theory-driven
perspectives (Nowell et al., 2017). In this study, I applied Paul and Elder’s (2006)
framework of eight elements of thought and nine intellectual standards as a theoretical

lens to interpret and synthesise the initial themes. Particular attention was given to
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themes reflecting reasoning, perspective-shifting, standard-based evaluation, and

purposefulness, as these closely linked theoretical constructs with lived experiences.

Thematic analysis allows openness in determining the length and scope of coding units
(Charmaz, 2014; Floersch et al., 2010), enabling both micro-level expressions and
broader narrative segments to be coded meaningfully. This flexibility was particularly
important in visual arts education, where students’ critical thinking is often expressed
through images, conceptual development, and non-verbal behaviour rather than
abstract argumentation. For example, one student described their preparatory process
for a creative project, referencing research, contextual awareness, judgement, and
cognitive adjustment. As shown in Figure 3.4, the student’s sketches and colour draft
revisions illustrate critical thinking as a chain of reflection, including layout
adjustments (coded as “Reflection in Creative Practice” and discussed in section 5.1.2).
Although these reflections spanned several sentences, they formed a coherent process.
To preserve this cohesion and cognitive integrity, I coded the entire passage as
information gathering and reflection as a critical thinking preparation process in

creative practice.
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Figure 3.5 The students' work illustrates critical thinking as a chain of reflection,

including the layout of the work.
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I adopted Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase model of thematic analysis because it
provides a clear and systematic route from coding to theme development. At the same
time, thematic analysis depends on the researcher’s interpretation and may remain at
a descriptive level without a guiding lens (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Nowell et al., 2017).
To strengthen explanatory power and conceptual depth, I combined inductive theme
generation with Paul and Elder’s (2006) critical thinking framework. In this study, the
Elements of Thought served as the main analytic tool because they enabled me to trace
how critical thinking was constructed in interviews and observations, for example
through purpose, questions, information, assumptions, inferences, and implications.
The Intellectual Standards were used to examine the quality of participants’
judgements, including clarity, relevance, accuracy, depth, and logic. In analysis, the
Intellectual Traits were used as a supporting lens, rather than a fixed coding scheme,
to consider how qualities such as fair-mindedness, intellectual humility, and self-

correction were encouraged or constrained in classroom practice.

I also treated Chinese cultural and aesthetic values as an explicit part of the analytic
process. Values such as harmony and relationality can shape how students’ express
disagreement and how critique is framed. These practices are often indirect and
attentive to face. Intuition can also be understood as a legitimate source of insight in
art learning. In analysis, I therefore examined how intuitive responses were translated
into claims that could be supported by reasons and evidence. This helped me adapt the
framework to the local teaching context. Drawing on Marshall and Rossman (2016),
the analytic process moved from informal reflection to more formal coding and theme
development. During data collection, I wrote margin notes and reflexive memos to
record my assumptions, concerns, and early interpretations. This was particularly
important because my familiarity with the Chinese art education context could lead to
taken-for-granted readings. During familiarisation and initial coding, I wrote brief
memos to separate participants’ statements from my own inferences. When a theme
appeared too tidy, I actively looked for counterexamples and returned to interview
transcripts and fieldnotes. To strengthen the integrity of the analytic process, I
discussed theme boundaries and naming decisions with my supervisors. I then applied
Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six phases consistently, as shown in Table 3.5, to trace the

development from initial codes to final themes.
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Table 3.5 Steps in the six-stage thematic analysis

Braun & Clarke six-

stage

Description of the research steps

Pre-analysis
engagement (informal

analysis)

Intuitive  understandings such as initial
impressions, emotional reactions, key words, questions,
etc. are recorded during the data collection phase; used to

guide subsequent coding directions.

1.Familiarisation

(informal analysis)

Reading interview texts, observation notes and

descriptions of student work for initial reflection and

labelling
2.Generating  Initial [ Open coding based on participant language, focusing on
Codes behavigural and cognitive expressions related to critical
thinking based on the research questions
3.Searching for | Categorising similar codes into preliminary themes,
Themes identifying critical thinking in creation, interaction and

teaching

4.Reviewing Themes

Go back to the data to check the accuracy and consistency

of the themes, eliminating overlapping or weak themes

5.Defining and | Re-understand and rename the topic in relation to Paul &

Naming Themes Elder's theoretical framework, identifying its position in
the structure of thought.

6.Producing the Report | Integrate theories and themes to complete an analytical

chapter write-up presenting the ways in which critical

thinking is constructed in arts education

3.4.1 The data analysis process

Pre-analysis engagement (informal analysis)
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Data were analysed informally during the data collection phase. In many qualitative
studies, it is considered unavoidable and beneficial to begin analysing the data before
the formal analysis begins, as this can help the researcher to refine the interview
questions and explore emerging or critical issues in greater depth as the fieldwork
proceeds (Pope, Ziebland, & Mays, 2000). In this study, informal analyses began with
semi-structured interviews with six teachers. After the interviews I transcribed the
completed interviews and flagged emerging topics - for example, when one teacher
mentioned the development of critical thinking skills in relation to teaching methods
such as the ‘flipped classroom’, I added appropriate questions to the student interviews
to explore this further. questions to explore this further. This method of recording
analytical ideas and thematic interests helped to increase my sensitivity to the dataset
under development and was similarly used in the transcription of later student

interviews.
Phase 1: Familiarisation (informal analysis)

Full transcriptions were completed digitally, during which I used yellow coloured text
to highlight passages that contained important contextual information or indicated
potential thematic patterns for later analysis. Alongside these highlighted sections, I
added brief margin notes to capture initial code labelling and possible themes (see
Figure3.6). It is important to note that at this stage, I did not translate the data into
English. All annotations were made directly on the Chinese transcripts, which helped

preserve the nuance and sensitivity of the original language.

In addition to the interview data, I conducted an initial review and organisation of all
classroom observation notes and field records before formal coding began. As
Merriam and Tisdell (2016) suggest, transforming raw observational notes into
structured text is an essential preparatory step for analysis. At this stage, I grouped my
classroom notes according to the flow of classroom activities and divided them into
two broad types: practical (studio-based) and theoretical courses. Rather than relying
only on the original semi-structured observation form, I highlighted behaviours that
might signal critical thinking. These included the teacher’s framing of a problem,
students’ questioning of ideas, reflective comments during group discussion, and

relevant non-verbal responses. I then began to cross-reference these behaviours with
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the critical thinking cues described by teachers in the interviews. Because my initial
notes were handwritten and included occasional transcription errors or unclear
annotations, I later digitised and organised them to improve clarity and accessibility

(see Table 3.6).

Figure 3. 6 Informal analysis of potential code labelling
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A reflexive and culturally sensitive stance was important throughout this process. I
recognised that in Chinese classrooms, critical reasoning may not always be expressed
through direct challenge or extended verbal debate. Silence, brief agreement, or
tentative phrasing can still carry evaluative and reflective intent, especially where
harmony, face, and respect for authority shape participation. For this reason, I avoided
treating low verbal participation as an absence of critical thinking. Instead, I attended
to indirect and embodied forms of criticality, such as students’ hesitation, peer-to-peer
whispering, laughter that signalled discomfort, changes made during revision, and the
way questions were framed to reduce risk. I also remained alert to possible mismatches

between interview accounts and observed behaviour. When students described valuing
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critique in interviews but spoke less in class, I treated this as context-sensitive

regulation rather than inconsistency to be corrected.
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Table 3.6 Summary of classroom observation notes for the Art Criticism classroom

Types of activities Teacher behaviour | Student nonverbal Critical
behaviour behaviour Thinking
Cues
Theoretical knowledge | The teacher asks the | Student Teacher faces | Teacher-led
explanation question, ‘What | silence, some | students, problem
style do you think | whispered waits for | identification
this piece belongs | discussion response,
to?’ responds
after roll call
Class discussion The teacher says, | Students There is a lot | Students
“You can discuss the | begin to | of  student | actively
different  opinions | communicate | interaction, participate  in
with the students and the | exchanging
around you.’ atmosphere is | ideas with each
tense but | other
engaging
concluding session The teacher reviews | Students take | Teachers Does the
examples of the | notes, end of | slow down | teaching task
work and says, ‘We | class their speech | include
explored  multiple discursive
perspectives and extensions
styles of work today,

and I hope you will
the
of

remember
characteristics

these styles.’
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Phase 2: Generating Initial Codes

After completing the initial transcription and informal reading of the teacher and
student interviews, I began a systematic thematic analysis. I first reread all interview
transcripts and revisited parts of the recordings. I focused particularly on the segments
highlighted in yellow during the transcription stage, cross-referencing them with my
observation notes and identifying expressions that appeared repeatedly to uncover
potential patterns of meaning. The codes ranged from surface-level semantic
similarities (for example, most teachers and students described critical thinking as
evaluative thinking) to deeper shared meanings where different wording revealed
similar underlying ideas or reasoning. At this stage, I did not limit the number of codes
or restrict any data to a single code. The coding was done manually, and I visualised
the categorised codes using a table (see Table 3.7), recording how each related to the
research questions and why it was selected (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The codes were
organised separately for teachers and students. I then tabulated all the teachers’ and

students’ initial coding to facilitate intuitive comparison, see Appendix 8, 9 and 10.
Phase 3: Searching for Themes

At this stage, I began to organise the initial codes into broader thematic clusters to
identify meaningful patterns in the dataset (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Nowell et al., 2017).
Interviews were treated as the primary source of meaning-making, as both teacher and
student narratives directly addressed how critical thinking was understood and enacted.
Student artwork portfolios were used as a supplementary interpretive layer, allowing
creative decisions to be examined as visual traces of reasoning. These portfolios were
not coded as a separate dataset. Instead, they were analytically linked to relevant
interview codes to strengthen interpretation. Classroom observation data were
analysed in parallel as a comparative dataset, which enabled triangulation between

reported pedagogic intentions and enacted classroom practices.

At this stage, Paul and Elder’s (2006) framework functioned as a sensitising theoretical
lens rather than a prescriptive coding template. I attended to which dimensions
remained consistently foregrounded in the Chinese higher visual arts context. In

accounts of making and critique, participants most often emphasised purpose (what
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they aimed to express or achieve), the key questions driving artistic decisions,
assumptions embedded in stylistic or thematic choices, and the reasoning that linked
intention to visual strategy. These elements repeatedly shaped how students described
both critique and creation. Similarly, among the Intellectual Standards, clarity,
relevance, and logic were most prominent, particularly when students justified
compositional decisions, selected project information, or evaluated alternative
approaches. Standards such as breadth and fairness were less explicit in early making
narratives but tended to become more salient in discussions of art criticism that
involved cultural meaning and social responsibility. By contrast, explicit references to
Intellectual Traits, such as intellectual courage or humility, were far less frequent. This
suggests that dispositional aspects of critical thinking were more often embedded in
practice than articulated in speech.This selective foregrounding indicates that, in
Chinese visual arts learning environments, critical thinking most visibly takes the form
of goal-oriented reasoning, contextual relevance, and coherent decision-making, rather
than public debate or overt dispositional self-positioning. The framework therefore
supported an empirically grounded account of which cognitive dimensions aligned

most closely with existing teaching traditions and cultural expectations.

Early theme groupings emerged through frequent code co-occurrences (see Table 3.8).
For example, the codes “self-questioning during creation”, “evaluating ideas”, and
“decision-making in design” clustered around a working theme of “Reflections on the
art-making process”, in which purpose, assumptions, and reasoning were especially
prominent. Similarly, codes related to “interpersonal communication for cognitive
challenge”, “literature and textbooks”, and “cultural influences” suggested an initial
theme around the “origins of critical thinking”. At this stage, these themes remained
fluid and overlapping. I did not impose boundaries too early. Instead, I used
provisional labels (e.g., “practice-related reflection”, “defining critical thinking”,
“pedagogic constraints’) and kept analytic memos to explore whether codes reflected
classroom practice, cultural expectations, or institutional structures. For instance,
comments such as “most artistic propositions assigned by teachers are restrictive” were
examined both as an issue of pedagogic design and as a possible expression of broader

cultural constraints on criticality. This openness to interpretive complexity laid the

foundation for later theme refinement.
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Table 3.7 An Example of Coding

Initial code Source quotation notes
Decision-making GD2 M B IN EEYINIER, ~E Emphasis on building core competencies for
and problem solving understanding and decision-making in the face

HMRE=SHARNEE, BEEFIRE

of complex problems

HRZMEIRITZE, (Critical thinking affects

Diversity of views . o ' _
the understanding of objective things. Different

perspectives lead to different conclusions, and it

directly affects the final solution you propose.)

Critical expression | FA1 M R s EE AN Le 3 & Emphasis on its social critical and reflective

of reality nature
MXEN, BESHNENXLERMAIRE.

(Critical thinking is about identifying and
Social responsibility critiquing social problems; we focus, more about

reflecting on them.)
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Table 3.8 Early Code Groupings, Tentative Headings, and Analytical Notes

Early Grouping

Example Codes

Tentative Heading

Analytical Notes

Origins of critical

thinking

Interpersonal communication
for  cognitive  challenge;
Literature textbooks; Cultural

influences

Practice-related reflection

Distinguishing between reflective practice and general

creative decision-making

Reflections on the

art-making process

Self-questioning during
creation; Evaluating ideas;

Decision-making in design

Defining critical thinking

Overlap between personal experience and socio-cultural

shaping of thinking

Challenges in

developing criticality

Most artistic  propositions

teachers assign are restrictive

Pedagogical practices /

Cultural constraints

Unclear if constraint arises from teaching practice or wider

cultural norms
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Phase 4: Reviewing Themes

During this stage I systematically reviewed the initial themes to ensure that they were
coherent, meaningful and well supported by the dataset. Following Braun and Clarke's
(2006) guidance, I undertook a two-level review, first at the level of the coded extracts,

and then at the level of the dataset.

Firstly, I revisited all coded data extracts within each theme to assess whether they
formed a consistent pattern. This helped to identify any extracts that did not match
well, were too diverse or overlapping in theme. For example, within the theme of
“Critical thinking in artistic practice”, I checked that all the included extracts truly
reflected the embodiment of critical thinking in creative work or criticism. Some of
the codes initially placed in this theme were later moved to other themes, such as
“Understanding Critical Thinking”, as I realised that they referred more to conceptual

definitions than to practice. (See table 3.9)

Then, I considered how well these themes captured the overall meaning of the data in
relation to my research questions. I asked whether each theme reflected important
elements of the participants' experiences, and whether the themes together provided a
rich and multi-layered understanding that would lead to a better understanding of how
critical thinking is understood and practised in higher art education in China. This step
also included checking for redundancy between themes and ensuring that the
boundaries between themes were clear. This review stage helped to ensure that each
theme was internally coherent and externally unique, while collectively providing a
meaningful and credible narrative for analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Nowell et al.,

2017). This process contributes to the overall credibility of the thematic analyses.
Phase 5: Defining and Naming Themes

At this stage, I refined and named each theme to clarify their analytical contribution
and ensure consistency and transparency in the structure of the analysis (Braun &
Clarke, 2006; Terry et al., 2017). To maintain coding consistency, I revisited earlier
transcripts while analysing later ones to ensure similar expressions of meaning were
coded in comparable ways. Defining the scope and focus of each theme involved

identifying its core organising concepts and how it addressed the research questions
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(Braun & Clarke, 2006). I also considered relationships between themes to create a
coherent overall narrative. The final three main themes, each with associated sub-
themes, are shown in Figure 3.6, and together they were developed to answer the three

research questions guiding this study.

Understanding and Development of Critical Thinking: This theme explores how
participants conceptualised critical thinking and where they believed it came from.
Sub-themes are (1) Definition of Critical Thinking participants described it as
evaluative, reflective, or linked to logic and judgement; and (2) Perceived Sources of
Critical Thinking including life experience, educational background, or innate abilities.
In defining this theme, I drew on Paul and Elder’s (2006) model, particularly the role
of intellectual traits and elements of thought (e.g., purpose, assumptions, reasoning) in

shaping personal understanding. This theme provides the foundation for the others.

Critical Thinking in Artistic Practice: This theme examines how critical thinking is
enacted in artistic processes. Sub-themes are (1) Critical Thinking in Creative Work,
student and teacher accounts of evaluating, refining, or challenging ideas in creating
art; and (2) Critical Thinking in Art Criticism reflections on interpretation, argument,
and questioning in response to artworks. These discussions highlight critical thinking
as both a skill and a reflective stance in meaning-making, shaping aesthetics and

creative styles.
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Table 3.9 Example of Theme Review Process with Included and Excluded Codes

Theme: Critical thinking

in art creation

Included Codes & Data

Excluded Codes & Data

Excerpts

Reason for Inclusion/Exclusion

Decision-making in art

creation

Excerpts

There's no limit to the size
of the paper or the form, it’s
up to you to decide.
(Graphic design teacher
WZM)

Critical thinking of being able
to look at things from different
perspectives helps me make
more informed decisions.

(Fine art student QWQ)

Excluded because it reflects a conceptual definition

rather than a creative process

Reflections on the creative

process

After the accumulation of
all kinds of sources and
experience, let me know
how to express. (Fine Art

Student CWJ)

The teacher said that this tone
may be that a little bit not quite
meet the requirements, need to
be changed to a brighter
colour, and then I re-painted it

again. (Fine art student QWQ)

This  description primarily reflects passive

implementation of teacher feedback rather than
active student reflection on critical thinking and is
therefore more appropriate to place into themes
related to pedagogical impact or classroom
interaction rather than critical thinking in art

practice.
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Critical Thinking in Teaching Practice: This theme explores how critical thinking is
integrated into instruction. Sub-themes are (1) Challenges to Traditional Structures,
including the ongoing influence of the YIKAO exam model, teacher-centred
classrooms, and results-oriented grading; and (2) Emerging Pedagogical Strategies,
such as open-ended discussions, critique sessions, flipped classrooms, and studio-
based approaches. These insights illustrate how institutional and cultural contexts
shape pedagogy in Chinese higher education. Paul and Elder’s emphasis on fostering
critical thinking through questioning and explicit teaching of reasoning provided a
useful interpretive lens for understanding both the possibilities and constraints in

practice.
Phase 6: Producing the Report

When writing these three themes, I used Paul and Elder’s critical thinking framework
as an interpretive lens. My aim was to show more clearly the role of critical thinking
in Chinese higher visual arts education. At the same time, the framework was not
applied as a fixed Western model. Throughout the analysis, I remained attentive to
how Chinese cultural and aesthetic values, particularly harmony, relational thinking,
and intuitive understanding, shaped participants’ reasoning processes. Rather than
viewing these as obstacles to critical thinking, I treated them as culturally situated
modes of sense-making that often expanded or reconfigured how elements of thought

and intellectual standards were expressed in practice.

For Theme 1, “Understanding and developing critical thinking”, I focused on how
students and teachers defined critical thinking, and on the logic behind their wording.
More specifically, I looked at whether they set clear boundaries around the concept.
For example, did they describe critical thinking as “evaluation”, “reflection”, or
“logical judgement”? I also examined how these views supported art learning, such as
helping them judge the quality of artworks, justify opinions, or develop a more mature
aesthetic judgement. When participants went on to discuss how critical thinking is
gained, such as through innate ability, life experience, or education, I did not rush to
decide which explanation was more reasonable. Instead, I traced how they supported
their views. Did they rely more on personal experience, family influence, or examples

from classroom training and critique experience. Particular attention was paid to
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moments where participants emphasised balance, experiential understanding, or moral
positioning, which reflected Confucian-influenced conceptions of reasoning grounded

in relational judgement and reflective integration rather than purely adversarial logic.

In Theme 2, “Critical thinking in art practice”, I mainly drew on creative accounts
from interviews, interaction in classroom critique, and portfolio work. I paid particular
attention to how participants stated their creative purpose and expressive intent, how
they identified problems to solve during making, and how they used information as
evidence. This included formal effects in the work, reference materials, limits of tools
and materials, and feedback from teachers or peers. I then examined how they moved
from this evidence to interpretation and inference. For instance, how did they infer
what viewers might understand, or what kinds of meaning a form of visual language
might suggest? Alongside analytical reasoning, I also considered the role of artistic
intuition and holistic perception, which frequently guided students’ initial creative
decisions before being refined through reflection and evaluation. In this way, intuitive
insight was not treated as separate from critical thinking, but as an entry point that was

subsequently disciplined through reasoning within the Paul and Elder framework.

For data linked to art criticism, I showed how students moved from formalist
observation to deeper interpretation and argument. I also examined whether they could
keep depth and logical coherence in their discussion. For example, could they compare
and weigh different interpretations, rather than staying at the level of intuitive likes
and dislikes. Here, I paid particular attention to how students often sought to reconcile
multiple viewpoints rather than prioritising one correct interpretation, reflecting a

culturally grounded preference for integrative reasoning and harmony.

In Theme 3, “Critical thinking in teaching practice”, I traced how teachers used
questions, task design, and classroom interaction to guide students to express purpose
and clarify the focus of discussion. For example, in lectures and studio classes, did
teachers ask students to explain their reasons clearly and link judgements to evidence
in the work? Were students encouraged to offer alternative lines of interpretation?
When classes required students to explain and justify judgements, intellectual
standards were easier to observe in interaction. Standards such as breadth and fairness

depended more on whether the class allowed different styles and diverse
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interpretations to be discussed seriously. Within the Chinese context, I considered how
exam-driven assessment, relational expectations, and hierarchical teacher—student
relations shaped the expression of critical thinking. I examined whether the classroom
provided enough psychological safety for students to show intellectual courage and
intellectual humility, including the courage to voice different views and the willingness

to revise one’s position through critique and reflection.
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3.5 Conclusion

This chapter has outlined the qualitative methodology of the study, grounded in a
social constructivist paradigm that emphasises the co-construction of knowledge
between researcher and participants. A multi-source data collection strategy was
employed to capture the complexity of how critical thinking is understood and
practised in Chinese higher art education. Semi-structured interviews with six art
teachers and twelve students provided the primary data, enabling participants to
articulate their conceptualisations of critical thinking, describe its role in artistic

creation and critique, and reflect on its development in their educational experiences.

To complement the interviews, I observed two representative courses: a face-to-face
graduation studio session and an online art criticism class. These observations captured
non-verbal aspects of teaching and learning, such as reflective pauses, peer interactions,
and spontaneous critique, adding a behavioural dimension to the interview data.
Several students also submitted artworks, including preparatory sketches and
completed pieces, which were treated as artefacts of critical thinking, illustrating
processes such as iteration, reflective decision-making, and engagement with cultural
or contextual references. Teaching materials and student work descriptions were also
collected to situate individual accounts within broader institutional and curricular

contexts.

For analysis, I followed Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase model of thematic
analysis, combined with theory-informed interpretation using Paul and Elder’s (2006)
framework of critical thinking. Initial coding was inductive, allowing participants’
voices to emerge from the data, while later stages engaged deductively with Paul and
Elder’s model to ensure alignment with intellectual standards (e.g., clarity, relevance,
logical consistency) and elements of thought (e.g., purpose, assumptions, reasoning).
This inductive—deductive approach enhanced both the depth and theoretical credibility
of the analysis. A deliberate process of triangulation was embedded throughout:
interviews were cross-checked with observations, artworks provided visual
confirmation of cognitive and reflective processes, and teaching materials

contextualised individual accounts within institutional frameworks. This design
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strengthened the trustworthiness of the findings by highlighting convergence,

complementarity, and occasional tensions across sources.

By integrating these methods and analytic strategies, I developed a nuanced
understanding that directly addresses the three research questions: (1) how teachers
and students conceptualise critical thinking and the factors shaping its development;
(2) how critical thinking is embodied in artistic creation and criticism; and (3) how
teaching practices foster or constrain critical engagement. This chapter thus provides
a methodological foundation and a bridge to the thematic findings presented in
Chapters 4, 5, and 6, where the voices of teachers and students, supported by
observational and visual evidence, construct a multi-dimensional account of critical

thinking in the arts.
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Chapter 4: Understanding of Critical Thinking

As described in the methodology chapter, this study uses thematic analysis to examine
interview transcripts with teachers and students from Chinese higher art institutions.
Through repeated coding, theme development, and constant comparison across cases,
three core themes were identified: how participants understand critical thinking, how
they use critical thinking in art learning and creative practice, and how critical thinking

is supported or constrained within teaching and institutional settings.

As the first chapter of the findings, Chapter Four focuses on the conceptual dimension
of critical thinking. Since this term appears often in the dataset but carries different
meanings, this chapter first explores how participants define critical thinking in their
own words and what they see as its value. To clarify the findings, the analysis draws
on Paul and Elder’s framework (Paul & Elder, 2006). It is not used as a checklist of
correct definitions. Instead, it works as an interpretive lens to examine recurring
features in participants’ reasoning and what they choose to emphasise. The chapter
then considers how participants explain the origins of critical thinking, such as
educational experience, disciplinary training, or wider life experience. It also examines
how they distinguish critical thinking from related concepts such as creativity. The
chapter highlights both shared patterns and differences across participant groups, with
particular attention to their accounts of the meaning, function, and sources of critical
thinking. In doing so, it provides a conceptual foundation for the later chapters, which
examine how critical thinking is enacted in art making and critique, and how it relates

to pedagogy, assessment practices, and institutional culture in China.
Figure 4.1 outlines how the initial codes developed into sub-themes and were then

brought together into the chapter theme. It provides a map of the analytical structure

that guides the discussion.
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Figure 4.1 Students’ and teachers’ perspectives on the concept and acquisition of critical thinking (Q1).
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4.1 Students' understanding of the definition of critical thinking

During the interviews, students were asked to clearly express their understanding of
critical thinking, aiming to assess their prior familiarity with the concept and determine
whether they could engage in meaningful reflection on its relevance to art education.
As Facione (1990) emphasised, establishing a foundational understanding of critical
thinking elements is a prerequisite for deeper engagement. Most students
acknowledged they had not systematically studied the concept, and their responses

revealed considerable uncertainty. Several students explicitly stated:

I'm not sure if my understanding is correct (FA-S2, FA-S5; GD-S5).

This uncertainty not only highlighted students' lack of confidence but also indicated
their need for clearer guidance to develop a coherent concept of critical thinking. This
suggests that the current curricular environment, where critical thinking is rarely
explicitly taught, leads students to form their understanding primarily through personal

interpretation rather than structured instruction.

At the beginning, many attempted to interpret the term literally. One student admitted,

Well, I'll try to interpret it literally (FA-S6).

This tendency to break the concept into its two components, critical and thinking,
demonstrates that students often drew upon every day or intuitive meanings rather than
academic frameworks. Their responses suggest that critical thinking, for many, was
not a familiar construct learned through formal instruction but something they
attempted to make sense of during reflective dialogue. This finding aligns with a social
constructivist view: knowledge is not passively absorbed but constructed through

interaction and reflection.
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Eight other students described critical thinking as evaluative thinking, assessing ideas
based on reasoned judgement rather than subjective impressions. For example, one

Fine Art student explained:

Some people might think this is good, while others might think it is not good.
But why is it not good? You need to provide arguments to support your

reasoning (FA-S6).

These comments indicate that students associated critical thinking with analytical
judgement. Their emphasis on providing arguments reflects an awareness of evidence-
based reasoning, which resonates with Paul and Elder’s (2006) concern for logic and
validity. However, they may have implicitly treated criticality and subjectivity as two
opposing modes rather than mutually supportive ones. All thinking carries a degree of
subjectivity, as personal experience, values, and cultural context inevitably shape how
individuals understand and evaluate. Paul and Elder (2006) argue that critical thinking
must acknowledge the influence of egocentric and sociocentric thinking. In other
words, subjectivity is ever-present, but the task of critical thinking is to identify and
overcome bias.Another student described critical thinking as the capacity to transcend

deeply ingrained social biases. As she explained:

It is not just about criticising others. It is about stepping outside of vague things,
stepping outside of prejudice and the influence of the social environment, so

that you can see the essence of something (GD-S2).

From a Chinese cultural perspective, students’ metaphor of “stepping outside” can also
be read as the difficulty of building an independent position in a relational society. As
noted in the literature review, in many educational settings, disagreement is not only a
cognitive act. It is also a social act. It may be seen as disrupting harmony, challenging
authority, or threatening face. As a result, students may learn to manage criticism in
indirect ways. They may hide their views behind general principles. They may also
shift attention away from personal judgement and towards external and recognisable

standards. From this view, “prejudice” are not only personal limits. They are also
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shared social constraints. They reflect common assumptions about what can be said,
how evaluation should be expressed, and whose judgement is seen as legitimate. In
this context, students’ emphasis on grasping “the essence” shows a desire for clarity
and for cognitive legitimacy. Critical thinking becomes a way to keep some distance
from taken for granted norms, while remaining responsible to the wider social order.
In Paul and Elder’s (2006) terms, this suggests an awareness of sociocentrism. Yet
here it is less confrontational in form. It is more self-regulating. It points to an adaptive
kind of criticality. Another student supplemented this perspective by highlighting the

metacognitive dimension of self-reflection and regulation at the individual level:

The process of reflection, that is, self-reflection, is to identify one’s own

shortcomings (GD-S3).

Paul and Elder (2006) describe critical thinking as “a self-directed, self-disciplined,
self-monitored, and self-corrective way of thinking” (p. 12), which essentially relies

on metacognitive awareness and regulation. The student elaborated further:

Critical thinking made me realise that I am not good at speaking, and I think
about how to change (GD-S3).

This statement demonstrates that critical thinking enabled the student to recognise a
personal limitation in verbal expression and motivated a concrete intention to improve,
thereby moving beyond a familiar comfort zone. This case illustrates metacognitive
functioning, involving both the identification of a constraint and the initiation of
strategic change. As Zimmerman (2002) argued, self-regulated learners not only
reflect on weaknesses but also take deliberate actions to improve performance. In the
Chinese educational context, extended public speaking is not always routinely
practised in everyday classrooms, which can make oral expression a more salient
developmental challenge for students. Speaking in front of peers also carries a visible
“face” risk, so critical thinking here appears to help the student reframe a potentially
embarrassing weakness as a manageable problem for planned improvement rather than

avoidance. Moreover, the student’s proactive response reflects characteristics of a
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growth mindset (Dweck, 2006), indicating that this communicative limitation is
treated not as a fixed trait but as a developmental area to be advanced through critical
self-reflection. In addition, students defined critical thinking in relation to problem-

solving, emphasising that it serves as a tool for identifying, analysing, and improving.

You identify the negative aspect, but it also has a positive side. Later, you can
develop the positive parts and improve the negative ones, this is a development

from point to line to surface. (FA-S3).

This perspective illustrates students’ understanding of critical thinking as problem
identification and iterative improvement. Rather than treating it as an abstract skill, the
student used the visual metaphor of “from point to line to surface,” which reflects the
step-by-step and accumulative logic of cognitive training. This metaphor highlights a
progressive process: identifying flaws (point), tracing connections (line), and
ultimately arriving at a more comprehensive solution (surface). This resonates with
Paul and Elder’s (2006) view of critical thinking as a process of reflection and self-
correction, but here it is rooted in the practice-oriented culture of the studio. The
student’s emphasis on refinement rather than generation reveals broader cultural and
pedagogical influences. Visual arts education in China often stresses iterative
correction through replication and teacher-led adjustment, training students to
gradually master technique. In this context, critical thinking is often equated with
identifying and correcting problems rather than challenging tradition or proposing
alternatives. Accordingly, the student’s account underscores the convergent function
of critical thinking improvement and precision, while overlooking its generative
dimension. Although creativity was not explicitly mentioned, this omission reflects the
educational framework rather than a conceptual absence. The focus on refinement
rather than innovation aligns with descriptions in the literature of the asymmetry
between creativity and critical evaluation: creativity generates different possibilities,
while criticality evaluates and strengthens them through convergent reasoning (Getzels

& Csikszentmihalyi, 1977; Runco, 2014; Paul & Elder, 2006).
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To explore whether students could recognise the relationship between critical and
creative thinking, they were asked to describe the distinction between the two. One

student offered an insightful comparison:

Creative thinking is more about creating something new out of nothing. Critical
thinking is more about digging deeper into what already exists; its essence is

transformation (GD-S2).

This suggests that the student recognised a functional distinction between critical and
creative thinking. She perceived creative thinking as connected to originality and
generative processes, whereas critical thinking was understood as an evaluative and
reconstructive activity. This aligns with the findings in the literature review. The
student’s ability to differentiate between the two modes indicates a growing
metacognitive awareness of the distinct cognitive functions involved in problem-
solving linking creativity with generative novelty and criticality with evaluative

transformation. Another student commented:

Critical thinking, I hadn’t thought of it in art before. In real life, critical

thinking is more rational, while creative thinking is like innovation. (FA-S5).

However, what was absent in the accounts of both students was an explicit recognition
of their complementarity. This suggests that their educational experiences may not
have sufficiently highlighted the interaction between these two processes. If students
primarily encounter critical thinking as an evaluative tool and creative thinking as an
isolated generative activity, they may struggle to coordinate the two modes in a
balanced way when addressing complex, ill-structured problems. The risk of such
separation is that students may develop a fragmented conception of problem-solving,
where idea generation and evaluation are experienced as discrete activities rather than
as parts of a dynamic cycle. This reflects a broader issue in Chinese higher education,
where learning often privileges either technical refinement or innovative production,
but rarely emphasises the cognitive dialogue between the two. As a result, curricular

orientations have shaped the ways in which students define critical thinking.
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In addition to defining critical thinking as problem-solving, students also recognised
its capacity to broaden perspectives. Their accounts suggested that critical thinking is
not limited to analytical depth but also involves breadth. For example, one student

remarked:

Looking at things from different perspectives helps me make wiser

decisions (FA-S5).

Another student stated:

It brings me many new things, new ideas, and new insights (GD-S5).

Students’ emphasis on thinking from multiple perspectives suggests that they have an
intuitive understanding of this intellectual standard (Paul & Elder, 2014). Their
comments show that they see critical thinking as a process that opens discussion rather
than closes it down. This allows them to weigh different factors before making a
judgement. This view matters because it shows that they do not treat critical thinking
as simple fault-finding or harsh evaluation. Instead, they see it as an open and reflective
stance. From a Chinese cultural perspective, this fits with a stronger orientation
towards harmony. This style of thinking is more likely to include and connect
viewpoints that may seem to conflict, rather than forcing one fixed position. This links
with students’ experience of gaining “new insights” through multiple perspectives
(Peng & Nisbett, 1999). At the same time, it can be seen as a move away from a single-
answer mindset. It treats plurality and uncertainty as part of reasoning, not as confusion
or indecision. The claim that looking from different angles “brings new ideas and
insights” suggests that students are starting to see how breadth supports cognitive
growth. By actively bringing together different views, they rebuild their own
understanding rather than passively accepting what they are given. This frames critical
thinking not only as a tool for evaluation, but also as a broader way of knowing. It
supports flexibility, adaptability, and the ability to deal with complexity in a

constructive way.
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The interviews revealed that most students associated critical thinking with evaluation
and problem-solving, with fewer recognising its metacognitive or broader social
dimensions (Paul & Elder, 2014; Facione, 1990). Their definitions appeared to be
shaped more by personal experiences than by disciplinary training, as Fine Art and
Graphic Design students expressed largely similar views. This suggests that students’
conceptions of critical thinking are rooted in everyday life and cultural contexts,
providing a useful foundation for examining how they believe it can be further

developed through education and artistic practice.

4.2 Students' Perceptions of Pathways to Developing Critical
Thinking

The previous section, in which students emphasised their understandings of critical
thinking, provides important clues to understanding the diversity of students'
experiences in the process of critical thinking formation. To further understand these
diverse ways of understanding. This section will focus on how students described the
process of acquiring critical thinking skills. This not only helps to reveal how
individuals construct critical thinking through life experiences but also provides a basis
for educators to identify potential gaps in teaching methods and optimise teaching
strategies accordingly (Schon, 1983). The relevant responses of the students in the
interviews can be broadly categorised into four groups: innate disposition, family
environment, social media factors, interpersonal interactions, and educational

practices.

4.2.1 Innate disposition

Some students explicitly linked the origins of critical thinking to innate personality

traits. For example, one student suggested that

Some people tend to explore questions in greater depth, while others do not

(FA-S3).
Similarly, GD-S5 compared children’s constant “why” questions to an instinctive

mode of inquiry. Such descriptions highlight the view that critical thinking is not

merely a skill to be taught but a natural extension of human curiosity and scepticism.
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These perspectives resonate with psychological accounts which argue that dispositions
such as curiosity, open-mindedness, and truth-seeking form the dispositional basis of
thinking (Perkins, Jay, & Tishman, 1993). From this standpoint, critical thinking may
be regarded less as an acquired ability than as a cognitive style rooted in biological or
genetic predispositions (Nisbett, 2009). Students’ emphasis on children’s questioning
behaviour reflects this belief: spontaneous “why” questions in early childhood were
perceived as evidence that critical engagement stems from human nature rather than

from formal schooling.

However, although this framework acknowledges the dispositional foundations of
critical thinking, it also risks conflating curiosity with criticality. As Paul and Elder
(2006) contend, children remain “unreflective thinkers.” While they may frequently
ask questions, they lack the systematic reasoning standards required for genuine

critical thinking. One student recognised this distinction, noting:

Although curiosity may be innate, critical thinking can only develop through
exposure to multiple perspectives and the accumulation of experiences such as

reading or social participation (FA-S4).

In other words, curiosity may be a precursor to criticality, but without reflection and
intellectual training, it remains at the level of simple information-seeking. This
indicates that students conceptualised critical thinking as both dispositional and
developmental: personality may provide the initial tendency to question, but its
maturation into critical thinking requires reinforcement through education, cultural

norms, and social interaction.

4.2.2 Family environment

In the interviews, students described the family as an important early environment that
shapes individual ways of thinking and personal character. A fine art student reflected
on how her upbringing had limited her ability to think critically. She described her
parents as the most influential figures in her life and explained that her family

environment had contributed to her indecisive personality.
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Since I was young, I have been used to relying on my parents’ opinions.
Even though I sometimes have my own ideas, I tend to seek their approval
when making important decisions, so I feel it is difficult for me to make

decisions on my own. (FA-S2)

This phenomenon highlights the influence of family authority structures on individual
judgement and independent decision-making. In the Chinese cultural context, family
dynamics are often shaped by clear hierarchies and parental dominance. According to
Xia (2020), Chinese families commonly follow an authoritarian parenting style, where
parents tend to control the decision-making process and place strong emphasis on
obedience to elders. One of the core features of critical thinking, however, is
independent judgement and decision-making ability (Facione, 1990). This style of
parenting can reduce children’s opportunities to practise independent choices and
critical judgement. Although FA-S2 mentioned that she “sometimes has her own ideas,”
the key issue lies in the lack of practice in expressing and standing by personal
viewpoints. Critical thinking is not only about forming opinions but also about
maintaining logical reasoning, practising self-reflection, and clearly expressing one’s
stance in the face of differing opinions (Paul & Elder, 2014). Relying too much on
parental opinions within the family may result in students having limited experience

in building personal arguments and engaging in dialectical expression.

In addition, FA-S2 noted her own indecisiveness, research by Topping and Trickey
(2007) further supports this link. They found that individuals who grow up in open
family environments, where discussion, questioning, and reasoning are encouraged,
tend to show stronger critical thinking skills. In contrast, where family cultures focus
on obedience and respect for authority, children have fewer opportunities to practise
questioning or analytical thinking, which increases the likelihood of developing a
dependent personality (Bensley, 2018). From a psychological perspective, FA-S2’s
tendency to “rely on parents to make decisions” can also be seen as a risk-avoidance
strategy (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979). Relying on parental opinions is viewed as a
safe option that reduces the chance of making mistakes. However, this mindset of

avoiding mistakes rather than pursuing the best outcome tends to weaken the
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exploratory, open-minded, and dialectical dimensions of critical thinking (Brookfield,

2011). Another student also agreed with this view and gave an example:

I heard a mother asking her child what colour the leaves were. The child
looked at the tree and said it was skin-coloured. The mother said it was
wrong. The child then said it was mummy’s colour, but the mother told
the child not to talk nonsense. This reminded me of how my mother told
me as a child that the sky is blue, but in the evening, there's red in the sky,
too. (FA-S1)

In this student’s account, we see how parents directly correct a child’s answer,
rejecting the child’s unique way of observing the world. The child’s response of “skin
colour” or “mummy’s colour” was in fact a personal and imaginative interpretation,
but the parent did not accept this individual expression and instead imposed a “right
or wrong” judgement. Topping and Trickey (2007) point out that when parents judge
answers as right or wrong too early, it can suppress children’s exploratory thinking,
limit their openness to different possibilities, and discourage creative reasoning.
Moreover, this kind of correction is not only a rejection of knowledge but also a
demonstration of parental authority. When the child said, “mummy’s colour,” it
reflected emotional association and an independent way of seeing, yet it was dismissed
as “nonsense.” This shows how parental authority can override individual thinking,
weakening a child’s confidence in expressing personal views and making independent

judgements.

Bensley (2018) argues that critical thinking involves not only questioning but also
appreciating diversity and challenging surface-level assumptions. A family
environment that simplifies answers into a single truth reduces a child’s chance to
develop a more flexible and multi-dimensional way of thinking. Similarly, Halpern
(2014) highlights that the openness of family interactions is a crucial social factor in
developing critical thinking. When families lack open discussion and show intolerance
towards different opinions, children are more likely to develop a passive acceptance

of external viewpoints and lose the habit of independent analysis.
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In summary, the authoritative structure of the traditional Chinese family and the
parenting style that emphasises obedience have, to a certain extent, been perceived by
these students to have shaped their dependent personality traits, which has potentially
weakened their openness and independence of mind, and in turn inhibited the

development of critical thinking.

4.2.3 Social media factors

In the interviews, one student explicitly highlighted the positive role of social media
in cultivating critical thinking skills. Firstly, she noted that the diversity of information
on social media enabled her to practise examining issues from multiple perspectives

daily:

When I see some news on social media, I always keep a neutral attitude,
because you never really know whether it is true or false. I always think about
different sides of the story and try to verify some information. Although
sometimes the debates are intense, I find they help me understand the logic

behind each viewpoint (FA-S6).

As FA-S6 explained, when confronted with contrasting interpretations of social events
online, she naturally attempted to “think about different aspects” beyond a single
perspective and actively considered both sides of an issue. Compared with the often-
one-sided knowledge transmitted in traditional classrooms, the plurality of viewpoints
on social media encouraged her to develop a habit of analysing issues from multiple
perspectives. This is highly consistent with Facione’s (1990) view that considering
multiple interpretations is a core feature of critical thinking. Secondly, the student
demonstrated a strong awareness of the need to question the authenticity of
information. FA-S6 remarked, “You never know whether it is true or false.” This habit
of verifying the reliability and sources of information aligns with Paul and Elder’s
(2014) critical thinking model, particularly in its emphasis on accuracy and the
evaluation of evidence. Through frequent exposure to information of varying

credibility on social media, the student gradually developed the practice of verification
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and resisted the tendency to accept information uncritically. Brookfield (2011) argues
that cognitive dissonance is one of the most effective triggers for critical thinking, as
it encourages individuals to break away from established patterns of thought and

engage in deeper self-reflection.

Although some students believed that social media provided a convenient means of
accessing diverse perspectives, others pointed out that media algorithms can reinforce
personal biases and pose a threat to the development of critical thinking. As one

student explained:

There are too many biases in everyday life. You’ll find that whatever you like,
the platform (social media platform) will just show you more of it. After

watching repeatedly, you eventually only believe your own view (GD-S5).

This example illustrates the typical effect of the filter bubble that algorithms driven by
big data recommend similar types of content based on users’ interests and browsing
habits, resulting in limited sources of information and a narrowing of perspectives
(Pariser, 2011). This directly reduces opportunities for exposure to differing or
opposing viewpoints, hindering the development of open-mindedness and the ability
to compare multiple perspectives, both of which are central to critical thinking (Lai,
2011). Algorithmically curated content can also reinforce confirmation bias, whereby
individuals prefer information that supports their existing beliefs while ignoring or
rejecting opposing views (Nickerson, 1998). Prolonged exposure to homogenised
content can create closed cognitive loops, making it more difficult for students to
sustain the scepticism and reasoning skills necessary for critical thinking. However,
from another angle, the fact that some students were able to recognise and articulate
these risks itself demonstrates their awareness of bias and their capacity for reflective
critique. This suggests that even without explicitly referring to the concept of critical
thinking, students were already developing such skills in practice through their

observations of everyday life.
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4.2.4 Interpersonal interactions

Like social media, students also believe that real-life interpersonal interactions can

foster critical thinking.

When looking at problems, there may not always be a right or wrong answer.

Everyone simply has different choices and ways of seeing things. (FA-S2)

Firstly, he was able to recognise that problems often go beyond simple binary
oppositions, which indicates that his thinking had already touched upon the complexity
and uncertainty of issues core characteristics of critical thinking (Paul & Elder, 2014).
This awareness suggests that he was no longer satisfied with surface-level, conclusive
judgements, but instead began to view different perspectives as relatively reasonable
interpretive frameworks, thereby opening a more inclusive cognitive space (Facione,
1990). Secondly, this expression also demonstrates a reflective tendency in his thought
process: by acknowledging differences, he was in fact questioning the existence of a
single correct answer, which pushed him towards deeper reasoning, that is, seeking
logical connections and evidential support within complexity (Kuhn, 1999). Thus, his
statement not only shows tolerance for diversity, but also reveals the possibility of
moving from the juxtaposition of viewpoints to deeper cognitive inquiry in the
development of critical thinking. This shift from acknowledging difference to
exploring complexity reflects the growth of depth in critical thinking. Another student
provided an example of such a shift in thinking. She described how casual
conversations with friends, such as watching television or visiting art exhibitions,

helped her to move beyond fixed aesthetic preferences:

I might realise that my friends could enjoy these works, so I ask for their

different opinions. (FA-S4)
FA-S4 did not passively accept others’ opinions, but actively sought out divergent

perspectives. This process reflects her conscious awareness of cognitive limitations,

namely, the recognition that her personal aesthetic judgement might not be sufficient,
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and that she needed to draw upon others’ perspectives to broaden her thinking. Such
behaviour constitutes a form of evidence-gathering and argumentative expansion,
showing that her critical thinking had moved from surface-level “acknowledging
diversity” to a higher level of reasoned judgement (Paul & Elder, 2014). At the same
time, this practice also involved metacognitive regulation: by comparing her own
preferences with those of others, she was able to reflect upon and adjust her intuitive

judgements, thereby avoiding the egocentric bias (Kuhn, 1999).

Another student described the exchange of different perspectives as “stepping out of
the comfort zone” (FA-S3). This suggests that engaging with diverse viewpoints
functions as a concrete pathway through which students develop critical thinking. The
“comfort zone” framing indicates that the development process is not friction-free: it
involves tolerating uncertainty and staying in dialogue even when disagreement feels
uncomfortable. In this sense, critical thinking is cultivated through repeated exposure
to difference, where students learn to articulate reasons, listen to alternatives, and
refine their views. At the same time, the expression points to a form of metacognitive
self-regulation. The student recognised that staying silent could limit his reasoning
development, and he therefore treated participation as a deliberate strategy to
strengthen both expression and judgement. He also became aware that being overly
straightforward might affect others, which suggests ongoing monitoring of how his
thinking is communicated and received. Together, these accounts imply that critical
thinking is developed not only through learning ideas, but through practising dialogue:
managing discomfort, adjusting communication, and using interaction to test and
revise one’s assumptions. This process reflects the cultivation of key critical thinking
dispositions, such as openness and intellectual courage (Paul and Elder,2006), through

interaction rather than through abstract instruction alone. The student explained:

Interacting with people from different cultural backgrounds has
challenged my views. For example, I used to believe certain behaviours
were ‘correct,’” but after engaging with people from other cultures, I
realised that ways of viewing problems can be completely different. (FA-

S1)
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FA-S1 initially believed that certain behaviours were correct. After engaging with
people from different cultural backgrounds, he came to see that standards of judgement
are not universal truths. They can depend on cultural contexts. This shift is not simple
information gain. It shows disruption and rebuilding at the level of his cognitive frame.
In Paul and Elder’s framework (2006), the intercultural encounter makes his “correct”
claim visible as an assumption. It also reveals that his judgement is guided by taken-
for-granted standards. The key change is that he begins to treat these assumptions and
standards as objects for examination, rather than as fixed starting points. He moves
from assuming correctness to treating beliefs as testable hypotheses. This is also a shift
in point of view. He recognises that a different cultural lens can change what counts
as reasonable or appropriate. The value of intercultural interaction is therefore not only
that it offers alternative perspectives, but that it prompts students to uncover the
cultural logic behind ways of thinking and valuing. It encourages the intellectual
standard of breadth, because he must consider more than one frame before reaching a
judgement. It also calls for fairness, because he is pushed to evaluate views without
defaulting to his original norm as the only benchmark. Therefore, FA-S1’s experience
was not merely about “seeing something different”. It shows how intercultural contexts
can challenge deeply rooted assumptions and move students towards more reflective

reconstruction of judgement. It also initiates a more critical form of self-examination.

In addition, cross-cultural experiences enhanced students’ cultural humility. This
attitude is not only reflected in respecting different forms of cultural expression. It also
involves reflective awareness of one’s own limits and openness to learning (Hook et
al., 2013). Within Paul and Elder’s framework, this resembles intellectual humility.
Students accept that their knowledge and standards may be partial. As Facione (1990)
suggests, open-mindedness is a core dispositional trait of critical thinking. It involves
a positive acceptance of complexity, ambiguity, and uncertainty. During intercultural
encounters, students must adjust their viewpoints and manage the discomfort caused
by difference. This also requires intellectual empathy. They try to understand how
others reason within their own cultural context. This process gives students
opportunities to practise reflective judgement in moments of tension. It helps them

build a more inclusive and flexible approach to critical thinking when facing diversity.
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However, an alternative view was expressed by one student, who believed that only
deeper and more meaningful cultural exchanges could truly challenge entrenched

traditional thinking frameworks. The student gave an example, explaining:

When I travelled to Tibet and learned about their butter lamp ceremony,
it did not significantly change my perspective, as I did not understand its

cultural origins. (GD-S5)

However, as GD-S5’s experience illustrates, intercultural interaction does not
necessarily lead to deeper levels of critical thinking. When he encountered the butter
lamp ceremony in Tibet, he did not undergo a significant cognitive shift, largely
because he lacked an understanding of its cultural origins and underlying value system.
This suggests that intercultural encounters, if confined to surface-level observation,
may result merely in awareness of cultural difference without challenging deeply
rooted assumptions. In other words, intercultural contexts alone are insufficient; what
is crucial is whether they are accompanied by critical reflection and meaning making.
Mezirow (1997) emphasises that genuine perspective transformation arises from a
profound interrogation of one’s own assumptions rather than from passive cultural
exposure. Similarly, Brookfield (2011) argues that meaningful cognitive restructuring
requires systematic self-examination. GD-S5’s reflection supports this view: when
cultural differences are not deeply explored, individuals may not only fail to broaden
their thinking but may even reinforce existing biases or cultural egocentrism at a
superficial level of understanding (Ting-Toomey, 1999). Therefore, if intercultural
education is to foster critical thinking, it should avoid remaining at the level of shallow
cultural experiences and instead guide students to explore the underlying values, logics,
and belief systems of cultural phenomena, thereby enabling them to develop deeper
reflection and more inclusive understanding through engagement with difference and

conflict.

4.2.5 Educational practices

Most students indicated that they developed critical thinking through reading, teacher

guidance, and engagement in artistic practice or assignments. One student remarked:
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Our teachers often recommend books for us to read, and these books are based

on philosophical ideas that explore humanity and life. (GD-S6)

Another student referred to a book on visual rhetoric, noting that it had a strong

influence on her way of thinking:

This book constantly critiques earlier ideologies and even contemporary social
phenomena. Although it does not directly define critical thinking, this mode of
thought has always surrounded me. (GD-S2)

These responses suggest that critical thinking is not always cultivated solely through
formal instructional interventions but can also emerge from the intellectual culture
fostered by teachers in the classroom. Texts that interrogate cultural assumptions can
implicitly nurture critical thinking even without explicit guidance. As Beach and
Myers (2001) argue, literature, by immersing readers in moral dilemmas and diverse
social realities, exposes students when recommended by teachers to dispositions
associated with critical thinking: openness to alternative perspectives, resistance to
superficial interpretations, and willingness to question assumptions. In this way,
students are encouraged to challenge dominant ideologies and to consider other
viewpoints. At the same time, books such as those on visual rhetoric often require
readers to engage with symbolic meanings, metaphorical expressions, and complex
discursive structures. Interpreting these elements necessitates skills of reasoning and
conceptual analysis (Paul & Elder, 2014). From this perspective, reading is not a
peripheral activity, but rather a supplementary site of thinking that reinforces the idea
that critical engagement in art education transcends mere technical or aesthetic

judgement, encompassing philosophical, cultural, and ethical reflection.

One student shared an example of how critical thinking was encouraged in class. She
recalled that discussions about the COVID-19 pandemic were usually focused on its
negative impacts, such as illness, social isolation, and economic disruption. However,

her teacher encouraged the class to also consider its positive aspects:
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It prompted us to make wider use of online platforms, which facilitated the
development of the internet and the streaming industry, and even gave rise to

new industries. (GD-S5)

Although teachers did not always explicitly label or guide critical thinking strategies,
this example shows that carefully considered pedagogical prompts can implicitly
cultivate such skills. What is particularly significant here is that the teacher’s
intervention disrupted the students’ default, one-dimensional focus on the negative. In
doing so, it reflects what Paul and Elder (2014) describe as fostering breadth and
fairness considering issues from multiple perspectives rather than relying on a single,
emotion-driven narrative. This practice illustrates how teaching frameworks can subtly
yet powerfully shape students’ patterns of reasoning, even when the course is not
explicitly designed to emphasise critical thinking. From an educational perspective,
students often tend to interpret artworks through a singular lens whether emotional,
technical, or cultural. By training them to re-examine seemingly fixed issues such as
the pandemic from multiple perspectives, teachers can help them approach artistic
problems with the same openness, questioning stance, and integrative analytical
capacity. In this sense, classroom prompts not only address the immediate topic at hand
but also nurture students’ dispositions towards critical thinking, extending these habits

into their creative practice and critical engagement with art.

However, student pointed out that in certain contexts, education can in fact constrain

the development of critical thinking. The student gave an example:

You do not make decisions yourself; instead, you follow the teacher’s
instructions. This situation extends to working for clients, where you simply
follow their requirements without injecting too many of your own ideas. Your

abilities and ideas are entirely built within the client’s framework. (GD-S5)
This account illustrates that when external authorities define both the problem and its

solution, learners may internalise a pattern of compliance rather than inquiry. In such

cases, critical thinking does not disappear entirely but is redirected towards meeting
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externally imposed standards, rather than fostering independent judgement. Put
differently, what develops is a form of technical reasoning confined within pre-set
boundaries, while broader dispositions, such as questioning assumptions, setting one’s
own goals, and exploring alternative perspectives are weakened. As discussed in
Chapter 6.1, several students recognised flaws in their reasoning but struggled to
progress further. Paul and Elder (2006) describe this stage as that of the “challenged
thinker” (p50-55), reflecting how institutional demands such as grades, performance
metrics, or commercial objectives can restrict opportunities for sustained
metacognitive reflection. Consequently, while students may demonstrate precise
analytical skills in meeting the requirements of teachers or clients, they lack the
freedom to practise the higher-order dimensions of critical thinking, such as setting
independent purposes, interrogating frameworks, and evaluating broader implications.
This highlights the paradox that education, while expanding knowledge, may
simultaneously cultivate dependency on external authority, thereby constraining the

autonomy that critical thinking is intended to develop.

4.3 Teachers’ understanding of the definition of critical thinking

Like students’ perspectives, most teachers describe critical thinking as an evaluative
way of thinking. However, teachers also highlight its cognitive value, a sense of social

responsibility, and its role as a reflective practice in everyday life.

One teacher described critical thinking as “a way of making cognitive value
judgements” (GD1). Values can be understood as shared beliefs about what is
important, right, and worth pursuing (Schwartz, 1992). They shape how people judge
right and wrong, beauty and ugliness, and what counts as a reasonable choice.
Importantly, in many cases values do not appear as explicit statements. They operate
subtly and often go unnoticed. In the Chinese context, value assumptions may be
shaped by role norms and relational obligations. Ideas about proper conduct, respect
for authority, and reciprocity can quietly become the standards people use to judge
what is right, what is gained, and what is lost. The teacher’s account therefore goes
beyond treating critical thinking as a purely logical skill. It frames critical thinking as

a tool that makes implicit values visible and open to examination. In Paul and Elder’s
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terms, this involves identifying hidden assumptions, including value assumptions, and
then judging them against explicit standards rather than habit or social expectation
(Paul & Elder, 2014). This is why questions such as “Why do I hold this belief?”” and
“What standard am I using here?” become crucial. They help students recognise that
what seems like a universal truth may reflect cultural, educational, or social constraints.
This supports a more reflective stance towards knowledge and meaning making. As
discussed in Section 4.1, some students begin to treat their own value positions as

something to be examined.

According to another graphic design teacher, critical thinking is regarded as a

cognitive skill that can enhance social responsibility:

Critical thinking is about identifying and critiquing social issues; we place

greater emphasis on reflecting on these problems. (GD3)

This teacher primarily taught information design, a course that requires students to
investigate social information and identify existing issues. His understanding of
critical thinking is therefore closely tied to the nature of his discipline, directly linking
it to the recognition and critique of social problems. For him, the central function of
critical thinking is to question and expose injustice and irrationality within society,
positioning it as a form of social critique (Brookfield, 2011). In his view, critical
thinking extends beyond the isolated evaluation of arguments or artworks; it becomes
a means of examining the broader conditions that shape individual lives and actions.
This reflects a wider educational goal: by teaching students to critically assess social
issues, educators can cultivate in them a stronger awareness of their social roles and
responsibilities. Such an understanding suggests that critical thinking is inseparable
from moral and civic engagement, making it a tool for fostering a sense of active and
responsible citizenship. At the same time, the teacher also recognised a potential
obstacle, namely students limited or literal understanding of the term critical thinking.

As he noted:
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Critical thinking is not just about criticism, so its translation, its surface

meaning, may influence how we understand it. (GD3)

This highlights the risk of linguistic and cultural misinterpretation in the Chinese

context, where the term “#Z#//%” (critical) may be narrowly understood as negative

criticism. Such a misunderstanding could restrict students’ ability to grasp the
constructive, reflective, and socially responsible dimensions of critical thinking,
reducing it to a superficial practice of fault-finding rather than a deeper inquiry into

values and social structures.

Two other teachers emphasised that critical thinking plays a key role in enhancing

students’ problem-solving abilities. One teacher explained:

Critical thinking helps us recognise that when solving problems, there may be

more than one correct answer. (GD1)

Another teacher added:

Critical thinking influences our understanding of objective matters. We need
to verify information, because different perspectives can lead to different

decisions, and those decisions will directly affect the final solution. (GD2)

These comments contrast with students’ references to problem-solving, as the teachers
understood critical thinking not merely as finding solutions, but as a way of addressing
the uncertainty and complexity inherent in real-world problems. In such contexts,
individuals are confronted with fragmented information, conflicting viewpoints, and
tensions arising from underlying values and assumptions. The core contribution of
critical thinking lies in providing learners with a systematic, evidence-based, and
rational framework for making judgements under these conditions (Paul & Elder,
2014). In other words, critical thinking is not aimed at producing a single correct
answer, but at constructing a coherent, reasonable, and contextually appropriate line

of reasoning. From this perspective, critical thinking promotes structured reasoning by
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requiring learners to clarify assumptions, articulate their reasoning clearly, and test
logical consistency at each stage (Paul & Elder, 2014). Such an approach reduces
errors caused by unexamined assumptions or logical gaps, while cultivating
intellectual habits that extend beyond specific classroom tasks. By weighing
competing evidence, students can learn to distinguish between claims driven by

emotion, bias, or stereotypes, and those grounded in facts and rational argumentation.

Both fine art and graphic design teachers highlighted how critical thinking is
embedded in everyday life. A fine art teacher described critical thinking as

A natural habit of thinking in daily life,” a habit that, in his view, stemmed
from his sensitivity to flaws within social systems: “I have high expectations
of social systems; I want them to be flawless. In this situation, critical thinking

naturally emerges, doesn’t it? (FA1).

This description illustrates how his pursuit of ideal standards kept him constantly
prepared to notice contradictions, shortcomings, or gaps between ideals and reality.
Such a stance is consistent with Brookfield’s (2011) concept of everyday critical
thinking, which suggests that ordinary experiences can trigger reflective analysis, and
with Paul and Elder’s (2014) argument that the aim of critical thinking is not the mere
completion of tasks but the cultivation of lifelong reasoning habits that can shape
decision-making, social relations, and participation in cultural and political life. His
emphasis on attentiveness to imperfection resonates with Halpern’s (2014) observation
that critical thinking often begins with questioning taken-for-granted assumptions. His
perspective also echoes Paul and Elder’s (2014) claim that advanced critical thinkers
are characterised by their capacity to detect hidden problems. From this angle, FA1
positions critical thinking as a value-driven process, indicating that his practice of
critical thinking is inseparable from normative commitments to fairness,
reasonableness, and meaningful outcomes, consistent with Facione’s (1990) broader

framework.
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A graphic design teacher, by contrast, situated critical thinking in opposition to

habitual or fixed modes of thought. She explained:

Habitual thinking means we use our own perceptions to think about things. But
critical thinking may be more rational, enabling us to think from different

perspectives (GD1).

Her view emphasised that unreflectively relying on prior perceptions and automatised
responses limits one’s openness to new insights. In her terms, habitual thinking
represents a form of cognitive inertia: individuals repeat familiar reasoning patterns
without questioning their assumptions, thereby restricting both the depth and breadth
of their problem-solving. This interpretation resonates with Dweck’s (2006) theory of
fixed mindsets, which argues that when individuals perceive abilities and knowledge
as static, they are less inclined to revise or expand their understanding. By contrast,
GD1 positioned critical thinking as an active process of rational reflection and
perspective-taking, aligned with Paul and Elder’s (2006) intellectual standards of
breadth, depth, and fairness. Her comments indicate that practising critical thinking
requires learners to step outside their automatic frames of reference and deliberately
test their reasoning against alternative perspectives, thereby transforming cognition

into a reflective and dialogic practice.

These two accounts highlight complementary aspects of how critical thinking operates
in everyday life. FA1 underscores critical thinking as a natural disposition shaped by
value commitments and sensitivity to imperfection, showing how expectations about
social systems can trigger reflective questioning. GD1, meanwhile, stresses the
cognitive dimension of resisting automatised, habitual thought, and the centrality of
rational evaluation from multiple perspectives. In this sense, critical thinking functions
as both a value-laden orientation towards improvement and a methodological practice
of reflection, enabling learners to navigate complex social and artistic realities more

broadly, fairly, and meaningfully.

128



4.4 Teachers' Perceptions of Pathways to Developing Critical
Thinking

One teacher believed that the success of later education depends on maintaining the
natural critical thinking abilities that children possess. She argued that while critical
thinking may be innate, different educational environments can gradually weaken this

ability. She shared an example from her own family experience:

You can observe a phenomenon in children: they constantly ask “why.” Why
does the moon follow people? Why is this flower this colour? My daughter
often asks me all kinds of questions, but when the questions keep piling up,
adults may lose patience or simply lack the knowledge to answer them. This

means there is no space for children to keep asking questions. (GD2)

When children ask questions or seek explanations, adults’ impatience or inability to
respond may unintentionally suppress children’s curiosity and reflective thinking.
Over time, this can reduce their habit of questioning and weaken the development of
critical thinking. As Brookfield (2011) argues, the development of critical thinking
requires an environment that encourages questioning and reflection, and negative
responses can inhibit this growth. In China, this dynamic is often shaped by both
cultural expectations and educational pressure. In many families, adults may place
greater value on compliance and efficiency (Ren et al., 2024), especially when
academic success is closely tied to examinations and measurable results. Under these

conditions, children’s questions that seem unrelated to schoolwork may be ignored.

Teachers occupy a dual role as both educators and parents. They recognise that a key
challenge for higher education is to reignite students’ sensitivity to problems and to
rebuild habits of active thinking. If students have lacked support for questioning in
early years, university teachers are not only responsible for teaching academic content.
They must also help students rebuild a classroom identity in which questioning is
legitimate and valued. In Paul and Elder’s terms (2006), this means creating space for

students to question assumptions, clarify meanings, and provide reasons, rather than
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treating knowledge as fixed truths that must be accepted. Therefore, the importance of
critical thinking in higher education lies not only in extension, but also in reactivating

and reconstructing abilities that may have weakened during earlier stages of education.

The teacher further expanded on this point, observing a clear contrast between young
children and university students. While younger children are naturally curious and ask
questions freely, university students are often reluctant to question or seek clarification.

As she noted:

When students don’t ask questions themselves, I ask questions for them. (GD2)

In her view, questioning is not only an outward manifestation of critical thinking but
also one of the key pathways through which it is cultivated. She emphasised that
without the drive of inquiry, it is difficult for students to engage in deeper thought or
exercise independent judgement. Her approach reflects a common strategy in
university teaching, whereby instructors deliberately create simulated questioning
scenarios to stimulate students’ cognitive responses. As Brookfield (2011) points out,
many university students are reluctant to ask questions, often due to a lack of
confidence or fear of making mistakes. In such cases, the teacher’s role extends beyond
merely answering questions to include the creation of meaningful ones. By introducing
challenging and thought-provoking questions, teachers can encourage students to
engage with knowledge more critically and foster habits of inquiry and scepticism.
This practice of structured questioning has been widely recognised as an effective
strategy for developing students’ critical thinking skills (Paul & Elder, 2006). For
instance, in problem-based learning (PBL) contexts, students are confronted with ill-
structured problems that require them to clarify the problem, generate hypotheses, and
collaborate in seeking evidence. These processes rely on questioning the problem itself
as well as the assumptions underlying potential solutions, thereby enhancing critical
thinking (Hmelo-Silver, 2004; Savery, 2006). In this way, structured questioning is
not merely a teaching strategy but forms the foundation of a pedagogy that

systematically integrates inquiry with the construction of knowledge.
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However, this approach also reveals an underlying concern: when students become too
reliant on teachers to initiate questioning, their own motivation for independent inquiry
may diminish. For example, in one observed fine art class, students rarely asked
spontaneous questions during critique sessions, waiting instead for the teacher to
identify issues in their work before responding. From the perspective of Paul and Elder
(2006), this suggests that students may remain at the stage of passive thinkers, failing
to transition into practicing thinkers. They have yet to recognise the central role of
questioning within the thinking process and lack the training to transform personal
experiences into active inquiry. Therefore, GD2’s emphasis on creating space for
questioning should not be seen as a superficial teaching technique, but as a deeper
critique of the current classroom culture in higher education. Only in a learning
environment that encourages questioning and treats mistakes as a natural part of
learning can students reconnect with their natural curiosity and genuinely develop

critical thinking skills.

Other teachers also acknowledged that while critical thinking may have some innate
elements, they believed it is primarily shaped by environmental and experiential

factors. One teacher commented:

Natural ability plays only a small part; most of it comes from experience. (FA1)

He further explained that reflective practice within the educational environment is a

key mechanism for developing critical thinking:

Reflection helps you to think critically, helps you to decide whether you should
question something, and allows you to choose what knowledge to retain, what

is useful, and to confidently discard that which is not. (FA1)

From this perspective, critical thinking is not seen as a fixed trait, but as a skill that
develops through deliberate engagement with one’s own reasoning and creative
decisions. Teachers believed that environments which encourage students to routinely

reflect on their work rather than simply follow standard procedures are more likely to
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foster independent judgement. In creative disciplines, where there are fewer absolute
answers, the ability to reflect critically on one’s choices becomes essential. This
understanding aligns with educational research that highlights reflection, questioning,
and adaptive thinking as key mechanisms in the growth of critical thinking skills

(Dewey, 1933; Schon, 1983; Brookfield, 2011; Halpern, 2014).

In addition to academic background and professional training, one teacher particularly
emphasised the important role of everyday decision-making in the development of
critical thinking. She pointed out that even seemingly simple choices in daily life, such
as buying clothes or choosing food, involve significant amounts of reasoning and

judgement. As she explained:

In daily life, like clothing, food, housing, and transport, right? If it’s something
related to our lives, like buying clothes, I may evaluate the style and colour to
see if it suits me or not. Sometimes this kind of critical thinking is influenced

by personal experiences, work environment, and income level. (GD1)

The teacher’s example illustrates that everyday decision-making is not simply an
expression of personal preferences but is deeply embedded in an individual’s past life
experiences and social background. As she mentioned, factors such as “personal
experiences, work environment, and income” subtly shape the cognitive framework
and value orientation that guide her daily judgements. This observation echoes the
argument by Silva and Rogoff (2021), who emphasise that the development of critical
thinking does not occur in isolation but is deeply rooted in a person’s socialisation
process. This understanding also aligns with Lipman’s (2003) perspective on the
everyday nature of critical thinking. Lipman suggests that critical thinking is not
limited to academic training but develops through individuals’ ongoing engagement
with real-life dilemmas, decisions, and choices. Each act of judgement and decision-
making in response to everyday situations serves as a form of critical thinking practice,

making daily life a key arena for cultivating these skills.
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More specifically, personal life experiences significantly influence problem sensitivity
that shaping what individuals perceive as worthy of attention and the standards they
apply to determine what is “better” or “more appropriate.” For example, individuals
with diverse cultural or professional experiences are often able to evaluate the same
decision, such as buying clothes, from multiple perspectives, including social norms,
economic value, and identity expression. These judgement patterns, shaped by life
experiences, enable individuals to filter information more effectively, reconstruct
decision-making criteria, and broaden their reasoning strategies in everyday contexts.
Those with more varied life experiences tend to be more conscious of their own biases,
more likely to question whether their reasoning is sound, and more attentive to
overlooked factors. In contrast, individuals with more limited experiences or reduced
social exposure are more prone to habitual, automatic decision-making, making it

harder for them to critically examine or revise their cognitive frameworks.

Like students, teachers also highlighted intercultural experiences as an important
socialisation pathway for developing critical thinking. This influence does not come
from the passive absorption of a single cultural value system but emerges through
sustained intercultural comparison and cognitive dissonance, which stimulate deeper

shifts in thinking.

The freedom given by my supervisor was significant; it suddenly felt very
different from classes in China. You had to rely entirely on yourself to think.

(GD4)

As teacher GD4 recalled, the most significant impact of studying abroad was not
learning a particular “correct” way of thinking but being prompted to deeply reflect on
personal thinking habits when confronted with different cultural expectations and role
identities. In particular, the shift from passive reception to active knowledge
construction made him realise that thinking must be self-initiated and accompanied by
active questioning and clear articulation of one’s own position. Mezirow (1997)
referred to this process as perspective transformation, arguing that when individuals

are placed in cultural or cognitive contexts that conflict with their previous experiences,
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their established thinking frameworks are disrupted, triggering critical reflection and
leading to a reassessment of their worldview, learning approaches, and even personal
values. The key factor in this process is not cultural difference itself, but how
consciously individuals examine and reconstruct their assumptions and reasoning

patterns.

Unlike brief cultural exposure, long-term intercultural learning offers sustained
cognitive friction. As GD4 described, being continuously immersed in environments
with different academic norms and expectations constantly challenged his cognitive
comfort zone. This not only prompted reflection on classroom interaction styles but
also on knowledge standards, authority relationships, and learning autonomy
(Marginson, 2014). Such a prolonged and in-depth reflective process is more likely to
reshape an individual’s fundamental attitude towards knowledge and learning, thereby

fostering a more stable disposition towards critical thinking.

Additionally, intercultural experience can enhance cognitive complexity. According
to Tadmor et al. (2012), long-term intercultural exposure significantly improves
individuals’ ability to integrate diverse perspectives and tolerate cognitive
contradictions. This growth in cognitive complexity is reflected not only in greater
mental flexibility but also in stronger critical thinking skills, enabling individuals to
actively identify multiple viewpoints and avoid relying on singular answers or habitual

patterns of thought when addressing complex issues (Tadmor et al., 2012).

4.5 Conclusion

I examine students’ and teachers’ conceptual understandings of critical thinking in this
chapter. I address the research question of how these two groups define the concept
and how they view the development of critical thinking. I also show that these
understandings are shaped by how judgement, authority, and acceptable forms of

expression are organised within Chinese education and social life.

Across both painting and graphic design, I found that students tended to describe

critical thinking in personal and experiential terms. They often presented it as an
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evaluative way of thinking that helps them make reasoned judgements, improve their
work, and reflect on themselves. Many students also stressed the need to recognise
bias and to think from multiple angles. I interpret these accounts as evidence of
students’ engagement with Paul and Elder’s (2006) elements, especially assumptions,
points of view, and information. Students repeatedly noted that they first needed to
notice what is taken for granted, and then broaden their perspectives before making a
judgement. Their emphasis on multi-perspectival thinking also echoes the intellectual
standard of breadth. Students referred to being open rather than insisting on a single
absolute position, which they associated with the inclusiveness of Chinese traditional
culture. They also described critical thinking as stepping outside the influence of social
bias and constraint. This suggests that critical thinking is seen as a challenge, because
it involves facing problems and paying a social cost when expressing different
opinions. In this sense, I treat critical thinking here as not only a cognitive act, but also

a social act.

I found that teachers generally agreed that critical thinking involves reasoned
judgement and evaluative thinking, but they more often extended it to social and
ethical dimensions. Some teachers argued that critical thinking should not only ask
whether an idea is sound, but also question what it does in the real world. They linked
critical thinking to the social function of art, cultural reflection, and responsibility. I
read this as closely aligned with Paul and Elder’s focus on implications and
consequences, and with standards such as fairness and breadth. Teachers also
introduced a cultural layer through their attention to values. They implied that many
judgements rest on implicit value assumptions shaped by cultural norms and
educational traditions. From this angle, I treat critical thinking as a tool that makes
value commitments visible and open to examination. This helps me explain why

students described critical thinking as a challenge to social bias and constraint.

In terms of development, I found that students tended to describe critical thinking as
both personally driven and socially shaped. They highlighted temperament, lived
experience, and reflection, and they repeatedly presented interaction as a key condition.
Peer discussion, feedback, and encounters with difference helped them notice

assumptions and recognise alternative points of view. At the same time, their accounts
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suggest that social and family constraints can affect how critical thinking is practised.
By contrast, I found that teachers placed more emphasis on pedagogical and
institutional responsibility. They argued that critical thinking can be fostered through
deliberate practice, structured questioning, guided comparison, and reflective tasks. I
see this as closer to Paul and Elder’s emphasis on systematic attention to the elements
of thought, supported by standards such as clarity, depth, and logical consistency.
Overall, I use Paul and Elder’s framework to clarify what participants attend to in their
reasoning. Building on these findings, I turn in the next chapter to examine how these

understandings are translated into artistic creation and critique.
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Chapter 5: The Role of Critical Thinking in Art

The previous chapter examined how students and teachers understood critical thinking
and how they believed it develops. Building on that conceptual foundation, I turn in
this chapter to the practical role of critical thinking in art learning and creative practice.
I analyse how teachers and students in Chinese higher visual art education describe
using critical thinking in creative production, aesthetic judgement, and teaching. I also
compare accounts from fine art and graphic design to show how disciplinary contexts
shape what counts as critical thinking in practice. To guide interpretation, I use Paul
and Elder’s framework as a sensitising lens, focusing on elements such as purpose,

question at issue, information, assumptions, and implications.

This chapter has two main sections (see Figure 5.1). The first explores how critical
thinking is enacted during the creative process, especially in idea generation,
judgement, and decision-making. The second examines critical thinking in artistic
reflection and critique. It considers how students evaluate their own work and interpret
the work of others, and it draws on classroom observations to show how these
perspectives are performed in studio work and class interaction. I begin with teachers’
accounts of how concepts should emerge from personal experience and creativity, and
I then extend the analysis through students’ artworks and reflections. This structure
allows me to distinguish between generative thinking in making and reflective
evaluation in criticism, and to show the multidimensional role of critical thinking

within arts education.
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— Art creation/problem-solving

a— Critical Thinking in the Arts =

Idea generation: Personal experiences(fine art),
Problem Restructuring(graphic design)

Teach
(— leacher Practice: Information gathering(both), Artistic

Style Assessment (Fine Art)
Function-Oriented Selection and Organisation
_ (Graphic Design)

|dea generation: Personal Experience and Social
Issues, Complementary to emotional intuition

‘- Student
Practice: Metaphorical Symbol Generation (Fine
Art)
Problem Solving, Enhancing to Express (Both)

Formalism and Symbolic Analysis--The

Student Formation of Style (Both)
Art criticism As an interpretative tool, social and
cultural responsibility, avoiding personal
Teacher —— bias, sensitivity to the everyday visual

environment, Generate creative ideas
(Both)

Figure 5.1 Critical thinking in the arts: Student and teacher perspectives (Q2)
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5.1 Critical Thinking in the Creative Process

Nearly all the interviewed students and teachers, whether from fine art or graphic
design backgrounds, consistently identified two key areas where critical thinking was
perceived to play a central role: the process of artistic creation and the practice of art
critique. This section focuses on their understanding and application of critical

thinking within the creative process.

Both teachers and students generally agreed that artistic creation was fundamentally a
process of identifying and addressing problems. However, unlike disciplines such as
mathematics, where problems often have standard methods and singular answers, art
is characterised by open-ended and diverse outcomes. This view is also supported in
the literature. Getzels and Csikszentmihalyi (1976) argued that artistic practice is
primarily centred on problem finding rather than straightforward problem-solving.
Similarly, Sawyer’s (2012) eight-stage model of creativity describes the creative
process as progressing through phases such as “problem finding,” “immersion,” and
“insight” in the early stages, followed by “implementation” and “dissemination” in the
later stages (p. 96). Students and teachers interviewed in this study believed that
critical thinking plays different roles throughout these stages. In the early phases, they
felt it supported idea generation by helping creators clarify their thoughts and define
direction amidst uncertainty. In the later practical stages, critical thinking was more
focused on decision-making regarding execution and expression, providing a rational

foundation for choices about form, content, and presentation.

5.1.1 Graphic design vs fine art teachers' perspectives on critical thinking in art

creation
Creative ideation and concept formation stage
The teachers’ perspectives can be related to Wallas’s (1926) model of the creative

process, particularly the stage of problem discovery, although they did not explicitly

use such terminology. One fine art teacher described how critical thinking enables
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students to identify issues within personal and social life and transform them into

artistic themes:

Personal life experience is very important. Sometimes it is through the
environment in which we live that we cultivate a critical perspective to observe
phenomena and discern the essence of things. Only when we understand these

can we reflect them in our artworks. (FA1)

On this basis, I interpret the process as:

personal experience — critical thinking — theme construction

It reflects a point repeatedly emphasised by several teachers that critical thinking

serves as a mediating force in transforming life experience into creative originality.

This highlights that artistic creation is not merely a technical execution, but a
continuously developing and activated cognitive process in which critical thinking
mediates between lived experience and theme construction. In teacher FA1’s view,
critical thinking performs two functions. First, problem discovery: students cultivate a
sensitivity to imperfections or tensions in everyday life and transform these into
pertinent issues (Wallas, 1926; Brookfield, 1987). Second, meaning making they re-
encode experience into information and concepts, articulate their assumptions and
viewpoints, and employ abduction or analogy to propose an initial framework for their
work (Paul & Elder, 2014). From this perspective, “inspiration” is not a spontaneous
revelation, but a natural attribute arising from sustained engagement, deliberate
preparation, and reflective dialogue with materials, contexts, and audiences. This also
explains why works that stem from socially or personally significant issues often
combine both expressiveness and originality, as artists continuously connect purpose

with meaning and refine their inferences amid uncertainty.

FAT1 further emphasised the importance of exploring personal life experience as a key

source of inspiration during this stage of learning. In his view, inspiration often
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emerged through a conscious exploration of real life, were personal encounters and

social realities shape artistic expression. As he explained:

There was an artist who physically went out to search for inspiration. He
worked and lived alongside miners. Every day. That was Mr Wang Gang.
He painted farmers, miners, working-class people. So, these kinds of

works, grounded in real life, can be incredibly vivid and powerful. (FAT)

This suggests that when critical thinking is grounded in personal and social reality, it
can deepen the connection between the artist and the subject, and in doing so
strengthen artistic expression. In Paul and Elder’s framework, attention to real life can
strengthen the element of information. It can also clarify the artist’s purpose and point
of view, because direct engagement with a community helps to explain what the work
is trying to express and from where it speaks (Paul & Elder, 2006). It helps the artist
examine assumptions about people and places, draw more warranted inferences, and
consider the implications of how a subject is represented (Paul & Elder, 2006). In this
sense, emotion, empathy, and authenticity are not opposed to critical thinking. They
are developed through richer information, clearer purpose, and more responsible
judgement. This emphasis can also be read within the cultural and institutional
background of Chinese art education. Tracing back to the mid twentieth century,
teachers have often treated lived experience and social observation as legitimate
sources of artistic meaning, shaped by the view that the life of the people is the source
and raw material of literature and art (Mao, 1942). In this way, critical thinking is not
only abstract questioning, but an inquiry into the origin of an image, the social

experiences that ground it, and the intention behind its representation of reality.

In my classroom observations of fine art, the teaching approaches closely aligned with
the views expressed by teachers in the interviews. Teachers encouraged students to
link creative themes to personal experience through critical questioning. Rather than
evaluating students’ initial ideas directly, they repeatedly posed guiding questions such
as “Why did you choose this theme?” and “How does it relate to your background and

experiences?” These questions highlight the question at issue and push students to
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clarify their purpose. They also prompt students to reflect on assumptions and to
provide relevant information, rather than relying on instinct or familiar imagery (Paul
& Elder, 2006). In Paul and Elder’s terms, this dialogue encourages students to test
their ideas against intellectual standards such as clarity, relevance, and depth, moving
from a broad and vague theme towards a more specific and evidence-grounded point
of view (Paul & Elder, 2014). In one observed fine art class, the teacher encouraged a
student to move beyond a generalised portrayal of rural life and towards a more
personal and reflective engagement. The exchange began with the student linking her

theme to her upbringing:

Because I grew up in the countryside, and I feel it represents my experience.

(Observation, Fine art student)

The teacher, however, pressed further:

That’s a very good starting point. But how does this painting truly reflect your
own experience, rather than simply presenting a generalised image of the

countryside? (Observation, Fine art teacher)

When the student explained that she had used online photos resembling her memories,

the teacher challenged the reliance on secondary sources:

Do you think copying these photos conveys your memories, or someone else’s?
What would happen if you went back to the village and made sketches yourself?

(Observation, Fine art teacher)

This classroom dialogue illustrates how teachers attempted to scaffold critical thinking
by questioning the authenticity of students’ visual references and pushing them to
distinguish between personal experience and borrowed imagery. The interaction
reflects the code authenticity of expression and demonstrates how pedagogical

interventions can challenge students’ assumptions and deepen their interpretive
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process. Similarly, in a graphic design class, a student selected urban village life as the

theme of his project. The teacher began by asking about his choice:

Why did you select this design theme? (Observation, Graphic design teacher)

The student explained:

Because during my time renting, I encountered a series of issues within the

urban village. (Observation, Graphic design student)

When the teacher probed further about its personal significance, the student paused

and reflected:

Initially, I wanted to address some rental difficulties, but during my research,
the rapid transformation of urban life created a stark contrast with the ageing
neighbourhoods at the city's heart. Perhaps it's not just about solving problems;

it's also about urban change. (Observation, Graphic design student)

This dialogue shows how critical questioning can guide students to move from a focus
on personal experience, such as rental issues, to recognising broader socio-cultural
dynamics, such as urban transformation. In this exchange, the shift is triggered by a
pedagogical re-framing of the issue under discussion. Critical thinking is the
mechanism that enables this shift. It prompts students to surface hidden assumptions
(Paul & Elder, 2014), such as the belief that rental difficulty is purely an individual
problem, and it redirects attention towards wider causes and implications. For example,
students are encouraged to consider how urban transformation shapes everyday life
and creates new design needs, which can then be used to address practical difficulties.
This means that students are guided to broaden their perspectives and to test relevance
and breadth. In this way, they are encouraged to move beyond surface reactions, reflect
on how their viewpoints are formed, and consider how these viewpoints shape creative

decision-making.
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This also echoes Dewey’s (1934) view of art as an extension of experience. He argues
that artistic creation is not a passive recording of reality. It is a reflective reconstruction,
a dialogue between the individual and the world. Building on this, Barrett (2011)
further stresses that artists’ interpretations and their communicative aims, including
choices of form and symbolism, are shaped by the artist and the cultural context in
which they work. This encourages artworks that can respond to and represent wider

social realities.

The other two graphic design tutors also recognised the role of personal experience in
conceptual development. However, they pointed out that while many students might
share similar life experiences, the crucial factor lay in viewing these experiences from

different perspectives.

When looking at the same thing, if others have overlooked it but you pay
attention to it, then you can create something new in your work. These

new angles and innovations come from critical thinking. (GD1)

Many people might draw a mirror to represent something, but I would
think about drawing a broken mirror, where each shard reflects a different

scene. That makes it unique compared to others. (GD2)

One example was provided by teacher GD1 :

Toilet paper is usually round and pulls smoothly, but if you make it square, it
creates more friction when pulled. This added resistance can encourage people
to use less, making it more environmentally friendly. Also, square packaging
saves space during transport, since round rolls always leave empty gaps. I think
it's a way of looking at his life or understanding it from a reverse perspective.

(GD1)

This perspective emphasises that the core source of artistic originality does not lie in

the rarity of personal experience but in the ability to reconstruct it from a distinctive
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angle. As Sawyer (2012) argues, creativity often involves redefining the problem itself.
In this sense, originality emerges when familiar experiences are questioned and
reinterpreted in unconventional ways. The teachers’ examples, from visualising a
“broken mirror” to reimagining the design of toilet paper illustrate this process of
problem redefinition, whereby ordinary objects are perceived anew through alternative
lenses. Some scholars stress that such redefinition is not only a precursor to innovative
outcomes but also a cognitive skill within creative thinking (Treffinger et al., 2006;
Mumford et al., 2012). At the same time, Paul and Elder (2006) highlight that the
ability to analyse and redefine underlying assumptions is a core feature of critical
thinking, while Facione (1990) associates it with evaluative judgement. Taken together,
these perspectives suggest that problem redefinition represents the intersection of
creativity and criticality: it enables novelty while grounding it in reflective analysis.
From this viewpoint, originality is not reduced to superficial newness but emerges as
the result of critically examining shared experiences, identifying hidden assumptions,
and exposing neglected issues. Thus, teachers encourage students to anchor their
creative work in reflective engagement with personal and social concerns, cultivating
originality as a form of critical insight rather than as a pursuit of novelty for its own

sake.

Creative practice and formal realisation

As previously noted, the creative process is both structured and procedural (Sawyer,
2012). When artists or students generate inspiration and conceptual ideas, these must
be translated into artistic production through a process that participants did not regard
as purely instinctive or emotional. Instead, they described it as involving continuous
judgement and decision-making about how information should be transformed into

form. As one graphic design teacher explained:
I gathered a lot of information, a huge amount that most wouldn’t use, but you

must reorganise and reframe it to see how it can be integrated into your work.

(GD3)
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This perspective highlights that the value of information lies not in its sheer volume,
but in its relevance to artistic expression and its purposeful integration into the work.
The process is therefore not simple material accumulation, but a series of critical
decisions shaped by purpose, relevance, and communicative aims. In Paul and Elder’s
terms, information functions as a key element of thought, yet it only becomes
meaningful when it is selected and organised in relation to a clear purpose and the
question at issue (Paul & Elder, 2006). It involves initial assessments, in which
students identify potentially useful material, followed by more nuanced evaluations,
in which they judge whether the material is relevant and sufficient for the intended
theme (Paul & Elder, 2014). Students then make final decisions about selection and
integration, organising information logically so that visual choices are supported by
reasons rather than by random accumulation. In this way, artistic execution becomes a
structured reasoning process guided by intellectual standards such as relevance, clarity,

and logical consistency.

A fine art teacher observed that during the information-gathering stage of artistic
creation, critical thinking was reflected not only in the selection of materials, but also
in the interpretation and evaluation of other artists” works, specifically their underlying
logic, compositional strategies, and expressive intentions. As one oil painting teacher

explained:

When collecting data, students often look at high-quality works to gain
more inspiration, but this inspiration needs to be processed and

thoughtfully applied to their own creations. (FA2)

This account overlaps with the views of graphic design tutors discussed earlier, in that
both groups treat information gathering as a critical stage rather than simple
accumulation. However, the two disciplines position the purpose of “data” differently.
Graphic design teachers tend to prioritise relevance and usefulness, guiding students
to select information that supports a clear brief, a target audience, and a communicative
goal. In Paul and Elder’s terms, the key task is to test information against the purpose

and question at issue, and to judge it through standards such as relevance and clarity
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(Paul & Elder, 2006, 2014). Fine art teachers, by contrast, extend this evaluative
filtering into a more interpretive engagement with artworks as meaning-making
systems. Here, students are not only deciding whether a reference is relevant, but also
examining how it works, why it works, and what kind of vision it produces. This shift
places more weight on depth, purpose, and point of view. It also requires students to

infer intentions and implications embedded in form and composition.

Moreover, the fine art teacher’s description points to the role of critical thinking.
Students must judge what can be adapted without becoming imitation. This requires
reflective questioning such as “Does this align with my intended theme and purpose?”
and “What assumptions am I bringing into this interpretation?”” Such processing
resonates with transformative learning theory. Mezirow (1997) argues that cognitive
change does not come from exposure to new information alone, but from critical
reflection that revises prior frames of reference. In fine art, critical thinking therefore
functions as a bridge between seeing and creating. It enables students to convert
external references into personalised expression through interpretation and
reconstruction, rather than through stylistic copying. Graphic design teachers, however,

place greater emphasis on the choice of form of expression:

You must tell me why you chose this content? Are there any references for the
creative form? There are no restrictions on paper size or format; it's entirely up

to you. (GD1)

This statement defines the creative process as one where form aligns with intention.
Students need to explain their choices regarding media, composition, and visual style
based on the message they want to convey, rather than relying on familiar techniques.
Classroom observations also reflected this pedagogical emphasis. In a graphic design
project on urban village life, one student produced a brochure saturated with

fluorescent colours. When asked about his decision, he explained:

They appear more striking. My concept revolves around the contrast between

urban and rural neon lights. (Observation, Graphic design student)
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The teacher challenged him to justify the link between aesthetic choices and

conceptual intention:

You cannot incorporate everything. You must convince me that your choice of
shape or colour relates to your concept, not merely because it looks appealing.

(Observation, Graphic design teacher)

Although the student reiterated that neon colours were “appealing” and symbolised the

contrast between urban and village life, the teacher emphasised the need for clarity:

Your concept is strong, but the brochure needs clarity. Viewers might not grasp
your urban village contrast idea. Review your field notes and interviews.

Which elements truly represent the essence of the urban village you studied?

Through iterative discussion, the tutor encouraged the student to move beyond
decorative choices and re-examine his research materials. This exchange demonstrates
how design educators can guide students to filter complex information, evaluate the
relevance of visual elements, and restructure content into clearer, conceptually

grounded design messages.

Across both theme selection and post-theme development, teachers’ accounts suggest
a consistent disciplinary pattern in how critical thinking is mobilised in graphic design
and fine art. At the theme selection stage, graphic design tutors tended to frame
experience as a resource for identifying a problem and shaping a communicative
intention. Students were encouraged to move beyond personal preference and consider
social relevance, the needs of an audience, and the practical implications of design
choices. Read through Paul and Elder’s elements of thought, this approach foregrounds
purpose, question at issue, and implications, because students must justify what
problem the work addresses and what effect it is expected to produce (Paul & Elder,
2006). It also relies heavily on information and inference, as students gather evidence

and decide which materials support a coherent message. By contrast, fine art tutors
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placed greater emphasis on the subjective and affective dimensions of experience.
They encouraged students to transform memories, cultural references, and personal
reflection into expressive visual language, positioning theme development as a process
of constructing a distinctive point of view. Within Paul and Elder’s framework, this
places greater weight on examining assumptions and strengthening interpretation,
since students are asked not only what they depict, but how meaning is shaped through

form, symbolism, and personal stance (Paul & Elder, 2006, 2014).

This disciplinary contrast becomes even clearer after a theme has been chosen.
Teachers observed that graphic design students typically gathered a wide range of
information and visual materials and then evaluated their suitability in relation to the
brief. Here, critical thinking is enacted through selecting, organising, and refining
elements to optimise communication. The dominant standards are therefore relevance,
clarity, and logic, as students test whether each component strengthens the intended
message and supports the brief’s constraints (Paul & Elder, 2014). Fine art students,
however, were guided towards studying artistic styles not merely as references but as
systems of meaning. Teachers encouraged them to interpret the cultural logics,
compositional strategies, and expressive intentions embedded in high-quality works.
This requires more sustained judgement through standards such as depth, breadth, and
significance, because students must ask what a stylistic choice implies and how it
positions the artwork in relation to wider cultural and artistic contexts (Paul & Elder,
2014). In this sense, fine art students are expected not only to judge relevance but also
to reconstruct style as a conceptual resource that can be reworked into a coherent

personal language.

These differences are not simply a matter of individual teaching preference. They are
shaped by disciplinary conventions, curricular structures, and assessment expectations.
Fine art programmes often allow open-ended exploration and reward interpretive
richness and originality. They are also influenced by Chinese artistic traditions. For
example, Chinese landscape painting often uses symbolic shorthand to convey ideals
of reclusion and retreat from worldly life (Hearn, 2008). This makes critical thinking

more closely associated with the formation of a point of view and the deepening of
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meaning. By contrast, graphic design education is typically organised around briefs,
audiences, and communicative outcomes. As a result, critical thinking is more tightly
linked to decision-making under constraints, justifying choices, and optimising
effectiveness (Bestley & Noble, 2016). In this sense, critical thinking in graphic design
functions more like a decision system that is accountable for communicative impact,
whereas in fine art it functions more like an interpretive system that is accountable for

meaning and artistic stance.

5.1.2 Graphic design vs fine art students' perspectives on critical thinking in art

creation

Creative Ideation and Concept Formation Stage

Most students agreed with their teachers’ views. For instance, a fine art student,

believed that “artistic creation is a response to real life.” She further explained,

I tend to focus on social issues, especially topics related to children,
animals, and the elderly, for this concerns love and responsibility. (FA-

S6)

She gave the following example:

I happened to be watching a documentary was it Renzhen Shi or Renshi
Jian, I can’t quite remember. There was one episode specifically about
Alzheimer’s disease, and it immediately reminded me of my grandmother.

(FA-S6)

This narrative shows how lived experience can become a conceptual starting point for
artistic creation, while also revealing how critical thinking operates during the topic
selection stage. FA-S6’s response was not a simple emotional reaction. Instead, it was
a reflective process, moving from being affected to identifying a meaningful issue

worth exploring. From the perspective of Paul and Elder’s framework (2006), she
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began to clarify her purpose for making art, shifting from private feeling to an intention
to examine a wider social reality. The documentary also helped her clarify the question
at issue, namely how Alzheimer’s disease influences family relationships and personal

memory, and what it means to live with illness.

Critical thinking is therefore evident in how she selected and organised experience as
information, rather than treating it as raw emotion. The documentary provided an
external point of reference, while her grandmother’s experience offered situated
knowledge and personal evidence. By bringing these elements together, she moved
beyond a single point of view and began to test her initial response against broader
meanings. This process required her to surface implicit assumptions, such as
assumptions about ageing, care, and the invisibility of illness in everyday life. It also
involved anticipating implications, including how vulnerability can be represented
ethically, and how an artwork might communicate not only loss, but also care, dignity,
and responsibility. In this way, the “topic” was chosen not simply because it was
personally moving, but because it carried significance, relevance, and conceptual
potential. This aligns with Eisner’s (2002) view that artistic learning depends not only
on sensory experience, but also on deliberate processing and judgement of what is
perceived. It also echoes Barrett’s (2012) argument that meaning making in art
requires interpretation and evaluation, including awareness of one’s own standpoint
and of the cultural assumptions that shape perception. For FA-S6, then, the memory
of her grandmother is not merely a channel for emotional expression. It becomes a site
for critical interpretation, where personal experience is reconstructed into a socially

grounded theme with reflective intention.

Another student held a different view however, they mentioned that some of their
creative concepts and inspirations did not come about through a thought-out process,
but may be the venting of bad moods, or perhaps just random creations on the spur of

the moment, and that intuition had become a part of their creations:

Teacher prefers us not to create around love affairs and wants us to

explore more in-depth content, but for example, when I fell out of love, I
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was very sad, so I painted unconsciously, even after I woke up, I didn't

know what I was painting! (GD-S3)

However, he did not deny that the current environment, experiences, feelings and even
learned artistic skills, as unconscious things, could have a subtle influence on this
unconscious state. This feeling of spontaneous creation made him feel that it was a
kind of emotional release and did not require critical thinking in the same way to make
rational decisions. Although this student described the creative process as impulsive
and spontaneous, this did not necessarily indicate a lack of thought or depth. On the
contrary, as discussed in the literature review, intuition and critical thinking are not
mutually exclusive but represent complementary modes of cognition (Kahneman,
2011). Moreover, intuition itself can be the product of accumulated knowledge and
repeated practice, functioning as an internalised form of decision-making (Hogarth,
2010; Cross, 2011). In artistic creation, intuition frequently operates through the
subconscious application of prior knowledge, perceptual patterns, and technical
choices. More importantly, even when not overtly visible, critical thinking plays a
fundamental role in these judgement processes: building evaluative experience prior
to creation, fine-tuning expressive strategies during the act of creation, and engaging

in reflection and interpretation afterwards. As the fine art student explained,
My creative process is probably more in the style of stream of
consciousness, | just draw whatever comes to mind. But I think that’s
because I’ve done a lot of small sketches. (FA-S3)

I followed up by asking,

Do you mean that the source of these ideas comes from what you have

accumulated previously?

The student replied,
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Yes, I feel it happens unconsciously. If I were to paint again now, I
wouldn’t need to think about how to mix blue and green because it has

already become automatic through memory. (FA-S3)

Therefore, even in works that appear instinctive or spontaneous, the structural support
of critical thinking remains evident. It helps students establish a meaningful connection
between emotional expression and conceptual development, resulting in creative
outputs that are more purposeful and logically coherent. Furthermore, Paul and Elder
(2014) argue that the role of educators is not to suppress emotional or intuitive
creativity, but to help students identify and analyse the underlying structures, effects,

and meanings expressed through their work.

For example, in one fine art class observation, a student produced a work that she
described as a direct release of frustration and repressed emotion. However, rather than
simply affirming emotional catharsis, the teacher intervened through critical
questioning during the critique session, asking, “What is the reason for choosing this
particular visual form?” and “Have you reflected on what triggers these negative
emotions?” These questions show how critical thinking can regulate emotion and
intuition in artmaking, not by suppressing feeling, but by transforming it into a more

reflective and conceptually grounded process.

The teacher’s prompts guided the student to clarify the purpose of the work and to
identify the question at issue behind the emotional expression (Paul & Elder, 2006).
Asking “Why this form?” required the student to justify the relationship between
concept and visual choices, moving beyond instinctive selection towards decision-
making guided by relevance and clarity. Asking about emotional triggers, in turn,
helped the student surface implicit assumptions, shift from immediate reaction to
reflective interpretation, and produce more specific information about what the
emotion was connected to. As the discussion developed, the student recognised that
her frustration was not an isolated personal mood, but linked to concrete experiences,
such as betrayal in friendship or unfair treatment. This movement from feeling to

explanation illustrates how critical thinking extracts problem-awareness from emotion.
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It supports the transition from “I feel” to “I understand why I feel this way,” and

therefore from expression to meaning making.

Crucially, the questioning also broadened the student’s point of view and made
implications more visible. With the teacher’s support, she began to connect personal
experience to wider themes, including gender identity and social structures. The
critique process encouraged her to test her initial idea against standards of depth and
breadth (Paul & Elder, 2014). As a result, the artwork shifted from a private emotional
outpouring to a more socially situated statement with greater conceptual significance.
In this sense, critical thinking does not replace intuition. It reworks intuition into a
form of reflective judgement, where emotion becomes a starting point rather than the

end point of artistic creation.

It is therefore noteworthy that teachers did not dismiss emotional expression. Instead,
they placed emphasis on students’ capacity to process and extend emotion through
reasoning and reflection. Pedagogically, this cautious stance reflects a concern that
treating emotion as “inspiration” may lead to immediate but superficial expression,
where form is chosen without justification and meaning remains underdeveloped. By
encouraging critical reflection after the initial emotional response, teachers helped
students to reconstruct experience into a more communicable and interpretable
artwork. This also aligns with Eisner’s (2002) view that arts learning involves a
cyclical process of expression, evaluation, and reconstruction, where making is

continuously revised through reflective judgement.

Another fine art student also emphasised the connection between inner emotions and

broader social issues. She explained:

What I want to express is the darker side of mine. For example, these are
some negative words [ wrote, along with symbols showing how money
overwhelms love. I want to show the good and evil in human nature under

the influence of money. (FA-S5)
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The student further elaborated that her inspiration stemmed from her own

psychological anxiety and everyday experiences:

I feel it comes from myself, because I have this kind of psychological
anxiety. When people talk to me, I tend to focus more on the negative

side of things... it has a strong influence on me. (FA-S5)

FA-S5’s account shows how critical thinking can mediate between inner emotion and
social meaning. Her theme selection reflects a shift from raw feeling towards a clearer
purpose, namely, to examine moral ambiguity and the influence of money on
relationships (Paul & Elder, 2006). Her statement also suggests a more defined
question at issue, focusing on how desire, love, and ethical judgement are reshaped
under economic pressure. In this way, her thinking moves from “I feel darkness” to

“What does this darkness reveal about human nature and society?”

Critical thinking is also evident in how she transforms experience into information and
symbolic evidence. Her use of negative vocabulary, money symbols, and distorted
emotional imagery is not a random accumulation of elements, but selected material
that supports her intended meaning. This involves an evaluative process of judging
what is relevant and what carries conceptual significance. At the same time, her
explanation shows awareness of her own assumptions and point of view. She
recognises that her attention is drawn towards negative emotions, which indicates a
self-critical acknowledgement that perception can be filtered by psychological
disposition. By making this filtering process explicit, she creates distance from it,
turning emotional sensitivity into an object of reflection rather than an unquestioned
truth.Moreover, her theme choice carries clear implications. By framing money as
something that “overwhelms love,” she signals a critique of value order and social
relations, rather than simply expressing sadness or anxiety. This expands the work
from self-expression towards interpretation and judgement, which aligns with
intellectual standards such as depth and significance (Paul & Elder, 2014). In this sense,
critical thinking enables her to connect the internal and the social. Anxiety becomes

not only a private burden, but also a tool for diagnosing a broader cultural condition.
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However, it is important to note that many graphic design students did not engage in
conceptual development as deeply as fine art students. This pattern does not
necessarily indicate a lack of critical thinking. Rather, it reflects how disciplinary
settings organise and direct critical thinking. In graphic design, creative work is
typically structured around assignment briefs, with teachers introducing predetermined
topics such as “workplace stress” or “consumer anxiety.” As a result, the question at
issue and the intended purpose of the work are often defined externally from the outset.
Students’ critical thinking is therefore guided towards how to translate a topic into
persuasive visual communication. Design students are encouraged to prioritise
purpose, implications, and audience relevance, since their success depends on whether
the outcome can effectively prompt viewers to reflect and respond (Paul & Elder, 2006,

2014).

Nevertheless, at the early stage of theme development, a certain degree of convergence
can still be observed between the two disciplines. When constructing themes, both fine
art and graphic design students commonly draw on lived experience. For example, one
graphic design student explained: “I realised that many young people, including myself,
are not in good health... I wanted to encourage young people to develop healthier
habits” (GD-S1). Similarly, fine art students often begin with personal emotions or
family memories, using social issues as cues for deeper reflection. However, the key
difference lies in the direction of their critical thinking, rather than whether experience

serves as the starting point.

Fine art students tend to adopt a more inward form of critical thinking, using self-
examination as the primary route to conceptual depth. Their narratives suggest that
before transforming experience into artistic form, they repeatedly engage with
assumptions, points of view, and interpretation, and they often deconstruct emotional
triggers, issues of identity, and personal meaning (Paul & Elder, 2006). This aligns
with Brookfield’s (2011) notion of “inward criticality,” which suggests that critical
thinking involves questioning one’s own beliefs, emotional responses, and habitual

interpretations. By contrast, graphic design students are more often guided towards an
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outward-facing mode of criticality. Even when themes originate from personal
experience, students are encouraged to translate them into visual arguments about
broader social issues, directing attention towards external structures, public values, and

social consequences.

Creative practice and formal realisation

In contrast to the teachers’ emphasis on concept generation, many students focused
more on the role of critical thinking during the practical execution of their work. One
student interviewee provided a concrete example by showcasing her artwork and
explaining how critical thinking informed the construction and transformation of
metaphor. As mentioned in the previous section, this student developed her project

around the theme of Alzheimer’s disease:

At first, I wanted to do a collage-style poster, mainly using brain slices
showing the pathology of Alzheimer’s disease. But then I suddenly... I
was out one day and passed by a vintage shop, and there were a few of
those old TVs in the shop. Then I thought, I thought I could try to
assemble something out of that and add those glitch-like coloured stripes,

like a broken old TV. (FA-S6)

Initially, the student chose to centre her composition around medical imagery of brain
slices associated with Alzheimer’s pathology. While these images were highly relevant
to the theme, the approach remained rather literal and superficial, failing to capture the
psychological experience and emotional impact of the condition. She later abandoned
this direction in favour of a more metaphorical mode of expression. This shift
exemplifies reflective judgement, a key dimension of critical thinking (Halpern, 2014).
Rather than settling for a surface-level correspondence between theme and imagery,
she critically questioned how to represent the abstract concept of cognitive impairment

in a way that was both symbolically rich and emotionally resonant.
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Figure 5.2 Student FA-S6 presenting for collage

During this process, the student redefined her creative objective from presenting
medical facts to evoking emotional and cognitive engagement. She evaluated whether
her original imagery had sufficient expressive power, whether it might create a sense
of emotional distance for the viewer, and whether it offered adequate visual impact.
These considerations reflect purposeful, analytical thinking as described by Paul and
Elder (2006), where visual decisions are assessed and adjusted based on factors such
as expressive depth, symbolic effectiveness, and anticipated viewer response.
Importantly, she did not simply replace one image with another. Instead, drawing from
personal life experience, she extracted a metaphorical visual element from the intuitive
image of a “glitching television.” (see figure 5.2). The image of a faulty signal not only
symbolised the fragmentation of memory and distorted perception, but also tapped into
a shared visual culture familiar to viewers. This ability to derive abstract meaning from
concrete experience demonstrates interpretive transformation, a central feature of
critical thinking. As Lakoff and Johnson (2003) notes, metaphor is not merely a

rhetorical device, but a cognitive mechanism that connects abstract ideas to concrete
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imagery essentially, a form of making the abstract visible. Sullivan (2010) further
argues that the effectiveness of metaphor in visual art relies on the artist’s capacity to
critically reconstruct visual language. In this case, the student established a meaningful
link between source material and intended expression one that carried both symbolic
resonance and emotional impact. As a result, she avoided simply reproducing
informational content and instead crafted a visually compelling and conceptually

thoughtful response to her chosen theme.

The student went on to explain that critical thinking also influenced her choice of

artistic techniques:

I want to combine gongbi (Traditional Chinese painting style) heavy
colour with graphic design collage (see figure 5.3). Gongbi heavy colour
focuses on detailed depiction of the main subject, with large areas of solid
colour in the background. Also, you’ll see that I’ve made every object
particularly large to emphasise the theme, while leaving some blank space

around it. And collage is fragmented. (FA-S6)

Her selection of visual forms was not simply based on aesthetic preference; rather, it
reflected a conscious critical strategy. In the creative process, she actively
deconstructed and recombined different visual languages, demonstrating an awareness
of how formal choices affect meaning. Her use of blank space represented the fading
of memory and spatial dislocation, which, combined with the previously mentioned
“glitch stripes” of the broken television, constructed a visual sense of disorientation
between perception and reality. The fragmented quality of collage further reinforced
this cognitive disruption. As Elkins (2013) argues that art becomes crucial when it
forces us to reconsider how we see, connect, or remember.” This student did precisely
that she did not blindly follow her initial idea (such as using collage alone), but instead
drew upon her personal technique preferences (gongbi heavy colour and collage) and
subjected her choices to critical analysis. She noted, for instance, that gongbi would
help to emphasise the main subject, a decision grounded in logical reasoning about

how viewers perceive visual hierarchy and follow compositional focal points.
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Figure 5.3 Students showing finished work with brushwork recolouring and collage
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In addition, as discussed in Chapter 4.1, the student FA-S3 defined critical thinking as
the process of refinement and improvement that highlighting its open-ended, iterative,
and non-final nature. This understanding reflects an awareness of critical thinking as
a dynamic cognitive activity rather than a fixed skill. Many students believe that
critical thinking enhances the quality of how they express their work. I have

summarised this as follows:

Concept — Critical Thinking — Enhanced Expression

Similarly, another fine art student noted,

A painting can’t be finished in one go, there are many problems. I revise

and reflect again and again to enhance its expressive effect. (FA-S5)

According to this student’s account, critical thinking manifested in practice as an
ongoing cycle of revision and adjustment aimed at strengthening communication
through visual form. This process-oriented view was also clearly articulated by a

graphic design student who described artmaking as

a process of identifying and solving problems. (GD-S2)

Through constant exploration and reflection, the creative process

progresses in a spiral, eventually leading to a better outcome. (GD-S2)
Importantly, as GD-S2 clarified, a “better outcome” did not mean perfection, but rather
a result shaped through rational decision-making and deliberate refinement. Similarly,

a fine art student stated,

The first draft and the final version are very different... during the

revision process, | keep adding new ideas and elements. (FA-SS5)
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These reflections reveal how students perceive critical thinking as an ongoing practice
throughout the creative development process, rather than a one-off evaluative act.
Their accounts demonstrate that critical thinking in artistic practice extends beyond
final judgements, encompassing a continuous cycle of problem-solving: identifying
challenges, proposing solutions, and assessing outcomes through visual reasoning. For
instance, student FA-S5 noted that iterative revisions yielded optimal outcomes,
revealing that the process commences with identifying deficiencies in visual
expression, such as compositional imbalance, ambiguous symbolism, or insufficient
emotional impact. Confronted with such issues, students did not rely solely on intuition.
Instead, they engaged in a deliberate cycle of exploration: analysing ineffective
elements, proposing alternatives (such as adjusting composition, altering colour
contrast, or reconfiguring spatial relationships), and progressively implementing
refinements. This process aligns with Belecina and Ocampo's (2018) theory of ‘spiral
progression,” wherein solutions emerge not through direct answers but through
continuous refinement. Crucially, as graphic design student GD-S2 elucidated, the
evaluation process focuses not on correctness but on the work's efficacy in conveying
its intended message. In this sense, creation involves unstructured problems, and
‘better outcomes’ do not denote flawlessness but rather a state achieved through
rational decision-making and deliberate refinement. This necessitates students
establishing internal criteria, such as informational clarity, visual harmony, cultural
appropriateness, and emotional tone and evaluating work against these dynamic

standards.

Student FA-S5 remark that “the first draft and the final version are completely different”
further illustrates how critical thinking can cultivate openness to change. Each revision
represents a reassessment of the work’s communicative power, and the decision to
“add new ideas and elements” is an evaluative act signifying an ongoing examination
of the work’s meaning, interpretation, and potential for greater impact. This
autonomous revision process echoes what Facione (1990) refers to as self-correction,
the ability to step back, identify flaws or contradictions in one’s reasoning, and
reconstruct decisions accordingly. Through visual experimentation, integration of

feedback, and purposeful cycles of revision, these students demonstrated how critical

162



thinking operates as a dynamic mode of inquiry. Within this mode, problems were not
fixed obstacles but evolving challenges that invited interpretive, aesthetic, and

strategic reflection throughout the creative process.

The students demonstrated how they felt critical thinking evolves from conceptual
understanding into creative execution. However, at the practical level, the ways in
which critical thinking manifests differ significantly between disciplines. Graphic
design students tended to engage in extensive research involving texts, charts, and
visual materials, critically filtering, evaluating, and integrating information. This
process reflected their emphasis on problem-solving aspects of critical thinking. In
contrast, fine art students focused more on the exploration of visual language and
symbolic forms, often engaging in stylistic appropriation and recombination to
enhance expressive intent. Their use of critical thinking was more concerned with
interpretive and symbolic operations through repeated construction and deconstruction
of form and meaning, they deepen the conceptual clarity of their work. Here, criticality
was manifested in their sustained reflection on how to express and whether their

expression was accurate.

5.2 Critical thinking in art criticism

The previous section explored how both teachers and students conceptualized the
multifaceted role of critical thinking in artistic creation. Beginning with the initial
stages of idea generation, which involves a keen sensitivity to personal experiences
and social issues, and extending to the operational phases involving source evaluation,
strategic decision-making, and the construction of visual metaphors, critical thinking
emerges as an essential cognitive tool throughout the artistic process. It not only helps
creators clarify their expressive intentions but also drives the deepening and
restructuring of their work through continuous self-questioning and evaluative

reflection.

However, critical thinking was not considered to be confined to the process of artistic

production; it also was felt to play a central role in art criticism and viewing practices.
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Whether in students’ classroom-based, multi-perspective analyses of artworks or in
teachers’ formulation and guidance of evaluative criteria, critical thinking was
perceived to enable learners to move beyond subjective preferences and engage deeply
with the formal qualities, contextual dimensions, and interpretative possibilities of art.
The following section will examine how both students and teachers applied critical
thinking in the context of art criticism, particularly in identifying meaning, comparing
viewpoints, and reconstructing aesthetic judgment, as well as how these processes

contributed to the development of individual expressive styles.

5.2.1 Students' perceptions of critical thinking in art criticism

As discussed in Section 2.2.3, formalist and interpretive approaches are closely
connected to the development of critical thinking, and students’ responses also

reflected these dimensions. One fine art student remarked:

Like Picasso, in his early years he was very realistic, but later he developed

Cubism... he had his own unique way of understanding structure. (FA-S2)

This student first pointed out Picasso’s stylistic shift from realism to Cubism, which
suggests an initial awareness of formalist development. More importantly, however,
he noted Picasso’s “unique way of understanding structure,” indicating that his
analysis moved beyond surface-level stylistic comparison towards recognising how
formal elements such as composition and spatial reconstruction embody distinctive
conceptual logics. Here, the student demonstrated that stylistic change is not merely
an aesthetic variation but a reconstruction of conceptual structure. From Paul and
Elder’s (2014) framework, this response reflects the use of several key elements of
thought: the student drew on information, the observed stylistic change, and
applied concepts to infer Picasso’s artistic intentions. Viewed through a formalist lens
(Barrett, 2012), such reflection shows that the student was beginning to recognise how
form, space, and proportion function as central carriers of meaning. This indicates the

emergence of critical thinking within the artistic context, as the student demonstrated
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a focus on observation and causal reasoning, skills aligned with the intellectual

activities Paul and Elder describe as essential to sound judgement.

In addition to an emphasis on formalist analysis, many students also demonstrated a
strong concern with interpretive meaning in the context of art criticism. For example,
a graphic design student described her experience studying Honoré Daumier’s The
Third-Class Carriage in an art criticism course. The painting’s critical depiction of

class structure and social reality left a deep impression on her. As she explained,

At that moment, [ suddenly realised that art isn’t just about expressing beauty.

It can also convey reflections on reality. (GD-S2)

When GD-S2 realised that The Third-Class Carriage was “not just about beauty,” she
moved beyond a narrow aesthetic assumption and began to reposition art as a form of
social reflection. Unlike FA-S2, whose interpretation focused on stylistic change and
structural understanding, GD-S2’s reading was oriented towards meaning and context.
This shift reflects what Paul and Elder (2014) describe as interpretive judgement, in
which critical thinking involves questioning taken-for-granted assumptions,
considering different points of view, and examining wider implications. In Paul and
Elder’s terms, GD-S2 moved from information (the weary figures, the overcrowded
carriage, the clothing and facial expressions) to inference (these visual details suggest
inequality and hardship), while also making explicit the assumption she was
challenging (that the main purpose of art is to convey beauty). Her interpretation
therefore reframed both the purpose of the artwork and the question at issue. Rather
than asking, “Is it visually pleasing?”, she began to ask, “What reality does the work
represent, and why does it matter?” This also demonstrates her sharp sensitivity to

underlying meaning.

As a graphic design student, she has been trained to think about communication,
audience positioning, and social messaging, which makes meaning and intention more
salient within critique. More broadly, students are often encouraged to connect art with

lived reality and social concerns, which legitimises reading artworks for what
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they signify rather than only how they look. In this sense, GD-S2’s attention to social
reflection is not simply a personal insight, but also a culturally and educationally
supported way of understanding artistic meaning. In this way, GD-S2 demonstrated
not only careful observation but also contextual and causal reasoning. Her approach
also aligns with Elkins’ (2003) argument that art education should cultivate students’
capacity to explore why we view art in particular ways, rather than merely training

them to apply a single fixed method.

Another student emphasized how interpreting the underlying meaning of artworks can
help illuminate an artist’s stylistic transformation. Referring to the case of Qi Baishi,

she reflected on both his work and creative ethos, stating,

Before his transformation, Qi Baishi’s style was just refined ink painting. Later,
after Chen Shizeng pointed out some problems in his composition, he spent ten

years behind closed doors, doing nothing but reflecting and creating. (FA-S3).

Compared with students FA-S2 and GD-S2, this student did not focus only on changes
in artistic form or on social context. Instead, she extended her perspective further to
examine the artist’s creative actions and intellectual trajectory. She noted that Chen
Shizeng criticised Qi Baishi’s early works as technically skilful, but overly decorative
and lacking expressive force. In response to this critique, Qi did not avoid it. Rather,
he withdrew from public life for almost ten years to undertake sustained reflection and
artistic reconstruction. This response carries important cultural significance, because
early training in Chinese ink painting often places strong value on technical discipline
and stylistic refinement, and skill can easily become the main standard for judging
artistic quality. Chen Shizeng’s intervention therefore functioned as a major rupture.
It challenged the assumption that technical refinement automatically produces artistic
meaning and prompted Qi Baishi to reconsider what his paintings were trying to
communicate. From this perspective, Qi’s transformation can be understood as a
process of using critical thinking to challenge an established framework. To support
her argument, the student compared two of Qi Baishi’s works (see Figures 5.4 and

5.5). Meticulous Insectsreflects his early concern with precise representation,
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whereas Basket of Apples shows freer and more expressive brushwork and bolder use
of colour, creating a more relaxed atmosphere.The student’s attention to the shift in Qi
Baishi’s creative purpose suggests that she understood artistic development as a
process of rebuilding practice through more deliberate judgement rather than habitual
repetition (Paul & Elder, 2006). Moreover, her emphasis on “ten years of reflection”
indicates that her understanding of critical thinking in art is not limited to analysing
finished works. Instead, she treats it as a sustained form of self-critique and self-
revision, in which artistic change emerges through disciplined examination of one’s

own limitations.

Figure 5.4 Grasshopper by Qi Baishi. Early meticulous depiction of insect
anatomy.[Painting]. = Beijing  Fine = Art  Academy. Retrieved from

https://english.bjaa.com.cn/opus.html?hcs=1&cle=89. Public domain.
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Figure 5.5 Basket of Apples by Qi Baishi. Late freehand style with expressive
brushwork. [Painting]. Beijing Fine Art Academy. Retrieved from

https://english.bjaa.com.cn/opus.html?hcs=1&cle=89. Public domain.

In addition, one student specifically pointed out that it was her critical engagement in
an art criticism class that prompted her to actively apply what she had learned to her

own creative practice. She recalled:

In one session, the teacher showed us works by the artist Christina Quarles’'s O
Holy Nite (2021) 1is accessible via the artist’s official website:
https://www.christinaquarles.com. I noticed that Quarles often used light pastel
tones and interwoven, distorted bodily forms. I began to wonder whether I

could express myself in a similar way. (FA-S4)
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This account shows how critical thinking helped the student move from a surface
recognition of visual features towards a more conceptual and culturally informed
interpretation, and then return to her own making with a revised artistic intention. At
first, her attention was directed towards information, namely observable formal
elements such as colour and bodily distortion. However, she did not treat these as
neutral stylistic preferences. Instead, through critical thinking, she began to infer that
these choices carried meaning, and she clarified the question at issue (Paul & Elder,
2006), namely what these compositional strategies communicate about the body,
identity, and lived experience. This interpretive shift also required her to identify
implicit assumptions embedded in the work, for example, what kinds of bodies are
regarded as normal, legible, or acceptable within visual culture. Importantly, she did
not stop at observing what the work “looks like,” but began to reconstruct its purpose
and implications: what the artwork is trying to communicate, and what it invites
viewers to recognise or reconsider. As a result, her own creative practice also shifted.
She started to treat stylistic strategy as an intentional choice connected to theme and

standpoint, rather than as an aesthetic effect detached from meaning.

Her attempt to express herself in a similar way also points to the social conditions
under which cultural critique becomes necessary. In social contexts, topics such as
gender and bodily identity can be highly sensitive, meaning that direct statements may
feel risky or difficult to articulate. In this sense, symbolic and formal transformation
provides a legitimate artistic language through which students can approach sensitive
issues indirectly, while still engaging critically with cultural norms. Through critical
interpretation, FA-S4 came to realise that artistic creation is not only about producing
aesthetic outcomes but can also function as a reflective intervention into social
expectations and cultural narratives. Building on this insight, she attempted to integrate
related expressive strategies with her own lived experience in her creative work

(Figure 5.6), describing her piece as:

I wanted to present anatomical images of a womb, blurred limbs, and broken

brushstrokes combined with scratched backgrounds. These visual elements
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were intended as a metaphorical response to the female body, particularly

addressing online gaze and power dynamics. (FA-S4)

FA-S4’s description illustrates how critical thinking helped her translate what she
learned in art criticism into her own creative language. Rather than simply imitating
Quarles’ style, she reconstructed the underlying expressive logic into a new visual
argument. By using the female body as an image, she treated it not only as a subject to
depict, but also as an entry point for investigating online gaze and power relations,
thereby clarifying her creative purpose and question at issue (Paul & Elder, 2006). She
then selected and organised information through symbolic forms such as the womb,
blurred limbs, broken brushstrokes, and scratched textures. These elements functioned
as visual evidence rather than decorative effects. This process also involved
recognising cultural assumptions about how female bodies are viewed and controlled,
and reflecting on the implications of representation, including how an artwork can
resist objectification while still communicating vulnerability. She was able to learn
these strategies through art criticism because critique makes artistic decisions visible,
presenting them as deliberate choices that carry meaning and consequences (Ennis,
1987). By analysing how artworks construct meaning through form, students gain a

framework for reasoning about their own visual decisions.
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Figure 5.6 Fine art student FA-S4-W1
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Another student from the graphic design programme expressed a similar perspective.

He presented one of his own works and compared it with an artwork he admired:

Yangliuqing’s creations are all culturally related. For example, the piece I just
showed you is combined with an opera. It is a form of folk culture. You can
really sense the cultural atmosphere in the red and green colour combination.

(GD-S3)

GD-S3 did not treat the work merely as a visual composition, but as a culturally coded
text. His references to Chinese opera and folk customs suggest that he was not only
identifying motifs, but also inferring how these symbols position the work within a
shared tradition and shape audience recognition. In this sense, his movement from
information (colour and imagery) to interpretation demonstrates critical thinking, as
visual choices are no longer treated as neutral decoration but as carriers of cultural
meaning. Importantly, his reading of the red—green palette shows that he understood
colour as a communicative tool embedded in specific cultural conventions. Rather than
viewing colour as a matter of personal preference, he interpreted it as part of a festive
visual language that signals collective memory and cultural atmosphere. This suggests
that, for GD-S3, critical engagement in design involves recognising how form carries
culturally learned meanings and using this awareness to make more purposeful

decisions about what an image communicates and to whom.

He also showcased his own packaging design project for a luosifen (snail rice noodle)
poster (Figure 5.7), which incorporated many cultural elements and vibrant colours.
His insight into cultural context subtly influenced his creative choices. Instead of
merely imitating traditional styles, he reworked and translated them based on an
understanding of their cultural significance. This demonstrates that the student’s
engagement went beyond surface appreciation of artworks, revealing an ability to
analyse form, content and cultural context in an integrated way. It illustrates the

practical role of critical thinking in both artistic understanding and creative practice.
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Moreover, one fine art student noted that critical thinking helped him to overcome his

prejudice against abstract art:

I used to think abstract paintings were chaotic, but now I am gradually

beginning to understand this mode of expression. (FA-S1)

FA-S1’s reflection reveals not only a shift in taste, but also an improvement in the
quality of his judgement. His earlier rejection of abstract art was grounded in an
implicit assumption that good art should be visually coherent and easy to understand.
Through participation in art criticism classes, he began to question this assumption and
realised that abstract art can operate through symbolic logic, conceptual intention, and
affective structure rather than representational clarity (Paul & Elder, 2014). In this
process, critical thinking functioned as a mechanism for monitoring and revising his
own point of view, enabling him to replace a fixed evaluative stance with a more open
and flexible way of thinking. This development aligns with wider research suggesting
that critical thinking often involves recognising the limits of one’s habitual thinking

patterns and expanding interpretive possibilities (Nisbett, 2001; Paul & Elder, 2014).

Across the dataset, students’ narratives suggest a trajectory of increasing critical
engagement in art criticism. Many began with a formalist focus on composition, colour,
and visual language. With guidance and repeated comparison, their readings became
more context-sensitive, incorporating socio-cultural background and recognising that
artworks often embody values, standpoints, and themes. This development indicates
that students increasingly evaluated artworks through elements such as assumptions,
purpose, and implications, supported by standards such as depth, relevance, and
breadth (Paul & Elder, 2014). Crucially, some students also described transferring this
interpretive process into their own creative practice, treating critique as a resource for

making more intentional decisions about meaning, form, and audience response.

When comparing fine art and graphic design students, similarities were often as visible
as differences. Both groups reported moving from formal observation towards
interpretive meaning-making, and both viewed critical thinking as a bridge between

analysing artworks and developing their own creative decisions. However, their
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emphases diverged in ways shaped by disciplinary aims. Fine art students more
frequently positioned critique as a means of integrating personal experience, emotional
intensity, and broader social concerns, using critical reflection to deepen self-
expression and refine artistic stance. By contrast, graphic design students more often
framed critique as learning to recognise and employ culturally coded visual language,
where colours, symbols, and references function as communicative resources that
shape audience understanding. In this sense, fine art students tended to use critical
thinking to strengthen the relationship between inner experience and social meaning,
whereas graphic design students used critical thinking to strengthen the relationship
between cultural sign systems and public communication. These patterns suggest that
critical thinking develops through shared classroom practices, yet it becomes

differentiated by the distinct meaning-making demands of each discipline.
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Figure 5.7 Graphic design student GD-S3-W-1
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5.2.2 Teacher' perceptions of critical thinking in art criticism

Unlike students, teachers tended to frame critical thinking primarily in relation to the
interpretive depth of the artwork itself, rather than its transfer into students’ own

creative practice.

Art criticism is mainly the transmission of the main idea, to understand
that the artists use the subject matter to present you with an emotion, it is

their perception and mode of thinking that determines their beliefs. (FA2)

I don't think it has much impact on the style of the work. It's more about
how students understand and which themes they choose to focus on. If
we're talking about style, that comes from experimentation and

exploration. (GD3)

GD3 further mentioned:

For example, a piece like Rat Tail Painting for the Great Man some time
ago. A lot of people say that his work is anti-war critical, and when you
look at it now, it's no longer possible to say whether it's critical or whether
it's an intentional distortion of the facts. But we see that many of his works
are impressive, what they are metaphorical, what they are revealing.

(GD3)

For the interviewed teachers, critical thinking was closely associated with guiding
students to explore how meaning is constructed within artworks, particularly through
formal organisation, metaphor, symbolism, and the artist’s intellectual stance. As FA2
explained, art criticism involves understanding how artists use subject matter to
convey emotion and belief, emphasising that meaning does not arise solely from
surface appearance but from the artist’s modes of perception and thinking. From this
perspective, critical thinking functions primarily as an interpretive tool. Teachers

described their role as helping students learn to attend to visual and cultural
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phenomena that might otherwise be overlooked. Through structured formal analysis,
such as attention to colour, composition, and style, combined with the identification of
symbolic elements, narrative cues, and cultural codes, teachers seek to cultivate
students’ sensitivity to the complexity and ambiguity inherent in artworks. This
emphasis reflects a pedagogical orientation in which critical thinking is used to deepen
students’ understanding of existing artworks, rather than to directly shape their

personal stylistic development.

GD3’s discussion of Rat Tail Painting for the Great Man further illustrates this
orientation. He emphasised that interpretations of the work diverge: some viewers
praise it as anti-war critique, while others question it as a distortion of facts, depending
on historical context and the viewer’s perspective. For GD3, what matters is not
arriving at a final verdict but recognising that artworks operate on multiple levels what
is presented, what is implied, and what is revealed metaphorically. His comments
highlight the importance of examining the gap between image and meaning, and of
understanding how symbols and metaphors guide, rather than determine, interpretation.
This emphasis on openness and interpretive plurality reflects a key difference between
teachers’ and students’ understandings of critical thinking. Students often describe
critical thinking as a bridge between art criticism and their own creative choices,
whereas teachers place greater emphasis on cultivating students’ capacity for sustained
interpretation, tolerance of uncertainty, and evaluation of competing readings. In line
with Paul and Elder (2006), teachers stress the need to probe implicit and contested
meanings and to judge interpretations in relation to evidence, context, and plausibility.
The differences between teachers and students can be understood in relation to their
distinct roles within the educational process. As experienced practitioners and
transmitters of disciplinary knowledge, teachers are oriented towards maintaining the
analytical rigour and interpretive depth inherent in art criticism itself. By contrast,
students are more concerned with how critical insights might influence their

developing identities and creative strategies.
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Moreover, A graphic design teacher emphasised the need to focus on the
appropriateness of visual language as well as social responsibility in art criticism. She

gave examples:

The social controversy triggered by the illustrations of the textbooks of
the Humanistic Education Edition some time ago, in which many of the
images appeared anachronistically, has triggered the public's collective

reflection on the ethics of design and cultural identity. (GD1)

Her emphasis reflects a disciplinary logic specific to graphic design, where images are
rarely autonomous but operate within institutional, cultural, and ideological
frameworks. Students are therefore encouraged to move beyond identifying formal
qualities or symbolic meanings and to interrogate how visual choices may reproduce,
neglect, or challenge cultural power structures. As textbook illustrations directly shape
children’s aesthetic sensibilities and cultural understanding, GD1 framed critical
thinking as a form of public accountability, in which designers must anticipate how
images participate in the construction of cultural identity. In this sense, critical thinking
in design education extends from interpretation to ethical judgement. Consistent with
Barthes’ (1977) assertion that images are never neutral, GD1’s teaching guides
students to question not only what images express, but why they are expressed in

particular ways and whose interests they serve.

Another graphic design teacher emphasised that critical thinking is necessary for

students to avoid being swayed by subjective preferences during art critique.

We will not focus on comments regarding beauty. For instance, in typography
design classes, I will require students to understand the development of
typefaces and the phenomena involved in their evolution, to comprehend the
formation of beauty rather than succumb to the biases arising from judgement.

(GD2).
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GD2 explicitly positions critical thinking as a cognitive tool for resisting subjective
preference and immediate aesthetic judgement. In his teaching, “beauty” is not treated
as a self-evident or universal standard, but as a historically and culturally constructed
outcome whose conditions of emergence must be examined. By guiding students to
understand the social contexts and technological factors underlying the evolution of
typefaces, he encourages them to recognise that aesthetic judgement does not originate
from personal intuition alone but is embedded within long-established cultural norms

and systems of meaning.

Viewed through Paul and Elder’s (2006) theoretical framework, GD2’s pedagogical
approach directly engages with key elements of critical thinking, particularly the
examination of assumptions and the clarification of concepts. Students’ initial
judgements of “good” or “bad” design are often grounded in unexamined assumptions,
such as conflating familiarity with aesthetic value. Through historical comparison and
conceptual inquiry, students are guided to identify the cultural premises underlying
these judgements, thereby transforming aesthetic responses from unreflective bias into
reasoned and justifiable evaluations. This process illustrates critical thinking as a self-
corrective mode of reasoning, in which intuitive reactions are suspended, their validity
is scrutinised, and judgement is repositioned in relation to evidence and contextual
understanding. This pedagogical orientation also resonates with Housen’s (2001)
theory of aesthetic development. Students move from early stages characterised by
emotionally driven and preference-based responses towards more advanced levels of
interpretation that draw upon historical knowledge, cultural comparison, and
conceptual understanding. As a result, art criticism shifts from an expression of
personal taste to a form of cognitive practice that is publicly communicable and

intellectually grounded.

Another graphic design teacher further pointed out that art criticism should not be
confined to formal analysis within the classroom or exhibition space. Instead, it should
be viewed as a form of aesthetic awareness and judgement embedded in everyday life.

He emphasised:

179



Students should maintain sensitivity to visual phenomena in their daily
surroundings, such as identifying images in street advertisements,
commercial posters, or packaging designs that feel ‘unpleasant’,
‘inappropriate’, or ‘out of place’, and reflect on how they might be

improved. (GD1)

In her teaching, feelings of discomfort or visual incoherence elicited by street
advertisements, commercial posters, or packaging designs are not treated as purely
subjective emotions; instead, they are transformed into meaningful cognitive cues that
warrant analysis. From the perspective of Paul and Elder’s (2006) framework, this
pedagogical approach activates key elements of critical thinking, particularly problem
awareness and metacognitive monitoring. Students are encouraged to translate
immediate perceptual responses into explicit questions, such as whether the design’s
communicative purpose is clear, whether its formal elements align with its contextual
setting, or whether audience experience has been overlooked, thereby repositioning
intuitive judgements within a process of rational scrutiny. In this way, aesthetic
experience is no longer understood as a passive reception but as a judgement process
that requires continual examination of its validity and appropriateness. More
importantly, sustained engagement with everyday visual culture cultivates what Eisner
(2002) describes as aesthetic sensitivity, enabling students to remain perceptive within
environments saturated by repetitive and habitual visual stimuli. This form of
sensitivity resembles artistic intuition, not as an innate or unexamined impulse, but as
a trained critical capacity. It allows students to discern implicit value orientations,
communicative failures, or cultural mismatches embedded within visual design

practices.

However, in the specific course observations, there appeared to be some
inconsistencies with what the teacher had expressed in the interview. In the
observation of a Western art criticism course, the teacher focused on Impressionism
and introduced major artists such as Monet and Degas. The class covered distinctive
techniques and visual features, including the handling of light and shadow,

composition, and the use of colour. It also discussed the socio-historical background

180



of nineteenth-century France, including the impact of the Industrial Revolution and the
influence of photography on changes in artistic style. While this content provided
students with a basic understanding of the social and cultural forces underpinning
Impressionist aesthetics, most of the analysis was oriented towards reproducing
established interpretations rather than encouraging students to develop original
insights or to participate in the negotiation of meaning. For instance, the lesson did not
raise key questions such as why Impressionism was controversial at the time or how
its techniques challenged traditional artistic norms. Students were not encouraged to

explore multiple perspectives or to offer open-ended interpretations.

Western art history and criticism are rooted in a tradition of argumentation, scepticism,
and interpretive debate, in which meaning is constructed through questioning and
justification rather than accepted as settled knowledge. Put differently, the analytical
mode required to understand movements such as Impressionism is inseparable from
critical thinking practices, including problem framing, the examination of assumptions,
and the evaluation of competing interpretations. Yet in the observed classroom,
Western content was largely transplanted into a local pedagogical logic that prioritises
authoritative explanation and examinable knowledge. This may inadvertently turn an
inquiry-based tradition into a set of learnable conclusions. The result is a hybrid pattern
of learning in which students acquire the vocabulary of Western critique but have
limited opportunities to practise the reasoning processes that make such critique
intelligible. Conceptual blending therefore remains at the level of knowledge transfer
rather than cognitive practice.Therefore, although the lecture format effectively
conveyed historical context, it was less successful in stimulating critical thinking,
particularly in the cognitive processes of understanding, evaluating, and constructing
meaning. As Housen (2001) notes, without opportunities for reflective analysis,
students’ aesthetic judgements often remain at the level of passive reception and

repetition, which limits the development of higher-order interpretive skills.

5.3 Conclusion

In summary, this chapter has examined how both teachers and students understand and

apply critical thinking across two key dimensions of art practice: artistic creation and
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art criticism. Analysis of interview and observational data from both fine art and
graphic design contexts suggests that critical thinking is not merely a generic cognitive
skill but a contextually grounded reasoning process, shaped by disciplinary
conventions, educational objectives, and the roles of teachers and students. Moreover,
cultural factors, including Chinese artistic traditions and socio-educational norms,

further mediate how critical thinking is interpreted and enacted.

In terms of artistic creation, critical thinking functions as a process of decision-making
and meaning construction. Teachers from both disciplines emphasised its role in
helping students transform lived experiences into artistic expression through processes
such as problem identification, conceptual clarification, and reflective judgment.
Creative practice engages key elements of thought, purpose, interpretation, and
inference (Paul & Elder, 2006), as students negotiate what to express, how to express
it, and why particular visual strategies are appropriate. However, disciplinary
differences were evident. Graphic design education foregrounds critical thinking as a
structured, problem-oriented process prioritising information selection, audience
awareness, and communication effectiveness. In contrast, fine art education
emphasises exploration, conceptual reconstruction, and the expressive transformation
of personal and social experiences, reflecting a more inward-oriented, interpretive
form of critical thinking. These differences are not merely individual teaching
preferences but reflect deeper curricular structures, disciplinary epistemologies, and
the influence of Chinese cultural traditions, for example, the long-standing emphasis
on symbolic and metaphorical representation in Chinese ink painting reinforces the
integration of personal reflection, cultural knowledge, and social observation within

creative reasoning.

Regarding art criticism, critical thinking was enacted both as an interpretive tool and
as a cognitive ethic. Teachers guided students to analyse formal elements, symbolic
meanings, and cultural contexts, while encouraging sensitivity to everyday visual
phenomena. Students applied these skills to critically interrogate artworks, trace
stylistic or conceptual development, and link personal experience to broader societal

issues. In both fine art and graphic design, critical thinking fostered the ability to move
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from surface-level observation to deeper conceptual understanding, supporting
interpretive judgment (Paul & Elder, 2014). Cultural awareness emerged as a crucial
component, particularly in recognising the socio-historical embeddedness of aesthetic

values, symbolic codes, and audience expectations within visual communication.

Overall, this chapter demonstrates that critical thinking in Chinese art education is
multidimensional and situationally embedded. It operates differently across disciplines,
encompassing both inward-oriented reflection and outward-focused analysis, and is
shaped not only by educational structures but also by cultural norms and expectations.
By linking personal, social, and cultural contexts to interpretive and generative
reasoning, critical thinking supports students in developing artistic practices that are
simultaneously expressive, socially aware, and conceptually grounded. These findings
provide an empirical foundation for exploring pedagogical strategies that can more
systematically cultivate critical thinking within Chinese art education in the following

chapter.
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Chapter 6: Critical Thinking in Chinese Higher Art
Pedagogy

Building on the analysis in Chapter Five of how teachers and students understand the
role of critical thinking in art, I shift the focus in this chapter to the classroom context.
I examine how traditional teaching practices in Chinese higher visual arts education
both constrain and support the development of students’ critical thinking. I explore
how pedagogical environments shape key elements of critical thinking in art learning,
including problem awareness, the examination of assumptions, meaning making, the

formation of judgement criteria, and reflective self-regulation.

I begin by identifying the limitations of traditional classroom environments in
fostering critical thinking. These limitations are closely linked to the continuing
influence of the university entrance examination system, rigid assessment structures,
and teacher-centred pedagogies that prioritise technical skills and standardised
answers. Such approaches tend to reinforce the transmission and reproduction of
established knowledge rather than encouraging students to question, test assumptions,
or form independent judgements. As a result, core components of critical thinking,
such as questioning, reasoning, and reflective monitoring, are often underdeveloped.
This issue is particularly evident in art theory and art history courses, where teaching
frequently centres on factual recall and stylistic classification, leaving limited space
for students to explore the social, ethical, or cultural positions embedded in artworks.
At the same time, my data show that some teachers are actively experimenting with
alternative teaching strategies, including flipped classrooms. These practices appear to
create more supportive conditions for the development of critical thinking by
encouraging students to situate artworks within broader social, cultural, and ethical
contexts, and to gradually construct their own evaluative criteria. Although
international literature has widely discussed approaches such as problem-based
learning and inquiry-based learning, these models were not systematically
implemented in the practices observed in this study. I therefore focus on the

pedagogical strategies that participants themselves identified as both relevant and
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feasible within the Chinese higher education context. (Summary is shown in Figure

6.1)
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Entrance exam focus (YIKAO)
~— The Challenges Teacher-centred classrooms
Grading system

a_ The advantages of critical thinking

The reasons for not addressing other teaching
methods

\— teaching methods —— Flipped classroom

Dilemmas

Figure 6.1 Teaching Challenges and Strategies for Critical Thinking (Q3)
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6.1 The Challenges of Traditional Classrooms in Developing Critical

Thinking

This section focuses on factors suggested by participants that may hinder the
development of critical thinking in traditional visual art education classrooms. From
the interview and observation data, various systemic factors in Chinese higher art
education were felt to contribute to the persistence of passive learning habits and as a
result limit students' development of critical thinking. To provide a clearer and more
structured analysis, this section is divided into three subsections, each of which
addresses a specific challenge. The first subsection examines the impact of the art
university entrance examination system (YIKAQO), which many students described as
fostering habitual imitation and standardised thinking, while creating enduring
difficulties in adapting to critical and reflective modes of learning at university. The
second discusses how traditional classroom structures, often characterised by teacher-
centred teaching and limited classroom interaction, were thought to lead to passive
learning dynamics and reduced opportunities for conversational engagement and
critical dialogue. The third subsection explores how course-end marking mechanisms,
particularly grading criteria that focus on technical implementation or conformity to
style norms, may discourage risk-taking and inhibit the development of individualised

critical perspectives.

6.1.1 The Lasting Impact of the Art College Entrance Exam

As highlighted in Section 2.4, traditional Chinese visual arts education, influenced by
Western models, places strong emphasis on technical training and tends to regard
technical proficiency as the foundation of artistic creation (Leng, 2015). In the
interviews, some students attributed this skills-oriented approach to the Yikao. As
discussed in the section on the Chinese context, the Yikao has played a decisive role
in shaping students’ skill-focused learning methods. One student recalled how she
improved her technical abilities during the preparation stage, noting that throughout
the entire training process, “mastering formulas” was always the key learning objective.

As she described:
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I just need to memorise the drawing formulas provided by the teacher and do a
lot of exercises, such as mastering the “three palaces and five eyes” in

sketching, and colour coordination in painting. (GD-S5)

The student illustrates how Yikao-oriented training encourages an exam-driven mode
of learning in which artistic practice is deconstructed into standardised and measurable
components. Within this system, artworks are evaluated according to externally
imposed criteria, such as proportional accuracy, compositional balance, and colour
harmony. While such criteria allow for efficient and consistent assessment, they also
narrow the scope of artistic reasoning. First, students are rarely encouraged to
formulate their own questions or interrogate underlying assumptions about what
constitutes “good” art. Second, artistic purpose is reduced to examination success,
rather than the exploration of meaning, intention, or personal and social experience.
Third, judgement criteria are treated as fixed and authoritative, leaving little room for
students to develop evaluative standards through reflection and comparison (Paul &
Elder, 2014). As a result, technical proficiency becomes detached from conceptual
understanding and meaning making. Art is instrumentalised as a means of university
admission, rather than functioning as a medium for perception, emotional expression,
or intellectual inquiry. As Eisner (2002) argues, when educational systems prioritise
standardisation and predictability, they risk undermining the very forms of judgement,
interpretation, and ambiguity that are central to artistic thinking. In this sense, the
Yikao does not shape what students learn, but also how they learn to think visually,
fostering compliance with predetermined norms rather than the cultivation of

reflective, self-regulated critical judgement.

As one fine art student explained:

This art is mechanical, it's force-fed to you, but it's not real art, art is freedom

and imaginative, but the art exams must exist because to get into university

(FA-S5).
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When I was a kid, I thought drawing was just drawing all sorts of weird ideas
in my head, but studying for the art exam made me no longer think of it as art.

(FA-S5)

The student explicitly associates “real art” with freedom and imagination. However,
her statement also reveals how examination-oriented education systematically restricts
the conditions under which artistic imagination can be exercised. Within the Yikao
system, imagination is not actively suppressed through explicit prohibition. Instead, it
is marginalised through teaching and assessment practices that prioritise predictability,
accuracy, and replicability. Artistic imagination involves the ability to explore
multiple possibilities, question established visual conventions and generate personal
meaning through interpretive and expressive choices (Greene, 1995). Yet the
examination system encourages students to converge on a limited set of approved
visual solutions, leaving little space for speculative thinking, divergent exploration, or
risk-taking. As a result, students learn to associate success with following fixed models
rather than with producing original ideas. This reflects a reasoning pattern dominated
by certainty and compliance, in which intellectual standards such as breadth, depth,
and originality are subordinated to technical correctness (Paul & Elder, 2014). Over
time, such training cultivates a habitual mode of thinking. However, university is

different from high school. As one fine arts teacher noted,

A university education can give you a deeper understanding and foster the
formation of three perspectives. This includes all aspects of your
interdisciplinary knowledge; focusing solely on skills is not at the university

level (FAT).

This reflects the view that higher education should move beyond the technical focus
of secondary-level training to cultivate broader artistic literacy and critical engagement.
Teachers’ emphasis also resonates with students’ reflections: those who continue to
rely on formulaic templates after entering university may struggle to adapt to courses
that prioritise personal expression and independent judgement. This highlights the

lasting impact of exam-oriented learning, which often replaces intrinsic motivation
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with the external goal of passing assessments (Deci & Ryan, 2000). In this sense, the
challenge for university pedagogy lies not only in developing students’ technical skills
but also in helping them to recover a deeper sense of curiosity and critical inquiry

within artistic practice. What the teacher said was confirmed by a student.

University teachers are not like YIKAO teachers, they seldom go to do model
paintings, so I hope that the teacher goes to do the guidance in the beginning,
for example, in teaching sketching or whatever, the teacher goes to do a
demonstration painting, in fact, that one is the most effective in terms of

progress. (FA-S2)

FA-S2's reference to the desire for teachers to “guide” and “demonstrate”, especially
in terms of technical progress, and the emphasis on model drawing as the most
effective, suggests that students are still accustomed to learning through teacher-
demonstration and student-imitation. This is the main way in which high schools are
trained for exams, with the aim of producing standardised work and achieving specific
skills, rather than independent exploration. The fact that students are particularly
sensitive to technological advances suggests that they equate art learning with
technological advancement, ignoring the greater emphasis on conceptual development
and training at the level of thinking in university art education mentioned by the
teacher above. This means that the inhibiting effect of test-based education on students'
critical thinking persists and manifests itself in the early years of university in the form
of a reliance on standard answers and a lack of confidence in individual judgement.
Other students have also mentioned that they are affected by YIKAO when it comes

to their university coursework
We in Guangxi like bright colours for our art exam grading, so I got a higher
grade in YIKAO for bright colours than my friend who painted advanced grey.

(GD-S3)

(High-grade grey: refers to a colour preference for the college entrance examination

that is more popular in the Jiangsu and Zhejiang regions of China and is two separate
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colour preferences compared to the very bright colours in Guangxi mentioned in the

interviewer's account.)

Next, the student stated that his favourite artist's work was also motivated by a love of

colour,

I like Yang Liuqing's work because the colours are very strong, and I continue

to use these exaggerated and bright colours when I create my work. (GD-S3)

The interviews indicate that Yikao preparation not only shapes students’ technical
abilities but also stabilises their sense of what counts as “good” visual language. In
GD-S3’s account, “bright colours” are not merely a personal preference. They function
as a learnt evaluative rule formed through repeated exposure to scoring feedback and
comparison with peers. In other words, the Yikao operates as an institutional system
that converts aesthetic judgement into a predictable and measurable outcome. When
“high scores” become the primary indicator of quality, students have stronger
incentives to treat colour choice as a strategic decision aligned with assessment criteria,

rather than as an expressive or interpretive choice that requires justification.

This mechanism also helps explain why regional contrasts, such as Guangxi’s
preference for vivid palettes and the “high-grade grey” commonly used in Jiangsu and
Zhejiang, appear so prominently in students’ narratives. These differences are not
simply stylistic trends. They reflect how local training markets, teachers’ exemplars,
and examiner expectations converge into a recognisable visual template, which is
assumed to be more favourable for scoring. Students learn to reproduce a palette that
has been socially validated through past results, model answers, and teachers’
demonstrations. Over time, colour choice becomes normalised as common sense, SO
that “bright equals good” is no longer treated as a strategy but increasingly experienced
as an aesthetic truth. Once such preferences are formed through high-frequency
practice, they can enter university as entrenched habits. Higher education does not
automatically disrupt these habits, because students arrive with ready-made evaluative

standards shaped by external reward. This can reduce their motivation to raise critical
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questions, such as why they prefer a particular palette, what meanings or cultural
associations different colour systems may carry, and how alternative visual languages
might serve different purposes and audiences. As a result, the logic of preference,
repetition, and familiarity may displace a more reflective process of expanding visual
possibilities, examining assumptions, and testing interpretations across contexts. In
this sense, it becomes more difficult for students to engage in the open-ended and

critically informed learning that university-level art education expects.

However, it is worth noting that although most students believed the college entrance
examination limited their thinking, classroom observations revealed that some
students particularly those in fine art demonstrated a strong sense of self-exploration.
In both their creative work and class discussions, many expressed a desire to develop
their own style, questioned aesthetic standards, and engaged with deeper social issues
such as Alzheimer’s disease and gender equality. These behaviours reflect a more
advanced level of thinking, moving from simply critiquing past experiences to actively
exploring new possibilities. As one graphic design teacher explained, this shift stems

from their university learning experience:

Some students come from high school, and it’s especially obvious in their first
year. They can’t tell whether their own work is good or bad, they don’t have
their own judgment. If the teacher says it’s good, then it’s good. That’s because
this part was missing in their earlier education. But when they enter university,
we make this point clear. In university, they must learn to think and study

independently. It’s much better now. (GD1)

The teacher pointed out that first-year students often showed uncertainty about their
own ideas and tended to rely on teachers' evaluations, reflecting a dependent thinking
pattern. This closely aligns with how students themselves described the lingering
effects of exam-oriented thinking in the interviews. However, the teacher also
emphasised that university education especially during the first two years played a key
role in guiding students to think and learn independently. This analysis suggests that

while exam-driven thinking does have a lasting impact on students’ cognition, higher
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education offers a corrective effect. Through open and critical classroom practices,
students can gradually break away from habitual thinking patterns, leading to positive
changes in their cognitive structure. It indicates that in more exploratory and open
university art classrooms, students are increasingly able to overcome the limitations
imposed by exam-based training, rebuild a critical perspective, and develop more
individualised forms of expression. Thus, it is demonstrated that university education

practices exert a positive influence on the development of critical thinking.

Another student mentioned the different university application systems in Western

countries:

For the application, you need to prepare a portfolio, which is interesting. It’s
not just about drawing a picture, but about doing research and thinking through

things. (GD-S6)

From the students’ perspective, the Western portfolio system requires applicants not
only to present finished works but also to demonstrate the processes of idea generation,
experimentation, and reflection. This approach fosters critical thinking by cultivating
habits of inquiry and justification: students must explain why they selected a particular
theme, how they developed it, and what message or viewpoint they wished to convey.
In doing so, they are encouraged to regard art as a form of argument or dialogue rather
than as a purely technical display. In this way, the structure of the portfolio itself
provides a foundation for self-reflection, originality, and interpretive analysis before
students even enter higher education. By contrast, the YIKAO in China reflects a

different educational logic. As one interviewed teacher emphasised:

The YIKAO should not be understood as a limitation. Given China’s large
population, examinations play a crucial role in selecting students quickly and

in a measurable way. China needs a fair and efficient method of identifying

talent. (GD4)
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From this perspective, the examination reflects both the realities of Chinese
educational governance and wider social expectations. The comparison suggests that
the Western portfolio system more directly fosters critical thinking through reflection
and interpretation, but its success relies on smaller applicant pools, institutional
resources, and cultural traditions that value personal expression. In contrast,
the YIKAO ensures large-scale access and comparability, yet neglects critical
engagement. This highlights that admissions systems are not neutral mechanisms but
cultural products embodying specific educational values. Therefore, for Chinese
higher art education, the challenge lies in exploring how reflective and critical
dimensions can gradually be integrated into a system that must continue to balance

efficiency with fairness.

In summary, the YIKAO system has had a profound and continuous impact on the
development of students' critical thinking. Exam-oriented training not only shapes
students' understanding of art forms and standards on a technical level, but also
reinforces dependent thinking and the pursuit of uniform answers on a cognitive and
psychological level. This inertia does not automatically dissolve at the university level,
but rather limits students' active exposure to multiple perspectives and critical issues
and their ability to think critically in a more open and exploratory learning
environment. Although some students begin to show in-depth thinking about their own
style, social issues and the nature of art in higher education, the skill orientation,
template reliance and single evaluation formed by the art examination system still
constitutes an important challenge to the teaching of critical thinking in colleges and

universities.

6.1.2 Passive Learning and the Limitation of Classroom Interaction

Although in the previous section the teacher GD1 mentioned that university courses
give students more freedom of thought and expression to help them make up for their
high school knowledge of art, this is more often the case in practical courses such as

illustration, typography, graphic design, information design, and special student-
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centred courses. However, art history appreciation classes, which are theoretical
classes that explore in detail important eras, genres, and artists in art history, and the
historical, cultural, and social contexts surrounding their creation, continue to follow
the traditional teacher-centred teaching model. I conducted an observational study of
an art history appreciation course (the content of the course and the instructor were the
same for different majors). The following is an excerpt from a dialogue between one

of the instructors and his students in the course,

The teacher asked:

Do any of the students know who the founder of Impressionism was? What

painters belonged to the Impressionists? (Observation, Fine art teacher)

After a brief pause, several students whispered answers such as “Manet, Monet.” The

teacher then followed up:

What are their masterpieces? (Observation, Fine art teacher)

Students replied:

Impression, Sunrise; Water Lilies. (Observation, Fine art students)

Excerpts from classroom dialogues clearly showed that teaching and learning in these
environments was largely based on closed question-and-answer interactions. Teachers
typically asked factual questions, such as naming the founders of Impressionism or
identifying well-known works, and students responded with short, quiet phrases. Such
exchanges rarely reflected deeper reflection or personal interpretation. This approach
reflects a knowledge retrieval learning model in which students passively receive
information and internalise it through memory. As Prince (2004) point out, this passive
learning environment fails to develop critical skills such as interpreting artefacts or
engaging in thoughtful discussion. A key limitation of this model is the lack of problem

awareness i.e. the ability to identify, formulate and explore meaningful questions.
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According to Paul and Elder (2014), critical thinking goes beyond analysing or
evaluating information and begins with the ability to identify problems and ask
substantive questions. Without this foundation, students tend to develop only surface-
level understanding with limited potential for deeper reflection (Chin & Osborne,

2008).

As discussed in section 5.3.2, both students and teachers agreed that critical thinking
was at the heart of art criticism, and that this involves more than just setting out facts,
but also interpreting and evaluating judgements (Barrett, 2012). Facione (1990)
similarly argues that critical thinking involves analysing causality and underlying logic,
rather than just recalling information. Students ask questions such as ‘Why were these
artefacts created in this way?’ or questions like "Why were these artworks created in
this way? Or ‘What values underpin this style?” Begin to make such inferences.
However, when classroom instruction lacks thematic scaffolding or space for inquiry,
students often fail to develop an understanding of the question. As a result, classroom
discussions remain limited to recalling facts rather than evolving into critical dialogue

(Kuhn, 1999). This was confirmed in the interviews,

The professional foundation consists of theory and software courses. The

theory stuff is basically textbook generalisations. (GD-S6)

Students also realised the importance of classroom initiative,

And I think one thing that's not so good is that most of the theory courses he
won't let us prep. For example, today we are going to study classicalism, I hope
the teacher will tell us that we will study this in the next class, so we can learn
something about it and do some data analysis. This way, when he talks about

it, I think it will make me accept the support more quickly and understand it

more deeply. (FA-S6)

Student FA-S6 expressed dissatisfaction with the lack of autonomy in her theory

classes, noting that “we’re not asked to do any preparation.” She hoped that teachers
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would inform students of the next session’s content in advance, so that she could be
cognitively prepared beforehand. This comment reflects the linear and didactic nature
of traditional teaching in many theory courses, where knowledge is transmitted one-
way from teacher to student, leaving little room for prior conceptual engagement or
anticipatory thinking. The development of critical thinking requires students to
approach learning with questions in mind, allowing them to compare meanings and
reconstruct understanding through active judgment during the lesson. However, under
the current model where there is no preparation, no questioning, and only direct
instruction students are confined to the teacher’s predefined path of understanding,
rather than being encouraged to challenge ideas or initiate intellectual inquiry. From
both a curricular and institutional design perspective, integrating task-based
preparatory activities into theory courses may offer a valuable opportunity to enhance
the development of critical thinking. It would allow students to build prior knowledge,

formulate questions, and approach classroom content with greater critical engagement.

Although traditional classrooms are often dominated by didactic instruction and
teacher authority structures that tend to suppress interaction and questioning, this does
not imply that students lack critical thinking abilities. Rather, as shown in the
interviews presented in Section 5.3, some students demonstrated a notable capacity for
critical reflection, particularly in the context of art criticism. For example, they were
not only able to identify the formal features of artworks, but also actively explored the
underlying cultural and social meanings. This suggests that traditional teaching
structures do not eliminate students’ critical potential; rather, they suppress it within
specific classroom contexts. A student in graphic design offered an illustration of this
dynamic. She explained that while theoretical classes allowed her to passively absorb
knowledge from textbooks, her creative work often triggered internal debates and

critical doubt:
When I engage in my own creation, I question my ideas and my work. But if

don’t want to think, I can just sit and listen in theory class and learn from the

book. (GD-S2)
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She further described how social and cultural expectations discouraged open

classroom interaction:

Sometimes I argue with myself silently. I build a point based on the teacher’s
view, then I contradict it myself. While the teacher moves on to the next topic,

I’m still in my own debate. (GD-S2)

GD-S2’s account reveals a phenomenon: within traditional classroom settings, critical
thinking is not absent. Rather than suspending judgement or accepting the teacher’s
views as definitive, she continues to evaluate, revise, and counter arguments through
what she describes as “arguing with myself silently.” This suggests that her critical
thinking operates primarily as an internal cognitive activity rather than as overt
classroom participation. As Biggs (2003) notes, within Confucian-influenced
educational cultures, students often prioritise self-restraint and self-regulation in order
to maintain social harmony, rather than expressing disagreement through public
confrontation. In Chinese classroom contexts that emphasise order, respect for
authority, and collective harmony, openly questioning a teacher may be perceived as
disrupting the flow of teaching or causing others to lose face. Under such conditions,
GD-S2’s choice to conduct her reasoning internally should not be interpreted as a lack
of evaluative capacity, but as a culturally shaped response to the norms governing

classroom interaction.

By contrast, Western traditions of critical thinking have tended to privilege

externalised practices ( Facione,1990) , critical thinking has frequently been

conceptualised as something that becomes visible through questioning, argumentation,
and participation in discussion. As a result, critical engagement is often assessed
through verbal articulation and public reasoning. This raises an important question as
to whether internalised forms of critique are recognised as critical thinking. From the
perspective of Paul and Elder’s (2006) framework, however, GD-S2’s “silent thinking”
still clearly engages the core mechanisms of critical thinking, particularly self-
monitoring, assumption testing, and reflective judgement. Her repeated construction

and rejection of arguments demonstrates an active evaluation of information and an
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ongoing examination of logical consistency between competing viewpoints. The
absence of public expression does not negate the presence of critical reasoning; rather,
it indicates that this reasoning remains at an individual level rather than being

translated into collective dialogue.

Notably, GD-S2 reported that she was able to question her ideas more freely during
her own creative practice. This contrast highlights the role of context in shaping how
critical thinking is expressed. Creative work afforded her greater autonomy and carried
lower social risk than formal classroom discussion. Within this space, critical thinking
no longer needed to conform to classroom hierarchies or interactional norms, allowing
her to focus more openly on purpose, problems, and meaning. This contrast
underscores the importance of pedagogical environments that recognise culturally
situated forms of critical thinking and provide multiple avenues for its expression,

rather than equating criticality solely with verbal participation.

Not all participants regarded the traditional classroom model as purely restrictive. For
example, one graphic design student explained that she preferred teacher-centred

instruction, as it enabled her to receive more structured guidance:

I like the traditional classroom because the teacher’s explanations are clear,

and I can directly learn more information from them (GD-S5).

From her perspective, the teacher’s authority provided a sense of direction and
efficiency, ensuring that a large amount of content could be covered within a relatively
short time. This suggests that while teacher-led classrooms may restrict opportunities
for open-ended discussion, some students valued the clarity, structure, and sense of
security that such environments provide. Clear and well-organised explanations can
reduce cognitive load and establish a shared conceptual framework, allowing students
to focus on understanding the reasoning, subsequent content, and possible alternatives.
Moreover, a structured teaching style ensures equal access to core ideas, which can
then be reinvested in short, targeted critique activities. In this sense, authority is not

necessarily an obstacle to dialogue but rather a scaffold that stabilises the knowledge
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base and standards of evidence, enabling subsequent critical engagement to become

more rigorous and inclusive.

6.1.3 Restrictive Assessment and the Suppression of Individual Thinking

As emphasised in the teacher interviews in Chapter 4 teacher generally viewed critical
thinking not merely as a cognitive skill but as a socially oriented way of thinking. Its
core objective, they suggested, is to guide students in understanding social phenomena,
reflecting on cultural issues, and participating in public discourse through artistic

creation. As one teacher noted,

Students need not only to analyse, but also to learn how to express their

responses to reality through their work. (GD1)

However, in actual teaching practice, this strong emphasis on the social function of art
can unintentionally create a new form of normative pressure. During an observed
graphic design class, a teacher responded to a student’s design project, an urban village
survival guide by stating, “You’re not making a decorative piece; you’re designing a
visual guide to social space.” The teacher went on to stress that the purpose of design
should be “to deliver important information to the audience, rather than being just
visually appealing.” Throughout the session, the teacher repeatedly asked questions
such as, “What information do you want the audience to gain about the urban village?”
and “What is the social stance of this design?” While these questions encouraged
students to consider the social impact of their work, they also appeared to reinforce a

narrow evaluative framework centred on whether the work addressed real-world issues.

In a fine art class, one student chose to explore themes of anxiety and psychological
stress. Her work used data visualisation and emotionally charged visual language to
highlight the mental strain young people face in social relationships. This observation
illustrates how students attempt to connect personal experiences with broader social

issues, reflecting the social awareness.
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During the critique, however, the teacher shifted the focus towards the purpose of art

and its communicative function:

Critique is important, but it can’t stop at emotional outpouring. Art should also
be directive; do you want your audience to resonate with your work or be

awakened by it? (Observation, Fine art teacher)

This feedback encouraged the student to move beyond self-expression towards
considering the social impact of art, however the student defended the expressive

power of emotion, emphasising immediacy and honesty:

I think emotional expression is the most honest form of feedback, especially
when using strong colour contrasts that immediately convey conflict and
pressure to the viewer. (Observation, Fine art student)
The exchange demonstrates a tension between emotional expression and critical social
reflection. In this teaching atmosphere, student work is often strongly steered towards
social issue-based themes, while other forms of expression, those that are more
individual, abstract, or experimental may become marginalised. Some students

acknowledged in interviews that they had adapted to this implicit expectation:

If you want a high mark, you must make something with social

significance. (FA-S5)

This suggests that although teachers aimed to foster critical thinking by encouraging
responses to social issues, when this becomes the dominant criterion for assessment,
it can restrict students’ creative exploration. In doing so, it may undermine the

openness and diversity that are essential to critical thinking.

Classroom observations and interview data suggest that when pedagogical values
become embedded in grading preferences, students’ creative choices are notably
constrained, limiting the development of critical thinking. As graphic design student

remarked:
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The main theme must be healthy; it must be upward... if it’s not, it just

won’t be recognised. (GD-S2)

Although the teacher emphasised the importance of critical thinking and the social
function of art, certain elements influencing critical thinking when applied as
assessment criteria for works. Encouraging students to respond to social issues can
indeed activate key elements of thought such as purpose, meaning, and point of view
(Paul & Elder, 2014). Under such guidance, students consider what their work aims to
achieve, which audiences it addresses, and what social impacts it may generate. In this
sense, socially oriented assessment has the potential to strengthen students’ awareness
of responsibility, relevance, and public significance. However, classroom observations
and interview data indicate that when this orientation becomes embedded in grading
preferences, it may also constrain other core dimensions of critical thinking. As GD-
S2 noted, “the theme must be healthy,” which reveals how a particular value stance is
normalised within the curriculum and, in turn, shapes students’ implicit assumptions
about what counts as legitimate artistic inquiry. Rather than encouraging students to
question values, the assessment framework quietly prescribes them.At the same time,
such an approach can undermine the intellectual standards of breadth, depth, and
fairness. Students may be discouraged from exploring alternative perspectives,
marginalised experiences, or emotionally complex realities. As a result, critical
thinking becomes oriented towards compliance rather than inquiry. Students learn to
anticipate evaluative expectations and adjust their creative decisions, accordingly,

prioritising thematic safety over interpretive risk or conceptual challenge.

Some students pointed out that, to achieve high marks, they often must cater to the

personal preferences of different teachers. As one student explained:

Each teacher likes different things. Some prefer topics about technology
and social development. So, with every new class, you must adjust your
work to fit what they like, to produce something they think is good. It

feels like I’'m a painter creating a commissioned piece. (FA-SS5)
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Like GD-S2’s experience, fine art students’ accounts also reveal an imbalance of
evaluative power between teachers and students. However, this imbalance operates
differently in fine art and graphic design. In graphic design, students often need to
anticipate teachers’ preferences regarding social themes, value orientations, and visual
strategies to ensure that their work meets expectations of “appropriate” or “correct”
expression. In this context, power is mainly exercised through teachers’ authority to
define the goals and expected effects of a design outcome. As a result, students’ critical
thinking can be channelled into a strategic form of reasoning, focused on adjusting
creative decisions within an established framework to gain approval. This reduces the
likelihood that students will question the evaluative standards themselves, and instead
encourages them to concentrate on how to respond to those standards as effectively as

possible.

By contrast, in fine art, teacher—student power relations are more strongly expressed
through interpretive authority and value judgement. Because fine art practice
foregrounds personal expression, emotional depth, and artistic positioning, while
evaluative criteria remain relatively open, teachers’ personal aesthetic orientations,
artistic beliefs, and professional experiences can easily become implicit benchmarks
for judgement. When “good work” is understood by students as work that aligns with
a particular teacher’s artistic temperament or value position, evaluative power
becomes highly personalised. In such an environment, students often find it difficult
to determine whether conceptual depth, formal exploration, or alignment with a
teacher’s aesthetic preference is the decisive factor. This uncertainty is not necessarily
produced by overt suppression, but by the ambiguity of assessment criteria, which can
lead students to adjust their self-expression to fit authoritative expectations. Taken
together, these two contexts weaken the intellectual standards of fairness and
consistency within critical thinking (Paul & Elder, 2014). In both settings, students
struggle to test their reasoning against clear, publicly discussable criteria. Instead, they
are pushed to shift their evaluative focus from whether the work is justified and

reasonable to whether the teacher approves of it.
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A graphic design teacher also acknowledged this concern, stating:

We focus on the result. I personally believe the students are quite active,
but there isn’t a space for development where things aren’t judged as right
or wrong. After all, we operate under a points-based system. No matter
how we teach, in the end, we still must assign marks. And once marking

is involved, there’s always a judgement of good or bad. (GD2)

This implies that teachers are also aware of this, while at the same time being
constrained by the teaching system. As GD2 admits, “No matter how we teach, in the
end we still have to assign marks.” Even when teachers recognise the value of
encouraging open expression, they remain limited by rigid assessment frameworks.
Therefore, reforming result-oriented evaluation systems and creating platforms where
expression is not solely driven by marks is a crucial step towards fostering genuine

critical thinking in art education.

Overall, Exam-oriented classrooms, teacher-led instruction, and limited creative
opportunities are closely linked and mutually reinforcing. Exam-driven assessment
pushes students towards correct, standardised answers and shifts learning from
meaning-making to score attainment. Within critical thinking, the question element is
narrowed to “what is correct” rather than “what is worth exploring,” which reduces
opportunities to identify and test the assumptions behind artistic judgement. This logic
also strengthens teacher authority, so students rely more on given interpretations than
on comparing viewpoints or justifying their own readings with evidence. As a result,
key intellectual standards such as breadth, depth, and fairness are often displaced by
technical accuracy and compliance. At the same time, some participants noted
practical benefits. Teacher-led structures can provide clear content, strong discipline,
and efficient coverage of core material. These reflections suggest that although exam
culture, authority, and limited dialogue constrain critical thinking, structured guidance
can still serve as a starting point for more reflective and participatory learning, if
questioning, justification, and alternative interpretation are gradually normalised in

classroom routines.
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6.2 Current critical thinking Pedagogical Approaches in Art

Education

Although the traditional Chinese classroom teaching model, as mentioned in the
previous section, is usually teacher-centred, dominated by rote learning, with limited
teacher-student interaction, and as such can pose a challenge to the development of
critical thinking, many teachers in the interviews mentioned that schools are beginning
to recognise the limitations of the traditional classroom and are adopting alternative
teaching strategies. The flipped classroom model has received particular attention in
the field of higher arts education, and it was mentioned by many of my participants.
The flipped classroom is often defined as a student-centred learning model in which
students learn the basics on their own through materials such as videos prior to the
class, and class time is spent primarily on interaction, discussion, and hands-on
activities (Bishop & Verleger 2013). One teacher explained what a flipped classroom

entails:

Before, during, and after class are all combined into one. Then before the
class, I might jot down the points I'm going to teach my students ahead
of time, so they're prepared before the class. Have him study first, find
the information on his own, and then take the initiative to learn about the

lesson. And then have him bring the prepared information to class. (GD1)

This teacher's account reflects a fundamental shift from the traditional lecture-based
delivery to a scenario where students are exposed to content prior to class and use class
time for deeper exploration and application. This approach echoes Bergmann and
Sams' (2012) definition of flipped learning: shifting instruction to a personal learning
space and transforming the classroom into a dynamic and interactive learning
environment. By requiring students to research and prepare before class, the teacher
creates opportunities for independent learning, a key component of critical thinking.
When students take the initiative to gather information, evaluate resources, and enter

the classroom well-prepared to participate in discussions, they actively engage in the
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cognitive processes of interpreting, analysing, and reasoning. Explained in terms of
Paul and Elder's (2006) model, this approach to teaching and learning supports the
development of multiple elements of thinking, particularly information, concepts and
reasoning. Students are encouraged to independently identify and select relevant
content and to apply this knowledge in class discussions - thus actively constructing
meaning through reasoning, rather than passively receiving content as in a traditional
classroom. At the same time the flipped classroom model compensates for the type of
learning discussed in the previous subsection in which students mentioned the lack of

preview in the traditional classroom.

Another teacher, who specialised in information design, emphasised the role of flipped
classroom practices in strengthening students’ ability to gather and process

information. As he explained,

I just tell students to find the information themselves. For example, if you
want to create an infographic about the artist Zaha Hadid, you’ll need to

consult many websites, academic papers, images, and so on. (GD3).

In the interview within Chapter 5.1.1, the teacher emphasised how information
gathering shapes students' creative processes. however, his comments here reveal how
this emphasis is deliberately embedded within the flipped classroom approach. This
process requires students to collect information from multiple perspectives before
class, assess its relevance to the task, and establish criteria for excluding irrelevant
content. For example, if the project involves creating an infographic about Zaha Hadid,
the core task would focus on her upbringing, educational background, and architectural
contributions. Peripheral details, no matter how engaging, must be discarded if they
do not align with the learning objectives. This filtering process reflects the application
of purpose and relevance as described by Paul and Elder (2014): guiding students to
clarify their investigative goals and use these goals as the basis for judging information.
In doing so, they also practise evaluating assumptions, such as why certain
biographical details matter, as well as assessing different accounts of her career and

inferring which materials best convey her significance. Once this information has been
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gathered, the task shifts towards initial understanding and analysis. Here, interpretation
goes beyond summarising factual content to considering its meaning, for instance, how
Hadid’s education and cultural background shaped her distinctive architectural style.
This reflects a transition from descriptive thinking to what Paul and Elder refer to as
interpretive judgement. Within this shift, students not only grasp conceptual content

but also articulate its significance within a broader framework.

Another teacher referred to the classroom as a good place for problem solving, noting:

Students finish gathering information and come to class with questions.
The focus of the classroom is on problem solving. The classroom is no
longer just a place to impart knowledge; it becomes a space for problem

solving and responding to problems. (GD1)

This teacher realised that when students encountered ambiguous or inconsistent
concepts in their independent research, this signalled the discovery of a problem,
which is one of the elements from which critical thinking emerges. Rather than
providing predetermined answers, the teacher encouraged students to confront their
own uncertainties and bring them into the classroom for discussion. From a
constructivist and critical thinking perspective, this approach encourages students to
use questions as a starting point for deeper reflection and reasoning. In the words of
Paul and Elder (2006), this process activates elements such as issues, concepts and
clarity. Students not only explore factual content, but also identify gaps in
understanding, ask meaningful questions, and refine conceptual frameworks through
dialogue and reflection. In addition, this form of instruction redefines the role of the
teacher as a facilitator of understanding rather than the sole source of knowledge. It
positions the classroom as a collaborative problem-solving environment where the
teacher's expertise can help students cope with complex problems rather than merely
imparting content. This dynamic mechanism reinforces the development of students'

intellectual autonomy and reflective judgement - core attributes of critical thinkers.
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6.2.1 Pedagogical Dilemmas

While flipped classrooms are designed to foster autonomy and critical thinking, it's
essential to acknowledge that not all students may find this approach conducive to their

learning. One student expressed:

Flipped classrooms are indeed a good practice, but we are all very anxious,
especially when I must present in front of others. I cannot hear anything
anyone else is saying. I only feel relieved once I’ve finished my own task.

(GD-S5)

This emotion highlights the role of affective barriers. The anxiety students experience
during public speaking and peer assessment may overshadow the intended benefits of
active learning and critical engagement. Research has shown that emotional factors
such as anxiety and lack of confidence can significantly affect students’ ability to think
critically. For example, Brookfield (2011) emphasised that students’ emotional states
play a crucial role in their capacity for critical thinking. When students are immersed
in fear or anxiety, their cognitive resources are diverted, making it difficult for them
to process information deeply or to engage in reflective thought. As mentioned in the
previous subsection, the student who preferred traditional classrooms illustrates that
the success of flipped classroom methods largely depends on students’ self-regulation
and motivation to learn. Without sufficient support and scaffolding, this may result in
only superficial participation, where the main goal becomes task completion rather

than meaningful learning.

Although Section 6.1 emphasised the negative impact of traditional classrooms on the
development of critical thinking, the pedagogical challenges faced by teachers extend
beyond these structural constraints. Many educators reported that even when they
attempted to introduce more open approaches, such as the flipped classroom, they

encountered tensions that limited their effectiveness. As one design teacher observed:
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No matter how free the classroom may appear, it ultimately comes back to the

final grading mechanism. (GD2)

This illustrates a recurring dilemma: while innovative pedagogies encourage student
autonomy, collaboration, and critical engagement, assessment practices remain tied to
rigid standards that prioritise technical execution and measurable outcomes. As a result,
teachers find themselves negotiating between institutional demands for standardised
performance and their own aspirations to foster critical and independent thinking. This
contradiction highlights that the challenge is not simply shifting from traditional to
innovative methods, but rather reconciling teaching aims with the structures of

assessment systems.

Many students have been deeply influenced by traditional examination-oriented
education, in which success depends on reproducing existing knowledge and meeting
teachers’ expectations. When teachers attempt to introduce critical thinking tasks, such
as open discussion or independent research, students often feel uncertain or even
resistant. As noted in the previous subsection by graphic design student GD-SS5,

another student also referred to this issue:

I mentioned this problem in the dormitory. One person resisted. It wasn’t that
they objected to the format itself, they were simply afraid of speaking out, just
social anxiety, they were afraid of everyone’s attention being on them. (GD-

S2)

This resistance suggests that pedagogical innovation is not only about changing
classroom methods but also about reshaping students’ learning habits and expectations.
Unless these underlying attitudes are addressed, attempts to foster critical thinking may
remain superficial, as students will continue to rely on the strategies that feel safer

within an assessment-driven culture.

A further dilemma lies in the structural rigidity of institutional curricula. Several

teachers, including design teacher GD1 and GD2 as well as fine art teacher FA2,
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pointed out that the university operates with fixed teaching requirements and pre-
determined course structures. These frameworks leave little space for pedagogical
flexibility, making it difficult to introduce activities specifically designed to foster
students’ critical thinking. Even when teachers recognise the importance of cultivating
critical engagement, they are constrained by the pressure to cover prescribed content,
adhere to timetabled modules, and meet standardised assessment expectations. As a
result, the cultivation of critical thinking often becomes marginalised or subordinated
to technical training and syllabus completion. This dilemma highlights a systemic
tension: while critical thinking is widely acknowledged as an educational priority,
institutional regulations and rigid scheduling significantly reduce the scope for its
meaningful integration into everyday teaching. Therefore, in response to the above

three dilemmas, I proposed the future direction.

Although the flipped classroom was the teaching strategy most frequently mentioned
in the interviews, participants rarely referred to other approaches commonly discussed
in the literature, such as reflective pedagogy, problem-based learning, project-based
learning, and studio-based learning. This pattern is not simply a matter of individual
preference. Rather, it reflects how pedagogical innovations become intelligible and

practicable only under cultural and institutional conditions.

One possible explanation is that the flipped classroom aligns more closely with the
dominant teaching logic in Chinese higher education, where teaching is often
organised around efficiency, curriculum coverage, and examination outcomes. The
flipped model enables teachers to maintain stronger control over pacing and
knowledge boundaries, while still demonstrating the advantages associated with
student agency and critical engagement. In other words, it can be implemented as an
adjustment of instructional sequence, with students conducting research before class
and teachers consolidating and building knowledge during class. Within a Confucian
influenced educational tradition, teacher authority and structured guidance are often
regarded as legitimate and, at times, necessary conditions for effective learning. In this
sense, the flipped classroom may be perceived as a culturally safer form of autonomous

learning.

210



By contrast, problem-based learning, project based learning, and reflective pedagogies
were mentioned less frequently because they often depend on a learning culture that
legitimises uncertainty, sustained inquiry, and the negotiation of meaning. Their
assessment practices also tend to reward the quality of process, argumentation, and
interpretation, rather than the rapid production of expected answers (Hmelo Silver,
2004; Savery, 2006). However, in many Chinese university settings, students’ prior
educational experiences, especially exam-oriented schooling, can foster risk avoidance
and a preference for clearly defined criteria of success. Under such conditions, inquiry-
based approaches can easily be reduced to task completion rather than genuine inquiry,
because students may prioritise how to achieve high grades instead of testing
assumptions, exploring alternative perspectives, or challenging existing frameworks.
This does not necessarily indicate a lack of student capability. Rather, it is an expected
consequence when inquiry-based pedagogy is introduced into an assessment system

that still privileges correctness, efficiency, and teacher defined standards.

Reflective pedagogy faces similar constraints. In many Western traditions, reflection
is understood as a dialogic practice in which learners articulate uncertainty, examine
assumptions, and make their reasoning visible (Brookfield, 2017; Schon, 1983). In
Chinese classrooms, however, reflection is more commonly interpreted as a private
form of self-improvement or moral cultivation rather than public argumentation. This
cultural framing can make reflective activities appear more like an individual
disposition than a structured pedagogical method. In other words, reflection may exist
in practice, but it is not necessarily recognised by teachers as a distinct category within

their professional vocabulary.

Studio based learning shows a further contrast across disciplines. In fine art, studio
pedagogy is often treated as an established default rather than an innovation worthy of
being named, which may explain why fine art teachers did not present it as a deliberate
strategy. In graphic design, however, studio-based learning requires infrastructural and
organisational conditions, including time, space, a culture of critique, and iterative

feedback cycles. These conditions are difficult to realise fully within large classes or
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time compressed, outcome-oriented modules (Orr & Shreeve, 2018). Moreover, design
curricula in China often require students to demonstrate functionality, which can lead
studio critique to focus on appropriateness and communicative effectiveness rather
than open ended conceptual exploration. In this context, one design tutor noted that
studio-based learning in graphic design remained at a preparatory stage (GD1),
because it requires not only curricular reform but also broader cultural and institutional

shifts in how critique, risk taking, and evaluative authority are organised and regulated.

In addition, the discussion of flipped classroom experience in this section mainly
comes from graphic design participants. This does not mean that fine art lacks critical
teaching practice. It reflects differences in task structure and assessment logic across
the two disciplines. Graphic design is usually organised around external briefs, user
needs, and measurable criteria, so the staged process of a flipped classroom is more
visible to both teachers and students. Fine art places more emphasis on open questions,
personal position, and meaning generation. Related critical activity is often embedded
in studio dialogue and reflective making and is not always labelled as a flipped
classroom approach.The two disciplines also differ in how questions are framed. Fine
art students more often use exploratory and open questions to drive their work, such
as why a particular visual metaphor is chosen or how conflicting experience can be
expressed. Graphic design students are more often constrained by externally defined
goals, such as brand positioning, audience feedback, and delivery standards. This
difference suggests that the focus of critical thinking is not the same across the two
fields. Fine art places greater emphasis on questioning assumptions, standpoint, and
meaning. Graphic design places greater emphasis on comparing options under
constraints, justifying trade-offs, and improving decisions. In short, flipped classroom
practice is easier to standardise in graphic design, while in fine art it requires stronger

reflective scaffolding and process-based assessment.

6.3 Conclusion

In this chapter, I discussed teacher-centred classrooms, exam-oriented teaching,

outcome-focused assessment, and strict evaluation systems. These structures limit
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students’ opportunities to raise genuine questions, challenge underlying assumptions,
construct personal meaning, and apply intellectual standards such as breadth, depth,
and fairness in Paul and Elder’s framework (2006, 2014). Instead, reasoning is often
reduced to technical accuracy, repetition of accepted knowledge, and strategic

compliance with assessment criteria.

At the same time, I argued that the introduction of flipped classroom practice shows
strong potential for activating critical thinking processes. It requires students to gather,
select, interpret, and reorganise information, and therefore engages key elements such
as clear purpose, relevance judgement, interpretation, and reflective self-monitoring.
It also creates space for dialogue, collaborative enquiry, and iterative decision-making.
However, I also found that its effectiveness is still constrained by deeply rooted
assumptions of teacher authority, rigid curriculum structures, and assessment systems
that reward conformity and predictable outcomes. As a result, critical thinking in
flipped classrooms often remains within narrow boundaries. Students may improve
information-processing skills, but opportunities to take risks, challenge assumptions,
and construct open-ended meaning remain limited. In addition, the limited use of
reflective pedagogy, problem-based learning, and studio enquiry suggests that forms
of critical thinking that depend on uncertainty, negotiated meaning, and evaluative
autonomy are difficult to sustain within the current institutional and cultural

framework.

Overall, Chinese higher visual arts courses offer more room for development in
elements such as information search and selection, relevance testing, and interpretation
within clearly structured tasks. In other words, under current conditions, procedural
and analytical operations are easier to cultivate than independent judgement and open-
ended critical thinking. These findings suggest that teaching reform alone is not
enough. Broader change is needed in assessment practice, classroom power relations,
and assumptions about learning success. This chapter therefore provides an important
foundation for the recommendations in the next chapter. It highlights the need to
embed reflective reasoning explicitly in teaching and assessment, and to value learning

processes alongside final outcomes.
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Chapter 7: Conclusions and Recommendations

This conclusion chapter aims to demonstrate the contributions of this research,
synthesising key findings and discussions. Whilst the preceding chapters focused on
detailed analyses of teacher and student interview observations, this section combines
these threads to offer fresh insights into the understanding, application, and teaching
of critical thinking within China's higher education in visual arts. The conclusions
drawn extend beyond the immediate context of artistic creation, criticism, and
pedagogy, reaching into the broader discourse on cultivating higher-order thinking

within Chinese higher education.

This chapter revisits the three guiding research questions and synthesises the resulting
implications. These form the basis for recommendations addressed to educators and
institutions seeking to better integrate critical thinking into visual arts curricula.
Concurrently, this chapter provides space for reflection on the methodological choices
made within this research, acknowledging both their strengths and limitations. It
considers the broader implications of the study and identifies areas for further
investigation that could build upon the foundations laid here. Finally, I reflected upon
my personal and professional learning during the project and how this process

transformed my understanding as a researcher and teacher.

7.1 Summary of Key Findings to Address the Research Questions
The primary research findings are summarised based on Chapters 4 to 6. Revisiting
these chapters is essential, as they address the three research questions while

highlighting the interconnectedness of these questions. Additionally, I will use

paragraph markers to distinguish the summaries of different sections.
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Table 7.1 Key Findings of Questionl

Key Findings of Questionl: Findings: Summary of Students’ and Teachers’

Conceptions of Critical Thinking

Developmental

Trajectory

Framework &

Orientation

Contextual Influences

Differences &

Complementarity

Students

From
judgement/evaluation
— reflection, problem
identification,
perspective-taking
Linked to fairness,
multiple viewpoints,
deeper analysis (Paul &
Elder)

Shaped by family
authority, hierarchy,
social media,
intercultural dialogue,
and classroom practices
Grounded in everyday
contexts (authority,

peers, media)

Teachers

More comprehensive
due to professional and

life experience

CT tied to values,
ethics, culture, and

social critique

Embedded in social
relationships and

cultural norms,

Broader, socially

oriented perspectives
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7.2 Research question 1

How are the perceptions of critical thinking among Chinese higher visual arts students

and teachers shaped by their educational experiences? (See Table 7.1 for a summary)

7.2.1 Students’ Understanding of Critical Thinking and Perceived Means of

Acquisition

Students’ understanding of critical thinking followed a developmental trajectory: from
a narrow focus on judgement and evaluation to a broader grasp of reflection, problem
identification, and perspective-taking. This shift from limited evaluative thinking
towards more reflective and context-sensitive reasoning mirrored the developmental
stages described in King and Kitchener’s (2004) reflective judgement model. At the
same time, students’ emphasis on fairness, consideration of viewpoints, and deeper
analysis resonated with Paul and Elder’s (2014) intellectual standards, indicating that
their evolving conceptions were consistent with established critical thinking
frameworks. This suggested that participation in dialogue and educational practice

fostered deeper levels of understanding.

It was evident that students’ perspectives were shaped by the complex interplay of
cultural, social, and educational factors. Familial authority structures and hierarchical
norms often restricted independent judgement, showing that students’ capacity for
critical thinking was closely tied to broader traditions of respect and obedience.
Meanwhile, the social media environment exposed students both to misinformation
and to diverse viewpoints, creating a paradoxical space that simultaneously challenged
and sharpened critical thinking. Interpersonal and intercultural communication proved
particularly significant, as dialogue across different backgrounds prompted students to
reconsider assumptions and adopt more reflective positions. In the classroom, teaching
practices such as debate or exposure to multiple perspectives were regarded as

beneficial, though inconsistent implementation limited their impact.
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These findings suggested that the development of critical thinking in China could not
be understood solely from an individualistic or cognitive perspective; it was embedded
within wider cultural patterns, including hierarchy, conformity, and collective identity.
They also demonstrated how established critical thinking frameworks, developed
largely in Western contexts, could be reinterpreted through the lens of cultural
traditions and social interaction. Finally, they highlighted the practical challenge faced
by higher art education: cultivating critical thinking requires not only classroom

strategies but also conscious negotiation with broader social and familial expectations.

7.2.2 Teachers’ Understanding of Critical Thinking and Perceived Means of

Acquisition

By tracing how teachers employed purpose, assumptions, and information to construct
judgements through Paul and Elder’s (2014) framework, this study revealed their
multiple identities as educators, family members, and intermediaries within the socio-
cultural context. It highlighted how critical thinking was understood in relation to
values, social critique, and everyday decision-making. Teachers indicated that, within
the context of Chinese higher art education, critical thinking was conceived as a
practice rooted in social relationships and cultural norms rather than as a purely
technical or cognitive skill, thereby reflecting more strongly the elements of breadth
and fairness Paul and Elder’s (2014). This carried important pedagogical implications:
it suggested that cultivating critical thinking required not only training in logical
reasoning but also the creation of classroom environments where students could
examine values, question social assumptions, and connect their artistic practice with

broader cultural realities.

At the same time, differences emerged between teachers and students in their
understanding of critical thinking. One reason for this divergence was that teachers,
with richer professional and life experience, tended to adopt a more comprehensive
and socially grounded perspective, linking critical thinking to ethical, cultural, and
power-related issues. By contrast, students encountered critical thinking more directly

in their everyday negotiations with family expectations, digital environments, and
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classroom dynamics, which naturally narrowed their perspectives to matters of
authority, information, and peer interaction. Although such divergence might have
appeared to be a challenge, it also carried constructive potential. The coexistence of
teachers’ and students’ perspectives provided a complementary form: teachers
contributed broader, socially oriented frameworks that situated critical thinking within
questions of values, morality, and culture, while students offered grounded insights
drawn from their lived experiences of authority, digital media, and peer relationships.
These differences enabled a two-way learning process, encouraging students to expand
their vision beyond immediate experience and reminding teachers to connect abstract

ideals with the concrete contexts in which students thought and created.

7.3 Research question 2

How do students and teachers perceive the role of critical thinking in art? (See Table

7.2 for a summary)

7.3.1 Teachers’ Perspectives on Critical Thinking in Artistic Practice and Art
Criticism

Overall, teachers conceptualised critical thinking in art as a bridge between personal
experience, social awareness, and disciplinary knowledge. In artistic practice, they
emphasised that critical thinking enabled students to move beyond the execution of
technical skills, to use life experiences as conceptual resources, and to reframe
problems in ways that promoted originality. In art criticism, they positioned it as a
reflective and dialectical process, encouraging students to develop aesthetic standards
and values through analysis, comparison, and self-positioning rather than by relying
on subjective preference. Both graphic design and fine art teachers stressed that critical
thinking enhanced judgement by linking information, form, and meaning, combining

rational evaluation with cultural and ethical reflection.

Table 7.2 Key Findings of Question 2
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Key Findings of Question 2: Critical Thinking in Artistic Practice and Criticism

Students Teachers

Artistic Practice Transform experience into  Move beyond technical
themes; balance intuition skill; link personal
& reflection; fine art — experience, society &
expression, symbolism; discipline; fine art —
design — problem-solving, symbolism; design —
communication communication,

problem-solving

Art Criticism From description — Reflective, dialectical
interpretation; connect process; develop
intention, form, meaning; standards & values;
criticism feeds back into combine rational,
practice cultural & ethical

judgement

Disciplinary Sensitivity CT shaped by field: fine art CT shaped by field: fine
(emotion, metaphor), art (expression), design

design (analysis, audience ~ (communication,

focus) ractical solutions)
p

The significance of these views lay in how they extended critical thinking across
different disciplines, a framework that was particularly important in the context of
Chinese higher visual arts, where traditional pedagogy often emphasised technical
mastery and respect for authority. By framing critical thinking as a practice of
meaning-making, social critique, and informed evaluation, teachers suggested that art
education might shift towards more dialogical and reflective models. Furthermore,
differences were observed between fine art and design teachers: the former focused on
symbolism and personal expression, while the latter highlighted communication and
problem-solving. This underlined the need for discipline-sensitive pedagogies. Such
differences were not limitations but could serve as complementary strengths, offering

multiple pathways for embedding critical thinking into curricula. From the perspective
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of professional learning, these differences meant that students acquired different forms
of critical thinking training depending on their disciplinary pathway: fine art study
more readily fostered self-reflection and social awareness, whereas design study
emphasised analytical thinking and real-world problem-solving. Together, the two
approaches not only broadened students’ ways of thinking but also encouraged them
to combine conceptual innovation with practical communication in their future artistic
practice. This suggested that critical thinking in art education was not a singular goal
but a flexible capacity shaped by disciplinary characteristics, providing new insights

for curriculum development and interdisciplinary pedagogical reform.

7.3.2 Students’ Perspectives on Critical Thinking in Artistic Practice and Art

Criticism

In artistic creation, students demonstrated through their works how critical thinking
supported the transformation of personal experiences into artistic themes, while also
acknowledging the role of intuition and emotion. The tension between intuition and
reflection indicated that students viewed artistic thinking as a dynamic process, in
which emotional impulses could be deepened and reshaped through critical analysis.
This understanding highlighted the need for art education to integrate reflective

questioning with intuitive exploration rather than to treat them as opposing forces.

Clear differences emerged between disciplines. Fine art students tended to focus on
personal identity, emotion, and symbolic meaning, with critical thinking operating
through metaphor and symbolism to shape their work. Graphic design students, by
contrast, emphasised problem-solving and communication with wider audiences,
shaping their projects through research, iteration, and evaluation. These perspectives,
which echoed those of their teachers, confirmed once again how disciplinary
backgrounds influenced the ways students practised critical thinking. The implication
was that critical thinking should not be regarded as a uniform skill but rather as a

discipline-sensitive capacity, adaptable to the epistemological traditions of each field.
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In relation to art criticism, students reported that they had moved beyond formalist
description towards more interpretive approaches, employing critical thinking to
connect intention, form, and meaning. Importantly, they believed this process fed back
into their own artistic development, helping them to refine their personal style and
thematic depth. This contrasted sharply with teachers’ stronger conviction that style
was formed primarily through practice, suggesting that students perceived criticism as
an active space for learning rather than as a purely evaluative exercise. Paul and Elder’s
(2014) conception of critical thinking as a self-disciplined and self-improving process
was particularly significant: it provided a lens through which to understand how
students projected the knowledge and insights gained from criticism into their creative
practice, while also illustrating how Paul and Elder’s theoretical framework was

locally reshaped within the context of art training and its wider social setting.

7.4 Research question 3

How do students and teachers perceive the role of critical thinking in the teaching

methodologies of Chinese higher art education. (See table 7.3 for a summary)

7.4.1 The Challenge of Traditional Chinese Art Education to Critical Thinking

The traditional teaching structures of Chinese higher art education constituted
significant obstacles to the cultivation of critical thinking. The long-
standing YIKAO system reinforced a technique-centred mindset, whereby students
often equated artistic achievement with technical proficiency rather than viewing it as
a process of critical exploration. The underlying reason lay in China’s education
system, which for decades had prioritised quantifiable outcomes and visible skills.
This exam-driven orientation made it difficult for critical and creative thinking to

receive the same level of emphasis as technical attainment.

Table 7.3 Key Findings of Question 3
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Key Findings of Question 3: Challenges, Emerging Methods, and Future

Directions in Fostering Critical Thinking

Why it Matters for CT

Challenges Exams and teacher-centred authority
reward safe answers, which
discourages risk-taking, questioning,
and independent judgement.

Emerging Methods Flipped classroom opens space for
dialogue, but fear of mistakes and
hierarchy create anxiety, limiting deep
reflection.

Future Directions Reforming assessment and fostering
dialogue are crucial because they give

students incentives to question, reflect,

and think independently.

Classroom observations revealed the limitations of teacher-centred, lecture-based
modes of instruction, in which students rarely engaged in discussion or debate. This
reinforced the implicit message that the teacher’s explanation represented authority.
Behind this practice lay deeply rooted cultural traditions of respecting teachers and
hierarchical order. Students were accustomed to receiving knowledge rather than
challenging or questioning authority, and this cultural logic was perpetuated in art
classrooms, making critical questioning and dialogue unlikely to occur naturally.
However, these traditional models were not entirely negative. Some students reported
that they felt greater security and a stronger sense of direction in teacher-centred
classrooms, particularly during the stage of technical training, where clear standards
and systematic explanations helped them to acquire core skills quickly. This indicated
that the strength of traditional pedagogy lay in providing a stable structure and clear
learning objectives, though its weakness was the lack of space for students to develop

independent judgement, critical inquiry, and creative thinking.
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The assessment system further exacerbated this tendency. Grading criteria were
strictly oriented towards measurable skills and prescribed themes, which restricted
opportunities for originality and divergent thinking. This was not only the result of
institutional arrangements but also reflected long-standing values in Chinese education,
which placed greater weight on outcomes than on processes, and prioritised the
avoidance of risk to maintain harmony. In other words, students were incentivised to

pursue safe answers rather than to attempt critical exploration.

Overall, these institutional and cultural factors together shaped a learning ecology that
produced technically competent but critically limited students. Such an environment
constrained their development in questioning, argumentation, multi-perspective
reasoning, independent judgement, and self-reflection. Put differently, while students
were able to meet technical standards, they struggled to achieve the requirements of
critical thinking as a higher-order capacity, a gap that posed profound challenges for

their future academic growth and artistic innovation.

7.4.2 Existing teaching methods

The results indicated that some teachers attempted to use flipped classroom models to
compensate for the limitations of teacher-centred instruction. By shifting content
delivery outside the classroom and using class time for interaction and problem-
solving, these approaches encouraged students to take greater responsibility for their
own learning. Graphic design lecturers emphasised the role of preparatory research in
developing skills of information gathering, filtering, and synthesis. The significance
of these practices lay in their redefinition of the classroom as a space for dialogue
rather than one-way transmission. By stressing information literacy, problem
identification, and collaborative inquiry, flipped classrooms directly engaged with the
core cognitive processes of critical thinking, interpretation, analysis, and reasoning.
Importantly, they also repositioned teachers from authority figures to facilitators,
signalling a cultural shift away from traditional hierarchies. This suggested a potential
pathway for embedding critical thinking more systematically into Chinese art

education, where students had long been socialised into passive reception. The
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prominence of the flipped classroom in teachers’ accounts also reflected its relatively
high cultural compatibility with Chinese higher education. Unlike project-based or
problem-based learning, which required more thorough reforms of curricula and
assessment, the flipped classroom model could be incorporated into existing structures
without abandoning established hierarchies. Teachers still retained control over
content selection and assessment, while providing students with more space for

autonomy and dialogue.

However, the findings also highlighted the limitations of this model. Students reported
anxiety when asked to present work or lead discussions, suggesting that emotional
barriers could undermine the benefits of active learning. In China, where public
performance was often associated with fear of mistakes, this anxiety was particularly
pronounced. Without scaffolding and supportive structures, independent learning tasks
risked reinforcing superficial compliance rather than promoting deep reflection. Thus,
the future of the flipped classroom depended not only on the model itself but also on
how it was adapted to local cultural and institutional conditions. These emerging
approaches demonstrated that critical thinking could be fostered when students were
positioned as active participants in knowledge construction. Yet their success
depended on balancing autonomy with emotional and pedagogical support. For
Chinese higher visual arts education, adjustments also needed to be made in ways that

aligned with cultural expectations of hierarchy and harmonious coexistence.

7.4.3 Teaching Dilemma and Future Direction

Overall, the challenges identified in this study show that the barriers to critical thinking
in Chinese higher art education lie less in classroom technique than in the wider
systems of assessment, curriculum, and educational culture. Innovative pedagogies
such as the flipped classroom can create openings for dialogue and autonomy, but their
impact is constrained when institutional structures continue to privilege conformity,
technical precision, and exam-driven outcomes. These findings make clear that
cultivating critical thinking requires systemic alignment rather than isolated

experiments.
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Three directions appear most urgent: rethinking assessment to value reflection as well
as results, creating classroom environments that encourage open dialogue and
balanced teacher—student relations, and embedding critical thinking objectives into
curricula alongside technical training. Taken together, these shifts would move critical
thinking from the margins to the mainstream of visual art education. More importantly,
they signal that sustainable progress depends on integrating pedagogy, assessment, and
institutional culture, so that questioning, reflection, and originality are not only

permitted but actively rewarded.

In the long term, these directions point towards more than pedagogical adjustment:
they signal a gradual cultural shift in visual art education in Chinese higher education.
By reforming assessment, rebalancing classroom relations, and aligning curricula with
the goal of fostering reflection, institutions can begin to transform critical thinking
from a peripheral concern into a central pillar of artistic training. The future lies in
producing graduates who are not only technically proficient but also capable of
independent judgement, creative risk-taking, and informed social engagement. Such
changes would align Chinese art education more closely with global educational

aspirations while remaining sensitive to local cultural realities.

7.5 Contribution to the Body of Knowledge

7.5.1 Theoretical contributions

This study extends critical thinking theory by re-thinking where critical judgement is
most likely to appear in Chinese higher education art learning. Building on the
cognitive foundations proposed by Richard Paul and Linda Elder (2014), it argues that
critical thinking should not be reduced to public debate or open verbal challenge in
class. In many studio settings, what changes is not whether students think critically,
but when and how they show it. Institutional roles, assessment pressures, and
relationship norms can channel critique into quieter and more situational forms, such

as careful questioning, selective agreement followed by revision, or later discussion in
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less exposed settings. This matters because it separates the presence of reasoning from
its public visibility. It suggests that a lack of outspoken challenge should not be read
as a lack of judgement. Critical thinking can still be present in how students justify
choices, weigh alternatives, and decide what to change, even when this reasoning is

expressed indirectly.

The study also broadens the meaning of critical thinking in art learning by treating
emotion, lived experience, and intuition as part of how enquiry begins, rather than as
something outside reason. Instead of positioning affect as the opposite of rational
judgement, the revised account views it as a starting point that needs to be worked on
through reflection, clarification, and justification. In practice, this means tracing how
an initial feeling or intuition is turned into a defensible concept and a communicable
form through reasoning about purpose, assumptions, evidence, and implications. In
this sense, critical thinking serves three connected aims that are central to visual art
education. It deepens concepts by turning experience into clearer questions and
stronger themes. It strengthens meaning expression by linking intention to concrete
visual decisions. It also makes socio-cultural reflection part of judgement by requiring
attention to perspective, representation, and consequence. Taken together, these claims
position critical thinking as something that helps generate and refine meaning through

making and critique, not only as a tool for evaluating work after it is produced.

On this basis, this study proposes a revised model of critical thinking for visual art
education in Chinese higher education (see Figure 7.1). The model retains the
cognitive foundations of Paul and Elder’s framework while incorporating three

culturally responsive dimensions:

» Collective orientation: critical judgement enacted through socially negotiated
critique shaped by harmony, relational sensitivity, and cultural responsibility.
» The integration of emotions, experiences, and rationality: critical thinking as
an iterative dialogue between intuition, affective experience, and rational

evaluation.
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» Reconstruction and generation: critical thinking as a force for transforming

symbolic systems and producing new meanings within artistic practice.

Together, these findings demonstrate that critical thinking in this context is not only a
cognitive skill but a socially mediated, emotionally embedded, and generative practice.
The revised model therefore offers a culturally grounded yet globally relevant
contribution, extending existing critical thinking theory into the domain of visual arts
and providing a framework for understanding how reasoning, creativity, and cultural

values intersect in higher education.
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Figure 7.1 Theoretical frameworks applicable to China
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Note. The model retains the cognitive foundations of Paul and Elder’s framework while incorporating three additional dimensions
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7.5.2 Practical contributions

The study provides concrete insights for teaching and curriculum design in Chinese
higher art institutions by revealing both shared understandings and notable differences
between teachers and students, as well as between disciplines such as fine art and

graphic design.

Teachers generally emphasised the conceptual stage of artistic practice, valuing the
generation of themes grounded in personal experience and social relevance. Fine art
teachers often encouraged deep self-reflection, linking lived experience with broader
social or cultural issues, whereas graphic design teachers stressed the observation of
everyday objects from multiple perspectives and the reconstruction of problems to
enhance originality. Students, in contrast, tended to focus more on the practical
execution of ideas. Fine art students saw critical thinking as influencing the
construction of metaphors and the expressive depth of visual language, while graphic
design students often described it as a problem-solving process involving research,
data filtering, and iterative refinement. These differences suggest that curriculum
design should not adopt a one-size-fits-all approach, but rather tailor critical thinking
development strategies to the distinct cognitive and creative processes of each

discipline.

Findings from the flipped classroom section illustrate how this tailoring can work in
practice. Shifting part of content delivery outside class, and using class time for
discussion, critique, and collaborative problem solving, encourages independent
thinking and deeper engagement. For design-related subjects, pre-class research
activities build information literacy and analytical skills essential for managing
complex visual and textual material. In fine art contexts, pre-class exploration can be
used to stimulate reflective thinking, enabling students to connect personal narratives

with symbolic expression before engaging in peer dialogue.

Positioning the classroom as a problem-solving environment rather than a purely

instructional space benefits both groups, though in different ways. Graphic design
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students may benefit from structured tasks that guide them from information gathering
to application in communicative formats, while fine art students may need more open-
ended critique sessions to experiment with metaphor and symbolic forms. Teachers
who encouraged students to bring unresolved questions from independent research
into class discussions created valuable opportunities for inquiry-based learning
allowing gaps in understanding to become the starting point for deeper analysis and

collaborative exploration.

However, the study also found that emotional factors such as anxiety about public
speaking can hinder the intended benefits of active learning. This is particularly
relevant for students unaccustomed to publicly defending their work or challenging
peer opinions, a tendency reinforced by cultural norms favouring harmony over
confrontation. By integrating these differentiated strategies aligned with both teacher
and student perspectives and sensitive to disciplinary practices this study offers
actionable guidance for developing curricula that strengthen critical thinking while
respecting the cognitive, creative, and emotional needs of diverse student groups in

Chinese higher visual arts education.

7.5.3 Policy contributions

This study demonstrated that the current YIKAO placed strong emphasis on technical
competence and outcome-based assessment, exerting a profound influence on students’
artistic development. Both teachers and students reported that this system continued to
shape undergraduate learning orientations, as technical and results-driven standards

2

accustomed students to pursuing the ‘“correct answer,” thereby reducing their
motivation to pose open-ended questions or challenge existing assumptions. In
addition, the repeated stress on quantifiable criteria led students to equate success with
conformity to grading standards rather than with the development of independent
judgement or the capacity for multi-perspective interpretation. Furthermore, the high-

stakes nature of assessment encouraged students to avoid uncertainty and experimental

choices, constraining the risk-taking and depth of reasoning required for critical
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thinking. Final-year students still tended to emphasise technical replication and safe

consistency rather than independent judgement and conceptual risk-taking.

The findings further revealed a misalignment between the aspirations of higher visual
arts education to foster critical thinking and the entrance examination’s focus on short-
term technical performance. This indicated how the assessment framework functioned
as a powerful policy instrument, directing attention towards measurable outcomes and,
in doing so, constraining the reflective and exploratory capacities that higher art

education sought to develop.

231



7.6 Recommendations

Table 7.4 Recommended Teaching Practices for Enhancing Critical Thinking

Subject of the Practice Focus Recommendations
recommendation
Teaching '] From personal emotions Embed Paul-Elder in critique prompts and marking. Ask for purpose/problem,
practice to cultural/social context assumptions, audience effects, and whose perspectives are included/excluded.
] Cultural clarity & resonance
(Fine Arts) [ Using metaphors to Use standards clarity, accuracy, relevance to test symbols: how/why the symbol
express abstract concepts communicates, what evidence supports it, possible unintended meanings;
T Tterative reflection compare alternatives in peer critique.
through making B1.111d. routine cycles w'1th Joumals/crlgque ‘rout%nes.; use guldl.ng questhns
(significance, breadth/fairness, assumptions, implications) to review work-in-
critique—revision progress.
Teaching [] problem-solving Use Paul-Elder (Elements, Standards) to structure briefs, critique, and marking
practice | Visual research as aim/problem, audience/stakeholders, criteria; clarity/logic/fairness.
i Require source comparison, bias/reliability checks conflicting views; ask why
(graphic evidence sources are credible and whose interests they serve.
design) "I Process-based Add staged reviews, design rationales, journals, portfolio decision trails; assess

assessment of reasoning

assumptions, implications, breadth/fairness.
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Table 7.5 Recommendations for Enhancing Critical Thinking among Fine Arts and Graphic Design Teacher

Subject of the recommendation

Practice Focus

Recommendations

Teacher

(Fine Arts and Graphic Design)

'] Shared language for judging thinking
[ Critique facilitation as a professional skill

(] Assessment literacy via moderation and

exemplars

'] Adopt Paul-Elder as common vocabulary
(Elements, Standards) in planning and
assessment.

[] Train teachers (workshops/peer coaching)
to move talk from description to
interpretation/evaluation.

'] Routine moderation; co-develop rubrics
and annotated exemplars. Use Paul-Elder
standards to calibrate marking.
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Table 7.6 Recommended policy for Enhancing Critical Thinking

Subject of the recommendation

Practice Focus

Recommendations

YIKAO

'] Two-stage selection process
'] Portfolio content requirements

[] Stage 1: exam score screening; Stage
2: portfolio and process evidence
review.

[ Include finished works plus process
records: purpose, problem/question,
information sources, key decision
reasons, revision traces.
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7.6.1 Recommend for Pedagogical Practice

Fine Art Education

Research shows that both fine art students and teachers treat lived experience and
emotion as important sources for concept generation. This was also confirmed through
classroom observation. Tasks and critique sessions often begin from an emotional
starting point, and then guide students to go deeper by analysing meaning, assumptions,
and alternative perspectives. [ therefore suggest that this process should be
strengthened in teaching. Paul and Elder’s (2006,2014) framework offer a practical
structure for instruction and assessment. It helps to operationalise critical enquiry
through the intellectual standards, especially significance, breadth, and fairness, and
through the Elements of Thought. For example, critique prompts and marking criteria
can ask students to clarify the purpose of the work and the problem it explores, identify
assumptions embedded in imagery and composition, and consider the effects of the
work on different audiences. Students can be asked directly which perspectives are
represented or marginalised, how different viewers might interpret the same visual
choices, and which cultural assumptions shape their creative intentions. In this way,
emotional expression remains a generative resource, while conceptual depth and socio-

cultural reflection become teachable and assessable.

My study also suggests that symbolic meaning is often purposeful and carefully
considered, rather than purely intuitive. This recommendation is based on my findings
that students use metaphor to test meaning. For instance, one student used an old
television and a computer in a work about Alzheimer’s disease to suggest the mind’s
gradual loss of memory. The teaching aim, therefore, is to make this reasoning more
explicit and easier to test rigorously. Studio critiques and formative feedback can be
designed around standards of clarity, accuracy, and relevance. Students can be asked
to explain how and why particular symbols communicate the intended meaning, what
evidence in the work supports that interpretation, and what unintended meanings might
be triggered in a specific cultural context. Structured peer dialogue can further

strengthen breadth and fairness by comparing alternative symbolic strategies and by
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checking whether a metaphor risks repeating stereotypes or simplifying complex

experiences.

In addition, fine art teaching should intentionally make iterative reflection across
making, critique, and revision a regular expectation of learning. This recommendation
draws on a broader finding of the study. Students’ critical development is strengthened
when they revisit and refine ideas through dialogue and feedback, rather than treating
an early intuitive solution as final. Importantly, the aim is not to treat intuition as a
weakness, but to position it as an initial insight that needs to be developed through
reflective judgement. Teaching activities can therefore require students to use Paul and
Elder’s (2006,2014) guiding questions to evaluate work in progress in terms of
conceptual coherence, interpretive depth, and ethical implications. What is the work
trying to do? Why does it matter (significance)? What other viewpoints and contexts
should be considered (breadth and fairness)? What assumptions are being taken for
granted, and what implications follow from them? Through guided reflective journals,
critique routines, and revision tasks, students learn to turn intuitive insights into
outcomes shaped by critical thinking. In this model, Paul and Elder’s framework does
not sit above practice as an external theory. Instead, it informs the design logic of tasks,
critique prompts, and assessment criteria. It creates a curriculum structure in which
personal experience generates ideas, and critical thinking systematically deepens and

tests those ideas, while also giving them ethical meaning.

Graphic Design

The findings suggest that teachers and students often understand graphic design mainly
to solve communication problems, especially those linked to social issues. Teaching
in graphic design education should therefore define design work as a form of socially
situated problem-solving. Design tasks should require students to state their reasoning
clearly. For example, projects can ask students to set clear aims, define the
communication problem they are responding to, identify audiences and stakeholders,
and propose explicit criteria for judging whether information and solutions are

adequate. In practice, Paul and Elder’s framework can support this shift by turning
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“critical thinking” into assessable elements of design reasoning (Paul & Elder, 2006).
The Elements of Thought map naturally onto a design brief, including purpose,
question at issue, information, concepts, assumptions, implications, and point of view.
The Intellectual Standards provide shared criteria for critique and marking, including
clarity, accuracy, relevance, depth, breadth, logic, significance, and fairness (Paul &
Elder, 2006). In this model, the brief is not only a task description. It also works as a

reasoning framework.

Based on my findings, problem-solving in this context often depends on gathering
references and building an understanding of context. Students should therefore be
guided to treat visual research as an evidence practice. In the early data-gathering stage
of a flipped classroom, students can be required to compare multiple sources, examine
the reliability and bias of references, including media images and online visual trends,
and weigh conflicting viewpoints before settling on a design direction. Instead of
asking only what sources students used, critique prompts can focus on why those
sources are credible, whose interests they may serve, and what alternative readings
they might invite. This links directly to the standards of accuracy, relevance, breadth,
and fairness (Paul & Elder, 2006). When students design work about contested social
issues, they need to justify their position, recognise limits in evidence, and avoid

narrow or one-sided framing.

In the same way, assessment in graphic design should move beyond over-emphasis on
the outcome and include process-focused elements that document students’ reasoning
over time. This recommendation draws on a broader finding in my study. In this setting,
design ability is often judged through problem-solving and justification, with room for
personalised themes, not only visual effect. Practical mechanisms include staged
project reviews, written or spoken design rationales, reflective journals, and portfolio
documentation that records key decisions and revisions. These approaches align with
the tradition of reflective practice associated with Donald Schon (Schon, 1983) and
with Stephen Brookfield’s discussion of critical pedagogy (Brookfield, 2012). They
also remain consistent with Paul and Elder’s framework in practical terms (Paul &

Elder, 2006). Assessment can include whether students identify assumptions, consider
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implications, and show breadth and fairness when representing people, values, and

social meaning.

7.6.2 Recommendations for Teachers

Although fine art and graphic design have different emphases, with fine art focusing
more on personal expression and graphic design focusing more on problem-solving in
social contexts, this study shows that teachers in both disciplines face a shared
professional challenge. They need to make conceptual judgement and critical thinking
visible within skills-led curricula. The recommendations below therefore focus on

teacher development and capacity building, not only classroom strategy.

First, it is important to establish a clear and consistent way to discuss and assess
students’ thinking in studio work. Findings in Chapter 6 show that YIKAO traditions
and outcome-led assessment often prioritise technical proficiency over reasoning
quality. Teacher development should therefore prioritise a common evaluative
vocabulary that allows teachers to describe and assess reasoning, not only technique.
A practical approach is to use Paul and Elder’s framework as a shared basis for
planning, feedback, and assessment (Paul & Elder, 2006). Teachers can use the
Elements of Thought to make expectations explicit through structured studio questions,
such as: What is the purpose of this work? What problem are you trying to address?
What information or visual evidence supports your decision? What assumptions are
you making about the viewer or context? What implications might this choice have?
Peer and tutor feedback can then follow intellectual standards such as clarity, relevance,
depth, and fairness. In this way, broad aims such as originality, conceptual depth, and
social relevance can be translated into stable prompts and feedback language across

modules.

Second, teachers should be supported to treat the facilitation of critical thinking as a
professional skill. This study found that many participants were more confident in
collective discussion than in direct interpersonal confrontation. Teacher development

should therefore include the design and facilitation of structured group critique, where
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challenge is organised through shared enquiry rather than personal opposition.
Workshops and peer coaching can focus on how teachers move discussion from
description to interpretation and evaluation through well-designed questions, how they
manage disagreement without defaulting to authority-based correct answers, and how
they anchor critique in evidence from the work itself. Paul and Elder’s standards can
also be used as norms for facilitation, helping teachers guide students to express ideas
more clearly, strengthen relevance, widen perspective, and deepen evaluation when

discussion becomes superficial (Paul & Elder, 2006).

Third, assessment can be strengthened through moderation and exemplars. The
findings show that marking strongly shapes what students attend to. For this reason,
teacher development should make assessment moderation a routine departmental
practice. Staff can work together to establish standards and annotated exemplars that
make reasoning visible, for example how depth appears in a fine art concept statement,
or how logical coherence appears in a graphic design rationale addressing a social
communication problem. Moderation meetings can use Paul and Elder’s standards to
calibrate staff judgement, reducing the risk that quality is defined mainly by technical
detail or personal taste (Paul & Elder, 2006). This is particularly important when
students are highly sensitive to assessment signals and may treat critical engagement

as secondary.

7.6.3 Recommendations for policy

From a policy perspective, this study suggests that the exam-driven art entrance system
has, to some extent, carried into the university stage. It reinforces students’ priority on
technical proficiency and outcome-oriented performance, which narrows the space for
conceptual exploration, critical judgement, and independent expression. At the same
time, it is important to recognise the practical context in China. Given the large
population and unequal distribution of educational resources, the art entrance exam
functions as a rapid selection mechanism with clear administrative logic. In the short
term, it is unlikely that selection can shift fully to a Western-style portfolio-based

model. A more feasible direction, therefore, is not replacement, but reform within the
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existing exam structure. This would involve adding a scalable and standardised
portfolio component as a supplementary form of assessment, so that abilities related

to thinking and meaning making are not obscured by technical testing alone.

More specifically, the entrance process could introduce portfolio and process evidence
as a second assessment dimension. Candidates would first be screened through the
standardised exam score. Those who pass the threshold would then enter a
standardised portfolio review. The portfolio would not only present finished works,
but also include records of the making process and brief written explanations. Students
would be asked to clarify the purpose of the work, the problem or question they are
addressing, the sources of information they drew on, and the reasons for key choices.
They would also show revision traces, so that reviewers can identify genuine concept
development and judgement over time. To balance fairness with feasibility, a national
submission platform and a common scoring rubric could be used, supported by
assessor training and cross-region moderation. The system could be introduced
through pilot schemes and scaled gradually. Portfolio criteria could place stronger
emphasis on significance and social relevance, depth of thinking, and awareness of
multiple perspectives, this would create institutional space for critical thinking

development at the university stage.

7.7 Limitations of the study and recommendations for future research

As a qualitative inquiry, this study has the strength of capturing participants’ lived
experiences, meanings, and contexts in depth. Nevertheless, several limitations must
be acknowledged, which also suggest directions for future research. The first limitation
concerns the qualitative methodology itself. The sample size was relatively small,
consisting of interviews with 12 students and six teachers, primarily from a single
institution’s art and design programmes. While sufficient for in-depth qualitative
analysis, this restricts the generalisability of the findings to other regions, institutions,
or disciplines across China (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Kothari, 2004). Given

China’s cultural diversity and vast geographical scale, educational practices may vary
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significantly. Future research could therefore undertake cross-institutional or cross-

regional comparisons to capture these variations more comprehensively.

Language barriers and issues of translation may also have limited the depth of
discussion, particularly when subtle concepts in art and culture were difficult to convey
accurately. Cultural differences in communication styles might have further influenced
responses: for example, students from high-context cultures often relied on implicit
expression, while others valued explicit argumentation, complicating dialogue and
mutual understanding (Hall, 1976). Moreover, differences in educational traditions
could have shaped expectations of participation; some students were less accustomed
to open debate or critical questioning, restricting their engagement in multi-perspective
reasoning. Future studies should therefore explore how translation, cultural discourse
styles, and pedagogical traditions shape the enactment of critical thinking in art
education. Methodologically, the reliance on semi-structured interviews introduced
potential influences on the data. Responses may have been shaped by social
desirability bias, and the researcher’s presence could have affected the naturalness of
participants’ reactions. Complementary methods, such as longitudinal classroom
ethnographies, critical incident analysis, or triangulation with student artworks would

mitigate these challenges and generate richer data.

The theoretical framework also presents limitations. This study adopted Paul and
Elder’s (2006) critical thinking model, developed in a Western context. While it
provided valuable structure, its cultural transferability to China remains open to
question. The framework reflects a Western, individualistic model of rationality,
whereas Chinese traditions emphasise collective wisdom, contextual knowledge, and
master—apprentice learning. Critical thinking in this context may manifest less as an
explicitly measurable skill and more as an implicit, practice-based capacity. Future
research should therefore continue to adapt and refine frameworks of critical thinking
to better reflect Chinese cultural and pedagogical traditions. For example, subsequent
studies might investigate how values such as hierarchy, harmony, and collective
responsibility reshape key elements of the model, and whether dimensions such as

fairness and breadth are amplified through social negotiation rather than individual
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reasoning. Researchers could also expand existing frameworks by integrating art-
specific dimensions such as artistic intuition and reflective practice, capturing

embodied and experiential forms of critical engagement.

Practical constraints further shaped the study. The doctoral project was conducted
within a limited timeframe, precluding longitudinal investigation of students’ critical
thinking development. Additionally, the COVID-19 pandemic directly affected data
collection. Most interviews were conducted online or by telephone, limiting access to
non-verbal cues such as body language and facial expression. Online settings also
introduced distractions and connectivity issues that may have reduced openness.
Moreover, pandemic-era teaching practices, particularly the widespread move to
online art criticism classes altered classroom interaction and peer collaboration, both
of which are vital for cultivating critical thinking. As such, findings may reflect the
specific conditions of the pandemic rather than conventional teaching modes. Future
longitudinal and post-pandemic studies are therefore essential to assess the longer-
term trajectories of critical thinking development under more typical circumstances.

Finally, the interdisciplinary scope of critical thinking created an analytical challenge.
This research aimed for a holistic understanding, spanning reflective engagement in
art creation and reasoning in art criticism, rather than pursuing any single dimension
in exhaustive depth. Future studies could probe individual dimensions more
intensively, while still recognising the integrated nature of critical thinking across
artistic practice and criticism. By addressing these methodological, theoretical, and
practical limitations, future research can move beyond testing the transferability of
Western frameworks towards constructing a locally grounded yet globally relevant
model of critical thinking in visual art education, which reflects Chinese traditions and

informs international debates.

7.8 Reflections as a Researcher and Educator
During the process of this research, I came to appreciate both the power and the

challenges of qualitative inquiry. At first, I often felt overwhelmed by the vast amount

of unstructured interview data. I gradually learnt how to engage patiently and
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systematically in coding and thematic analysis, discerning meaningful patterns and
insights from what initially appeared to be fragmented conversations. This process
taught me that genuine insight does not arise from simple enumeration, but from a
careful sensitivity to nuance and a commitment to deep interpretation. At the same
time, I recognised the central role and responsibility of the researcher throughout the
process. Every decision I made from the design of interview questions to the selection
of theoretical frameworks shaped the direction and outcomes of the study. This
heightened my awareness of the importance of academic rigour, ethical responsibility,

and reflexivity.

My research focused on the cultivation of critical thinking within art education, and
this profoundly reshaped my view of my own teaching practice. Through interviews,
I became acutely aware of the current educational challenges in China and realised that
true educational success is not measured solely by students’ ability to produce
technically accomplished works, but rather by their capacity to reflect, question, and
think independently. I came to understand that fostering critical thinking in art
education is not an additional task but it’s very essence. It requires teachers to create
classroom environments that are safe and conducive to dialogue and questioning,
rather than relying on one-directional transmission of knowledge. This project has
strengthened my conviction that as a teacher I should move from the role of knowledge

provider towards that of facilitator of critical thinking.

At the same time, my position as both an artist and an art educator has deeply
influenced how I interpret and intend to use these findings. Having been trained in the
same examination-driven system that my participants experienced; I understand the
pressures that prioritise technical replication over independent expression. As an artist,
I have also recognised that my own creativity grows when I am willing to question
assumptions, experiment with materials, and embrace uncertainty. These insights
confirm for me that critical thinking is not separate from artistic practice but
interwoven into its core. As an educator, I therefore plan to integrate reflective journals,
mid-project critiques, and dialogic teaching methods into my own courses, enabling

students to treat artmaking as both a technical and a critical process.
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This research journey has fundamentally transformed my perspective. [ no longer view
education as a fixed or universally applicable paradigm, but as a dynamic and
culturally embedded practice. Although I had previously encountered diverse cultural
perspectives during my postgraduate studies, it was through this project that I began
to reflect more deeply on the adaptability and limitations of global theories, such as
Paul and Elder’s (2006) framework, within local contexts. I came to recognise that no
single theory is universally sufficient. This growing sensitivity to cross-cultural
difference and contextual nuance has enabled me to become a more careful and
humbler researcher and educator. It has also reaffirmed my dual role as both an artist
and a teacher: to nurture students’ technical growth while equally encouraging their
reflective and critical capacities. I believe that such ongoing reflexivity will continue

to guide both my academic work and my teaching practice in the years ahead.
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Appendices

Appendix 1: Participant information sheet Student

FHENSHHEERE

Participant Information Sheet for Student

MR R : #tFIMBES D ER T ERBFHMERERRR
Title of the study: An investigation into the value and role of critical thinking for

visual arts education in China

I

Introduction:

o HrRr R pe SRAB R 2 — 2 5T, FRADER K S B A R B
B R AR B S ARME AN . AKX AT XEARS S5 NEEE

HIR B4 H o

I am a postgraduate student at the University of Strathclyde and my research involves
teaching practice and student performance, with a focus on the role and value of critical
thinking for the visual arts. My contact details are given at the end of this Participant

Information Sheet.

XOUAENENZRMA?

What is the purpose of this investigation?
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AW HUEL OMAN AR 5T, Sk e an AL v [ 8
HEHH R EARE AP B E TR Z AR BN R R S
FANE YL B WSR2 2 28 . H B B [ R S AR EE A
BCEE, D ander £ v AR B AERE T LABCE 2 AR 2R B E R B AR A BRI

— A EHHER

This study examines how critical thinking is reflected in the pedagogy of visual arts in
general higher education in China through a study of HUEL teachers and students. It
seeks to understand the pedagogical perspectives and learning experiences of visual
arts teachers and students about critical thinking in higher education. The aim is to
consider curriculum reform in higher visual arts education in China and to provide an
empirical framework for how critical thinking skills can be enhanced to improve

students' artistic creativity and self-expression.

Fobs HAEEARM R A EMBON AT NN, TS S AR KA
YRR, B EREZARMRHIIREE, TRt I AR

SAEIIE A . X LR AR U T ok

I will conduct personal interviews with visual arts related students and teachers to learn
about critical thinking experiences related to visual arts and observe visual
communication arts related classes to learn more about the role and value of critical

thinking for visual arts pedagogy. These sessions and interviews will be recorded.

RS MEE ?

Do you have to take part?

R URE E R, AR o SEAE SIS B 20 A 25 MR AR A 2 A e

B HAd T3 T, B DA AR oA 75 2K
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You do not have to participate either in the observation or in the interview and refusing
to participate or withdrawing participation will not affect any other aspects of the way

you are treated, as a member of students in the University, or in any other way.

REZT B M ta
What will you do in the project?

MRIRIERS EWE . bR TR A EAEMP SEE 25, RS BCERTEEE
PR AT S

If you are willing to participate in observation. You will not be required to do anything

in the observation sessions other than what you are already doing as a student.

IR AR R EHE SR B 1) VR AT SRARAEILE ZARSE > rp A 1 RS ZE Y
25, FEARIESARCER BB FIRIKGE A R . Wk RE: 45 =

60 73

If you are willing to be interviewed, I will ask you questions about your experiences
with critical thinking in learning visual arts, particularly as it relates to your ability to

think and express yourself in your art making. The interview will last 45 to 60 minutes.

RAH2WBESM?

Why have you been invited to take part?

XIREST B AL T EHAIVE S EAE DL SARBCAE P ROME AT, B, R SRX

LEHCREHUAH SR N 5 AR 86 R AR L

This study was designed to understand the role of critical thinking in visual arts
pedagogy, so it was important to gather the experiences and opinions of staff who teach

these skills.
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SMARMRRBRE H+LBERRK?
What are the potential risks to you in taking part?

ZHRBFRI A LG IR RAEM AR AE. R, FEAENEA CH
22 3 B AN R 4R SR A N T RE 2 B H BN A TE. RATEER, 78
Vi R, VRS [ AT AT VR AN AR 125 ) T, iy HLAZR AT DAYEATAR] IR i 4 ]

RS, ATELS

Participation in the study is not expected to cause you any disadvantage or discomfort.
However, some people may feel shy or uncomfortable discussing their own
experiences or topics related to critical thinking. We would like to reiterate that you
do not have to answer any questions you do not want to answer during the interview,
and that you can withdraw your participation at any time without having to give a

reason.

TR FHERLWMMTALIE?

What happens to the information in the project?

AW BB R . L MR SZ B SR T AL . FERFS

RS A, ENTR R .

All the data collected will be kept confidential and stored securely on password
protected computers. They will be securely destroyed 5 years after the study has been

completed.
TEH IR BT HoA SR TRFSC S RN ik, A AR 2 55 AR B

None of the participants in the study will be identified in publications or any other

presentations about the findings.
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WD v RAER 2 EAER B R AN, A EHIT 1998 FL MR
Pk IARTZSEENN NGIAR I 1998 R0 ORI % B HLE #EAT AL

M,

The University of Strathclyde is registered with the Information Commissioner’s
Office who implements the Data Protection Act 1998. All personal data on participants

will be processed in accordance with the provisions of the Data Protection Act 1998.

SR D] X L5 B AR AR X LT G RN A RE IR, T H AT R

Thank you for reading this information — please ask any questions if you are unsure

about what is written here.

BETRERERA?

What happens next?

MR RIS MZAE , BERMNFAES LY, DiiMEEESERZA
UL =B

If you agree to taking part in this project, please sign the attached consent form to

confirm your willingness to participate in the process.

WREABEZERZAWE, WRRRE. RsHRE, a2 55k

TER M FEARAR A LBt o

If you do not want to be involved in the project, thank you for your attention.
All the participants will receive feedback through presentations at the University after

the study has been completed.

MREEKRAN
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Researchers contact details:

w7
Tl

Ha:
BRFR:

Tl

Ha:
BRFR:

Tl

%

HEFELMRE

- 15838152489/+44 (0)7732152908

CIEERIN
Hix

HEHS

. kate.wall@strath.ac.uk

RIE.THrERE
BL/EEHFEMRR

HEHS

. david.roxburgh(@strath.ac.uk
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Appendix 2: Consent Form for student

HERES
Consent Form for student
MEER : #tFMBESPERE ZARBENNEFMERIRSR

Title of the study: An investigation into the value and role of critical thinking for

visual arts education in China
BHARC LI T LR G EE, AR RCERE TEM

A FR R ) o

I confirm that I have read and understood the information sheet for the above project

and the researcher has answered any queries to my satisfaction.
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FHBPENS5R AR, BT DM pER XA E |, B2 H 45
W AT B4 B, AT ER PR R R AR FRAT (18 H HIAY

A, FHEHAR BIRABARRAE AR BX B A AL #0Rs B 58

I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw
from the project at any time, up to the point of completion, without having to
give a reason and without any consequences. If I exercise my right to withdraw
and I don’t want my data to be used, any data which have been collected from me

will be destroyed.

T . FAT IR e A 9T Pt BT A A2 (BIRE IR B A

HEE) o

I understand that I can withdraw from the study any personal data (i.e. data which

identify me personally) at any time.

FHIE, EARE (AR ANRESE) —BEBMADIT, S RER

A

I understand that anonymised data (i.e. .data which do not identify me personally)

cannot be withdrawn once they have been included in the study.

FHIE . ATk BT B AR IR R, AT RE TR BB 15 B

HWASHATTF

I understand that any information recorded in the investigation will remain
confidential and no information that identifies me will be made publicly

available.

FRRE AW H K25 ¥
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I consent to being a participant in the project

= RIFEAE AT E B ER D OR EF A ECR AR

I consent to being audio and/or video recorded as part of the project

25542

Signature of

Participant:

HEA

Date:

Appendix 3: Participant information sheet Teacher

e UILE SSEREIE S

Participant Information Sheet for Teacher

WSTRORE B« HEAIPE e oh E LS 2 ARHE BN ERIE TR
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Title of the study: An investigation into the value and role of critical thinking for

visual arts education in China

I

Introduction:

o HrRr R s RAE R 2 — 2 5T, FRAIDER K S B A R B
H R AR B SRR . AKX AT REARS S5 NEEE
HIR B4 H o

I am a postgraduate student at the University of Strathclyde and my research involves
teaching practice and student performance, with a focus on the role and value of critical
thinking for the visual arts. My contact details are given at the end of this Participant

Information Sheet.

XIAENBENEfA?

What is the purpose of this investigation?

AHEgiE L % HUEL BOMANA A R SE . SRt R i g A DA v [ 31
RSB ZAREEEE . BB T AR BN E X S S5 E
HEAVE YR B SR 21 255 . H 2% B B & S 2R EE iR
B, I B R A R RE ) DGR S A M 2R B 1 R B AR Ik

— A EHHER

This study examines how critical thinking is reflected in the pedagogy of visual arts in
general higher education in China through a study of HUEL teachers and students. It
seeks to understand the pedagogical perspectives and learning experiences of visual
arts teachers and students about critical thinking in higher education. The aim is to

consider curriculum reform in higher visual arts education in China and to provide an
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empirical framework for how critical thinking skills can be enhanced to improve

students' artistic creativity and self-expression.

s B EAM R 2 AR BEAT NNV, 1 -5 008 AR SR LA
PERYEZRL:, IR ZARM R I, T AV R4 B 2 AR H

SAEIIVE A . X LR AR USRI T ok

I will conduct personal interviews with visual arts related students and teachers to learn
about critical thinking experiences related to visual arts and observe visual
communication arts related classes to learn more about the role and value of critical

thinking for visual arts pedagogy. These sessions and interviews will be recorded.

RS MEE ?
Do you have to take part?
R URE R, AR o B SN E 2N A SR MR Ko TAR

N SR A HoAb T T, B AT HoAth 7 5

You do not have to participate either in the observation or in the interview and refusing
to participate or withdrawing participation will not affect any other aspects of the way

you are treated, as a member of staff in the University, or in any other way.

REZT B M ta
What will you do in the project?

WRIRIEES 5N B TRV BMEMEI G ZAh, R S EERAEYLZE

PR AR AT S

If you are willing to participate in observation. You will not be required to do
anything in the observation sessions other than what you are already doing as a

teacher.
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WRIRIE R R, TR 10 VR AT RARFERL 8 AR A R ZE 1Y
20, Rl HFEEZARQMEP I B R RIBRE A R, AL R A A

MR T . KRS 45 2 60 738

If you are willing to be interviewed, I will ask you questions about your experiences
with critical thinking in teaching visual arts, particularly as it relates to students'
ability to think and express themselves in their art making, including the teaching

methods you use. The interview will last 45 to 60 minutes.

RAT2BIESM?
Why have you been invited to take part?

XIREST B AL T HAVE S EAE DL SARECA L P ROME AT, B, R ERX

LU RE HIAH SR N AR 86 R AR L2

This study was designed to understand the role of critical thinking in visual arts
pedagogy, so it was important to gather the experiences and opinions of staff who teach

these skills.

SMARMRRBRB H+LBERRK?

What are the potential risks to you in taking part?

ZH RIS LG IR RAEM AR AE. R, FLEAENEA CH
223 85 HEAITE S 4R AT SQ B IS RIUN T RE X IR B R A A 7E. TRATARE R, 78
ViR AR, URAS D [ BT A AR AN AR 1 250 1) e, T LR A AR AT A I fige 4 [l

RS, AT

Participation in the study is not expected to cause you any disadvantage or discomfort.
However, some people may feel shy or uncomfortable discussing their own

experiences or topics related to critical thinking. We would like to reiterate that you
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do not have to answer any questions you do not want to answer during the interview,
and that you can withdraw your participation at any time without having to give a

reason.

TR FHERLMMALTE?

What happens to the information in the project?

AW BB R . R L MRS B SR T HAL . FERFS

RS AFJa, ENTR R .

All the data collected will be kept confidential and stored securely on password
protected computers. They will be securely destroyed 5 years after the study has been

completed.

TEH IR AT KA R TR S R b . A AEM S 5PN S5 o

None of the participants in the study will be identified in publications or any other

presentations about the findings.

W B v RAER 2 EAER B R A M, A EHIT 1998 FL MR
Pk IARTZSEENN NGIAK I 1998 R0 ORI % B HLE #EAT AL

M,

The University of Strathclyde is registered with the Information Commissioner’s
Office who implements the Data Protection Act 1998. All personal data on participants

will be processed in accordance with the provisions of the Data Protection Act 1998.

SR B X L5 B - R RO X LB B Y AT B IR, TR HAE il 1R)

Thank you for reading this information — please ask any questions if you are unsure

about what is written here.
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BETRERERA?

What happens next?

MRRFEESMXATHE , BERMHFEESR LAY, UiiMrEESEXA
UK ]

If you agree to taking part in this project, please sign the attached consent form to

confirm your willingness to participate in the process.

MREAEESERXANTHE , BRI FRERE. rf 258K

TER2E B JE R IR S 15t o

If you do not want to be involved in the project, thank you for your attention.
All the participants will receive feedback through presentations at the University after

the study has been completed.

WMREKRTT K
Researchers contact details:

W4
Lok HEFEHELIRAE

3G : 15838152489/+44 (0)7732152908

W4 YRR
fR: #%
Lok HE¥

HP#H : kate.wall@strath.ac.uk
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W KA, B
HARR: WL/ R R IE B
Ll HEY

k4 : david.roxburgh@strath.ac.uk

Appendix 4: Consent Form for teacher

2 il ] 7

Consent Form for teacher

MROEE : MFIEBENFEREERBFHNMENERRR

Title of the study: An investigation into the value and role of critical thinking for

visual arts education in China

KA RCLH PO T R H 05 5L, FFEMR A R B EE T EM

S alp=vi i

I confirm that I have read and understood the information sheet for the above project

and the researcher has answered any queries to my satisfaction.
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FHBPENS5R AR, BT DM pER XA E |, B2 H 45
W AT B4 B, AT ER PR R R AR FRAT (18 H HIAY

A, FHEHAR BIRABARRAE AR BX B A AL #0Rs B 58

I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw
from the project at any time, up to the point of completion, without having to
give a reason and without any consequences. If I exercise my right to withdraw
and I don’t want my data to be used, any data which have been collected from me

will be destroyed.

T . FAT IR e A 9T Pt BT A A2 (BIRE IR B A

HEE) o

I understand that I can withdraw from the study any personal data (i.e. data which

identify me personally) at any time.

FHIE, EARE (AR ANRESE) —BEBMADIT, S RER

A

I understand that anonymised data (i.e. .data which do not identify me personally)

cannot be withdrawn once they have been included in the study.

FHIE . ATk BT B AR IR R, AT RE TR BB 15 B

HWASHATTF

I understand that any information recorded in the investigation will remain
confidential and no information that identifies me will be made publicly

available.

FRRE AW H K25 ¥
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I consent to being a participant in the project

= RIFEAE AT E B ER D OR EF A ECR AR

I consent to being audio and/or video recorded as part of the project

25542

Signature of

Participant:

HEA

Date:

Appendix 5: Semi-structured interview for student
Personal experience

Tell me a little about yourself as a student at university?

How did you come to develop an interest in art?

Which artists and artistic styles give you inspiration?

How do these artists/ style influence your thinking and your work?

How do Chinese higher visual arts students perceive critical thinking?

How do you understand critical thinking?

Do you think critical thinking is important to you?
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How do you think critical thinking can be acquired?

What are examples of using critical thinking in your daily life?

How Chinese higher visual arts students perceive the role of critical thinking for

visual arts?

Do you think critical thinking is an important skill in art learning?

Who do you think are some artists who think critically? Please give examples and
why?

Does critical thinking have an impact on the style of art making?

Do you feel that you use critical thinking in your artistic process? Please give an

example

How is critical thinking reflected in the pedagogy of higher visual arts education

in China?

What role do you think the teacher should play in the classroom?

What teaching techniques or strategies do you think would enhance critical thinking?
Are you able to actively participate in problem thinking in the classroom? How do
you respond to the teacher's class?

Do you find the assignments and tasks assigned by the teacher helpful for critical
thinking?

What curriculum changes would you like to see in the next few years?
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Appendix 6: Semi-structured interview for teacher

Personal experience

Tell me a little about yourself as a teacher?
How would you describe your general philosophy towards teaching Art?

How is this seen in your practice?

How do Chinese higher visual arts teacher perceive critical thinking skills?
How do you understand critical thinking?

Do you think critical thinking is important to you?

How do you think critical thinking can be acquired?

What are examples of using critical thinking in your daily life?
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How Chinese higher visual arts teacher perceive the role of critical thinking for

visual arts

Do you think critical thinking is an important skill in art learning?

Who do you think are some artists who think critically? Please give examples and
why?

Does critical thinking have an impact on the style of art making?

How can we assess the use of critical thinking in students' art making?

How is critical thinking reflected in the pedagogy of higher visual arts education

in China?

What do you think the role of a visual art teacher is?

What is your knowledge and experience with standards-based education? Does it
engage students in active thinking during class and improve critical thinking?
Describe a teaching technique or strategy that is relevant to you regarding critical
thinking?

How would you assign assignments or tasks to students? How do these tasks promote
critical thinking?

Describe different student creative styles and how you adapt the curriculum to
benefit these different styles?

What curriculum changes would you like to see in the coming years?
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Appendix 7: Semi-structured observation form
semi-structured observation schedule

Class: Course Name:

Time: Location:

Learning environment:

Teaching instruments: Projector, multimedia, drawing tools and other tools needed for the course

Other comment

Preparation for class:

Student Teacher
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Course Content Have a basic Course There are concepts in the courseware
understanding of the Content that address the main content of the
content of the course course

There are links to resources for this
course in the courseware

Materials required for Supplies for craft Detailed examples are available in

the course courses, such as the courseware for demonstration
carving knives, paint The lesson is well organized and
brushes brief

Supplies for craft courses, such as
carving knives, paint brushes

Other comment

Classroom Performance:

Student Teacher

Learning Objectives Students can pay Teaching | Clear and appropriate teaching
attention to key Objectives | objectives
elements of the course Teaching objectives have a sufficient
(as evidenced by pedagogical basis
whether notes or other
means are taken at key
elements)

Students can actively Core knowledge is presented in a
participate in the course clear and concise manner to facilitate
and initiate discussions students' understanding

Students show interest Knowledge involves horizontal and
in the classroom vertical knowledge links

Questions Asking Students are able to Questions | The questions are focused on the
take the initiative to ask Asking content learned in the course and have

questions of the teacher

Asking questions is

based on the course

The question is about
the course extension

knowledge

a clear purpose

Questions are open, unstructured
questions that help students think

critically

Questions address connections to life
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Question Answering Students are able to Question The teacher is able to respond to
answer questions Answering | students' questions
actively rather than / Course The teacher can give a fair and
being asked passively Support objective explanation
by the teacher
Students are able to The teacher can provide multiple
answer questions perspectives and views
around the problem
Students are able to Teacher can actively encourage
confidently express a students to think critically about
different opinion issues
Students are able to Teachers can provide knowledge
make reasonable extensions beyond the course
explanations based on The teacher is able to guide students
their own opinions according to their individual

differences

Group activities Students will be able to Course Group activities have been added to

share ideas with their Activities | enhance interaction with the

group

Students are able to
work with group
members to complete

the teacher's tasks

classroom

The course provides students with the
opportunity to access information on

their own

Other innovative classrooms to

increase access to knowledge

Other comment
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Appendix 8: Teacher's Initial Coding

GD1 GD2 GD3 GD4 FA1 FA2
Educational background Arts and Crafts Graphic Design/Visual Communication Graphic DesignVisual Communication Graphic Design/Visual Communication Oil painting Sculpture
Courses taught Graphic Design/Visual Communication Graphic Design/Visual Communication Graphic Design/Visual Communication Graphic Design/Visual Communication Oil painting Oil painting/Foundation courses
Innovative Training Designers' responsibilities Artistic aesthetics
Problem solving Emotional expression
Perceptions of things Specialist knowledge
Course Aims Skills and tools use Adapting instruction to the student's goals.

Application-based teaching

Expressive approach

Skills and tools use

Application-based teaching

Techniques, tools and material use

Application-based teaching

tools and material use

Critical thinking important or not

Important

Important

Important, but creative thinking is even
more important

Important

Very important

Important

Understanding of critical
thinking

Value judgement/evaluative thinking

Problems identified

Asking questions
Problem-oriented

Problem solving

Reflection Questions

Problems identified

Critical reflections on the real world

Breaking out of the traditional

Breaking out of the traditional framework

Critical thinking is the basis for creative
thinking

A and
information

of existing

Critical thinking is included in creative
thinking

Acritical eye for things

Discovering the imperfections of the world

Seeing through phenomena to perceive
essence

Multiple perspectives

Multiple perspectives

Giving evidence to support the view

Have a sceptical attitude

Breaking out of the traditional framework

Breaking out of the traditional framework

How to gain critical thinking

Growing Experience

Working environment/Learning
Environment

Social envi
environment

Subtlety of the environment

Teacher's guidance

Congenital factors (inborn)

Growing Experience
Acquired factors (innate) Growing environment

Teacher guidance

The cultural environment determines the
perception of thinking

The use of critical thinking in the
arts

Critical thinking important or not
Promoting design thinking —<

Problem-oriented

Multiple perspectives

Metaphors
Oil Painting Specialty ( Topic ) —<
Revealing reality (more negative emotions)

Thinking through the design of common
objects in life from multiple perspectives

Choosing the right presentation

ive thinking provides multiple
ideas, critical thinking is used to judge
choices

Unlike painting, which focuses on personal
expression and reflection, design tends to
use rational thinking to reach conclusions

Problems identified

Information search
In-depth problem exploration —<
Fieldwork

Originality (topic)

Not limited to one tool material use
Originality (performance) <

Unlimited figurative/abstract style of
expression

Presenting traditional culture with
modern artistic expressions

Test-based education affects students'
critical thinking

Test-based education affects students’
critical thinking

Test-based education affects students’
critical thinking

Test-based education affects students'
critical thinking

critical use Afew students have A few students have
Fourth year students are somewhat more
capable than first year students A few students have A few students have A few students have
Sedioaysterm G SR S e it The curriculum environment could provide
To ial practice, to focus on ek oo m'“ s b‘; iy a bridge to the social environment
Expected course changes e social issues and then to analyse whatwe | Bridging the four years of the curriculum oot et T

can do for society by doing design (other

Interdi

linary teaching and learning

than

into a holistic, systematic learning model

study oil painting or experiment with a
variety of possibilities

One expert with many abilities
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Appendix 9: Initial Coding for Graphic Design Students

GD-s1

GD-s52

GD-s3

GD-s4

GD-s6

Educational background

Graphic Design/Visual Communication

Graphic DesignNVisual Communication

Graphic Design/Visual Communication

Graphic Design/Visual Communication

After baing expoted to art from e young
e fell in love with the stop-motion

Artsubjects wers satier to get o
bec. ore

university

o o0 get into to get
Why study art Art sublects are easler to get Into university Gniveraity bt confident to get Artoic forrity
e . T and finding it interesting afterwards 2t g 1§ nverosting aforwards
R o Satin Dotk Creative arts and integrated materia
Wustration design. us the teec Culitliet sndiCrostive Osoic lovamar o8 they Intwgrate the eteces eeert
Preferred Course (Reason) Integrated crat courses (novely materials ncour: atiity and high marks Cultural and Creative Design, Don't like o, the course s supericll, The feiig of

iblock prints

Ghven for uncomventional work that feets.

Integrated craft classes

courses are hands-on and interactive
and are froer than theoretical ¢

proposition design

anything

Views on current Chinese art
education

standard snswer
Exam-criented education <__
Lack of inquiry Into lesuss

Entries, as well as coursework. require
xhuxu.nlw pecinalty .,.,smv.r ‘themes.
which t00 restrictive. Art needs.
Pesetive Cirection too

t-based tion with uniform style
pmmm«- in different areas of the a

Many colleges ar than
undergraduate universitios

m-oriented mindset of high school
C o v charge Suring oty

iy drawing techniques are just a

1 figure it out for themselves.

Many academics come out of university
reduced to artisans. not artists. If you want
to work. you have to enroll in additional off-
campus courses

Colour is an exponent of emotion

Antistic creation doos not have t
mething very new, but rather the ability
mework

Art from life, observation of life.

Views on art reality <o step outside of the original Paarer with Sreet einting side cr et Modern artists are too emotionlly
p nt o and find another way of expression in the e ar a ioh fevel of art
e e ooy omnce old things themselves ek e et 0 Intaract with the
audience.
or design and set design for

Frankanstaio Bop
Favourite artists/works/styles Thierry Feuz ‘Yang Liuaing Hu Pan Xia Mu Tian Sicong

2 Honoré Dumidre

1 Morbidly exaggerated and 3 - T

e and s S o raecions on . Makethe peckaging design more artstic

. and death al
hi - style
T Scld colours and comfortable geometrc | o European medieval art styles East Asian art that has a sense of mystey.

(reasons) e o ot Compiex fow of e composition he work s tense

2 Works ofthe third class cariage,
depicting the hierarchy in the social
Comtoxt of the time

Old elements brought to fresh energy

The influence of the artist's style

This swareness and resim
ched. but one le toarr his vamo of
otour and technia

1t makes one think about life, the series of
oty deathn Thia darersice s echar
more touchi

For painting colours use

Improve your aesthetics and learn about
colour

For colour forms to learn from and then
combine with your own styl

Imitation is only an element, it is the
aesthetic enhancement that has an
impact on you

Critical thinking important or not Important (But few people will have) Important Important Important Important important

Sesing things rom mipla paspectives o0 cutside ot woridyprojudice and the dentify your own shortcomings e s

ing is like a Rubik's lated social T S ——
nt sdes bt somats Crcumasances under cover end rettore
ore side wher we think “ociery o s essance,
Evaluation thinking Critcal thinking is mostly present in work

S5out 13 & push that makes the < o
Understanding of critical can 5o the other sides. If S T ,m.mh philosophical Updated value judgements
thinking want to restore the cube (the thing), we & . o i renectio

e 1 J4dge the truth of the thing Keei Croatiiyis o processof building o think out ofyourcomfor zoner v S o siwee See things from multiple perspectives

ething from nothing e "d “ ‘b"“" cnd ‘experiment surprise, critical thinking is more
Purporetal
Cicai MG s SpoUk Dolning. oo
Crltical thinking l the basis for crestive Crcatninking s soout pOling GoBna
tninking onieve s soerof tmprovement Accepting a different perspective R
input ofin "
P input ot nformation about ourset by
ow to gain critical ; With latr training. the mind of a child s g
H thinking fow people will have uestions. decisions. © v different from that of an adult SobtietyInRe;
ming Environmentread
Loaming Environmentresding Questions about social lssues
original Bresking outof fxed pattem o e B cvalia sormavery tins
I idenuty e problems i hevworkand | Th abity o ke some very deep J——

The use of critical thinking in the
arts

Thinking through the design of common
objects in life from multiple perspectives

Showing off your own style

then go about correcting

meanings conveyed by the work

In-depth exploration of the topic

The creation of original design

The process of refining your work

Creating old things with a different
perspective

A different perspective to enhance
originality

Critical thinking drives the work forward

artwork design

Topic: Chinese Studies and Wellness ( Fin
work)

Theme: Forbidden City Cultural Creations

“Theme: Bright Peak logo design

Theme: Marine Conservation Poster Design

Theme: Packaging design for Jing Jia
Twist

Content: A board

\me to Introduce young

Creative process: search for representative
buildings In the Forbidden City and draw
ther

Content: The sun represents the light and
the iconic Shaolin Temple building
ropresents the summit of the mountain.

textis pictorial. resembling a person
climbing the steps.

Creation: The theme comes from the.

the table agai

Creation: One
Yucheng. Shangal Henan s to highlight
and |

Gontent: A kind of op
Topic: Telephobia Brouont o us by wirtuet

networks

thinking ofsomething chee coutd show
and regional

Content: A sculptural form of a squashed

topic:
the way to work

Expected course changes

Teacher Guiding rather than testing

Increase in open classes (0.9 dobates)
Addition of practical subjects (e.g. manual.
software)
The course time is too short to study

pth.

course in d
Hope to offer an intensive course

Add lessons to the curriculum to guide
nu«nu thinking (e.debating
competitions)

Adding an outdoor classroom (museurn)

Adding an art lab to improve students'
hands-on skills

The course should be up to date and
understand what the market needs

Increased freedom in the classroom

Depanding on each acade
ifferent curricutum

deveiopment Dlana s

| contact for those who

sing soc!
want to work
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Appendix 10: Initial Coding for Fine art Students

FA-S1 FA-S2 FA-S3 FA-S4 FA-S5 FA-S6
Educational background Oil painting Oil painting O painting Ol painting Ol painting Oil painting
Artis particulaly intaresting compared to
1 ik sty e art a faty i ) Insrestd in 35 i s wentanto .
Why study art Sy ot the pamats asiting the tedium of cultural studies because it Droferdonat ar i igh s Interested in art a5 child

hat no fixed answers

Preferred Course (Reason)

No preferred course. current course
superfici

Integrated materials course, 3 a variety of
tred

materials can be tr

Optional fresco class, because of intere:
the history and culture ofthe Northern
i perod and the mystery of religon

artimmestment classes

et matrl coures, s ity of
materiais can be-

Investing in art and being able to leam
beyond the classroom

No preferred course, currenst course
superficia

Brimaryfocused on technial nstrction,

Thecomposiion for the coure can e

restrictions. they often turn out to be.

The concept s to match the business.

Views on current Chinese but ncorporating a sonifcant Alnay tachers havm thlr o prstusences — Sector aher raduation bt students do China's art axarmination system b bor her s e sostucent il
art/education expresiine techniques such 2 m n R comes tomarking socataringto | restictions ot understand the business operation a1 mechancaty infused with knowedge ieam o paricular sy incrder 0 9 il
odel
Not much has been leamed i terms of
it tner
Have something to communcate Painting e and owiccte nd s
here
ides an there are bad skdes Man
Art i the expression of free emotion for Juing artworks according to their age. Boposers .mmm-m Sttiuce.
P wrestour amole hentenrg o mus a0 Which s oy one aspect of ar From the inside ths piec feels good. &
Views on art feel constrained. A better sense of cok b i e of swareness.
v e i of the s Recording e
Paiing st re e
paing ar b o s
—_ Fondamenta
Favourite artists/works/styles Keith Haring Monet Manet v vuan caiGuogiang Basquat Monet
Unlike the traditionsl relstic style of
e ond For cxample.the freworks Ixdder, which e the raditional e e ot
e " Favoursclean, flowing lines 103n object makes ¢ el diferontrom | AT tery 2o thecry s realy incorporates thoughts o lowed ones nto Dainting. s ortil s spontanecusand Lovetho dreamy colours evckes ot of
artists/works/styles(Reason) looking 2t & dectly et creation et .
1€ not about mitaing ts slomants s
the patterms oarm about colour and composition Forthis innowative form of fove and ightend acsthetic, concopual sbout learning tofind your ow stye. For colours
“ o and e ‘experimentation Heigh " el txmlt this ‘spontanecus’ attitude | use g
press my ek
Critical thinking important or not | imeortant imporant mpartant impoctant important Important
Amore comprehensive and specific Yo criicise & point of view, criticism is not Multiple perspectives
perception of the whale thing 15 deny but 1o better eviiop
ritical g th resnce of poesions
friorion ot perspecties udging inthe presence of b Oislcticl thinking udging events Maintan an obfective 3pproach to tings
Uk crstitywich i dieced s coe
Acceptance of aferent perspectives poineofview crsathey i e P
. omimton of congenta o To. certain extent s innate, but mostof Croathty comes trom birth while critcism
thinking Bostsacondanylearmind. uch a5 s Acombination of oogenietand € comes fom an acaued.famiy and Comes from an acaued mode of kg Subliminal inflences personsi experience

secial emvironment

a5 crticism requires a bterary bas

‘The use of critical thinking in the
arts

Reducing personal biss | previously found
abatract at icompreheniibie. After

Allowing me to 9o beyond mere

can now appreciate it

Unlike creatiity,criticalty has a clear
purpose

At critieism

The author's on criticism of the work

Ant erticismevaluation

teachersipeers rationally and choosing the

work (Improving the aesthetics of the
public)

Multiple perspectives on the work

Courage ta challenge autharity

Topic. Women

Topic. Negatve emotions

Theme: Alzheimers disease (Graduation
Project)

The creative process: firstfor the iterature.

artwork design A portrait Tiwo ol setches. Some oil paintings of realistic igures ideas are generated The teacher grvez
Whatscrested: Because | have sy Sugpestions according  the cierent
it sbout As a woman | know how . when, poak to me | focus
aifficui it for women in society. So orthenogatie word ven i they
wanted to express these dificultes compliment me. | wanted to show a
Highkghting women's confusion about portrayal of what happens when | recive What was created: Because of the concern
their prospects. hegativity for social ssues and the fact that my
Grandmother ha this disease, | wanted to
oa retted theme
hope the teacher wil be recoptive to
ttrent syt of painting
00 not want teaching models such a
fipped classrooms as students will
' Lesson: for nervous and focused on their own content
R the seecher coud s v vrseioe esding it o | Lhoe th teacher wil guide me in 1hope the teacher will share some. The introduction of practical courses and a oo and locsed o el e
Expected course changes practical acts e e ading cl diterent syles thoughts on the current art market n class development of theoretical courses "

reducing the effectiveness of learing

Theaoretical coursework exam form:

ot U to ) ey wrtting with more
Freedom for esss
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