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ABSTRACT

HOW PROFESSIONALS EXPERIENCE CRITICAL THINKING
WITHIN AN OCCUPATION:

PEERING INTO THE PHENOMENA

Lyron Heath Andrews

This study explores how six professionals experience critical thinking within their
occupation. The research methodology employed for this study was hermeneutic
phenomenology. The aim of the research was to reveal the essence of the experience of
these critical thinkers as they encountered the guidelines, standards, and policies of their
work environment and how these affected their ability to think critically.

From the oral record of the lived events, five major findings surfaced from these
experiences: Tactics and Values, Emotional State, Critical Questions, Pre-/Post-
Expectations and Beliefs, and Inhibitors to Critical Thinking.

There was a confirmed connection to the literature for critical questions, the

emotional state, and tactics and values of critical thinkers, but no apparent thematic



connection in the literature was found regarding pre-/post-expectations and beliefs or a
catalog of inhibitors to critical thinking.

Analysis of the findings led this researcher to the conclusion that leadership is the
persistent and fundamental key to answering if an environment is appropriate or not for a
critical thinker to flourish. The analysis also yielded recommendations for the critical
thinker to catalog and be mindful of possible inhibitors to critical thinking within an
occupation and for leaders within an organization to foster an environment that is

hospitable to critical thinkers.
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Chapter I

INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this study was to explore how professionals who are engaged in
critical thinking are impacted by their occupational setting. The research purpose was to
illuminate how these professionals experienced the process of critical thinking with a
view to revealing any barriers or hurdles that may be related to adherence to particular
guidelines, standards, and policies in connection with their professional field of practice.
This research employed hermeneutic phenomenological (van Manen, 1997) methods to
describe the experience of these professionals. Hermeneutic phenomenology includes
giving attention to both descriptive (how things appear) and interpretive (hermeneutic)
phenomenology as a means to interview and transcribe the experiences of six critical
thinking professionals. The research utilized the iterative nature of the hermeneutic circle
(Merleau-Ponty, 1962) that considers the individual artifacts of the components of the
research (singular participant responses, episodic events, critical incidents) and makes
comparison and meaning of the components with the whole picture (the greater theme of
critical thinking and phenomenology).

After noting that there is no single definition or consistent theory of critical
thinking (reflection), van Woerkom (2010) stated, “Where some speak of reflection,
others speak of critical reflection, reflexivity, critical self-reflection, or critical thinking.

It is often not clear what the difference is, or even if there is a difference, between these



terms” (p. 340). This research utilized the term critical thinking to describe the locus of
the intended research and the working definition supplied by Brookfield (2012) that
connects four points to define the process:

1. identify the assumptions that frame our thinking and determine our actions;

2. checking out the degree to which these assumptions are accurate and valid;

3. looking at our ideas and decisions (intellectual, organizational, and personal)

from several different perspectives; and

4. on the basis of all of this, taking informed actions. This includes a basic

topology of different kinds of assumptions that critical thinking unearths and
scrutinizes—paradigmatic, prescriptive, and causal. (p. 18)

This chapter begins with a contextual background of critical thinking as it relates
to the workplace. Next, the research problem is identified with a brief review of the gap
in the literature regarding the research problem and the need for additional research. The
research purpose and questions set out the opportunities for expanding the body of
knowledge that the research question presents. This researcher’s assumptions, the

rationale, and significance of the study conclude this chapter.

Context and Background

White, Fook, and Gardner (2006) employed the context of health and social care
to discuss critical thinking (reflection) (p. vi). Their findings and manner of situating their
research informed the context utilized by this research. The four stages to critical thinking

(reflection) that White et al. (2006) enumerated include:



1. creating an awareness of how hidden assumptions behind our practice may be
directly influenced by social context or social learning: be it cultural,
professional, structural, political, or workplace;

2. arecognition of how thinking may be undesirable or restrictive, thus limiting
the range of options for practice, and sometimes for self-recognition;

3. amore empowered identity, as professional practice is reframed, to include
these possibilities, also as there is a growing awareness of how we as
individuals are able to ourselves create and reframe our thinking freed from
social expectations; and

4. an awareness of new skills/strategies, which become possible with this new
way of thinking.

It is therefore apparent that critical thinking can be influenced, restricted, limited,
or otherwise held captive by the un-surfaced assumptions that may be directly connected
to, among other things, one’s profession. It is within this first step that this research was
developed and framed. Steps 2-4 are the desired outcomes or purpose for which this
research can be utilized later.

Harris, Bruster, Peterson, and Shutt (2010) laid the foundation and importance of
critical thinking by enumerating a step-by-step methodology to apply to a critical
thinker’s practice. Although using critical thinking in one’s profession was considered
within their research, they did not delve into the phenomena of that experience or situate
occupational requirements that serve as impediments to critical thinking. Careful note
was made that “Individuals do not automatically know how to reflect, and there are

limited resources available for instruction. Too many times, individuals have mistaken



ideas about reflection, i.e. reflection is simply a listing of the day’s happenings or
summaries of events” (p. xiv). The specific focus of this study, then, was to better
understand the experience of such professionals as they embark on the path of critical
thinking. Brookfield (2012) emphatically stated that critical thinking was necessary
beyond achieving academic success as a way of surviving in a corporate, political,
educational, or cultural situation.

The authors researched for this study had no identical approach to either
conceptualizing or applying a theoretical framework for critical thinking (Bradbury,
Frost, Kilminster, & Zukas, 2010; Brookfield, 1994, 1995, 2012; Fook & Gardner, 2007,
Harris et al., 2010). Argyris (1980) used critical thinking to pursue strategies within the
workplace to question assumptions that are connected to business decisions. The
questioning of assumptions is tied into loops of decisions and actions that have flexibility
for making new decisions by reflecting on previous actions and assumptions. The
workplace becomes the centerpiece to investigate ladders of inference or assumptions
that come from the five critical intellectual traditions, including: analytic philosophy and
logic, pragmatic, hypothetico-deductive method, psychoanalytic, and critical theory

(Brookfield, 2012).

Research Problem

The focus of this research was to obtain an understanding of a professional’s
experience of critical thinking in different occupational contexts regarding policies,

standards, and guidelines. The desire was to discover if there were any barriers they



experienced in the process of critical thinking that were directly related to the policies,
standards, or guidelines of their occupation.

The authors who were considered included critical thinking theorists and
practitioners who recorded their findings produced from engaging in workshops,
seminars, and conferences as they facilitated the capture of various participants’
experiences who came from a broad range of professions, including business
professionals, teachers, executives, and managers (Bradbury et al., 2010; Brookfield,
1994, 1995, 2012; Fook & Gardner, 2007; Harris et al., 2010). The main focus of the
literature reviewed that helped to establish what more can be learned pointed to the
process of “doing” critical problem solving, while a smaller amount was devoted to
“experiencing” the process of critical thinking (Jordi, 2001; King & Kitchener, 2002;
Lyons, 2010; van Woerkom, 2010; White et al., 2006).

Lyons’ (2010) argument concerning one’s professional situation and use of
critical thinking or reflection to learn is tied into taking conscious steps to align the
person more closely to the profession by means of critical reflection. Lyons stated, “work
pressure often leads to a focus on finding a ‘quick fix’—a rapid solution for a practical
problem—rather than shedding light on the underlying issues determining the situation at
hand” (p. 529). The aforementioned scenario leads to a cycle of unconsciously providing
standard solutions to problems without expanding thought or questioning long-held
assumptions. Here, we find generic impediments (an unforgiving schedule accompanied
by unrelenting responsibilities) to critical thinking that can be found across many
occupations that are not necessarily related to a specific policy, standard, or guideline

associated with a specific profession.



Peering into the workplace, van Woerkom (2010) uncovered challenges that were
related to the aging of the workforce, speed of technological advancements, and
operationalizing workplace learning as related to human resource development. The
process of learning is considered in nursing settings, teaching, and call centers. While the
learning activities were considered (by various contributing authors), the particular
experience of critical thinking related to particular requirements associated with their
profession was not thematically considered in the same literature.

Bradbury et al. (2010) gave attention to the education, health-care, and social-care
professions. They explored the contradictions that this multifaceted group of
professionals experienced concerning critically reflective thinking during one-day
seminars, in which Bradbury and her associates used theoretical and empirical research
lenses to assist with critical thinking to inform their communities of ways to improve
work environments and processes. Part of the researchers’ interest locus revolved around
thinking that people will at times change careers as they migrate from one employment
opportunity into another. As they migrate from one form of employment to another,
certain aspects of their development can be repurposed or transferred into the new roles.

Brookfield (1994) set forth an extensive phenomenological review of 311 adult
educators’ experiences with critical thinking. The instruments that he utilized to collect
the data included autobiographies, journals, and interviews. The five themes that surfaced
from his study were impostorship, cultural suicide, lost innocence, roadrunning, and
community (these will be explored in Chapter II). While a specific pattern of categories
emerged in what was experienced by these educators as they reflected on the critical

thinking process, it was not readily apparent to assume that these findings cannot be



distinguished from any other profession. Fook and Gardner (2007) related their
experience with attendees who go to their critical thinking seminars and describe certain
behaviors on the job, such as making up information as they go, in order to respond
reflexively to swiftly changing environments without the benefit of mentoring and
training. What the seminar attendees experienced relating to critical thinking facilitation
in connection with their profession is not classified or categorized to any specific
policies, guidelines, or standards relevant to a specific profession.

No thematic references concerning critical thinking inhibitors related to
occupational rules and regulations, standards, guidelines, policies, or requirements were
found in the literature researched. An extensive search of these terms was conducted in
EDUCAT, CLIO, ERIC, Digital Dissertations, and the Super Search catchall. The
aforementioned samples of critical thinking related to one’s profession did not address
critical thinking within the context of critical thinking barriers that may be imposed by
policies, guidelines, and standards related to a specific profession. An opportunity exists

to gather more data through a phenomenological method to contribute to what is known.

Research Questions and Purpose

The purpose of this study was to explore the experience of critically thinking
professionals who attended a seminar conducted by Stephen Brookfield and had the
understanding of the aforementioned four-step description given in Brookfield (2012),
while they were mindful of the policies, guidelines, and standards associated with their
professions to better understand how the requirements of those professions affected their

critical thinking processes. This research sought to surface what barriers to critical



thinking were manifested that were directly associated with the requirements and
responsibilities of a particular profession. The intent was to capture the experience in a
methodological way that assimilates, categorizes, and catalogs the data to possibly assist
other critically thinking professionals in experiencing a more informed method and
mindset. Based upon the literature and research that followed, an anticipated outcome
was that a critical thinking professional may catalog possible barriers or inhibitors so that
critical thinking may become better applied.

Key questions that were considered included:

1. How does a person experience critical thinking in relation to his or her
profession?

2. What are the inhibitors, barriers, or impediments to the process of critical
thinking that he or she experiences in relation to the guidelines, standards, and
policies of his or her occupation?

3. Under what organizational conditions is critical thinking best fostered? What
would an organizational culture look like that fostered critical thinking?

Utilizing a hermeneutic phenomenological methodology of the experience of a

critical thinking professional, and capturing, categorizing, and cataloging that experience
for an emphatic understanding for the benefit of other critical thinkers, may provide a

more informed method of critical thinking in the workplace.

Research Design

This study employed hermeneutic phenomenology circles that concentrated on

both descriptive (phenomenological) and interpretive (hermeneutic) methodology (van



Manen, 1997). As stated earlier in this chapter, numerous terms are used to describe and
define critical thinking; therefore, to secure a stable definition, this researcher utilized
Brookfield’s definition. Critical thinking professionals who have gone through his
coursework or seminars over the last four years were likely to share a similar
understanding of critical thinking that can be utilized for this research. By means of an
online survey/questionnaire, this researcher ascertained the connection between the
participants’ use of critical thinking and their professions. The process included
interviews and re-interviews with six professionals who held a minimum of an
undergraduate degree and who had been through a seminar or coursework featuring
critical thinking/reflection conducted by Brookfield. A sample size of six allowed the
researcher to cull through deep hermeneutical circles to uncover the phenomenon, as
opposed to a breadth of interviews that sought to develop a statistically significant sample
size. The literature reviewed assisted in focusing the aim of the interviews with reference
to which phenomenological lens the critical thinking was situated in, and which tools
were used to gather and analyze the data.

Using hermeneutic circles (an interpretive process of giving attention to a
phenomenon that forms the standpoint of its parts and whole), an iterative loop of
investigating and reviewing the data gleaned from interviews, questionnaires, notes,
recordings, and analysis allowed the researcher to view findings by means of the

components and of the whole (Merleau-Ponty, 1962).
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Researcher Interests and Assumptions

From 1985 until 1999, I worked as a full-time ordained minister affiliated with a
proselytizing professed Christian ministry. In shepherding church members and in
outreach to non-members, it was inevitable that I found challenges to critical thinking
that were related to the requirements of my profession. In 1997, I began taking on
corporate responsibilities that rapidly grew from being responsible for a few dozen
reports to a few hundred. From that period of time until now, I have worked in five
separate organizations in various forms of corporate leadership. In my personal
experiences within these corporations, I have also seen pitfalls within my own ability to
think critically that were specific to corporate environmental requirements. From 2006 to
2008, I worked as an information security trainer where a large portion of my classrooms
was made up of military leaders. The manner of security that was taught included more
than the physical or technical, but was also concerned with frames of mind. The military
members in my classrooms had much exposure to physical and technical training, but less
exposure to the frames of mind that are given to dynamic or innovative thinking. These
military members were driven by a command and control hierarchy that had little space
or use for questions. Through them, I was able to experience particular barriers to critical
thinking that were associated with the constraints of that profession. This researcher’s
interest stems from that above-mentioned personal experience, combined with a desire to
extend the experience beyond myself, yet to focus attention on what pitfalls or blocks are

experienced by a greater community of professionals.
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The first type of assumptions brought into this study were paradigmatic,
perspective, and causal assumptions of the researcher’s own experience (Brookfield,
2012). The meaning of the aforementioned assumptions will be explained in greater
depth in the next section. Such assumptions cover the influence and perspective of this
researcher’s professional, educational, and societal views and have a bearing on the
expectations of this study.

The second assumption was that those agreeing to participate would openly
discuss their personal experiences of episodic critical thinking events within their work
environment and how they made meaning of those events.

Finally, based upon the personal experiences of the researcher, it was expected
that there would be a connection between the impact of the policies, standards, and
guidelines of one’s employment on their experience of critical thinking and the

capabilities to experience critical thinking in an unrestricted manner (White et al., 2006).

Rationale and Significance

Some of the notions that lend relevance to the personalized experience of the
critical thinker and the breadth of what can be experienced from a phenomenological
perspective are further illuminated by the categorization of the assumptions that
Brookfield (2012) suggested must be addressed in critical thinking, including the
paradigmatic, perspective, and causal. The paradigmatic assumptions that are the most
difficult to uncover connect with the generalized assumptions with which critical thinkers
are challenged. This includes the challenge of differentiating between “views that we

hold” and “views that hold us” (Mezirow, 2000). Being the most basic assumptions that
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help us form a structure of how we visualize our own personal reality of the world around
us, they are difficult to separate from ourselves and view objectively. Brookfield
described the process of discovering and understanding paradigmatic assumptions as
“hunting.” For Brookfield, this included inflexible thoughts on adults being self-directed
learners, critical thinking facilities being only available to adults, good adult educational
processes being inherently democratic, and the inherently political aspect of education.
These assumptions dominate the core decision-making capability of individuals.
Prescriptive assumptions are related to what the critical thinker assumes should happen in
a particular situation. They relate to how we feel people around us should behave and
what obligations one carries based on those assumptions. These assumptions can also be
induced or influenced by structural paradigmatic assumptions. The causal assumptions
portend that if one follows a predictive order of actions, then one should enjoy a
predictive result. Causal assumptions are also relevant when it comes to historical cause-
and-effect assumptions (Brookfield, 2012). While all three of the assumptions could be
relevant to “hunt” out, it can be seen how an individual’s causal assumptions could be
more relevant the longer they experience the profession to which they are connected. The
connection between the three aforementioned assumptions and the critical thinkers within
their occupations will be discussed in Chapter VI.

In Brookfield’s (1994, 1995, 2012) extensive research and writing about the
profession of teaching, connected to the need to develop critical thinking facilities, many
anecdotal references point to the processes and challenges that are presented. His
personal challenges, and those of other teachers, to barriers that are presented by the

policies, standards, and guidelines of a teacher were to some degree made manifest
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within their interviews, journals, and critical incident questionnaires. Brookfield (1994)
captured the aforementioned data by means of a phenomenological study. Fook and
Gardner (2013) looked at critical thinking in the professional occupation of a healthcare
worker. The intent of this study was to look at an agnostic span of professions while
paying close attention to the specific nature of blockages to their critical thinking that
they may experience due to workplace requirements. Knowing what these blocks are may
help to facilitate critical thinking within workplace environments.

Peering into the phenomenological experiences of a professional that relates to
what she is undergoing as she is mindful of causal, prescriptive, and paradigmatic
assumptions can yield information that is specific to individual challenges to critical

thinking in a specific occupation.

Chapter I Summary

Chapter I laid out the purpose of this study with a working definition of critical
thinking along with the context and background of critical thinking within an occupation,
combined with the possibilities that work-related barriers to critical thinking may be
influenced, restricted, and limited by the requirements of one’s occupation (White et al.,
20006). Finally, the research questions were listed, followed by the interest and
assumptions of this researcher, along with a briefing of the research rationale.

Chapter II begins the discussion of the historical context of critical thinking and

phenomenology.
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Chapter 11
HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF THE STUDY:

CRITICAL THINKING AND PHENOMENOLOGY

The purpose of this study was to utilize literature related to critical thinking and
phenomenology to support the exploration of the experiences that critically thinking

professionals have in relation to their occupations.

Critical Thinking Background and Adult Learning/Development Relevance

Glaser (1941) elucidated that critical thinking has been a mainstay in philosophy
for the past 2,500 years and established that thinking critically involves three elements:

1. an attitude or disposition to thoughtfully consider problems and subjects that

come within the area of a person’s experience;

2. knowledge of the methods of logical inquiry and reasoning; and

3. some skill in applying these methods.

Included in the above-mentioned elements is the ability to recognize that a
problem exists while maintaining a healthy perspective that questions whether answers
exist outside of one’s own experience and knowledge. It requires the ability to recognize
unstated assumptions and values, to gather pertinent data, and to analyze those data,

recognizing how it might be affected by the observer’s own experiences and beliefs.
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Highlighting the varied descriptions of critical thinking, Facione (2011) related a
comprehensive Delphi research project comprised of 46 men and women representing
various scholarly fields from the United States and Canada who reached a consensus of
elements that are core to critical thinking. The experts found that the overarching
elements that are evident when critical thinking is in place include cognitive skills and
dispositions. Within these two primary placeholders are specific attributes that assist in
rounding out a working definition of critical thinking. Cognitive skills included:
interpretation, analysis, inference, evaluation, explanation, and self-regulation.
Dispositions included: critical spirit, probing inquisitiveness, keenness of mind, zealous
dedication to reason, and hunger for reliable information.

Matthews and Lally (2010) extended the discussion of defining critical thinking
by showing it to be part of a wider set of cognitive thinking that includes creative
thinking, problem solving, and decision making. In Matthews and Lally’s (2010) work,
John Dewey was positioned as the modern-day originator of the critical thinking
discipline, in which a person’s belief systems are consistently checked through the
practice of reflective thinking. This type of thinking involves deliberate reflection on
beliefs and supposed knowledge positioned against other sources of information that may
prove or disprove held perceptions. Schon (1983a) extended Dewey’s theories in the
realms of teaching, nursing, and medicine that encouraged reflective focus within one’s

profession.
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Critical Thinking and Transformative Learning

Referencing the connection of the role of critical reflection in transformative
learning, Merriam, Caffarella, and Baumgartner (2007) cited Mezirow (2000) and
concluded that there are three types of reflection, namely: a) content reflection, thinking
about the actual experience; b) process reflection, thinking about ways to deal with the
experience; and c) premise reflection, which involves examining enduring beliefs,
socially constructed assumptions, and values. A component of transformative learning is
indeed critical thinking. Critical thinking is part of a conduit that allows one the
capability to begin transformation. Remove critical thinking and one has a component
lacking that will prevent the transformative learning process. Here, we can attach the
transformative learning lens of adult learning through which we can peer into the
activities of critical thinking (Mezirow, 2000).

The models of transformative learning espoused by Mezirow (2000) and
Brookfield (1995) have similar events that cause one to reflect. These events are
categorized by a “disorienting dilemma” and a “trigger.” A key linkage between the
models is a persistent call to think critically about one’s experiences and actions. This
includes awareness that we have a “habit of mind” and that adjustments happen either
incrementally or in one fell swoop (Merriam et al., 2007). Elias (1997) drew further on
the transformative process under the development of a “conscious I,” which is the
capability to exercise critical reflection as an imperative to transformative learning. King
and Kitchener’s (1994, 2002) reflective judgment model pulled from the work of Perry

(1970), who formulated seven stages of development concluding with the use of critical
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reflection. The critically thinking professional who develops within the focus of this
phasic model will determine readiness to engage in critical reflection at the most mature
stage of this model.

The critical thinker utilizes the process of transformation or the reorientation of
assumptions to create new ways of perceiving one’s environment (Mezirow, 2000).
These transformations occur in either epochal or incremental transitions that may involve
objective (task-oriented) or subjective (self-reflective) reframing views. In objective
reframing, points of view are changed when we become critically reflective of the content
of a problem or the process of problem solving. Habits of mind are transformed when we
become critically reflective of the premise of the problem and redefine it. In subjective
reframing, we become co-authors of the cultural narratives with which we have been
mentally inscribed (Merriam et al., 2007).

Kegan and Lahey (2001b) explored the complexity of strongly held assumptions
that are persistent and create an obstructive path for the one wishing to engage in critical
thinking that can lead to transformative learning within an occupational setting. An
individual can at once have interest in the possibility of transformation while at the same
time be interested in preventing that change. They entertained the idea of a metaphorical
immune system that causes one to resist options for change and to carry on down the
same path of failure to surmount challenges. The successful praxis of getting past the
“big assumptions” is critical reflection that questions the origin of the strongly entrenched
beliefs of the critical thinker. The added understanding that closely held perspective and
assumptions come with varying levels of emotional attachment indicates that personal

interviews would yield specific data concerning the underlying phenomena of what
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happens emotionally as the participants undergo the process of critical thinking in the
workplace. The participants are guided to take up a position outside of their assumptive
world. The act of facilitating this guided position-taking yields emotive data linked to the
struggle of both identifying and breaking through strongly held assumptions (Basseches,
2005). Engaging in critical reflection can create discomfort and dissonance in the
individual participating in critical reflection (Brookfield, 1994; Dewey, 1933; Reynolds,
1999). Getting to the elemental components that help to describe what is happening with

a critical thinker closely relates to Brookfield’s (2012) causal assumptions.

Critical Thinking and Critical Theory

Another lens of critical thinking stems from the domain of critical theory that has
a definite bearing towards social justice, which is facilitated by means of critical
conversations, collaboration, and reflection on the activists’ own experiences (Horton,
2003). Creswell (2009) noted that the range of influence that critical theory affects
includes helping people to transcend the boundaries of race, class, and gender. It is this
researcher’s expectation that these individual stories of transcendence may be described
in the personalization of the critically reflecting professional. Guba and Lincoln (1994)
expanded and deepened the list of critical thinking involved in social action by including
“neo-Marxism, materialism, feminism, Freireism, participatory inquiry, and other similar
movements” (p. 23). Existing literature reviewed by this researcher on critical thinking
focused primarily on the process of “doing” critical problem solving and a lesser degree
on “experiencing” the process (Jordi, 2001; King et al., 2002; Lyons, 2010; van

Woerkom, 2010; White et al., 2006). Freire’s (2010) sensitivity to avoid the hegemony of
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“banking” thoughts and ideas into students and rather “problem-posing” and
“conscientization” to better understand the critical thinker’s role within a social setting is
an example of critical thinking utilized within critical theory. Sheared and Sissel (2001)
reveal that a leading Marxist thinker, Antonio Gramsci (1891-1937), coined the term
hegemony to call to mind political and economic dominance of one social class over
another. The hierarchy of the employee/employer relationship is where this dominance is
practiced, for instance, under the guise of process improvement that is really a “cover for
manipulation and expansion of managerial pejoratives.”

Guba and Lincoln (1994) uncovered the humanity or personalization of thinking
as it relates to any paradigm that an individual is tasked to work with. Inevitably, an
individual critical thinker’s own values, constructs, beliefs, and views affect what reality
“really is” and cannot be seen except through a “value window.” This “value window”
concept is of interest to this study as it shows underlying issues that critical thinkers must
contend with since a professional engaged in his/her occupation will receive certain
values, constructs, and beliefs based upon his/her employment criteria.

As seen above, it appears that practitioners of critical theory reflect a concern and
remain aware of power. The awareness may be one of the factors that begin the process
of upsetting the balance of power. A paradigm choice from a person in power may speak
to a social-political predisposition that may be used to wield power effectively in eliciting
a particular set of predicted responses from a group of subjects that satisfy a desired
outcome. Since the very nature of critical theory is to question status quo and to bring
about consciousness for liberation, it should be noted that those who are in authoritative

positions are always expressing power over others (Freire, 2010).
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Brookfield and Holst (2011) uncovered truly radical approaches to planning
educational programs that are not based upon establishing techniques, but on love. They
lean heavily upon the ideals of both Horton (2003) and Freire (2010) in that a teacher
should treasure and respect the experiences of his student and to first love them. Horton
and Freire leaned heavily upon the conceptualization of Che Guevara’s beliefs that love
must first be established in order to help free one from his oppression. Brookfield and
Holst (2011) cited love and empathy being at the core of the civil rights movement that
had central figures including Malcolm X and Martin Luther King, Jr. Love and empathy
are summoned as the motivational force that caused John Brown to take action to relieve
slavery. Citing these historic figures factored strongly into the intent of this study and the
research to follow because many viewed King and Malcolm X as decidedly different
from each other in their ideology. Since both men were leaders who were engaged in civil
rights activities, it would be of interest to know how two distinct thinkers experienced
critical thinking from the same general profession. How would they describe the ways in
which they experienced critical thinking? What other things were they experiencing when
they were thinking critically? Each was part of a religious institutional thinking that
concentrated on civil liberation. How did their profession separate them in their critical

thinking from those in other professions, say military or corporate?

Critical Thinking Within an Occupational Context

As previously stated in Chapter I, the initial step of the four-step process of
utilizing critical reflection, as enumerated in the work of White et al. (2006), is

referenced to situate the questions concerning the effect that one’s occupational
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requirements and expectations have on their ability to think critically in an uninhibited
way.

After first establishing the importance of critical thinking, Brookfield (2012)
noted, “This is one of the limits we should acknowledge about critical thinking. It cannot
be considered separately from values and commitments, whether they be moral or
political” (p. 31). Since Brookfield held that one cannot tease apart the critical thinker
from the influence of the critical thinker’s values, morals, and “religious commitments,”
it must follow that these reflect a distinct pattern of thought for that individual and even
influence his or her critical thinking process. If these commitments are then bound to a
profession, then what impact does this have upon the experience of critical thinking? This
study sought information regarding the personalized phenomenological experience of the
critical thinker to ascertain if there were perceivable similarities or differences in how
these individuals experience critical thinking based on a practice or profession. The
objective of this study was to explore the phenomenological nature of what professionals
experience as they are engaged in critical thinking.

The field of critical thinking theorists and practitioners reviewed for this study is
replete with records of workshops, seminars, and conferences, wherein the facilitation
and anecdotal documentation of the participants’ experience and behavior is captured in
print (Bradbury et al., 2010; Brookfield, 1994, 1995, 2012; Fook & Gardner, 2007; Harris
et al., 2010). The aforementioned references humanize the experiences of the critical
thinker while they are in seminar practitioner sessions, being interviewed by the host of
such sessions, or used as a general awareness prompt for those wishing to conduct such

sessions. Brookfield (1994) set forth an extensive phenomenography of 311 adult
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educators concerning their experience with critical reflection and gains insight into five
main themes culled from their journals, conversations, and autobiographies that include
impostorship (unworthiness to participate in critical thought), cultural suicide (risk of
exclusion), lost innocence (from certainty to multiplistic reasoning), roadrunning
(incremental struggles with new modes of thought), and community (support for those
engaged in the critical process). The objective outlined for this study, of gathering and
documenting the phenomena of the critical thinker, matched with Brookfield’s (1994)
study interest, but this research has a broader focus in choosing professionals across
various professions and a narrower focus to enumerate barriers to critical thinking that
are related to their specific profession.

Because the work of Bradbury et al. (2010) crossed multiple disciplinary and
professional boundaries, they found that this caused some contradiction in understanding
among their program participants that hailed from the different practices. They explored
the contradictions by means of one-day seminars to engage critically with the seminar
attendees in both a theoretical and empirical research format to inform practice for
professional learning. The focus of Bradbury et al. (2010) in the above-mentioned work
was the education, health-care, and social-care professions. Bradbury and associates
considered reworking the “critical” in critical reflection. They noted that

individuals are likely to change workplaces several times throughout their
professional careers, or at least their workplaces will change around them.

Therefore, individuals need to learn ways of learning which are transferable

between workplaces, in addition to actions which are context relevant. (p. 39)

Here, attention is displayed to the significance of learning via critically reflective

thinking that has relevance directly related to one’s profession.
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Bradbury et al. (2010) warned that a person’s environment might change, or one
may change his/her environment with a need to re-assimilate what was already learned so
that it can be used in a new and unfamiliar setting. The relevance of one’s profession and
the utility of his/her critical thinking facilities were put together for further exploration.
This researcher’s interest was to gain an understanding of the phenomenological
experience for the participants who were enrolled in the seminars of Bradbury and
associates. Focusing on education, health-care, and social-care professions as distinct
industries introduces the awareness that individual professions impact differences in
operationalizing critical thinking. However, Bradbury et al. (2010) did not persist in
explaining what those differences entailed or how knowing them can benefit the critical
thinker attending a seminar where a facilitator is aware of the trends, pitfalls, and
roadblocks that may be pertinent to his/her profession.

Drago-Severson (2009) made use of critical thinking in the context of teachers
and administrators in educational settings under the auspices of collegial inquiry and
reflective practice. The former is separated from the latter by means of requiring dialogic
engagement of two or more participants. Osterman and Kottkamp (1993) recommended
that a reflective practitioner needs also to be aware of her emotional and intellectual well-
being as a major concern in her growth and learning. Bound up in the self-awareness of
an individual’s emotional and intellectual state would be the common focus of the critical
thinker to surface her own assumptions and how these assumptions would inform and
direct behavior. Because the most basic assumptions that guide our actions are
inseparably tied to the very persons we are, Kegan and Lahey (2001a) termed these as

“big assumptions” as they so accurately represent our perceptions. They inform our
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actions as such a comprehensively and deeply ingrained part of us that we cannot easily
see beyond them. Drago-Severson (2009) approached the challenges of surfacing these
assumptions by not only being self-aware and reflecting on an individual level, but by
having a dialogic interaction that comprises collegial inquiry with workmates who are
seeking like goals and desires to improve teaching capabilities. Engaging in reflective
practice of this sort opens one to a deeper understanding of behavior and provides an
ability to reevaluate one’s own thoughts, values, and actions with the ability to transform.
Fook and Gardner (2007) focused attention on the critical thinker in her
professional setting who is challenged by unpredictable environments where context
changes regularly and there is a lack of pertinent professional training (p. 66). These
professionals feel that they often need to “make it up” on the spot or draw on personal
resources or intuition. By observing participants who attended Fook and Gardner’s
critical thinking seminars, the authors made themselves aware of the tendencies of
reticent and risk-adverse behaviors that must be addressed before they can host
meaningful sessions. Before commencing the session, Fook and Gardner modeled
vulnerability by introducing a personal critical incident that showed their own
weaknesses to help allay participant anxiety. This information was pertinent to
uncovering or realizing the phenomena that are associated with the critical thinker who
practices critical thinking within her profession. Here, in the description of the critical
thinking practitioners’ environmental challenges was a specific statement about what may
be a barrier to that critical thinking. Yet, again, the barrier was not specific to a particular
profession. What connection exists between the environmental challenges to the critical

thinking of the professional and his/her profession? If that professional was removed
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from his/her existing environment into another, what challenges to critical thinking would
remain the same based on the unchanged profession but new venue? While this
phenomenon is situated in an environment where the critical thinker is placed with other
newly introduced professionals, and this may not mirror the normal environment under
which he/she engages in critical reflection, the responses that are noted add to the
phenomenological record of the critical thinker’s behavior. Missing from these data, for
the focus of this study, were the participants’ specific records of what particular blocks
were experienced during their episodes of critical thinking.

Gambrill and Gibbs (2009) directly addressed the role of critical thinking in
relation to one’s profession. The intent of the authors was to induce an evidence-informed
practice that was mindful of continuous growth by consistently and carefully examining
the beliefs and actions that a professional should be aware of while comporting their
work-related responsibilities. The challenges illustrate issues with critical thinking in
relation to one’s profession where fallacies can be perpetuated by means of anchoring
and insufficient adjustment. The anchoring is locking in on (and not moving away from)
initial impressions concerning data surrounding a problem or something that is being
addressed. If the anchor is too strong, then the ability to adjust impressions concerning

the problem will be affected, thus leading to insufficient adjustment.

Phenomenological Theory

This researcher considered two primary schools of phenomenology: descriptive
(transcendental) and interpretive (ontological). The first school of phenomenology is

descriptive and Edmund Husserl first placed it in the qualitative research arena. Husserl



26

(1965) asserted that the description of the experience is born of an application of
transcendental phenomenology that makes meaning of a lived experience through
reflection on observable and conscious data. Meaning is derived by means of a scientific
logical deduction of elements from the experience that are not validly attached.
Heidegger (1962) positioned the second school of phenomenology known as
hermeneutics. In this instance, researchers grapple with the lived world experience by
means of interpretations. Although Heidegger was at one time trained by means of
Husserl, this difference became one of the primary lines of separation between the two
theorists. Husserl relied heavily on deduction (and later reintegration) of internal and
external data, and Heidegger used induction that was based upon hermeneutics to pay
attention to the whole phenomenological event, which includes the researcher along with

the researched (Keller, 1999).

Phenomenological Posture of Edmund Husserl

Regarded as the founder and father of modern phenomenology, Husserl proposed
that it was necessary to bracket out the outer world with personally held presuppositions
in order to approach the essence of a phenomenon (Jones, 1975; Klein & Westcott, 1994;
Osborne, 1994). He developed his research approach by regarding the pursuit of essence
gathering with the mind and intentionality of a mathematician. The bracketing, or holding
aside of one’s presuppositions, influences, experiences, and beliefs, are part of
phenomenological reduction, which sets aside the natural influences of the researcher or
observer so that they are moved outside of the observed phenomena. Klein and Westcott

(1994) assigned three steps to this process: exemplary intuition, imaginative variation,
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and synthesis. In step one, exemplary intuition, the researcher selects phenomena to be
held in the imagination. Step two requires the researcher to take the held phenomena and
describe similar experiences in her imagination. In step three, the researcher goes through
an integration of the various experiences to reveal an essence. Given (2008) noted a four-
step process that includes:

1. an enumeration of the actual brackets the researcher will place around the

phenomenon;

2. understanding the nature of the internal and external suppositions,

experiences, and beliefs that are suspended by the researcher;

3. the temporal structure the bracketing is situated within; and

4. the reintegration of data generated from the bracketing process.

In the first step, the researcher is conscious of how porous or solid the brackets
are that were utilized. The question is: how well defined is the delineation between the
researcher’s beliefs, assumptions, and theories, with an understanding of how these may
impact the phenomenon in its natural state (Given, 2008).

The second step is basically a cataloging of the assumptions, suppositions, and
experiences that are held apart from the phenomenon within the brackets. The two ways
of placing these would be internal (things held by the researcher) and external (associated
with the phenomenon’s history, definition, etc.). The researcher should be able to speak
clearly to each of these bracketed items.

The third step is the temporal structure that determines a timeline for the
bracketing period. There should be a well-defined start, duration, and conclusion to the

bracketing. Examples of timing could be a researcher who chooses to begin bracketing
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during the conceptualization, another may begin during or before the literature review,
and others may start this process during data collection.

The fourth and final step would become evident during the time the researcher is
ready to release the above-mentioned items held in the bracket back into the greater
phenomenological research. Utilizing the mathematical notions that are evident in the
Husserlian framework, the releasing of the bracketed materials would have an effect on
the composite research, just as applying the numeric values within the bracket to the

calculation outside of the bracket would have an effect on the final value.

Phenomenological Posture of Martin Heidegger

As Heidegger (1962) began to make meaning of phenomenology, he began to
realize a foundational issue that is rooted in the understandings and assumptions that
entail the philosophical tradition of what constitutes humans or any entities as “Beings.”
Since this very core understanding of “Being” was never set forth in the Western
philosophical traditions or by the fathers of that tradition, then the whole tradition must
be destroyed. Throughout Heidegger’s career, his publications and lectures addressed
Descartes, Aristotle, and Husserl by challenging the substance of their arguments from
the standpoint of his belief in an ontological phenomenology framework. He advised that
through the ontological phenomenology frame, there is really an inversion of the
Husserlian frame that is transcendental. In other words, the very apprehension of being
that is so dutifully sought out, acknowledged, and separated by the Husserlian frame

should, from Heidegger’s view, be embraced and eventually interpreted by hermeneutical

awareness (Macann, 1993).
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Heidegger (1962) did not share Husserl’s view of a researcher’s capability to fully
bracket out the assumptions, presuppositions, and assertions from their phenomenological
research, and it is therefore important for a researcher to be transparent concerning their
views as they carry out their research. Heidegger’s religious text training in hermeneutics
gave him a perspective of all things being open to interpretation. He abstracted the human
experience of being in the world with the fundamental process of experiencing a
construct of our own experience, comprised of each person’s judgment and perception
that informs them of their reality. Heidegger also held that a focus on a person’s
situatedness or how he exist in the world, what his background is, and what his life
experience is would be affected by what is brought into the purview held by a researcher.
Heidegger illustrated this by noting states of consciousness and objects of consciousness,
and how the two can at times be seamless, as when an individual holds a hammer in hand
and it becomes an extension of that individual.

Compounding the situatedness that a researcher must manage is also the concept
of pre-understanding that Heidegger (1962) defined to be the meanings attached to
cultural understanding we are all born into, that hold a person so that he cannot view
things outside of the pre-understanding. As a researcher embarks upon interviews and
other forms of data collection, the experiences and cultural frame that are embedded in
the researcher’s being must be understood to have an effect on the outcome of the

research.

Phenomenological Posture of Maurice Merleau-Ponty
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Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1908-1961) attended Ecole Normale Supérieure as a
student and then as a teacher before he became a professor at the College de France. A
mainstay of Merleau-Ponty’s (1962) phenomenology is explained in his work The
Phenomenology of Perception. This contains the influences wherein he explores the
concept of both that is used to meld together the opposing philosophies of Heidegger and
Husserl. The concept of both forms the glue to bind the philosophy of essences posited by
Husserl and a philosophy of existences as put forward by Heidegger. Both manages the
tension between the Husserlian notion of reduction and the Heideggerian recognition that
the world is ever present. Merleau-Ponty does not aim to resolve the differences but finds
utility in using the transcendental phenomenology of Husserl and the ontological
phenomenology of Heidegger.

From Merleau-Ponty’s (1962) research spring four themes of phenomenology:
description, reduction, essence, and intentionality.

Description has emphasis on the lived experience. Husserlian purists follow a
transcendental method and are sure to separate the pure description away from its
interpretation (hermeneutics); they therefore would not include interpretation within the
process of describing (Giorgi, 1985). van Manen (1997) uses description to include both
the interpretive or hermeneutic as well as the descriptive or pure phenomenological
sense. “A good phenomenological description is collected by lived experience and
recollects lived experience—is validated by lived experience and it validates lived
experience” (p. 27).

Reduction, as it began, was an idyllic process posited by Husserl that worked in a

systemic way to realize and suspend one’s own experiences and total consciousness so as
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to not contaminate the object of phenomenological inquiry (McCall, 1983). The demand
of Husserlian transcendental reduction was not accepted by either hermeneutic or
existential phenomenologists simply because of the implausibility of completely
removing consciousness from the living being. Husserl’s (1970) description of lifeworld
(Lebenswelt) was an attempt to refine his previously described transcendental separation
by defining a phenomenological distinction between our theoretical attitudes of life and
what is our natural pre-theoretical attitude to life.

Merleau-Ponty (1962) describes reduction on several levels. On the first level, an
immense sense of wonder is awakened to the world that causes one to ask questions. On
the second level, one overcomes personal predilections and subjective feelings. On the
third level, the individual takes away known theories and concepts and allows the
phenomena to stand on their own. On the fourth level, the aim is to set aside details and
view the universal nature of the phenomena, seeing the whole process of reduction not as
a Husserlian end in itself, but as a means to an end.

With essence, van Manen (1997) returned to the Greek etymology to describe the
inner nature or true being of a thing: to be. Essence gets to what makes a thing what it is.
Merleau-Ponty (1962) connected essence to the very study of phenomenology that is
related to perceptions and consciousness. Phenomenology places essences as a means to
understand the starting point of who we are as beings. Merleau-Ponty (1962) made an
interpretation of the Husserlian lens of separating essences from the observed by the
observer as primarily focusing on language and words used to define meaning. The
essence is the recognition that there is a mixing of one’s own universal consciousness

with a particular consciousness. In this way, essence is tied to reduction because the rigor
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of being conscious about the world and one’s own view needs to be accounted for to get
the best representation of what is concerning the phenomena under study.

Finally with reference to intentionality, van Manen (1997) associated every
conscious experience as being directed activity. If one is thinking, understanding,
imagining, planning, then one is behaving with intentionality. Merleau-Ponty (1962)
expressed the revealed world as already being “there” and also what is experienced in
one’s life involving desires, how one evaluates the world, what one’s emotions are, how
things are perceived, what objective knowledge is, and how language is utilized when

translating that knowledge.

Chapter II Summary

Chapter II began with an introduction that positioned John Dewey as the modern-
day father of critical reflection/thinking as a practice. Fook, Gardner, Brookfield, White,
and others transported critical thinking facilitation into the healthcare and teaching
arenas. While the literature is replete with connecting critical thinking to the workplace,
there is a dearth of recorded knowledge concerning the phenomenology of critical
thinking connected to workplace barriers. Finally, the phenomenological theory of
Husserl, Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty, and van Manen were presented to situate the
research lens of this study.

Chapter III discusses how van Manen’s phenomenological methodology was

applied to this research and outlines the research process.
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Chapter 111

THE PHENOMENOLOGICAL METHOD AND RESEARCH PROCESS

This study was concerned with how a person experiences critical thinking in
relation to his/her profession. The intent was to understand what if any inhibitors,
barriers, or impediments to the process of critical thinking were experienced in relation to
the guidelines, standards, and policies of a person’s occupation.

This chapter considers matters related to research design, study sample, data
collection and analysis, phenomenology theory and application, validity and reliability,

and research limitations.

Phenomenological Methodology of van Manen Applied

Elucidating the distinction between method, technique, and procedure, van Manen
(1997) related methodology to the “philosophic framework, the fundamental assumptions
and characteristics of a human science perspective.” Techniques are both “theoretical and
practical procedures” that can be created to facilitate a particular research methodology.
Techniques are associated with an “expertise in a professional or technical sense.”
Procedures are the rules and standards that are core to research science that include
protection of human subjects, selecting subjects, interviewing procedures to assist in

producing helpful and reliable data, and special instruments to assist with properly
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situating the interview. Method is described as a “way” or “mode” and is closely
associated with the theory behind the research (pp. 27-28).

van Manen (1997) set the stage for this research design which includes the
phenomenological study of the critical thinking episodes of those actively reliving their
experiences by means of writing and interviews. van Manen’s hermeneutic
phenomenological research path specifies six activities:

1. turning to the nature of lived experience;

2. investigating experience as we live it;

3. reflecting on the essential themes;

4. the art of writing and rewriting;

5. maintaining a strong and oriented relation; and

6. balancing the research context by considering parts and whole. (pp. 30-31)

Turning to a phenomenon, in the case of looking at professionals who experience
barriers to critical thinking situated in a professional’s occupational context, means that
this researcher was immersed in the people and the thoughts they shared (van Manen,
1997). This researcher was connected to this study by his personal interest in
understanding the experiences of others. With investigating the experience as lived is the
intentionality of returning to the experience of the researched, as Merleau-Ponty (1962)
postulated, and actually involves learning the essence of that experience again. Reflecting
on the essential themes is the process of distinguishing between “appearance and essence,
between the things of our experience and that which grounds the things of our
experience” (van Manen, 1997, p. 32). Here, attention is paid to our own personal

attitudinal disposition and the essence of what is being considered. Gadamer (1975)
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highlighted and developed themes associated with the art of writing and rewriting by
enumerating how speaking, thinking, and writing share the same etymology. The
researcher needed to think in terms of clarifying and understanding what the lived
experience is. The pitfall of straying from the original focus is the reason the admonition
is given in maintaining a strong and oriented relation. The idea of full and uninterrupted
engagement with our object of research is encouraged. An obvious application of this
would be to avoid distractions to questions that are not part of the central question related
to the research.

Finally, concerning balancing the research context by considering parts and
whole, van Manen (1997) stated, “It also means that one needs to constantly measure the
overall design of the study/text against the significance that the parts must play in the
total textual structure” (p. 33). Here, there is a tension between looking on the overall
study basis and looking at the components (hermeneutic circle) that combine to make
what is visualized overall. The components must lead to and be in existence to inform

what the overall landscape is, and the overall landscape informs the components.

Research Design

Robson (2002) described a framework for research design that includes five
components that were utilized to situate this research:
* Purpose(s): What is the study trying to achieve? Why is it being done? Is it
hoped to change something as a result of the study?
*  Theory: What theory informs your study? How will you understand the

findings? What conceptual framework links the phenomena you are studying?
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Figure 1. Conceptual diagram
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* Research questions: To what questions is the research geared to providing

answers? What do you need to know to achieve the purposes of the study?

*  Methods: What specific techniques will you use to collect data? How will the

data be analyzed? How do you show that the data are trustworthy?

*  Sampling strategy: From whom will you seek data? Where and when? How

do you balance the need to be selective with the need to collect all of the data
required? (p. 81)

The purpose of the study was to gather an understanding of how a professional’s
occupation may inform how he or she experiences critical thinking. Understanding what
connections there are may lead to a specific understanding about particular blocks to the
critical thinking process that are bound to an individual’s specific discipline and work
responsibilities.

Table 1 below illustrates how the research questions led to a need for information

that was driven by a data collection and analysis method.

Research Sample

The sampling size was initially targeted for 10-13 professionals. The invitation
went out to 226, with 8 responding to participate. Of the 8 who responded, 6 participated.
The invitation to participate in the research and the selection of the participants were both
purposeful and criterion-based upon attendance to one of Dr. Stephen Brookfield’s
courses on critical thinking (Maxwell, 2005). While having participants who attended one
of Brookfield’s courses (Developing Critical Thinkers or Critical Theory and Adult

Learning) helped to situate a common definition of critical thinking, it also limited the
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Information Needed and Processed
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Research Information Data Collection Data Analysis

Questions Needed Methods Methods
How does a person First-hand Internet survey. Read responses
experience critical responses from and confirm if the
thinking in relation to  the proposed Two rounds of in-  participant claimed
his/her profession? participants. person interviews  using critical

not to exceed 90 thinking in his/her

What are the Understanding if minutes each. work environment.

inhibitors, barriers, or
impediments to the
process of critical
thinking that he/she
experiences in
relation to guidelines,
standards, and
policies?

Under what
organizational
conditions is critical
thinking best
fostered? What would
an organizational
culture look like that
fostered critical
thinking?

the participants
had a connection
between blocks
to critical
thinking and the
requirements of
their occupation.

Follow-up member
check for validity.

Voice recordings.

Journal and field
notes.

Use of specialized
tools to analyze,
code, and
synthesize the
transcriptions of
the interviews.

Field notes provide
a context with
which to frame the
participants’
responses.
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pool size of possible study participants. The aim, as stated at the onset of this chapter,
was to uncover the depth, not the breadth of the phenomenon of the lived experience of a
critical thinker in an occupation. Two separate interviews lasting between 45 and 90
minutes were conducted with each participant. Each interview was captured with digital
audio recording. The audio recordings of the interviews were then sent out for
professional transcription.

Maxwell (2005) argued that using the term sampling creates problems for
qualitative research because this term is more readily associated with statistical
probabilities found in quantitative research. His argument continues that qualitative
research calls for neither probability nor convenience sampling, but for “purposeful

2 ¢¢

selection,” “criterion-based selection,” and “purposeful sampling” (p. 88). The thinking
here was to be deliberate about the selection of the six participants to ensure that they
were the best ones to inform answers to the research questions. This researcher’s interest
was to select from a group of participants who:
* must have attended at least one course on critical thinking hosted by Stephen
Brookfield;
* must have at minimum completed a bachelor’s degree;
* must have worked in a professional setting for a minimum of two years; and
* must have been aware of using critical thinking (as defined by attendance to
any of Dr. Brookfield’s critical thinking courses/seminars) in their work
environment.

These interviews were arranged to take place with the informants in a private

space outside of their work environments.
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Research Methods and Techniques

Data Collection Survey Questionnaire

Concerning data collection methodologies, Maxwell (2005) stated, “There is no
way to mechanically ‘convert’ research questions into methods; your methods are the
means to answering your research questions, not a logical transformation of the latter”
(p. 92). To gather participants, this researcher made use of an online questionnaire that
can be found in Appendix D. It was designed to surface which potential participants
utilized critical thinking episodes within their practice. Included in the questionnaire were
queries concerning the potential participants’ highest level of education, a description of
their occupational roles and responsibilities, and their view of using critical thinking in
their occupations. Robson (2002) provided guidance when managing surveys to use
standardized questions with descriptive prompts for best results. The intent should be to
know the kind of information one wants to collect. The questionnaire focused on whether
the participants had finished a minimum of a bachelor’s degree or above, if they were in a
professional field, if they were given to critical thinking episodes in their place of work,

and if they had attended a seminar or course work with Stephen Brookfield.

Data Collection Interview

The researcher was aiming to have 10-13 participants, but a total of 6 participants
were qualified and selected. As this researcher moved from written responses located in
the questionnaire to interviewing participants, there was a deliberate intention to make
space for the dynamic nature of being face-to-face with these participants. Kvale and

Brinkmann (2009) noted one phenomenological method that can include “bracketing”
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which allows the placement of common-sense and scientific foreknowledge about the
phenomena in parentheses to foster unprejudiced descriptions of the stated phenomena.
Instead of attempting to completely remove one’s own assumptions and preconceptions,
van Manen (1997) promoted a methodology that forthrightly states one’s assumptions
and preconceptions. This researcher’s own assumptions and preconceptions were
previously stated in Chapter I. By means of two detailed phenomenological interviews
and a follow-up member validation, the data were collected.

The interviews occurred in person at quiet lounges or conference rooms. The
member checks occurred via email and over the phone, and they included each
participant reviewing the transcript for accuracy and having a chance to comment on or
clarify meaning. Creswell (2009) encouraged that even if video or audio recordings are
done, some form of note taking should be embarked upon as a backup to major electronic
failure and as a means of augmenting electronically recorded data. This researcher used
computer-recording software and took minimal notes so as to not distract the participant
and to pay close visual attention to the relived experience of the participant. Cloud-based
secure backups were used for the audio recordings and transcripts.

The initial interview was designed to ascertain the description of the “lived
experience” of the professionals, as they give space to critical thinking while engaged in
work. The exact questions can be reviewed in the interview protocol found in Appendix
C. Included in the initial interview was a request for the participants to describe their
roles and responsibilities over the last two years, a time of great importance when they
engaged in critical thinking within their work environment, what circumstances

surrounded this episode, the issues that drove them, and what they concluded from the
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episode. The second interview sought to ascertain a deeper understanding of the
participants’ experiences, including a description of what, if any, kind of constraints or
hesitations were presented during the episode of critical thinking related in the first
interview. An effort was made to get a description of the barriers that were present during
the critical thinking episode. At the conclusion of the interview, the participants were
asked to recount known policies, standards, and guidelines that were most prominent and
utilized on a day-to-day basis. Member validation took place after the second interview
was completed. The objective was to validate the previous two interviews with the
participants to ensure that accurate data had been captured. In addition to these previously
mentioned means of data gathering, this researcher made use of memos as a supplemental
means to gather data in drawing upon a narrative that described the mood, disposition,
and environment and where the interviews took place. These memos also contained
descriptive information about each participant’s background (Maxwell, 2005).

Looking for ways to use normal language is important to understanding the
participant, the researcher, and the ability to provide an understandable output for the
findings. Having openness to new and unexpected material allowed the experience to be
“what it is” from the researcher’s perspective and can add to new thematic descriptions
that come from the face-to-face interviews (van Manen, 1997). Relating an experience
includes more than using a verbal language. Communicating an experience includes
using facial expressions, tone of voice, and posture, given the realization that nonverbal
communication may lead to further enriching the collected data. Follow-up interviews
were conducted after the initial interview was completed to further develop and clarify

the participants’ answers. The interview guide that was utilized can be found in Appendix
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C. It was comprised of open-ended questions to surface and explore the phenomena. The
researched used a hermeneutic phenomenological cognitive approach based upon
qualitative research by interviewing a total of six professionals who held a minimum of
an undergraduate degree and who attended and completed a seminar or coursework
featuring critical thinking or reflection and conducted by Dr. Stephen Brookfield. By
means of an online survey, this researcher sought to ascertain the participants’ interest
and familiarity in using critical thinking within their profession.

The method selected for recording the interviews was voice recording. Included in
the consent to participate in the research was a notice about recording the participating
informants’ responses to the interview questions (see Appendix B). Kvale and Brinkmann
(2009) described a transformation of going from spoken to written language that comes
out of the process of transcription. Getting the interview voice recorded allows for
replaying it at the researcher’s own pace. A series of two interviews were conducted with
the six participants. Each interview was no more than 90 minutes in duration. A follow-

up member check was done to verify and clarify the validity of the data collected.

Data Validity and Reliability

Maxwell (2005) introduced validity that is specific to qualitative research, not as a
concept that attempts to provide a boilerplate solution to resolutely prevent invalid data,
but rather to foster awareness regarding “validity threats” (p. 106). Quantitative research
typically provides some means of building statistical controls into the design as a means
of preempting threats; by contrast, qualitative data tend to exceed many scientific or

2 ¢

logical controls. While Maxwell (2005) disparaged “bracketing,” “member checks,” and
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“triangulation” as the author of a proposal viewing such elements as “magical charms”
and “supernatural powers” (p. 107), he nevertheless furnished encouragement to be
sensitive to bias (researcher beliefs, theories, and perceptual “lens’) and reactivity
(researcher influence and informant variability) (p. 108). This researcher saw wisdom in
using the awareness of bias and reactivity as a tool to activate when engaging in
bracketing, member checks, and triangulation. As an example, this researcher expected a
link between blocks in critical thinking and the demands one has with specific
professional requirements. Knowing this bias creates awareness that the question design
should leave as much of an open-ended response as possible and that secondary questions
should be asked in a way that helps to avoid leading the informant—thus skewing the
validity and reliability of the data.

The transcription process involved verbatim dictation of the digital voice
recordings made in the interview. Careful attention was paid to the accuracy of the
translation by understanding the context of each transcription and then offering transcript
copies to the participants and obtaining their responses to their accuracy.

To foster validity, this researcher made use of hermeneutic circles of visualizing
the components of the research as related to the whole and these components were
attended to iteratively. Themes and new insights emerged by considering the research
questions, the literature, and the interview questions as they related to the interpretations
and repetitive member checks, verifying the accuracy of the two interviews, and

journaling.
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Data Analysis

Coding is one part of a three-pronged approach to data analysis that also includes
memos and connecting strategies (Maxwell, 2005). This researcher made use of the
online data analysis tool called Dedoose, which has the robust quantitative and qualitative
ability to house and assist in analyzing transcripts. Memos assisted in keeping a stream of
consciousness flowing to provide revealed insights and focus upon the research. These
memos were ascribed to excerpts of transcriptions that were later identified as themes.
The process of coding in qualitative research requires making new meaning of
transcribed data and rearranging the data into new categories that aid in developing
theoretical concepts. Maxwell (2005) stated that the categorization planning contains
three containers that are “organizational,” “substantive,” and “theoretical” (p. 97).

Organizational categories are designed to predispose or situate a broad area of
interest before the interview. These outcomes are easily predicted based upon the obvious
assumptions of the area of research. Substantive categories emerge when a participant’s
concepts and beliefs are noted and are closely associated with the data, typically with
headings and subcategories. Theoretical is the category for more abstract placement of
data, as would come from theoretical frameworks previously chosen or inductively
developed with new or unexpected findings. Chapters I-I1I contain theoretical
frameworks that provided the basis for initiating the study, while Chapters VI-VII contain
both original theoretical frameworks along with unexpected theoretical frameworks that

arose with study findings.
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This researcher made use of a journal to keep track of meaning making gained
during the interviews, while continually updating understandings by rereading the
literature framework. The placeholders described above were used in the data collection
process that helped to set up placement of information in a categorical way. Pre-data
gathering ensured that “organizational” themes were set up and preparation was made to

capture and place new data in the proper categories.

Limitations

Participants of this research may find it impossible to distinguish between what
blocks to critical thinking exist because of the policies, standards, and guidelines of their
occupations and what blocks may be present due to their own “habits of mind” or what
they may be predisposed to think, feel, and do outside of any occupational influence.

Empirical quantitative methods were not employed for this study and therefore
external validity was neither sought nor established for this study to be representative of

any statistically significant population.

Methods for Assuring Protection of Human Subjects

None of the participants’ names were used or referenced during the course of this
research or any related publication. Due diligence and care were taken to ensure that all
shared information was properly coded so that personally identifiable information was

obscured as related to participant identities.
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Chapter III Summary

This chapter connected the phenomenological methodology of van Manen to the
processes followed in this research. A conceptual diagram and a table referred to the
research questions and what information was needed to answer them. Next, the research
design, sample, and methods were discussed to illuminate how the research was
operationalized.

Chapter IV introduces the participants and their work environment along with

their awareness and definition of critical thinking.
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Chapter IV
PARTICIPANTS’ PROFILES:
WORK ENVIRONMENT, AWARENESS, AND

DEFINITION OF CRITICAL THINKING

In order to address the purpose of this research on how professionals experience
critical thinking within a profession, the researcher sent out invitations to 226 previous
attendees of at least one of Dr. Stephen Brookfield’s seminar (Developing Critical
Thinkers or Critical Theory and Adult Learning) to help situate a common understanding
of critical thinking. Six were available and qualified to participate. The aim, as stated in
Chapter III, was to uncover the depth, not the breadth, of the phenomenon of the lived
experience of a critical thinker in his or her occupation. Two separate interviews lasting
between 45 and 90 minutes were conducted with each participant and captured 